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US Intermodal Savings Index 

An Analysis of the Domestic 
Intermodal and Truckload Markets 

Ari Ashe, Senior Editor, Journal of Commerce 

The Journal of Commerce (JOC) provides an in-depth 
quarterly report into the US intermodal market to 

facilitate conversations between shippers and logistics 

companies about transportation modal decisions. 

How to Read Our Index 

The Domestic Spot Intermodal Savings Index (“Spot 

Index” or “Spot ISI”) and the Domestic Contract 

Intermodal Savings Index (“Contract Index” or 

“Contract ISI”) is measured with 100 as a neutral base. 

Index values greater than 100 signify intermodal is 

cheaper; values less than 100 indicate truckload is 

cheaper. Index values are linked to percentages: 

• 110 = Intermodal 10% cheaper 

• 120 = Intermodal 20% cheaper 

• 95 = Truckload 5% cheaper 

• 90 = Truckload 10% cheaper 

Rule of thumb: High numbers are good for intermodal. 
Low numbers are good for trucking. For an in-depth 

review of the Spot and Contract Index, please read our 

“Methodology” in the back. 

Executive Summary 

Domestic intermodal volume declined for the sixth 

consecutive quarter year over year, dropping 8 percent 

in the second quarter. Domestic 53-foot container 

volume fell 7 percent year over year and trailer-on-

flatcar volume was down 14 percent, according to the 

Intermodal Association of North America (IANA). 

The second quarter was also one of the most volatile 

periods ever in terms of volume and intermodal 

savings. Domestic container traffic plunged 17 percent 

between March and April, but also jumped 17 percent 

between May and June. That has never happened in 

the history of IANA’s data. 

JOC’s Spot ISI went down 13.4 points between March 

and April, the worst month-to-month fall ever. The 

Spot ISI then rose a combined 13.8 points in May and 

June, the largest jump in any two-month period. 

The Contract ISI was steadier because it measures 

contract intermodal rates against contract truckload 

rates. While a 10-cent swing per mile is not unusual 

month-to-month on spot rates, it has never occurred in 

our contract data. The rolling three-, six-, and 12-

month Contract ISI values don’t vary as much because 

the month-to-month values are less volatile. 

 

Since 2015, the rolling 12-month average of JOC’s 

Contract ISI average is 124.6 (24.6 percent savings), 

and the JOC’s Spot ISI is 115.2 (15.2 percent savings). 

Unfortunately, it could be difficult to gauge spot and 

contract savings during this peak season because of 

congestion out of Los Angeles. Spot intermodal rates 

are on paper only right now in Los Angeles because 

capacity is extreme tight.  

Railroads are giving priority to core long-term 

customers, so spot rates may not actually come with 

capacity. Contract customers get capacity, but excess 

cargo may incur a surcharge depending on your 

service provider. 
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The Outlook 

The JOC Intermodal Savings Index results in the third 
quarter will depend on whether the surge in June 

demand and rates linger through September or fade 

because of the pandemic or macroeconomic catalyst.  

Early July data suggests demand and rates remain 

elevated compared with March and April. 

 

We know the evaporation of intermodal savings in late 

2018 and early 2019 are not an issue anymore, except 

for the momentary blip this April because of the 

shutdown of business during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Our raw July numbers suggest spot intermodal savings 

(the gap between the truckload and intermodal rates) 

may increase in the third quarter. There are, however, 

three very important things to remember. 

First, our data is preliminary and will likely come 

down after additional data points are provided to JOC. 

Second, JOC’s Spot ISI and Contract ISI are weighted 

toward markets such as Los Angeles, Oakland, 

Lathrop-Stockton, and Chicago.  

The Intermodal Association of North America data 

shows us outbound traffic from the Southwest and 

Midwest US represents nearly 45 percent of monthly 

53-foot equipment flows. If demand and rates are 

higher in these two regions than elsewhere, our data 
may show an exaggerated index value compared with 

an analysis including US markets without intermodal 

service. Given the volatile swings in 53-foot volume in 

June and July in the Southwest and Midwest, it’s 

possible our national numbers are inflated.  

Union Pacific is applying a $500 surcharge on excess 

cargo out of California because of the surge. 

 

BNSF also rationed gate reservations to the Los 

Angeles-Hobart terminal because of surging volume. 

Third, spot capacity is not available on UP and BNSF. 

Spot rates don’t come with space on a train, so they are 

paper rates only out of California. 

 

The contract intermodal market is easier to project. 

Our contract intermodal rates should stay flat in the 

third quarter. JOC’s Contract ISI will move based on 

contract truckload rates, which returned to pre-COVID 

2020 rates in June and July.  

If truckload contract rates, currently 5 percent lower 

than a year ago, according to DAT Solutions, turn 

positive again, then the Contract ISI will also rise. 

Don’t expect movement in the contract intermodal 

rates, which are up roughly 2 to 3 percent versus one 

year ago. 
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The Year to Date 

Volume in Q2 

Never has there been such a volatile quarter. The 

month-to-month swings in the Southwest and Midwest 

were steeper than an intra-quarter period in history. 

Midwest volume was down 20 percent (-40,770 

trailers and containers) in April but climbed 16 percent 

in June (+26,774 trailers and containers). 

 

  

The shift is even more stark out of the West Coast 

where volume fell nearly 12 percent sequentially in 

March, but then rose 20 percent in both May and June. 

Such a V-shape has never happened so close together. 

 

 
 

Hub Group President Phil Yeager said the West Coast 
surge is the quickest acceleration in volume he has 

ever seen and will remain elevated for several weeks. 

 

“From the customers that we've spoken with, they 

believe that this is going to go through peak, that we're 

going to have these elevated levels of business going 

through the West Coast,” he said on a July 30 earnings 

call. “A lot of it has been sitting in warehouses on the 

West Coast [and] is now being shipped en masse. 
We’ll see this through August and maybe through 

November. It seems as though the restocking is 

definitely going to take some time as inventory levels 

are quite depleted.” 

JOC’s Spot ISI 

JOC’s Spot ISI is directly correlated to the dry-van 

spot market. If spot truckload rates rise, so does the 

ISI. If spot truckload rates fall, so does the ISI. 

 

 

The July rate is a rough estimate and likely to drop 

below $2.00 per mile after further vetting, nevertheless 
the raw number suggests a high Spot ISI value. But 

aren’t intermodal spot rates going up, too? 
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Yes, but not as much as trucking. Through June, the 

standard deviation in 2020 has been 12 cents in 

truckload versus 3 cents in intermodal.  

July’s unweighted spot intermodal rate of $1.62 is a 

1.1 percent increase year over year. It’s the first year-

over-year monthly increase since February 2019. 

JOC’s Contract ISI 

While 2020 truckload contract rates have been lower 

than 2019 rates, intermodal contracts are up 2 to 3 

percent year over year. That has caused JOC’s 

Contract ISI to fall below 120 for the first time ever. 

 

Early July data suggests truckload contract rates hit its 
floor in April, however it’s too soon to say right now. 

If truckload contract rates can surpass $1.80 by 

September (or roughly $2.10 in DAT’s National Van 

Contract Rates), then shippers can expect the Contract 

ISI to also get closer to the historical average of 124.6.  

 

 

The Distance Discussion 

The length of haul is a key factor in modal decisions. 

Longer distances help railroads to defray their costs.  

Less than 700 Miles 

We track seven lanes in this distance. Through June, the 

Contract ISI was 102.6 and the Spot ISI was 96.3 on a 

rolling 12-month basis. The pro-trucking lanes include 

Atlanta to Jacksonville, Atlanta to Orlando, and Salt 

Lake City to Los Angeles. Syracuse to Chicago, and 

Chicago to Chambersburg (PA) are up for grabs. 

800 to 1,200 Miles 

This distance has the most heated competition between 

trucking and intermodal. Many of these lanes connect 

the Midwest, Southeast, and Northeast.  

The Contract ISI on these lanes was 112.6 and the Spot 

ISI was 105.1 on a rolling 12-month basis. If there is a 

second wave of COVID-19 infections and business 
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closures, expect the Contract ISI to drop below 110 and 

the Spot ISI to drop below 100.  

Lanes won’t match the national five-year average of 

124.6 on contract rates or 115.2 on spot rates, but 

shippers should warm to lanes higher than 112. 

Truck competitive lanes such as Atlanta to Dallas, 

Charleston to Chicago, and Charlotte to Chicago make 

intermodal a tough sell. 

1,200 to 2,000 Miles 

JOC’s Contract ISI was 116.3 and JOC’s Spot ISI was 

107.9 on a rolling 12-month basis through June. 

Lanes on this distance should exceed the national five-

year averages when contract and spot truckload rates 

rise, so the competitiveness going forward will be 

determined by the overall freight market. 

The strongest pro-intermodal lanes in this distance are 

out of Houston, Kansas City, and Stockton-Lathrop. 

Dallas to Boston, Dallas to Los Angeles, and Dallas to 

Stockton are firmly pro-intermodal.  

2,000 Miles+ 

Long-distance hauls are where the intermodal industry 

can deliver strong value to shippers.  

JOC’s Contract ISI average was 125.9 and JOC’s Spot 

ISI was 124.5 on a rolling 12-month basis through June. 

Nearly every lane in this segment delivers at least 15 

percent savings, and some as much as 50 percent. 

The only exceptions are our outbound Cincinnati and 

Miami long-distance lanes. Although trucks aren’t 
cheaper, the rates are close enough that a deeper 

discussion is warranted. Otherwise, using intermodal is 

a wise strategy on lanes of this distance. 

The Lane-by-Lane Breakdown 

In this section, we examine which markets are pro-

intermodal, pro-trucking, and up for grabs.  

 

Please evaluate the next infographic like a traffic light. 

 

Green means go — strong intermodal savings.  

Yellow means slow down — truck is competitive.  

Red means stop — little or no intermodal savings.   

 

Given accessorial fees in rail, such as detention, per 

diem, and block and bracing, a yellow lane can easily 
flip red because we exclude this in our calculation. 

 

Out of 187 lanes we study in this report, 114 (61.0%) 

were green lanes, 43 (23.0%) were red lanes, and 30 

(16.0%) were yellow in 2019. Historically our data 

shows about 6 out of 10 lanes deliver strong 

intermodal savings, and four are either too close to call 

or cheaper via truck. 

Regional Breakdown 
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Quotes from Earnings Calls 

“Our commercial team is really focused on opening up 
new markets and making the pie larger… We're 

winning more short-haul business than in the past, 

because we didn't have the car velocity, the reliability, 

or the lower cost structure, so we weren't able to 

compete with the trucks. I've also talked about the 

long-haul lanes that we're opening up the markets on. 

Our team focus is really on expanding the pie. And 

when I say that, I'm clearly looking at the truck 

markets.” — Kenny Rocker, Union Pacific executive 

vice president of marketing and sales. 
 

“In the trucking sector, spot rates have returned to pre-

COVID levels and are currently at the highest point of 

the year during this inventory replenishment cycle, a 

positive near-term signal for intermodal…We've got a 

couple of new products that we're going to be 

launching in the third quarter between the Southwest 

and the Southeast, which are the two fastest-growing 

regions of the country, and some products from the 

Southeast to the Northeast which have already started. 
There is absolutely demand for intermodal in this 

market [because] the truck market in certain regions is 

extremely tight.” — Alan Shaw, Norfolk Southern 

executive vice president of marketing and sales. 

 

“With the tightness that we're seeing in the market, 

there will be some additional share shift from 

truckload. And we're seeing a lot of customers come to 

us now focusing on peak plans and peak support…if 
the tightness in the market continues at the rate that it 

is, I think it sets up for a very solid 2021 bid renewal 

season.” — Phil Yeager, Hub Group president. 

 

“There are some nodes within the network that are 

experiencing some unusual congestion. There’s no 

doubt. I think that’s just a function that we go from 

some pretty low volumes to a very rapid and quick 

recovery in volumes. I think it takes some time for the 

rail network to respond with crews and positioning of 
equipment. I think it’s most pronounced in the 

Southern Cal market presently…[It’s] one of the 

reasons we’re bullish on the recovery in intermodal. 

We think it’s going to be a good, a solid demand 

market for the rest of the year [but] that does mean 

we’ll probably have some pressures across the network 

and congestion with some ebbs and flow on reliability. 

Overall I think we’ll start to see some relief here in the 

next couple of weeks.” — Mark Rourke, CEO of 

Schneider National. 
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Methodology 

The Journal of Commerce evaluates 187 lanes in our 

study of intermodal savings. Each month we send 

estimates on 45 lanes to a group of 3PLs and shippers 

under non-disclosure agreements.  

Our estimates include margins and fuel but exclude 

accessorial fees such as detention, demurrage, per 

diem, lumper fees, blocking and bracing. Our 

contributors review transactions and provide retail 

invoice rates for the previous month. 

Those responses are used to calculate the two indexes. 

The base value is 100, which means rates are identical 

in both modes. If intermodal rates are 20 percent 

cheaper, then the value is 20 percent higher than 100, 

or 120. If truck rates are 20 percent cheaper, then the 

value is 20 percent lower than 100, or 80. The rule of 

thumb: higher numbers are good for intermodal, lower 

numbers are good for trucking. 

JOC calculates regional index values for the Midwest, 

Mountain, Northeast, Northwest, Southeast, South 

Central, and Southwest US. 

A national number is then calculated on a weighted 

basis using 53-foot equipment flow data from IANA. 

The sum of the weighted regional values becomes the 

national ISI. 
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