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ABSTRACT

The Interstate Commerce Commission (ICC) was created in 1887 to regu
late railroads. By the mid-1970’s it had grown into the premier independent
agency in the federal government, regulating all domestic transport modes
except air. But starting in the ‘70’s, the Commission began to shrink in both
size and power. By 1995’s end, it disappeared, and was replaced by the Sur
face Transportation Board (STB) that regulates only railroads, although to a
lesser extent than the ICC had. There remains the question of whether the
ICC is really dead or just renamed.

Birth and Growth of the Interstate Commerce Commission

By the early I 880s the clamor for regulation of the railroads had grown to the point
where Congress could no longer ignore it. Railroads had a monopoly over most trans
portation, with the only true competition being intra-modal, i.e. between railroads. Even
then, competition was limited to routes served by more than one railroad. This situation
left those at non-competitive places, typically smaller communities populated in large
part by farmers, to bear the brunt of making up for the low rates between competitive
points. So it should be no surprise that the backbone of the populist movement, which
favored rail regulation, was composed of those who made their living through agricul
ture.

Railroads, of course, earned this monopoly due to the fact that they were so superior
to any previous mode of transportation. Farmers needed the railroads to get their pro
duce to market. This fact was so evident that many small towns spent themselves into
bankruptcy to ensure that they would not be bypassed by a railroad building through its
area) ‘While obtaining a railroad did not ensure prosperity, not having one ensured
extinction.

Certainly, the farmers were not the only group believing that railroads needed to be
brought under some kind of control, but they might have been the most vocal. One of
the outcomes of the Populist movement was the institution of state commissions, prima
rily in those states where the Grangers2 were strong enough to overcome the free passes
and other favors railroads bestowed on the legislators.3

In truth, federal regulation had many fathers. First, attempts to regulate the rail
roads on the state level were not very successful. For the most part, it was an all or
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nothing regulation in that the only penalty the states could impose was to revoke the
railroads’ charters, which was not the purpose of regulating railroads. Losing all service
would be a fate worse than abiding the railroads’ abuses. Second, Supreme Court deci
sions stated that businesses could be regulated in the public interest.4 And even more
importantly, interstate commerce was reserved for the federal government to regulate.5
At least one prominent source has made the case that the railroads, seeing that some
control was inevitable, came down heavily on the side of federal, rather than state regu
lation, in order to achieve some uniformity. There is even at least one claim that the
railroads wrote the original Act to Regulate Commerce, which brought the railroads
under federal regulation in 1887.6

The Act To Regulate Commerce consisted of four sections that prohibited and/or
required certain actions by the railroads. In order to oversee the adherence to these
provisions of the Act, a five member independent Interstate Commerce Commission
(ICC) was created, the members of which were to be appointed by the President with
approval by the Senate. The Commission was empowered to hear complaints concern
ing violations of the law. It was to order such violations, if found to exist, to be stopped
and to determine the amount of damages suffered. The Commission could also investi
gate the railroads’ internal management and require annual reports. However, the ICC
was not given the power to impose the penalties required by the Act. Instead, the ICC
had to prosecute cases before the federal courts, which would impose penalties, if they
concurred.7

As events turned out, the courts, especially the Supreme Court, hardly ever con
curred with the ICC’s decisions. In a series of cases in the 1 890s, the courts took away
much of the Commission’s power, leaving it little more than a collector of statistics.8
However, several pieces of legislation restored ICC jurisdiction over the areas outlined in
the Act to Regulate Commerce.9

One of these pieces of legislation, the Hepburn Act of 1906, gave the ICC power to
set maximum rates, increased its size to seven Commissioners, and extended its jurisdic
tion to include express companies, sleeping car companies, switches, spurs, yards, de
pots, terminals, and oil pipelines.’0 As a result, the ICC’s staff grew in size, more than
quintupling from 1890 to 1909.11

As the ICC’s duties and responsibilities continued to increase, its size kept pace. By
1917 the Commission had nine commissioners organized in three divisions.12 The Trans
portation Act of 1920, which ended World War I’s nationalization of the railroads by
returning them to private ownership, placed many responsibilities on the ICC. To ac
commodate the increased workload, the Commission added two more divisions in 1920
and another in 1925. By the end of the decade there was a staff numbering 2,000. But
even so, the ICC was so busy that one division alone decided 1,017 cases in fiscal year
1928. The majority of the cases involved rate regulation, but there were many financial
issues, as well as those involving services, abandonments, and consolidations)3

By the 1930s the railroads were no longer the transportation monopoly they had
been. The trucking industry had grown so by the middle of the Depression it was a force
that was siphoning off a substantial amount of what little business there was. Being
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unregulated, motor carriers could undercut the railroads’ rates. Rather than lessen the
amount of railroad regulation, trucks were brought under the control of the Interstate
Commerce Commission in 1935.14

Having to regulate two competing industries made life very complicated for the
ICC. This problem was made even greater when the Transportation Act of 1940 added
domestic water transportation to the mix. Surface freight forwarders were brought un
der regulation in 1942.’ Of all the basic transportation modes, the oniy one not within
the Interstate Commerce Commission’s domain was air, which at the request of the air
lines, was regulated by the Civil Aeronautics Board.

The Interstate Commerce Commission retained its position as the premier federal
agency; and model for other agencies, into the 1 970s. It was never involved in a scandal
and its written decisions were models of English that others tried to emulate. To handle
its responsibilities the ICC grew to eleven Commissioners, 2,085 employees, and a bud
get of$52.455 million.16 At this juncture it would have been difficult, if not impossible,
to think that in twenty years the ICC would no longer exist, or at least its name would be
retired.

Voices Favoring Deregulation

Beginning in the late 1 950s and early 1 960s, arguments for the deregulation of
transportation were increasingly being heard. One argument was that over-regulation
had stifled growth in transportation compared with other industries.17 Another was that
the poor economic situation of the railroads was the result of shortsighted policies of
both management and government, and there should be less regulation especially of
minimum rates.18 Even government reports criticized the ICC for slow and costly pro
cedures, piecemeal solutions, weak personnel, and for striving to preserve the status quo.’9

As the 1960s continued, more critics of transportation regulation and of the com
mission itselfwere heard. One critic pointed out that shippers were increasingly moving
away from common carriage, the protection ofwhich was a major reason for preserving
regulation.2° Another stated that the ICC was a cartel whose purpose was to prevent
price cutting. If regulation were to be removed, not only would rates decrease, but the
costs of regulation itselfwould be saved.2’ Economists blamed regulation for the misal
location ofresources which raised the price oftransportation to shippers.22 Others pointed
out that all agencies tended to protect the interests of the industries they are supposed to
regulate rather than the interests of the public and the ICC was no exception.23

By the early 1 970s anti-regulatory sentiments were appearing in the popular busi
ness and general press, as well as continuing among academics. Ralph Nader sponsored
a study which personally attacked the individual Commissioners as being unqualified
and having no vision regarding transportation policy.24 Meanwhile, the ICC soldiered
on. Its decline, which began after 1976, was almost unnoticed for quite a while.
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The 4R Act And Administrative Deregulation

On February 5, 1976, President Gerald Ford signed into law the Railroad Revital
ization and Regulatory Reform (4R) Act. The Act was primarily a vehicle to save dis
tressed northeastern railroads through the creation of Conrail. There were, of course,
many other provisions, and one, which went largely unnoticed at the time, gave the ICC
power to exempt specific types of railroad traffic from regulation if the Commission
determined that continued regulation would be an undue burden on persons or com
merce.25

At first, the ICC, exhibiting typical organizational behavior, ignored this provision,
as it would any that would decrease its authority It was not until President Jimmy
Carter26 began appointing avowed deregulators to the Commission, that it moved in this
direction.

On November 9, 1978, the ICC legalized contract rates for railroads under certain
conditions. Previously, the Commission had considered all for-hire rail traffic to be
common carriage.27 Later in the year it ended federal regulation of the carriage of fresh
fruits and vegetables by railroads.28 This action put railroads on an equal footing with
motor carriers, who had never had their carriage of fresh produce regulated.

On January 15, 1978, the procedure for approving mergers was streamlined. On
December 27 the Commission issued a statement outlining the criteria it would use in
making decisions on mergers.29 Also, during this period the ICC set time limits for itself
in making abandonment decisions. Abandonment of a rail line has always been contro
versial because of the unlikelihood of the service ever being revived. Unlike other modes,
which use public rights-of-way, another carrier cannot just step in to provide the ser
vice.30

By 1980, the ICC gave up its control over car service rules and per diem payments,
letting market forces decide appropriate car supplies and payments.3’ Rate tariffs and
rate filing procedures were also simplified and filing requirements were reduced. While
these changes were codified in the Staggers Rail Act of 1980, they had really been accom
plished earlier.32

Entry into the industry is a greater issue for motor carriers than for railroads. The
capital required to build a railroad and provide its equipment makes the entrance of new
companies a moot point in most cases. However, capital is not the same barrier to entry
for trucking companies. For the cost of a down payment on a truck, a new company can
be born. Therefore, applicants for certificates or permits had been heavily scrutinized by
the Commission. During this period, however, the ICC greatly reduced the require
ments for approval. In fact, they have been described as rubber-stamping all applica
tions. The number of applicants who could not cover their processing fee checks sup
ports this assertion. The Commission had administratively decided to let the market
determine which companies would succeed. Again, the ICC anticipated the deregula
tion legislation that was to follow, in this case, the Motor Carrier Act of 1980.
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These examples show how the Interstate Commerce Commission voluntarily gave
up much of its authority in the space of four years, and how in some respects, the sup
posed deregulation acts of 1980 were simply Congress’ way of catching up with reality;

With the ICC taking such a proactive stance with respect to lessening regulation,
one might think that the deregulators would figuratively pat it on the back and be satis
fied. The truth, however, is that the push to continue the deregulation process and
eliminate the agencies continued, if not with greater energy; at least without any reduc
tion in vigor. The airline deregulation acts were passed in 1977 for cargo and in 1978 for
passengers. The Civil Aeronautics Board was sunsetted on January 1, 1985, thus ending
all regulation except consumer protection from fraud and unfair practices, which was
shifted to the Department ofTransportation and safety; which remained with the Federal
Aviation Administration. In the meantime, many changes were taking place at the ICC.

ICC Organizational Structure, 1976-1980

The organization of the Commission had continually changed through the years,
and its tendency was to grow larger. But after 1976, it began to slowly shrink, On
March 6, 1979, for example, the number of field offices was reduced from 75 to In
Washington, the number of bureaus also decreased to the point that there were only two
by late 1980. The number of divisions was reduced from three to two on November
18, 1977.

While total appropriations increased in the period 1976-1980 due largely to infla
tion, employment peaked in 1976 at 2,113. It fell slightly each year afterward until it
reached 1,946 in 1980.36

The number of commissioners also decreased. Although the number was not re
duced by legislation, there were vacancies that presidents refused to fill. On July 30,
1976, there were ten sitting commissioners and one vacancy. By September 30, 1980,
there were only six, of which four had been appointed by Carter, meaning that two-
thirds were deregulators. Carter refused to appoint anyone to the other four seats. The
shrinkage in the number of commissioners was not the result of any legislation.37

With the reduction in the number of commissioners, it would be reasonable to
expect that the Commission’s decisions would increasingly be based on staff reports, but
it was not the case. The deregulatory philosophy of the Commissioners caused them to
often make their own decisions and even overrule the staffers who had a more traditional
philosophy.38

In February 1978 the ICC was relieved of its oversight of oil pipelines when their
regulation was shifted to the Federal Power Commission within the Federal Energy Ad
ministration, part of the Executive Branch.

The Reagan Years

Ronald Reagan, who came into office promising to reduce the size of the govern
ment, made a very ironic move with respect to the ICC. The most conservative presi
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dent elected in several decades nevertheless appointed Reese H. Taylor, an avowed regu
lator as chairman. Many of his backers were appalled, but this appointment was evi
dendy a payback to the Teamsters Union, which had supported Reagan’s candidacy The
Teamsters felt that deregulation would weaken the union’s position and wanted it stopped
or at least slowed.39

Almost immediately upon Taylor’s assumption of the chairmanship, the commis
sioners who favored deregulation resigned and Taylor fired the deregulators on his staff4°
As a result there were only four commissioners and only one of them a Carter appointee
who was also the only Democrat. Because the Act to Regulate Commerce had specified
that neither party could have more than one more commissioner than the other, Reagan’s
Republican appointees had to wait until he appointed Democrats to restore balance.
Finally the situation was straightened out and by mid-1982, there was once again six
Commissioners.4’

The reduction in the number of commissioners was made official by legislation
passed in August 1982 which reduced the size of the ICC to seven commissioners as of
January 1983. It was to be further reduced to five commissioners on January 1, 1986.
Additionally, the length of terms for the commissioners was reduced.42 Congress was
displeased with Taylor. Consequently, this bill, which ostensibly was to reduce the num
ber of commissioners because there was less for them to do with lessened regulation, also
made it impossible for him to be reappointed.43

‘What made Taylor’s tenure at the Commission even worse was the fact that Reagan’s
other appointees were deregulators and overruled the chairman in many votes. Due to
the commissioners dislike for each other, meetings were often conducted by memo,44 in
violation of’ ICC rules.45

During Taylor’s Chairmanship the ICC did manage to deregulate Trailer on Flat
Car (TOFC, also known as “piggyback”) and Container on Flat Car (COFC) move
ments. This action was first considered during the Carter Administration in the fall of
1979. Shortly after the passage of the Staggers Act, the ICC proposed that all rail and
truck service provided in connection with TOFC/COFC should be exempt from regula
tion, and this was effected on February 19, 1981.46

As might be expected, the commission’s decreased workload due to lessened regula
tion also decreased the size of its organization. By the end of 1984, for the first time in
years, the ICC had its full complement of seven commissioners and its legislatively man
dated split of four Republican and three Democrats. Congress still did not get along
with some of the Commissioners.47

Along with its regulatory workload, the Commission’s budget also decreased. By
fiscal year 1988 its appropriation was the lowest it had been since 1974, which consider
ing the inflation of the intervening years, was even lower than the absolute figures might
indicate. By the following fiscal year, the staff numbered 699, the lowest level in de
cades.48 Many field offices were closed and the amount of office space was reduced.49

Despite the cutbacks, the General Accounting Office reported in 1986 that the
Commission had improved its efforts to enforce carrier compliance with federal regula
tions.50 However, early in 1987, Commissioner J.J. Simmons stated that the ICC was
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not able to make informed decisions on some major cases due to a shortage of staff He
called well-informed decision making a goal rather than a reality5’

At the same time that the Commission was being reduced in size, it continued to
make important decisions regarding deregulation. Some of these are discussed below.

Deregulation of Boxcar Traffic

Discussion of deregulating boxcar traffic had originated in the ICC in early 1982.52
On May 2, 1983, the Commission decided to deregulate all boxcar movements except
those involving nonferrous recyclables such as aluminum cans.53 Deregulation took
effect January 1, 1984 except for cars owned by short-line railroads which were deregu
lated July

Reese Taylor was a strong dissenter to this action,55 and in a decision reminiscent of
court decisions a century earlier, the U.S. Court ofAppeals for the District of Columbia
struck down deregulation involving cars moving under joint rates. The Supreme Court
refused to hear the case.56 The irony is that while the courts after a hundred years were
once again overturning an ICC decision, now it was the ICC trying to give up power,
and the courts insisting that it keep its authority.

On September 12, 1986, the ICC issued new rules allowing mileage and boxcar hire
charges to comply with the court decisions.57 For the most part, boxcar traffic today is
deregulated.

Relaxation of Intermodal Ownership Restrictions
and Deregulation of Trackage Rights

Throughout the years there had been a general prohibition of companies, particu
larly railroads, owning competing carriers in other modes. This policy stemmed from
the Panama Canal Act of 1912 which prohibited railroads from owning competing water
carriers.58 Only in special cases could carriers own carriers in other modes.

On December 17, 1982, the ICC eliminated its “special circumstances” doctrine.
Motor carriers owned by railroads could now perform any service, not just those which
were auxiliary to rail service. This decision was ex parte, i.e. one instituted by the Com
mission, not a response to a petition from an outside source.59 This ruling was appealed
to the courts but Congress made it a moot point in October 1986, by passing an amend
ment to a law, which legalized intermodal ownership.6°

On September 14, 1982, the ICC proposed to eliminate the regulation of trackage
rights agreements, whereby, for a fee, one railroad runs its trains over another’s tracks.
The courts upheld the ICC proposal. 61
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Changing Policy on Contract Rates

Railroad contract rates had been allowed by the ICC in 1978, as described above.
They were formally legalized by the Staggers Act of 1980,62 and as the railroads enthusi
astically embraced contract rate, the number filed with the ICC soared.63

On May 26, 1983, the ICC issued a rule allowing contract rates to become effective
upon filing which eliminated the possibility of ICC approval or public hearings prior to
the rates taking effect.64 There has been little controversy over the implementation of
this rule. Because the contract rates are the result ofnegotiations between the two parties
involved, there is a certain logic to their immediate effectiveness.

Another issue involving contract rates is the amount of information about the con
tract that is made public. The Commission on November 4, 1982 issued rules minimiz
ing the amount of information to be disdosed.65 The water carriers appealed.’ On
November 15, 1983, the U.S. Court ofAppeals for the Second Circuit in New York City
upheld the ICC specifications.67

The issue was reopened with the passing on October 21, 1986, of the Conrail
Privatization Act, which contained a provision requiring contract rate disclosure.68 Imple
mentation of the new rules reduced the number of rail contracts, but the ICC fought any
further rules for increase in the amount of information to be disclosed.69

If transportation was to be deregulated, then there would be no need for an institu
tion to regulate it. Proposals to eliminate (“Sunset”) the Interstate Commerce Commis
sion will be discussed in the next section.

Sunsetting The Interstate Commerce Commission

As related above, criticisms of transportation regulation had been around since at
least the 1 950s. Most of them concentrated on the act of regulation, not the regulating
institution. However, with regulation greatly lessened, it was natural to consider the
elimination of the regulatory agency

In 1983, the first legislation to sunset the ICC, the Transportation Improvement
Act, was proposed. Among other provisions, it contained one to consolidate the regula
tory functions of the Interstate Commerce Commission, the Federal Maritime Commis
sion, and the Civil Aeronautics Board into a single agency7° The bill was never enacted.

In early 1986 the Reagan administration sent a bill to Congress abolishing the ICC.
Heather Gradison, ICC Chairman, also advocated abolishment but favored retaining its
remaining rail regulatory functions somewhere.7’

The Reagan administration’s fiscal year 1988 budget, submitted January 1987, rec
ommended that all economic regulation ofmotor carriers, freight forwarders, water car
riers, and bus companies be ended. As part of the proposal, the ICC would be sunsetted
by October 1. Rail regulation would be transferred to the Transportation Department
(DOT), except for anti-trust matters which would be handled by the Department of
Justice. Heather Gradison endorsed the proposal.72 Senate Minority Leader Robert
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Dole (R-KS) introduced legislation in the spring of 1987 calling for sunsetting the Com
mission.73

Of course, not everyone was in favor of sunset. Many carriers, shippers, and the
organizations representing them, as well politicians and academics were on record as
being in opposition. One of the most interesting personalities to oppose sunset was
Alfred Kahn, former Chairman of the Civil Aeronautics Board and architect of its de
mise. He stated that the CAB sunset was largely symbolic and was done to convince the
public that the United States was serious about deregulating the airline industry. But, in
retrospect, he felt that the CAB would have handled deregulation better than the DOT
did. Therefore, abolishing the ICC would be a mistake. It should be retained, if only to
protect captive shippers.74 The Department of Transportation is part of the Executive
Branch and is hardly the independent agency that the Interstate Commerce Commission
was designed to be.

At the 1986 Association of Transportation Practitioners’75 annual meeting there
were many complaints that the ICC was moving too slowly in making decisions. Fritz
Kahn, former general counsel of the Commission, posited that the Commission was
purposely delaying important decisions to make it appear that it was doing nothing and
thus setting the stage for sunset. It was suggested that the members consider opposing
the reappointment of any commissioners that favored sunset because they could hardly
do a good job for an organization in which they did not believe.76

During the next few years, proposals to sunset the ICC and transfer its functions to
the Department of Transportation appeared and were pushed aside. Students of the
Commission, for the most part, while realizing that it had lost much of its previous
powers, did not believe the ICC would be eliminated completely. One of the authors
wrote late in 1991 that, while other modes might be completely deregulated, the rail
roads would not be and it would be better to leave the duties of rail oversight where they
were.77 Results of the sunset of the Civil Aeronautics Board had not been as good as
expected. In Congressional hearings, the number of complaints were many and varied
and even Alfred Kahn, the architect of the CAB sunset, stated that the DOT had not
done a good job.76

An eclectic group, including such diverse congressional members as the then-ob
scure Tom Delay and John Kasich, very conservative Republicans, and Barney Frank, a
very liberal Democrat, worked to eliminate the ICC during 1993 and 1994. In July
1993, Senator John Danforth of Missouri, then the ranking Republican on the Senate
Commerce Committee, introduced legislation to transfer the functions of the Interstate
Commerce Commission to the DOT and sunset the ICC. He claimed that savings
would equal almost as much as the whole proposed budget of the commission. Con
gressman Joel Hefley (R-CO) proposed a similar measure in the House.8° While these
proposals were defeated in both houses of Congress, they produced much controversy
Transportation executives weighed in with their opinions and many transportation peri
odicals editorialized. One pointed out that two of the commissioners, Edward Philbin
and GregoryWalden, confessed that they were doing nothing to earn their salaries. Ironi
cally, Walden was a George H.W. Bush recess appointee who had never faced Senate
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confirmation, but had announced he would fight to keep his seat. Senator James Exon
warned of “so-called reformers who believe an agency is good enough to give them a
monthly paycheck but not good enough to exist after they leave.”8’

In the spring of 1994, ICC Chairman Gail McDonald again had to spend time
before Congress fighting for the Commission’s life. The General Accounting Office had
released a report stating that the ICC was spending half its time on formalities. An
article in The Wall StreetJournal stated that members of Congress liked having the Com
mission because they could refer complaints of their constituents there and appear to be
doing something, while the ICC was spending most of its time filing tariffi.82 The ICC
survived that year, although the bill to eliminate it passed the House of Representatives
by a comfortable bi-partisan margin. In the Senate, a compromise was fashioned whereby
rates would not be filed anymore, which would accomplish the purpose of reducing the
ICC’s budget by one-third.83

Each year the ICC came closer to extinction, and in November of 1994, the process
was hastened when Republicans gained control of Congress. Two of the most active in
attempting to eliminate the ICC were Alfonse D’Amato (R-NY) and John Kasich (R
OH) who took over as chairman of the Senate Appropriations Committee and House
Budget Committee Chairman, respectively.84

Sunset, as previously pointed out, was not strictly a partisan issue, as Bill Clinton’s
budget for fiscal year 1996 proposed to phase out the ICC.85 The ICC was singled out
in Clinton’s State of the Union address as one agency that had outlived its usefulness.
Debate soon turned from whether to preserve the ICC to where its functions should be
transferred. The Clinton administration favored moving decision-making powers over
mergers to the Department of Justice. The railroads preferred that all ICC powers be
transferred intact to the Department ofTransportation.86

Abill to eliminate the ICC was sent to Congress by the Department ofTransporta
tion on April 6, 1995. Introduced by Representative William Lipinski (D-IL), it pro
posed keeping the Commission alive until September 30, 1996, and then transferring its
authority over rail mergers to the Department ofJustice.87 Debate continued over which
functions would be retained, but at this time there seemed to be no question that outside
of mergers, all other issues would reside in DOT. By June, the House Transportations
Appropriations Subcommittee had marked up legislation eliminating the ICC by De
cember 31 88

In August, the National Industrial Transportation League proposed that a new agency
within DOT be created to handle the ICC’s functions. The idea of an independent
agency within DOT was gaining support, although different interests, e.g. the National
Small Shipments Traffic Conference, the Association ofAmerican Railroads, other rail
road associations and several coal, grain and chemical shippers associations, disagreed on
the details.89

On August 9, 1995, Senator James Exon, who less than two years earlier had fought
to save the Commission and evidently swayed by the changing general attitude, intro
duced legislation to eliminate the ICC and transfer most of its responsibilities to a new
United States Transportation Board.9° By October 1995, the Senate Commerce Com
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mittee was drafting a bill to eliminate the ICC and transfer its functions to an indepen
dent board within DOT At this point it was a bipartisan first draft entitled, “ICC
Sunset and Intermodal Surface Transportation Reform Act.”91 In the meantime, layoffs
were occurring at the Commission, as its budget was cut.92

On November 14 the House approved H.R. 2539, The ICC Termination Act. The
Act repealed existing rail and motor carrier regulation and replaced it with a 286-page
document covering remaining regulation.93 Although there was some conflict with the
Senate version, and a ‘White House threat to veto the bill, compromise was reached and
on November 28, the Senate passed a very similar bill. The House bill referred to the
successor board as the Transportation Adjudication Panel, while the Senate bill referred
to it as the Intermodal Surface Transportation Board.94 But the details were difficult to
work out, and in mid-December Congress was still haggling over the final shape of the
legislation. The House-Senate conference committee met for the first time on December
13. Some of the sticky issues involved severance pay and benefits for workers displaced
by sale or merger of carriers. Major issues tentatively resolved by that time involved
motor carrier liability, motor carrier registration, financial reporting, rail market domi
nance, and tariff filing.’5

Meanwhile, the ICC was working on the mechanics of shutting down and starting
up. Some employees were to be transferred to the Federal Highway Administration
while others were to “remain” at the Surface Transportation Board, the ICC’s successor.’6

The ICC Termination Act of 1995, Pub. L. No. 104-88, 109 Stat., 803 (1995), was
finally passed by the Senate on December 21 and the House on December 22, both by
voice votes. It was signed by President Clinton on December 29.’

The Surface Transportation Board opened for business on January 2, 1996. It con
sisted of two commissioners and chairman (Linda Morgan) who had held the same posi
tions on the ICC. It was housed in the same building and had the same phone numbers
as its predecessor. It was smaller in scope, as almost half its employees were transferred to
the Office of Motor Carriers in the Federal Highway Administration.’8 Some writers
have numbered the STB members and chairmen by continuing the ICC’s numbers.

One of the authors had the opportunity to see Chairman Linda Morgan speak on
January 18, 1996. She appeared harried and obviously had not had a pleasant holiday
season. She spoke of the difficulties of splitting the Commission and how hard it had
been on the staff” At a reception that night, Commissioner Gus Owen told the author
that the whole sunset was just a perception. As he stated it, “Congress needed a trophy.”
When asked for a business card, he could only produce his ICC Commissioner’s card.10°
The question is whether the ICC is truly dead or just reincarnated as the STB.

Epilogue

Edward Emmett, National Industrial Transportation League President, a former
ICC Commissioner, stated in October 2000, that the STB should be abolished. Accord
ing to Emmett, it does nothing for the shippers and without it, shippers could take
matters to the courts, state regulatory commissions, DOT, the Justice Department or
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Federal Energy Regulatory Commission (for matters of coal haulage).151 Even a column
in March 2003 issue of TrainsMagazine called for abolishment of the STB and for letting
shippers and the railroads work things out between themselves)02

Calls for abolishing the STB have not reached the point where anything is likely to
be done, but at one time the same was said about the Interstate Commerce Commission.
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