
 

 

Leveraging Reciprocal Switching to Create Rail 

Competition  

Even if only one railroad physically serves your plant, other railroads may be able to 

compete for your freight. Reciprocal switching allows additional railroads to bid for the 

line haul while the serving railroad continues to switch your plant. Whether the option 

creates value for you comes down to five questions. 
By Steve Blinn, Senior Consultant, PLG Consulting | September 2026 

A plant manager in Columbus, OH can stand at the fence and watch one railroad work her plant. That railroad is on 

the Industrial Track Agreement, on the waybills, and on the phone whenever a car sits for three days. What may not 

be clearly visible to the plant manager is that additional railroads work the same terminal area in Columbus, can 

reach her customers in Atlanta on their own lines, and could be bidding for the line haul without ever bringing a 

locomotive to her plant. Call her plant ABC Manufacturing, her serving carrier NS and the competing railroad CSXT. 

Reciprocal switching is one tool that she might use to introduce competition into the equation. 

 

The mechanics are simple. NS spots and pulls the car exactly as it does today, hauls it a short distance to an agreed 

interchange, and is paid for that work. CSXT picks the car up at the interchange and competes for the long-distance 

line haul beyond it. The waybill is issued by CSXT, not NS. The move to interchange stays with the serving railroad, 

but the majority of the freight expense is with the carrier who has reciprocal switching rights. 
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The serving railroad keeps the local move. The railroad with switching rights bids for everything after the interchange. 

 

But it's not merely that CSXT, the line-haul carrier, has operations close to the plant that makes the reciprocal switch 

possible. The tariff or the agreement has to permit the switch, CSXT has to want the traffic enough to quote it. The 

freight economics and operational parameters have to work for the shippers before this is a real option.  

COMMON MISCONCEPTIONS ABOUT RECIPROCAL SWITCHING 

 A railroad with reciprocal switching rights does not run its locomotives onto your plant track. The serving 

railroad keeps doing the switching, with the same crew on the same schedule. 

 A reciprocal switching right is not automatic. It can come from a railroad's published tariff or from a private 

agreement, or by government regulation and oversight. 

 Somebody pays for that switch. Your serving railroad sets the charge, the charge varies by station and by 

connecting carrier, and it lands in the delivered cost of the competing route. 

 No railroad is obliged to bid. A carrier can decline your traffic, or quote it at a number that isn't commercially 

viable. 

 Your serving railroad stays in the fight. It can still compete for the whole move. The reciprocal switch creates 

value because the serving carrier now must compete for your business. 

 

Access is not competition.  

Most shippers ask whether an additional railroad can reach them. The more salient question is whether that 

railroad can compete for their freight on terms they would actually accept. An option can look perfect on paper 

and be worth nothing in commercial freight terms. 

  

  

  



 

  

RECIPROCAL SWITCHING FIVE-QUESTION TEST  

Whether ABC can leverage reciprocal switching to improve its logistics boils down to five questions. 

 

1. CAN I USE IT? - Is ABC eligible? Do the rules let CSXT handle this commodity on this movement? 

2. WILL THEY QUOTE ME? - Will CSXT offer a price and take the car from the interchange to Atlanta? 

Assume the quote comes back at $3,250. 

3. IS IT CHEAPER? - Compare delivered cost rather than line haul alone. Take CSXT's $3,250, add the NS 

switch charge, subtract whatever CSXT absorbs, then add any other costs. At a $500 switch with no 

absorption, the route delivers for $3,750 against NS at $4,000. The saving is $250 a car. 

4. WILL IT WORK? - Will the operations hold up? Every handoff adds time and one more point of potential 

service failure. Look hard at interchange times and harder at how much they vary. A cheaper route you 

cannot plan around is not cheaper. 

5. CAN I COUNT ON IT? - Is the access durable? Read the restrictions, the expiration dates, and the notice 

requirements. Find out who controls the switch charge, and what recourse you have if access is refused or 

quietly degraded. 

Only when you can answer yes to all five questions do you have another competitive rail option through reciprocal 

switching. 

 

BEWARE OF FRAGILE ECONOMICS 

A slight change in one of the components of the freight move can change the picture on the viability of reciprocal 

switching. For example, if you hold constant both line haul quotes still but change the reciprocal switching charge the 

effectiveness of the competitive option can quickly disappear. 

 

ROUTING OPTION  LINE HAUL  SWITCH  DELIVERED COST 

 

NS through route (baseline)  

 

$4,000  

 

n/a  

 

$4,000  

 

Scenario A, lower switch  

 

$3,250  

 

$500  

 

$3,750  

$250 ADVANTAGE  

 

Scenario B, higher switch  

 

$3,250  

 

$1,000  

 

$4,250  

$250 DISADVANTAGE  

Illustrative rates and charges. Actual switch charges vary by station and by connecting carrier.  

The example shows that small changes in the economics can determine whether you have truly created a new 

competing option. The map tells you who is nearby. The tariff tells you who you can use. But it's the quote, 

economics, and service that tell you whether the option is meaningful competition.  

WHY THIS MATTERS NOW 

ABC's example begins with switching access already available through a railroad tariff or agreement. Separately, 

federal law allows the STB to prescribe reciprocal switching where it finds the arrangement practicable and in the 

public interest, or necessary to provide competitive rail service. Those are different paths with different tests.  

The proposed UP-NS merger adds a separate, merger-specific Targeted Access Program. In the applicants' July 27, 

2026 filing, certain sole-served customers in terminal areas could seek expedited reciprocal switching if service both 

deteriorates from a premerger baseline and falls below specified thresholds: 70% for Original ETA or 85% for Industry 

Spot and Pull. An industry that gains operational relief from a Targeted Access Program is awarded that access for 

six months under UP-NS's proposal. The program is a remedial backstop available only if service deteriorates in a 

way that qualifies for the Targeted Access Program, not automatic access to a second railroad upon approval of the 

merger.  



 

 

WHAT SMART SHIPPERS DO NOW  

1. MAP the critical lanes, serving railroad, and practical interchange.  

2. TEST the rights in terms of eligibility, authorized carrier and traffic, quote and operations.  

3. MEASURE the real delivered cost, calculated as line haul + switch + other meaningful costs.  

4. PROTECT useful access by understanding restrictions, duration, notice, control, and enforcement.  

5. PREPARE your options before you need to use them, including keeping tracking data for potential future remedy.  

 

CONCLUSION 

A competitive option is only real if you can use it when price or service makes the alternative feasible.  

Where PLG comes in  
Now that you understand the concepts do you need an expert to help implement or preserve your 

options? PLG Consulting has experience reading the tariffs line by line, modeling the delivered 

economics of the alternative routing, benchmarking service against a defensible baseline, and building 

the record a shipper needs to negotiate, petition, or participate in a merger proceeding. We have done 

this work for shippers across chemicals, energy, agriculture, metals, and industrial products for 25 years. 

The result is not a map of who is nearby. It is a clear answer on whether you hold leverage, what it is 

worth per car, and how to protect it.  

Start the conversation:  cbonura@plgconsulting.com  

ABC Manufacturing is hypothetical, and the rates shown are illustrative. Educational overview only, not legal advice. Tariffs  and regulatory rules change. 
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