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Office of Freight Management and Operations

COMMERCIAL VEHICLE BORDER CROSSING REVIEW 

On-Going Contractual Study 

Purpose:  To evaluate commercial motor vehicle travel time and delay at international border crossings between the U.S., Mexico, and Canada.  

Background:  Our international border crossings are important links in the chain of freight commerce.  They are also potential obstacles to efficient movement, imposing delays in response to a number of competing, but necessary Federal and State agency activities, such as immigration status verification, vehicle safety assessments, cargo assessments, drug interdiction, and toll payments.  

To ensure that transportation-related activities can be made less burdensome and facilitate the efficient and expeditious movement of cargoes across our borders, the Office of Freight Management and Operations (HOFM) began, in FY 2000, to collect empirical information about the actual movement of commercial vehicles, traveling from exporting to importing country, at designated crossings along the Mexican and Canadian borders.  HOFM’s purpose in FY 2000 was to establish a “baseline” of vehicle travel times at these locations.   

Methodology:  “travel time per truck trip” is the measurement chosen to monitor travel time and delay at the border sites.  This encompasses the time taken by an individual commercial vehicle from:

· the initial queuing point in the exporting country, 

· through  the exporting country’s checkpoint, and 

· up to and through the first inspection point in the importing country.  

· Travel in both directions is assessed.  

Measurements are taken:  (1) at various times during the individual workday and (2) during one or more seasons of the year. 

“Travel delay” as a measurement is based on an initial determination, at an individual site, of the time required for relatively low volumes of traffic to proceed through the location.  Additional measurements are then taken throughout the business day, with special attention to times when significant delays may occur.  Data collected at these times are compared to the initial, low volume of activity at the site, and conclusions drawn.  

Tracking has been achieved by manual recording of vehicle license plates at the several sites identified below.  We seek in future assessments to apply more automated technologies, such as surveillance cameras, “toll tags”, or code readers for this purpose. 

Working with our State Departments of Transportation, FY 2000 baseline reviews were undertaken at Calais, Maine; Laredo, Texas (Bridge 4); and Otay Mesa, California.   

In 2001 and beyond, the number of reviews will be expanded until 10 sites (or more) are visited each year.  Repeat visits will be made to those sites previously assessed.  Ultimately, several years of reviews at individual locations will give us: 

· Important information about travel delay trends and changes, and 

· Insight into procedural and physical modifications that may speed commercial vehicle movement without sacrificing safety or other necessary considerations associated with international truck movements.    

Lessons from FY 2000 effort:  As noted, 3 sites were visited during the first year.   Coordination of these visits was problematic, as each was conducted independently.  To avoid this in 2001, a general contractor is being commissioned to undertake all assessments in 2001 and provide a coordinated report on results.  

Our reviews of the Maine, California, and Texas sites provided some interesting first-round indicators of the potential for travel time measurement.  The information received confirms that manual reviews can indeed provide representative information about the variations in travel time at the individual border sites.  The process also can tell us something, but not everything, about why these variations occur, with some indication of possible corrective actions (e.g., additional inspection booths) that might enhance travel times.  

A Case Study Example:  Laredo Bridge 4.  On Tuesday and Wednesday, August 15-16, 2000, an on-site review was undertaken of truck travel at Laredo’s new World Trade Bridge to assess “typical” traffic movement.  

Data collection was undertaken between the hours of 8:00 AM and 5:00 PM on both days.  Two surveyors each were placed at one of four collection points to record commercial vehicle license plate data.  

Each survey team member either continuously read license plates or input these and other vehicle identification information into a field data collection device.  These data were, in turn, downloaded at the end of the day into a laptop computer. 

Total average daily traffic over the bridge during the two days of observation exceeded 8,000 vehicles.  Between 16 and 20 percent of these were included by observers in the sample of vehicle movements, in order to obtain an hourly time estimates of how long it takes to get across the border.    

Laredo Results:  average travel time was not significantly greater during hours of heavy traffic than during periods of low-volume.  This reflected the additional capacity and newer inspection technologies being applied at this state-of-the-art international border crossing.  

However, vehicle delay times Southbound (into Mexico) were significantly shorter than those experienced Northbound (into the U.S.).   Average daily delay for all southbound vehicles was .86 minutes, compared to 11.43 in the northbound direction.  Total daily delay southbound was 59.55 vehicle hours, compared to 738.00 vehicle hours northbound.   (These numbers reflect “unexpanded delays”; i.e., they aren’t calculated for all the vehicles crossing the bridge.)  

For further information about this on-going initiative, contact Bob Davis, Office of Freight Management and Operations, at (202) 366-2997, or at Robert.Davis@FHWA.DOT.GOV.

