
Changing with the times
JOSEPH BONNEY

W hen I first met Gil
Carmichael in 1972, he
was waging an ener-
getic but unsuccessful

campaign to become U.S. senator
from Mississippi, and I was covering
some of the campaign as a rookie
reporter for the Associated Press.
Much has happened since then.

Carmichael went on to enjoy suc-
cess in business and respect for his
civic endeavors. He also cultivated a
deep interest in transportation, serv-
ing as federal railroad administrator
and now as senior chairman of the
Intermodal Transportation Institute
at the University of Denver.

During the last 25 years,
Carmichael notes, the biggest change
in transportation has been the blos-
soming of intermodalism. Aided by
deregulation, companies have learned
to combine the best of multiple trans-
portation modes into a demand-driv-
en system focused on speed, safety,
reliability and efficiency.

Unfortunately, this intermodal
revolution has largely been ignored by
government officials. “America’s fed-
eral and state transportation agencies
remain locked in obsolete attitudes
and policy structures that do not
address these important changes,”
Carmichael says. Federal and state
transportation agencies are still organ-
ized along modal lines — highway,
rail, air and water — “the four
smokestacks,” Carmichael calls them.

This bureaucratic structure focuses
government attention on infrastuc-
ture, instead of how it’s used, and on
transportation providers, instead of
transportation users. It’s the exact
opposite of what’s happening in the

intermodal world. To help solve the
problem, Carmichael recommends a
thorough reorganization of federal
and state transportation agencies. At
the federal DOT, he’d appoint two
undersecretaries of transportation —
one for passenger transport, another
for freight. Their responsibilities
would cut across all transportation
modes.

Such an arrangement would align
government agencies with the inter-
modal revolution. Public agencies
would still build and maintain roads
and other infrastructure, but in doing
so, they’d also ask the intermodal
questions: How will this infrastructure
be used? Will it solve the problem, or
just shift the traffic somewhere else?
Could the investment be combined
with another one to move passengers
or freight faster and more efficiently?

Asking the intermodal questions,
Carmichael says, would mean that
new airports like the one in Denver
wouldn’t be built without rail access,
and that taxpayer investment in infra-
structure would complement private-
sector projects such as the multimodal
distribution centers that are springing
up around the nation.

Carmichael isn’t sanguine about
prospects for change at the federal
level. He’s disappointed in Washing-
ton’s acceptance of the status quo for
transportation, but says state govern-
ments seem more willing to adapt. “I
see the state DOTs leading the way on
this new intermodal approach,” he
says. “It’s long overdue.”
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