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Congestion, Equipment Shortages, Driver Shortages and Weather Plague Ports and Rail Ramps 
 

As we have been reporting the past few months, the impact of the China-USA trade war and 

traditional peak season inbound volumes were very significant this shipping season. To this 

day, congestion is at critical levels causing significantly long dwell times, delays in deliveries 

and additional costs. As we are now within the lull period relative to reduced volumes due to 

Chinese New Year and entering the traditional slack season period, the challenges continue to 

mount at a time they should be improving. Equipment shortages (chassis and rail cars), driver 

shortages, longer turn times, and mounting levels of empty containers are impacting major 

ports and rail ramp operations throughout the USA. Here are a few highlights for immediate 

review: 

 

• Los Angeles-Long Beach Ports are at severe congestion levels with dwell times of 7 to 9 

days. 

• Seattle/Tacoma Ports are experiencing dwell times of 4 to 6 days.  

• Vancouver, Canada is averaging a dwell time of around 10 days.  

• NJ-NY Terminals have been fluctuation with dwell times of 4 to 6 days, but peak at times 

that can be over a week. 

• Midwest Rail Ramps such as Chicago, Minneapolis, and Detroit and surrounding ramps in 

the region have been impacted by damaged tracks, a recent derailment on the UP, and 

severe weather (including subzero temperatures, snow and ice storms).  

 

The demand for Drayage Truckers for both inbound and outbound containers has been created 

by continued shortages of drivers nationwide, the regulated hours they can operate and the 

inability to maximize their turns at the terminals and rail ramps. The major congestion at ocean 

port terminals and rail ramps nationwide has created long lines with waiting times up to 6 

hours, often slowed by the terminals metering the traffic and making an already flawed 

appointment system more complex; closed areas within the terminals preventing container 

recovery; and limited space for empty containers returns. These obstacles have reduced the 

number of containers they can effectively move in a day. An alternative for inbound containers 

has been to pre-pull containers, at an additional cost to offsite yards in order to get containers 

out quicker and help to avoid or reduce demurrage (storage). The trucker will then charge a 

mitigated daily storage, and stage them for delivery once a driver is available. With shortages 

in drivers and chassis, some regions of the country are already scheduled out two (2) weeks in 

advance from arrival to final delivery. We would also like to remind you that many drayage 

companies do not only work on behalf of shippers and freight forwarders, but also support the 

steamship lines directly by delivering or repositioning their containers, maxing out available 

drivers for some even further. 
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Chassis shortages continue to plague the process as they become very scarce with the higher 

than usual volumes that hit in such a short window and are needed to reduce the congestion 

levels. Larger importers that have brought in additional volumes due to the tariff war or were 

front-loading first quarter inventories, continue to be challenged with no space in their own 

distribution centers or have to utilize space in offsite yards and outsourced warehouse and 

fulfillment facilities. This means that full containers of product continue to sit on chassis as 

temporary storage until they can be unloaded. This equipment (chassis and containers) could 

be tied up for over 30 days or more waiting for the unloading process. Future arrivals of 

inbound containers or the need to have outbound containers positioned for loadings will 

continue to experience delays over the coming weeks. Another point to mention is the 

thousands of chassis that sit damaged and awaiting repairs for months if not longer that have 

crippled equipment inventory, especially at critical times like now.  

 

 

Outbound / Export containers have also had many obstacles as a result of the current market 

conditions. The same issues with regards to the driver and chassis shortages are impacting the 

export community very hard, impacting schedules set for the container loading at the shipper’s 

facilities, as well as missing the cutoffs for the planned vessel booking. The continued 

congestion at the rail ramps and ocean port terminals are also creating delays in getting the 

containers to the port of loading terminals timely and are therefore not in time for staging and 

vessel loading. As a result, late containers are being rolled out one or even two vessels later.  

 

Barring any unforeseen market conditions or severe weather, there is optimism in the 

transportation community that major improvement will be made in the coming weeks and hope 

that the beginning of March will see a return to normal activities, dwell times and transit times. 

In the meantime, please be prepared for additional charges that can be assessed in the handling 

of your shipments and outside of our control. This would include demurrage (storage), waiting 

time, pre-pulls, and detention. 

 

For any further clarification, assistance or guidance on the above, please do not hesitate to 

contact your local handling office or account representative. 
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