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ABSTRACT

As global supply chains and freight volumes grow, the U.S. faces escalating transportation demands. The
heavy reliance on road transport, coupled with the underutilization of the railway system, results in congested
highways, prolonged transportation times, higher costs, and increased carbon emissions. California’s San
Pedro Port Complex (SPPC), the nation’s busiest, incurs a significant share of these challenges. We utilize
an agent-based simulation to replicate real-world scenarios, focusing on the intricacies of interactions in a
modified intermodal inbound freight system for the SPPC. This involves relocating container classification
to potential warehouses in California, Utah, Arizona, and Nevada, rather than exclusively at port areas.
Our primary aim is to evaluate the proposed system’s efficiency, considering cost and freight throughput,
while also examining the effects of workforce shortages. Computational analysis suggests that strategically
installing intermodal capabilities in select warehouses can reduce transportation costs, boost throughput,
and foster resource balance in port complex areas.

1 INTRODUCTION

Intermodal transportation involves the integration of various transportation modes, such as trucks, trains,
ships, and occasionally planes, using standardized containers. This approach enhances flexibility, reduces
transportation costs, and minimizes environmental impact compared to relying solely on a single mode of
transportation. Despite shippers typically experiencing cost reductions ranging from 10% to 40% when
transitioning freight traveling over 500 miles from highways to intermodal rail (CSX 2023), intermodal rail
still faces underutilization. Inland intermodal transportation, consisting of rail and trucks, plays a crucial
role in the efficiency of port operations, especially for major port complexes like the SPPC.

Comprising the Port of Los Angeles (POLA) and the Port of Long Beach (POLB), SPPC handled 29%
of all U.S. containerized international waterborne trade in 2021, representing 75% of such trade in the West
Coast region (POLA 2022). POLA has maintained its status as the U.S.’s leading container port for 23
years, from 2000 to 2022. However, this pivotal role comes with many urgent issues as explained below.

The port is grappling with a severe shortage of workforce, truck drivers, and chassis, leading to
prolonged waiting times for vessels and trucks. On January 19, 2022, approximately 100 container vessels
encountered substantial delays, spanning from 17.6 to 28 days, while awaiting clearance to dock at the port
complex (Western Overseas Corporation 2022) before gaining access to the SPPC. In some cases, vessels
might be rerouted and unloaded at a different port, requiring additional transportation to bring the rerouted
freight back to the original destination port (McKenzie 2023).

A primary concern revolves around the scarcity of truck drivers, as illustrated by 81,258 delays in 2021,
with projections indicating a potential increase to approximately 160,000 by 2031 (American Trucking
Associations 2022). Labor issues significantly increased container congestion at the port, prompting Union
Pacific to suspend service at all inland rail ramps serving the complex in June 2023 (LaRocco 2023).
This suspension was intended to encourage shippers to divert their cargo to alternate ports and facilitate
uninterrupted rail operations to and from the ports. Furthermore, trucks were denied access to the port
terminal because of the slow productivity. Beyond the workforce shortage, e-commerce trends, globalized
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supply chains, pandemic impacts, congested highways in California, limited network connections and space,
environmental concerns, regulations, and limited public-private collaboration contribute to transportation
bottlenecks (United Nations Conference on Trade and Development 2022).

Given these factors, it is critical to understand and improve port operations, which are vital for
international trade. The global trade landscape is complex and involves numerous stakeholders, intricate
processes, and interdependencies. Simulation, crucial across various sectors like healthcare, transportation,
and energy, can accurately model these complex systems.

While extensive simulation literature exists on port operations and associated transportation systems,
none has delved into the intricate interplay between operational dynamics and resource agents caused by
fluctuations in workforce availability (see Section 3). In this study, we focus on optimizing a modified
Intermodal Freight System to enhance cost and throughput efficiencies. Our proposed system aims to
streamline operations by eliminating the necessity for container sorting at the ports. Instead, we plan to
utilize rail transport for the direct shipment of containers to distribution centers located across four states
— California (CA), Utah (UT), Arizona (AZ), and Nevada (NV). Sorting operations are conducted at these
distribution centers instead of the conventional method of sorting at the on-dock rail terminal, near-dock
rail terminal, or near-port satellite rail terminals (see Section 2 for details).

The challenges facing our proposed system include the limited hinterland connections of rail due to
the absence of intermodal capability at logistics centers. Additionally, this transition necessitates a shift
from trucking to other shipping modes. The proposed system also redefines the role of distribution centers,
transitioning from cargo transfer and value-added services to acting as intermediaries for rail access and
railcar sorting. We believe that adopting our proposed handling strategy will decrease overloaded sorting
activities and congestion at port areas, and reduce reliance on truck transportation. Our primary objective
is to conduct a comprehensive evaluation of the efficiency and effects of this proposed system, taking into
account economic and societal factors, particularly in light of demand and workforce fluctuations.

We present the formal problem definition in Section 2. In Section 3, we present a comprehensive
literature review. Section 4 describes the model used. In Section 5, we cover the application and results,
including data collection, parameter justification, simulation modeling, and findings. Finally, Section 6 is
dedicated to summarizing our work and discussing potential avenues for future research.

2 PROBLEM DESCRIPTION

In this section, we provide a brief overview of the operations and current practices for handling inbound
containers. After being unloaded from vessels at the ports, containers are transferred to either the container
terminal yard, rail terminal, classification yard, near-dock facility, or satellite terminal before being further
transported via alternative modes to inland distribution areas, as illustrated in Figure 1. This process
involves determining container movement and placement within those locations, temporary storage until
sufficient quantities for a unit train are met, container sorting, transferring cargo into domestic containers,
consolidation, deconsolidation, transloading, or occasionally providing value-added services.

The container classification, also known as the sorting process, involves categorizing railcars based on
various criteria such as railroad company, loaded or unloaded status, destination, car type, and the need for
repairs. Subsequently, railcars are grouped to compose trains. Ideally, organizing railcars according to their
destination enables trains to optimize efficiency by avoiding unnecessary stops at multiple intermediary
rail yards. However, this efficiency is often hindered by limited space and overactivities at and around the
port area, resulting in congestion and bottlenecks that increase costs.

Considering that conventional approaches to expanding capacity, such as enlarging port facilities or
upgrading equipment for efficiency, may face limitations due to development constraints, the utilization of
nearby facilities emerges as the favored solution. Specifically in the U.S., container unit trains frequently
exceed the length of container port terminals. Consequently, cargo segments are consolidated at on-dock
rail facilities and subsequently transported to satellite rail terminals nearby in the hinterland for complete
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unit train assembly (Rodrigue et al. 2022). Satellite rail terminals are connected to port terminals via either
rail shuttle services or, more commonly, truck drayage services (Rodrigue 2020) as depicted in Figure 1.
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Figure 1: The insertion of a satellite terminal in port operations, adopted from Rodrigue (2020).

The current practice of employing satellite rail terminals as complementary to on-dock facilities at
ports for classification aims to alleviate congestion, improve throughput, and facilitate the expansion of
operational zones by diverting some freight traffic, cargo storage, and sorting activities to less crowded
regions. Two primary shipment sorting methods are utilized at on-dock facilities: block swap and no-sort
shuttle trains. In the block swap process, container car blocks are initially sorted at the on-dock facility
for inland destinations, forming full-length trains. These trains are then transported to inland facilities
to assemble destination-specific unit trains. Conversely, in the no-sort shuttle trains method, unsorted
full-length trains are formed at the on-dock rail terminal and then transported to inland facilities for sorting
into destination-specific unit trains. Both methods necessitate ample yard space for sorting operations.

To complement rail transport for non-local distribution, trucks are also utilized to retrieve containers
from port terminals and transport them to distribution centers for cargo transfer into domestic containers.
Subsequently, the trucks proceed to satellite rail terminals, where the cargo is transferred onto freight
trains (Rodrigue et al. 2022). Regarding containers designated for local and regional distribution, typically
assigned to trucks rather than railroads, they often linger at the port for prolonged durations, awaiting
unloading and reloading into domestic containers. This process can take place at on-dock terminals or
distribution centers. Once completed, trucks transport the containers to their destinations.

Despite the implementation of satellite terminals and the alteration in the sorting process, congestion
persists primarily because all operations are still concentrated near the port area. In addition, this extensive
process consumes significant time and resources and exacerbates shortages of drivers and port operators.

3 LITERATURE REVIEW

We explore the utilization of simulation methodologies to enhance supply chain management, specifically
targeting the optimization of freight transportation processes at container terminals. The versatility of
this method extends to tackling a wide array of challenges, including scheduling, layout design, work
configuration, and the integration of cutting-edge technologies such as robotic vehicles, communication
systems (Cimino et al. 2017), and digital twins (Neugebauer et al. 2024). Key outcomes include operation
costs, queue length, waiting times, service time, time in systems, throughput levels, and resource utilization.

To start with, we refer the reader to Dragovié et al. (2017) for a comprehensive exploration of simulation
in port operations. The authors highlighted the predominant focus on container terminal applications within
the realm of simulation in port operations. Out of 219 papers analyzed, 75.8% of the research was dedicated
to this specific area, indicating its continued significance in port simulation studies. Examples of subareas
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within container terminal applications include intermodal operations, automation, storage policies, logistics
planning, integration of simulation and optimization models, and operational policies.

Tao and Qiu (2015) developed a simulation optimization method for dispatching port internal vehicles
among multiple container terminals during loading or unloading. Their approach aims to reduce ship
serving time and minimize vehicle empty traveling, enhancing overall operational efficiency within the
port. Gharehgozli et al. (2017) investigated the twin operations of automated stacking cranes at a container
terminal, examining various strategies for locating storage areas, determining optimal container quantities,
and devising efficient working schedules.

In another work, Altayeb (2017) employed multi-level modeling and simulation to tackle the complexities
of port management. The first model level concentrates on essential port operations, encompassing
distribution, port utilization, total time ships spend, and queuing dynamics. In parallel, the second model
level delves into simulating the port’s specific processes for container and U.S. Liquefied Natural Gas
(LNG) loading and unloading operations. Zhou et al. (2020) optimized container handling operations by
using simulation to evaluate the impacts of container reshuffling and integrating it with a Mixed Integer
Linear Programming (MILP) model to address the storage space allocation problem. The majority of papers
in this field focus on improving port and terminal processes within the port and marine terminals.

Papers going beyond a singular focus on port operations often consider broader aspects such as
environmental impact, sustainability, and supply chain resilience. For instance, Castilla-Rodriguez et al.
(2020) focused on transshipment operations, formulated as a quay crane scheduling problem, which is
complemented by simulation to replicate the schedules of quay cranes. The authors proposed an algorithm
to solve this optimization-simulation model, incorporating constraints related to the availability of internal
delivery vehicles, and addressing uncertainties inherent to port operations, such as perturbations and
interferences among quay cranes. Muravev et al. (2021) developed an agent-based discrete-event simulation
model to assess mitigation options for operational uncertainties and disturbances at intermodal terminals,
such as adverse weather conditions, frequent changes in vessel schedules, and equipment breakdowns.

In addition, Izaguirre et al. (2021) investigated the mitigation of risks posed by climate change to
global maritime trade within the world port network. The research conducted by Do et al. (2016) aimed to
reduce emissions from idle waiting trucks during the import container pick-up process by enhancing crane
operations and optimizing truck time slot assignments. While there are many papers discussing uncertainty
in port operations, none have thoroughly explored the complex interaction between operational dynamics
and resource agents resulting from fluctuations in workforce shortages.

In addition to utilizing simulation to model port processes and operations, some research focuses on
understanding the broader cooperation within the supply chain system. An example is Ramirez-Nafarrate
et al. (2017), who highlighted the significance of coordination between seaside and hinterland terminals,
with a specific focus on enhancing truck appointment system schedule policies as a means to improve this
coordination. Fedtke and Boysen (2017) proposed four different handling systems designed for rail-rail
transshipment yards, which serve as central hub nodes within a railway network for container consolidation
between different trains. Each handling system entails decision-making regarding necessary equipment,
fleets, and operational procedures aimed at enhancing the efficiency of the sorting system and scheduling.

The paper by Morra et al. (2019) employed AnyLogic software to simulate bulk material flow in an
intermodal transportation system from mine to maritime terminal via trucks, trains, and automated conveying.
The primary focus of the model was to assess the feasibility of the system and ensure synchronization
among subsystems in terms of capacity and timetable. Azab et al. (2020) investigated the management
of external truck appointments and explored fostering collaboration between trucking companies and gate
operations to optimize truck turnaround time, workload distribution, and yard operations.

In subsequent pioneering research, Jacyna et al. (2020) addressed the Road Vehicle Sequencing
Problem for import container loading, particularly examining how random truck availability affects handling
equipment operation time and the number of equipment required at a railroad inland intermodal terminal,
aiming to minimize handling equipment operation time. This truck availability issue represents a typical
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disruption scenario where vehicles scheduled for loading may experience delays, resulting in interruptions
to the loading schedule. As evidenced by several research efforts focusing on optimizing operations within
inland terminals and investigating the impact of external trucks, there remains a gap in exploring strategies
for identifying new locations for inland terminals that can accommodate additional freight containers from
ports, integrating intermodal features encompassing both rail and truck transport.

This work has three contributions. Firstly, while previous studies have primarily focused on the
operational performance of container terminals, our research extends beyond that by examining alternative
locations for container terminals. This approach aims to reduce congestion costs and enhance the throughput
of containers from ports. Secondly, concerning system uncertainty and disturbances, most studies have
explored the impact of natural disasters or system failures. In contrast, our work investigates the significance
of workforce shortages, which often hinder vessel entry operations, prolong storage times at ports, and
result in significant supply chain delays. Finally, the research stream has largely overlooked opportunities
for optimizing rail system utilization. We aim to address this by encouraging the shift in transportation
modes. Through our proposed handling strategies, we seek to evaluate the performance of these new
systems, achieve resource usage equilibrium, and enhance resource management under various conditions.

4 MODEL DESCRIPTION

We aim to enhance containerized freight throughput and resource utilization while minimizing transportation
costs and port congestion. We select the SPPC as a real-world case study. Using simulation, we create a
container handling strategy that decreases reliance on the port’s classification yard and reduces train assembly
time, especially in response to varying demands and workforce fluctuations. The inbound transportation
network starts when containers arrive, after which they are transported either by rail or truck to logistics
centers in CA and neighboring states: NV, UT, and AZ. We make the following set of assumptions:

* Containers are directly transferred from cargo ships to trains and transported to logistics centers.
This deviates from current port operations, where containers are stored in the classification yard
for an extended period until they can be grouped with others destined for the same location. The
classification process in our proposed handling strategy occurs at intermodal logistics centers. This
approach relocates processes that consume significant time and space to other areas with less
congestion, thereby alleviating congestion around the port area.

*  Due to our new system, which does not require classification before loading onto trains, traditional
high fixed costs associated with railroad loading are assumed to be reduced or eliminated. Our
loading process does not require extra steps, such as unloading from ships and keeping goods in
container yards for sorting, loading sorted containers onto railcars, or sorting railcars to form a
train. Therefore, the process is expected to be faster and more cost-effective.

* In our model, trains operate exclusively with full loads, while trucks handle both full truckload
(FTL) and less-than-truckload (LTL) shipments. FTL refers to shipments that occupy an entire
truck, while LTL involves combining multiple smaller shipments from different customers into a
single truck. Trucks are solely responsible for transporting freight from warehouses to destinations.

* The demand for U.S. states is established using the 2021 weight of commodity data for waterway
imports to California and distribution to all states, sourced from the Freight Analysis Framework
Version 5 (FAFS5) dataset (Bureau of Transportation Statistics 2022). All containers, whether directly
from the port or via warehouses, must meet destination demand.

Figure 2 represents our proposed network from the port complex to warehouses (J;) and destinations
(K;). Solid lines indicate connectivity by both truck and rail systems (m = 1), while dashed lines denote
connectivity by only truck systems (m = (0). Octagonal nodes represent ports and logistics centers with
intermodal facilities, while shaded circular nodes represent logistics centers without intermodal facilities.
The uncolored nodes illustrate destinations, which may or may not be equipped with intermodal facilities.
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These destinations can be other regional logistics centers, local warehouses, companies, and retailers. The
dimly drawn lines and nodes constitute complete networks that extend beyond our decision problems.
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Figure 2: Proposed network of the southwest supply chain.

5 APPLICATION AND RESULTS

In this section, we will delve into the methodology of data collection and justify the chosen parameters,
followed by modeling, results, and experiments. The model and data are accessible to the public in an
online repository: https://github.com/SaritaRkp/Simulation-model_SPPC.

5.1 Data Collection and Parameters Justification

The decisions regarding the intermodal logistics centers’ location and shipping assignments depend on
several factors, including shipping costs, distance, logistics center and vehicle capacity, and the potential
congestion that transportation may cause. In our objective function, we include the following operational
costs per mile: $1.96 for trucks with congestion, $1.65 for trucks without congestion, $110.79 for long-haul
rail, based on data generated from the research conducted by Rattanakunuprakarn et al. (2024). These
figures are originally represented in 2020 dollars per ton-mile, equating to $251.24 for trucks and $31.07
for rails. Thus, trucks are approximately 8 times more expensive than rail for long distances. According
to Mahmudi and Flynn (2006), the shipping costs for short-distance rail transport, where rail becomes less
cost-effective compared to trucks, are roughly 2-3 times higher than using trucks. Therefore, assuming
these findings, the operational cost for short-haul rail could be around 20 times more expensive compared
to long-haul rail, equivalent to $2,380.55 per mile. We also assume a cost of $900,000 per facility for
upgrading a warehouse to an intermodal facility. For parameters related to tonnage and vehicle capacity,
we assume a truck capacity of 8.475 tons, considering load factor and empty movements per vehicle, and
a train capacity of 4,079 tons per train for Class I railroads (Rattanakunuprakarn et al. 2024).

The challenge in the data collection process lies in gathering warehouse capacity data. We collect real-
world GIS data, including capacity and functionality, from our targeted states: CA, NV, AZ, and UT. Since
this data is not publicly available, we justified our estimates using several factors such as warehouse space,
number of rail doors, storage capacity, and annual lift. In cases where specific details were unavailable, we
assumed the warehouse was relatively small, handling only 0.07% of all inbound freight from CA. This
assumption is designed to ensure that the cumulative capacity of all our warehouses is slightly less than
the total inbound freight, accounting for potential oversights in modeling certain warehouses.

Originally, we started with 570 locations. However, after encountering issues with the simulation
exceeding the agent limit in the AnyLogic PLE version, we opted to remove smaller locations, resulting in
470 locations. Despite this reduction, we continued to face computational limitations. To address this, we
further grouped adjacent warehouses with rail capability and those without rail capability, combining the
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