Time to Revisit Trucking Regulations
A number of reports have explored ways to improve transportation efficiency by
increasing the length of less than truckload (LTL) twin trailers from 28 feet to 33
feet, while not increasing truck weight. This ConsumerGram reviews the empirical
evidence of the proposal, and finds that increasing trailer length would not only
significantly lower transportation costs, but it would also improve road safety
and reduce fuel costs and greenhouse gas emissions. We estimate the proposal
would produce annual economic benefits in excess of $20 billion.

Evaluating the Evidence

The idea of improving highway efficiency by altering truck length is not new. The
concept was embraced in a Transportation Research Board report in 2002, which concluded
that larger trucks could yield more efficient road use. 1 Similar ideas to improve commercial
vehicle road efficiency have been explored in a number of countries in recent years. According
to an OECD report, “higher capacity vehicles have potential to improve fuel efficiency and
reduce emissions,” as well as yield fewer miles, fewer trucks on the road, lower transportation
costs and higher productivity. 2 This, in turn, would improve road efficiency and utilization, as
well as extend the life of our aging roads and bridge infrastructure.
A study by Woodrooffe and De Pont evaluated the effects of increasing the twin 28-foot
trailers to 33 feet without increasing trailer weight. 3 Because adding 5 feet to each trailer
would permit two more pallets to each twin trailer, there would be an 18% increase in capacity
and shipping volume before meeting current weight limitations.4 This would mean a direct
increase in productivity, which would drive down per unit costs, lower shipping fees to
customers and merchants, and ultimately lower consumer prices for retail goods.
Using simulated tests, Woodrooffe and De Pont found the twin 33-foot trailers to meet
or exceed the safety performance of twin 28-foot trailers. Their tests showed that the larger
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trailers do not increase the risk of rollovers, yielded an 11% improvement in load transfer, and
improved rearward amplification by 20%. In addition, with more capacity available in each
trailer, fewer trucks and trips would be necessary, thereby reducing traffic, congestion and
accidents by roughly 18%. In fact, according to an industry estimate, the result would yield 1.3
billion fewer miles driven. 5 Because less fuel would be required, the study estimated a 16%
reduction in less greenhouse gas emissions by shifting to larger trailers. Therefore, in review of
the empirical evidence, these trailers were found to be significantly safer than the 28-foot
trailers that are on the road today; and, if widely used, the change would yield fewer trucks on
the road, less diesel fuel consumed, and fewer highway accidents and deaths. 6

Regulatory Reforms Have Benefited Consumers

Historically, regulatory reforms in the transportation sector have been very beneficial
for consumers, and this explains why such reforms deserve consideration. More than 35 years
ago, U.S. transportation sector was heavily regulated. Railroads were nearly bankrupt because
they could not abandon unprofitable segments and had restrictions on what could be
transported; airlines were steeped in costly requirements for cross-subsidization and serving
smaller airports; and the Interstate Commerce Commission imposed onerous regulatory rules
on truckers that effected entry and often required trucks to return with empty loads. These
regulations produced huge waste, gross inefficiency and inhibited competition that kept cost
and consumer prices high.
Regulatory reform changed all of that. As the Federal Trade Commission once noted,
benefits from trucking deregulation account for roughly $20 billion in annual benefits for
consumers due to lower priced goods resulting from lower transportation costs. 7 In fact, the
regulatory reforms that took place in the 1980s yielded significantly lower consumer prices
immediate after reforms, as shown below, and today produce nearly $100 billion in consumer
welfare benefits each year. 8
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Summary of Benefits

An evaluation of the empirical evidence shows there is no obvious downside to the proposal,
while increasing trailer length would produce several significant benefits. Among these are:
1. Improved Safety
By increasing a 28 foot trailer by 5 feet, the capacity of each trailer would increase by
18%, which would mean 18% fewer trucks and trips to carry the same amount of goods
when compared with current size limits. That reduction, in turn, would decrease
highway traffic volume and congestion, as well as reduce traffic accidents and fatalities.
In 2012, large trucks were involved in 253,000 crashes with injuries and 2,802 crashes
with fatalities. 9 Applying the NHTSA’s ratio of crashes per large truck vehicle mile, a 1.3
billion mile reduction would decrease fatal crashes by 18, crashes with injuries by 377,
and crashes with only property damage by 1,222. 10 Billions can be saved by reducing
truck crashes, which cost $60,000 per accident and, more significantly, affect quality of
life.
2. Less Fuel
Since these longer twin trailer trucks would mean fewer trucks on the road, greenhouse
gas emissions would decrease by 16%. Using a model that estimates greenhouse gas
emissions, we estimate the total annual reduction in emissions to be roughly 4.2 billion
pounds, a figure similar to some industry estimates. 11 According to a report by INRIX
and the Centre for Economics and Business, annual traffic congestion costs Americans
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$124 billion.12 Therefore a modest reduction in congestion would yield billions of
dollars more in economic benefits.
3. Less Wear on Public Infrastructure
Current spending on U.S. infrastructure tops $200 million per year, and some lawmakers
are advocating passage of a $1 trillion spending bill to significantly improve the
transportation network. 13 With fewer trucks on the road and the distribution of weight
over a larger surface area, we expect less wear on infrastructure as a result of regulatory
reform. Even a small reduction in highway and bridge “wear and tear” would produce
massive economic benefits.
4. Lower Shipping Costs
We estimate the reduction in in fuel to yield nearly $4 billion in additional cost savings,
based on the average U.S. retail diesel price. 14 In addition, we estimate a modest
reduction in force would generate several billion in additional savings. As noted earlier,
because each trailer could accommodate additional pallets, 18% more volume could be
shipped. 15 This means higher productivity, lower shipping costs and, ultimately, lower
consumer prices for goods.
With modest assumptions, described above, we estimate the direct benefits from
extending trailer length to be over $11 billion per year. If we include indirect benefits and
induced effects, the total annual economic benefit from the change will total over $20 billion. 16
This should be considered a first glimpse and a conservatively low estimate of the potential
benefits. Further research is needed to expand this analysis, update assumptions, and refine
measurements.

Summary: Reform is Needed

The empirical evidence finds twin 33-foot trailers to be significantly safer than the 28foot trailers that are on the road today; and, if widely used, the change would yield fewer
trucks on the road, less diesel fuel consumed and fewer highway accidents. 17 Just like when
deregulation drove down prices some decades ago, better utilization of the roads and improved
safety should bring lower transportation costs. That, in turn, would mean lower retail prices for
consumers. We estimate the annual economic benefits of this reform to exceed $20 billion.
Now Congress has a unique opportunity to make a policy change that will result in energy
conservation, improve road safety, provide help for our aging roads and bridge infrastructure,
and lower consumer costs – and do so without imposing any new costs on taxpayers.
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