
 

The Environmental Benefits of Moving Freight by Rail Page 1 of 2 

 
 

Summary 

Railroads are the most environmentally sound way to move freight.  On average, trains are four 
times more fuel efficient than trucks.  They also reduce highway gridlock, lower greenhouse gas 
emissions, and reduce pollution.  Railroads are committed to even greater environmental 
excellence in the years ahead through the development and use of greener and cleaner 
technologies and more efficient operating practices. 

 

Freight Railroads Mean Greater Fuel Efficiency 

Freight railroads and fuel efficiency go hand in hand.  In 2010, U.S. freight railroads — 
which are privately owned and operated — moved a ton of freight an average of 484 miles per 
gallon of fuel.  Railroad fuel efficiency is up 
106% since 1980. 

 On average, railroads are four times 
more fuel efficient than trucks, according 
to a recent independent study for the Federal 
Railroad Administration.  If just 10 percent 
of the long-distance freight that moves by 
truck moved by rail instead, fuel savings 
would exceed one billion gallons per year. 

In recent years, railroad freight 
volume has been nearly double what it was in 
1980 — but railroads’ fuel consumption has 
been about the same as in 1980.  How did 
railroads do this?  Through technological 
innovations, improved operating practices, and a lot of hard work, including: 

 Dramatically increasing how much freight is in an average rail carload and average 
train.  Thanks to improved freight car design and other factors, the average freight train 
carried a record 3,585 tons of freight in 2010, up 61 percent since 1980. 

 Acquiring thousands of new, more efficient locomotives, including many “gensets” 
that have several independent engines that turn on and off depending on how much 
power is needed to perform a particular task.  Many older, less fuel efficient locomotives 
have been retired from service. 

 Installing new idling-reduction technologies, such as auxiliary power units that provide 
secondary power to a locomotive (allowing the main diesel engine to be shut down) and 
stop-start systems that shut down a locomotive when it is not in use and restart it when 
it is needed. 
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Freight Rail = Fuel Efficiency

In 2010, U.S. freight railroads moved a ton of freight an average 
of 484 miles on one gallon of fuel – about the distance from 
Washington, DC to Cincinnati, OH!

(Figures are ton-miles 
per gallon)
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