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Among the silos and through the amber 
waves of grain runs the track of 
America’s freight railroads. U.S. railroads 
and farmers have a relationship 
extending back nearly 200 years to 
when railroads became the critical link 
between rural farms and emerging 
urban centers in an increasingly 
industrialized country. 
 
Today, railroads are crucial to nearly 
every aspect of agriculture, including 
the movement of products essential to 
farming, such as finished farming 
equipment and agricultural chemicals, 
as well as the food found on dinner 
tables across the country and around 
the world. 
 
Grain 

The United States is the world’s largest grain producer. 
Railroads account for well over a third of U.S. grain export 
movements, according to the USDA. Grains include corn, 
soybeans, oats, wheat, rice, sorghum and barley. We use 
grains for many purposes, ranging from the food we eat to 
animal feed and ethanol production. 
 
Food Products 

Agricultural and food products include wheat, corn, soybeans, 
animal feed, beer, birdseed, canned produce, corn syrup, 
flour, frozen chickens, sugar, wine and countless other food 
products. 
 
Railroads are critical to the nation’s food security because 
they transport the feed for livestock and the food we eat. The 
U.S. agricultural sector is the most efficient in the world, and 
railroads’ scale helps make that possible. The freight rail 
network is deeply entrenched in a national supply chain. For 
example, one railcar can carry enough: 
 
 Flour for approximately 258,000 loaves of bread. 
 Corn for the lifetime feeding of 37,000 chickens. 
 Barley for around 94,000 gallons of beer. 
 Soybeans for about 400,000 pounds of tofu. 

 
  

Key Data Points 

 Grain: In 2022, U.S. Class I railroads moved 1.5 million carloads of 
grain. Corn is by far the highest-volume grain carried by 
railroads. As of early 2023, the North American railroad grain car 
fleet consisted of around 273,000 cars (owned by railroads and 
non-railroads) with a 1.4 billion cubic feet capacity. 

 
 Food Products: In a typical year, railroads haul around 1.6 million 

carloads of grain and other farm products; more than 1.7 million 
carloads of food products; and several hundred thousand 
carloads of fertilizers and the raw materials that go into making 
them. In recent years, they have also moved an average of 
835,000 tons of pet food annually. Railroads typically carry more 
than 60,000 carloads of food and agriculture products per 
week. 

 
 Fertilizers: Freight railroads moved 2.3 million carloads of 

plastics, fertilizers and other chemicals in 2022. One rail tank car 
of anhydrous ammonia carries the equivalent of around four 
tanker trucks and enough to fertilize 770 acres of corn. 

https://www.aar.org/article/freight-rail-grain/
https://www.aar.org/supply-chain
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Refrigeration cars (also known as “reefers”) allow for transporting perishable food products. Refrigeration 
technology has continued to evolve, and cryogenic refrigeration equipment is now common. For 
example, railroads have introduced state-of-the-art technologies into refrigerated cars, allowing cold 
food processors and distribution warehouses to reduce emissions while maintaining efficiency. Railroads 
also carry non-perishable food items, such as corn syrup, flour, pasta and canned goods. 
 
Fertilizers 

Railroads are the safest way to transport hazardous materials and are essential for moving 
the chemicals that produce fertilizers. Railroads move large amounts of anhydrous ammonia, potassium 
compounds, and urea. They also carry millions of tons of raw materials used to produce fertilizer each 
year, including phosphate rock, crude potash, and sulfur. One rail tank car of anhydrous ammonia carries 
the equivalent of around four tanker trucks and enough to fertilize 770 acres of corn. 
 

 

https://www.aar.org/issue/freight-rail-chemical-industry/
https://www.aar.org/issue/freight-rail-chemical-industry/
https://www.aar.org/issue/freight-rail-chemical-industry/

