
 

 

Railroad Suspension of Operations 
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The rail industry is committed to working with  
the unions to reach a voluntary labor agreement 
as quickly as possible. However, a breakdown  
in labor negotiations — either due to a lack of 
progress or a threat of a rail strike — may force 
railroads* to temporarily suspend operations to 
protect the safety and security of the network  
and allow freight customers and rail passengers 
time to make alternative plans.   

 
Railroad suspension of operations. 

In advance of a potential shutdown, railroads must 
take several steps to minimize threats to safety and 
security as well as potential loss and damage to 
customer cargo. These proactive steps also help 
the railroads resume service as quickly and safely 
as possible once an agreement is ratified. 
 
• Railroads, by law, have strict chain-of-custody 

responsibilities that dictate handling hazardous 
materials shipments. 

 
• Railroads will make every attempt to position 

trains and equipment to minimize blocking any 
highways or grade crossings and to resume 
services as promptly as possible. 

 
• Railroads must coordinate with customers  

and passenger/commuter rail authorities so 
customers and travelers can make alternate 
plans before a potential shutdown commences. 
 

Resumption of operations. 

The level of preparatory actions and the location  
and availability of crew and equipment directly impact 
how quickly operations can resume after a shutdown. 
Recovery time to fully resume normal operations  
after a shutdown typically ranges from 24 to 96 hours.  
 

Representative Shutdown Timeline 

96  
Hours 

Halt all hazardous materials 
shipments in accordance with 
railroads’ statutory and regulatory 
hazmat custodial responsibilities. 

72-48  
Hours  

Implement steps to mitigate 
congestion and capacity issues 
at handoff locations since as 
many as 20% of rail cars are 
outside of rail yards moving from 
one location to another. Amtrak 
begins stopping long-distance 
intercity passenger trains. 

48  
Hours 

Hold loaded and empty unit 
trains at customer locations  
and position them for an  
easier resumption of service. 

24  
Hours  

Cancel and/or consolidate trains  
to prevent personnel, locomotives 
and rail cars from being left in 
vulnerable or obstructive locations. 
Notify commuter trains that use 
freight lines of potential 
suspension of service.  

12  
Hours 

Latest allowable dispatching of 
freight and Amtrak trains so they 
can be safely positioned before 
shutdown.  

0  
Hours 

Intermodal yards shutdown. 


