
 
February 12, 2026 

 

United States Department of Transportation  

Office of the Assistant Secretary for Research and Technology 

Michael A. Halem  

Acting Assistant Secretary  

1200 New Jersey Avenue, SE  

Washington, DC 20590 

 

 

Subject: Docket No. DOT-OST-2025-2085– Response to the Notice Transportation Research and 

Development Strategic Plan –Request for Information (RFI)  

Dear Acting Assistant Secretary Halem, 

The Retail Industry Leaders Association (RILA) appreciates the opportunity to respond to the U.S. 

Department of Transportation’s (DOT) Request for Information (RFI) regarding opportunities to improve 

freight safety, efficiency, resiliency, and overall system performance. As the national trade association for 

leading retailers, RILA represents companies with some of the most extensive and time-sensitive supply 

chains in the United States. Our mission is to convene decision makers, advocate for forward-looking 

policies, and promote operational excellence and innovation across the retail sector. 

RILA’s membership includes more than 200 retailers, product manufacturers, and service providers that 

collectively generate over $2.7 trillion in annual sales, support millions of American jobs, and operate 

hundreds of thousands of stores, distribution centers, and fulfillment facilities nationwide. Given the 

scale, significance, and complexity of retail supply chains, disruptions in freight movement have national 

economic implications. Retailers rely on a freight system that must function reliably even amid rapid and 

unexpected changes. The pandemic, severe weather events, and global supply chain shocks demonstrated 

how quickly conditions can shift and how essential it is for freight networks to be resilient, flexible, and 

secure. These events also highlighted ongoing vulnerabilities, including workforce shortages, regulatory 

inconsistencies, infrastructure gaps, chokepoints, and the rise in cargo theft. Together, these challenges 

underscore the need for a forward-looking federal research agenda that strengthens system performance 

and anticipates future risks. 

Drawing on the experience of retailers operating global supply chains, RILA offers the following 

comments to help ensure that federal research priorities meaningfully improve domestic freight 

performance and support the reliable movement of goods to communities across the country. 

Federal Leadership in Emerging Freight Technologies 

A key area where federal leadership can provide meaningful value is in guiding the safe and responsible 

integration of autonomous and emerging vehicle technologies. As retailers and carriers explore the 

potential of automation to improve safety and efficiency, consistent national principles can help create 

clarity for operators while supporting thoughtful, evidence-based deployment. A harmonized federal 



framework that addresses testing, safety certification, operating conditions, and data expectations would 

offer a stable foundation for innovation while helping ensure seamless interstate freight movement. 

Strengthening the Trucking Workforce 

A strong and sustainable trucking workforce remains fundamental to the performance of the national 

freight system, and federal research and policy leadership can play an important role in making trucking a 

more attractive and rewarding career. RILA members operate their own private fleets, work closely with 

carriers and other logistics service providers, or leverage a blend of both models, but all retailers depend 

on the availability of well-trained, highly skilled professional drivers. As retailers continue to rely on 

drivers to support high-volume distribution networks, opportunities exist to modernize training, improve 

quality of life on the road, and elevate the profession’s long-term appeal. 

Federal initiatives that update Commercial Driver’s License (CDL) recruitment and training programs, 

expand apprenticeship pathways, and ensure training reflects the increasingly technology-rich 

environment of modern vehicles can help build a robust pipeline of new drivers. A stronger understanding 

of what improves drivers’ daily experience can also help make trucking a more appealing career. Federal 

research into factors like fatigue, physical strain, work schedules, and how in-cab technology is used can 

support efforts to improve job satisfaction and retention. At the same time, continued investment in safe 

parking, reliable rest areas, and well-maintained freight corridors directly benefit drivers and strengthens 

the overall freight system. 

Taken together, these efforts can help ensure that trucking remains a safe, stable, and attractive profession 

for current and future drivers, supporting the long-term health of the workforce and the reliability of the 

national freight network. 

Advancing Regulatory Consistency 

As freight networks grow more interconnected, a consistent regulatory environment can help support safe 

and efficient operations across state lines. Retailers and the carriers and private fleets they work with 

often navigate different requirements depending on the jurisdiction, which can introduce complexity and 

reduce predictability in planning freight movement. Further research into truck size and weight limits is 

just one example of where federal leadership could support increased consistency, performance, and 

safety.  Continued federal coordination with states to explore opportunities for greater alignment can help 

create a more coherent operating environment while preserving safety and flexibility for diverse regional 

needs. 

Improving Safety Through Technology and Research 

Retailers also recognize the important role federal research and technology initiatives play in advancing 

roadway safety and freight system performance. Emerging tools such as AI-supported traffic 

management, improved weather-integrated routing systems, and enhanced digital infrastructure for 

connected vehicle technologies offer promising avenues to support both safety and efficiency. Additional 

research into the underlying factors that contribute to freight-related incidents, including load stability, 

delivery window patterns, and distribution center processes, can help identify practical strategies for 

reducing risk and improving overall system performance. 

 



Addressing Supply Chain Chokepoints 

Federal collaboration can also play a meaningful role in identifying and addressing longstanding supply 

chain chokepoints. Congestion at intermodal facilities, rail gateways, port complexes, and busy urban 

freight corridors often contributes to delays that spread across regional and national distribution networks. 

Seasonal demand surges, severe weather, and workforce shortages can compound these pressures. 

Continued federal analysis, coordination across modes, and development of predictive tools to anticipate 

bottlenecks can help improve system performance and reduce the impact of these constraints. 

Freight Infrastructure Modernization 

Modern and reliable freight infrastructure remains foundational to a resilient national supply chain, and 

outdated infrastructure is frequently the cause of supply chain chokepoints. Retailers continue to see the 

value of federal investment in areas such as last-mile and modal connectors, safe truck parking, staging 

space near high-demand delivery zones, and well-maintained roads and bridges. Enhancing these 

freight-specific assets not only improves efficiency and reliability but also directly supports the daily 

experience of drivers and strengthens the long-term health of the nation’s freight network. 

Additionally, as retailers continue to explore electric vehicles (especially in middle and last mile 

applications), EV charging infrastructure is a key component of maintaining America’s leadership in this 

space. 

Enhancing Middle Mile Performance 

Middle-mile performance is an important component of a resilient national freight network. This segment 

links ports, intermodal gateways, distribution centers, and regional fulfillment hubs, and even small 

delays can create wider impacts across retail and healthcare distribution systems. Federal research 

exploring enhanced routing models, opportunities for micro hub development, more coordinated delivery 

windows, and improved multimodal integration can help strengthen reliability and support more efficient 

freight flows. 

Combating Cargo Theft 

Cargo theft has become an increasingly significant concern for retailers and carriers, as organized 

criminal groups continue to target freight in transit, in staging areas, and around distribution centers. 

Companies have invested heavily in security technologies, operational protocols, and partnerships with 

logistics service providers and law enforcement, yet these threats continue to grow. These sophisticated 

theft operations create financial losses, disrupt distribution networks, and pose safety risks for drivers and 

facility personnel. Retailers are actively engaged in broad efforts to address organized retail crime, 

including support for the Combating Organized Retail Crime Act of 2025 (CORCA), which strengthens 

federal coordination, improves intelligence sharing, and enhances the collective response to organized 

criminal activity across the supply chain. 

Federal partnership can build on these efforts within the freight environment. Improved intelligence 

sharing, clearer reporting practices, and enhanced coordination among federal, state, and local law 

enforcement can help identify emerging theft patterns and support more effective prevention and response 

strategies. Pilot programs that test new cargo-security technologies, along with research into the causes of 



freight-related theft trends, would further strengthen supply chain integrity, contribute to a safer operating 

environment for drivers and freight personnel, and bolster overall freight network resilience. 

Improving Public–Private Data Collaboration 

Improved data collaboration between public and private stakeholders remains essential. Retailers and 

carriers rely on accurate, timely information regarding construction activity, weather hazards, emergency 

routing options, and the condition of digital and physical infrastructure. Federal leadership in establishing 

interoperable data standards and expanding shared information platforms will improve planning, reduce 

delays, and support the gradual integration of automated and connected systems. 

Modernizing Compliance Systems 

Finally, retailers support continued modernization of federal and state compliance systems. Carriers 

currently face substantial administrative burdens managing varied reporting requirements across 

jurisdictions. Digital first, technology enabled compliance tools, supported by unified reporting formats 

and telematics integration, would reduce costs and improve efficiency while preserving strong safety 

oversight. 

Conclusion  

As major users of America’s freight networks, retailers have a vested interest in preserving and improving 

our nation’s supply chain infrastructure and operations.  These priorities reflect the retail industry’s 

commitment to a freight system that is safe, resilient, and capable of meeting the needs of consumers and 

the economy.  Throughout the research process, ongoing involvement from key stakeholders, including 

retailers and other members of the freight-moving ecosystem, is essential to ensure that federal and 

private industry priorities align. RILA welcomes ongoing engagement with the Department as it develops 

the RD&T Strategic Plan and stands ready to work with DOT and its modal partners to advance research, 

innovation, and operational improvements across the freight network. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Sarah Gilmore 

Senior Director, Government Affairs 

Retail Industry Leaders Association (RILA) 


