
Bill’s Building Blocks 
Multimodal Logistics: A Compromise between Speed and Cost 
 
It is amazing the logistics lessons you can learn watching all kinds of people ride in the 
subway doorways on the MTA. This includes mothers pushing baby strollers, folks in 
wheelchairs, street musicians with drums, hawkers selling boxed candy, and a variety of 
street beggars. Just the other week, midway on my ride from 34th Street and Penn 
Station down to J Street in Brooklyn, an athletic looking young man got on the A Train at 
Canal Street with a bicycle.  Now transporting a bicycle on the subway is certainly not 
new, but this fellow wore a uniform and was a courier carrying important client 
documents.  The bicycle+subway was a novel form of multimodal logistics. 
 
Multimodal logistics means that two modes of transportation are combined to connect a 
particular origin and destination to achieve cost and delivery time objectives without 
repackaging the freight.  Generally one mode (bicycle) is cheaper and slower, but takes 
too long to reach the destination. The second mode (subway) is faster but more 
expensive; it costs too much for the whole trip.  A multimodal solution is the compromise 
in cost and speed keeping in mind that one of the modes may have limited geographical 
flexibility.  The subway has fixed stops along it route; the bicycle can go most anywhere.  
The cargo must be packaged with both transportation modes in mind. For example the 
acceleration and deceleration motions of a subway car are different than those of a 
bicycle.  Cargo will be exposed to rain and snow more on a bicycle than in the subway. 
 
For example, containerized CSX rail freight originating in the Port of NY/NJ, transitions 
to motor freight in Fayetteville, NC, and continues down Route 95 to Jacksonville, FL. 
This rail+motor multimodal path skirts around major road congestion in the northeast.  
 
An ocean+air multimodal example is ocean freight originating in Singapore, transitioning 
to air freight in Dubai, United Arab Emirates, arriving in Bremen, Germany. The whole 
route by taken by ocean, some 8,528 nautical miles, through the Suez Canal takes 23 
days 17 hours traveling at 15 knots. Ocean freight ending at Dubai cuts the ocean leg to 
3,420 nautical miles in 9 days and 13 hours; an Emirates flight the rest of the way to 
Bremen takes 7 hours 25 minutes plus the hours of freight transitioning time in Dubai. 
Multimodal cuts the flight expense in half and the ocean transit time in half. 
 
Multimodal logistics, in any form, is a compromise of speed with cost. It is an effective 
alternative logistics option to consider in your business. 
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