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CIRCUIT

Water Transport Ass'n v. Interstate Commerce Commission
260 U.S. App. D.C. 390 (D.C. Cir. 1987) · Decided June 5, 1987

SUMMARY

The D.C. Circuit reviewed the Interstate Commerce Commission’s approval of Southern Pacific
Railroad’s rail-rate contracts under the Staggers Rail Act. The court held that the Water Transport
Association had party status but lacked standing to challenge the adequacy of the Commission’s public
disclosure of contract information, because water carriers’ competitive interests were outside the
statute’s zone of interests. The petition for review was dismissed.
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PROCEDURAL POSTURE Water Transport Association petitioned for review of the Interstate
Commerce Commission's approval of Southern Pacific Railroad's rail-
rate contracts and its rejection of WTA's protest concerning public
disclosure of the contracts' essential terms.

STANDARD OF REVIEW The court independently determined whether WTA was a party
aggrieved entitled to invoke judicial review under 28 U.S.C. §§
2321(a) and 2344, applying traditional constitutional and prudential
standing principles, including injury in fact, causation, redressability,
and the zone-of-interests test.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether WTA had party status based on its participation in the informal Commission proceeding.

2. Whether WTA was a party aggrieved with standing to challenge the adequacy of the Commission's
public disclosure of the rail-rate contracts.

3. Whether the Staggers Rail Act's zone of interests included the competitive concerns of water carriers
seeking additional information about rail contracts.

HOLDINGS

1. WTA achieved party status because it substantially participated in the informal Commission proceeding
by submitting a protest in response to the Commission's invitation and the Commission considered and
rejected its objections.

2. WTA was not a party aggrieved because its competitive interests were outside the zone of interests
protected or regulated by the Staggers Rail Act.

3. The court did not reach the propriety of the Commission's disclosure decision or its disposition of
Southern Pacific's contracts because WTA lacked standing.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“It requires that “the interest sought to be protected by the complainant [be] arguably within the zone of
interest to be protected or regulated by the statute or constitutional guarantee in question.”” (260 U.S. App.
D.C. at 395)

“To permit motor or water carriers to initiate or participate in rail-contract proceedings — even for the
minimal purpose of obtaining additional information — would be tantamount to giving these competitors the
power to delay or frustrate implementation of rail contracts whenever they so desired.” (260 U.S. App. D.C.
at 398)

“We thus have no occasion to consider the propriety of the Commission’s disposition of Southern Pacific’s
rail-transportation agreements.” (260 U.S. App. D.C. at 398)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Southern Pacific Railroad submitted two rail-rate contracts to the Interstate Commerce Commission under the
Staggers Rail Act and requested that the rates take effect before the statutory thirty-day waiting period expired.
The Commission proposed to waive the waiting period and invited protests, but disclosed only brief summaries
and did not publish the contracts' essential terms. Water Transport Association, representing water carriers,
protested that inadequate disclosure prevented competitors from assessing the contracts' effects on rail-water
competition; the Commission rejected the protest.
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Southern Pacific sought expedited effectiveness of two rail-rate contracts under the Staggers Rail Act. The
Commission provisionally waived the statutory thirty-day waiting period, invited protests, and rejected WTA's
objections, concluding that WTA lacked standing to challenge the contracts and that the exemption was proper.
WTA sought review in the D.C. Circuit, which dismissed the petition for lack of statutory standing.
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