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 The North American Freight Car Fleet is comprised of roughly 800 

car types that the Association of American Railroads (AAR) has codified in 

its Umler Data Specification Manual to a four-digit alpha numeric car 

description. This description is commonly called the AAR Car Type or in 

capacity as well as any special features, such as an 

interior lining, food grade equipment, and extra wide 

outlet gates to name a few. It is not uncommon to 

have cars within a car type have very different 

capacities and uses. 

All of these descriptors go towards what the cars can 

be used to carry and the cars highest and best use. 

The highest and best use can change during the 50-

year allowable life of a modern freight car as additional 

products discover the benefits of moving in large 

quantities via a normally predictable rail move. The 

commodities that a freight car can potentially carry 

goes directly to value. The products use and demand 

for the product are the very important primary driver of 

a freight cars value. 

The rail industry as a whole is ultra-secretive as well 

as ultra-competitive about virtually any information 

about railcars, cars in storage, the fleet size, what the 

cars are carrying, and lease rates. It is not surprising 

(Continued on page 2) 

AAR parlance the 

Equipment Type Code 

(ETC). 

The Car Type is a large 

part of the key to unlocking 

the value of a freight car 

but it is not the only 

important descriptor to 

capturing the value. One 

also needs to know cubic 

foot capacity or gallon 

capacity, gross rail load 

Link to the full document here 

Sample ETC Code Builder from the UMLER Data Specification Manual  
Appendix I for Covered Hopper Cars 

https://public.railinc.com/documents/umler-data-specifications-manual
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While freight cars are the largest segment of Biggs Appraisal’s work, 
we also inspect and appraise locomotives of all kinds, maintenance of 
way equipment, and railcar movers.   

to appraisers that they are expected to work with 

minimal information so that secrets of customers are 

not divulged. 

A good rail equipment appraiser is so tight lipped that 

they actually talk funny. The people in the industry 

that make deals happen on a regular basis build up a 

level of trust in their appraiser that allows the flow of 

good descriptors to capture the value inherent in the 

cars. This allows the appraisers client to make good 

solid defendable decisions based on good information 

provided by the appraiser. 

Most companies are looking way past the initial freight 

car lease to what the future remarket-ability of the 

cars is, either to a new buyer or as a long-term 

investment hold. The seller needs to know that 

providing good information will allow the appraiser to 

give the buyer an appraisal supporting the best 

possible credible offer. 

While this article is about freight railcars the basics 

apply to many other types of equipment. As Biggs 

(Continued from page 1) Appraisal is focused on the rail industry we track 

and appraise, in addition to freight cars, the value 

drivers of locomotives, rail passenger cars, 

maintenance of way equipment, and railcar 

movers. We have averaged over 50 clients a year 

for many years with clients that have been client-

customers of Biggs in the leasing and railroad side 

of the business since the 1980’s. We believe we 

are truly independent appraisers. Our advisory and 

consulting services extend to freight cars and 

locomotives as well as railroad sales with good 

results.  

We are very responsive to our clients because we 

do an extraordinary amount of research on rail 

equipment in advance of assignments. The devil is 

in the details, and we know the details that will 

support good rail equipment decision making. In 

addition to rail equipment leasing companies, 

banks and financial institution lessors, railroads 

large and small, law firms, and investors we work 

closely with other appraisers to support them in the 

rail equipment portion of their client companies’ 

asset appraisals. What can we do for you? 


