
 

In the oilfield, the real cost is rarely the 
freight. It is the delay. 
 
We have all been there. A critical valve or BOP component is sitting in a warehouse 300 miles 
away while a crew burns daylight on location. The rig is up, the hands are on the clock and the 
completion window is ticking. Someone in logistics is working the phones, trying to get a carrier 
dispatched, and the first question from procurement is almost always the same: "What's the 
rate?" 
 
At that moment, the rate is the least important number on the table. The number that matters is 
the one accumulating every hour the crew stands idle waiting on materials. 
 
Anyone who has spent enough years on the operations side of oilfield logistics to know that the 
way most organizations evaluate freight is fundamentally misaligned with the way field 
operations actually work. Freight is typically assessed on rate, availability and equipment type. 
Those are reasonable criteria for commodity shipments. But for oilfield-critical loads, the real 
buying factors are pickup speed, direct delivery, communication and operational protection. The 
cheapest freight option can quickly become the most expensive one if it introduces delay. That 
disconnect between procurement logic and operational reality is what drives significant and 
avoidable non-productive time costs across our industry. 

What delay actually costs in the field 
 
To understand why oilfield freight delay cost deserves more attention than the rate on a carrier's 
quote sheet, you have to look at what a delay actually does to the economics of a well program. 
 
Industry estimates commonly cited by operators and drilling contractors place rig standby costs 
in the range of tens of thousands of dollars per day on land rigs, climbing well above $100,000 
per day for more complex or offshore operations. The International Association of Drilling 
Contractors has published extensive reporting on the financial impact of non-productive time 
through its Drilling Contractor magazine (https://www.iadc.org) and the numbers are sobering 
even at the low end of the spectrum. Those figures reflect only the direct rig cost. They do not 
capture crew per-diems, equipment-rental clocks that keep running whether or not the 
equipment is being used, or the contract penalties triggered when a frac stage deadline slips or 
a completion window closes. 
 
The cascade effect is what really hurts. A single delayed part does not just hold up one task. In 
a tightly sequenced drilling or completion program, a four-hour slip in the morning can compress 



or eliminate buffer time downstream. A twelve-hour delay can push an entire stage to the next 
day, shifting the schedule for every crew and service company that was lined up behind it. 
 
Technical papers presented at the Society of Petroleum Engineers have explored how 
waiting-on-materials events contribute to non-productive time, with some analyses suggesting 
NPT accounts for a meaningful share of total well cost (https://www.spe.org/en/). The exact 
percentage varies widely by operation, but even shaving a few points off that figure through 
better logistics decisions represents enormous value, far more than any per-mile rate savings 
on a freight quote. 
 
When I think about the freight decision now, I do not start with the rate. I start with the question: 
what happens if this load is four hours late? By twelve? By a day? If the answer involves a rig 
crew standing idle or a frac spread sitting cold, then the freight decision is really a risk decision, 
and it should be treated that way. 

Why rate per mile is the wrong metric 
 
Most freight purchasing processes are built around rate comparison. Get three quotes, pick the 
lowest, move on. That model works well enough for non-time-critical commodity freight moving 
between warehouses on a predictable schedule, or for routine pipe-yard restocking where a 
day's variance in delivery does not cascade into field disruption. It fails spectacularly when the 
load in question is a part that a drilling crew needs on location before sunrise. 
 
The problem is that rate per mile captures only one dimension of the freight decision. What it 
misses is the total cost of delivery, which includes the freight rate plus the delay risk plus the 
communication overhead plus the operational impact if something goes wrong. Coverage of 
expedited and hotshot freight economics in the energy sector, including reporting by outlets 
such as FreightWaves (https://www.freightwaves.com/news), has highlighted that the economics 
of time-critical delivery are fundamentally different from those of standard freight. Buyers who 
evaluate both with the same scorecard are making an apples-to-oranges comparison. 
 
This is where LTL and brokered loads tend to break down for oilfield-critical shipments. Every 
handoff in the chain, whether it is a terminal transfer, a driver swap or a cross-dock, introduces a 
delay probability. For a production-critical load, each handoff is a risk multiplier. Hotshot carriers, 
a term common in the U.S. land-drilling context for expedited, dedicated truck service typically 
using medium-duty trucks and flatbeds, eliminate those handoffs with direct, single-driver, 
point-to-point delivery. That directness has real operational value that does not show up in a 
simple rate comparison. 
 
There is also the hidden cost of what I would call false availability. A carrier who can quote today 
but cannot pick up until tomorrow morning is not really available in oilfield terms. Pickup speed, 
measured in hours rather than days, is the metric that separates carriers who understand oilfield 
urgency from those who do not. 



Many have learned the hard way that a modest savings on a quote can cost multiples of that 
figure in crew standby. In one case, roughly one day of standby on a mid-tier rig wiped out any 
freight savings many times over. That math only has to happen once before you change how 
you evaluate carriers. 
 
Part of the challenge is structural. Procurement teams are typically measured on cost savings, 
not on operational uptime. That incentive misalignment means the organization's freight-buying 
process may actively reward decisions that increase field risk. 

What oilfield freight buyers should actually be evaluating 
 
If rate per mile is not the right primary metric for field-critical loads, what should oilfield freight 
buyers be looking at instead? Intelligent operations have moved to a framework built around 
four factors that more accurately predict whether a load will protect or disrupt field operations. 
 
The first and most important factor is pickup speed. Can the carrier pick up within two to four 
hours of the call? For oilfield-critical freight, this is the single largest differentiator. It should be 
built into RFPs and carrier scorecards as a hard requirement, not a nice-to-have. 
 
The second factor is direct delivery without extra handoffs. Evaluate whether a carrier runs 
point-to-point or relies on a terminal network. For critical loads, insist on direct service. Every 
additional touch point between origin and destination is a place where time leaks out of the 
system and accountability gets murky. 
 
The third factor is communication and visibility. Real-time updates through GPS tracking, 
proactive driver check-ins and exception alerts are operational necessities, not optional 
features. When a load is in motion and the field superintendent is planning crew movements 
around its arrival, the freight buyer's cell phone should not be the primary tracking tool. The 
oilfield industry is increasingly recognizing that logistics visibility is intertwined with both safety 
and efficiency, and the trade press covering oilfield operations has devoted growing attention to 
how operators are pushing for better supply-chain integration across drilling and completion 
programs. 
 
The fourth factor is operational alignment. The best carrier partners understand the oilfield 
context. They know what a frac spread is, why a BOP matters and what happens when a 
completion window closes without the right equipment on location. That understanding 
translates into a sense of urgency and a level of accountability that a general-freight carrier, no 
matter how professional, may simply not bring to the table. When a driver understands that the 
load on the back of the truck is the difference between a costly idle day and a productive one, 
the delivery gets treated differently. 
 
None of these four factors appear on a standard freight rate comparison sheet. That is the core 
of the problem. 



 
The reframe I would encourage every oilfield freight buyer to make is simple but powerful. 
Freight cost is a line item. Delay cost is an operational event. The two are not comparable on 
the same scale. A carrier partner who protects operations through speed, directness and 
communication is not a cost center. They are a risk-mitigation tool, and the return on that 
investment shows up in every day of productive rig time that does not get lost to waiting on 
materials. 
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