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1. Introduction

Logistics acts as an important tool in the search for sustainable competitive advantage in the international 
trade (Fleury, 2006). Regarding the Brazilian GDP, studies from the Logistics and Supply Chain Institute - 2011 
shows that logistics costs account for up to more than 20% compared to countries considered rich; notably, 
points out to Brazil with 10.6% and United States with 7.7% (Logistics and Supply Chain Institute, 2008). 
In parallel, storage processes, distribution and the storage of perishable products evolve the logistics operations 
that can be considered the main problems’ focus faced by Brazil (Franco, 2011).

From the second half of the last century, it was possible to note a rapid logistics efficiency increase. It can 
be said that the high standard of living offered to Western society demands from production systems, products 
handling process and delivery to the final consumer, a good performance. Over the years, it is remarkable the 
transition that has been passing logistics, more specifically regarding the production, storage and handling 
operations (Sussams, 1994). Currently, the logistics, which involves a number of activities ranging from materials 
entry, going through internal transport, output and, more recently, to reverse or materials recycling, has presented 
increasingly growing interest among managers (Machline, 2011).

Within agribusiness production chains, logistics also plays an important strategic role (Bourlakis & Weightman, 
2004; van der Vorst et al., 2005; Duffy & Fearne, 2006; Pieter van Donk et al., 2008; Logistics and Supply Chain 
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Institute, 2014; Soliani et al., 2016; Bloemhof et al., 2015). In view of the context outlined by grain supply 
chains, considering the role played by Southeastern region high productivity comes up intermodal terminals. Some 
peculiarities give to grain terminals that characteristic profile they present. It is also importante to emphasize 
the necessary presence of moisture and temperature gauges to grains monitoring, due to consumption patterns, 
and the influence of climatic conditions that may eventually preclude a terminal to meet particular customer. 
Some other complementary logistics activities that can be performed by grain terminals refer to pre-cleaning 
and cleaning processes, purging, drying, blending and segregating (transgenic and organic separation).

Being considered an important logistical operator, terminals operate in the transportation optimization 
process performed by different modes. Thus, this study hopes to contribute to improving the performance of 
intermodal terminals in grain logistics’ chains and, therefore, with the increasing of Brazilian competitiveness 
in grains supply. To do so, it also aimed to determine if terminals with productive efficiency also present pure 
technical efficiency, through Data Envelopment Analysis technique. Thereby, it was examined whether greater 
efficiency can be obtained regarding the use of the structure and available resources in grain supply chain 
intermodal terminals.

This paper is divided into six sections. Starting with the introduction, it follows to the theoretical framework, 
which provides a brief presentation about the main concepts involving all the grain flow dynamic. Hereafter, 
this paper presents the methodological procedures defined for the results’ achievement and finally ends with 
the conclusions and references.

2. Theoretical framework

This part of the paper presents some fundamental concepts for the effective understanding of intermodal 
terminals’ reality. In this section, the intermodality concept is contextualized and a characterization of grain 
logistics is proposed.

2.1. Transport modes

The following sections present, in a more detailed way, the transport modes that stand out in relation to 
grains transport. Within inland transport, there are the road and rail subsystems. In the context of waterways or 
water transport, it should be highlighted the subsystems, river, lake and sea. However, it is noteworthy that, unlike 
the waterway subsystem, inland transports are going to be treated separately, since they have radically different 
characteristics. Considering that this fact is hardly observed for transportations on waterways, this subsystem 
is going to be treated, in this paper only, considering the general characteristics inherent to water transport.

2.1.1. Roadway subsystem

The transport system in Brazil has been marked by a late process of road construction. Thus, throughout 
the 1930s, as well as the 1950s and 60s, the Brazilian highway network has been favored by governamental 
interests in developing the interior of the country and by the emergence of automobile industries. As a result, 
roadways became the main transport subsystem in Brazil (Confederação Nacional do Transporte, 2006).

The road system stands out for some specific characteristics, such as the process of door-to-door delivery 
and the deployment of minimum stocks, through the use of pull (just in time) systems, which allow faster turns 
(Barat, 2007; Janic, 2008). According to Severo Filho (2006), the Brazilian road transport handled 58% of the 
total cargo volume in the country, twice as much as Australia and the USA, with 30% and 28%, respectively, 
and three times more than China, with a percentage of 19%. It is possible to observe the prevalence in the use 
of railroads and waterways in this group of countries, as well as in Russia and Canada, (Fleury, 2006). More 
recently, it can be considered that 62.70% of the entire Brazilian cargo is handled via road transportation 
(Logistics and Supply Chain Institute, 2010).

Therefore, in the case of the roadway subsystem as an important influence factor in the processes of global 
cargo movement, it becomes important to reflect on the cost share in its operations. The key point of the costs 
inherent in road handling processes is based on the relation between low-fixed costs and medium to high 
variable costs (Ballou, 2004; Bowersox et al., 2006; Costa et al., 2010). Costa et al. (2010) further argue that 
the low costs have been represented by reduced expenses with cargo transport and equipment in bus terminals, 
such as dump trucks and hoppers. The author also states that the variable costs can be understood as a reflex 
of expenses with workforce, taxes, fuel, among others.
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Among the advantages offered by the roadway subsystem, Bowersox et al. (2006) and Sadjady (2011) 
highlight the flexibility and versatility, as well as Singh et al. (2008) also emphasize aspects such as reliability 
and adaptability. The character flexibility of this mode directly affects the two main points inherent in the 
start and the end point of the logistics freight management, i.e. the processes of cargo reception and delivery. 
On the other hand, the character versatility, taking into account possible restrictions on the proportions of cargo, 
refers to the extent to which the roadway mode enables the handling of a wide range of different products 
(Bowersox et al., 2006).

As suggested by Bowersox et al. (2006), this type of transport comprises a whole range of special requirements 
that meet the characteristics of the goods to be moved. Thus, the roadway transport operates, among the diferent 
transportation modals, in the most convenient choice, by guaranteeing access to the origin and destination of 
products, apart from adapting more easily to their respective schedules for the reception and delivery of products 
to the customer (Bowersox et al., 2006; Singh et al., 2008).

2.1.2. Railway subsystem

The Brazilian railway system has its origin marked by a slow development, due to the lack of internal and 
external incentives. So, at a gradual pace, over several government periods marked by crises and economic plans, 
railroads were built in Brazil connecting strategic regions, so that, in 1948, the country had a rail network of 
about 35.623km (Setti, 2008).

Currently, with the reduction in railway sidings (Setti, 2008), Brazil concentrates half of the approximately 
29,000km available railways in the state of Rio Grande do Sul and, in the Southeast, in São Paulo, Rio de Janeiro 
and Minas Gerais. Although it is considered a small railway network in comparison with the vast Brazilian territory, 
according to the Logistics and Supply Chain Institute (2008), the period from 2001 to 2007 could register a 
significant growth of 59% in the volume handled by the railway transport. This cargo is basically represented 
by products with a high volume and low value, such as iron ore and coal, besides agricultural products, such 
as grain, and steel products (Logistics and Supply Chain Institute, 2008; Ravibabu, 2013).

Among the aspects that directly influence the selection process of the ideal transportation modal to meet 
the requirements of the companies, it is important to highlight that the railway transport is characterized by 
high-fixed costs, represented by high investments in railway equipment, namely, rails, terminals, locomotives, 
cars, etc. (Waters, 2003; Wanke & Fleury, 2006; Eller et al., 2011). On the other hand, it is also worth mentioning 
that the railway subsystem incurs low variable costs (Waters, 2003; Costa et al., 2010; Lu et al., 2015).

It is noteworthy that, in the context of supply chains, road transport is highlighted by its efficiency in 
providing door-to-door services (Singh & Malik 2016). However, Sadjady (2011) states that, in the case of 
railroad transport, delivery and reception services are limited to terminal-to-terminal conditions. Costa et al. 
(2010) observe, therefore, that although flexibility is not one of the main advantages of cargo transport by 
railways, the types and dimensions of the products they handle give the rail transport a highly versatile pattern.

Loading and unloading processes of cars may represent 86% of the transit time of a train. This fact, together 
with two important criteria, namely, speed and distance, eventually influence on the selection process of this 
mode. In the case of rail transport, these aspects refer, thus, to the low speed and short distance traveled daily. 
The activities of loading and unloading can be represented by intraterminals handling, and by the processes of 
classification and preparation of the trains. Furthermore, in function of periods of low demand for cars, such 
activities can also count on the presence of idle periods (Ballou, 2006).

2.1.3. Waterway subsystem

Water transport can be classified mainly taking into account the extension of water through which crafts 
move, that is, rivers, lakes, or oceans. In this sense, transport by waterways can be subdivided according the 
following categories, namely, river transport or by inland waterways, lacustrine, and marine or by costal and 
intercostal oceans, and international deep sea (Martins, 2007; Sadjady, 2011). Barat (2007, p. 68) calls attention 
to a third category of waterway movement, called cabotage, which, according to the author, “[…] includes all 
shipping conducted along the Brazilian coast”.

Data from Logistics and Supply Chain Institute (2008) show that, in the period from 2004 to 2007, Brazil 
grew 22% in the port movement of goods, i.e. only in 2007, the country handled about 754 million tons of 
cargo, by waterways. Although the Brazilian atlantic coast and its length of navigable rivers are, respectively, of 
the order of 7.4 and 43.000 km, only 1% of all handling observed in national territory, represented by 457 million 
tons of dry cargo, uses the river potential of the country (Logistics and Supply Chain Institute, 2008).
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Regarding cost structure, Wanke & Fleury (2006) state that the waterway mode presents medium fixed 
costs and, somewhat, low variable costs remain, highlight Bowersox et al. (2006), between rail and road modes. 
Such fixed costs are justified in light of necessary investments in transportation equipment and in terminals, 
whereas variable costs refer to operating costs inherent in the use of transportation equipment, which allow 
these costs to be reduced, the higher the routes and volumes handled (Ballou, 2006; Wanke & Fleury, 2006).

The existence of infrastructure problems, as evidenced by Taccone & Nogueira (2001), makes the waterway 
mode show certain limitations. Some of the deficiencies observed by the authors refer to the lack of multimodal 
combinations involving land and water transportation, the presence of unstable river networks below their potential 
use and, within navigation, the lack of support for this segment. On the other hand, these disadvantages have 
been compensated in terms of benefits pointed out by the authors, such as products, at the MERCOSUR level, 
with a greater competitive advantage; furthermore, this transportation mode is a synonym of cargo handling 
at reduced costs.

2.1.4. Intermodality and intermodal terminals

The concepts of intermodality and multimodality may differ basically in the participation of multiple 
logistics’ operators (Rietveld et al., 2001; Givoni & Rietveld, 2007; Nobis, 2007; Clifton & Muhs, 2012), a 
fact mentioned by Barat (2007) as a way to use these terms in Brazil. However, it is possible to observe the 
application of both concepts for the same definition in the literature, so that intermodality goes far beyond 
simple means and combination of transport, but can also be understood as a service, and called multimodality, 
since it is the presence of various means of transport used for handling the same cargo, under the care of only 
one bill of landing (David, 2004; Cambra-Fierro & Ruiz-Benitez, 2009; Feng, 2014). It is noteworthy that only 
the term intermodality was used throughout this paper, since the differences described did not influence the 
course of this study.

From the definition of the concepts of intermodality and multimodality, it becomes possible to realize 
that the biggest distinction between these forms of organization of cargo transportation lies basically in legal 
and contractual criteria. In this context, it should be mentioned that the multimodal bill of lading has been 
represented by Law No. 9611, dated February 19, 1998 (Azevedo, 2008; Ng et al., 2013). In other words, it 
is about seeking to maximize the advantages and, at the same time, reducing or eliminating the negative 
impacts of each transportation mode, making it possible to optimize travel conditions which, according to 
Pitsiava-Latinopoulou & Iordanopoulos (2012), in general, brings the idea of intermodality.

It is known that intermodality can provide advantages, such as a greater intensification in the competitiveness 
of the country, due to the high economic productivity, and efficiency; lower handling costs, resulting from the 
alignment between the characteristics of each mode and the appropriate type of route; use of more eficiente 
transportation modes; reduction in unnecessary infrastructure investments, as well as traffic jams, dependence 
on road transport, time and handling costs and; positive results for the environment (Organisation for Economic 
Co-Operation and Development, 2001; Kadłubek, 2011).

Within intermodality, terminals where cargo transfer occurs with the aid of support devices arise, such 
as, for example, gantry cranes and front loaders, from road or rail networks, for sets of platforms present in 
intermodal terminals, aimed at providing aid in the reception and handling of their users’ goods (Ortúzar & 
Willumsen, 2011). In this context, Fulgêncio (2007) defines transport terminals as “[...] places, such as stations, 
ports, airfields, provided with adequate means and facilities, for the start or completion of transport operations. 
Transport terminals take the name of the main transportation mode used”.

Transport terminals have a key position in the dynamic operation of the various supply chains. Thus, as for 
the different transportation modes, Akwetey (2011) classifies the terminals in onshore or offshore. For the author, 
while offshore terminals, or seaports, are among the most established forms of structure for cargo transshipment, 
the existence of only one transport connection, input and output, allows onshore terminals, also known as dry 
or land ports, or inland transport stations, to establish more easily in many different places.

2.1.5. Characterization of grain logistics

Throughout the 1990s until the mid-2000s, Brazilian agribusiness, as stated by Baer (2009), was marked 
by important events. For the author, it was due to the ups and downs of the national currency, a phenomenon 
which, aligned with an increase observed in commodity prices, enabled the country to reverse its balance of 
agricultural exports to U$24.7 billion in 2005, against a previous balance of the order of 34.7 billion, in 1999.

Regarding grain production results, inherent in political and economic changes in Brazil at the end of the 
twentieth century and early twenty-first century, it is important to observe that, in 2003, the country went ahead 
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in the production of commodities such as coffee, sugar, alcohol, and fruit juice. In parallel, it has become the 
second largest soybean producer and the third largest corn producer worldwide. The presence of new technologies 
and an increase in farmland in the period between 1991 and 2005, as well as data contained in the Ministry 
of Agriculture, Livestock and Supply, according to Brasil (2007), for the case of soybeans in the Northeast and 
Midwest regions, allowed gains in income which led to a representative increase in grain production (Baer, 2009).

In 2010, soybeans were the second most exported agricultural commodity by Brazil, surpassed only by sugar 
cane. Furthermore, in that year, the volume of exported soybeans was inferior only to the United States (Food 
and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, 2012). Nowadays, around 68% of Brazilian soybeans are 
handled by the national road network (Reis & Leal, 2015).

In this context, it is, therefore, necessary to emphasize the important role played by China, which operates 
in a decisive manner, both as a producer and as a consumer. Globally, the Chinese produce grains in about only 
9% of cultivated land, supplying 20% of the entire population. Although China suffers from the presence of 
natural disasters, as well as repercussions of the changes inherent in a complex international environment, its 
grain harvests have been satisfactory since 2004. Moreover, its influence on world prices is striking, since an 
increase in the imports of the country can mean a considerable drop in grain supply for others (Wang et al., 2009).

Although China has been consolidated regarding grain production, Wang et al. (2009) bring the fact that 
the country operates in deficit relative to soybean cultivation towards other crops it produces (rice, wheat and 
maize). This leads the Chinese to import, in 2007, almost half of their international sales, i.e. about 31 million 
tons, characterizing the country as the world’s largest grain buyer. In other words, the author states that, unlike 
other crops, soybeans did not accompany the change that moved China’s importer condition, in 1997, to grain 
exporter in 2004. During this period, the offer ended up surpassing the demand, since the country achieved a 
production level of 500 million tons.

3. Methodology

The preparation of this paper had data envelopment analysis (DEA) as the main technique, which involves 
the application of the models CCR, Charnes et al. (1978) and BCC (Banker et al., 1984). In this paper, the results 
for the second model are presented, considering the inputs, reception-landing capacity (tons/hour), storage 
capacity (tonnes), and the number of employees involved in transshipment, in units, and the output, amount 
of grains handled (tons). The analysis process was performed through the tabulation of these variables, using 
the V3.0 Integrated System for Decision Support (ISYDS) software, and the data generated were organized in 
charts, reaching the results and conclusions presented in this paper.

Considering the variations in relation to the returns of scale, the CCR model, from Charnes, Cooper and 
Banker, is also known as Constant Scale Returns (CRS) (Rickards, 2003; Heidari et al., 2012). In the CRS or 
CCR model, which predicts that the outputs increase in proportion to the increases in their inputs, the results 
generated considering its application refer to objective indicators of efficiency or inefficiency for each DMU 
under evaluation (Rickards, 2003). In the BCC, Banker, Charnes and Cooper models, although the increase in 
the facilities size of the DMU analyzed is not influenced by economies of scale, it is characterized, according 
to Heidari et al. (2012) and Oliveira & Silveira Neto (2011), by Variable Scale Returns (RSV). This is the pure 
technical efficiency, which refers to the production of a products’ standard by minimizing inputs or maximizing 
outputs (Oliveira & Silveira Neto, 2011).

The main results obtained by the CCR model were defined as a support, part of a master’s dissertation, 
to achieve the objectives of this paper. Since the main focus involved the application of the BCC model, its 
mathematical formulation can be represented by Equation 1 and its Restrictions 1a and 1b, adapted from 
Cooper et al. (2011).
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Thus, the research method adopted was the mixed, or quantitative-qualitative, and the research approach 
was exploratory. The qualitative analysis could be achieved by defining the case study method (multicases), 
which enabled grain intermodal transportation system description in the Brazilian Southeast region, with a view 
to raising additional qualitative variables to the quantitative analysis (BCC model).

Although quantitative and qualitative methods are used for different perspectives in relation to the study 
object, it should be noted that the emergence of qualitative-quantitative research, or mixed research has, as its 
starting point, the complementary character on key aspects defended by each of these methods. In the words 
of Creswell (2009), the mixed method builds on the strengths of both qualitative and quantitative research, 
becoming increasingly popular due to the evolution and development characteristic of the research methodology.

In parallel, the exploratory research is recommended for situations in which the amount of accessible 
information can be characterized as insufficient for the actual knowledge of the problem-situation, as well as 
for the company to make decisions (Hair Junior et al., 2005; Malhotra, 2006). According to Hair Junior et al. 
(2005), exploratory research seeks to direct the researcher to the discovery of what they have little knowledge 
about. This type of research presents a major contribution to the process of defining the problem or research 
question (Corrêa, 2009; Marconi & Lakatos, 2002).

Table 1 outlines some of the basic information about each of the 12 terminals, participants in the sample 
of this study. In order to preserve the image of the companies that were willing to cooperate by giving their 
information, it was decided to call them DMU, numbered from 1 to 12. As can be seen, 06 terminals in Minas 
Gerais, 02 in Espírito Santo, 03 in São Paulo, and 01 in Rio de Janeiro have been addressed, most of them 
presenting a road-rail combination. It should be noted that DMUs 1, 2, 3 and 5 have been currently operating 
with road transport only, due to the poor condition of railways around the terminals, making this option 
cost-prohibitive.

Table 1. Basic characteristics of Southeast region grain terminals (DMUs).

Terminals City State Stored grain Intermodal operations

DMU1 Uberlândia Minas Gerais Soybeans, corn, rice and wheat Road-rail

DMU2 Uberaba Minas Gerais Soybeans and corn Road-rail

DMU3 Uberaba Minas Gerais Soybeans and corn Road-rail

DMU4 Uberlândia Minas Gerais Soybeans and corn Road-rail

DMU5 Uberlândia Minas Gerais Corn Road-rail

DMU6 Araguari Minas Gerais Soybeans and corn Road-rail

DMU7 Vitória Espírito Santo Soybeans and corn Rail-water

DMU8 Vila Velha Espírito Santo Wheat and malt Road-rail-wate

DMU9 Sumaré São Paulo Corn and wheat Rail-road

DMU10 Pederneiras São Paulo Soy Water-rail

DMU11 Guarujá São Paulo Soybeans and corn Road-rail-water

DMU12 Rio de Janeiro Rio de Janeiro Rice, beans and corn Road

DMU12, which also operates only with the road system, particularly shows what is left of the decisions from 
the Collor government, which has resulted in the deactivation, over the 90s, of the entire storage infrastructure 
installed throughout the city and port of Rio de Janeiro. This fact suggests the existence, in past times, of grain 
transportation by the waterway mode. The character of food production in the state, i.e. the high reception from 
other regions and the low local production, basically represented by the produce sector, reduces the presence of 
grain terminals in the state, so that DMU12 was selected as a way of characterizing this scenario.

Interviews were used, through the application of a structured questionnaire, together with directors, 
administrative managers and supervisors, responsible for flow processes of grain terminals in the Southeast 
region. The criterion set for the interviews was based on the search for those professionals with expertise in the 
management of reception, warehousing and grain shipping, i.e. people who have a wide knowledge concerning 
the processes related to grain handling in terminals. It was, then, possible to have access to most of the reliable 
data provided by the companies, minimizing possible biases inherent in data collection.

Data were collected in the period comprising the months from September to November 2011, so that 
11 of the 12 questionnaires could be applied in person, among with the people in charge of the warehouses or 
of the sector for grain reception and flow, i.e. managers and supervisors, or others specified by them. Only one 
of the interviews was conducted by electronic means (the questionnaire was sent by email), due to the lack of 
time of the quality coordinator of the terminal to give the information in person.
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Once the research method was defined (case study), Reis (2008) states that it can be understood as an 
“empirically based research technique”, which has the interaction between researcher and research subject as 
its starting point, both engaged in conducting the study of the various aspects of the selected object, which 
may be a fact or phenomenon. In this sense, Miguel (2007) proposes a sequency of steps defined to conduct a 
case study, as demonstrated in Figure 1.

According to Figure 1, it is possible to note that the case study method can be based on six major stages, 
involving since the construction of a theoretical reference, from the establishment of a literature mapping over the 
subject, and the case(s) planning, which involves the units of analysis definition, the data collection protocol, as 
well as the means to perform the collection and analysis, complemented by the means of control (Miguel, 2007).

Afterwards, the pilot test is conducted, as a quality assurance for the procedures and data collection, followed 
properly by the data collection process. Finally, the data analysis is taken, that is, the transcription of the main 
informations to the format of a narrative, considering the method of analysis proposed, leading to the generation 
of a research report, which can be represented by scientific articles, dissertations or theses. In addition, it may 
be emphasized about the great influence of the pilot test on the third and fourth steps’ efficiency, namely, 
planning and data collection, as shown by the arrows in Figure 1 (Miguel, 2007).

Lastly, it should be noted that the case study method can be classified according to two dimensions: single 
case study and multiple case study; in recent years, the use of multiple cases has been increasing (Yin, 2001). 
So, considering the study object composed by the 12 intermodal terminals, this paper attends the condition of 
a multi-case study.

Figure 1. Sequency of steps to conduct a case study.
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4. Results and discussion

This section of the paper seeks to describe the partial results obtained from Data Envelopment Analysis (DEA). 
In this, the pure technical efficiency of DMUs was analyzed, through the application of the Variable Returns 
to Scale model, namely BCC. Thus, it was possible, besides performing a comparison between the efficiencies, 
verify if the terminals with production efficiency also present pure technical efficiency.

4.1. Analysis of pure technical efficiency - BCC model

Initially, it is important to emphasize that, from the application of the CCR model as part of a master’s 
dissertation, it was possible to verify that, from the twelve terminals evaluated, only 4, 7 and 11 have production 
efficiency. By applying the BCC model, it was observed that 50% of the terminals have pure technical efficiency 
(1, 2, 4, 7, 11 and 12). Nevertheless, terminals 1, 2 and 12 are not on the total efficiency frontier. Therefore, it 
is already possible to prove that the terminals that have production efficiency also have pure technical efficiency, 
but the inverse does not always happen.

It was observed that DMUs 1, 2 and 12, below the frontier of productive efficiency according to the CCR 
model, proved to be efficient according to the BCC model. This fact has proved that its total technical inefficiency 
was not influenced by the possible existence of a pure technical inefficiency. According to Barros et al. (2011), 
this efficiency refers to the production capacity of a company that makes proper use of its inputs. Thus, it is 
possible to assume that these DMUs have scale inefficiency, which is not part of what was defined for this study.

The application of the model also showed that the six inefficient DMUs present values of operating efficiency 
up to 60%, in the same way as for the CCR model. From them, it is possible to highlight DMUs 3 and 9 with lower 
percentages, i.e. 4.63% and 2.98%, which also had the lowest percentages in terms of production inefficiency. 
Considering the average values of the inputs, parallel to the general average of pure technical efficiency, it can 
be seen that, through the BCC model, there was an increase of approximately 20.44% over the CCR model. 
That is, on average, the terminals have a higher pure technical efficiency, which may suggest that the major 
cause of their total inefficiency relates to a possible operation scale inefficiency.

The sum of inputs and output of the efficient DMUs is greater in each of the individual values presented by 
inefficient DMUs. This fact can be considered positive, since it strengthens the contribution of the input-output 
set to reach technical efficiency, by the terminals analyzed. Thus, the scenario presented by the terminals, in 
terms of pure technical efficiency, can be considered relatively good. Considering the product orientation, it 
can be inferred that the evaluated terminals, in general, have reached the output maximization, through the 
constant maintenance of the inputs used.

4.2. Target summary for the inputs and output in the BCC model

The targets obtained for each of the inputs and the output will be evaluated separately in this section, and 
jointly in the next section, creating conditions for inefficient DMUs to reach the technical efficiency. These 
targets or goals have, as principle, the suggestion of increases or decreases in each one of the variables from 
the DEA model.

Figure 2 shows a comparison between the current values presented by the input, reception-landing capacity, 
and the respective targets or goals to be achieved, so that the terminals can reach the efficiency frontier. It is 
known that, for the DMUs to be able to become efficient, it is not sufficient that changes are directed at only 
one of the variables, but it is important to jointly carry out decreases or increases in inputs and output.

Thus, Figure 2 shows that 16.67% of the terminals of the sample need to make changes within their 
reception-landing capacities. Therefore, it is up to DMU3 to perform a reduction of 58.22%, from the current 
value, and of only 5.72% for the case of DMU10, which shows that, the reception-landing capacity of the latter 
may have little influence in the context of the search for reaching pure technical efficiency.

As for the CCR model, terminals 6, 3 and 10 may be overusing their handling equipment. Thus, given that 
DEA is based on the optimization of available resources, it is up to these terminals to reassess the use of such 
equipment, since it is not intended to propose the purchase of more dump trucks, hoppers, etc. to remedy this 
issue.

Regarding the static storage capacity, it is also necessary that only two DMUs direct improvement efforts 
towards that variable, so that by remedying the needs of the others, they can contribute to the achievement 
of the efficiency frontier, in which terminals 4, 7 and 11 are found. As illustrated in Figure 3, for DMU5, the 
storage capacity needs to be reduced by 0.78% which, in practice, will mean no great change or, perhaps, no 
change. For this terminal, this input does not refer to the gap in the search for technical efficiency.



Production, 27, e20162054, 2017 | DOI: 10.1590/0103-6513.205416 9/13

For the case of terminal 9, with the lowest efficiency value shown by DEA, it is necessary that there be 
a reduction in its grain storage capacity. In this terminal, it is necessary to evaluate the current terms of use 
of warehouses and silos, since its storage capacity should show a decrease of 38.14%, in order to reach pure 
technical efficiency.

The BCC model indicates that only 33.33% of the terminals must make corrections to their share of 
employees involved in transshipment, while in the CCR model, this value almost doubles. This fact shows that 
the adjustments relating to this variable may be much more connected to a problem of scale inefficiency of 
operation than pure technical. In other words, it is possible to suggest that inoperative terminals in pure technical 
efficiency may have their causes relative to other inputs or output. As shown in Figure 4, it is important that 
an average reduction of approximately 53.76% be performed in transshipment workforce, both operational 
and administrative, regarding DMUs 5, 6, 8 and 9, so that the terminals can reach pure technical efficiency.

DMUs whose targets differ from the current number of employees involve, therefore, terminals 5, 6, 8 and 9, 
among which it is observed that, in DMU9, a cut of 81.81% of its human resources engaged in transshipment 
is necessary. This terminal, as already mentioned, is intended to handle only 25% grain and 75% sugar. Thus, a 
justification for the large decrease observed may suggest that the 150 professionals engaged in grain transshipment 
are also involved in sugar handling, so that DEA understands that there is an excess of professionals operating 
in grain transshipment.

In Figure 4, it is possible to observe that, in DMUs 6 and 8, the number of employees must be reduced 
essentially by half, while in DMU5, this reduction must be of the order of 30.95%. Despite the fact that 
DMUs 5 and 6, representing private terminals, may mean less resistance to making changes in their workforce, 
it is necessary to call attention to the fact that DMU8, once public, depends on governmental decisions, i.e., it 
has its autonomy restricted by the government.

Figure 2. Targets for the receiving-unloading capacity of Southeast grain intermodal terminals.

Figure 3. Targets for the storage capacity of Southeast grain intermodal terminals.
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Lastly, in the case of the output “amount of grains handled”, it is possible to observe a situation which is 
completely opposite to the results obtained by the application of the CCR model. In general, 75% of the DMUs 
need to perform drastic increases in this variable to achieve the efficiency frontier. Again, it may reflect on 
scale operation issues.

Figure 5 illustrates the situation of the terminals evaluated by the BCC model, in which the target for technical 
efficiency is the amount of grains handled. This condition shows that the causes of a pure technical inefficiency, 
on the part of terminals 3, 5, 6, 8, 9 and 10, are closely aligned with the variables, reception-landing capacity 
and storage, as well as the number of employees involved in transshipment.

Given the above, the focus of these terminals should be towards the maintenance of values regarding the 
amount of grains handled, so that the DMUs, public and private, defined with purê technical inefficiency by 
the BCC model can reverse this situation. In parallel, it is up to the DMUs to reassess their human resources 
management within intermodal transshipment operations.

Figure 4. Targets for the number of employees involved in transshipment operations of Southeast region grain intermodal terminals.

Figure 5. Targets for the amount of grains handled by Southeast grain intermodal terminals.

4.3. Specific target analysis for the inputs and output in the BCC model

By the BCC model, it is possible to observe the need for a large amount of changes related to the available 
resources and infrastructure of DMUs, so that the efficiency frontier can turn into a tangible goal. In addition, 
it was verified that the terminals are much closer to a pure technical efficiency in relation to the total technical 
efficiency frontier, which demonstrates once again that the main bottlenecks may be related to inefficiency 
scale issues, not included in this study.
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When performing a specific analysis of each DMU, it is possible to infer that, for terminal 3 to reach pure 
technical efficiency, it is only necessary that its reception capacity be reduced from 1,000 to 417.8 tons/hour, 
provided that the other variables be kept constant. On the other hand, DMU5 must also perform a cut of 
12 employees involved in intermodal transshipment services and, at the same time, perform a small reduction 
in its storage capacity. With regard to terminal 6, it is important for managers to review what may be causing 
an excess of professionals, aligned with transshipment activities, so that this DMU can contribute to reach the 
efficiency frontier, since there must be a reduction of half of these employees, according to DEA. A similar 
situation can be observed in relation to DMU8, of public character, in which DEA also suggests a reduction from 
85 to 42 employees. Again, it is important to emphasize the existence of worker flexibility in diverse functions, 
which may serve as an explanation for this fact.

In the case of terminal 9, whose main focus is soybean handling and soybean meal, the need to perform 
certain reductions with respect to the productive resources becomes evident in this terminal. Therefore, changes 
should be directed to both its storage capacity and to its number of employees, so that this DMU can have the 
same conditions to become efficient, such as DMUs 4, 7 and 11. Thus, the reception-landing capacity and amount 
of grains handled must be kept (variable value = target value), while the storage capacity should be decreased 
by 38.14% and, for the number of employees, there should be a workforce cut of approximately 81.81%.

Lastly, it is possible to consider that DMU10 is very close to reaching pure technical efficiency, since only 
minor changes related to its reception-landing capacity must be performed. This fact demonstrates again that 
this terminal may not be operating at optimal scale. Although theoretically DEA makes it clear that this variable 
should be reduced by 5.72% to reach the proposed target, in practice, it is a decision that can become more 
complex than the decrease of the same variable proposed for terminal 3, of 61.3% (from 1.000t/h to 387.03 t/h). 
Even if it means a small change of 28.59 t/h, it is important that a reassessment of all processes and resources 
involved in this operation be performed, so that it does not result in losses for other activities.

The goals and targets observed indicate that the terminals need to make reductions in their inputs, so that 
they can get maximum outputs’ standars. This fact also shows that achieving the proposed goals will be possible 
for the DMUs, at least, to maintain the current outputs, using a smaller amount of inputs. Thus, the presence of 
twice the DMUs with pure technical efficiency, in relation to the CCR model, shows that DMUs 1, 2 and 12 have 
been able to maintain the appropriate inputs to achieve the results obtained, although they may be operating 
with increasing or decreasing returns to scale. Therefore, they are below the optimal scale and, according to 
Dias et al. (2010), it is necessary to reduce or improve technological aspects, or even increase their production, 
resulting in the displacement of the production frontier.

5. Conclusions

The application of Constant Returns to Scale (CRS) model as part of a broader master’s dissertation, allowed 
to observe that only three (4, 7 and 11), from the twelve analyzed DMUs, have overall technical efficiency, i.e. 
they can use their inputs efficiently, without incurring large waste. Furthermore, these terminals also feature 
pure technical efficiency, according to the BCC model, the main focus of this paper. On the other hand, the 
three inefficient DMUs (1, 2 and 12) showed only purê technical efficiency, which suggests that these terminals 
could present a possible operation scale inefficiency, an aspect which was not addressed in this study.

By the application of the BCC model with product orientation, it is possible to show that the gap is mainly 
related to the number of employees involved in transshipment operations. Furthermore, it became clear that 
the DMUs are much closer to pure technical efficiency, which may suggest a greater distance in terms of scale 
efficiency. It was possible to prove that the terminals with production efficiency also have technical efficiency, 
and that they may also have scale efficiency, considering that the productive efficiency model is equal to the 
multiplication of pure and scale technical efficiencies.

On the other hand, it should be noted that, although the application of DEA has been a great contribution 
to the evaluation of operational productivity of grain intermodal terminals in the Southeast, this technique also 
incurs limitations. Since it relies on the selection of specific input and output variables, it does not indicate, 
in a straightforward way, the possible operational aspects that result in inefficiency. Therefore, it is ultimately 
necessary to know the background of each process, both operational and managerial, so that it becomes possible 
to identify or assume the existing bottlenecks.

However, it should be recognized that DEA, by defining the efficient DMUs, is an important tool in the 
search for competitiveness by organizations, allowing a comparison between the evaluated units. Furthermore, 
it allows managers to set benchmarking practices and, through the goals to be achieved, adopt alternatives that 
enable them to reach the highest performance standard.
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Finally, for future research it is suggested the implementation of the scale efficiency evaluation model 
contemplating grain intermodal terminals. The proposal involves verifying if the full technical efficiency terminals 
and, therefore, pure technical efficiency, also have scale efficiency, that is, operate in the optimal range. For the 
case of terminals below the productive efficiency border, due to a possible scale inefficiency, the identification 
of how much these terminals could get profit, once working on this scale, will also contribute to grain logistics 
terminals to operate without the excessive use of inputs and waste, increasingly optimizing their results.
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