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1.0 Introduction  

1.1 STUDY PURPOSE 
The Northwestern Indiana Region al Planning Commission (NIRPC) is 
developing its first ever Comprehensive Regional Plan, the 2040 CRP, addressing 
opportunities and challenges in  transportation, land use, economic development, 
the environment and social equity  in Lake, Porter and LaPorte counties, Indiana.  
Recognizing that freight plays a major role in the economy of Northwe st Indiana, 
NIRPC has commissioned this freight study to provide input into the 2040 CRP 
as well as to function as a stand-alone document. This Freight Study is the first 
study by NIRPC to focus exclusively on freight mobility within the region.   

Several of the goals for the 2040 CRP have direct relevance to improvement of 
goods movement within the region.  Of the 14 goals, several have a strong 
relationship to freight  planning : 

¶ A globally competitive, diversified economy that protects and 
enhances our natural environment;  

¶ Clean land ð including maximizing brownfields returned to 
productive use;  

¶ Managed growth that protects farmland, environmentally sensitive 
areas and important ecosystems - including concentrating 
development around existing infrastructure;  

¶ Increased mobility, accessibility and transportation options for people 
and freight; and  

¶ Efficient and coordinated local government   ð  including coordination 
of land use and corridor planning across jurisdictional boundaries . 

The agency seeks to gain a baseline understanding of freight movement in the 
region and develop an approach for integrating freight into the comprehensive 
planning process.  In this way Northwest Indiana can be most successful in 
taking advantage of the benefits of goods movement, such as economic 
development, while minimizing community impacts.  

1.2  OVERVIEW OF STUDY ARE A 
Significant heavy industry, particularly steel, has operations in the region and 
depends on a strong freight infrastructure system.   Other key industr ies such as 
agriculture and energy are also heavy users of freight transportation. The 
regionôs proximity to greater Chicago, the third largest metro area in the U.S. and 
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the largest freight hub outside the coasts, is also a key contributor to the level of 
goods movement in the Northwest Indiana region.   Serving the freight needs of 
the region, Northwest Indiana possesses major freight infrastructure in all four 
modes:  air, rail, highway and water.   

Four interstate highways ( I -80, I-94, I-90, and I-65) traverse the three-county area 
at the southern tip of Lake Michigan, connecting Northwest Indiana to points 
east, west and south.  These interstate highways and the supporting network of 
arterial roadways in the region handle high volumes of truck traffic,  including 
the Indiana Toll Road, which permits double and triple trailers and extra -heavy 
duty truck routes which allows weights of up to 134,000 pounds.    

Three of North Americaôs seven Class I rail operators provide service in the 
region:  CSX Transportation, Inc. (CSX), Norfolk Southern (NS), and Canadian 
National (CN).  In addition, short -line and regional carriers serve industrial and 
agricultural facilities.  The recent acquisition of the EJ&E by CN will likely  divert 
some CN traffic from lines head ing into Chicago to the EJ&Eôs 198-mile 
circumferential line around Chicago from Waukegan, Illinois  to Gary, Indiana 
where the CN mainline intersects it.   

Gary airport is one of the five largest airports in Indiana in terms of air cargo, 
handling more than 180 tons in 2009.  The airport authority received FAA 
approval and has begun preliminary work to extend the airport ôs main runway 
to allow it to handle larger aircraft.  The region ôs stakeholders continue to look at 
ways in which this airport can play a role in Northwest Indiana ôs economic 
development. 

The Indiana Port Commission (doing business as the Ports of Indiana) operates 
the Port of Indiana  ð Burns Harbor  on Lake Michigan in Portage, Indiana.  This 
port handles barges traversing the Inland Waterwa y System via the Illinois 
Waterway, bulk carriers traveling throughout the Great Lakes, and ocean vessels 
crossing the Atlantic via the St. Lawrence Seaway.  In addition to Indianaôs 
public port system, other port facilities in the region include those at Indiana 
Harbor, Gary, and Buffington.  These ports primarily serve the steel industry of 
Northwest Indiana , though currently Buffington Harbor is used only for gaming 
boats.   

As the volume of passengers and goods moving across aging infrastructure 
increases, so does the complexity of transportation planning, policy -setting, and 
decision-making.  Transportation is no longer purely a matter of  handling  
ñtrafficò.  Short- and long-term investments and benefits must be weighed, 
freight and passenger needs balanced, and the pressures of land use, 
environmental impact s, and economic competitiveness considered. 

Many of Northwest Indiana ôs numerous stakeholders have competing interests, 
but at the same time they share a common goal:   to succeed and to be part of a 
region that prospers.  It is critical to clarify the perspectives of various freight 
stakeholders in order to develop  a regional understanding and vision for  freight, 
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as well as a process for prioritizing public investments consistent with that 
vision.  

NIRPC has identified the need to understand the current and future freight 
conditions in the region as well as anticipated challenges and opportunities.   

1.3 STAK EHOLDER INTERVIEW PR OCESS 
In developing this Freight Study, freight stakeholders in the region were 
identified in partnership with NIRPC and the Northwest Indiana Forum.  The 
study team targeted key stakeholders representing rail, water, truck and air 
modes.  In addition, 30 economic development stakeholders were contacted 
regarding participation in a group interview. In all, more than 50 individuals 
were contacted, resulting in interviews with 14 stakeholders.  Stakeholders are 
listed in Table 1.1.  Interviews were conducted between June 10 and June 25, 
2010. As shown in the table, interviewees included developers, modal 
representatives (rail, air, highway, ports), carriers and economic development 
entities.  

Table 1.1 Stakeholder Interviewees 

Organization Sector 

CenterPoint Properties Developer 

Chicago South Shore and South Bend Railroad Rail 

Cressy and Everett Commercial Company Developer 

CSX Corporation Rail 

Gary/Chicago Airport Air 

Indiana Harbor Belt  Rail 

Indiana Toll Road Highway 

Michigan City Economic Development 

NIPSCO Economic Development 

Norfolk Southern Corporation Rail 

Northwest Indiana Forum Economic Development 

Northwest Indiana Regional Development Authority Economic Development 

Port of Indiana ï Burns Harbor Water 

Schneider Trucking Truck 

 

Interview results are incorporated throughout the study within the Issues and 
Opportunities sections by mode as well as in Section 6.3, Next Steps. 
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2.0 Freight Planning in Northwest 
Indiana  

Various agencies in the Lake, Porter and LaPorte County region and the State of 
Indiana play a role in f reight  and economic development planning.  

2.1 KEY AGENCIES WITH A ROLE IN FREIGHT 

PLANNING  

NIRPC  

Historically freight planning has not been a major area of emphasis for NIRPC 
given the agencyôs limited resources.  During the 2007-2008 timeframe the 
agency did convene a freight committee focusing primarily on the issue of grade 
crossing safety.  However, the effort has since been disbanded. Recently, NIRPC 
has renewed its emphasis on freight by designating a part-time freight contact  
and undertaking this Freight Study.  Economic development is one of the 
agencyôs three chartered responsibilities, in addition to transportation and the 
envir onment.  The movement of goods into and out of the region is closely tied 
to economic development considerations.  

INDOT  

The Indiana Department of Transportation (INDOT) established the Office of 
Freight Mobility in late 2006.  While the Office of Freight Mobility staff of one is 
small given the amount of work Indiana is pursuing, efforts are supported  by 
long-range planning, modeling, and economics offices. 

Economic Development Agencies  

Several other agencies exist in the region that undertake economic development 
efforts including promoting Northwest Indiana to businesses and providing 
support to encourage location and expansion in the three-county region.  

Northwest Indiana Forum 

The Northwest Indiana Forum is a nonprofit regional economic dev elopment 
organization serving Lake, Porter, LaPorte, and Starke counties. The 
organizationôs mission is to enhance economic opportunities in Northwest 
Indiana by providing services to promote the creation and retention of quality 
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jobs.  Northwest Indiana F orum provides assistance, customized analysis and 
research, marketing programs, and legislative support to existing and potential 
businesses. 

Regional Development Authority 

The Regional Development Authority (R DA) was established by Indiana State 
statute in 2005.   The agency focuses on four core areas:  lakeshore development, 
South Shore commuter rail, regional bus service and the Gary/Chicago 
International Airport.  The agency accepts applications for project proposals and 
funds projects via a competitive  grant process.  The agency is focused largely on 
implementation of projects in the four focus areas.  The RDA is funded through 
various communities in northwest  Indiana  that make quarterly contributions 
from casino revenue and an economic development tax.  The State of Indiana  

also contributes to the RDA on a quarterly basis from revenues drawn from the 
Major Moves legislation.  A number of the grants the RDA has awarded since 
2006 have been for lakeshore improvement projects including several focused on 
park improvements.  

Ports of Indiana  

The Ports of Indiana is a quasi-governmental organization that operates a 
statewide system of ports, foreign trade zones, and economic development 
programs under the authority of the Indiana Port Commission, a seven -member 
bipartisan board appointed by the Governor. Indiana has three water ports , one 
of which is in the NIRPC region:  Burns Harbor  in  Portage.  

For the past seven years, the Ports of Indiana and Purdue University have  
convened a two-day logistics summit that draws between 400 and 500 leaders 
from industry, academia, public policy, and government to discuss securing  
Indianaôs place in the supply chain. The Ports of Indiana maintains a web site 
promoting Indiana logistics (http://www.indianalogistics.com/) where  it 
publishes the free annual Indiana Logistics Directory. The directory promotes  
Indianaôs logistics assets, includes feature articles from major carriers and 
shippers and INDOTôs Office of Freight Mobility , lists logistics-oriented freight 
education programs, and provides a listing of carriers and freight facilities in the 
State. 

2.2 RELEVANT FREIGHT STUDIES  

The South Suburban Mayors and Managers Association (SSMMA),  composed of 
local governments in the southern suburbs of the Chicago region, completed the 
South Suburban Freight Study in June 2008. The Study details NIRPCôs western 
neighborôs growing role as a freight hub and the freight transportation 
inventory, needs, and opportunities within the region , across the state line in 
Illinois.  
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The Illiana Expressway Feasibility Study was completed by INDOT in July 2009. 
This Study was performed to determine the overall viability of developing, 
financing, constructing, operating, maintaining and placing into service a new 
Interstate quality highway to be known as the Illiana Expressway (Illiana).  This 
proposed facility would be approximately 25 to 30 miles in length, connecting 
I-57 in Illinois with I -65 in Indiana, running through southern   Lake County in 
Indiana and impacting freight traffic flows in the NIRPC r egion. Subsequent 
studies have been undertaken including the Illinois DOT Illiana Economic 
Opportunities Analysis and the Illiana Tolling and Revenue Study.  Both Indiana and 
Illinois have recently passed legislation and entered into a bistate Memorandum 
of Understanding to move the Illiana project forward into the next phase of 
studies as a potential public-private partnership.  

The Indiana Statewide Freight Mobility Plan and companion Indiana Rail Plan were 
also completed in July 2009. The Indiana Statewide Freight Mobility Plan was 
developed to direct the State of Indianaôs future freight policy, provide a 
framework to guide future decisions regarding freight transportation 
investments, and ensure the efficient use of resources to support systemwide 
objectives. The Indiana Rail Plan supplements the Freight Mobility Plan and 
addresses how rail freight and passenger mobility impacts the entire 
transportation system of Indiana. These Plans together address many of the 
freight issues and trends specific to the NIRPC region and the State of Indiana. 
Following a detailed statewide profile, the Indiana Statewide Freight Mobility Plan 
provides a series of policy, capital, and operations recommendations and an 
action plan for implementation on a statewide level.   

Most recently, the Chicago Metropolitan Agency for Planning (CMAP) 
completed a Freight Recommendations Study in June 2010 to serve as an input into 
their long range regional Go To 2040 Plan. The study  included infrastructure, 
operations, and policy recommendations to improve goods movement in Greater 
Chicago and address the growing freight congestion and emerging trends within 
this major American freight hub.  

2.3 KEY ISSUES, OPPORTUNITIES AND  TRENDS 

The NIRPC regionôs location is distinguished by its proximity to Chicago, the 
Midwest freight hub and the third largest metropolitan area in the country.  The 
region has a high density of freight infrastructure concentrated south of Lake 
Michigan, much of which serves through traffic to and from Chicago and 
traversing the Midwest.  Several major developments on the horizon have the 
potential to shift national and international freight flows and the modal split for 
goods movement, which could affect the NIRPC region.  
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Panama Canal Widening  

A widened Panama Canal is expected to open in 2014, which will enable larger 
oceangoing vessels to travel from the Pacific Ocean to the Atlantic Ocean and use 
East Coast Ports.  Currently the Panama Canal can handle ñPanamaxò ships 
carrying only about 5,000 twenty -foot equivalent units (TEU), or containers.  The 
widened Canal will enable ships to pass through with significantly larger 
container loads.   The trend is for ship manufacturers to build larger ships, 
carrying as many as 14,000 TEUs. With the increased capacity of the Panama 
Canal, the potential exists for shifting a portion of freight volumes away from 
West Coast ports to Eastern Ports and using landbridges to deliver freight to 
interior areas of the U.S.  While routing ships from the Pacific through the Canal 
and then shipping freight back via landbridge would take more time than the 
current delivery to Pacific coasts and transport via train to Chicago, the potential 
for larger freight flows from East Coast  ports to the Midwest exists with 
increased Panama Canal capacity.   

Eastern U.S. Rail Capacity Improvements  

The two Class I railroads operating in the Eastern United States are both 
undertaking significant improvements to develop shorter routes from East Coast 
Ports to key interior destinations and allow containers to be double -stacked on 
trains for increased efficiency.  The Heartland Corridor will route Norfolk 
Southern trains from the Norfolk, VA port through Roanoke, VA; Columbus, 
OH; and Northwest Ind iana to Chicago. Construction on the 1,200 mile route 
began in 2007 and is nearly complete.  The CSX National Gateway project will 
enhance three existing rail corridors that run through Maryland, Virginia, North 
Carolina, Pennsylvania, Ohio and West Virgin ia. The National Gateway capacity 
improvements will extend to a new intermodal yard under development in 
North Baltimore, Ohio.  CSX is relocating its northern headquarters from 
Chicago to the new North Baltimore intermodal terminal, which is expected to 
open in 2011. 

Fuel Costs 

Fuel costs have fluctuated dramatically over recent years. These costs have a 
significant impact on businesses shipping and receiving materials and finished 
products, which carefully look at the cost of transportation as a proportio n of 
goods production.  For carriers (e.g., trucking and rail operators), fuel costs have 
a significant impact on profitability.  Given the increased fuel efficiency of rail 
over trucks, rising fuel prices would change the cost differential between modes, 
which  may encourage more shippers to use rail. Additionally, as rail companies 
have begun shipping more intermodal and higher value freight with greater time 
sensitivity, rail carriers have developed service options with higher levels of 
reliability that c an be more competitive with truck service.  
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Climate Change  

Increased focus on climate change has resulted in a climate bill currently under 
consideration by the U.S. Congress.  In the future, the potential exists for 
regulations to reduce greenhouse gas emissions, which could create incentives 
for shifting cargo to rail or water, which are more fuel efficient and have less 
environmental impact.   

As NIRPC more closely tracks freight trends, the agency can monitor how these 
factors are affecting freight flows  to capitalize on opportunities and mitigate 
impacts on communities. 
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3.0 Regional Freight Demand  

Two key determinants of freight demand at the regional level are population, 
employment and business location.  The details of how these factors affect freight 
mobility in Northwest Indiana are discussed below.  

3.1 POPULATION  
Population is a key driver of freight growth, as increases in population create 
more demand for goods and services.  Additionally, population growth places 
increased demands on the transportation system.  In particular, when a region 
grows, the highway system sustains increased demand for both passenger and 
freight travel, resulting in increased congestion.   

From 2000 to 2008, population of the NIRPC region has increased from 741,468 to 
766,8691  Two thirds of population in the three -county area is concentrated in 
Lake County, with 21 percent in Porter  County and 14 percent in LaPorte 
County.  During this time  years, population growth has been concentrated in 
southern Lake County and northern Porter County and population loss has 
occurred in northern Lake County, as shown in Figure  2.1.  By 2040, Lake and 
Porter Counties are expected to be two of the ten counties in Indiana 
experiencing the largest increase in residents, each gaining between 16,000 and 
36,000 residents2.  The increased population will increase demand for goods and 
burden on the freight system.   

 

 

                                                      

1 Source:  NIRPC ð Bureau of the Census. Population Estimates Program. Population 
Estimates for July 1, 2008. Released March 19, 2009. 

2 Indiana Business Research Center, 2007. 
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Figure 3.1 Population Change 2000-2007 

 

3.2 BUSINESS FACILITIES AND EMPLOYMENT  
Another critical driver of freight demand is freight -generating businesses.  A key 
factor for businesses choosing the location for new business facilities is the 
proximity of transportation infrastructure.  Especially for warehouse and 
distribut ion centers, highway accessibility is a top consideration.  For other types 
of businesses that may ship products by container or need to transport heavy or 
bulky commodities, access to rail is a major factor.  Those that use rail will also 
need to consider proximity to intermodal facilities that can offload freight from 
rail and transfer it to trucks for the last leg of the trip.  

In the NIRPC region, over 4,500 businesses can be considered as primary drivers 
of freight demand. Table 3.1 summarizes the number of businesses within 
various freight -generating industries along with their estimated employment. 
Collectively, the public support of these businesses through the provision of 
freight transportation infrastructure preserves more than 80,000 jobs within the 
region.  Those 80,000 jobs represent approximately  29 percent of all employment 
in the NIRPC region.  
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Each of these business types has distinct transportation needs.  Agricultural 
business often has heavy and time-sensitive loads corresponding to harvest 
cycles. Construction businesses rely on a time-sensitive supply chain that often 
includes very heavy and oversized construction materials and equipment. 
Manufacturers use the transportation system to get their products to market and 
potentially are shipping goods long distances.  Mineral extraction involves major 
freight flows of equipment and raw products. Transportation -based businesses 
and warehousing include those that operate trucking fleet s or logistics services. 
The utilities industry requires mass ive movements of raw fuels such as natural 
gas and coal. Wholesale retail locations may receive multiple deliveries daily of 
products to be distributed to retail locations .   

Table 3.1 NIRPC Region Freight-Generating Businesses and Employment 

Industry Description Businesses Employment 

Agriculture 71 299 

Construction 1,973 14,675 

Manufacturing 753 42,634 

Mineral Extraction 19 223 

Transportation and Warehousing 659 11,101 

Utilities 29 2,465 

Wholesale Trade 1,058 8,668 

Source: Quarterly Census of Employment and Wages, 2009.  

The NIRPC region has major clusters of freight-generating businesses along 
major highways as shown in Figure  3.2. There are also clusters around larger 
urban areas in the northwestern portion of  the region such as East Chicago and 
Gary as well as around Michigan City, Valparaiso, Crown Point, and La Porte.  
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Figure 3.2 Freight-Generating Business Locations 

 

Source:  Quarterly Census of Employment and Wages, 2009. 

3.3 KEY ISSUES AND OPPORTUNITIES  

Population and employment increases will not only increase demand for goods 
and services but will also result in additional demand on the transportation 
system for personal travel, exacerbating congestion levels.  As Northwest 
Indiana grows, communities will need to work together to determine the best 
locations for residential and business development to take advantage of the 
transportation system and also to ensure mobility and quality of life is 
maintained.  
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4.0 Freight Patterns  

The Freight Analysis Framework, version 2 (FAF2), a detailed origin -destination 
database developed by the Federal Highway Administration, is a useful source 
for growth rate forecasts for commodity flows  across all modes to and from 
Northwest Indiana . The database estimates growth in five-year increments from 
2010 to 2035 from a base year of 2002.  The database contains forecasts for 
commodity flows by weight and by  value. Section 4.1 depicts the NIRPC regionôs 
current and future freight flows by weight for  each flow type and mode of 
transportation. Section 4.2 provide s a more detailed analysis of commodity flows 
by weight  and value, while Section 4.3 highlights key trading partners of the 
NIRPC region. 
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4.1 M ODAL SPLIT  
Freight is brought into and out of the NIRPC region using a variety of modes.  As 
shown in Figure  4.1, trucking is the dominant mode, with over 60 percent of both 
inbound and outbound freight by value moving by truck.  Pipelines, 
predominantly carrying natural gas, crude oil, and gasoline, make up about a 
quarter of shipments by value 3.  The remaining goods are shipped by rail, water, 
and intermodal transportation (truck and rail, air and truck, and other 
intermodal).  

Figure 4.1  Mode of Travel for Inbound and Outbound Freight, by Value, 
2008 

 

Source:  FAF2 Provisional Annual Commodity Origin-Destination Data, 2008. 

  

                                                      

3 Natural gas, crude oil, and gasoline make up about 90 percent of the ñPipeline & Otherò 
category.  
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The distribution of modes by weight is somewhat more balanced, as shown in  
Figure 4.2.  Less than half of the freight by weight is moving by truck, while rail 
carries 16 percent. Pipelines move 29 percent of the freight flow by weight.  
Taking advantage of access to Lake Michigan and inland waterways, 4 percent of 
freight is mov ed over water. 

 

Figure 4.2 Mode of Travel for Inbound and Outbound Freight, by Weight, 
2008 

 

Source:  FAF2 Provisional Annual Commodity Origin-Destination Data, 2008. 

Figure 4.3 shows projected growth in freight movements in the NIRPC region 
from 2008 through 2035.  The total value of combined inbound and outbound 
shipments is expected to nearly double during that time.  The truck share of 
freight movements is projected to grow from about 62 percent in 2008 to 66 
percent in 2035. 
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Figure 4.3  Projected Growth in Freight Movements, by Value and Mode, 
2008-2035 

 

Source:  U.S. DOT, Freight Analysis Framework 2.2. 

4.2 COMMODITIES  
The top 15 commodities by value entering or leaving the region in 2008 are 
shown in Figure  4.4.  These volumes include transport by all modes, and for both 
domestic and international trading partners.  The highest percentage of 
commodities by value is machinery and electronics, followed by tw o energy-
related commodities, gasoline and natural gas4. 

 

                                                      

4 Natural gas refers to the FAF dataset category òCoal-not elsewhere classified,ó which is 
primarily natural gas, selected coal products, and products of petroleum refining, 
excluding gasoline, aviation fuel, and fuel oil.  




















































































