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THE REGION’S FREIGHT CLUSTERS

The Nashville region has always been closely tied with its
freight infrastructure. Since the 1800s, the Cumberland
River provided access to the Ohio and Mississippi rivers;
and through the middle of the 19th century, settlers depended
on rivers for freight and passenger travel. Today, the Port
of Nashville serves as an official Port of Entry for the United
States; it operates fully bonded customs capabilities, with
most of the port facilities along the Cumberland River being
privately owned and operated. The first railway to operate
in Tennessee was the Nashville and Chattanooga railway
chartered in Nashville in 1845. CSX still operates over the
original Nashville, Chattanooga, and St. Louis tracks between
Nashville, Chattanooga, and Atlanta. With the development
of the Interstate system in the late 1950s, trucking became the
dominant mode of freight transportation in the Nashville region
with other modes, including air cargo, playing important roles
for key commodities and origin-destination pairs.

TRUCK TRIP ORIGINS AND DESTINATIONS, 2012
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SOURCE: American Transportation Research Institute Truck GPS data.

Truck GPS data shows that more than 70 percent of the truck
trips in the Nashville region are generated from two counties,
Davidson and Rutherford, and 43 percent of the truck trip ends
in the region occur in just five truck-intensive subareas:

1 ► The Northwest portion of downtown Nashville;
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SOURCE: U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis.

Freight activity is a critical component of the Nashville regional
economy. As of the end of 2013, more than 250,000 jobs in the
Nashville Area MPO region directly related to the five key freightdependent sectors: manufacturing, construction, wholesale
trade, retail trade and transportation and warehousing. Freightdependent sectors have experienced consistent growth after
bottoming out in 2010 during the economic recession.

2 ► The Southeast portion of downtown Nashville;
3 ► The La Vergne industrial area;
4 ► The Smyrna industrial area surrounding the
Nissan plant; and

5 ► The western portion of Murfreesboro straddling I-24.
There are other areas in the Nashville region with a high
proportion of industrial buildings and freight-related land uses.
These are spread throughout the region with the largest concentration in the southeast portion of the region.

TRADING PARTNERS
AND MODES
Outside of the rest of Tennessee, Kentucky is the largest state
trading partner with the Nashville region for both inbound
and outbound flows with more than 11.7 million tons. A large
component of the Kentucky freight flows are coal flows that are
shipped into the region on barge and are inputs to the region’s
power plants. There also is a significant amount of short-distance
truck trips that flow between Kentucky and the Nashville region
based on the shared border between the two regions. Illinois
and Alabama are the next highest freight flows for the Nashville
region with just over six million freight tons flows apiece. These
both include a mix of rail and truck flows moving between the
Nashville region and these two states. Indiana and Georgia are
the only two other states that have over three million or more
tons of trade with the Nashville region. Overall, the top trading
partners reflect the fact that the bulk of trade is either within
Tennessee or with neighboring states.

DIRECTIONAL FREIGHT MOVEMENTS
ALL MODES BY DIRECTION AND COMMODITY, 2012
(MILLIONS OF TONS)

MODE

INBOUND

OUTBOUND

INTERNAL

TOTAL

Truck

36.4

24.6

5.2

Water

7.7

0.3

0.1

8.08

Rail

1.9

1.2

0.01

3.1

Air

0.02

0.02

TOTAL

46.0

66.2

0.04

26.1

5.4

77.4

SOURCE: TRANSEARCH Database. Does not include through movements.

REGION’S TOP TRADING PARTNERS
ALL MODES, 2012 (MILLIONS OF TONS)

STATE

OUTBOUND

INBOUND

TOTAL

Tennessee (remainder)

5.4

10.0

15.4

Kentucky

3.4

8.2

11.7

Illinois

1.1

5.1

6.2

Alabama

2.8

3.4

6.1

Nashville region

5.4

5.4

5.4

Indiana

1.5

2.8

4.3

Georgia

1.8

2.2

4.0

Other

10.1

14.2

24.3

TOTAL

31.4

51.4

77.4

SOURCE: TRANSEARCH database. Does not include through movement.

THROUGH TRUCK TRAVEL
Using roadside truck driver surveys at Tennessee weigh stations,
it was estimated that annually there are over 115 million tons of
goods moving through the Nashville region. This makes through
truck trips the largest component of truck traffic by direction.
The east-west through traffic often utilizes State Route 840 which
avoids downtown Nashville. Other truck trips utilize I-24, I-65
and I-40 which result in heavy through truck traffic close in to
the Nashville urban core.

Truck and water modes are tilted significantly towards inbound
flows which results in a region-wide imbalance of inbound flows
relative to outbound flows. This is consistent with growing urban
regions which consume goods in the process of expanding the
physical infrastructure and supporting the daily consumption
patterns of the local population.
ALL MODES BY COMMODITY, 2012 (TONS)
TOTAL TONS (MILLIONS)

Truck

TOTAL VALUE ($BILLIONS)

Rail

Water

Air

TONS (MILLIONS) BY TRUCK TRIP TYPE

Through Nashville Region
Into Nashville
Out of Nashville
Internal

TOTAL TONS

181.9

FORECASTED
GROWTH
The tonnage of freight is expected to grow 92 percent by 2040,
to approximately 148.9 million tons. The region’s high value
commodities are forecast to be some of the fastest growing
of all of the commodities. Electronics, precision instruments,
pharmaceutical products, machinery, and motor vehicles and
parts are all forecast to grow over 4 percent per year between
2012 and 2040.

FORECAST TRAINS PER DAY IN NASHVILLE AREA, 2040
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Without improvement in the operational performance of
the roadway network, truck-related congestion will increase
significantly over the long-term horizon. This will add costs to the
regional supply chain and increase the cost of purchasing goods
by residents along with increasing the cost of doing business for
the region's manufacturers. 2040 projected rail volumes show
that several rail lines will also experience significant levels of
congestion.
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COMMODITIES BY MODE, 2012

Truck

TOTAL
2040
GROWTH

Air

Water

Rail

31,111,037

14,567,318

9,926,058

9,096,890

4,707,527

1,641,308

6,374,779

64,953,973

19,329,165

13,464,585

21,716,436

11,571,646

5,348,813

12,532,200

109%

33%

36%

139%

146%

226%

97%

A Sand, Gravel, Stone, other Construction Materials • B Energy (coal, gasoline, fuel oils) • C Agriculture/Food (foodstuffs, animal feed, meat,
tobacco, alcohol) • D Truck Drays to/from DCs, Rail yards and Airports • E Other Manufacturing (plastics, rubber, furniture, textiles, chemical
products, electronics, etc.) • F Motor Vehicles and Parts • G Other (waste and scrap, base metal, pharmaceuticals, etc.)

Funding for this report was provided by grants from the Federal Highway Administration and Federal Transit Administration, and contributions from the Tennessee Department of Transportation and local
government members. The Nashville Area MPO does not discriminate on the basis of race, color, national origin, gender, gender identity, sexual orientation, age, religion, creed or disability in admission to,
access to, or operations of its programs, services, or activities. Discrimination against any person in recruitment, examination, appointment, training, promotion, retention, discipline or any other employment
practices because of non-merit factors shall be prohibited. For ADA or Title VI inquiries, contact Michelle Lacewell, ADA Compliance Coordinator, at 615-880-2452 or email lacewell@nashvillempo.org.

STRATEGIES TO IMPROVE
FREIGHT TRANSPORTATION SYSTEM

STRATEGY 1

STRATEGY 2

STRATEGY 3

Implement a regional
truck route network

Optimize the location
of rail operations

Coordinate economic
development and land
use decisions with
planned investments

Objectives

Objectives

Objectives

Provide incentives for freight and logistics
companies to do business in Middle Tennessee

Better access to existing and potential customers
within region

Enhance Middle Tennessee’s attractiveness as
a freight/logistics hub

Improve the safety and efficiency of local
freight operations

Improve safety and speed/efficiency of
rail movements

Identify infrastructure-ready sites for industrial
recruitment or expansion

Minimize impact of heavy truck movements
on local communities

Help manage heavy truck movements
throughout region

Maximize locational efficiencies
of industry clustering

Shepherd pass-through truck travel
through the region

Minimize conflicts with existing neighborhoods
and emerging mixed-use development

Protect freight-intensive areas from incompatible
land development/uses

A regional truck network will include
routes heavily used by trucks today,
as well as routes that will improve
connectivity for trucks in the region.
If implemented, this will improve
delivery access for trucks and access
and connectivity to manufacturing,
rail, air, and waterway facilities. To be
effective, a designated network requires
truck friendly design standards as well
as adequate signage that encourages
truck routing along these roadways.
TRUCK ROUTE NETWORKS

Core Network
Expanded Network

Provide increased opportunity for use of existing
rail lines/ROW for public transit and TOD

Middle Tennessee has a dense rail
network which is highly concentrated
in the densest parts of the region.
This leads to frequent interactions
between trains and passenger vehicles,
pedestrians, bicyclists, and local
communities. With extensive freight rail
infrastructure in the region, the region’s
sole Class I railroad—CSX—carries the
majority of freight rail traffic originating
in and destined for the Nashville region.
CSX operates about 70 trains per day in
the region with an estimated 58 of those
trains passing through. Optimizing the
location of rail operations will broaden
opportunities to use this valuable
regional asset to increase economic
development opportunities and improve
the quality of life of the region’s citizens,
while also mitigating the conflicts that
presently exist between freight rail
operations, neighborhoods, and other
modes of travel.

As a logistics hub, Middle Tennessee
is fortunate to have a vast transportation infrastructure and an economic
engine that help support thousands of
jobs and bring businesses to our region.
However, with this comes a number of
tensions related to the conflicting uses
and needs of residential areas and
industrial and manufacturing development. Thus our third recommended
goal is the improved and consistent
coordination of economic development
and land use decisions with investments
planned within the region. Formalizing
coordination among economic development decisions, land use planning
decisions, and investments in the region
is important to help ensure freight transportation options that are compatible
with adjacent land uses as well as land
use decisions that are consistent with
freight mobility needs.

ISSUES ASSOCIATED WITH
FORECASTED FREIGHT GROWTH
SYSTEM PERFORMANCE AND SAFETY

CONGESTION, VOLUME OVER CAPACITY, 2040

The current congestion in the Nashville region greatly impacts
truck travel speeds. The interstates feature the most congestion
with several locations at which volumes exceed capacity. The
most freight-intensive portion of the region, along I-24 southeast
of Nashville, experiences recurring congestion extending from
downtown Nashville to La Vergne, with some congestion also
located in the Murfreesboro region. System performance is also
critical within other freight modes, with intermodal rail volumes
continuing to climb, air cargo significantly tied to passenger volumes,
maintenance issues for locks and dams on the Cumberland River,
and barge size limitations due to the river’s current shallow depth.
Congestion will continue to grow and by 2040, truck traffic over
10,000 trucks per day will be found on the radial interstates.
If this forecast were to come to fruition, it will have significant
negative impacts on trucking activity-increasing costs to carriers,
to shippers, and ultimately for consumers in the Nashville region.
When it comes to rail, the leading commodity shipped in
the region in terms of tonnage is motor vehicles and automotive
parts, with nearly 800,000 tons shipped by rail, (approximately
25 percent of the region’s rail traffic). Shipments of these
products are expected to more than triple by 2040 to more than
2.4 million tons. This will have significant impacts on congestion
along the region’s railroads and conflicts at at-grade highway-rail
crossings.
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SOURCE: Nashville Area MPO Travel Demand Model, September 2014 E+C version

POTENTIAL IMPACTS OF FUTURE PERFORMANCE

PERFORMANCE FACTOR

CONGESTION

POTENTIAL IMPACT

Congestion of mainline railroad track may result in diversion of freight traffic from rail to I-24, increasing
congestion and decreasing reliability and safety.
Congestion along roadways will create longer travel times for trucks and other vehicles.

ECONOMIC
COMPETITIVENESS

Decreased regional competitiveness and challenges relative to attracting and retaining freight-related businesses
in the region.

ROADWAY DESIGN

Inefficient routing of trucks due to deficiencies, including vertical clearance restrictions and weight limits.

SLOWER SPEED
FREIGHT TRAINS

Increased inventory costs for rail customers, thereby increasing costs of doing business in Middle Tennessee for
key industries and customers.
Loss of customers from rail to the trucking industry, increasing truck volumes and truck VMT in the region.

TRAVEL BEHAVIOR

Increases in supply chain costs. Increases in the cost of doing business and the price of goods in the region.

SAFETY

Increases in truck-related crashes due to deficiencies in roadway design and worsening congestion.

800 Second Ave South
P.O Box 196300
Nashville, TN 37219
NashvilleMPO.org/Freight

