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In 2014, a freight forecast report was prepared on behalf of the partners of the I-69 Thumb Region. This 7-

county region includes Genesee, Huron, Lapeer, St. Clair, Sanilac, Shiawassee, and Tuscola Counties which 

have potential sites for development as major truck-rail intermodal, production, and distribution/logistics 

facilities.  Impartial data from the IHS Global Insight Transearch dataset was used as the primary infor-

mation source  to analyze current (2009) and future (2030) freight flows in the I-69 Thumb Region.  The 

Michigan Department of Transportation (MDOT) has provided a version of the Transearch Database, which 

contains county-specific data.  Freight Analysis Framework/Version 3 (FAF3) data were also used to create 

a comprehensive picture of freight movement among states and major metropolitan areas by all modes of 

transportation.  The full Freight Forecast Report provides details by commodity, mode, and regional inter-

actions, which are summarized in this Executive Summary. 

Introduction 

IHS Global Insight estimates that by 2030, the I-69 Thumb Region’s total freight volume will be 71.7 million 

tons, with an estimated value of $48.2 billion. Compared to 2009, commodity flow will experience a 35 

percent increase in tonnage and a 63 percent increase in value. Statewide growth rates are expected to be 

50 percent by tonnage and 77 percent by value over the same time period. When viewed by individual 

counties, St. Clair County makes up the majority of the region’s freight tonnage, due to the movement of 

bulk commodities via Great Lakes shipping. Genesee and St. Clair counties make up the majority of freight 

for the region when measured by value. Lapeer County has a small share of the regional freight move-

ment, but has the fastest growth rate and is gaining market share. St. Clair and Genesee counties have 

freight movement growth rates higher than the region as a whole.  

Freight Demand Trends 

The freight market is experiencing rapid growth in the I-69 Thumb Region. The 

commodity flow forecasts show that the region will experience a 35 percent in-

crease in tonnage and a 63 percent increase in value by 2030.  

Source: Global Insight Transearch dataset for MDOT 



The 7-County I-69 Thumb Region’s freight is carried by 

multiple transportation modes: air, pipeline, rail, truck, 

water, and other modes. Trucks carry 59.8 percent of 

commodity volume (31.7 million tons) and 89.9 percent 

of commodity value ($26.6 billion). Water is the second 

largest mover of freight in the region. Handling 35.9 

percent of total volume, while 3.3 percent of total val-

ue.  St. Clair County,  with direct access to the Great 

Lakes, makes up all of the waterborne freight activity. 

Rail freight activity (excluding pass through traffic) is 

only occurring in Huron, Genesee, and Lapeer counties. 

All regional air freight activity is confined to Bishop Air-

port in Genesee County. 

Freight Modes 

Domestic inbound and outbound freight flows within 

Michigan account for 34.7 percent of total flow meas-

ured by tons (specifically, 18.9 percent to Greater De-

troit and 15.8 percent with other Michigan places). 

The spatial distribution by commodity value is some-

what different. The U.S. Eastern states become the 

largest partner at $4.8 billion in commodities (16.2 

percent of total commodity value). Neighboring re-

gions also play important roles: 29.3 percent of total 

commodity value was exchanged within Michigan 

(specifically, 6.1 percent within the 7-County I-69 

Thumb Region, 10.9 percent to Greater Detroit, and 

12.3 percent to other Michigan places). Ohio, Indiana, 

Illinois, Ontario, US Midwest states are also very im-

portant national partners from a viewpoint of goods 

movement by value.  

Geographic Patterns 

The majority of the region’s freight flows are inbound or outbound from areas 

within 250 miles:  Michigan; Ohio; Indiana; Illinois; Ontario; US Midwest states . 

Trucking dominates the region’s logistics industry. Trucks carry 89.9 percent of 

commodity value ($26.6 billion).  

Mode Share by Value and Tonnage , I-69 Thumb Region 

I-69 Thumb Region Freight Pattern 

Thumb Region 

Source: Global Insight Transearch dataset for MDOT 

Source: Global Insight Transearch dataset for MDOT 



Among all commodities transported in, out and within the region, a certain group of commodity prod-
ucts heavily rely on added-value services facilitated by logistics.  These are classified as “warehouse-
able” requiring storage, process and/or re-distribution; these commodities typically have a relatively 
high unit value compared to raw materials. In 2009, the I-69 Thumb Region’s warehouse-able com-
modities accounted for 15.5 percent of total commodity tonnage and 67.0 percent of total commodity 
value. From a monetary point of view, the largest commodity group is transportation equipment and 
parts ($4.6 billion and 15.6 percent share of total).  Farm products rank second in value ($4.2 billion 
and 14.2 percent share). The secondary traffic commodity group, defined as freight flows to and from 
distribution centers or through intermodal facilities, ($2.7 billion and 9.1 percent share) ranks third. 
These three groups comprise almost half of the total value of the top ten commodity groups.  The top 
ten make up about 79 percent of total commodity value in the 7-County I-69 Thumb Region.   

Major Commodity Groups 

In 2009, the I-69 Thumb Region’s warehouse-able commodities  

accounted for 15.5 percent of total commodity tonnage and  

67.0 percent of total commodity value. 

I-69 Thumb Region  



Nearly all commodity movement to and from the I-69 Thumb Region is via trucking. As such, an evalua-
tion of the potential market for logistics is primarily focused on truck transport. For evaluation purpos-
es, the areas that can be reached with maximum of 5-hours truck travel time, using one-hour incre-
ments, have been established using the FAF3 national highway network and the 7 County Region as the 
geographic center. The travel time buffers were determined based on congested truck travel speed to 
represent realistic traffic conditions (see below). The travel time buffers range from a 1-hour band, 
which covers neighboring counties and the northern portion of Greater Detroit, to a 5-hour band, 
which extends to northern Michigan, Ohio, Indiana, northeastern Illinois (primarily the Chicago area), 
western New York, and western as well as southern Ontario, Canada. When comparing surrounding lo-
gistics hubs, Detroit and Toledo are within 1-2 hour and 2-3 hour travel time buffers, respectively, of 
the region. Buffalo, Cleveland, and Toronto require 3-4 hour truck trips to the region. Chicago and Co-
lumbus are located in the 4-5 hour by truck buffer area. It takes more than five hours to transport com-
modities between the local region and other regional hubs, such as Cincinnati and Indianapolis.   

The analysis shows that the center of the I-69 Thumb Region  (interchange of I-75 and I-69) is within a 5
-hour truck driving time to a market with a total population of 31.9 million in 2010 and 35.1 million in 
2030. The U.S. portion of the market area makes up about 80 percent of the total.  The region extends 
approximately 1 hour west and north of its center, so travel times from the edges of the region would 
shift accordingly. 

Trucking Accessibility 

One Hour - 2.5 million 

 Detroit/Windsor 

 Lansing 

 Port Huron 

 
Three or Fewer Hours— 
11 million 
 

 Mich. Lower Peninsula 

 Western Ontario 

 South Bend & Ft. Wayne 

 
Four Hours—20 million 

 Cleveland & Dayton 

 Buffalo 

 Toronto & Hamilton 
 

Five Hours—32 million 

 Chicago 

 Indianapolis 

 Cincinnati 

Population Within a Five Hour Truck Journey 

The I-69 Thumb Region is well situated as a distribution hub serving the entire 

state of Michigan, Ontario, and neighboring major metropolitan areas. 

Source: Freight Analysis Framework version 3 



Major Findings 

 The freight market is experiencing rapid growth in the I-69 Thumb Region. Commodity 

flow forecasts show that the region will experience a 35 percent increase in tonnage 

and a 63 percent increase in value by 2030.  

 

 Trucking dominates the region’s logistics industry. Trucks carry 89.9 percent of com-

modity value ($26.6 billion).  The region is well served by I-69 and I-75 Interstate high-

ways, and the Bluewater Bridge border crossing at Port Huron. 

 

 Waterborne freight is a major component of the region’s freight flows by tonnage, 

making access at Port Huron important to the region’s transportation system. 

 

 The majority of the region’s freight flows are inbound or outbound from areas within 

a 250 mile radius:  Michigan; Ohio; Indiana; Illinois; Ontario; and US Midwestern 

states. 

 

 In 2009, the I-69 Thumb Region’s warehouse-able commodities accounted for 15.5 

percent of total commodity tonnage and 67 percent of total commodity value. 

 

 The I-69 Thumb Region is well situated as a distribution hub serving the entire state of 

Michigan, Ontario, and neighboring major metropolitan areas. 
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