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CHAPTER 9: FREIGHT 
The movement of goods via truck, rail, and air is essential to the economy of North Carolina. As the 
greater Charlotte region has grown, its economy has become more diverse, and a growing population 
consumes an even wider range of goods and services. The movement of goods continues to be an 
essential building block of the region’s economic competitiveness. For the Charlotte region, freight 
mobility planning is critical to help the region’s planning organizations and leaders balance current and 
future demands for freight mobility, economic growth, and land development. It is imperative that the 
Gaston-Cleveland-Lincoln Metropolitan Planning Organization (GCLMPO) continue to take actions to 
strengthen the region’s freight transportation system to ensure that it provides safe, reliable, and 
efficient freight mobility for current and future needs. Targeting future opportunities in key locations 
for developing freight-related uses and strategically coordinating these efforts with land use and 
economic development planning is important for capturing and accommodating the ongoing 
expansion needs in the region. By focusing on development strategies that link priority freight assets 
with strategic land assets and siting freight-generating industries in locations that reduce or mitigate 
negative impacts, the region will continue to attract quality job opportunities and business 
investment. Improving the mobility and efficiency of freight operations will further strengthen the 
region’s economic base and increase its global competitiveness. Recent trends in e-commerce growth, 
logistics innovation, and manufacturing expansion continue to highlight how critical the nation’s 
supply chain and freight corridors are to both local and national economies. Strengthening multimodal 
freight connectivity is essential to maintaining economic resilience and supporting continued growth 
across the GCLMPO region. 

The GCLMPO will support and promote a freight transportation system which supports the movement 
of goods by: 

• Developing, integrating, and supporting a freight transportation system that supports the 
region’s position as a major freight hub via a network of highways, railroads and airports. 

• Developing streets and highways that are accessible to and compatible with multiple modes of 
transportation. 

• Promoting coordination among transportation modes through the establishment of intermodal 
facilities. 

• Identifying opportunities to share rail corridors with transit. 
• Supporting expansion opportunities at Charlotte Douglas International Airport that increase the 

attractiveness of the airport as a major cargo facility. 
• Promoting safe routes, with minimal urban exposure, for the transport of hazardous materials. 
• Planning for truck routes that minimize exposure to neighborhoods and to historic and cultural 

resources. 
• Identifying and building high-impact projects that connect transportation modes seamlessly so 

that people and freight can move efficiently around and through the region. 
• Encouraging land use planning that supports and promotes the efficient movement of freight. 
• Considering freight impacts on existing infrastructure. 
• Identifying existing transportation projects with freight impact. 
• Promoting competitive freight options by improving existing transportation facilities in strategic 

corridors. 
• Formulating a relationship between the private and public sectors to leverage available public 

and private revenue resources. 
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In addition, the GCLMPO will work to promote and program projects to meet the various Safety and 
System Performance Measures and Targets identified in Chapter 2. 

GREATER CHARLOTTE REGIONAL FREIGHT MOBILITY PLAN 
In 2016, the Centralina Regional Council (formerly the Centralina Council of Governments), in cooperation 
with the GCLMPO and other regional partners in the 14-county Greater Charlotte Bi-State Region, 
analyzed existing freight conditions and the region’s most pressing needs to develop the Greater 
Charlotte Regional Freight Mobility Plan. The highlights of this plan are discussed in this chapter, and the 
Freight Profile for the GCLMPO planning area is included in Appendix G. 
Freight goals for the Charlotte region were established after reviewing the National Freight Policy goals, 
the North Carolina Department of Transportation (NCDOT) and South Carolina Department of 
Transportation (SCDOT) Long-Range Transportation Plan goals, regional MPO plan goals, and local 
transportation plans. A set of objectives was developed to articulate the Freight Plan goals, help define 
freight transportation system needs, and identify the desired future performance of the freight network. 

The Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act (IIJA) establishes a national policy of maintaining and 
improving the condition and performance of a multimodal freight network at the national level and 
establishes programs to increase the efficiency and reliability of freight movement on the nationally 
identified freight network. The IIJA and related federal guidance specify goals related to the condition, 
safety, security, efficiency, productivity, resiliency, and reliability of the freight network and to reducing 
the adverse environmental impacts of freight movement. The development of comprehensive freight 
plans and integration of freight performance measures into MPO planning processes are encouraged by 
the IIJA to improve the condition and performance of the freight network. The Greater Charlotte 
Regional Freight Mobility Plan continues to guide regional freight coordination, project identification, 
and investment prioritization in alignment with federal and state freight policies. 

Table 9-1 summarizes how the Regional Freight Mobility Plan goals align with current federal freight goals 
and planning factors under the IIJA. 
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Table 9-1: Freight Plan Alignment with Federal Goals 

REGIONAL STRATEGIC FREIGHT NETWORK 
The regional freight network provides comprehensive connectivity and access to key industrial areas 
and logistics corridors within the GCLMPO planning area. The Regional Strategic Freight Network 
(SFN) represents the multimodal system of infrastructure critical to the successful movement of 
freight. For the purposes of the Freight Plan, the SFN identifies where freight currently moves and 
highlights facilities necessary to support safe, reliable, and efficient freight operations through the 
forecast year. Within the GCLMPO, the SFN includes all modes of freight. 

In partnership with the Technical Coordinating Committee (TCC), the following criteria were used to 
identify the roadway and other modal components of the SFN: 

• Highways

• Those on the National Multimodal
Freight System (NMFS) and/or all
Interstates

• Those designated as truck routes by
NCDOT

• Approved Intermodal Connectors on
the National Highway System

• Those identified by planning agencies
as critical to local freight movement

• Railroads

• All active freight railroads

• All active intermodal rail terminals

• Aviation

• All commercial service airports

The Strategic Freight Network within the 
GCLMPO planning area is shown in Figure 9-1. 

GREATER CHARLOTTE 
NATIONAL MULTIMODAL NATIONAL FREIGHT HIGHWAY 

REGIONAL FREIGHT PLAN   
FREIGHT POLICY GOALS   PROGRAM GOALS 

GOALS 

Economic Competitiveness and Efficiency X X 

Safety and Security X X 

Infrastructure Preservation and 
Maintenance 

X X 

Environmental Stewardship X X 

Congestion and Reliability X X 

Performance and Accountability X X 

Regional Coordination X 
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Figure 9-1: GCLMPO Strategic Freight Network 

EXISTING CONDITIONS 
The Freight Plan includes an extensive review of the existing conditions of the freight network. It 
includes the following highlights, by mode: 

Trucking: 

• Within the GCLMPO, I-85 is a critical freight corridor for the region. Other interstates that carry
the bulk of the region’s daily truck traffic are I-77, I-485, US 74, US 321, NC 160 (near the Charlotte-
Douglas airport), and SC 9 through Chester and Lancaster, SC.

• There are a number of bridges that have been deemed as structurally deficient or functionally
obsolete along the Strategic Freight Network.

• Gaston County has been identified as having a high number of vehicle crashes, especially at I-85
and US 321, and US 74 and US 321.

• Bicycle routes intersect the Strategic Freight Network within Gaston and Lincoln counties.

• Freight corridors and land use patterns were studied to examine opportunities to improve safety
and also for new infill, industrial development. The Freight Plan contains detailed information
regarding these opportunities.
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Air: 

• There are two   commercial service airports
and 12 general aviation airports located in
the Greater Charlotte Region.

• Shelby-Cleveland County Regional,
Lincolnton-Lincoln County Regional,
and Gastonia Municipal are the three
general aviation airports in the
GCLMPO planning area.

• Though small in volume, airborne
freight has by far the highest value
per ton of any mode. Typical
commodities include goods from the
pharmaceutical, automotive, and high-
tech manufacturing sectors as well as
the consumer parcel delivery services.

Rail: 

• Norfolk Southern (NS) and CSX have key rail
corridors and intermodal yards within the
GCLMPO.

• For NS, the Main Line operating through
Kannapolis, Charlotte, and Gastonia serving
the Charlotte Douglas International Airport’s
Intermodal Terminal is one of the busier
corridors along the east coast.

• Grains, coal, and chemicals make up the bulk of
the regional rail tonnage.

RECOMMENDATIONS OF THE FREIGHT PLAN 
A series of recommendations were produced for the Freight Plan. One of the key results of the 
Freight Plan was the identification of recommended policies, programs, and projects that could 
be implemented in the region to facilitate the movement of freight. These recommendations were 
identified throughout the planning process and originate from three primary sources; 1) the needs 
analysis, 2) stakeholder engagement, and 3) a review of best practices in freight planning. 
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PRIORITIZED PROJECTS 
The recommendations most relevant to the GCLMPO portion of the regional network have been 
identified and are provided in the following sections. 

Trucking Related Recommendations 

Trucking related recommendations, as listed in Table 9-2 are focused on the mobility and safety of truck 
activity in the GCLMPO planning area. 

Infrastructure improvements are recommended in several locations within GCLMPO. These are 
primarily sections of highways on the SFN that have been identified at commercial vehicle safety 
hotspots. While safety, alone, is not typically a reason for a major infrastructure investment, these 
recommendations are included to further evaluate the causes of crashes, review pavement conditions, 
and evaluate operational capacity improvements that may enhance the overall performance of the 
freight network. 

Rail-Related Recommendations 

Rail-related recommendations are focused on the mobility and safety of rail based activity in the study 
area. These recommendations, presented in Table 9-3, have the potential to benefit other modes of 
transport but are primarily railroad-focused. 
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Table 9-2: Truck Related Recommendations 

SOURCE RECOMMENDATION NOTES 

Stakeholder Feedback Provide training for truck drivers (CDL Programs-CPCC). Partner with local training centers to raise awareness and promote training opportunities in the region. 

Stakeholder Feedback 
Reduce risk to non-motorized transportation users. Clearly sign and mark bicycle and pedestrian facilities where the Strategic 

Freight Network and state/local bike routes overlap. GIS operation to overlay bicycle and pedestrian networks with Strategic Freight Network. 

Truck Parking Analysis Identify areas of needed truck parking and rest areas along the region's Strategic Freight Network. 
GIS operation illustrating areas where truck parking utilization has exceeded available capacity; site selection study within 

Corridors and Concentration areas and Strategic Freight Network. 

Bridge Inventory, Stakeholder Feedback Address and prioritize functionally obsolete and structurally deficient bridges on the region's Strategic Freight Network. 31 functionally obsolete and two structurally deficient bridges on SFN within GCLMPO 

Stakeholder Feedback 
Conduct educational efforts to counter public perception that increases in truck size and weight limits will impact roadway quality 

and compromise safety. 

Prioritize Stakeholder Feedback 
Prioritize incident management for responding to increased congestion, safety issues during highway construction, and impacts 

of vehicular accidents. Promote enforcement of North Carolina's "Quick Clearance Law" and South Carolina's "Steer it and Clear it" Law. 

Stakeholder Feedback Program additional transportation funding mechanisms, particularly for highway maintenance and construction. 
Focus on identified deficient bridges, “Corridors and Concentrations," and Strategic Freight Network for preservation and 

expansion of roadway access to major facilities. 

Stakeholder Feedback Program improvements to infrastructure to handle heavy and wide shipments. 
Focus on identified deficient bridges, “Corridors and Concentrations," and Strategic Freight Network for preservation and 

expansion of roadway access to major facilities. 

Stakeholder Feedback Identify and address concerns related to perceived/actual high costs and inability to ship products to the ports. 
Partner with NCDOT and SCDOT on statewide and multistate planning efforts to identify pathways connecting the Charlotte region 

to international marine port terminals. 

Stakeholder Feedback Encourage alternative options CNG/LNG for trucks-including fueling stations 
Focus on identified "Corridors and Concentrations" for preservation and expansion of roadway access to major facilities. 

Partner with NCDOT and SCDOT for regionally identified corridors. 

Stakeholder Feedback Participate in the FAST Act Alternative Fuel Corridors program 
Partner with Centralina Clean Fuels Coalition, NCDOT and SCDOT on statewide and multistate planning efforts to identify long 

distance corridors qualifying for federal designation. 

Stakeholder Feedback Continue to Identify and close any first/last mile gaps near major intermodal centers and manufacturing hubs Focus on identified "Corridors and Concentrations" for preservation and expansion of roadway access to major facilities. 

Safety data 
Evaluate Crash hotspots identified in densely populated areas such as Gastonia (T15a), Statesville (T15b), Mooresville (T15c), 

Salisbury (T15d) and Monroe (T15e) Evaluation of safety improvements possible in operations, capacity, lighting, etc. 

Safety data Evaluate improvements on I85 near Gastonia Evaluation of safety improvements possible in operations, capacity, lighting, etc. 

GCLMPO 2040 MTP, Safety US74 Corridor through Cleveland County (improvements to capacity, operations and geometric design) Evaluation needed to address safety, capacity and operational improvements. 

GCLMPO 2040 MTP, Safety I85 Corridor through Gaston County (improvements to capacity, operations and geometric design). Evaluation needed to address safety, capacity and operational improvements. 

GCLMPO 2040 MTP, Safety US 321 at I85 Interchange Improvement. Evaluation needed to address safety, capacity and operational improvements. 

Stakeholder Feedback 
Identify corridors where non-traditional improvements may significantly reduce congestion (e.g. Intelligent Transportation 

Systems, Managed Lanes, Value Pricing, etc.). Incorporate this scope of work into corridor improvement planning and concept design. 
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Table 9-3: Rail Related Recommendations 

SOURCE RECOMMENDATION NOTES 

Stakeholder Feedback Greater Charlotte Region Traffic Separation Studies (TSS). 
At-grade rail crossing studies (TSS): A TSS will evaluate the need for improving the rail at-grade crossings’ warning systems or reducing and 

eliminating at-grade crossing to address potential safety conflicts; thus allowing partnerships with the railroads to prioritize grade crossing 
improvements. 

Stakeholder Feedback 
Partner with the development community to identify and find solutions for existing or forecast terminal capacity constraints. Support efficient 

transfer of bulk commodities such as grain, coal, oil, etc. requires adequate intermodal operations capacity to move goods from production to 
consumption markets. 

Working with the Class I railroads and local stakeholders in ensuring programs and policies are developed to ensure improved operation 
efficiencies. 

Stakeholder Feedback Support an effort to improve the ability of short line railroads to accommodate 286,000 lb. standard rail cars. 
Work with Class I and short line railroads in changing the weight limits and identifying funding sources to assist in short line railroads to 

upgrade rails. 

Stakeholder Feedback Support opportunities for Intermodal terminal development and multimodal diversity. 
This includes working with the Class I railroads and local stakeholders to ensure programs and policies are developed to ensure improved 

operation efficiencies. 

Stakeholder Feedback Retain existing rail corridors and halt track removal. 
By ensuring rail corridors stay intact and that adding, not reducing, track improves the efficiency of freight movements on rail, reducing the 

dependency on long-haul trucking movements. 

Stakeholder Feedback Continue direct support for short-line railroad infrastructure improvements. Short-line railroads provide local transportation options to industries, thus improves local economic benefits. 

Stakeholder Feedback Explore routing options for hazardous materials shipments to avoid highly populated areas. 
By utilizing rail to transport hazardous materials reduces the dependency on long-haul trucking movements and reduces safety hazards along 

heavily congested urban areas and networks. 

Stakeholder Feedback Expand capacity in high-use rail corridors, including the expansion into double/triple track configurations. 

Stakeholder Feedback Raise awareness of environmental justice concerns in rail expansions 
Implement policies that require NEPA evaluations for mitigating the impacts to EJ communities on new rail corridors, as well as rail corridor 

improvements. 

Stakeholder Feedback Create rail-focused business parks. 
By creating rail-focused business parks, truck and freight movements can be centralized and increase the opportunity for intermodal 

movements. 
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