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Cost of Congestion & Key Freight Bottlenecks — November 2022 Recap 
Delay and congestion cost commercial industry millions of dollars each year. This cost eventually becomes a burden on the sustainabil-
ity of the freight transportation sector, and the cost of goods and services for the end-consumer. This can be as straightforward as 
friction between volume and capacity, but freight congestion can also represent the challenge of reconciling network functionality with 
economic behavior.  

November 2022 was the second month in a row of widespread increases in congestion costs on the Statewide 
Priority Highway Freight Network including a 1.6% increase in total cost of congestion of nearly $137M. While 
overall VMT on the network did decline, the average daily cost of congestion per VMT increased by 3.3%. Compar-
ing November 2022 to 2021, this year’s congestion costs represent a nominal improvement YOY of 0.8% or $1.2M. 
November’s top 10 freight bottlenecks also made a more significant contribution (+27.3%) to overall statewide 
network congestion costs versus October 2022 with a nearly 30% jump to more than $8.1M in total cost of delay. 
As on the broader freight network, the top 10 bottlenecks represented less overall VMT, however the cost per 
VMT increased significantly in November. By comparison to last November, this past month’s top freight bottle-
necks were nearly $4.7M more costly than November 2021. This past month’s freight bottlenecks were also rela-
tively new to the top 10 list with 8 of the top 10 appearing on the list from lesser rankings in the previous month.  
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This is especially relevant for three of the top 10 bottlenecks on I-40 between Canton 
and the Tennessee state line, a rare high ranking for a more rural stretch of the net-
work. This stretch made a significant jump in the overall rankings due to extended 
delays of more than 5 hours per day and multiple incidents and events on the route. 
Other top bottlenecks were centered in urban or suburban areas, a more regular oc-
currence. November witnessed a 12% increase in incidents and events from the previ-
ous month, representing a 24% increase over November 2021 with this year continu-
ing to outpace 2021 in overall incidents and events by more than 46% in YOY monthly 
average. As congestion costs continue to rise across the network, an overall decline in 
diesel fuel prices across the region proved to be a bright spot. After a six-month peak 
in prices by mid-November, diesel prices began a decline that continued into Decem-
ber with the last full week of 2022’s $4.60 per gallon representing the lowest price 
since the end of February 2022 ($4.07).   

Cost of Congestion & Key Freight Bottlenecks, continued 

Key Supply Chain Issues Facing North Carolina 
Maritime freight rates declining as retailers and manufacturers shift to a 
new inventory management paradigm: After record prices on container 
freight rates in 2021 and early 2022, the cost of shipping intermodal 
freight from Asia to the US has declined significantly in 4Q2022. China to 
the US west coast freight rates are down 93% with a December 2022 price 
point of $1,378 per forty-foot equivalent (FEU) from the all-time high rates 
in September 2021 according to the Freightos Baltic Daily Index, a widely-
accepted bellwether index for global container freight rates. For Asia to 
the US east coast trade lanes rates are also declining albeit slower than the 
west coast. This lag reflects the last vestiges of congestion at some US east 
coast ports as well as a shift of volumes by shippers to the east coast as a measure to avoid potential maritime labor issues on the west 
coast. For trans-Atlantic trade lanes, rates remain at pre-COVID levels especially for Europe to the US east coast where rates were 
$5,643 per FEU or nearly 3X rates in December 2019. Despite this, rates for the trans-Atlantic are declining and analysts expect it to fall 
further as carriers are signaling increased capacity on these routes in early 2023.  

Inventory management practices are changing and this is another factor 
in the decline of maritime freight rates. As retailers and manufacturers 
have shifted to carry more inventory than in the past due to the impact 
of stockouts, component unavailability or delays, and perceived improv-
ing consumer confidence, trade volumes are softer than in years past 
when retailers relied on razor thin margins of inventory or producers 
more aggressively pursued just-in-time inventory for manufacturing. 
Major retailers such as Walmart have reported increased inventory in 
3Q2022 of nearly 12.4% versus the same period last year. TJX, the parent 
company of T.J. 
Maxx, Marshals, 
and Home Goods 
has reported a 26% 
increase in invento-
ry while apparel and 

footwear manufacturer Nike Inc. has reported a whopping 44% increase in invento-
ry. From a broader view the entire retail sector is carrying higher levels of invento-
ry. The sharply higher monthly inventory-to-sales ratio (chart on right) as tracked by 
the Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis highlights this inefficiency of matching inven-
tory to sales, but retailers are opting for this path versus the risk of running out of 
stock and losing potential sales. This ratio was especially high during the early pan-
demic with short supplies on items like toilet paper and disinfectants but has recov-
ered slowly. Analysts claim this shifting view of inventory is a sign of major changes 
in consumer behavior and some retailers carrying higher inventory levels are 
poised to take advantage of resilient demand, especially in the apparel, appliances, 
and sports equipment sectors.  
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