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Cost of Congestion & Key Freight Bottlenecks — January 2023 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.  

January 2023 delivered a continued increase in congestion costs 
on the Statewide Priority Highway Freight Network including a 
1.1% increase over December 2022 and a significant 16% in-
crease, more than $20M, year-over-year from January 2022. 
This January’s total cost of congestion debuted at its highest 
starting point in the past five years with more than $145M of 
delay. This is also the fourth consecutive month of congestion 
cost increases since a slight decline in September 2022. Overall 
VMT on the network increased in January to nearly 520.5M 
miles, an increase of 45.9M miles (9.7%) over December 2022 
which was the highest monthly VMT in 2022. By comparison to 

January 2022, the freight network supported a year over year increase of 10.7% or just over 50M miles. Diesel fuel 
prices in the region were stable during January between $4.61 and $4.69 per gallon before returning to a down-
ward trajectory in February 2023. In fact, the final three weeks of February witnessed the lowest price per gallon 
for diesel since last February where the average price was $3.99/gal.  
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January’s review marks the second installment of the Top Freight Network Bottleneck Top 10 analysis based on a six-month rolling 
capture and there are only a few changes from the previous period. Our top two freight network bottlenecks remain the same be-
tween September 2022 and February 2023 on I-40 Eastbound at US-70, Exit 306; and I-77 Southbound at Nations Ford Road in south 
Charlotte respectively. Two bottlenecks in the western part of the state continue to challenge westbound drivers (including the only 
rural bottleneck on the list west of Clyde, NC) while the remainder of the rolling top 10 fall within broad Charlotte metropolitan area. 
Only two of the top 10 are new to the list with NC-150 eastbound at the I-77 intersection creating noteworthy congestion and US-74 
eastbound between Matthews and Charlotte sneaking into the top 10 with increased delay. The average daily cost of congestion 
from the top 10 bottlenecks was more than $294K while the total cost of congestion on the top 10 for the six-month period was 
nearly $50.6M. We are currently working with the NCDOT Work Zone Traffic Control unit to cross-reference these congestion spots 
with their known work zones so future top 10 lists will have further information and context for work zone-related congestion.   

Cost of Congestion & Key Freight Bottlenecks, continued 

Key Supply Chain Issues Facing North Carolina 
Maritime exports on the rise, US import surge now history as freight rates con-
tinue to improve: Exports were a bright spot for US maritime ports in January 
with overall outbound volume up 11.9% at the top ten US ports. The increas-
ing utilization of Gulf Coast and East Coast ports trend also continues, illustrat-
ed by a 25.7% spike from US East Coast ports offsetting a 5.2% loss in West 
Coast export volume. Alternatively, US import volumes continued to decline in 
January year over year despite a 7.2% increase over December 2022. Com-

pared to January 2022, maritime 
imports demonstrated a 16.1% 
loss in TEU volume. Imports 
through the ten largest ports in 
the US declined even more aggressively by 17.9% in what is the seventh consecutive 
month of loss and the single largest YOY percentage decline since 2008. As import vol-
umes slow, congestion at US ports is easing and some ports are shifting operations to 
address weakening demand. For example, the Port of Savannah is no longer using ex-
tended evening hours or leveraging pop-up container yards to improve operations, 
both vital outlets for the GPA during the late COVID-19 import surge of 2022. While 
overall container import volumes declined, US East Coast and Gulf Coast ports contin-
ued to outpace West Coast ports and gain market share. In fact, January 2023 marks 
the 20th consecutive month in 
which US East and Gulf Coast 
ports outperformed their 
West Coast counterparts. De-
spite overall declining vol-

umes, China is beginning to recover as a key origin market with US import 
draws from China increasing 11% in January, reversing a downward trend 
since August 2022.  

The price of container shipping is also declining and pales in comparison to 
record high prices year over year in 2022. According to the Freightos Baltic 
Global Container Freight Index, the average price of shipping a 40 ft. contain-
er globally was $1,984 at the end of February, down more than 56% year 
over year versus 2022. Shipping rates from US East Coast ports to Europe 
also reached their lowest point since January 2022, further benefiting North 
Carolina exporters (especially agricultural exports). 

Top 10 Bottlenecks on the Statewide Priority Highway Freight Network: September 2022-February 2023 

Source: Descartes  

Source: John D. McCown 
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