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About this Snapshoté 

 

Chicago has long been a freight center and is the crossroads of transportation.  The early 

development of waterway facilities including the Port of Chicago, Erie Canal, Illinois and 

Michigan Canal and the confluence of numerous railroads attracted freight interests to the region.  

Today, Chicago plays host to 6 of the 7 Class I railroads plus dozens of Class II and III carriers.  

The rail system was soon joined by the development of the Interstate highway system and truck 

transportation followed.  Today, Chicago is often cited as the freight hub of the nation.  Each day, 

nearly 40,000 railcars and XX trucks travel through the regionôs congested and worn system.  The 

system is nearing capacity, congestion and pollution are major concerns, and the regionôs growth 

and increased demand for goods continues to add pressure to the system.  These challenges 

threaten Chicagoôs role as the nationôs freight hub. 

 

Freight transportation, the movement of goods and services by rail, truck, ship or plane from 

origin to destination, plays a major role in the regionôs economy and competitiveness.  The 

regionôs current freight system is the subject of this Regional Snapshot. 

 

This Regional Snapshot is not designed to make specific, implementable recommendations, but to 

explore the regionôs current freight system.  As with all Regional Snapshots, it is also meant to 

inspire discussion between CMAP, its partners, and other stakeholders concerning the most 

effective approaches to addressing the regionôs freight system. 

 

With its GO TO 2040 regional comprehensive plan to be issued in 2010, the Chicago 

Metropolitan Agency for Planning (CMAP) will articulate a vision of regional prosperity looking 

toward 2040 and beyond, with clear strategies to implement that vision.  CMAP is publishing a 

series of Regional Snapshot reports that cover major topics that need to be addressed in the GO 

TO 2040 plan.  These reports are designed to establish links between CMAPôs policy areas, to 

gather background data, and to initiate discussion on major regional issues early in the planning 

process.   

 

 

1. Defining Freight 

 
Goods enter and leave the Chicago region on four basic modes: truck, rail, air and water.  Each 

mode has unique needs and issues for efficient travel.  However, there are many similar needs of 

the modes such as infrastructure condition, congestion and travel restrictions.  Moreover, many 

goods movements utilize more than one mode, complicating the regional freight system. 

 

Trucks:  Trucks are the most versatile of the freight modes and truck activities are 

complex and diverse.  Trucks are used for movement of finished goods, produce, and 

parts for future assembly.  Trucks also carry dray, the hauling of cargo between a 

terminal and secondary site, between rail yards, move goods via the road network to 

origins and destinations both in the region and outside of the region and pass through the 

region.  Service vehicles are not typically included in this mode.   

 

Railroads:  Railroads are another major carrier of goods in and through the region.  Each 

day, 6 Class I railroads and numerous smaller railroads carry hundreds of freight trains 

with over 37,500 rail cars carry goods to destinations both in and outside of the region.  

Much of the regionôs 2,053 miles of rail is shared with approximately 700 passenger rail 
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trains.  Metra service takes precedence over freight service forcing the industry to run in 

non-rush periods.   

 

The existing rail system is very congested, has over 1,900 grade crossings, numerous 

bridges in poor conditions and outdated signals.  CREATE covers just a portion of the 

regionôs rail system.  Other major projects need to address the aging infrastructure to 

enable efficient and safe rail movements. 

 

Intermodal:  In the Chicago region, over 25 intermodal facilities handle the transfer of 

containers from rail to trucks.  Intermodal transportation had grown significantly since 

the 1960s and has only recently, due to recent economic downtown, shown significant 

slowing.  Despite recent economic activity, intermodal activity is expected to grow and 

new intermodal facilities are currently under development in the region.  Protection and 

access are keys to the livelihood of these facilities. 

 

Waterway:  The regionôs waterway system connects to the global waterway system via 

the Great Lakes ï St. Lawrence Seaway and the Gulf of Mexico via the Mississippi River 

waterway. 

 

Air :  Air transport is the fastest and costliest of freight modes.  OôHare and Midway 

airports handle the majority of air freight for the region.  Smaller airports including the 

DuPage County and Gary airports handle smaller portions of cargo.  Air transport relies 

on ground freight facilities and airport access. 

 

 

2. Existing & Committed Freight Facilities and Conditions 

 

Truck Routes: The Chicago region has hundreds of state, county and locally maintained 

truck routes.  IDOT categorizes truck routes based on truck weight and length into Class 

I, II and III.  Class I and II routes follow federally mandated limits for width ï 8.5 feet 

and weight ï 80,000 lbs with no restriction on length.  Class III routes have more 

restrictive widths (8 feet rather than 8.5 feet) and length restriction of 65 feet.   State 

routes with no truck route posting allow truck weights of 73,280 lbs and size restrictions 

of Class III routes.  Locally designated truck routes also have a weight limit of 73,280 lbs 

in addition to a length restriction of 55 feet.1   
 

A detailed table of route types and characteristics is below. 

 

Past studies such as The Metropolis Freight Plan have identified known gaps in the 

regional truck route system.  Poor pavement and infrastructure conditions are also a 

concern for drivers and residents.  Poor conditions may lead to longer delivery times, 

congestion, reduced safety and pollution.   

                                                 
1
 IDOT. ñUnderstanding the Illinois Size & Weight Laws.ò  
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Illinois Truck Route Information 

Road Designation Max 

Weight 

Max 

Width  

Max 

Trailer 

Length 

Max 

Vehicle 

Length 

Max 

Height 

Class I 80,000 lb. 8ô6ò 53ô -- 13ô6ò 

Class II 80,000 lb. 8ô6ò 53ô -- 13ô6ò 

Class III 80,000 lb. 8ô 53ô 65ô 13ô6ò 

Other State Highway 73,280 lb. 8ô 53ô 65ô 13ô6ò 

Local undesignated 73,280 lb. 8ô -- 55ô 13ô6ò  

      Adapted from "The Metropolis Freight Plan Technical Report: Table 4." Chicago 

Metropolis 2020 and "Understanding the Illinois Size & Weight Laws." IDOT 

  
 

List of Locally Maintained Truck Routes by County: 

S:\Projects_FY09\Freight\Data\Truck Routes in CMAP Region.xls 

 

*This list is VERY long so we should decide how to handle it. 

 

Container Facilities:  Container facilities are areas used primarily for the storage and 

maintenance of freight containers.   Facilities are located throughout the region, typically 

near intermodal yards, other freight uses or major expressways.  

 

 

file:\\cmapfs01\Shared\Projects_FY09\Freight\Data\Truck%20Routes%20in%20CMAP%20Region.xls
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Truck parking facilities:  As reported by the Illinois Center for Transportation, the 

region suffers from a lack of abundant and adequate truck parking and rest facilities.  

Most notably, the southern portion of the region is most in need of these facilities.  Due 

to delivery time restrictions, service hours and location, truckers rely on limited facilities 

and often park along ramps and highways.  This leads to harmful emissions and other 

hazards to nearby communities.   

 

There are over 120 commercial truck stops and plaza facilities in the region (includes 

Boone and Grundy counties) but more are needed to meet the regionôs demand.
2
 

 

 
 

                                                 
2
 
2
 Illinois Center for Transportation. ñTruckersô Park/Rest Facility Study.ò July 2008. 

Diagram illustrates areas with 

highest number of parking 

shortage complaints.   

Source: ITRC 2008 
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Truck Volumes:  Each day, thousands of traverse the region, picking up and delivering 

goods, materials and services.  It is nearly impossible to count all trucks in the region on 

all streets, including local streets.  Truck volumes have been collected on major arterials, 

collectors and highways.  Truck volumes are heaviest in Cook, DuPage and Will 

Counties and around industrial, manufacturing and intermodal centers.   
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Source: IDOT, April 2009. 
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Truck Registrations: In 2007, 461,635 ñB trucksò and 113,596 ñfiscal trucksò were 

registered in the 7-county CMAP region.  These trucks represent nearly 10% of the 5.8 

million vehicles registered in the region. 
 

2007 Vehicle Registration Counts by County 

County 

Name 

County 

Code Passenger B Truck  

TA 

Trailer  Motorcycle 

Fiscal 

Trucks Total 

  

      

  

Cook 16 1,650,104 133,134 36,122 42,026 37,121 1,898,507 

DuPage 22 690,366 64,031 18,875 21,104 18,944 813,320 

Kane 45 294,111 46,115 13,061 12,082 8,781 374,150 

Kendall 47 56,733 11,116 3,787 3,186 1,917 76,739 

Lake 49 481,663 54,494 19,906 18,239 13,184 587,486 

McHenry 56 209,398 36,311 16,107 12,746 6,412 280,974 

Will  99 391,138 62,230 19,731 17,453 12,401 502,953 

City of 

Chicago 103 1,145,350 54,204 10,021 21,259 14,836 1,245,670 

  

      

  

CMAP 437 4,918,863 461,635 137,610 148,095 113,596 5,779,799 

Region 

      

  

% of total    85.10% 7.99% 2.38% 2.56% 1.97%   

  

      

  

  

      

  

  

      

  

  

      

  

Source: http://www.cyberdriveillinois.com/departments/vehicles/home.html   

Illinois Secretary of State 
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B-truck license plates are issued to Second Division vehicles weighing 8,000 
pounds or less. B-truck license plates have blue characters on a white background. 
B-truck plates were replated over the 12 registration months of 2003. 

  

B-trucks may display all military plates and all specialty plates. 

  

  

TA Trailer (3,000 pounds or less) 

A trailer is defined as "Every vehicle without motive power in operation, other than a 
pole trailer, designed for carrying persons or property and for being drawn by a 
motor vehicle and so constructed that no part of its weight rests upon the towing 
vehicle" (625 ILCS 5/1-209). One plate is issued to each trailer. TA trailer license 
plates have either all numerals or numerals with a two alpha suffix. 

  

  

Flat Weight Trailers (3,001 pounds and over) 

A trailer is defined as "Every vehicle without motive power in operation, other than a 
pole trailer, designed for carrying persons or property, and for being drawn by a 
motor vehicle and so constructed that no part of its weight rests upon the towing 
vehicle" (625 ILCS 5/1-209). One plate is issued to each trailer. Flat weight trailers 
are issued plates with a two letter stacked suffix designating the vehicleôs specific 
weight classification. 

  

Flat Weight Trucks (over 8000 pounds) 

A truck is defined as "Every motor vehicle designed, used, or maintained primarily 
for the transportation of property "(625 ILCS 5/1-211). 

  

A truck tractor is defined as "Every motor vehicle designed and used primarily for 
drawing other vehicles and not so constructed as to carry a load other than a part 
of the weight of the vehicle and load so drawn" (625 ILCS 5/1-212). 

  

Every truck tractor is issued one plate, which is displayed on the front of the 
vehicle. Trucks and truck tractors in weight classifications exceeding 8,000 pounds 
are issued plates with a one-letter suffix designating the vehicleôs specific weight 
classification. "T" denotes truck tractor plate. 
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2.1.1. Condition ï Global Insight 

2.1.2. Forecasted growth - Global Insight 
 

 

 

2.2. Rail Facilities 

 

Track & Use:  The Chicago region has over 2,000 main line track miles of rail*, 

servicing over 78 rail terminals and carload facilities
3
, 25 intermodal facilities, dozens of 

yards and container facilities.
4
  Some 1,200 trains traverse the rail network daily on 14 

major carriers including 6 of the nationôs 7 Class I railroads.  Passenger rail accounts for 

approximately 700 of these trains.   

 

Intermodal:  The regionôs intermodal facilities handle millions of lifts annually at over 

two dozen intermodal facilities around the region. A lift is the movement of a container 

from a train car to a truck trailer or vice versa.  Lifts typically translate into truck 

movement, some directly and other indirectly. 
 

 

                                                 
3
 Chicago Metropolis 2020. ñThe Metropolis Freight Plan Technical Report.ò April 2003.  P. 17. 

* Total Main Line miles within the Chicago's Illinois 6 county area = 2053, the total Main line miles in 

Lake County Indiana = 253.   6 county area is Cook, DuPage, Will, McHenry, Lake and Kane counties. 
4
 Chicago Transportation Coordination Office. May 2009.  Email to author. 
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Chicago Area Railroads 

  
 

  

Major National Carriers Ownership Major  Facilities 

Burlington Northern Santa Fe Railway 
(BNSF) Publicly traded  

Cicero, Corwith, Logistics Park and 
Willow Springs terminals 

Canadian National Railway (CN) Publicly traded (Canada) 
Gateway intermodal terminal, 
Former EJE facilities 

Canadian Pacific Railway (CP)  Publicly traded (Canada) 
Bensenville Yard, Schiller Park 
intermodal terminals 

CSX Transportation (CSX) Publicly traded  
59th St, Bedford Park intermodal 
terminals 

Norfolk Southern Railway (NS) Publicly traded  
47th St, Landers intermodal 
terminals 

Union Pacific Railroad (UP) Publicly traded  

Global I, Global II, Global III, IMX, 
Canal St, Proviso Yard, California 
Ave Coach Yard, M-19A Diesel 
Shop, Waukegan Yard, West 
Chicago Yard, Yard Center 
intermodal terminals 

Belt Lines Ownership Major  Facilities 

Belt Railway Co of Chicago (BRC) BNSF, CN, CP, CSX, NS, UP Clearing Yard (carload switching) 

Indiana Harbor Belt (IHB) CP, CSX, NS 
Gibson Yard (IN), Blue Island Yard, 
Michigan Ave Yard (IN) 

Short Lines/Regionals Ownership Major  Facilities 

Chicago Chemung Railroad (CCUO) Privately held 
Short grain line in McHenry Co 
near Harvard 

Chicago, Fort Wayne & Eastern (CFE) RailAmerica 

Regional road operating from Ohio 
to NW Indiana, then via trackage 
rights to Calumet Park, IL 

Chicago Rail Link (CRL) OmniTRAX 
Provides local freight service on 
Metra Rock Island distrct 

Chicago, South Short and South Bend 
Railroad (CSS) Anacostia & Pacific Co, Inc 

Parallels unaffiliated NICTD South 
Short commuter service 

Iowa Chicago & Eastern Railroad (ICE) 
Cedar American Rail 
Holdings 

Operates on trackage rights over 
Metra Milwaukee West Line into 
Chicago 

Manufacturer's Junction Railway (MJ) OmniTRAX   

   

   Source: Adapted from The Metropolis 
Freight Plan, Chicago Metropolis 2020 
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Chicago Region Rail Network 
Source: IDOT


