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The Port of Saint Paul plays a critical role in the growth of regional and local economies by linking Minnesota and Midwest producers to domestic and 
international markets and facilitating the efficient movement of commodities by truck, rail, and barge. In an effort to identify and prioritize the 
highest impact investments in its multimodal freight network, the Port of Saint Paul partnered with Quetica to develop a Port Optimization Model and 
Analysis study. The goals for this exercise were to:

•	 Address transportation constraints within the Port of Saint Paul.
•	 Create competitive logistic solutions for Minnesota businesses.
•	 Improve opperational efficiencies for regional shippers.
•	 Provide economic opportunities for the Port of Saint Paul.

Supply Chain OpportunitiesTransportation Network ChallengesCommodity Movements

As a major multimodal transportation hub, the Port of 
Saint Paul encompasses four freight terminals, on the 
Mississippi river, with rail and highway network 
connections. The Port of Saint Paul handles approximately 
8-10 million tons of commodities each year.

Top outbound commodities: corn, soybeans, dried  
distillers’ grain, scrap metal, and potash.

Top inbound commodities: fertilizer, water treatment 
chemicals, steel, aggregates, cement, and salt.

•	 Seasonality and capacity of barge transportation. 

•	 Aging lock and dam infrastructure on the Mississippi 
River and other marine highways. 

•	 Underutilization of rail within the Port of Saint Paul. 

•	 Road congestion and configuration issues with  
first- and last-mile connections to national freight 
networks.
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$200 million savings potential by 
utilizing more cost-effective barge and rail 
modal options for freight shipments 
between the Twin Cities and domestic 
origins and destinations.
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$380 million savings potential with greater  
intermodal utilization by converting existing long-haul 
truck shipments to/from the Twin Cities and  
surrounding area to intermodal.

$500 million savngs potential by utlizing a Twin Cities 
multimodal hub between Minnesota, domestic, and 
international origins and destinations.

Each year, 536 million+ tons of commodities flow to, 
from, and within Minnesota via truck, rail, and/or barge.

64% (or 345 million tons) represent the types of bulk 
commodities that currently pass through the Port of 
Saint Paul. (Value: $108 billion.)

15% (or 52 million tons) of these commodoties flow 
to/from the Twin Cities to domestic and international 
trading partners. (Value: $32 billion.)

With Minnesota freight movements projected to grow 
by 70.8 million tons annually (or the equivelant of 2.8 
million annual truck trips), investments in multimodal 
infrastructure, including river navigation, is vital to the 
regional and national economy. 

The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers estimates that its Civil 
Works projects generate about $16 in economic 
benefits for every $1 spent.

Sources: FWHA Freight Analysis Framework and U.S. Army 
Corps of Engineers.
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Through public-private partnerships, infrastructure investments and other improvements are 
recommended to increase freight mobility and significantly reduce costs to regional freight shippers.

Recommendations
Enhanced Transload Capabilities. Investment in commodity storage, new unloading/loading 
equipment, as well as addition of direct barge-to-rail-to-truck transload capabilities, to facilitate 
transfers to other modes, increase efficiency and capacity, as well as reduce seasonal bottlenecks.

Improved Barge Infrastructure. Rehabilitation of dock walls, expansion of mooring cells and fleeting 
permits to sustain current barge volumes and accommodate increased transfers of bulk commodities 
and intermodal interchanges in the future.

Better Rail Access. Extension of rail spurs to provide rail service to new sites, to increase capacity to  
handle more rail cars at existing sites, as well as to enable direct barge-to-rail transfers with closer  
alignment to dock walls.

Expanded Rail and Intermodal Services. Ability to accommodate unit trains and future intermodal  
container services via new or expanded terminal rail yards to increase rail efficiency and cost  
competitiveness, while supporting high-volume commodity movements during winter river closures.

Enhanced Freight Network Connectivity. Reconfigure and/or rehabilitate terminal access roads and  
at-grade rail crossings, to support future freight volumes and connectivity to national freight network,  
reduce delays and operational costs, while increasing safety.

Targeted Improvements

Key Benefits

•	 Lower shipping costs and increased competitiveness.

•	 Increased freight efficiencies and resiliency.

•	 Improved access, reliability, and safety.

•	 Reduced emissions and cleaner air.

•	 Fewer travel time delays for passenger and freight users.

•	 Reduced highway and road maintenance costs.

•	 Sustain navigable waterways for freight and recreational uses.
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Barge vs. Equivalent Transportation

Source: U.S. Army Corps of Engineers Saint Paul District


