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2. Georgia’s Freight Economy  

2.1. Importance of Freight Movement to the State 
Georgia’s multimodal transportation network carried nearly half a billion tons of freight in 2019, 
valued at $673 trillion. Over 100 million additional tons of freight traveling between other states 
also moved across Georgia highways.  The system delivered essentially all of the household 
goods the people of Georgia needed and used: food for their tables, clothes to wear, cars to 
drive and fuel to run them, materials for building and repair, telecommunications and 
entertainment devices, and a host of other consumer products. The businesses of the state 
received their supplies and shipped goods to markets near and far, and the quality of the 
system kept businesses competitive and household budgets in line. 

Five major industry groups are the sources of this Georgia-based traffic, all of them vital to the 
state’s economy: food and agriculture, manufacturing, distribution and e-commerce, 
construction, and energy. Forecasts of freight volumes project a 91 percent increase in tonnage 
and 141 percent increase in the value of goods carried by 2050 – almost doubling today’s 
tonnage and more than doubling today’s value over the next three decades. Road traffic 
passing through the state nearly doubles as well. While some industry volumes grow more than 
others, all of them grow robustly. Trucks carry more than 80 percent of Georgia’s tonnage today 
and are forecast to carry 87 percent of the new tonnage coming on stream by 2050, indicating 
that highways will shoulder most of the burden of growth. Even so, traffic by every mode will 
climb substantially, as Georgia’s supply chains continue to take advantage of the state’s modal 
diversity.  

This chapter begins with the contribution of freight-supported industries to the Georgia 
economy. It then describes the composition of Georgia’s current and forecast freight activity, 
with industry and modal detail and portrayal of foreign trade. This is followed by profiles of the 
five major industry groups, and the chapter concludes with a review of the key traffic patterns by 
industry.  

2.1.1. Sources of Freight Traffic Data 
Freight traffic analysis by industry and mode in this plan is based principally on the commercial 
commodity flow database Transearch, produced by S&P Global (formerly IHS Markit) and used 
by GDOT in past freight studies. Transearch portrays Standard Transportation Commodity Code 
(STCC)-level commodity flow volumes nationally by freight mode, with origin and destination by 
county along with highway and rail routing information. Annual traffic volumes are reported in 
tons and product value; tons reflect physical demand on infrastructure, and product value 
reflects economic activity. Data from this source, covering both base year 2019 flows and 
forecasted 2050 flows, identifies key freight corridors in Georgia, captures volumes passing 
through the state (such as between Florida and Tennessee) and segregates traffic specifically 
associated with key Georgia-based supply chains (“Georgia-based” signifies traffic with an 
origin and/or destination in Georgia, thus contributing directly to the state economy). Data for rail 
traffic is derived from the federal Surface Transportation Board Carload Waybill Sample for 
2019, aggregated and integrated into Transearch.  
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The Transearch forecast is post-pandemic, meaning that it incorporates up-to-date assumptions 
about the outlook for industries and trade in the wake of supply chain disruptions associated 
with COVID-19. S&P Global is one of the country’s leading econometric forecasting houses, 
utilizing linked models of economic activity at the regional, national and worldwide levels to 
project future volumes.  New developments announced in Georgia and other states are 
incorporated in their models. 

Supplementing Transearch is commodity flow data for foreign trade from the U.S. DOT Freight 
Analysis Framework (FAF) version 5.2, depicting 2019 annual volumes. While Transearch 
includes most foreign trade, it does not capture international air cargo, and it does not identify 
foreign trading partners for any traffic other than with Mexico and Canada. FAF uses a different 
commodity coding system that is not compatible with the industry groupings employed for 
analysis with Transearch, and its geographic detail in Georgia is limited to the Atlanta and 
Savannah metropolitan areas alongside the rest of the state.  Nevertheless, its capture of 
overseas trading partners provides an important baseline from which to understand sourcing 
and coastal shifts as supply chains now strive to reduce supplier and logistical risks. 

2.2. Economic Structure and Freight Supported Industries in 
Georgia 

Georgia’s network of roads, bridges, railways, seaports, inland ports and airports plays a critical 
role in everyday life for residents and businesses across the state and serves as the backbone 
of the state’s robust and resilient freight related economy. The state is home to nearly 900 
million square feet of warehouse distribution space, with metro Atlanta – the largest market in 
Georgia and sixth largest in the U.S. – accounting for 600 million square feet 

Labor force participation trends for the population aged 25-64 show a rapid increase in the 
state’s labor force beginning in 2015, with a slight decline in 2020 likely due to the COVID-19 
pandemic. Between 2014 and 2019, the state’s labor force increased by nearly 300,000, with an 
average annual growth rate of 1.35 percent. As of 2020, nearly 4.3 million individuals aged 25-
64 are in the state’s labor force, second only to Florida in the southeast.  
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Figure 4. Labor Force Participation (Population 25-64 years), 2010-2020 and Unemployment Rate 

 

Sources: 2010 Decennial Census, 1-year ACS Estimates for 2011-2019, 2020 Decennial Census, Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS), 
Local Area Unemployment Statistics – Expanded State Employment Status Demographic Data 

While the state’s unemployment rate has steadily decreased since 2010, 2019 saw Georgia’s 
unemployment rate fall below the southeast average as a whole. Preliminary data from the 
Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) for 2021 estimates the statewide unemployment rate at four 
percent, slightly below the southeast regional unemployment rate of 4.3 percent, and second 
only to Alabama at 3.6 percent in the southeast. Since 2010, Georgia’s unemployment rate has 
improved from 43rd ranked in the nation to 16th (2021). This trend was also observed in the 
southeast, where Georgia improved from 6th in southeast in 2017 to 2nd in 2021.  

Employment and unemployment data is available for 2017 through 2020 by county and across 
Georgia’s twelve regional commission areas from Neighborhood Nexus, which was used to 
identify employment trends. Labor force participation rates are typically highest in the Atlanta 
Region and Coastal Region, while unemployment rates are typically higher in Southern Georgia. 
The state’s lowest unemployment rates are typically in Georgia Mountains, Central Savannah 
River Area, and Northwest Georgia counties, while the Coastal Region and Southwest Georgia 
have continuously had the highest (shown in Figure 5). In 2020, 20 Georgia counties had a 
civilian unemployment rate under 2 percent. Additional details are provided below.  

• Central Savannah River Area – Glascock and Hancock counties have 2020 civilian 
unemployment rates under 1 percent.  

• Heart of Georgia Altamaha – Telfair County has 2020 civilian unemployment rate of 0.6 
percent and has been at one percent or under since 2018. This county has a 2020 
population of approximately 12,500 and is home to McRae Correctional Facility.  

• River Valley - Chattahoochee County has the highest rate of labor force participation at 
78.3 percent of the population 16+. Chattahoochee County is part of the Columbus 
Metropolitan Statistical Area and is home to Fort Benning Military Post. They also have 
the youngest median age of any county in the state, at 24 years of age. The counties of 
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Quitman and Crisp had the highest civilian unemployment rates at 9.5 percent and 6.9 
percent, respectively. 

Figure 5. Civilian Unemployment Rate (2020) 

 

Table 6 shows projected employment growth by the state’s 12 regional commissions. Parallel 
trends for both population and employment are observed across the state, with both the Atlanta 
Regional Commission (ARC) and Northeast Georgia region expected to contribute nearly 75 
percent of total anticipated statewide employment growth. The Three Rivers region southwest of 
Atlanta is expected to exceed 200,000 people by 2050, with a total anticipated growth of 25 
percent. 
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Table 6. Statewide Employment Growth by Region 

Region 2015 2050 Change Percent 
Change 

Atlanta Regional Commission 2,156,247  2,952,817  796,570  37% 
Central Savannah River Area 169,765  196,948  27,183  16% 
Coastal Regional Commission 263,438  318,347  54,909  21% 
Georgia Mountains 157,302  184,176  26,874  17% 
Heart of Georgia Altamaha 86,202  101,027  14,825  17% 
Middle Georgia 189,574  214,513  24,939  13% 
Northeast Georgia 184,366  246,996  62,630  34% 
Northwest Georgia 254,819  295,428  40,609  16% 
River Valley 135,072  157,856  22,784  17% 
Southern Georgia 137,115  160,082  22,967  17% 
Southwest Georgia 124,416  147,028  22,612  18% 
Three Rivers 160,964  201,878  40,914  25% 

Sources: Georgia Statewide Travel Demand Model 

2.2.1. Occupations 
Occupation data was collected from the Georgia Department of Economic Development Site 
Selector website, which sources its information from JobsEQ, a company that provides data 
related to the workforce, education, and site selection. Occupation data is broken down into 22 
distinct categories, listed in Table 7. The top six occupations in terms of size make up 54 
percent of labor force. They include:  

• Office and Administrative Support 

• Sales 

• Transportation and Material Moving 

• Food Prep and Serving 

• Management 

• Production 

Of these, transportation and material moving, and production related occupations hold a 
location quotient over 1.3. Other freight-related sectors including construction and extraction 
and farming, fishing, and forestry also hold a location quotient over 1, demonstrating Georgia’s 
position as a freight intensive economy. An occupation’s or industry’s location quotient is used 
to identify sectors that are clustered or specialized in a particular place relative to national 
benchmarks.  

  

https://www.georgia.org/site-selector
https://www.georgia.org/site-selector
https://www.chmura.com/software
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Table 7. Top Occupations by Size of Labor Force 

Occupation Median Wage Labor Force LQ 
Office and Administrative Support Occupations $38,363.74 595,441  1.00 
Sales and Related Occupations $39,397.28 494,309  1.09 
Transportation and Material Moving Occupations $35,391.67 454,954  1.32 
Food Preparation and Serving Related Occupations $22,677.02 430,483  1.09 
Management Occupations $109,229.02 308,902  1.02 
Production Occupations $35,955.40 304,296  1.56 
Education, Training, and Library Occupations $50,427.92 277,743  1.11 
Business and Financial Operations Occupations $73,793.17 265,017  1.14 
Healthcare Practitioners and Technical Occupations $81,234.11 255,895  1.04 
Installation, Maintenance, and Repair Occupations $46,510.56 199,673  1.14 
Construction and Extraction Occupations $43,080.14 194,299  1.08 
Building and Grounds Cleaning and Maintenance Occupations $27,431.64 155,243  0.99 
Computer and Mathematical Occupations $87,155.46 149,500  1.33 
Healthcare Support Occupations $29,934.40 148,872  0.77 
Personal Care and Service Occupations $28,307.81 130,378  0.98 
Protective Service Occupations $40,046.95 108,896  1.20 
Arts, Design, Entertainment, Sports, and Media Occupations $58,334.03 88,212  1.14 
Community and Social Service Occupations $47,823.01 67,588  0.90 
Architecture and Engineering Occupations $82,945.79 67,257  0.96 
Legal Occupations $100,090.30 39,196  1.22 
Life, Physical, and Social Science Occupations $70,820.34 32,543  0.93 
Farming, Fishing, and Forestry Occupations $30,925.32 20,546  4.28 
Source: Georgia Department of Economic Development, Site Selector. 

Other occupations also show a strong concentration across the state, with reported location 
quotients above 1.2. These include:  

• Computer and Mathematics 

• Protective Services 

• Legal Occupations 

• Farming, Fishing, and Forestry 

In total, occupations with a location quotient at or above 1.2 make up approximately 22 percent 
of the total state’s labor force. Three of these provide Georgia workers with median wages over 
$40,000: Computer and Mathematics, Legal, and Protective Service. 



 
 

2-7 

Georgia Freight Plan 

2.2.2. Freight Intensive Employment 
Annual averages from the Bureau of Labor Statistics Quarterly Census of Employment and 
Wages (QCEW) were used to better understand the role that freight intensive industries 
(defined as the combination of freight moving and freight generating sectors) play across the 
state. While Georgia makes up approximately 17 percent of the population in the southeast, 
defined as Georgia, Mississippi, Tennessee, North Carolina, South Carolina, Alabama, and 
Florida, it contributes approximately 20 percent (118,793)34 

Figure 6. Employment in Freight Moving Industries (2020) 

 

Beyond this, Georgia represents about 17 percent of total employment in freight generating 
industries, defined as the following NAICS industry sectors: 

• Agriculture, Forestry, Fishing, (11) 

• Mining (21) 

• Utilities (22) 

• Construction (23) 

• Manufacturing (31-33) 

• Wholesale Trade (42) 

• Retail Trade (44-45) 

 

 

4 Freight moving industries defined as scheduled freight air transportation (481112), nonscheduled air freight chartering 
(481212), inland water freight transportation (483211), general freight trucking (4841), specialized freight trucking (4842), 
pipeline transportation (486), general warehousing and storage (49311), refrigerated warehousing and storage (49312), farm 
product warehousing and storage (49313), and other warehousing and storage (49319).  
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Figure 7. Employment in Freight Generating Industries (2020) 

 

Together, freight intensive industries make up approximately 40 percent of total Georgia 
employment.  

Figure 8. Statewide – Freight Intensive Share of Total Employment (2020) 

 

As Georgia continues to grow, maintaining and growing a talented labor pool will be key to 
continued economic growth and success. The Georgia Freight Advisory Committee ranked 
workforce as their top concern, while acknowledging that this is a national issue (and the 
location quotients cited above suggest that Georgia is relatively better off in this regard). In 
addition, there are a few key factors that may support current and future successes across the 
state. These include supporting an adequately trained and educated workforce, sustaining high 
participation in the labor force, and continuing to support industries and occupations in which 
Georgia is a leader. The Georgia Center of Innovation for Logistics specializes in logistics and 
serves as a go-between for industry and educators, tapping a network of logistics programs 
from 30 institutions within the university system, 23 technical colleges, and 37 college and 
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career academies.5 The state offers programs through the Department of Economic 
Development's Workforce Division and the Georgia Department of Labor, - notably Georgia 
Quick Start, which has provided training customized to the needs of employers for five decades.  

2.3. Summary and Forecast of Georgia Commodity Flows  
This section presents a summary of freight flow in the state of Georgia in 2019 along with a 
forecast of freight volumes in the state for the year 2050. 

As shown in Table 8, Georgia handled more than 585 million tons of freight in 2019. Inbound 
freight was the largest directional flow by tonnage with 181 million tons, 31 percent of the total. 
Georgia outbound tonnage was 25 percent of the total at 146 million tons. Inbound traffic is 
significant in that it supports both the population and Georgia’s extensive industrial base. 
Outbound tonnage represents the materials and products produced by agriculture, food 
processing, and manufacturing, moved in distribution, or used in construction and energy. The 
inbound and outbound traffic also includes regional traffic that moves back and forth across 
state lines between Georgia and the neighboring states.  

The total volume of freight movement within Georgia was 143 million tons (24 percent), while 
115 million tons (20 percent) of freight volume passed through the state. Intra Georgia traffic 
reflects both materials and products to supply the population and provision industries throughout 
the state. The through traffic includes volume moving in all directions coming to and from other 
states such as that moving on Interstate 75, a primary north-south route from the Midwest to the 
southern states or Interstate 20 passing east-west between Alabama and South Carolina.  

The maps and more detailed information about the five primary industrial groups included in 
further sections of this chapter show how dependent the state is on highway flow. The Interstate 
highways are the core of the network but regional and rural roads also are critical, as they carry 
traffic that is vital to agriculture and forestry and bring goods to rural populations. The highway 
access to the ports and the intermodal hubs is also crucial as this multi-modal connectivity helps 
makes Georgia the premier freight and logistics hub in the southeast. The forecasts of freight 
tonnage shown in 2050 present a challenge if Georgia is to support the predicted level of 
growth, and a clear economic opportunity. 

As will be shown, much of the cargo flow is centered around Atlanta as the largest population 
center, a hub for intermodal operations and a center for warehousing and logistics. Additionally, 
the Interstate highways connecting through Atlanta making this region a source for congestion, 
safety concerns, and environmental impacts. 

 

 

5 Georgia Center of Innovation, https://www.georgia.org/center-of-innovation/areas-of-
expertise/logistics?gclid=Cj0KCQiA4OybBhCzARIsAIcfn9mUuktBbFaXT-
liRLPN3eRPRffvzANPwf3aXQG3tiLVbEVO_px8k90aAivWEALw_wcB 



 
 

2-10 

Georgia Freight Plan 

Table 8. Georgia Freight Flow Summary by Tonnage, 2019 

Direction of Flow Tons - 2019 % of Total Tonnage 

Inbound to GA 181 M 31% 

Outbound from GA 146 M 25% 

Within GA 143 M 24% 

Through 115 M 20% 

Grand Total 585 M 100% 
Source: Analysis of Transearch and STB Waybill Data 

By 2050, total freight volume is projected to increase by over 92 percent from 585 million tons to 
1,122 million tons. Freight traffic moving within Georgia is projected to increase at the fastest 
rate from 2019 to 2050 at 117 percent growth, or a Compound Annual Growth Rate (CAGR) of 
2.5 percent. Inbound flows are projected to grow at the slowest rate over the forecast period. By 
volume, inbound flows will still account for the largest directional flow at 319 million tons, 
followed closely by tonnage within Georgia at 310 million tons.  

Table 9. Georgia Freight Flow Summary by Tonnage, 2050 

Direction of Flow Tons - 2050 Tons Growth 2019 - 
2050 

Tons Growth CAGR 
2019 - 2050 

Inbound to GA 319 M 76% 1.9% 

Outbound from GA 271 M 86% 2.1% 

Within GA 310 M 117% 2.6% 

Through 222 M 93% 2.2% 

Grand Total 1,122 M 92% 2.2% 

Source: Analysis of Transearch and STB Waybill Data 

By value, Georgia handled more than $906 billion of freight in 2019. Outbound freight was the 
most valuable directional cargo flow at $276 billion, representing 30 percent of total value. 
Inbound freight was second at $239 billion (26 percent), followed by passthrough cargo at $233 
billion (26 percent).  
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Table 10. Georgia Freight Flow Summary by Value, 2019 

Direction of Flow Value ($) - 2019 % of Total Value 

Inbound to GA 239 B 26% 

Outbound from GA 276 B 30% 

Within GA 158 B 17% 

Through 233 B 26% 

Grand Total 906 B 100% 
 Source: Analysis of Transearch and STB Waybill Data 

The value of Georgia-based cargo is projected to increase by 132 percent between 2019 and 
2050, outpacing tonnage growth over the same period, and indicating an expected shift to 
higher-value commodities and industries in Georgia. The value of freight transported within the 
state is projected to grow at the fastest rate (CAGR of 3.8 percent) over the forecast period. 
Outbound flows are expected to account for the highest share of value in 2050 at $591 billion, 
followed by inbound flows at $526 billion. Again, this points toward increasing value of Georgia 
produced goods and materials. 

Table 11. Georgia Freight Flow Summary by Value, 2050 

Direction of Flow Value ($) 2050 Value ($) Growth Value ($) Growth 
CAGR 

Inbound to GA 526 B 120% 2.7% 

Outbound from GA 591 B 114% 2.6% 

Within GA 505 B 219% 3.9% 

Through 476 B 105% 2.4% 

Grand Total 2,098 B 132% 2.8% 
Source: Analysis of Transearch and STB Waybill Data 

Figure 9 shows freight flow in 2019 and the 2050 forecast by direction and tonnage (top chart) 
and value (bottom chart). By tonnage, inbound traffic will account for the highest share (over 28 
percent) by 2050, followed by intrastate traffic (under 28 percent). By value, outbound flow 
accounts for the largest share of value (over 28 percent) by 2050, followed by inbound flow (just 
over 25 percent). 
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Figure 9. Base Year (2019) and Forecast Year (2050) freight flows by direction 

  
Source: Analysis of Transearch and STB Waybill Data 

In terms of both tonnage and value, the Georgia-based freight flow significantly outweighs the 
passthrough freight. By 2050, passthrough freight is expected to account for less than 20 
percent of all tonnage and about 23 percent of value.  

Figure 10 shows the passthrough traffic by numbers of trucks in 2019. The darker lines 
represent more heavily traversed routes. The heaviest passthrough routes are Interstates: 

• I-75 which extends north-south across the state, passing through the central Atlanta 
area, effectively connecting Florida through to Michigan. 

• I-85 which extends east-west across the state, also passing through Atlanta, effectively 
connecting Alabama and states west with South Carolina. 

• I-95 along the southeastern coast of the state. The 95 corridor is a primary lane from the 
northeast through to Florida.  


