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Growth in Freight is a Central Issue for Oklahoma
The Oklahoma Department of Transportation is committed to developing and maintaining
an integrated surface transportation network that enhances commerce and supports the
communities of the State of Oklahoma. As the State’s economy and technology continue to
evolve, transporting cargo often includes more than one type, or mode, of transportation.
The following modes will be addressed in this report: commercial motor vehicles or trucks,
railroads, and ports and waterways.
Reliable freight transportation enables connection between business and markets in
Oklahoma, the United States and the world economy. Because of its geographic location
in the central southwest, proximity to markets, and positive business climate, a high quality
transportation network is vital to the state’s continued growth and prosperity. From 2015 to
2040, the Federal Highway Administration’s Office of Freight Management and Operations
projects tonnage to increase on average about 1.6% per year.

Freight Transportation in Oklahoma
The Oklahoma Department of Transportation analyzes freight flows within, through, and into
and out of the State of Oklahoma. Freight flows reflect the most recent year for which consistent
and comprehensive data are accessible for each freight mode. This report describes freight
flows on major highways, the freight rail network, and also the McClellan-Kerr Arkansas River
Navigation System (MKARNS) in Oklahoma.

Overview of Freight Flows
A summary of total freight flow volumes, by mode, indicates several points as follows:
•

The largest total freight volumes, for all modes combined, occur in the north-south corridor that
includes the I-35 truck corridor and the BNSF Railway (BNSF) rail corridor. Those volumes are
greatest between the Texas border and Oklahoma City (OKC), where some of the volumes
are dispersed in east-west directions.

•

Rail freight flows are predominantly in the north-south direction.

•

An important question is whether some truck flows could be captured by rail if rail capacity
was enhanced.

•

A total of 680.7 million tons, or 68.5 percent of all the state’s freight traffic, flows through
Oklahoma, as shown in in Table 1.

•

Most of Oklahoma’s freight, 64.6 percent of total tonnage, is transported by truck, as shown in
Table 2.
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Table 1. Estimated directional flows and percentages truck, rail, waterway freight in Oklahoma in 2014
2014 DIRECTIONAL FREIGHT FLOW IN OKLAHOMA
Flow

Million Tons

Percent

Inbound

80.8

8.1%

Outbound

81.4

8.2%

150.9

15.2%

Internal
Through

680.7

68.5%

Total

993.8

100.0%

Sources: FHWA, Freight Analysis Framework (FAF3), 2013.
US DOT, Bureau of Transportation Statistics (BTS) calculation from
American Trucking Association Monthly Truck Tonnage Report.
BNSF, KCS, UP, Class I Railroads Annual Reports, 2014.
Commerce on the Oklahoma Segment, MKARNS, Tulsa District,
US Army Corps of Engineers, 2014.

Table 2. Estimated Oklahoma freight flows by mode, tonnage, direction, 2014.
MILLION TONS OF FREIGHT
Mode

Inbound

Outbound

Internal

Through

Total

Percent By Mode

Truck

44.9

57.7

146.7

393.2

642.5

64.6%

Rail

33.1

20.7

4.2

287.5

345.5

34.8%

2.8

3.0

NA

NA

5.8

0.6%

80.8

81.4

150.9

680.7

993.8

100.0%

Waterway
Total

Sources: FHWA, Freight Analysis Framework (FAF3), 2013.
US DOT, Bureau of Transportation Statistics (BTS) calculation from American Trucking Association
Monthly Truck Tonnage Report. BNSF, KCS, UP, Class I Railroad Annual Reports, 2014.
US Army Corps of Engineers, Tulsa District, Commerce on the Oklahoma Segment, MKARNS, 2014.

2040 Projected

2014 Estimated
Rail
345.5
(34.8%)

Rail
411.7
(28.8%)

Waterway
5.8 (0.6%)

Waterway
8.3 (0.6%)

Truck

Truck
Rail

Rail

Waterway

Waterway
Truck
1,008.4
(70.6%)

Truck
642.5
(64.6%)

Figure 1. Million Tons of Freight Transported in Oklahoma: Products moved in, out, within, and through the
State by truck, rail, and waterway
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Oklahoma’s Major Trucking Corridors
Highways are considered as high volume truck corridors (Figure 2) in locations where roadways
have consistent truck volumes at or above 5,000 vehicles per day, or on facilities where truck
traffic represents 40 percent or more of the total traffic. I-40 truck volumes outside of the
Oklahoma City metropolitan area are in the range of 6,000 to 8,000 vehicles per day. In the
rural parts of the state, trucks are a larger percentage of total vehicles; in some locations
one of every two vehicles on I-40 is a truck. I-40 truck volumes in central Oklahoma exceed
10,000 vehicles per day.
I-35 truck volumes increase from north to south, with the highest peak in the Oklahoma City
metropolitan area. I-44 truck volumes increase from southwest to northeast with the highest
volumes in the northeast corner of the state near Missouri. US 69 crosses the eastern one-third
of the state and handles up to 5,400 trucks per day with the highest volumes in Pittsburgh
County southwest of McAlester. US 64 and US 287 in the Oklahoma panhandle serve
commercial carriers travelling between Texas, Kansas, New Mexico and Colorado. Trucks
comprise over half of all vehicles on these roadways. Products most commonly transported
by commercial motor vehicles in Oklahoma include coal, crude petroleum, cereal grains,
gravel, and fertilizer.

Ports of Entry
On January 22, 2008, the Oklahoma Department of Transportation, the Oklahoma Corporation
Commission, and the Oklahoma Turnpike Authority announced a partnership effort to
upgrade Oklahoma’s Port of Entry facilities. These freight Ports of Entry are locations where
commercial motors vehicles enter into the state, and pass through a credential and safety
inspection checkpoint. Utilizing an estimated $81 million in funding originating from the
Oklahoma Petroleum Storage Tank Release Indemnity Program as provided by the Corporation
Commission, $11 million from the Turnpike Authority and $4 million from ODOT, the Department
set a goal of developing eight new Port of Entry facilities at Oklahoma borders.
Three Ports of Entry have been completed to date. The Ports of Entry on I-35 in Kay County at
the Kansas state line and on I-40 in Beckham County at the Texas state line were the first to be
completed. A third Port of Entry was recently put into service on I-40 in Sequoyah County at
the Arkansas state line. Construction began in July 2015 on the I-35 location in Love County.
The remaining locations will be scheduled and advanced to construction as additional fiscal
resources accumulate.
Illegally loaded or operated trucks have an adverse impact on the condition of our
transportation system and on the safety of the traveling public. These state-of-the-art facilities
will establish the front line necessary to create a safer and more informed freight transportation
environment on the highway system. By closely monitoring freight ingress at the state line, the
appropriate state agencies can better enforce vehicle and freight laws and regulations, ensure
proper truck registration, operation and permitting, and enforce weight and size regulations.
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Oversize / Overweight Truck Routing
and Permitting System
Agriculture, along with the energy industry, powers much of Oklahoma’s economy. As such,
the Department of Public Safety issues hundreds of thousands of oversized or overweight
(OS/OW) trucking permits on an annual basis.
The state legislature met with ODOT and DPS in 2008 and determined that improving the
existing oversize/overweight permitting and routing process was a priority. In response, ODOT
and DPS initiated a joint project to develop a system that provides carriers with the ability to
submit a standard OS/OW permit request over the internet at any time of day, generate a
safe route, and automatically pay for and receive their permit electronically. The first phase
of development and implementation of the automated Oklahoma Permitting and Routing
Optimization System (OkiePROS) for oversize/overweight trucks began in November 2011.
In the first full year of operation, the new OS/OW System processed and approved 251,000
permits. That is almost 10,000 more permits than their highest year ever. In 2014, a record
number of 254,000 permits were issued. Over half of the permits were in the customer’s hands
in less than five minutes, as compared to a typical 24-hour turn around prior to the inauguration
of the automated system. Since the system is 24 hours / 7 days a week, it provides customers
with working options on weekends and late hours of the day, even when state offices are
closed. The second phase of development, will include additional functional enhancements,
and is currently underway.
The current statewide focus on improving structurally deficient bridge infrastructure also
has a direct effect on both legal and permitted loads. In recent years the Department has
reduced the number of structurally deficient bridges from 1,168 in 2004 to 372 in 2014. The
goal is to reduce the proportion of structurally deficient bridges to less than 1 percent by the
end of the decade. Load posted or deficient bridges present significant and costly obstacles
to the conduct of business and commerce for trucking in Oklahoma. The focus on bridge
infrastructure ensures that highway structures are in a condition that can support the safe and
efficient travel for both legally loaded trucks and permitted loads in all areas of the state.
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Rail Freight Moves Through Oklahoma
There are currently 22 freight railroads operating in Oklahoma, including three Class Is and
19 Class III or short line railroads. The Class I railroads are Burlington Northern Santa Fe (BNSF),
Kansas City Southern railway (KCS) and Union Pacific (UP). BNSF is Oklahoma’s dominant Class I
carrier and carries its highest volumes in the northwestern part of the state, with 50 to 100 trains
per day. A similar traffic volume is shown on the north-south BNSF route in the central part of
the state carrying between 50 and 100 trains per day. The next highest train traffic volumes
are shown on the Union Pacific Railroad (UP) lines, one parallel to US 81 flowing north to south
through the central part of the state, and another northeasterly on a line from Dallas to the
Oklahoma-Missouri-Arkansas corridor.
Rail freight traffic is projected to experience significant growth over the next few decades.
The number of trains on some corridors is expected to double over the next 25 years, and the
largest growth in rail freight traffic is expected on the BNSF line in the northern part of the state.
Rail flows to, from, and within northeastern Oklahoma are expected to see strong growth as
well, boosted by gains in exports from the Tulsa area to Arkansas and Missouri.
The railroad system plays an important part in Oklahoma’s freight network. A single train
replaces several trucks on the roadways and thus alleviates highway congestion and
deterioration throughout the state. Additionally, railroads are well suited for hauling heavy
items over long distances. Cargo most commonly transported by rail in Oklahoma includes
coal, farm products, non-metallic minerals, and chemicals.

Sources: Surface Transportation Board and IHS Global Insight.

Figure 3. Current annual rail freight volumes

Total annual rail freight volumes are illustrated on Figure 3.
•

Rail freight flows are predominantly in the north-south direction.

•
		

An important question is whether some truck flows could be captured by rail if rail
capacity was enhanced.
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Figure 4. Current train volumes compared to current capacity

Figure 5. Train volumes in 2040 compared to current capacity
Source: National Rail Freight Infrastructure Capacity and Investment Study, American Association of Railroads.
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Inland Waterway Freight Transportation

Movement of cargo by inland waterway tends to be the least time-sensitive and most
attractive for heavy bulk commodities. The McClellan-Kerr Arkansas River Navigation System
(MKARNS) is the only inland waterway in Oklahoma, and begins in northeastern Oklahoma
and flows through central Arkansas. The MKARNS marine corridor is 445 miles long and includes
the Verdigris, Arkansas & White Rivers. The waterway links Oklahoma to a 10-state service area
with various domestic ports on the U.S. inland waterways system and foreign ports by way of
New Orleans and the Gulf Intracoastal Waterway.
The Port of Catoosa is located in northeast Oklahoma near Tulsa at the head of the navigation
channel for the MKARNS. The Ports of Muskogee and Catoosa are the state’s two public ports,
and both are designated as Foreign Trade Zones. Additionally, Oakley’s Port 33, a privately
owned and operated port facility, is located south of Catoosa near Inola. Typical bulk cargo
being shipped on the MKARNS includes rock, grain, fertilizer and steel.
Waterway transportation will continue to play an important part in the state’s future. There is
ample room for growth in this mode; and it provides some excellent examples of intermodal
transportation. There are a number of initiatives that would be advantageous for the state’s
waterway system including: addressing critical maintenance needs on locks and dams;
obtaining a permanent fix for the end of the navigation channel at the confluence of the
Arkansas, White and Mississippi Rivers; increasing the channel depth from 9 feet to 12 feet; and
adding tow haulage to Oklahoma’s locks to improve efficiency.

Source: Surface Transportation Board and IHS Global Insight.

Figure 6. Current annual rail freight volumes

Total annual waterway freight volumes are illustrated on Figure 6.
•

MKARNS waterway volumes are small relative to other freight modes.

•

Virtually all waterway flows are headed either from or to out-of-state locations; flows increase
below the Port of Muskogee, where the Grand, Verdigris, and Arkansas Rivers converge.

•

Rail volumes via Union Pacific (UP) converge in substantial volumes near the Port of Muskogee,
indicating some potential for rail-to-waterway intermodal activity that is currently not
captured.
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Opportunities for Oklahoma to Capitalize on its
Geographic and Economic Position in the Freight Arena
•

Emphasize improvements to the major truck freight corridors.

•

Promote development of transload and/or major intermodal freight facilities with rail,
waterways, and trucking industries.

•

Encourage the railroad industry to upgrade and/or expand the freight frail infrastructure.
Railroads can help manage the high increases in freight expected in the years ahead.

•

Work with the Corps of Engineers and affected entities to address critical maintenance needs
on the McClellan-Kerr Arkansas Navigation System.

Figure 7. Tonnage on highways, railroads, and inland waterways
Sources: Highways: US DOT, FHWA, Freight Analysis Framework (FAF 3); Rail: Based on Surface Transportation Board,
Annual Carload Waybill Sample and rail freight flow assignments done by Oak Ridge National Laboratory;
Inland Waterways: US Army Corps of Engineers, Tulsa District.
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Oklahoma Department
of Transportation

Visit the ODOT web page:
http://www.okladot.state.ok.us/index.php
Read more ODOT publications at the following site:
http://www.okladot.state.ok.us/newsmedia/orginfo.php
Follow ODOT on YouTube:
https://www.youtube.com/user/OklaDOT
Follow ODOT on Twitter:
https://twitter.com/OkDOT

The Oklahoma Department of Transportation (ODOT) ensures
that no person or groups of persons shall, on the grounds
of race, color, sex, age, natural origin, disability/handicap, or
income status, be excluded from participation in, be denied
the benefits of, or be otherwise subjected to discrimination
under any and all programs, services, or activities administered
by ODOT, its recipients, sub-recipients, and contractors. To
request an accommodation, please contact Trinia Mullins,
ADA/504/508 Coordinator at 405-521-4140 or the Oklahoma
Relay Service at 1-800-722-0353.
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