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Intermodal Challenges in Northeast WI 
The closure of intermodal terminals in Wisconsin has led to higher shipping costs and 

lower service reliability for area businesses.

Challenges with trucking to Chicago 
intermodal yards:

Long driving distance

Increasing congestion

Unreliable travel times

Shortage of truck drivers



Prior Work
The Wisconsin Freight Advisory Committee’s intermodal report was 

key to the creation of this study.



Study Approach
This study sought to understand feasibility for service development from multiple 

perspectives, and identify shared interests:



Study Findings

Intermodal service has potential value for regional users and warrants further 
effort to continue development. However, there are challenges with rail service.

Market Feasibility

A Northeast Wisconsin-based intermodal can be a competitive option
for shippers from a time and cost standpoint.

Location Feasibility

There are adequate areas available for potential intermodal terminal
development.

Rail Service Feasibility

There are rail service challenges: load balance, connections to routes 
east-west, short-haul connections, and capacity constraints. 



Market Demand
Over 97,000 annual shipments to and from NE Wisconsin could be cost-effectively 

routed via a local intermodal facility.
The facility would need to capture about 7% of this market to be feasible.

Paper Products

Plastic Products

Metalwork

Food Products



Rail Service Considerations
Securing railroad support for intermodal service will need to overcome some rail-

related challenges

• Challenges with rail service:
– Imbalanced loads in and out
– Proximity to Chicago’s terminal cluster
– Short-haul movements on long-haul RRs
– Capacity limitations on lines to Chicago

• Existing traffic volume, track 
agreements

• Infrastructure clearance limitations

• Future opportunities for development:
– Sustainability case for intermodal
– “Just in Case” inventory management
– Railroad PSR “pivot to growth”



Building a Business Case

This study is just the start: development is a sustained process that 
needs to be driven by trusted local partners

Identify Project 
Champions

Secure Shipper 
Commitments

Solicit Railroad 
Commitments

Refine Location 
and Cost

Determine 
Business Model



Identifying Project Champions

A local champion needs to continue building a business case for intermodal service

• Project champions are trusted public and private partners who can continue building a business 
case to engage railroads. Examples:
• Anchor tenants: large manufacturing firms
• Aggregators: third-party logistics firms, other service providers
• Marketers: regional economic development agencies, third-party development firms

• Trust is key: project champion will need to hold and aggregate confidential data and manage 
relationships with multiple companies
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Examples of Prior Development

• Examples of project champions for other developments:
– Anchor Tenants: Chippewa Falls (Menards) and Arcadia (Ashley Furniture)
– Aggregator: Duluth Cargo Connect
– Marketer: Shell Rock, IA (intermodal marketing and development firm + anchor)

• Lessons learned from other developments:
– Don’t assume “build it and they will come” – service needs to have sound business case
– Development is a multi-year process – sustained engagement needed
– Public funding is common for facilities’ infrastructure investments

Case studies from this study provide guidance for future work
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Securing Shipper Commitments

• This project sought real-world data through consultations, but confidentiality requirements and 
limited responses constrained the application of the data

• Needed information:
• Expected volumes and frequency of service
• Preferred pricing and travel times
• Specific lanes need to be identified, for engagement with other Class I railroads

The TLC model shows demand for service, but firmer, specific 
commitments are needed to engage railroads
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Next Steps

• Connecting with other stakeholders who have been 
successful in the development of their intermodal freight 
facility.  

• Building a coalition to assist with the implementation of 
the study. 

• Hiring a logistics firm or a consultant to narrow down the 
location and work with companies that may be interested 
in the development of a possible facility. 

Collaboration between partner organizations will be a critical 
component to the implementation of this study 



Thank You!

Melissa Kraemer-Badtke
Executive Director – East Central Wisconsin Regional Planning Commission
mbadtke@ecwrpc.org

Eric Oberhart
Senior Consultant – CPCS Transcom
eoberhart@cpcstrans.com

Intermodal service has the opportunity to be successful in Northeast Wisconsin, but 
will require long-term engagement of shippers and operators to build a business case
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