
Q3 2020 National Freight Market Overview

The Q3 2020 U.S. Bank National Shipment and Spend Indexes point to a 
trucking industry, and an economy, managing through a recession. Gains in 
both shipment volumes and spend from the previous quarter confirm that 
many sectors in the goods economy are doing well despite the pandemic. 
According to the contributing economist, Bob Costello, spending during 
this period appears to have shifted from services to goods, which is more 
truck-dependent. One area of continued strength in the third quarter was 
e-commerce sales, although traditional brick-and-mortar sales rose as well. 
Additionally, as households spent more purchasing goods, retail inventories 
were depleted over the summer. This led to a restocking effort by retailers 
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in the third quarter, which provided carriers in those supply chains an added 
boost.

Not all trucking sectors or shippers saw freight growth during the third 
quarter though. For example, some parts of the tanker truck industry 
continued to struggle with the lower energy consumption and production, 
as well as soft chemical output. Flatbed carriers hauling for residential 
construction witnessed strong volumes, but the industrial side of flatbed 
freight was less robust. For example, primary metal production during the 
quarter was off roughly 20% from a year earlier.1 

As total shipments rallied, spending increased along with freight rates 
because trucking capacity tightened during the quarter. Factors contributing 
to the tighter capacity include increased shipment volumes, for-hire fleets 
operating fewer trucks, difficulties training new drivers during the pandemic 
and the return of the truck driver shortage. 
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National Shipments and Spend —  
Quarter-over-Quarter, Year-over-Year
The U.S. Bank National Shipment Index increased 6% from the second 
quarter, which was the largest quarterly gain since Q2 2019. However, 
the index was still off 7.6% from a year earlier. During the third quarter, 
sectors that saw strong freight volumes included e-commerce retailers, 
home improvement stores, grocery stores and residential construction. 
Additionally, inventories throughout the supply chain, especially at the retail 
level, were very lean which led to restocking throughout the quarter. This 
gave volumes an added boost. 

As carriers saw better volumes, including spot market and contract freight, 
industry capacity tightened. In fact, capacity became very tight for those 
supply chains that saw the strongest volumes. Once again, the driver 
shortage is a problem for the for-hire, over-the-road (i.e., non-local) truckload 
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sector. The lack of qualified drivers was exacerbated by the inability of 
driver training schools to train needed new truck drivers because of social 
distancing mandates. This strained the industry labor supply and resulted 
in price increases to move freight. Capacity was tight enough that shippers 
saw spending for truck services rise at a faster pace than volumes. 

The U.S. Bank National Spend Index improved 14.6% from the second 
quarter due to the combination of rising shipments and increases in freight 
rates. Despite the solid quarterly gain, the spend index was still off 7.3% 
from a year earlier. This is due to the COVID-19 overall impact on economic 
activity, which impacts freight.

If current trends continue, it could be a solid peak season this year. This 
includes household spending remaining muted while retail spending, 
especially for e-commerce, continues to rebound.  
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Regional Shipments and Spend — 
Quarter-over-Quarter, Year-over-Year
Apart from shipments in the Southwest, all other regions and indexes increased 
sequentially during the third quarter. However, most of the regional indexes 
contracted from a year earlier despite solid quarter-to-quarter gains from July 
through September.

The Southeast was the strongest region during the third quarter and included 
gains in both shipments and spend. This is the result of more factories restarting 
production, as well as solid home-building, consumer spending and even some 
increased, though limited, summer vacation travel to the region. Freight also rose in 
anticipation of an active hurricane season. 

The West also witnessed gains in the third quarter as that regional economy 
improved and import volumes increased from retailers replenishing inventories. 

Only the Southwest reported falling volumes, dropping 0.5% from the previous 
quarter. However, it was the only region to see an increase in shipments during Q2. 
Additionally, energy production is a big sector in this region and it was down during 
Q3, which impacted volumes.
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gains in both 
shipments and spend.
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The West Shipment Index posted a strong quarterly gain, rising 8.8% during 
the third quarter. This strength came from several supply chains, including 
improved retail sales. Housing starts were also solid last quarter. The 
wildfires in the West have destroyed thousands of homes and commercial 
buildings, which will eventually lead to more construction activity and freight 
associated with rebuilding. However, it will take some time before the 
rebuilding efforts substantially impacts freight. Finally, West Coast ports saw 
better import volumes as retailers replenished depleted inventories. This is 
likely temporary until inventories are increased, but restocking should boost 
volumes during the final quarter of the year as well.

Despite the solid quarter-to-quarter gain, shipments contracted 9.8% from 
a year earlier in the region. Spending jumped 21.7% – the most of any of 
the five regions – from the second quarter, and rose 0.4% year-over-year, 
making the West the only region to see spending gains both sequentially 
and year-over-year.

U.S. Bank Freight Payment Index™
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After having the best second quarter among all regions, the Southwest 
recorded the only sequential drop in shipments during the third quarter, 
falling 0.5%. Compared with a year earlier, the number of shipments in this 
region was off 10.4%. One of the factors continuing to decrease volumes in 
the Southwest is lower energy production due to weak demand worldwide. 
However, truck-transported trade volumes with Mexico in this region 
improved during the third quarter, partially offsetting the drop in volumes. 

The Southwest Spend Index jumped 12% sequentially, but it did not totally 
recoup the 14.2% drop during the second quarter. Compared with a year 
earlier, this metric was off 10.9%. While shipments in the region were down 
slightly during the quarter, spending rose significantly because pricing was 
strong as capacity was tighter.
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The Midwest has been one of the hardest hit regions for freight over the last 
two years, however the shipment index increased 2.5% over the second 
quarter. This is the first increase in five quarters and only the second 
sequential gain in the last nine quarters. Compared with the third quarter 
in 2019, shipments were down 10.5%. One of the factors that likely hurt 
the Midwest during the quarter was the spike in COVID-19 cases in some 
Midwestern states. This generally hurts spending while restrictions are 
in place. Crop destruction from the August “derecho” storm was also a 
negative impact to this region.2

The spend index increased 8% during the third quarter. This gain was partly 
due to the 2.5% lift in volume mentioned above. However, the gain is mostly 
the result of higher freight rates as industry capacity tightened due to the 
driver shortage. Compared to 2019, the spend volume was down nearly 
11%. Shippers and carriers in all regions will have to manage the driver 
shortage in the quarters ahead despite a high unemployment rate. The 
majority of workers in the trucking industry are drivers, so when employment 
falls, it likely means capacity is decreasing. 

The Midwest Shipment 
Index increased 2.5% 
over the second quarter. 
This is the first increase 
in five quarters.
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Like the Midwest, the Northeast has witnessed significant volume declines 
during the previous six quarters and remains down largely due to a 2019 
manufacturing recession. This region was hit hard by COVID-19 earlier in 
the year, but shipments started to slowly increase in the third quarter. As 
a result, the Northeast Shipment Index increased 1.7% over the second 
quarter. However, this index was off 23.1% from a year earlier, by far the 
largest year-over-year decline among the five regions. 

The Northeast Spend Index was strong during the third quarter, increasing 
12.1% from Q2. This was the first sequential improvement in a year, helped 
by freight rate increases during the third quarter. However, it was still off 
16.3% from a year earlier, which also was the largest year-over-year drop 
among the five regions.
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SOUTHEAST REGION
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The Southeast had the best overall third quarter. It was the only region to post 
double-digit sequential gains in both shipments and spend while also seeing 
a year-over-year lift in shipments. Carriers and shippers in the region benefited 
from not only a lifting of restrictions during the third quarter, but also spending 
related to vacation. Travel is still down significantly across the country but this 
region has many summer vacation spots. Though not at full capacity, many 
families visited the beaches in the Southeast. While travel-related industries 
are generally less truck-intensive, this trend did boost the transport of food 
and beverages in the region.

The hurricanes that hit the Southeast also generated freight as communities 
prepared for storms to make landfall. After the devastating storms cleared out, 
more freight was delivered for the recovery. Like with the wildfires in the West, 
full scale rebuilding will take time. Despite the hurricane disruptions, housing 
starts were strong in this region during the third quarter. 

With the influence of these factors, the Southeast Shipment Index jumped 
12.5% and 5% from the second quarter and a year earlier, respectively. The 
Southeast Spend Index increased 18.6% from the second quarter while only 
edging down 3.2% from a year earlier. 
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About the Index
The U.S. Bank Freight Payment Index is a quarterly publication 
representing freight shipping volumes and spend on national and regional 
levels. The U.S. Bank Freight Payment Index source data is based on the 
actual transaction payment date, contains our highest-volume domestic 
freight modes of truckload and less-than-truckload, and is both seasonally 
and calendar adjusted. The first-quarter 2010 base point is 100. The chain-
based index point for each subsequent quarter represents that quarter’s 
volume in relation to the immediately preceding quarter.

For more than 20 years, organizations have turned to U.S. Bank        
Freight Payment for the service, reliability and security that only a bank 
can provide. The pioneer in electronic freight payment, U.S. Bank Freight 
Payment processes more than $28.8 billion in freight payments annually for 
our corporate and federal government clients. Through a comprehensive 
online solution, organizations can streamline and automate their freight 
audit and payment processes and obtain the business intelligence needed 
to maintain a competitive supply chain.

About Bob Costello
Bob Costello is the chief economist and senior vice president for the 
American Trucking Associations (ATA), the national trade association for 
the trucking industry. As chief economist, he manages ATA’s collection, 
analysis and dissemination of trucking economic information. This includes 
monthly trucking economic data, motor carrier financial and operating 
data, an annual freight transportation forecast, driver wage studies, weekly 
diesel fuel price and economic reports, and a yearly trucking almanac. Bob 
also conducts economic analyses of proposed regulations and legislation 
affecting the trucking industry.

Bob is often cited in the news media as an expert on trucking economics, 
including The Wall Street Journal, Businessweek, CNBC, FOX Business 
Channel and National Public Radio.

In March 2010, the U.S. Secretary of Transportation appointed Bob to the 
Advisory Council on Transportation Statistics (ACTS), which advises the 
Department’s Bureau of Transportation Statistics (BTS).

Bob currently serves on the American Transportation Research 
Institute’s Research Advisory Committee. He is a member of the National 
Association for Business Economics and has served on several research 
and project panels for the Transportation Research Board, which is part of 
the National Academies. He is also a member of the Industrial Economists 
Group at Harvard University.
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About U.S. Bank  
(usbank.com)
U.S. Bancorp, with more than 70,000 employees and $540 billion 
in assets as of September 30, 2020, is the parent company of U.S. 
Bank, the fifth-largest commercial bank in the United States. The 
Minneapolis-based bank blends its relationship teams, branches 
and ATM network with mobile and online tools that allow customers 
to bank how, when and where they prefer. U.S. Bank is committed 
to serving its millions of retail, business, wealth management, 
payment, commercial and corporate, and investment services 
customers across the country and around the world as a trusted 
financial partner, a commitment recognized by the Ethisphere 
Institute naming the bank a 2020 World’s Most Ethical Company. 
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