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Thanks to a strong U.S. economy, a worsening driver shortage, 
and newly implemented trucking regulation, U.S. supply 
chains are struggling with capacity. To offset these issues, 
“Inland Ports” have emerged as a robust, cost-effective, envi-
ronmentally friendly and versatile solution to this challenge 
—and others—making these facilities increasingly valuable for 
global supply chains.

Inland ports rely on Class I railway lines 

to provide a physical connection to 

seaports. What makes these facilities 

unique is that they are designed from the 

ground up as extensions of a seaport, not 

separate rail-to-road transfer stations.

“Intermodal rail, anchored by key regional 

inland ports, has become a crucial pressure 

release for an increasingly constrained 

supply chain,” explained David Egan, global 

head of industrial and logistics research, 

CBRE. “These locations allow shippers to 

quickly and cheaply move containers away 

from seaports and into the supply chain.”

Free from the geographic limitations of 

a seaport, inland ports can be located 

where they provide the greatest benefits 

to shippers. To maximize the cost 

effectiveness of the rail leg, inland ports 

tend to be located between 150 and 250 

miles from the maritime port — miles 

that don’t have to be traversed by trucks 

on congested roads. In fact, the port 

operator typically takes care of the rail 

transfer of containers from the port to 

the inland port, where U.S. Customs 

processing can often be done.

The benefits of using inland ports are 

numerous — as will be detailed in the  

ollowing sections — but they are also inter-

twined. The opportunity for cost savings 

in particular is threaded throughout, 

although it is dependent on the choices 

shippers make to realize their individual 

business goals. 
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INLAND HUBS TAKE A LOAD OFF SHIPPERS

One of the key reasons for having an 

inland port is to expedite the movement 

of containers to and from customers. 

While they tend to be located outside 

metropolitan areas where real estate 

costs are lower, inland ports are 

situated close to highways that serve 

major cities, as well as businesses and 

distribution centers in suburban and 

exurban areas. 

“Inland ports are a projection of the 

seaport, capable of reaching a greater 

number of shippers and receivers,” 

explained Paul Bingham, director of 

maritime and trade consultants, Hackett 

Associates. “Coupled with rail operations 

that provide economies of scale, inland 

ports lead to lower costs to and from 

the seaport,” he added. These savings 

ultimately can be passed on to shippers.

Because years of research and planning 

goes into the selection of the site, an 

inland port can become the anchor of a 

new business center, attracting compa-

nies that want to take advantage of the 

logistical infrastructure and maximize 

their cost savings. It’s also possible that 

the location of a large customer, such as 

BMW or Harbor Freight Tools, will influ-

ence the siting of the inland port.

Inland ports are a projection 
of the seaport, capable of 
reaching a greater number 
of shippers and receivers. 
Coupled with rail operations 
that provide economies of 
scale, inland ports lead to lower 
costs to and from the seaport.”
Paul Bingham, director of maritime and 
trade consultants, Hackett Associates
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Himatsingka America manufactures 

and distributes home textile products 

in Asia, Europe, and North and South 

America. The company features licenses 

such as Calvin Klein Home, Tommy 

Hilfiger Home, Copperfit and Barbara 

Barry, and it is a supplier to major 

retailers’ private-label programs.

Headquartered in New York City, 

Himatsingka America’s main U.S. East 

Coast distribution center is located in 

Spartanburg, South Carolina. It originally 

used the Port of Charleston and adjacent 

ports of entry for its goods arriving from 

manufacturing facilities in India and 

China. The Supply Chain Authority Team 

of the South Carolina Ports Authority 

(SCPA) reviewed Himatsingka’s inbound 

container shipping services and devel-

oped a new intermodal solution designed 

to add value and expedite freight moves. 

A core element of the recommendation 

was for Himatsingka to have its ship-

ments moved from the marine terminal 

to Inland Port Greer, just a short 

distance from the company’s distribution 

center. “The move significantly reduced 

truck miles and the related challenges of 

truck capacity while providing flexibility 

and ease of access for drayage. The 

value of using Inland Port Greer for 

our intermodal needs is a savings of 

approximately $150 per container,” said 

Shivakumar Basavanahally, director of 

supply chain operations at Himatsingka 

in Spartanburg.

The move significantly 
reduced truck miles and the 
related challenges of truck 
capacity while providing 
flexibility and ease of access 
for drayage. The value of 
using Inland Port Greer for 
our intermodal needs is a 
savings of approximately 
$150 per container.” 
Shivakumar Basavanahally, director of 
supply chain operations at Himatsingka in 
Spartanburg
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A WAY TO HANDLE TRUCKING CONSTRAINTS

Supply chain executives are well aware 

of the rising costs and constraints of 

trucking goods. One of the fundamental 

causes, a shortage of drivers, will take 

time to work itself out, even though the 

trucking industry is aggressively working 

to find innovative solutions to the 

problem. With the average experienced 

truck driver aged 55, the industry will 

have to wrestle with retirements that 

drain supply at the same time that driver 

demand is growing. 

The driver shortage has been exacer-

bated by the electronic logging device 

(ELD) mandate, which strictly enforces 

hours-of-service (HOS) limits. These 

regulations are not new, but ELDs 

eliminate any wiggle room that paper 

logs might have enabled. As an article 

in Supply Chain Dive explains, “experts 

say some level of trucking capacity has 

permanently evaporated.”

As truckload pricing has soared, 

according to the Cass Truckload Linehaul 

Index, shippers have turned to rail to 

pick up the slack, driving up intermodal 

pricing. Although this situation will likely 

ease in the future, these hard-to-control 

costs put extra pressure on shippers to 

trim expenses in other areas.
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OCEAN FREIGHT FLOWS 
EAST WITH PANAMA CANAL 
EXPANSION

While container imports are on the rise 

throughout the country, ports in the 

eastern U.S. must cope with an additional 

change to their traditional operations. 

Since the completion of the Panama 

Canal expansion in mid-2016, larger ships 

have been able to access East Coast 

ports, which means that the volume of 

containers arriving at any given time is 

significantly higher. 

“Container imports into the 10 largest 

U.S. ports were up 6.2% for the first 

quarter of 2018,” said John D. McCown, 

a principal with Blue Alpha Capital. “East 

Coast and Gulf Coast ports grew at 9.6%, 

while West Coast ports grew at 3.5% in 

the quarter. The outpacing by East Coast 

ports relative to West Coast ones is an 

acceleration of a trend that has been 

evident since the expanded Panama 

Canal was completed.”

This is one challenge inland ports are ideally 

positioned to address by quickly moving 

a high volume of containers away from mari-

time ports. Inland ports often keep 24/7 

Container imports into 
the 10 largest U.S. ports 
were up 6.2% for the 
first quarter of 2018. East 
Coast and Gulf Coast 
ports grew at 9.6%, while 
West Coast ports grew at 
3.5% in the quarter.”
John D. McCown, a principal with Blue 
Alpha Capital
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hours with freight trains running overnight, 

which enables them to maximize capacity.

While automation is increasingly used in 

seaports, the availability of labor is another 

important consideration when it comes 

to handling cargo. The size, availability 

and skill level of the local workforce are 

key criteria when locations are chosen for 

inland ports, which likely means that more 

workers are available than there would be 

in a more mature, and expanding, seaport. 

In addition to having this labor available 

when their cargo goes through the inland 

port, companies that choose to locate 

manufacturing or distribution centers 

nearby can be assured of sufficient workers.

Inland ports often keep 
24/7 hours with freight 
trains running overnight, 
which enables them to 
maximize capacity.
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MITIGATING FEES FOR IDLE CONTAINERS

Accessorial charges, also known as deten-

tion and demurrage fees, are incurred by 

shippers when their containers sit on marine 

and rail terminals beyond their allotted 

free days and/or when they sit on a chassis 

at a warehouse or truck yard. While these 

charges are designed to keep containers 

and trucks moving out of the port, they are 

dispensed inconsistently and, except for 

2016, they have been rising at year-over-

year rates as high as 90% over the past few 

years, as detailed in Supply Chain Dive. In 

fact, the fees have been under investigation 

by the Federal Maritime Commission.

Inland ports typically offer greater free-time 

allowances than their companion seaports, 

and the rail trips from the seaport don’t 

count toward the time allowance. Shippers 

can also avoid these fees when they are able 

to take advantage of the same-day delivery 

of empty containers from an inland port.

This option has been utilized with success 

by BMW Manufacturing Co., which is head-

quartered three miles from the Greer Inland 

Port in Greer, South Carolina. “Prior to the 

inland port and our major expansions, we 

stored sea containers onsite,” said Knudt 

Flor, president and CEO of the company. 

“The new Inland Port Greer gave us the 

opportunity to store our sea containers 

offsite and ‘call them off’ in a just-in-time 

manner. So if we need a part or a sea 

container to prepare parts for assembly, 

our warehouse ‘calls off’ the container from 

the inland port.  Within a 45-minute window, 

the inland port pulls the sea container, puts 

it on a truck chassis and drives it to BMW. 

We do this several times every day.”

“Having the inland port helps us to be more 

efficient inside the plant,” added Flor. “We 
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don’t have to manage several hundred sea 

containers; the port does that now. They 

deal with the complexity of getting them 

unstacked and trucked over to us. That’s 

their business, that’s what they do best. 

Also, we use our space onsite now for 

expansion, not for storing sea containers.”

Having the inland port 
helps us to be more 
efficient inside the plant. 
We don’t have to manage 
several hundred sea 
containers; the port does 
that now. They deal with the 
complexity of getting them 
unstacked and trucked over 
to us. That’s their business, 
that’s what they do best.”
Knudt Flor, president and CEO of BMW 
Manufacturing Co.
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INLAND PORTS FOSTER 
SUSTAINABILITY 

In response to a variety of stakeholders, 

sustainability has become a key concern 

for manufacturers, distributors, shippers, 

carriers and other constituents of the 

supply chain. An inland port helps this effort 

through its efficient use of rail connections, 

which greatly reduces greenhouse gas 

emissions as compared to trucking.

Freight trains account for just 0.5% of U.S. 

greenhouse gas emissions from all sources 

and only 2.0% of emissions from all 

transportation-related sources (including 

truck, air, marine, etc.), making rail an 

eco-friendly alternative to other modes.

According to McKinsey and Company, 

“The typical consumer company’s supply 

chain creates far greater social and 

environmental costs than its own oper-

ations, accounting for more than 80% of 

greenhouse gas emissions and more than 

90% of the impact on air, land, water, 

biodiversity and geological resources.”  

Adidas is one company that has found an 

inland port with rail service to not only be a 

cost-effective and efficient transportation 

mode, but also one that is less harmful to 

the environment. “We have created a more 

eco-friendly supply chain in the process,” 

says Paul Bartalini, director of U.S. trans-

portation for Ocean and Air, Adidas.

Freight trains account 
for just 0.5% of U.S. 
greenhouse gas emissions 
from all sources and only 
2.0% of emissions from 
all transportation-related 
sources, making rail an 
eco-friendly alternative to 
other modes.
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LEARNING FROM 
EXPERIENCE IN SOUTH 
CAROLINA

Although the term “inland” port originally 

referred to a maritime port located in 

the interior of the country, the new breed 

of “dry” inland ports is a relatively new 

phenomenon that has taken off this 

decade. The SCPA has a unique perspec-

tive on these facilities, having operated 

one of the first inland ports of this type — 

Inland Port Greer — since November 2013 

and opening one of the newest ones in 

Dillon, South Carolina, in April 2018.

Inland Port Greer, located 220 miles 

west of the Port of Charleston, sits on a 

100-acre site the SCPA had purchased 

in the early 1980s for an inland port. 

Explaining how the need for the facility 

had changed over those 30 years, Jim 

Newsome, president and CEO of the SCPA, 

said at the 2012 groundbreaking, “The 

successful growth of intermodal container 

movements in our state and the region 

requires the development of state-of-

the-art container handling facilities in the 

interior able to ground loaded and empty 

containers and leverage the efficiency 

and sustainability of rail transportation.”

In SCPA’s 2018 fiscal year, Port Greer 

handled 117,812 rail lifts. Based on the 

port’s higher-than-anticipated growth in 

just five years, SCPA is planning to invest 

more than $30 million to upgrade and 

expand the facility over the next 3 years.

As a story in Automotive Logistics high-

lights, BMW has been the cornerstone of 

the inland port in Greer. Before Port Greer, 

BMW was clocking 25,000 truck journeys 

a year back and forth from the Port of 

Charleston while manufacturing about 

300,000 units annually. Today, the Greer 

plant is the largest BMW factory in the 

world by volume, producing about 450,000 
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units per year. Norfolk Southern, which 

operates the rail line connecting the ports, 

operates a daily dedicated train between 

Greer and Charleston.  The freight train 

spans 5,000 feet and moves about 100 

containers per day in each direction.

Alfred Haas, department manager for 

material and transportation at BMW’s 

Greer plant, told Automotive Logistics that 

BMW’s use of Port Greer “works flawlessly 

and it has been a very successful project.  

To me, a good partner understands your 

needs as a customer and how they can 

best support you,” he said, “and that’s 

what we’ve found through this partnership.”

The new Inland Port Dillon follows the 

model of Greer and benefits from the 

SCPA’s five years of experience running 

an inland port. At its 2017 groundbreaking, 

South Carolina Governor Henry McMaster 

underscored that “our ports are a tremen-

dously important part of South Carolina’s 

growing economic engine, and Inland Port 

Dillon will play a crucial role in helping our 

companies move goods more efficiently 

than ever before.”

CSX provides the intermodal train 

service for moving containers between 

Inland Port Dillon and the Port of 

Charleston. The new facility is expected 

to convert an estimated 45,000 

container movements from truck to 

rail in its first year of operation. Harbor 

Freight Tools is the anchor at Port Dillon, 

which is located within the Carolinas I-95 

Mega Site; the name touts the develop-

ment’s close proximity to I-95.

Looking ahead, Micah Mallace, director 

of strategic projects for the SCPA, sees 

a promising future for both inland ports. 

“Cargo volumes are growing in parallel 

with gross domestic product across the 

country,” he said. “However, they are 

growing well above market, two to three 

times above GDP, in the booming South-

east. It’s a dramatic juxtaposition.”

Cargo volumes are 
growing in parallel with 
gross domestic product 
across the country 
However, they are growing 
well above market, two 
to three times above 
GDP, in the booming 
Southeast. It’s a dramatic 
juxtaposition.”
Micah Mallace, director of strategic 
projects for the SCPA
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CONCLUSION

The demand for inland ports is growing 

because these extensions of seaports help 

alleviate many of the pressures facing ship-

pers all along the supply chain, including:

• The escalating volume of container 

imports and the greater number of 

high-capacity “post-Panamax” ships 

using the expanded Panama Canal;

• Trucking capacity constraints caused 

by driver shortages and exacerbated 

by electronic logging device (ELD) 

mandates that enforce hours-of-ser-

vice (HOS) limits;

• E-commerce customers accustomed 

to speedy delivery of their goods at 

little or no cost;

• High-priced and limited real estate 

options in the areas surrounding 

major ports; 

• Potential shortages of skilled or 

trainable labor near seaports; and 

• The negative impact of high carbon 

emissions.
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LEARN MORE

ABOUT SCPA
South Carolina Ports Authority, established by the state’s General 

Assembly in 1942, owns and operates public port facilities in 

Charleston, Dillon, Georgetown and Greer. SCPA is soon to be home 

to the deepest harbor on the U.S. East Coast at 52 feet, and the 

Port is an industry leader in delivering speed-to-market, seamless 

processes and flexibility to ensure reliable operations, big ship 

handling, efficient market reach and environmental responsibility. For 

more information on SCPA, please visit www.scspa.com.
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