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MINNESOTA FREIGHT ADVISORY COMMITTEE 
 

MEETING MINUTES 
 

December 20, 2016 

12:00 p.m. to 2:00 p.m. 

 

Attendees: 

 

MFAC Members Present:  

Bruce Abbe, Midwest Shippers Association; John Brumbaugh, Canadian Pacific Railway; James 

Carver, Land O’Lakes; Ron Chicka, Duluth-Superior MPO; Vanta Coda, Duluth Seaway Port 

Authority; Jason Craig, CH Robinson; Ron Dvorak, Lake Superior Warehousing Co.; Ed 

Fairbanks, Advocacy Council for Tribal Transportation; Bill Gardner, MnDOT; Bill Goins, 

FedEx; John Huseby, MnDOT; Shelley Latham, Perkins STC; Dan Murray, American 

Transportation Research Institute; Jon Olsen, Minnesota State Patrol; Steve Peterson, Met 

Council; Phillip Qualy, UTU-SMART-TD; Kathrine Sarnecki, St. Paul Port Authority; George 

Schember, Cargill; Eric Sieve, Council of Supply Chain Management Professionals; Chip Smith, 

Bay and Bay Transport; Tracie Walter, Bemidji Aviation; Mark Wegner, Minnesota Regional 

Railroads Association; Neal Young, Minnesota Department of Employment and Economic 

Development; Dean Zuleger, Valley Cartage.  

 

Members’ Alternates Present: 

John Apitz, BNSF Railway; Steve Elmer, Met Council; Jason Hall, Target; Greg Lane, Midwest 

Shippers Association; Lauren Wallraff, Medtronic. 

 

Guests Present: 

Peter Dahlberg, MnDOT; Tim Henkel, MnDOT; Donna Koren, MnDOT; Patrick Phenow, 

MnDOT; Karen Scheffing, MnDOT; John Tompkins, MnDOT; David Tomporowski, MnDOT.  

 

Staff Present: 

Gina Baas, Center for Transportation Studies, University of Minnesota; Laurie Ryan, MnDOT; 

Dave Gonzalez, MnDOT; Darlene Gorrill; CTS Writer. 

 

 

Welcome and Call to Order 

Chair Bill Goins opened the meeting and led a round of introductions. Goins acknowledged the 

just completed Freight and Logistics Symposium that many of the members had attended prior to 
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the meeting. He thanked the Center for Transportation Studies (CTS) and the planning 

committee for organizing the event.   

 

Freight and Logistics Symposium Reflections 

Gina Baas, associate director at CTS, thanked the members of MFAC who were able to attend 

the symposium for their participation and offered special thanks to members George Schember, 

Jim Carver, Bruce Abbe, and Jason Craig for their participation on the program and to Chip 

Smith for his role in pulling one of the panels together.   

 

Baas asked members for their reaction to the symposium and for ideas on how to improve the 

symposium, including topic ideas for next year. The following suggestions were offered:  

 Consider using notecards to gather questions from the audience for use by individuals 

who aren’t comfortable asking questions in front of others. 

 Encourage more participation by elected officials and their staff, particularly from the 

legislature and the congressional delegation. (Conduct targeted marketing and also 

consider inviting them as speakers when their contributions would align with the 

symposium topics.) 

 Also reach out more specifically to organizations like the Minnesota Transportation 

Alliance, Medical Alley, and the Minnesota Shippers Association to encourage 

attendance by their members. 

 The shipper panel during the event was a highlight for many attendees and it was 

suggested that expanding the diversity of that type of panel to include more greater MN 

representation, as well as size of company and type of goods moved, would be of interest 

for a future symposium. 

 Potential topics for next year’s symposium: last mile issues and international trade – 

status of trade deals and future of NAFTA in light of the incoming administration’s 

positions on them. 

 

Summary of September 30th Meeting Bottleneck Exercise  

John Tompkins from MnDOT’s Metro District shared a summary of the findings from an 

exercise conducted during the September MFAC meeting, where attendees were invited to 

identify bottlenecks within the transportation network that can prohibit or slow down the 

efficient movement of freight. Participants also were asked to suggest performance measures and 

indicators that would be helpful in monitoring the performance of the freight network. One 

hundred and nine comments were collected and were summarized in a two-page document that 

was shared today with members.  

 

The findings were summarized by mode – highway, rail/intermodal, ports and waterways, and air 

– and also included a general “other” category for additional comments. Tompkins went through 

each mode and members clarified, or expanded on, some of the comments and also identified 

additional ideas for consideration.  

 

Highway: It was encouraged that the idea of dedicated freight lanes in the metro area, including 

the use of the MnPASS lanes by freight, be studied as a way to address some bottlenecks. 

Freeway on/off ramps were also identified as a challenge because of the speed differentials 

between vehicles entering or exiting the freeway and the vehicles on the mainline road. 
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Rail/Intermodal: Congestion on the roads in and out of the CP railyard at their Shoreham facility 

and along Hwy 13 in Savage were additional bottlenecks suggested at the meeting. Some of this 

congestion at Shoreham has already been improved by changing arrival schedules and it was 

acknowledged that the issues in Savage appear to be the most problematic during the harvest 

season when large amounts of grain is being moved in and out of the area. 

 

Phil Qualy offered that he has a proposal for improving intermodal service in Minnesota, from 

the railroad workers’ perspectives. He suggested that a white paper outlining a pilot program 

could be considered and would like the opportunity to discuss it in more detail with MnDOT and 

others as appropriate. The idea was favorably received and MnDOT will follow up with Qualy to 

get more details.It was noted that this topic could be added to the list of those considered for 

MFAC’s planned 2017 white paper. 

 

Ports and Waterways: The issue of the harbor maintenance tax was clarified as a need to capture 

a greater percentage of that funding and apply it toward addressing an $800 million backlog of 

dredging projects. These bottlenecks tend to occur outside of Minnesota – our ports are well-

maintained, but the bottlenecks in other places have an impact on freight movement in and out of 

Minnesota. Environmental and other regulations related to the handling and location of dredge 

material on the river system was also identified as a concern. Vanta Coda shared another 

example of a facility outside of Minnesota – the Soo Locks in Michigan – where a failure could 

have major implications for the entire nation’s economy. Funding constraints have precluded 

some major upgrades of those locks and the Army Corps of Engineers is doing the best they can 

to keep them operational with the limited funding they have. The Department of Homeland 

Security has also deemed the operation of these locks as a national security issue, because of the 

potential damage that could be done to the economy if they became inoperable for a long period 

of time. There would be potential to cripple the iron, steel, and auto industries.   

 

Other: The inability to come up with a funding package for transportation within the legislature 

was identified as an additional bottleneck under this category. The group also felt that the 

ongoing argument between metro and rural infrastructure needs at the legislature should be 

addressed and that additional education is needed to highlight the interrelationship between 

freight movement between the rural and metro areas. 

 

Tompkins indicated that next steps will be to map the identified congested and bottlenecks areas 

and then compare that to MnDOT’s current planned and programmed project to see if there are 

opportunities to integrate “fixes” that will benefit freight. This includes utilizing this information 

as part of the upcoming Metro’s Manufacturers’ Perspectives project, to expand the issues to be 

addressed. 

 

Minnesota Statewide Freight System Plan 

David Tomporowski from MnDOT provided an overview related to the development of the 

Freight Investment Plan, which is one of the 30 action agenda strategies in the Statewide Freight 

System Plan. Last year when Congress passed the FAST Act, a National Highway Freight 

Program was included for the first time. This program allocates funding by formula to each state 

to spend on freight-related projects – Minnesota receives about $20 million per year (for each of 



Page 4 of 5 

 

the five years of the FAST Act) under that formula. Freight-related projects are broadly defined 

under the legislation and by guidance from the US DOT. The dollars can be spent on projects 

located on the designated National Highway Freight Network. So far, only the interstate system 

is designated as such within Minnesota. As part of the development of the Freight Investment 

Plan, additional parts of the transportation network will be added to the network, including 

critical rural and critical urban corridors that are key for the movement of freight. This plan must 

be completed by December 2017.  

 

Tentatively, at the March MFAC meeting, Tomporowski and other MnDOT staff will lead 

attendees through a scenario planning exercise that is designed to provide input into the Freight 

Investment Plan and how the funds might be spent in future years. Tomporowski also shared a 

list of freight program projects that have been identified so far for fiscal years 2016, 2017, and 

2018. He noted that for some of the projects currently identified, and almost certainly for future 

freight projects, this freight program funding is only part of what is needed and is put together 

with other funds from local, state, or federal sources. 

 

Bill Gardner added that in addition to this formula funding, there is also federal discretionary 

funding (Fastlane Grants) for freight-related projects that will be competitive in nature.  

 

At the state level, there is formula funding available for transportation projects as well as 

bonding authority for projects granted by the legislature. Having the Freight Investment Plan will 

help guide decisions on when and where to program projects that can have a positive impact on 

the movement of freight. 

 

It was recommended that additional education for MFAC members on this topic will help inform 

the committee’s discussions so that they can provide effective guidance to MnDOT and other 

agencies. 

 

Gardner then shared that the development of the Freight Investment Plan and the bottleneck 

analysis discussed today are examples of two of the 30 action strategies in the statewide freight 

system plan that have been identified for action. As the plan moves into implementation, 

MnDOT will be seeking guidance from MFAC on suggested priorities for the remaining 

strategies. This guidance expands beyond the traditional role of education and networking that 

MFAC has played in the past. He acknowledged that additional issues have been raised today 

including in the areas of intermodal facilities and regulation.  

 

Additional topics proposed for potential action by MFAC were suggested and include: 

 Expand understanding of the supply chain by the general public so they better understand 

the importance of freight mobility and how it impacts their daily lives. 

 Recognition of transportation and logistics as a viable career path for individuals in many 

disciplines; there is a great transferability of skills within the marketplace that could help 

attract more of the workforce to careers in these areas. 

 What is the role of MFAC, if any, in helping Minnesota-based companies navigate issues 

in other metro areas and states? Chicago and Miami are examples where there are 

challenges that impact Minnesota businesses and our economy. 
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 Impact of providing more and better information and data to users of the system so that 

they can plan better and hopefully eliminate or avoid bottlenecks. Can the information be 

brought together in real-time and shared so that decisions can be made quickly? 

 Impacts of e-commerce on congestion and on travel on local streets 

 

Other Business 

Dan Murray offered that based on recent developments and demonstrations in the areas of 

autonomous trucks, he has revised his estimate that it will happen in 15-20 years, to instead the 

next 3-5 years. He suggested that it is a topic that MFAC should explore and discuss in greater 

depth because it isn’t the technology that will hold back adoption, it is the policies and 

regulations at the state and national levels. There is a race at the state level to address these 

issues and we don’t want Minnesota to lag behind. 

 

Closing Remarks 

Goins thanked everyone for attending the meeting, including alternates and guests. He noted the 

next meeting of the MFAC will be held on March 31, 2017, back at the McNamara Alumni 

Center on the University of Minnesota campus. Vice Chair Ron Dvorak thanked the group for 

the time and efforts they have given over the previous year to MFAC and offered that the 

Executive Committee are willing to help members explain to their bosses why their involvement 

and participation is so important.    


