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Suggested Focal Point: Corridor Strategy

• A strategic emphasis on growth of rail traffic into and out of the Great Falls region via new rail served-
business recruitment is essential to propel the Great Falls region to a next level of prosperity.  This will 
facilitate growth of BNSF’s service product in the region.

• Great Falls currently sits on a relatively low-density line of the BNSF network.  This should allow for an 
aggressive push by the railroad and GFDA to target new rail served projects, which might not be possible 
along the high-density BNSF transcon line traversing the north portion of the region. 

•The BNSF served Port of Northern Montana at Shelby could anchor the northern terminus for a corridor 
development strategy from Great Falls to Shelby along BNSF, which runs parallel to the I-15 interstate 
corridor. This should be an attractive feature for industrial prospects seeking the workforce of Great Falls, 
and the connectivity of Shelby or points southward. The Shelby to Great Falls BNSF/I-15 Corridor should 
be branded.

• The Port of Northern Montana is slated to undergo expansion, further highlighting its strategic 
importance.

• In addition to the Shelby-Great Falls Corridor, the GFDA needs to secure proper information on ideal sites 
along the BNSF transcon, especially those proximate to Shelby and to Havre.   

• Branding the corridor could help enhance awareness of opportunities in the region and anchor a 
campaign to secure state and federal funding for development of the corridor.

Great Falls presents a key opportunity for rail dependent industrial development 
along BNSF’s line northward to Shelby.  A corridor strategy along BNSF and 
Interstate-15 is suggested to help build density along BNSF and to encourage 
competitive rail options.
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Suggested Focal Point: Truck Back Haul Opportunity

• Most of Montana’s truck freight moves between nearby states, such as Idaho. Firms shipping freight 
outbound from Great Falls via truck face a challenging empty backhaul and are looking for opportunities to 
secure inbound loads during their return.

• The GFDA could exploit this opportunity to both existing and prospective industries in the region to assist 
with the freight imbalance by pairing those with empty backhauls with those industries needing product 
shipped inbound to Great Falls from other markets.

• Ultimately, the target market for Montana producers should be larger consumer markets, such as Seattle. 
Montana sources a large amount of goods from large metro areas but does not send freight back, creating 
an inbound heavy imbalance and raising inbound rates higher to compensate for empty backhaul.

• Pursuing consumer-focused industries by advertising the discounted outbound rates may help reduce the 
imbalance with larger metros and lower inbound truck costs for existing businesses.

Great Falls represents a truck back haul opportunity.
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Suggested Focal Point: Value-Add Production

• A compelling case exists for further expansion of the food and beverage manufacturing sector in the 
region, at enhanced value-add.

• For example, multiple inputs for beer and other alcoholic beverages are grown within the Golden Triangle 
region.

• Additionally, existing firms such as Pasta Montana, which ships outbound pasta to food production 
facilities making frozen meals, could be an ideal partner for a new food manufacturing further up the 
supply chain, e.g., those making frozen, canned, or boxed meals requiring pasta as part of their product 
line.

• Neither of the above examples are foreign or new concepts for the GFDA, who have worked in support of 
several similar projects in the past. One should note, however, that the data clearly supports this targeted 
market approach. 

Great Falls, with its’ proximate abundance of raw or unrefined agriculture inputs, 
presents a wide opportunity for value-add production.
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Suggested Focal Point: Marketing Material Review

• In reviewing the website, there is a lack of material “explaining” the site(s) that GFDA promotes.  As such, 
the website gives the appearance that GFDA solely markets the Agri-Tech Park.

• The immediate site focus has several components: 
• Improve the site depictions for known and promoted sites and then make that information more 
easily available/searchable.

• Get a fuller catalog of potential sites, particularly in the Shelby-Great Falls Corridor, but also along 
the BNSF transcon.

• With respect to Agri-Tech Park, the website brochure fails clearly to communicate the site aspects that are 
most advantageous to industrial users in a clear and concise manner.

• For instance, it is not immediately clear how the remaining 228 available acres are configured 
• Utilities are present, and the brochure does mention this fact, however, size and/or capacity aren’t 
clearly communicated.

• The pending development of Ponderosa Solutions transloading at Agri-Tech is a significant 
development.  Think through proper leveraging of this development.

Site marketing material upgrades could further enhance the GFDA’s economic 
development strategy, especially for Agri-Tech Park, and others marketed by the 
GFDA along the proposed corridor. 
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Suggested Focal Point: Transloading and Cross Dock Warehousing

• Both rail served, and truck only warehousing should be encouraged or recruited by the GFDA to support 
existing businesses, and to attract others.

• Given recent transloading discussions, Agri-Tech could be a good opportunity for rail served cross dock 
warehousing for existing firms, but also to use as recruitment tools by the GFDA. 

• Transloading, by introducing a new option for formerly truck only customers, will introduce competition to 
the truck via indirect rail service. 

A focus on transloading and cross dock warehousing, due to the lack of modern 
and available inventory, is suggested.
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Suggested Focal Point: 
Corridor Strategy
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The Great Falls Subdivision: A Corridor of Opportunity
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The Port of Montana, located at Shelby, 
offers rail to truck/truck to rail transfer 
capability.  With the development of 
transload solutions at Agri-Tech Park, 
industrial users between Great Falls and 
Shelby could find themselves in an 
advantageous position with transload 
options to the north or south of their 
facility, and proximity to I-15.  

The cross-border connections at 
Sweetgrass, north of Shelby, provide 
further opportunities.  For these reasons, 
a targeted market, and corridor approach 
could bolster GFDA’s economic 
development approach.
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The Great Falls Subdivision: A Corridor of Opportunity
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What does a successful corridor 
strategy look like?
• An inventory of sites (5+) that have 

been de-risked:
• Property is controlled.
• Environmental studies, 

geotechnical studies, 
endangered species, historical 
studies, etc., have been 
completed.

• Property is zoned appropriately.
• Utilities to the site, or a plan of 

action to get them to the site 
inclusive of costs.

• Access to both BNSF and I-15 
has been planned in advance.
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The Great Falls Subdivision: A Corridor of Opportunity

Great Falls Region Freight & Economic Development Strategy 11

What does a successful corridor 
strategy look like?
• The inventory spans the length of the 

corridor:
• Sites between Great Falls and 

Shelby should be considered.
• Great Falls holds the workforce 

key in the region.  As such, the 
reality of workers driving further 
north than Shelby (+/- 85 miles) 
could be limited.  Great Falls is 
the corridor’s anchor.

• Sites need to be direct rail 
served; along with robust 
roadway infrastructure.

• Sites should be proximate to 
interstate access ramps.
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The Great Falls Subdivision: A Corridor of Opportunity
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What does a successful corridor 
strategy look like?
• The corridor should have a target 

industry market that the GFDA 
regularly entertains for new facility 
locations.
• Great Falls, with the abundance 

of agriculture inputs and water, 
might make sense for food 
and/or beverage manufacturing.

• Sites should be appropriately sized 
for rail served manufacturing facilities. 
• Smaller sites should not be 

dismissed; however, the primary 
five site inventory should be 
suitable for the target industry 
market.
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The Great Falls Subdivision: A Corridor of Opportunity
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What does a successful corridor 
strategy look like?
• Communicating the vision 

appropriately to industrial prospects:
• How the agriculture inputs, found 

nearby, and imported meats from 
Canada, could allow for low cost 
and value-add manufacturing 
with distribution to population 
centers occurring via the BNSF 
and/or interstate system to the 
West Coast (California), Pacific 
Northwest (Seattle and Portland), 
and Denver.

• The Corridor needs to be branded. 
Branding could assist with securing 
State and Federal funding for 
development.
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Intermodal-Still Part of the Conversation
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Great Falls is a +/- 320-mile dray from CN or CP’s Calgary intermodal facilities, and a +/- 360-mile dray 
from BNSF’s Spokane, WA intermodal facility.  In the intermodal space, drays of this length, while 
significant, aren’t unusual. Direct rail users could locate along the BNSF Great Falls Subdivision 
corridor, while still taking advantage of intermodal options when needed.  Today, the region cannot 
sustain an intermodal terminal. Volume demand is well short of minimum, and its configuration 
discordant with an intermodal ramp.

Sources: CPKC, CN, and BNSF

CLASS I INTERMODAL RAIL NETWORK
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Intermodal-Still Part of the Conversation
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Sources: CPKC, CN, and BNSF

CLASS I INTERMODAL RAIL NETWORK

Great Falls

Great Falls Great Falls
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31,807 

179,208 

Rail Truck

85% of inbound Canadian Freight Moves via Sweetgrass
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Great Falls can take advantage of its proximity to Sweetgrass, a major gateway for truck and rail freight 
moving North-South between Canada and Montana.

Sources: Google Earth, Bureau of Transportation Border Crossing Data

Del Bonita Morgan Opheim

ScobeyTurner

WhitetailWhitlash

Wild Horse
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85% of Montana’s border 
crossings by truck loads 
and loaded railcars pass 

through Sweetgrass
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Suggested Focal Point: 
Truck Back Haul Opportunity
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Great Falls: A Backhaul Opportunity
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Trucked freight from Montana primarily moves to nearby states in the Mountain region and West Coast. 
Freight using rail and multiple modes moves on the East-West corridor and reaches larger, more distant 
markets on the West Coast and Upper Midwest. 

Sources: Freight Analysis Framework

MONTANA TRUCK ONLY TONNAGE FLOW SHARE 
BY STATE

MONTANA RAIL AND MULTIMODAL TONNAGE FLOW SHARE 
BY STATE

Wyoming: 8%

Washington: 8%

North Dakota: 8%

Utah: 8%

Idaho: 45%
Oregon: 37%

Washington: 17%

North Dakota: 7%

Wisconsin: 7%

Illinois: 5%
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Great Falls: A Backhaul Opportunity

19

The Great Falls region is far from everywhere, creating a disconnect between inbound and outbound 
freight. M&N notes that long distances and low volume contribute to an unwillingness to haul or 
additional costs to shippers. However, these consumer centers are premier markets for Montana and 
underscore the need for finished product manufacturing.

Sources: *Transportation and Logistics Report for the Great Falls Development Authority (Barber Business Advisors), US Census
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2022 FREIGHT RATES WITHIN MONTANA*

Barber Business Advisors note high truck costs for 
freight to nearby markets, reflected in daily rates

US POPULATION DENSITY, HIGHLIGHTING MAJOR METROS OF INTEREST
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Great Falls: A Backhaul Opportunity

20

The Great Falls region has high inbound and low outbound truck rates for large metropolitan areas, a 
key source of inbound goods. This could create opportunities for producers to work with inbound 
shippers to fill outbound loads and reduce inbound costs. 

Sources: DAT, Freight Analysis Framework
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(28)% (15)% 6%

Montana sources goods from bordering states 
and larger, distant markets such as 

Washington and Utah… 
… while most outbound truck flows to neighboring 

states, more so than to the other sources of 
inbound goods

Previous studies focused on elevated outbound rates for trucking to markets within Montana 
and to bordering states (a significant share of Montana’s truck tonnage) due to low demand 
for inbound backhaul. M&N has highlighted a potential backhaul opportunity for filling 
outbound trucks to large metro areas, primarily in the western US.
Truck rate data for the Great Falls region suggests higher per mile inbound rates than 
outbound rates from major metropolitan areas in the western US. This is likely due to more 
freight coming in than going out, leading to a premium for covering empty backhaul.
Outbound truck rates to the Great Falls region (Great Falls, Helena, Havre area), were 28% lower 
than inbound rates in 2023. 
• Twin Falls, Idaho also had an outbound discount, roughly half that of the Great Falls region. 

Bismarck, North Dakota reported a premium on outbound truck hauls. 
Through interviews with Great Falls shippers, M&N has established a lack of demand for truck hauls 
to Montana due to the likelihood of empty backhaul. This contributes to the higher inbound rates.
• Inbound shippers must compensate carriers for the empty outbound haul; low demand for 

outbound weights on outbound rates. 
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Market Population
(1,000s)

GFDA Region Montana

Distance 
(Miles)

Outbound Rate 
($ per mile)

Inbound Rate 
($ per mile)

Outbound Discount
($ per mile)

Outbound Tons
(% Share)

Inbound Tons
(% Share)

Tonnage Balance 
(Outbound: 

Inbound)
Salt Lake City 1,266 580 $1.83 $2.62 ($0.79) 2.2 % 11.1 % 0.2 

Seattle 4,045 685 $1.98 $2.60 ($0.62) 3.9 % 11.9 % 0.4 
Portland 2,508 752 $1.84 $2.68 ($0.84) 2.4 % 3.2 % 0.9 
Denver 2,986 787 $2.27 $2.07 $0.20 0.4 % 3.3 % 0.1 

Minneapolis 3,712 1,008 $1.37 $2.31 ($0.94) 0.8 % 0.8 % 1.2 
San Francisco 4,578 1,194 $1.51 $2.50 ($0.99) 3.8 % 4.7 % 1.0 
Los Angeles 12,799 1,266 $1.54 $2.03 ($0.49) 3.8 % 4.7 % 1.0 
Milwaukee 1,560 1,344 $1.33 $2.21 ($0.88) 0.5 % 1.0 % 0.5 

Dallas 8,100 1,656 $1.45 $2.03 ($0.58) 0.5 % 1.9 % 0.3 

Great Falls: A Backhaul Opportunity

21

The backhaul opportunity exists for the large population metros and could help level the freight rates as 
is seen in Idaho and North Dakota. Consumer-focused industries generating outbound freight would be 
ideal for backhauling to these large population markets. 

TRUCK FREIGHT FROM GFDA REGION TO MAJOR REGIONAL METRO MARKETS

IDAHO OUTBOUND TRUCK 
TONNAGE BY STATE

MONTANA OUTBOUND TRUCK 
TONNAGE BY STATE

NORTH DAKOTA OUTBOUND TRUCK 
TONNAGE BY STATE

Montana primarily trucks out to nearby, low population 
states…

…while Idaho and North Dakota leverage their proximity to 
large markets
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Suggested Focal Point: 
Value-Added Production
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Food Manufacturing Opportunity
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The unique agriculture products surrounding the Great Falls region offer a competitive advantage that 
should be leveraged wherever possible.

Sources: US Department of Agriculture, Bureau of Labor Statistics;1County data not disclosed for all counties. 
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The Great Falls region is an agricultural 
powerhouse with robust supply of grain, unique 
oilseeds, specialty crops and livestock. 
Montana produces lentils, mustard, peas, chickpeas, 
durum and hard wheat, flaxseed, barley and canola. 
• Montana accounted for 72% and 66% of US lentils 

and mustard production, respectively, in 2022.
Montana has more beef cattle than residents, 
supporting the state’s meat processing industry.
Given that Montana’s other prominent industries 
such as mining and forest products concentrate 
elsewhere, Great Falls could benefit from 
continued focus on the agriculture sector.
The Great Falls region anchors the state’s agricultural 
sector. Crop farms blanket the northern counties of 
the Great Falls region while cattle ranches are 
prominent to the east. 
• Rail lines serve elevators throughout the area, 

carrying wheat and other crops to domestic users 
and ports for export

Competitive advantages in agriculture should be 
leveraged wherever possible to attract 
businesses higher up on the agriculture / food 
value-added chain.
Neighboring Idaho and North Dakota produce many 
similar agriculture products, creating competition for 
attracting food manufacturers. 
Great Falls could benefit from highlighting unique 
supply of specialty crops, such as lentils, mustard, 
peas, that could complement other prominent 
agriculture products and industries, such as harder 
wheats, barley, canola and meat. 
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Food Manufacturing Opportunity

24

Industries that process agriculture products or combine intermediate agriculture products into finished 
goods may be well suited to take advantage of the backhaul opportunity. 

VAN AND REEFER RATES

OPERATORS IN THE REGION TO BE SUPPORTED / COMPLEMENTED
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Malteurop Barley Malt Commercial brewery

General Mills Wheat Flour Baked goods, pastas

Pasta Montana Flour Pasta Canned soup, noodles with vegetables

Montana Specialty Mills Canola Specialty Canola Oil Condiments, sauces, frozen food inputs

Friesen Foods Livestock Meat, Other Foods Canned meat with pasta, vegetables, soup

Montana Egg Livestock Eggs Frozen food products, protein with vegetables

Per mile outbound truck rates to large metros for dry van 
and reefer are lower than inbound rates. 
Outbound dry van and reefer rates are 38% and 20% lower than 
inbound rates for the Great Falls region. 
M&N expects an imbalance in freight to contribute to this 
discount. Freight Analysis Framework data suggests that three 
times as much food product comes into Montana by truck than 
goes out.
• Idaho is the largest source and destination for Montana’s 

food products. Washington, Utah and California also appear 
to supply food to Montana, while the state’s goods primarily 
flow to the Midwest, suggesting an imbalance.

Discounts on outbound dry vans and reefers suggest a potential 
backhaul opportunity for food products to the West Coast.
The Great Falls region has several agriculture product 
processors but limited finished food product manufacturing.
Malteurop and Montana Specialty Mills process Montana’s 
unique supply of barley and canola into intermediate goods. 
General Mills and Pasta Montana exemplify higher value-added 
manufacturing. General Mills processes wheat into flour which 
Pasta Montana then uses to produce pasta products. 
Livestock does not appear to have reached higher levels of the 
supply chain. 
Great Falls could benefit from supporting industries that 
combine the available intermediate goods into finished 
product. 
Industries that combine existing intermediate goods and can 
easily transport goods may be ideal targets. A canning facility 
could make long distance transport less costly. 
• Canned soups and pastas can combine flour, meat and 

vegetables into a canned, preserved product. 
• Commercial breweries may benefit from the region’s barley 

and malt supply.
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Suggested Focal Point: 
Marketing Material Review
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Marketing Material Review

26

While the GFDA has produced sleek and modern marketing material for Agri-Tech Park, the current material fails to convey the site’s 
location relative to transportation assets and major consumption markets.   A sample marketing brochure, shown below, has been 
created to convey the site’s attributes and, perhaps most importantly, its’ location.  The GFDA should make it immediately clear where 
Agri-Tech Park, and Great Falls for that matter, is in relation to major consumption markets in the western US and Canada.

Great Falls Region Freight & Economic Development Strategy
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Suggested Focal Point: 
Transloading and Cross Dock Warehousing

Great Falls Region Freight & Economic Development Strategy 27



Moffatt & Nichol 

Transloading & Cross Dock Warehousing

28

Given recent transload related developments at Agri-Tech Park, the GFDA might consider a concerted effort to secure related 
investments.  Given the current lack of inventory in the market, a focused recruitment of warehousing, both rail served cross docks 
and non rail, into Agri-Tech Park would allow for non direct rail users to have the option.  Of note, food and beverage manufacturers 
are known to utilize boxcar rail service to and from rail served warehouses.
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Transloading & Cross Dock Warehousing

29

Transloading, while not the sole solution to the Great Falls logistics puzzle, does allow for more redundancy, resiliency, and 
competition in the supply chain for firms lacking access to BNSF.  Additionally, the increased rail traffic density should augment 
BNSF’s service product to and from Great Falls to further increase the region’s competitiveness. 
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Disclaimer
Moffatt & Nichol devoted effort consistent with (i) the level of diligence ordinarily exercised by competent professionals practicing in the area under the same or similar 
circumstances, and (ii) the time and budget available for its work, to ensure that the data contained in this report is accurate as of the date of its preparation. This study 
is based on estimates, assumptions and other information developed by Moffatt & Nichol from its independent research effort, general knowledge of the industry, and 
information provided by and consultations with the Client and the Client's representatives. No responsibility is assumed for inaccuracies in reporting by the Client, the 
Client's agents and representatives, or any third-party data source used in preparing or presenting this study. Moffatt & Nichol assumes no duty to update the information 
contained herein unless it is separately retained to do so pursuant to a written agreement signed by Moffatt & Nichol and the Client.
Moffatt & Nichol’s findings represent its professional judgment. Neither Moffatt & Nichol nor its respective affiliates, makes any warranty, expressed or implied, with 
respect to any information or methods disclosed in this document. Any recipient of this document other than the Client, by their acceptance or use of this document, 
releases Moffatt & Nichol and its affiliates from any liability for direct, indirect, consequential or special loss or damage whether arising in contract, warranty (express or 
implied), tort or otherwise, and irrespective of fault, negligence and strict liability.
This report may not to be used in conjunction with any public or private offering of securities, debt, equity, or other similar purpose where it may be relied upon to any 
degree by any person other than the Client. This study may not be used for purposes other than those for which it was prepared or for which prior written consent has 
been obtained from Moffatt & Nichol. 
Possession of this study does not carry with it the right of publication or the right to use the name of "Moffatt & Nichol" in any manner without the prior written consent of 
Moffatt & Nichol. No party may abstract, excerpt or summarize this report without the prior written consent of Moffatt & Nichol. Moffatt & Nichol has served solely in the 
capacity of consultant and has not rendered any expert opinions in connection with the subject matter hereof. Any changes made to the study, or any use of the study 
not specifically identified in the agreement between the Client and Moffatt & Nichol or otherwise expressly approved in writing by Moffatt & Nichol, shall be at the sole 
risk of the party making such changes or adopting such use.
This document was prepared solely for the use by the Client. No party may rely on this report except the Client or a party so authorized by Moffatt & Nichol in writing 
(including, without limitation, in the form of a reliance letter). Any party who is entitled to rely on this document may do so only on the document in its entirety and not on 
any excerpt or summary. Entitlement to rely upon this document is conditioned upon the entitled party accepting full responsibility and not holding Moffatt & Nichol liable 
in any way for any impacts on the forecasts or the earnings from the Project resulting from changes in "external" factors such as changes in government policy, in the 
pricing of commodities and materials, price levels generally, competitive alternatives to the project, the behavior of consumers or competitors and changes in the owners’ 
policies affecting the operation of their projects.
This document may include “forward-looking statements”. These statements relate to Moffatt & Nichol’s expectations, beliefs, intentions or strategies regarding the 
future. These statements may be identified by the use of words like “anticipate,” “believe,” “estimate,” “expect,” “intend,” “may,” “plan,” “project,” “will,” “should,” “seek,” 
and similar expressions. The forward-looking statements reflect Moffatt & Nichol’s views and assumptions with respect to future events as of the date of this study and 
are subject to future economic conditions, and other risks and uncertainties. Actual and future results and trends could differ materially from those set forth in such 
statements due to various factors, including, without limitation, those discussed in this study. These factors are beyond Moffatt & Nichol’s ability to control or predict. 
Accordingly, Moffatt & Nichol makes no warranty or representation that any of the projected values or results contained in this study will actually be achieved.
This study is qualified in its entirety by, and should be considered in light of, these limitations, conditions and considerations.
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Moffatt & Nichol Freight & Economic Development. 
1201 Peachtree Street Northeast, Suite 1106
Atlanta, GA 30361
(404) 205-8530
fecdev@moffattnichol.com
moffattnichol.com
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