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text, tables, and graphics are Copyright © 2003 Michael Dempsey. 

The author would like to thank the following individuals whose help was 
instrumental in the formation of this report: Dr. Margaret Dewar; Eric 
Dueweke; Karen Kavanaugh; John Kerr; Jonathan Levine; Steven T. Olinek; 
and Kevin O’Malley.   



`

PAGE ii

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

2 CHAPTER ONE: BACKGROUND 

18 CHAPTER TWO: MARINE FREIGHT 

46 CHAPTER THREE: LOCATION ANALYSIS 

58 CHAPTER FOUR: SITE ANALYSES 

59     SITE 1: DMT 

73     SITE 2: HARRIDON 

87      SITE 3: COKE 

98 RECOMMENDATIONS 

100 REFERENCES 



OVERVIEW

PAGE 1

This report presents the case for developing modern tri-modal infrastructure 
for freight transportation in Metropolitan Detroit – infrastructure that 
integrates all three modes of marine-, rail-, and road-based shipping.  The 
report is conceived as a reaction to efforts that are presently underway to 
upgrade the metropolitan region’s transportation infrastructure.  Prominent 
among these efforts is the issue of the Detroit Intermodal Freight Terminal: 
The Michigan Department of Transportation has proposed creating a 
intermodal facility in Southwest Detroit to consolidate the majority of the 
region’s rail- and truck-based intermodal freight at a single, large-scale 
facility.

Although the proposal for the DIFT offers ostensible benefits for the 
region, this report asserts that the current DIFT scenario is flawed because it 
fails to take into account the important marine mode of freight transportation.  
Marine transportation is integral to the global intermodal freight market, and 
this report aims to demonstrate why and how any modernization of 
Metropolitan Detroit’s freight transportation network should include a central 
marine component.  In Chapter One “Background”, the report reviews events 
within the DIFT scenario to provide the necessary background for the present 
investigation.  Chapter Two “Marine Freight” describes the importance of the 
marine mode to both global and regional intermodal freight transportation, 
and presents the economic development reasoning for tri-modal 
modernizations to Metropolitan Detroit’s transportation network.  In Chapter 
Three “Location Analysis” the report recommends the Southwest Detroit 
neighborhood of Delray as the location for a potential tri-modal facility, based 
on that neighborhood’s geographic, infrastructural, and land use 
characteristics.  Chapter Four “Site Analyses” uses Geographic Information 
Systems to analyze three distinct sites within Delray that could be 
redeveloped into such a facility, noting the advantages and challenges of 
each.  Finally, the report concludes with a series of recommendations for 
further investigation into this vitally important regional issue. 

This report is directed to the government officials, community groups, 
and citizens who are concerned with Metropolitan Detroit’s economy and 
quality of life, particularly as they relate to the region’s transportation 
systems.  By providing an independent, impartial assessment of the DIFT 
issue, the report aims to broaden the discussion of the DIFT and of regional 
transportation in general. 
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Metropolitan Detroit presently faces a transportation predicament.  During the 
last 50 years the region, which is generally classified as Macomb, Oakland, 
and Wayne Counties, has witnessed considerable changes to its geographic 
form, as large numbers of both residents and businesses have moved 
outward from the central city in a pattern of suburban development.  To keep 
pace with this growth, the region’s roadway infrastructure has been 
periodically expanded and modernized.  At the same time, however, other 
aspects of the region’s transportation infrastructure – namely, its rail and 
marine infrastructure – have not witnessed the same levels of priority and 
investment as the region’s roads and highways. 

As a result, Metropolitan Detroit must presently engage in a much-
needed process of infrastructure catch-up.  Efforts are currently underway to 
modernize the substandard components of the region’s transportation 
infrastructure.  For example, Michigan legislators have realized that since the 
region’s traffic problems cannot be solved solely by building more roads and 
adding more lanes, mass transit is a necessary component of an efficient 
regional transportation system.  This realization has taken shape in form of 
the present efforts towards developing an authority for regional public transit.  
These and other efforts reflect the changing nature of the transportation 
discussion concerning Metropolitan Detroit – a discussion that is currently 
attempting to bring the region’s infrastructure up to speed for its role in the 
21

st
 Century.  (Note: For the remainder of this report, the simplified term 

“Detroit” is used to refer to the 7-county metropolitan region, unless 
specifically noted in reference to the city of Detroit proper or its political 
entity.)

Passenger transportation is only part of Detroit’s transportation 
predicament, however.  Of equal importance as the modernizations and 
improvements needed to Detroit’s passenger transportation infrastructure are 
those needed to its freight transportation infrastructure.  In particular, the last 
fifty years have seen the region’s highway system grow while its rail and 
marine infrastructure have been relegated to secondary roles.  The negative 
results for the region are numerous.  As new factories, distribution centers, 
and other enterprises have sprung up in a more dispersed pattern throughout 
the region, new rail lines have not adequately followed.  The balance of 
freight traffic between rail and trucking has tilted heavily towards trucking, 
resulting in more congestion upon and damage to the region’s highways.  
Marine facilities remain small in scale and lack access to highway and rail 
infrastructure; indeed, some marine facilities that previously had access are 
now disconnected by the closure of rail spurs.  Due to its underdeveloped 
marine facilities, Detroit has been reduced to the role of a secondary port on  
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 Map 01: Metropolitan Detroit’s Regional Setting 

The three-county region of 
Metropolitan Detroit within the 
larger context of Southeast 
Michigan.  Detroit sits at the 
conflux of several key North 
American commercial routes: Not 
only is the region a major truck 
and rail conduit between Canada 
and the United States, it also lies 
along the Detroit River, one of 
the busiest waterways in the 
Great Lakes St. Lawrence 
Seaway System.  
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the Great Lakes-St. Lawrence Seaway System, capturing only a fraction of 
its potential waterborne freight traffic.  Companies looking to locate their 
facilities and operations are well aware of these factors, leading them to 
chalk up strong marks against Detroit.  In summary, the region’s overall 
economy suffers because of its inadequate transportation infrastructure.  For 
those entities – particularly public entities – concerned with the social and 
economic well-being of the region, this obviously unacceptable scenario 
necessitates a timely and comprehensive solution. 

Origins of the Detroit Intermodal Freight Terminal 

In light of Detroit’s transportation predicament, the Michigan Department of 
Transportation (MDOT) has placed a high priority on improving the region’s 
freight transportation infrastructure.  In response to a Congressional earmark 
of TEA-21 funds sponsored by Congresswoman Carolyn Cheeks-Kilpatrick, 
during the last decade MDOT has conducted an in-depth study of potential 
freight expansion within the region.  In particular, MDOT has identified 
intermodal freight as the primary segment of the freight market on which to 
focus attention and investment [Edwards 2003]. 

Intermodal freight comprises the segment of the freight market in which 
freight is transferred between modes – namely, rail, ship, and truck – at some 
point between its origin and destination.  The term “intermodal” usually refers 
to container-based freight; that is, freight shipments that are transported 
within standard TEU-style containers that are now ubiquitous in the freight 
industry.  The intermodal segment is presently the fastest-growing segment 
of the North American freight market.  Although the trucking and marine 
shipping industries have seen increases in their overall tonnage, intermodal 
freight was in fact the only segment of the North American rail market that 
experienced growth during 2000-2001 [Association of American Railroads 
2003:2].  Rail intermodal traffic showed particular growth during 2002, with 
increases of 8.5 percent and 8.4 percent from 2001 levels in domestic and 
international container traffic, respectively [IANA 2003].  In light of the 
growing importance of container-based freight in expanding international 
markets, the intermodal freight segment is often characterized as the wave of 
the future for land and marine freight transportation.  At the same time, it is 
important to note that intermodal freight is not typically the highest revenue-
producing segment within the North American freight market, and it often 
requires government subsidy to operate effectively.  In light of these trends, a 
large-scale, modern intermodal infrastructure is a must-have for any region 
serious about the future growth and development of its economy. 

       

Table 1: Annual Intermodal Volume Figures, 1999-2002 

     

This table displays growth rates in national intermodal traffic.  All 
figures are in thousands. 

       

1999 2000 2001 2002 

Rail Intermodal Activity 

 Domestic Containers 2,206 2,370 2,505 2,718  

 ISO Containers 4,775 5,326 5,416 5,871  

 Total Container Traffic 6,981 7,697 7,852 8,589  

 Trailers 2,860 2,642 2,414 2,346  

Total Rail Volume 9,841 10,339 10,335 10,934 

    

IMC Activity 

 IMC Intermodal Loads 1,670 1,669 1,406 1,374  

 IMC Highway Loads 1,098 1,010 1,026 1,058  

Total Intermodal Loads 2,768 2,679 2,433 2,449 

       

Source: IANA (2002) 
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 Image 01: Intermodal Yard 

An intermodal rail and truck 
facility located south of Fort 
Street in Southwest Detroit.  The 
flatbed cars are carrying 
standard TEU (Transportation 
Equivalent Unit) containers that 
are the mainstay of intermodal 
freight transportation.  Each TEU 
measures 20’ long by 8’ wide by 
8’ 6” high. 
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MDOT asserts that Detroit presently exhibits a competitive disadvantage 
versus other regions with regard to modern intermodal facilities that allow the 
efficient transfer of cargo between trains and trucks.  Although Detroit is one 
of the top ten intermodal markets in the nation, approximately one-third of its 
potential freight volume is sidetracked to regions such as Chicago and 
Toledo for handling, due to the inadequacy of local intermodal facilities to 
handle this traffic [MDOT 2001:1].  Since these other regions continue to 
invest in superior intermodal facilities, the potential share of freight transport 
that Detroit loses to these regions will only increase as domestic and foreign 
intermodal shipping volumes increase.  According to MDOT, modernized 
intermodal facilities would allow Detroit to capture (or more accurately, re-
capture) a greater share of container-based intermodal freight in both the 
Midwestern and national markets, along with that freight’s associated 
economic benefits. 

To accomplish this, MDOT has proposed the construction of a single, 
large-scale rail/truck intermodal facility to serve a large portion of Detroit’s 
intermodal freight needs.  The proposed Detroit Intermodal Freight Terminal 
(DIFT) would be centrally located relative to the full region and would 
collocate the operations of major trucking companies with those of all four 
Class I railroads operating within the region: Canadian National, Canadian 
Pacific, CSX, and Norfolk Southern.  Under MDOT’s reasoning, combining a 
major portion of the region’s intermodal operations at a single facility would 
result in the primary benefit of economies of scale and resultant cost savings.  
For example, each of the four railroads could make use of the facility’s 
equipment for container transfer and for assembling and switching trains.  
State ownership of the facility would, in theory, assure fair and equal access 
to the facility for rail and truck companies.  MDOT claims that the 
construction of the DIFT as a singular consolidated facility to handle the 
region’s intermodal needs would be a significant stride in bringing Detroit’s 
transportation infrastructure up to speed for the 21

st
 Century. 

The Junction Yard Site 

Based on the reasoning outlined above, MDOT has selected Junction Yard, 
an existing rail yard in southwest Detroit, as its proposed location for the 
DIFT.  Junction Yard lies on the north side of Dix Rd. between Lonyo St. and 
Livernois St., near the commercial heart of the Southwest Detroit community 
and in the midst of several of the community’s most populous residential 
areas.  According to MDOT, the Junction Yard site offers several 
advantages: 



`

PAGE 8

 Map 02: Context – Junction Yard and Southwest Detroit 

One of Detroit’s most vibrant 
communities, Southwest Detroit – 
located near the border between 
Dearborn and the city of Detroit – 
has seen considerable population 
growth within the past twenty 
years, the majority of it consisting 
of Latin American immigrants.
Junction Yard sits near the 
commercial and residential heart 
of the community, roughly 
equidistant from I-94 and I-75, 
the region’s two main industrial 
freeways.

Junction Yard 

Ford Motor 
Rouge Plant 

Southwest Detroit 

Vernor St. 

Michigan Ave. 
I-94

I-75

Rouge River. 
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 The rail yard is centrally located with respect to shippers in the 
Detroit region. 

 The yard has been in existence for over a century and is currently 
underutilized. 

 The yard is accessible to all four Class I railroads that have a 
regional presence. 

 The surrounding area is predominantly zoned for industrial uses. 

Several of these assertions have been challenged by various community 
groups and other interests who have pointed out, for example, that 
residential neighborhoods line two of Junction Yard’s borders, and that one 
of Southwest Detroit’s major commercial centers lies just to the south of the 
yard on Vernor Ave. [CBRA 2002:1].  In addition, only CSX and Norfolk 
Southern have unrestricted access to the facility, which they operate as a 
shared asset area (SAA) based on agreements set up after their joint 
purchase of Conrail Corporation in 1998 [Conrail:1].  The discussion of 
MDOT’s analysis is beyond the scope of the present report, however, and in-
depth examinations of Junction Yard’s characteristics have been performed 
previously by other parties.  What is important for this report, however, is the 
potential negative impact of locating the DIFT at Junction Yard. 

MDOT’s proposal for the DIFT would not only dramatically change the 
character of Junction Yard, but would also substantially impact the entire 
Southwest Detroit community [CBRA 1999:1].  The DIFT would expand the 
Junction Yard land area from its current 300-acre footprint to encompass 
more than 890 acres.  In the process, at least 70 homes and 72 businesses 
would be condemned in order to include their land in the facility.  The 
increased scale of operations at the facility would produce an eight-fold 
increase in the number of trucks accessing the yard – from 2,000 to 16,000 
on a daily basis.  Owing to Junction Yard’s location, these trucks would need 
to travel (as they currently do) on local residential streets between the facility 
and the two nearby highways, I-94 and I-75.  This would drastically impact 
the quality of life in the surrounding neighborhoods – for example, by 
decreasing the already-low air quality in the area and by posing major 
hazards to the safety of families and children.  In short, the creation of the 
DIFT at Junction Yard would severely harm Southwest Detroit – which,  
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  Image 02: Junction Yard 

Junction Yard as it appeared in 
1979, when the facility was in 
much greater use than today.  
Originally the yard was owned by 
Consolidated Rail Corporation 
(Conrail), whose engines are 
clearly visible in the foreground.  
In the years since this photo was 
taken Junction Yard’s size and 
scale of operations has been 
reduced and the facility is now 
owned and operated jointly by 
CSX and Norfolk Southern 
following their purchase of 
Conrail in 1998. 

Image copyright © 1979-2002 Gary S. Daniels 
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importantly, was the only area in the city of Detroit to gain population 
between 1990 and 2000 [Census 2000]. 

MDOT’s DIFT proposal thus embodies a double-edged sword for 
Southwest Detroit and for the collective metropolitan region.  On the one 
hand, modern intermodal facilities are necessary for the region’s present and 
future economic health.  At the same time, creating an 890-acre consolidated 
intermodal facility in the heart of Southwest Detroit would produce massive 
negative impacts on the immediate community as well as intangible negative 
impacts on the region as a whole, such as the further erosion of the quality of 
life in the central city.  In light of this dilemma, it is especially important to 
examine alternative scenarios for improving Detroit’s intermodal 
transportation infrastructure, weighing the aggregate benefits of each 
scenario against its costs, monetary and otherwise.  Within this context, the 
present report portrays one such alternative scenario for the DIFT. 

Where Does This Report Enter The Discussion? 

This report fits within the examination of alternative scenarios that is 
presently underway in MDOT’s planning process for the DIFT.  On the basis 
of its substantial shortcomings, the original DIFT proposal for Junction Yard 
met with substantial resistance from both community groups and government 
agencies such as the Detroit City Council.  As a result, MDOT commissioned 
an examination of alternative scenarios as part of its Environmental Impact 
Study for the DIFT planning process.  At the present time, MDOT is 
examining one alternative scenario involving coordinated intermodal facilities.
This alternative would disperse and coordinate intermodal operations at four 
facilities across the region: Oak Yard near Detroit’s western boundary; 
Moterm in Ferndale; Michigan Central Depot in Detroit; and Junction Yard.  
By organizing intermodal operations at these facilities, this scenario would in 
theory facilitate the necessary upgrades to the region’s intermodal 
infrastructure without concentrating the associated negative impacts in a 
single, predominantly residential area, such as that around Junction Yard. 

Although this examination of alternatives represents a necessary 
initiative within the DIFT planning process, it nevertheless exhibits major 
drawbacks.  First and foremost, the coordinated approach with the four 
facilities as described above represents the only alternative scenario under 
consideration by MDOT.  A project of the DIFT’s scale and importance 
should arguably be privy to a wider, more thorough investigation of 
alternatives.  Beyond this, there are several major faults in the alternative 
scenario itself: 
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 Map 03: MDOT’s Coordinated-Facilities Alternative 

The location of the four facilities 
in MDOT’s coordinated 
alternative, relative to the 
regional rail network.  In addition 
to being larger than the three 
other facilities combined, 
Junction Yard is also centrally 
located at the conflux of several 
major regional lines.  Oak Yard, 
Moterm, and Michigan Central 
Depot, on the other hand, are 
comparatively small and 
peripheral.  As such, even in this 
“coordinated” scenario, Junction 
Yard would likely still function as 
the dominant regional intermodal 
facility.

Oak Yard 

Moterm

Michigan 
Central
Depot 

Junction 
Yard
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Effective existence of a consolidated facility that no community can 
handle.  The three additional facilities under consideration in MDOT’s 
alternative scenario are too small to effectively distribute the region’s 
intermodal operations among them.  The proposed upgrades to 
Moterm, Oak Yard, and Michigan Central Depot would increase the 
size of these facilities only a minor amount in comparison to the 
proposed size for Junction Yard.  Essentially, in this ‘coordinated’ 
scenario, Junction Yard would need to handle such a large portion of 
the region’s intermodal operations that it would still function 
effectively as a consolidated facility.  A freight yard of the DIFT’s size 
and scale of operations would represent far too much of a burden for 
any community in the region to be able handle, not just Southwest 
Detroit [Kavanaugh 2002].  Even given such a facility’s economic 
benefits, its associated harms would only make it feasible to locate in 
an unpopulated or industrially-devoted area – criteria which Junction 
Yard, once again, does not meet. 

Lack of demand for a consolidated facility.  Regardless of the 
economies of scale and other economic benefits that might be 
gained by consolidating regional intermodal operations at a single 
facility, the Class I railroads that would use the facility are not 
necessarily in favor of this option [Drake 2003].  The reality of 
American rail freight today is that deregulation, razor-thin profit 
margins, and comparatively low government funding have made the 
industry a viciously competitive one [Bereskin 1997:5].  Competition 
is cutthroat in areas where multiple carriers have a sizeable 
presence, while monopolistic market abuses are widespread in the 
many areas where a single carrier dominates.  A single consolidated 
regional intermodal facility would force competitors to share 
resources, permit access rights on each other’s tracks, and engage 
in other business practices they are largely inclined to avoid.  With 
the consolidated facility in particular, MDOT as the responsible entity 
would need to guarantee that the railroads could not unfairly 
compete – for example, by parking trains in such a manner as to 
restrict the ingress or egress of competitors’ trains at the facility.  
Although MDOT claims that government ownership of the facility 
would circumvent such problems, the issue of whether fair play could 
be enforced at the facility is a valid and difficulty concern.  Indeed, in 
light of these potential difficulties, the railroads may choose to  



`

PAGE 14

 Map 04: Southeast Michigan Rail Network 

Location and ownership of major 
rail lines in and around Southeast 
Michigan.  Southwest Detroit 
serves as the convergence point 
for lines from Canada, northern 
Michigan, Ohio, Indiana, and 
beyond.

Legend

Canadian National 
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Norfolk Southern 
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Ann Arbor 
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continue independent operations at other yards throughout the 
region even if a consolidated facility were constructed, as the 
railroads would be under no obligation to use it.  In the worst case, 
the finished facility could end up sitting mostly empty while other 
yards continued to handle the majority of the region’s intermodal 
traffic, thus achieving few of the DIFT’s intended benefits. 

Lack of a marine freight component.  The absence of marine freight 
operations in proposed DIFT represents an overriding concern, and 
is the focus of this report.  The Congressional earmark from which 
the present DIFT effort stems targeted the study of potential rail and 
truck intermodal expansion in the region specifically, without taking 
into account the marine mode of freight transportation [Edwards 
2003].  As such, studying whether marine freight operations should 
be included in the modernization of the region’s transportation 
infrastructure was not part of the official mission for the DIFT study.  
As demonstrated throughout the remainder of this report, however, 
marine operations are in fact an integral component of the region’s 
freight network.  Marine facilities and their connections with the 
larger regional transportation network must be included in any 
discussion of modernizing the region’s infrastructure.

What Is The Purpose Of This Report? 

In light of the shortcomings in the DIFT scenario up until now, this report 
aims to demonstrate the need for comprehensive regional transportation 
modernizations that include marine as well as rail and truck intermodal 
facilities.  Specifically, this report advocates that the modernization of 
Detroit’s freight transportation infrastructure should consist of coordinated 
operations at multiple facilities across the region, and that marine freight 
operations must be an integral component along with those of rail and 
trucking.  The first part of this argument, that the ‘coordinated’ scenario is 
more advantageous than the ‘consolidated’ scenario, is predicated on the 
concerns that have already been mentioned: Specifically, (a) that the rail 
companies who use the region’s transportation network would prefer 
coordinated operations at separate facilities as opposed to sharing a single 
facility; and (b) that a consolidated facility of the size and scale of operations 
that has been proposed for the DIFT would be impractical to locate in any 
community because of its associated hazards.  As such, from the 
perspectives of both the private entities and the community groups involved,  
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 Image 03: Detroit Port Facilities 

Detroit Marine Terminal facility 
along the Detroit River in 
Southwest Detroit.  This and 
other regional marine facilities 
form a critical component of 
Detroit’s freight transportation 
infrastructure.  The 
modernization of the region’s 
infrastructure must include a 
significant marine element, 
particularly in regard to 
intermodal facilities and 
operations.

Image copyright © 2002 DWCPA 
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freight operations need to be sufficiently dispersed throughout the region – 
ideally to two or more distinct facilities for each of the two dominant Class I 
railroads, CSX and Norfolk-Southern.  Although this report does side with 
these interests on the position that a coordinated approach is necessary, the 
main thrust of this report (regarding the importance of marine operations to 
the regional transportation infrastructure) holds true whether freight 
operations are consolidated or coordinated.  It is this marine aspect – which 
up until now has been neglected in the present debate over the DIFT – that is 
the operative issue for this report. 

The remainder of this report deals with the second part of the argument, 
regarding why and how marine freight operations must be an integral 
component of the modernization of the region’s infrastructure.  To begin, the 
report demonstrates the importance of marine freight operations to the 
region’s economy, both at present and with regard to unfolding and future 
developments.  In light of this, the report recommends making at least one of 
the coordinated regional facilities a tri-modal facility with rail, truck, and 
marine operations integrated at one location.  The report then shows how the 
neighborhood of Delray in Southwest Detroit would be an ideal location for a 
tri-modal freight facility as one component of the regional network.  Within 
Delray, the report uses Geographic Information Systems to perform an in-
depth analysis of several potential sites for such a facility, examining the 
advantages and challenges that each site offers.  The report concludes with 
a series of recommendations that responsible parties should pursue in order 
to further examine this important issue.  By objectively analyzing an aspect of 
the regional transportation issue that has not been sufficiently addressed, 
this report aims in general to broaden the discussion regarding the future 
quality of life in Detroit.
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CHAPTER TWO 

MARINE FREIGHT 



MARINE FREIGHT   CHAPTER TWO 

PAGE 19

This chapter presents the case for including marine freight facilities as 
integral components of a modernized regional transportation infrastructure.  
The chapter begins with a brief overview of the role of marine freight in both 
federal transportation policy and the regional economy.  The report then 
outlines the competitive disadvantage Detroit faces compared to other 
regions that do possess modern tri-modal facilities.  The report then explains 
potential changes to the Great Lakes St. Lawrence Seaway System of which 
Detroit is a part – changes with potentially major ramifications for the region.  
The chapter concludes with a discussion of the region’s choice regarding the 
role it will play in the Midwest and national transportation system, particularly 
in light of these changes.  The chapter is meant to provide an overview of 
what is potentially a massive economic development issue for the region, so 
as to provide a framework for the more technical analyses in the following 
chapter. 

The Role of Marine Freight in Federal Transportation Policy  

Federal transportation policy highlights the important role of marine freight 
operations within the national transportation infrastructure.  The 
Transportation Equity Act for the 21

st
 Century, the federal legislation (often 

called TEA-21) that guides transportation spending, highlights the importance 
of the national marine infrastructure comprised of ports and their rail and 
highway connections.  The realization that marine operations play a critical 
role in national freight networks guides this emphasis.  Federal funding from 
the Act has been designated for improvements to rail and highway 
connectors to port facilities as well as for the construction of highway-rail-
marine intermodal facilities themselves [United States Congress 1998:192].   

In addition, the Maritime Administration (MARAD) of the Federal 
Department of Transportation notes that intermodal access to marine ports 
plays a critical role in the national transportation infrastructure.  MARAD 
highlights the need for effective integration of marine, truck, and rail modes to 
provide efficient transit of cargo and fully achieve the benefits of 
infrastructural investments [MARAD 2002:1].  As such, MARAD cites the 
development of intermodal facilities and connections between rail and marine 
networks as one of the priorities for the national marine transportation 
infrastructure [MARAD 2003].  The Administration continues to focus on 
innovations such as Agile Port Systems concepts connecting marine and 
inland intermodal terminals.  In light of these Federal priorities one might 
expect that, in those states with access to waterborne freight routes and  
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 Image 04: Tri-Modal Port Facility 

A modern tri-modal port facility in 
Portland, Oregon.  Visible in the 
picture are a full set container-
loading cranes, a linear rail yard 
with parallel lines for loading and 
switching trains, and (on the left) 
an arterial road providing truck 
access to the facility.  This facility 
is an excellent example of the 
up-to-date intermodal 
infrastructure that will be critical 
to the transportation 
infrastructure of port regions in 
the 21st Century. 

Image copyright © 2003 Port of Portland 
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marine operations, intermodal freight projects and expenditures would 
include a substantial component devoted to marine operations and facilities. 

The present DIFT scenario is proceeding inconsistently with these 
federal priorities, however.  The proposed DIFT would comprise the largest 
intermodal freight facility in the state of Michigan.  It is arguably the most 
significant project that the Department is presently dealing with, excluding 
highway improvements.  In light of the specific focus of the Congressional 
earmark sponsoring the DIFT study, however, no consideration has been 
given to including marine operations within the scope of the DIFT as the 
major intermodal facility in Detroit.  This is particularly disconcerting when 
one considers that the combined operations of Detroit’s marine facilities 
along the Detroit River comprise the largest in the state [USACE 2001].  To 
better understand why including this shipping segment is critical to the 
economic health of the region, it is useful to provide a perspective on the role 
of marine freight in Detroit’s economy. 

The Nature of Marine Freight in Detroit 

Detroit serves as a node on the Great Lakes St. Lawrence Seaway System 
(GLSLSS) marine shipping network.  The GLSLSS includes all five of the 
Great Lakes and waterways such as the Detroit River and the Welland 
Canal.  It connects to global shipping networks via the St. Lawrence River, 
which empties into the Atlantic Ocean.  Canadian and American carriers on 
the GLSLSS primarily transport raw materials and commodities such as 
grain, cement, iron ore, and fuel.  In addition, the GLSLSS also serves global 
carriers who bring products such as steel to North America and export bulk 
goods and other products and commodities.  The GLSLSS provides 
numerous economic benefits to both the immediate regions it serves as well 
to Canada and the United States collectively.  Among these benefits, the 
system provides an efficient and crucial transportation service to eastern 
North America, owing to its ability to move large quantities of freight cheaply 
and with low levels of related impacts, such as environmental damage and 
operating accidents.  First and foremost, marine transportation is the 
cheapest means of transporting goods on a cost-per-mile basis.  For 
example, a ship on the GLSLSS can transport one ton of cargo 949 miles for 
the same costs to transport that cargo 100 miles by truck or 369 miles by rail 
[Marine Transportation System Directory 2003].  Owing to its wide-ranging 
benefits, the GLSLSS of which Detroit is a part forms a valuable asset to 
North America’s transportation infrastructure. 

     

Table 2: Freight Mode Cost Comparison 

     
This table compares the costs incurred to ship 100 tons of cargo 100 miles 
by rail, by ship, or by truck.  Fuel costs are constant at $0.93/gallon. 

     

Rail Ship Truck 

Fuel Cost (in Dollars) 

 Total Fuel Cost 4,604.00 1,809.00 15,709.00   

 Fuel Cost per Ton 0.46 0.18 1.57   

 Fuel Cost per Ton-Mile 0.00 0.00 0.02   

     

Equivalent Mode Loads 

  105 Cars 7 Bargeloads 420 Trucks  

     

Additional Costs (in Dollars) 

 Highway Maintenance 0.00 0.00 1,008.00   

 Tire Disposal Costs 0.00 0.00 16.00   

     

Emissions Costs 

 Emissions (tons NO2) 1.0 0.3 5.0   

 Costs (Dollars) 200.00 60.00 1,000.00   

     

Total Costs (in Dollars) 

 Fuel 4,604.00 1,809.00 15,709.00   

 Emissions 200.00 60.00 1,000.00   

 Additional 0.00 0.00 1,024.00   

Total 4,804.00 1,869.00 17,733.00  

     

Source: Marine Transportation System Directory (2003) 
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 Map 05: Great Lakes St. Lawrence Seaway System 

The Great Lakes St. Lawrence 
Seaway System of which Detroit is a 
part stretches 2,038 nautical miles 
from the Atlantic Ocean to Duluth, 
Minnesota and includes almost 
100,000 square miles of navigable 
waters.  The system directly serves 
eight Northeastern and Midwestern 
states as well as the provinces of 
Ontario and Quebec. 

Image courtesy of SLSDC 
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Within the GLSLSS, Detroit functions predominantly as an importer from 
both domestic and foreign sources.  In 2001, combined inbound shipments to 
the region’s marine facilities ranked first among American GLSLSS ports in 
terms of tonnage, whereas outbound shipments ranked only 14

th
 [SLSDC 

2002: C5].  Detroit’s imports consist largely of materials and primary 
manufactured goods [USACE 2001: 50-51].  Iron ore shipments comprise the 
single largest category of inbound tonnage at 6.4 million short tons, or 37 
percent of the regional total.  This iron ore feeds the region’s substantial steel 
production sector, which – along with around 2 million tons of steel imported 
mainly from foreign producers – in turn supplies the large regional presence 
of automakers and other manufacturers.  Owing to falling prices in the global 
steel market, a sizable portion of the region’s steel imports now comes from 
foreign producers [Kerr 2003].  On a typical voyage, a foreign vessel that 
unloads steel at Detroit will often load up with grain or other commodities 
from northern GLSLSS ports for its return voyage.  The import-dominated 
nature of Detroit’s port operations has serious implications for the regional 
economy, as will be shown later. 

Detroit’s freight operations occur at five main facilities, all of which are 
privately owned: 

 Detroit Marine Terminal in Detroit  

 DSC in Trenton 

 Harridon Terminal in Detroit 

 Michigan Marine Terminal in River Rouge 

 Nicholson Terminal in Ecorse 

Furthermore, the region is home to several smaller facilities that primarily 
handle specialty shipments, such as the Motor City Intermodal facility in 
Detroit that primarily handles logging shipments.  In addition to these 
facilities, a number of businesses along the Detroit and Rouge Rivers 
maintain their own marine facilities on a smaller scale.  For example, Detroit 
is home to several cement distributors who maintain facilities for self-
unloading Great Lakes freighters to dock and discharge their cargoes of 
cement directly into the distributors’ silos, such as St. Mary’s Cement along 
the Rouge River. 



`

PAGE 24

Map 06: Detroit Regional Port Terminals 

Major regional port facilities along 
the Detroit River.  Primary ports 
deal with all types of cargo 
shipments (i.e. general cargo), 
whereas secondary ports mainly 
handle specialty and small-scale 
shipments.  This map does not 
show private terminal facilities 
(such as cement silos). 

Legend

Primary Terminal 
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Detroit Marine Terminal  
(Detroit) 
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(Detroit) 
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(Detroit) 
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(River Rouge) 
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It is important to note that of the major marine facilities listed above, only 
the Nicholson Terminal in Ecorse has a direct railroad connection (although 
technically, the Michigan Marine Terminal does have access to an unused 
rail spur).  Although other facilities are located on or near rail spurs, these 
lines are either inactive or inaccessible to the ports.  In addition, none of 
these facilities has immediate connections to the regional highway network.  
Although several facilities such as the Harridon Terminal and the Detroit 
Marine Terminal are located relatively near highway exits, trucks accessing 
the facilities must still make use of secondary roads and side streets, many 
of which were not designed for such use and are thus in extremely poor 
condition.  Altogether, public investment throughout the last half-century has 
not been used to adequately integrate these regional marine facilities into the 
larger transportation network.  This raises the costs of handling and 
operations at these facilities, thus restricting their ability to retain and attract 
business and limiting them to a relatively small scale compared with other 
GLSLSS facilities – particularly those in other regions that adequately 
integrate all three modes of freight transportation.  The product of this – 
namely, a fragmented regional transportation system in which 
underdeveloped marine facilities are largely disconnected from the other 
modes – puts the region at a major competitive disadvantage compared to 
several other GLSLSS regions. 

Regional Competitive Disadvantage 

In spite of its relatively large presence within the GLSLSS, Detroit’s role as a 
port is presently stunted because of its lacking transportation infrastructure.  
The Congressional earmark for the original DIFT study arose from the 
concern that Detroit, with its insufficient intermodal facilities, may be losing 
traffic (and its associated economic benefits) to regions such as Toledo, 
Chicago, and Cincinnati [Edwards 2003].  By restricting its examination solely 
to rail and truck freight, however, the present DIFT scenario at best address 
only a limited portion of the true problem.  Including the marine mode in the 
equation reveals the true extent of Detroit’s competitive disadvantage versus 
other regions – an issue with far-reaching implications for the future 
economic health of the region. 

When considering the question of regional competitive disadvantage, the 
operative (i.e. policy) issue is what role Detroit seeks to play as a port – and 
by extension, whether the existing regional infrastructure supports that role.  
If Detroit is to remain primarily an importer of materials and products for 
meeting current local demand, then facilities are semi-adequate.  As noted  
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 Image 05: Lack of Investment at Port Facilities 

A view of one of the region’s port 
facilities that shows the results of 
decades of inadequate public 
investment.  Lack of funding 
coupled with increasing 
disconnect from the larger 
regional transportation network 
has led to the decline of traffic 
and operations and the 
deterioration of facilities and 
infrastructure.  What was once a 
bustling port area at several 
facilities has by now been 
relegated largely to open space. 
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previously, a substantial quantity of traffic is sent by ship or rail to other 
regions such as Chicago and Toledo, then transferred to trucks and sent to 
Detroit.  From this standpoint alone, Detroit’s facilities for all three modes are 
in need of modernization.  If, on the other hand, Detroit aims to be a major 
source, destination, and point of transit for North American freight, then its 
facilities are not nearly sufficient.  Traffic – particularly marine traffic – 
currently circumvents Detroit because of its small marine facilities and the 
disconnection between the various modes of freight transportation – 
particularly the marine mode.  Other regions draw not only traffic but new 
business operations as well, from companies looking to locate in an area with 
quality freight infrastructure that allows them to ship and receive goods in a 
timely and cost-effective manner.  This report assumes that state and local 
policy aims to maximize the economic benefit for Detroit.  In order to obtain 
the benefits associated with both freight throughput and new business, 
modernization of the region’s marine freight infrastructure and integration 
with the larger regional network is necessary. 

Although Detroit’s position as the largest total importer within the 
GLSLSS could be taken to mean that the region’s role in the system is 
proceeding perfectly well, the truth of the matter is that Detroit’s disconnected 
and underdeveloped marine facilities restrict the amount of traffic handled in 
Detroit, thus stunting the region’s economy.  Detroit faces a considerable 
competitive disadvantage compared with other GLSLSS regions such as 
Chicago, Cleveland, and Toledo, each of which has large-scale intermodal 
marine facilities that are well-integrated into their respective regional 
transportation systems.  For example, Toledo and Cleveland together handle 
the far majority of marine freight traffic transported to and from the GLSLSS 
through the state of Ohio.  In 1999, the state handled over 129 million tons of 
marine freight, most of it through these two regions – dwarfing the 16 million 
tons handled in Detroit during the same year [DWCPA 2003:Tonnage for 
Selected U.S. Ports].  This tonnage includes shipments with origins and 
destinations within the respective regions as well as throughput shipments.  
The gap widens even more when comparing Detroit to the Chicago region, 
which functionally consists of all of the marine port facilities in the states of 
Illinois and Indiana, including Gary and Burns Harbor.  Together, these two 
states (that is, the Chicago region) moved over 193 million tons of marine 
freight in 1999.  Comparatively speaking, Detroit is hemorrhaging potential 
freight traffic to other out-of-state regions.  To put a dollar figure on the issue, 
of the $3.4 billion of maritime activity in the Great Lakes states during 2000, 
Detroit accounted for only $365 million [DWCPA 2003:Commodity Revenue].
From yet another perspective, during 1995 Toledo and Cleveland saw 26  



`

PAGE 28

 Map 07: Comparison of GLSLSS Port Tonnages 

Comparative tonnages for 
selected GLSLSS ports.  Each 
circle’s area is proportional to the 
total annual tonnage for that port.  
This diagram provides a visual 
representation of the competitive 
disadvantage Detroit faces 
versus other regions, specifically 
Chicago, Cleveland, and Toledo.
Surprisingly, Hamilton and 
especially Toronto move 
relatively small amounts of 
freight.  As in the case of Detroit, 
this can most likely be attributed 
to a lack of sizable, well-
integrated marine infrastructure 
in these regions. 

Tonnage figures courtesy of  
SLSDC and DWCPA 

Green Bay:  
1.9 million tons 

Milwaukee: 
2.9 million tons 

Illinois and Indiana 
(Chicago region): 
193 million tons 

Detroit:
18.1 million tons 

Ohio 
(Cleveland and Toledo regions): 
129 million tons combined 

Hamilton:
12.1 million tons 

Toronto: 
2.0 million tons 

Montreal:
20.6 million tons 
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and 11 general cargo ships (of the type used to transfer some intermodal 
cargoes) dock at their ports, respectively, while Detroit saw none [EPA 
1999:2-4]. 

Although it is difficult to attribute cause to any singular source, a strong 
argument can be made that Detroit’s disadvantages arise primarily from the 
region’s inferior transportation infrastructure.  Specifically, the comparatively 
small scale of the region’s marine facilities and their extensive disconnect 
from other modes of transportation hinders Detroit’s ability to attract and 
efficiently handle freight traffic.  Detroit’s status as a major receiver on the 
GLSLSS is primarily one of necessity: The region’s industries, particularly the 
automotive producers and suppliers, consume large amounts of raw 
materials and primarily manufactured goods.  As such, the inbound tonnage 
that Detroit handles is bound almost exclusively for destinations within the 
region.  At the same time, the overall tonnage exported from Detroit is much 
smaller than the imported quantity.  This differs substantially from the role of 
competing GLSLSS regions, specifically the three regions named above.  
The importance of port infrastructure on the bottom line of shipping costs is 
highlighted by the fact that the marine leg of a typical container shipment 
accounts for only 30% of the total costs for the shipment, the whereas 
terminal handling and land transportation costs account for the remainder – a 
share that continues to increase [World Shipping Council:1].  Shippers are 
thus highly inclined to ship through regions with modern, efficient facilities 
that save them time and money. 

Chicago, Cleveland, and Toledo are prime examples of regions whose 
capable, integrated transportation infrastructure empowers them in a much 
more prominent port role.  These regions handle large amounts of marine 
freight traffic, not only to and from destinations and sources within these 
regions themselves, but even more so freight that travels to and from the 
Midwest and the eastern half of the country.  All three are major receivers of 
bulk goods such as cement, grain, petroleum, and sand [SLSDC 2003:Burns 
Harbor, Chicago, Cleveland, Toledo].  In addition to the quantities consumed 
by regional interests, the ports distribute these goods throughout their 
respective states and beyond.  For example, in Burns Harbor (within the 
Chicago region) petroleum is transferred from ships onto tanker trucks and 
rail cars and sent southward into the farming areas of the Midwest.  Again, 
although assigning cause is an imprecise science, the argument seems 
strong that the reason these regions move such a larger quantity of freight 
than Detroit owes to their superior marine-enabled intermodal facilities.  
Because of the cost efficiencies associated with these regions’ facilities, it is 
more efficient in terms of cost and time for a shipper to send freight via ship  

    

Table 3: Port Facility Comparisons 

    
This table compares marine facilities at selected GLSLSS ports, 
including number of ship berths and whether each facility has 
direct connections to rail lines and highways.  

    

Facility Berths Rail Highway 

Port of Burns Harbor, IN 

 Burns Harbor / Portage 11 Yes No  

 Clark Maritime Center 7 Yes No  

 Southwind Maritime Center 4 Yes No  

    

Port of Cleveland, OH 

 Ceres/Federal Marine Terminals 9 Yes Yes  

 Italcementi 1 No Yes  

 Kenmore Construction 1 No Yes  

 Dock 22 1 Yes Yes  

    

Port of Detroit, MI 

 Detroit Marine Terminal 2 No No  

 DSC 1 No No  

 Harridon Terminal 1 No No  

 Michigan Marine Terminal 1 Yes No  

 Nicholson Terminal 2 Yes No  

    

Port of Toledo, OH 

 Cargill, Inc. 1 Yes No  

 Mid-States Terminals 1 Yes No  

 The Andersons 1 Yes No  

 CSX - Toledo Docks 4 Yes No  

 Toledo World Industries Co. 8 Yes No  

    

Port of Toronto, ON 

 Marine Terminal 51 7 Yes No  

    

Source: SLSDC (2003) – modified 
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 Image 06: Facilities At Competing Ports 

Crane equipment at a port facility in Toledo, 
shown unloading TEU containers from a 
cargo ship. 

Port facilities in Cleveland, showing full-
length ship berths, cargo cranes, and 
warehouses.

Image courtesy of Toledo World Industries Company

Image courtesy of SLSDC 
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to Chicago or Toledo, for instance, and then transfer it to truck or rail for 
shipment inland – even if the destination were geographically closer to 
Detroit.  This logic operates both ways: It is also more cost-effective to ship 
outbound freight to one of these regions for transfer onto ships than it would 
be to do so in Detroit.  Although Detroit’s geographic location would allow it 
to strike an advantageous balance between time-effective and cost-effective 
delivery for much of the Midwest and Ontario, the region’s inadequate marine 
infrastructure restricts it from doing so. 

There is a clear difference between the scale and connectedness of 
these region’s intermodal facilities when compared to those in Detroit.  In all 
three regions of Chicago, Cleveland, and Toledo, marine freight facilities are 
an integral component of the regional freight transportation infrastructure.  In 
Chicago, for example, no less than twelve main railroads feed into port 
terminals along the lakefront.  In addition, the Illinois International Port 
District has collaborated with the railroads to set up reciprocal switching 
agreements so that line haul shipments can travel to and from terminals on 
lines owned by the various railroads at no extra charge – an additional 
incentive for shipping through Chicago [Illinois International Port District 
2003:Rail].  As another example, Cleveland’s main regional port facility 
occupies approximately 100 acres of land along Lake Erie for its four full-
berth docks, warehouses, and related facilities [SLSDC 2003: Cleveland].  A 
main Conrail shared-asset rail spur runs along the riverfront, connecting the 
port facility directly to the Cleveland regional rail network.  The port’s rail 
facilities are sufficiently large to include two multiple-parallel-rail loading and 
shunting areas.  Ohio State Route 2 also runs near the perimeter of the port, 
with several exits providing immediate highway access.  In short, Cleveland 
provides a prime example of a large-scale intermodal facility that combines 
rail, ship, and truck transportation at a single location.  By doing so, 
Cleveland is able to capitalize on the importance of interconnectedness to 
modern freight operations and capture traffic in all three modal categories, 
bringing economies of scale that translate into cost savings for shippers.  The 
benefits that Cleveland continues to reap are reflected in current plans for 
expanding the port facility in order to add further intermodal capacity by 
2010.  The highly-developed and well-connected tri-modal facilities in other 
regions produce a marked disparity between the traffic handled at ports in 
these regions versus that handled at Detroit.  Once again, although 
attempting to assign cause must be imprecise, the small scale and 
disconnected nature of Detroit’s facilities – particularly its marine facilities – 
seems largely responsible for this disparity. 
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 Map 08: Cleveland Port Facilities 

Map of Cleveland port area along 
Lake Erie at the Cuyahoga River, 
showing planned and in-progress 
developments as well as current 
facilities.  Cleveland’s port 
collocates all three modes of 
freight transportation, with a 
major CSX rail spur running 
through the length of the port 
area and the Ohio Route 2 
freeway passing through the 
immediate vicinity. 
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As an aside, the minimal state of marine operations in Detroit today is a 
relatively recent phenomenon.  The city of Detroit’s founding in 1701 was 
based on its strategic location at the conflux of both land and waterborne 
commercial routes.  The marine factor has always been large in Detroit’s 
economy; shipping industries as well as ship construction and repair were 
major segments of the regional economy up until the first half of the 20

th

Century.  A cursory glance at any historical aerial photograph as recently as 
the 1950s shows a bustling waterfront with truck and rail yards shifting freight 
to and from ships.  A full discussion of the policies and political choices that 
have resulted in the present state of disconnected and underdeveloped 
marine infrastructure lies outside the scope of this report.  What is relevant 
and important, however, is that Detroit has lost and continues to lose ground 
to competing regions.  Correcting this disadvantage should be a major 
regional priority, attainable by upgrading and integrating the region’s 
intermodal facilities – with marine facilities being an integral part of that effort. 

In summary, this report argues that Detroit’s inadequate marine 
infrastructure causes the region to lose a large amount of potential traffic to 
competing GLSLSS regions.  The loss of potential freight traffic to other 
regions is damaging from the immediate perspective of lost jobs and 
economic benefits in the immediate transportation sectors.  At the same time, 
there is further detriment from the more far-reaching perspective of 
companies choosing against locating their operations in Detroit in favor of 
other regions with more efficient transportation systems.  It is this exact 
concern of competitive disadvantages in the freight market that prompted the 
original DIFT study.  Including the critical marine freight segment in the 
discussion reveals the true extent of Detroit’s competitive disadvantage and 
the importance of rectifying this situation.  While the problem is certainly one 
of an immediate nature, it becomes even more critical in light of 
developments and potential changes to the GLSLSS in the near future. 

Modernization of the GLSLSS 

Within the next decade, there is a high probability the GLSLSS will undergo 
large-scale changes that would fundamentally alter the nature of the system.  
The basis for this development arises from the system’s need for a 
comprehensive modernization program following its nearly half-century of 
continuous operation.  When the GLSLSS opened in 1959, its locks and draft 
depths were designed to accommodate what was then the majority of the 
world’s non-military ocean-going vessels [United States Congress 1954: 
Sec.3.(a)].  The past 50 years, however, have seen major increases in  
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Image 07: Historical Detroit Waterfront (1949) 
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ocean-going ship sizes – the advent of the supertanker providing one 
example.  As a result, today only a fraction of the world’s commercial vessels 
can transit the GLSLSS because of draft and lock size restrictions, at 26’3” 
and 740’x78’, respectively [Jacquez 2002:2].  These limitations on the ability 
of international vessels to access the freight markets of the GLSLSS have 
contributed to the 20 percent decrease in overall system traffic during the last 
20 years.  On the other hand, within the last ten years alone, waterborne 
intermodal traffic between the United States and other nations has more than 
doubled, with continued rates of growth expected during the next twenty 
years [Bureau of Transportation Statistics].  In particular, the top 15 U.S 
deepwater container ports have experienced cargo growth rates between 
60% and 172% from 1996 to 2000 [MARAD 2002:6].  Because of the inability 
of international ships to access GLSLSS ports, the regions on the System 
have not experienced the same growth.  Clearly, the regions served by the 
GLSLSS are missing out on substantial market opportunities due to the 
outdated and inadequate infrastructure of the waterway. 

The GLSLSS’s outmoded facilities result in a doubly negative effect on 
Detroit’s economy when the region’s inadequate transportation infrastructure 
is also taken into account.  On the one hand, Detroit loses potential marine 
traffic to ports on the eastern seaboard; that is, traffic with destinations or 
sources either in the region itself or nearby, which could use Detroit as a 
distribution point.  Owing to limitations on the size of vessels in the GLSLSS, 
international vessels that cannot transit the Seaway are forced to dock at 
Atlantic ports such as Boston and Newark to distribute their cargoes 
throughout North America via truck or rail networks [Kerr 2003].  This effect 
also works in reverse, with many shipments bound for international 
destinations having to be trucked or railed to east coast ports for transfer to 
oceangoing vessels.  On the other hand, intermodal freight traveling between 
Detroit and foreign destinations via East Coast ports often circumvents the 
region in order to obtain the efficiencies and cost benefits of using other 
regions’ intermodal facilities, as previously noted.  For example, due to the 
inadequate facilities in Detroit, it is typically cheaper for cargo to be railed 
from the East Cost to Chicago, switched to truck, and then trucked to its 
destination in Detroit, as opposed to being railed directly into Detroit.  
Furthermore, the limited size and disconnected nature of Detroit’s marine 
facilities prompts most international vessels that are able to transit the 
Seaway to call on other ports such as Chicago or Cleveland in order to 
distribute their cargoes throughout the Midwest, the eastern United States, 
and the entire continent, in order to obtain both cost and time benefits.  As  
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Image 08: Outdated GLSLSS Infrastructure 

The Soo Locks in Sault Ste. Marie.  
The locks are barely able to fit the 
majority of freight-bearing ships that 
transit the channel, such as the Great 
Lakes freighters shown in the image.  
At 740’ by 78’, and with draught 
depths of only 26’ 3”, these and other 
GLSLSS locks are much too small to 
handle Panamax-size international 
ships (951’ by 106’ with 39’ 4” 
draughts).  Continuous use over 50-
plus years has also degraded the 
condition of the existing lock 
infrastructure.  Modernization options 
from the Army Corps of Engineers’ 
study include widening the overall 
channel or combining the each of the 
two one-way locks into a single, 
larger lock. 

Image courtesy of US Army Corps of Engineers 
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such, Detroit’s loss of potential freight traffic and its associated economic 
benefits is even greater than that of other GLSLSS ports. 

Modernizing the GLSLSS is thus not only an issue of maximizing the 
usefulness of the system, but also one of economic benefit for GLSLSS 
regions.  In light of the severe and immediate nature of the problem, the 
governments of both Canada and the United States have demonstrated their 
commitment to overcoming this shortfall in the GLSLSS.  Currently the two 
nations are in the initial stages of examining the benefits and the feasibility of 
a large-scale modernization of the GLSLSS.  Essentially, the issue at hand 
revolves around whether modernized the system in order to facilitate the 
transit of a greater number of international vessels would in fact allow the 
GLSLSS to capture a greater share of the international traffic that it has been 
missing out on.  While it is presently unknown how much more traffic might 
be attracted to the GLSLSS as a result of such a modernization, the 
argument seems strong that immediate global access to the markets of the 
GLSLSS would yield considerable economic benefits. 

With these possible changes to the GLSLSS on the horizon, the next 
several years will be a critical time for Detroit.  The first stage of the GLSLSS 
modernization inquiry consists of a $20 million, 5-year feasibility study by the 
U.S. Army Corps of Engineers jointly financed by Canada and the United 
States.  The first phase of this study, called the Great Lakes Navigation 
System Review, has already identified a potential $1.51 billion in annual 
savings as a result of modernizations, $800 million of which would consist of 
regional economic development benefits [USACE 2002].  The next stages of 
the study involve further examination of several alternatives, ranging from 
full-scale modernization to no changes to the system.  If the study returns a 
positive recommendation as expected, the next five to ten years could see 
billions of dollars invested in modernizations to the GLSLSS.  Private 
interests have already begun to line up in support of modernizations to the 
GLSLSS, noting that major repairs to the system are necessary even to 
maintain the status quo of current shipping levels [Chamber of Maritime 
Commerce 2002:1].  For Detroit, the ongoing developments concerning the 
GLSLSS imply the distinct possibility that global marine access could be a 
reality within the next ten to fifteen years – a development that carries, 
needless to say, major implications for regional economic and transportation 
strategies. 
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 Map 09: Potential Upgrades to GLSLSS 

Options for upgrading various 
components of the GLSLSS, as 
given in the Reconnaissance 
Report of the Great Lakes 
Navigation System Review.  Each 
Option builds upon the features 
listed in the previous one. 

Option 1: Standard maintenance 

Option 2: Construction of 35’ draft 
and 110’x1200’ lock chambers at 
Welland Canal 

Option 3: Construction of 35’ draft 
and 110’x1200’ lock chambers 
along MLO Section 

Option 4: Deepening of draft to 35’ 
along Detroit and St. Clair Rivers 

Option 5: Deepening of St. Marys 
River to 35’ and replacement of 
Soo Locks 

Soo Locks & 
St. Marys River 

St. Clair/Detroit
River System Welland Canal 

Montreal – Lake Ontario 
(MLO) Section 
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Detroit’s Choice 

In light of these ongoing developments, the central question becomes one of 
what role Detroit will choose to play in the modernized GLSLSS, and in the 
wider global marine network to which the system will connect.  This question 
is more fundamentally related to the nature of Detroit as a regional economic 
entity.  According to classic economic base theory, there are two main types 
of regional functions at the top of the so-called “urban hierarchy”: command 
and control centers, and production and distribution centers.  Although the 
region has for decades exhibited a substantial presence of command and 
control functions in the way of business headquarters and so forth, since the 
start of the 20

th
 Century it has been one of the most prominent production 

and distribution centers in North America.  The region’s role as such has 
diminished, however, owing to global economic trends as well as to overall 
decay in the regional infrastructure, as discussed previously.  For a 
production and distribution center to function efficiently and expand its 
economy, the region’s infrastructure must interconnect and provide access to 
all of the major modes of transportation, including the interstate highway 
system, water ports, railroads, and air cargo facilities [Malizia 1999:100].  As 
such, large-scale, integrated tri-modal facilities are necessary for Detroit to 
attain to the role of leading industrial center. 

Tri-modal facilities that provide the regional transportation network with 
integrated freight capacity are critical for Detroit to benefit from the 
modernization of the GLSLSS.  If the region’s marine facilities remain 
underdeveloped and largely disconnected from other transportation 
infrastructure, then the region will capture little of the increased international 
traffic on the GLSLSS.  If other regions on the system choose to add new 
intermodal facilities or expand upon their existing ones, then the competitive 
disadvantage of Detroit to these other freight markets will only worsen.  On 
the other hand, if the region chooses to integrate modern, marine-enabled 
intermodal capabilities into its transportation infrastructure, then Detroit could 
engage in a much more significant role within the modernized GLSLSS.  
Growth in intermodal freight traffic – particularly to and from foreign locations 
– is in fact driving port facility improvement projects across the country [DOT 
2003:Maritime Navigation].  These regions are facing the reality that modern 
tri-modal facilities will make or break a region’s port role as the 21

st
 Century 

progresses and international container trade dominates global shipping.  The 
question for Detroit is whether the region will catch up and keep pace with 
these developments by integrating and modernizing all three modes of its  
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  Map 10: Foreign Container Traffic 

Year 2002 figures for top 30 U.S. 
trading partner nations by 
continental region, in thousands 
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Source: Port Import/Export Reporting 
Service (PIERS) 
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transportation infrastructure, or whether Detroit will watch itself fall behind 
other regions in importance. 

Indeed, by anticipating the modernization of the GLSLSS and the 
international capacity that it will bring, Detroit faces an opportunity for 
economic growth perhaps greater than any it has seen in the past half-
century.  If the region were to possess modern marine facilities that were 
directly linked to its rail and road infrastructure, then owing to its geographic 
location, Detroit could become one of the dominant ports along the GLSLSS.  
As noted previously, the region currently loses traffic to both East Coast ports 
such as Boston and Baltimore and to other GLSLSS ports such as Chicago 
and Cleveland.  Modern, integrated marine facilities would enable Detroit to 
offer a superior balance between cost-effective and time-sensitive deliveries, 
thus enabling the region to capture traffic from both of these types of 
competitors.  International vessels would be able to bypass Atlantic ports, 
transit the Seaway, and utilize Detroit as a distribution hub to rail or truck 
their cargos across the western two-thirds of North America, offering 
substantial cost savings (and in some cases, time savings as well) over 
having to rail or truck those cargos all the way from the Atlantic.  In fact, via 
the GLSLSS Detroit is actually closer to northern European ports than many 
ports in the eastern United States.  For example, Detroit is 3,417 nautical 
miles from the major global port of Rotterdam in the Netherlands, versus 
3,569 nautical miles from Baltimore.  The distance to Rotterdam is even 
greater from major ports in the southern United States, such 3,909 and 4,879 
nautical miles to Jacksonville and New Orleans, respectively [SLSDC; 
MaritimeChain.com].  This is particularly important since commerce with 
northern Europe remains by far the largest segment of American 
international trade.  In addition, marine freight docking in Detroit would offer a 
savings two and a half days in transit time versus docking in Chicago, posing 
a superior alternative for many just-in-time delivery needs.  Furthermore, 
Detroit’s immediate rail and truck connections to Canada would offer a 
superior alternative to Cleveland and Toledo in both costs and time for 
shippers accessing the northern market.  These represent some of the 
potential advantages Detroit could offer in tandem with modernization of the 
GLSLSS.

The potential benefits for Detroit in this scenario do not only consist of 
import potential, however.  Direct and efficient access to global marine 
shipping could also allow the region to utilize marine freight in order to 
develop a substantial flow of exports as well.  As international markets 
continue to increase in importance, Detroit’s producers would benefit 
considerably from the cost savings of being able to ship directly across the  
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           Map 11: Port Distance Comparison 

Comparative distances from selected American 
ports to Rotterdam, Netherlands (in nautical 
miles):

1. Detroit  3,416 

2. Baltimore 3,569 

3. Jacksonville 3,909 

4. New Orleans 4,879 

Background Image courtesy of National Snow & Ice Data Center
Distances courtesy of maritimechain.com and SLSDC
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globe via marine freight.  In addition to current primary markets in Europe, 
the Middle East, and South America, emerging markets in China and India 
will become increasingly important for Detroit’s primary industries such as 
automakers and other manufacturers.  An automaker, for example, would 
benefit greatly by being able to put a car on a ship in Detroit and send it 
directly abroad, instead of incurring the costs of overland intermediary 
transport to coastal ports.  In addition, modern marine facilities could enable 
smaller regional enterprises such as automotive suppliers and robotics 
manufacturers to access to global markets which would otherwise be 
inaccessible due to the prohibitive costs of overland intermediate transport.  
Overall, developing modernized tri-modal infrastructure could have a 
widespread on the expansion and diversification of the regional economy. 

The effects of Detroit capitalizing on its geographic location with modern 
marine facilities would also affect the region’s role as a collection and 
distribution hub for international freight.  Just as the region could become a 
primary international distribution hub for the Midwest (and indeed the western 
two-thirds of North America, with respect to shipments to and from northern 
Europe), Detroit could become a collection hub for exports to international 
markets as well.  Cereals from the Great Plains, manufactured goods from 
the Midwest, raw materials from western forests and mountain ranges – all of 
these could gather in Detroit by way of rail, truck, and Great Lakes freighter 
for shipment across the globe on ocean-going vessels.   

The benefits for the region of such a scenario are conceivably enormous, 
as it would fundamentally change not only the nature of Detroit as a port, but 
also the region’s broader role in the national economy.  In addition to its well-
known manufacturing and industrial character, Detroit could become a major 
international port and a focal North American freight.  Although this vision of 
a vastly different Detroit certainly sounds far-reaching and rather idealistic, it 
has a solid potential to become reality in light of the anticipated 
modernization of the GLSLSS.  In light of this potential, the Department of 
Housing and Urban Development has in fact recommended that Detroit 
should pursue this vision as a primary economic development strategy by 
increasing the regional capacity for water transportation trade – that is, by 
making tri-modal facilities an integral component of a modernized regional 
transportation infrastructure [HUD 1996].  Taking into consideration such 
recommendations, there is a clear need for regional interests to give close 
attention to what will soon be the immediate need for modern marine 
infrastructure in Detroit. 

In conclusion, this vision of Detroit can only become a reality if the 
necessary infrastructure is put in place.  Not only for the present economic  
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Map 12: Cost- & Time-Effectiveness Comparison 

Comparative time and costs to move 
100 tons of freight from an Atlantic 
source to St. Louis, Missouri, via 
various intermediate points and mode 
shifts.  Detroit offers a profitable 
balance between cost-effectiveness 
and time-sensitivity:
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competitiveness of the region, but especially for its future role as an 
international port in the GLSLSS, modern marine facilities must be a critical 
and integral component of Detroit’s intermodal capabilities.  In order to attain 
to this vision of a more efficient, competitive, and economically healthy 
region, the responsible parties must at present rethink their plans for the 
region’s transportation infrastructure – first and foremost the DIFT.  Indeed, 
since both MDOT and the railroads have not looked at the region’s marine 
facilities, the location analyses that form the remainder of this report are a 
vital demonstration of how the three modes of freight transportation might be 
integrated.  The importance of the DIFT project itself in relation to the 
implications for Detroit of a modernized GLSLSS is why the present issue of 
the DIFT holds such vital importance to the economic health of the region.  
As part of the comprehensive regional transportation network, Detroit needs 
modern tri-modal facilities that integrate marine, rail, and truck freight – 
whether a singular facility of larger scale or a group of coordinated facilities.  
As such, the ongoing DIFT project must be rethought to incorporate a 
substantial marine component.  To provide a starting point for the discussion 
of how to accomplish this decisive goal, the following chapters of this report 
explore various options for where such a facility might go and how it might 
relate to Detroit’s larger transportation network. 
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The previous chapters of this report have demonstrated how tri-modal freight 
facilities that integrate marine, rail, and truck freight are necessary for the 
future economic health of Detroit.  Given this assertion, one of the central 
questions for the discussion of implementation is where such facilities could 
and should be located.  This report now seeks to identify potential locations 
for a tri-modal facility that would provide the land area, infrastructure, and 
connections to regional transportation systems that would be integral to the 
facility’s efficient operation. 

In its original proposal for the DIFT, MDOT asserts that Southwest 
Detroit – namely, the portion of the city of Detroit west of the Lodge Freeway 
(M-10) and south of I-94 – is the best general location for a consolidated 
regional intermodal facility, owing to the area’s central location with respect 
to shippers in southeast Michigan [MDOT 2001:1].  MDOT further touts the 
benefit that Junction Yard, near the geographic and social nexus of 
Southwest Detroit, is centrally located between I-75 and I-94, the region’s 
principal commercial highways and international corridors.  This report takes 
this assertion at face value and operates on the assumption that from a 
regional perspective, Southwest Detroit is indeed a prime location in which to 
locate intermodal facilities, according to the reasons listed. 

Clearly, however, the Junction Yard site that has been proposed thus far 
in the DIFT process cannot meet the needs of a marine-enabled intermodal 
facility.  First and foremost, Junction Yard has no access to water, and lies 
too far away from region’s waterways to be expanded to provide such 
access.  Indeed, locating the DIFT at Junction Yard would entirely rule out 
marine operations, as the rail yard is well removed from the nearest body of 
water, the Rouge River.  The option of dredging a channel from the Rouge 
up to Junction Yard has been considered and dismissed because of its 
impracticality: The channel would cost literally billions of dollars to construct 
and would displace dozens if not hundreds of residents as well as 
businesses [Olinek 2003].  A marine element for Junction Yard is simply not 
feasible. 

Importantly, however, although Junction Yard could not serve as a 
marine-enabled intermodal facility, the yard could still play a role in a 
coordinated network of intermodal facilities.  Indeed, it may be highly 
advantageous to locate two intermodal facilities in Southwest Detroit – one at 
Junction Yard, and one at a different location that permits the inclusion of 
marine operations while drawing upon the previously-mentioned advantages 
of Southwest Detroit in general.  Not only would this retain the benefits that 
Junction Yard offers and allow the facility to be modernized, it would disperse 
operations at the facility to a level that would be less harmful to the  
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Map 13: Context of Delray Neighborhood 

The location of Delray to other 
Southwest Detroit neighborhoods and 
landmarks.  Although the neighborhood 
is geographically one of the largest in 
Southwest Detroit, its population is one 
of the smallest, owing to the continued 
prominence of industry in the area. 
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surrounding community.  Whether or not Junction Yard plays the role of one 
of the region’s coordinated intermodal facilities, Southwest Detroit still 
comprises one of the best overall locations for a marine-enabled facility. 

In particular, Southwest Detroit’s Delray neighborhood offers outstanding 
potential for locating a tri-modal facility.  Loosely bounded by Fort Street and 
I-75 on the north, West Grand Boulevard on the east, the Detroit River on the 
south, and the Rouge River on the west, Delray has historically been an 
industrial area with a secondary residential character.  Delray offers a 
substantial number of qualifications for hosting a marine-enabled intermodal 
facility:

Proximity to navigable water.  Delray lies at the conflux of the Detroit 
and Rouge Rivers, with substantial frontage along both – nearly 1.9 
miles along the Detroit and 2.3 miles along the Rouge.  A substantial 
portion of the marine traffic docking in Detroit utilizes the two facilities 
that already exist in Delray.  From a regional perspective, Delray 
marks the central meeting point of the region’s transportation 
waterways and its industrial production.  This makes it a primary 
option for a regional tri-modal freight facility. 

Readily-accessible transportation infrastructure.  A remarkable 
quantity of both road and rail infrastructure runs either directly 
through Delray or close nearby.  I-75, the state’s main north-south 
industrial highway and a primary truck conduit between the region 
and the national highway network, connects with Delray’s streets at 
several existing access points (i.e. Interstate Exits).  Fort Street, a 
State of Michigan secondary highway, runs through the 
neighborhood parallel to I-75 and connects Delray to the 
Ambassador Bridge service area (and Canada beyond) as well as 
Toledo and other points south.  In addition, a quality street grid 
crisscrosses Delray, servicing all sections of the neighborhood.  A 
number of rail spurs also cross through or nearby Delray, owned 
mainly by Norfolk Southern and CSX.  For example, a major Norfolk 
Southern line runs northeast-southwest through the western portion 
of the neighborhood, connecting with Junction Yard just to the north 
and Monroe and Toledo further south via Ecorse and Wyandotte.  
Altogether, Delray offers a ready ability to connect a marine facility 
within its area to rail and road infrastructure. 

    

Table 4: Delray Parcel Zoning 

    
This table breaks down the amount of parcel land in Delray 
zoned for each major type of land use, distinguishing 
between conforming and non-conforming uses.  

    

Zoning Acres Sq. km Percentage 

 None 190.39 0.7705 12.90%  

    

Residential  

 Conforming 114.95 0.4652 7.79%  

 Non-Conforming 25.58 0.1035 1.73%  

Subtotal 140.54 0.5687 9.52%  

    

Commercial

 Conforming 14.08 0.0570 0.95%  

 Non-Conforming 2.71 0.0110 0.18%  

Subtotal 16.78 0.0679 1.14%  

    

Industrial    

 Conforming 1,068.59 4.3245 72.42%  

 Non-Conforming 59.21 0.2396 4.01%  

Subtotal 1,127.81 4.5642 76.43%  

    

Total 1,475.52 5.9713 100.00%  
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Image 09: Delray From Above 

Copyright  2003 GlobeXplorer, AirPhotoUSA 
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Dominant zoning for industrial and transportation uses.  Of the 2.31 
square miles of parcels within the outline of Delray described above, 
the City of Detroit has currently zoned approximately 76.4% for 
industrial use, versus 9.5% for residential use and 1.1% for 
commercial use (see Table X).  This zoning reflects both the 
neighborhood’s current industrial uses and the realization that it is 
best oriented towards further industrial development, which 
encompasses transportation and freight facility operations.  The 
transportation-based operations of an intermodal facility make it an 
ideal fit for Delray. 

Long-established industrial character.  Delray has seen a nearly 
continuous expansion of industrial activity within its boundaries over 
the last century.  The neighborhood’s riverfront in particular is home 
to such industrial entities as the Detroit Edison Mistersky power 
plant, the Detroit Water and Sewerage Department Wastewater 
Treatment Plant, and until recently the Detroit Coke smelting facility, 
many of which have been in operation for over fifty years.  Delray 
forms the eastern section of the major regional industrial belt 
centered on the Lower Rouge River, which includes such heavy 
industrial operations as the Ford Rouge Plant in Dearborn and the 
National Steel complex in Ecorse.  This industrial belt is one of the 
prime customers for the region’s marine facilities – particularly for 
steel and coal shipments – further multiplying the benefits (such as 
proximity to major customers) of locating a modernized tri-modal 
facility at such a close location in Delray. 

Decreased population.  As the industrial character of Delray has 
grown, much of its population has been obliged to move elsewhere 
in response to concerns about health and quality of life.  Between 
1980 and 1990 alone, the neighborhood’s population decreased from 
8,000 to 5,588 – a drop of more than 30% [Dixon 1998].  City of 
Detroit officials acknowledge that much of Delray is not fit for 
housing.  Although the decline of this neighborhood is certainly 
regrettable, it does provide an exceptional opportunity to concentrate 
industrial development in a well-suited area.  Concentrating heavier 
industrial and transportation land uses in Delray would enable MDOT 
to focus needed resources on the neighborhood’s industry-serving 
infrastructure, as opposed to having those demands on infrastructure 
spread throughout the city and the region.  In addition, such a  
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 Map 14: Historical Delray 

Map of Delray from the 1916 
USGS Geologic Atlas of the 
United States.  By the early 20th

Century Delray’s industrial 
character was already well 
established, with entities such as 
Revere Copper & Brass and 
several early automotive plants.
Clearly visible in the map are 
several major rail lines that would 
eventually make Delray a hub of 
regional transportation; most of 
these lines are still in operation. 
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concentration could offer a home to industrial operations that would 
otherwise pose a burden to other communities, providing a benefit to 
a much larger segment of the regional population.  Since Delray is 
downwind from the remainder of Southwest Detroit, for example, the 
air pollution associated with a major intermodal facility would be 
greatly reduced to the neighboring community. 

Availability of land.  Owing to vacations of property by both 
residential landowners and businesses that have shut down or 
moved out, a substantial amount of Delray’s land is vacant –upwards 
of 25% according to City of Detroit property records from 2000.  In 
addition to dozens of smaller residential lots, several large parcels 
consist either wholly or in part of vacant land – the foremost being 
the previous site of the Detroit Coke plant at approximately 80 acres.  
Furthermore, public entities own a substantial portion of the 
neighborhood’s land.  The City of Detroit in particular owns about 
27.6% of the parcel land in Delray, including about half of the land in 
Delray’s Renaissance Zone [Dixon 1998]. 

Existing designations for industrial/transportation redevelopment.
The City of Detroit has designated much of Delray for industrial and 
transportation land uses.  In the most recent version of the City’s 
Master Plan, for example, approximately 75% of the neighborhood is 
designated for industrial redevelopment, including transportation-
related land uses.  This stems from the indication mentioned above 
that Delray is a prime location for concentrated industrial and 
transportation redevelopment.  To underscore this commitment to 
redeveloping Delray as an industrial hub, in 1997 the City 
successfully applied to have 728 acres of land within the 
neighborhood designated as a State of Michigan Renaissance Zone.  
This designation frees the land from most state and local taxes to 
encourage industrial development [Dixon 1998]. 

Consistency with some community groups’ visions for neighborhood.
Realizing the difficult situation that Delray’s residents face, some 
community groups in Southwest Detroit have conceded that the 
neighborhood should be the target of efforts to spur industrial and 
transportation redevelopment concurrent with efforts to consolidate 
Southwest Detroit’s resources and enable residents and smaller 
businesses to move to better neighborhoods within the community.   
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 Image 10: Vacant Land In Delray 

Vacant parcel near Zug Island in 
Delray, with several unused or 
abandoned parcels nearby.  
Owing to the continued decline in 
the population and quality of life 
in the neighborhood, Delray 
exhibits an exceptionally high 
rate of vacant and abandoned 
property.
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Such situations are always fraught with controversy, and certainly 
the future direction of Delray is not exception.  At the same time, 
parallels have also been drawn to previous large-scale industrial 
redevelopment projects in the region that renewed blighted areas 
while fulfilling residents’ wishes to move to better environments 
elsewhere. 

In summary, Delray embodies what is arguably the best-suited area for 
industrial and transportation-oriented development in Southwest Detroit and 
potentially the entire city.  Industry and transportation are double-edged 
swords: They are necessary and beneficial to a region’s economy, but 
typically harmful to its immediate neighbors.  The neighborhood of Delray, 
however, offers a location that capitalizes on this sector’s strengths and 
mitigates its harms. 

In addition to these qualifications, Delray also stands out as the home of 
two of Detroit’s existing marine facilities: The Detroit Marine Terminal at the 
foot of Clark Street, and the Harridon Terminal along the Rouge River.  One 
of the primary questions regarding a marine-enabled intermodal facility is 
whether such a facility should be constructed as a modernization to an 
existing marine facility, or as a stand-alone new construction project.  Owing 
to the presence of the existing marine facilities as well as a substantial 
amount of available, infrastructure-accessible land, both options are possible 
in Delray.  By analyzing potential sites in the categories of existing facilities 
as well as vacant land, this report attempts to examine both potential routes 
of development. 

The following sections of this report analyze three potential sites for the 
development of a tri-modal facility in Delray.  Each site was chosen because 
of its advantages in relation to the criteria needed for an intermodal facility: 

 Site 1 “DMT”, which encompasses the Detroit Marine Terminal on 
the east side of Delray, was chosen to depict the potential of 
developing a tri-modal facility using the largest existing marine facility 
in the city of Detroit as a base, drawing upon its advantages such as 
existing infrastructure. 

 Site 2 “Harridon”, which includes the Harridon Terminal and 
surrounding lands near the Rouge River on Delray’s western end, 
comprises one of the best sites in the entire region with regard to 
proximity and access to all three forms of relevant infrastructure (rail 
lines, waterways, and Interstate highways). 
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 Map 15: Zoning In Delray 

The City of Detroit has largely 
designated Delray for an 
industrial future, with most 
parcels in the neighborhood 
being zoned for industrial land 
uses (including transportation). 
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 Site 3 “Coke”, which includes the site of the former Detroit Coke 
facility near Zug Island, was chosen to depict the alternative scenario 
of developing a tri-modal facility essentially from scratch, using a 
large area of vacant land. 

The site analyses focus on the land use and infrastructure character of 
their respective sites.  Each analysis begins with a general overview of the 
site area, including an outline of suggested geographic boundaries for a 
“footprint” for developing a tri-modal facility on the site.  This is followed by an 
analysis of the existing and prescribed (i.e. zoning) land use characteristics 
of the footprint and an outline of key infrastructure issues that will need to be 
addressed in order to make a facility on the site feasible.  Finally, each site 
analysis concludes with a review of key issues that summarizes the 
advantages and disadvantages of each potential site.  In analyzing these 
three sites with their various unique characteristics, this report aims to 
provide more in-depth support to the case for Delray as an advantageous 
location for a tri-modal facility, and to take the first steps in identifying 
potential sites for further investigation. 
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Site Overview 

The first potential site “DMT” draws its name from the Detroit Marine 
Terminal, which sits at the foot of Clark Street along the Detroit River on the 
eastern side of Delray.  As the largest marine freight facility in Southwest 
Detroit, the Terminal and its surroundings stand out as an obvious candidate 
for exploring the potential of developing a tri-modal facility. 

The major factor that makes the Detroit Marine Terminal appealing to 
study is the presence of existing on-site marine cargo amenities.  The 
Terminal handles all types of general cargoes, including a substantial portion 
of the region’s steel imports.  The Terminal facility itself features several 70-
foot permanent cranes for transferring loads up to 250 tons; numerous 
mobile container forklifts for transporting materials and containers across the 
facility and onto trucks; and 110,000 square feet of heated warehouses 
[Detroit Marine Terminals, Inc. 2003].  These features give the Terminal a 
strong base upon which to build future expanded operations.  At the same 
time, approximately 75 percent of the facility’s existing land can be identified 
from aerial photographs as open space.  During the shipping season, areas 
of this open space (particularly areas fronting the water) are used to store 
cargo, including steel coils and piles of stone, cement, and aggregates.  This 
open area provides an additional advantage to the site: Essentially, the 
Terminal already has a large amount of room to grow on its existing land.  If 
the Terminal were to be included in a larger intermodal facility, new 
infrastructure, buildings, and other improvements would be able to be 
constructed with minimum need for adjustment to the existing facilities.  
Another advantage to the DMT site is the availability of vacant land nearby.  
Although the Terminal does have a significant amount of available space, at 
32 acres it is obviously far too small to handle all the needs of a large-scale 
intermodal facility.  There are a number of sizeable parcels neighboring the 
facility, however, which would be excellent candidates to combine into the 
footprint of an intermodal facility.  Both intrinsically and in relation to its 
surroundings, the Detroit Marine Terminal facility provides an excellent 
opportunity for expanding marine operations.   

In addition, one of the major questions that this report raises for further 
investigation is how any tri-modal facility will relate to neighboring 
transportation operations.  It has already been noted that MDOT has 
proposed that the DIFT be owned entirely by the State, with private-sector 
management assistance.  Owing to Michigan’s currently severe budgetary 
situation, however, it may prove to be the case that the Department will need 
to bring in private companies as part owners of such a facility.  Indeed, with  
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 Image 11: DMT Site Aerial 
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regards to financing an intermodal facility’s development as well as 
managing the facility afterwards, providing a leading role to private entities 
may be the best strategy in tackling the issue – particularly private entities 
with transportation operations or facilities nearby a potential intermodal 
facility.  This situation arises in the analysis of the DMT site, for example.  
Directly west of the Detroit Marine Terminal is the Motor City Intermodal 
facility, a smaller privately-owned facility that mainly handles infrequent 
logging shipments.  Since the latter facility occupies a prime piece of land 
and its facilities are somewhat deteriorated and underdeveloped, an 
intermodal facility at the DMT site might incorporate this parcel into its 
footprint, while possibly allowing the present owner to retain ownership.  
Incorporating the additional land into the facility’s operations would allow the 
facility to operate at that much higher of a scale while enabling the owner to 
continuing accruing a partial financial benefit.  On the other hand, owners of 
facilities such as Motor City Intermodal may be willing to sell their land 
outright for the purposes of including it in a larger intermodal development.  
Throughout the remainder of these Site Analyses, this report makes case-by-
case decisions on whether to incorporate neighboring transportation-related 
parcels into potential footprints for a tri-modal facility based on whether their 
operations could tie in directly with those of the facility itself. 

The DMT site footprint begins with the current Detroit Marine Terminal as 
a base upon which to build the area for the larger tri-modal facility.  For the 
purpose of this analysis, the footprint incorporates the Motor City Intermodal 
parcel to the immediate west along the riverfront.  The footprint then extends 
to include all of the parcels between Jefferson Street on the south and the 
rail spur running down the center of Delray to the north, starting at West 
Grand Boulevard on the east and extending to the half-block owned by 
Norfolk Southern just north of the Detroit Public Lighting Commission’s 
Mistersky plant.  The far majority of these parcels are either vacant or 
undeveloped (even including one resembling a prairie-like field).  Of the 
industrially-designated parcels northeast of the Terminal, only one appears to 
be in use by a small industrial company.  The footprint also includes the 
Detroit News warehouse parcel just east of the Detroit Marine Terminal, 
which the newspaper has discussed selling. 

Between the rail spur and Fort Street to the north, the question of 
neighboring transportation operations arises again.  The parcel immediately 
north of the Detroit Marine Terminal is home to Renaissance Global 
Logistics, a trucking company with a large, relatively new transportation 
center on the site.  Because Renaissance handles trailer as opposed to 
container shipments and is thus not directly related to the central nature of an  

      

Table 5: DMT Land Analysis 

    

Acres Sq. km Percentage 

Land Area 

 Parcels 108.85 0.4405 85.24%  

 Infrastructure + Other 18.85 0.0763 14.76%  

Total 127.71 0.5168 100.00%  

      

Parcel Land Use 

 Unimproved Residential 0.00 0.0000 0.00%  

 Unimproved Industrial 9.70 0.0392 8.91%  

 Residential 0.00 0.0000 0.00%  

 Commercial 0.08 0.0003 0.08%  

 Industrial 97.68 0.3953 89.74%  

 Utilities/Communication 0.00 0.0000 0.00%  

 Transportation 1.39 0.0056 1.27%  

 Public/Quasi-Public 0.00 0.0000 0.00%  

 Outdoor Recreation 0.00 0.0000 0.00%  

 Extractive 0.00 0.0000 0.00%  

Total 108.85 0.4405 100.00%  

      

Parcel Zoning 

 Residential, conforming 0.00 0.0000 0.00%  

 Residential, nonconforming 0.00 0.0000 0.00%  

 Business, conforming 0.00 0.0000 0.00%  

 Business, nonconforming 0.00 0.0000 0.00%  

 Industrial, conforming 86.16 0.3487 79.15%  

 Industrial, nonconforming 0.86 0.0035 0.79%  

 No zoning 21.83 0.0884 20.06%  

Total 108.85 0.4405 100.00%  

      

Parcel Ownership 

 Public 10.82 0.0438 9.94%  

 Private 98.03 0.3967 90.06%  

Total 108.85 0.4405 100.00%  
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Map 16: DMT Site Base Map 

Legend

Parcels 

Site Footprint 

Water 

Railroad

Highway 

County Road 

Street



SITE ANALYSES 

PAGE 63

intermodal facility, the footprint does not include the Renaissance facility.  At 
the same time, it would be expected that Renaissance would undoubtedly be 
interested in collaborating on non-container shipments with a larger 
neighboring port/rail facility.  The footprint contains the vacant parcel to the 
west of Renaissance, although that may be difficult to use owing to its fairly 
solitary nature; the parcel to the west of that is home to another trucking 
operation.  The parcel to the east of Renaissance is evidently home to 
another trucking operation as well, although at the present time this operation 
seems to be utilizing only a small fraction of the land.  As such, the footprint 
includes this parcel as well as its neighboring block to the east, most of 
whose parcels house vacant industrial structures.  The footprint does not 
include the residential and commercial block along West Grand Boulevard.  
Altogether, the footprint includes a significant amount of land with a relatively 
linear orientation, specifically with the parcels bordering the rail spur. 

Land Analysis 

At a total of 127 acres, the DMT site footprint offers several advantages for 
redevelopment as an intermodal facility.  In and of itself, the size of the 
footprint offers enough land to adequately handle the operations of a large-
scale intermodal facility that would operate in coordination with other regional 
yards.  In addition, the overall linear orientation of the footprint would provide 
an area to construct a rail loading/switching yard that would be an integral 
component of an intermodal facility – namely, parallel to the existing rail spur 
in the center of the footprint.  Approximately 85% of the footprint’s total area 
lies within the boundaries of its included parcels, with the remaining 15% 
being given to roads, the rail line, and other infrastructural concerns.  This 
has mixed implications: Although it would mean that the various parcels 
could be assembled with a fairly minimal amount of disruption to the overall 
infrastructure of Delray, the facility would also need to make substantial 
infrastructure improvements, particularly along the rail spur.  At the same 
time, since the majority of footprint’s land is held in a fairly small number of 
sizeable parcels, assembling them could be expected to be a smoother, less 
complicated process than if the land holdings were more dispersed. 

The land use characteristics of the footprint offer some of its greatest 
advantages for redevelopment as an intermodal facility.  Both the prescribed 
and actual land uses of the footprint are highly congruent with such 
industrial/transportation-related use.  Almost 90% of the land area is devoted 
to industrial use, with a further 9% designated as “Unimproved Industrial” or 
open industrial land.  Importantly, however, because of the criteria used to  



`

PAGE 64

Map 17: DMT Land Use 
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classify land use within the data examined, the actual amount of open and 
especially vacant industrial land within the footprint in reality comprises a 
much larger portion of the overall industrial land.  For example, the City-
owned parcel immediately north of Motor City Intermodal is a completely 
open field, but is classified as an industrial land use.  The remainder of the 
footprint’s parcels is devoted to transportation-related uses – specifically, one 
parcel on the eastern side of the footprint.  Significantly, there is no 
residential presence within the footprint itself, and the closest such presence 
is a small stretch of residential parcels to the west of the footprint.  Virtually 
the entire east side of Delray – from around Livernois Street near the middle 
of the neighborhood – is completely industrial in character.  This contrasts 
highly with the surroundings of Junction Yard in particular.  The industrial 
environment would support an expansion of port and transportation uses 
within the footprint of a tri-modal facility. 

The footprint’s zoning reflects the presence of current industrial and 
transportation entities such as the Detroit Marine Terminal and also indicates 
the City of Detroit’s desire to see this area developed further along industrial 
and transportation lines.  With the exception of two large parcels, the entire 
footprint is zoned for industrial use, with less than 1% of that as 
nonconforming.  The two exception parcels lie north of the rail spur, on either 
side of the Renaissance facility.  According to the data obtained from the 
City, neither of these parcels is currently zoned for any type of use – perhaps 
reflecting either an irregularity in the system or a designation left over from a 
previous ownership transaction, rezoning, or so forth.  At any rate, a quick 
glance at the surrounding zonings and land uses supports an transportation-
oriented character for the entire footprint.  Land ownership may pose either a 
tremendous advantage or a significant drawback towards redeveloping the 
footprint as an intermodal facility.  Approximately one-tenth of the footprint’s 
parcel land is owned by the City of Detroit – and that almost entirely in the 
vacant parcel north of Motor City Intermodal.  As noted previously, 
assembling the land within the footprint for redevelopment will largely be a 
matter of working with a few major property owners, many of whom may 
either benefit substantially from an intermodal facility or who may be willing to 
sell their property outright.  Overall, the footprint of the DMT site provides 
attractive characteristics for developing a tri-modal facility to integrate into the 
regional transportation network. 
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Map 18: DMT Parcel Ownership 
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Infrastructure 

The DMT site offers some key advantages with regard to the availability and 
proximity of infrastructure.  At the same time, in order for an intermodal 
facility at the location to be effective, the site would require several major 
infrastructural improvements: 

 The two-line rail spur that runs down the center of Delray and 
through the center of the site is owned by CSX and Norfolk Southern 
as a Shared Asset Area (SAA) and is presently active in limited 
operation – mainly to connect with the rail yard underneath the 
Ambassador Bridge to the east.  An intermodal facility will need as 
an integral component a linear-oriented loading/switching yard of 
parallel tracks; as such a yard currently does not exist within this site, 
one would need to be constructed.  The best location for the linear 
yard would be next to the existing rail line on the southern side, so as 
to permit the maximum length for the parallel lines. 

 From the perspective of availability and proximity to road 
infrastructure, the DMT site is well-situated.  Currently, trucks 
accessing the Detroit Marine Terminal do so via Clark Street, which 
has an exit (Exit 47A) providing immediate access to the interstate 
highway network via I-75.  The easiest solution for trucks using an 
intermodal facility would likely be for them to continue using Clark 
Street, which needs no improvements other than scheduled 
maintenance.  In addition, it may be advantageous to construct an 
entrance onto northbound I-75 from West Grand Boulevard in order 
to provide a second avenue for outgoing trucks and to disperse the 
traffic along Clark Street. 

 Truck traffic between the Terminal and the nearby Ambassador 
Bridge is presently a major issue, and one that would need further 
attention with the presence of an intermodal facility.  Currently, most 
trucks traveling between the two facilities use West Grand Boulevard 
and Porter Street, owing to the fairly convoluted nature of secondary-
street access to the Bridge.  The increased truck traffic associated 
with an intermodal facility would likely provide the impetus for 
constructing improved approaches to the Bridge, such as a 
dedicated connection from Fort Street on the east. 
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Image 12: Delray Rail Spur 

The two-track rail spur that runs down 
the center of Delray, owned jointly by 
CSX and Norfolk Southern as a Shared 
Asset Area.  The spur currently sees 
limited use, mainly to connect the rail 
yard east of the Ambassador Bridge 
with other lines and yards in and around 
Delray.  This spur could form the basis 
for a parallel switching yard as part of a 
tri-modal facility on the DMT site. 
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 Depending on the eventual scale of marine operations at an 
intermodal facility on the DMT site, improvements would need to be 
made to the existing marine infrastructure.  Such improvements 
would likely include the placement of additional fixed cranes and 
other loading fixtures.  In addition, the Terminal is fairly unique 
among GLSLSS ports in that ships need to navigate against the 
relatively strong southerly current of the Detroit River when docking 
and departing.  Lakeside ports such as Cleveland and Chicago do 
not have to deal with this complication.  In order to better handle the 
increased marine traffic that an intermodal facility would draw, it may 
be beneficial to construct partial or full berthing facilities to 
circumvent the effects of the current.  For example, a typical berth 
would be dredged up into the land area of the facility far enough to 
accommodate anywhere from one-half to the entirety of the length of 
a typical ship docking at the facility.  A dock would then be 
constructed out into the river to protect the remainder of a docked 
ship’s length.  Multiple docks could be constructed parallel to each 
other in a south-to-north orientation, thus forming an acute angle to 
the river for the current to flow around.  The US Army Corps of 
Engineers would be a primary source for both the funding and 
construction of such facilities. 

Key Issues 

In summary, the DMT site offers several advantages for the construction of a 
tri-modal facility, including existing marine facilities, available land nearby, 
and relative proximity to Interstate access.  The outlined footprint provides a 
moderate amount of land to handle the operations of a tri-modal facility, 
provided that they were coordinated with those of other facilities throughout 
the region.   

The central area of concern with this site would be the infrastructure 
improvements needed to make such a development feasible.  In particular, a 
sizable portion of land in a linear layout will be needed for the rail 
loading/switching yard that forms an integral component of such a facility’s 
operations.  Although a sizable piece of such land is provided around the 
central rail spur, more land could be added along the spur if necessary.  
Since the spur runs straight for nearly the entire span of Delray and since 
many bordering parcels are underused, vacant, or have available space next 
to the spur, more linear-oriented land could potentially be added on either 
side of the spur for additional track space.  In addition, an intermodal facility  
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Image 13: Existing Marine Infrastructure 

Fixed and mobile (i.e. tractor) cranes at 
the Detroit Marine Terminal.  These 
types of boom cranes are used mainly 
to load and unload bulk cargoes of the 
type handled at the Terminal.  Newer, 
larger fixed cranes of the type used to 
handle containers would be among the 
upgrades to marine infrastructure that 
would be needed for a tri-modal facility 
on the DMT site. 
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at the DMT site also has the potential to connect (e.g. along the central rail 
spur) to the sizeable rail yard underneath the Ambassador Bridge, although 
there have been reports that this yard may be removed as part of the 
Riverfront Greenway initiative.   

Of the three sites examined, DMT displays the best water access given 
its immediate and substantial frontage along the Detroit River.  At the same 
time, improvements such as the berthing facilities mentioned above will need 
to be made to the site’s marine infrastructure in order to handle the increased 
marine traffic that will come with a tri-modal facility.  Overall, the DMT site 
advantages seem to outweigh its challenges, making the site an noteworthy 
candidate for further examination. 
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Image 14: DMT Site Environment 

Motor City Intermodal terminal, just to the west 
of the Detroit Marine Terminal.  The scale of 
operations at Motor City Intermodal is 
relatively small, consisting mainly of specialty 
shipments such as logs. 

Open field on the eastern side of the DMT site.  
Much of the land area in the site is abandoned 
or vacant, such as the empty field in the 
foreground and the unused factory in the 
background. 
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Site Overview 

The second potential site is named “Harridon” based on its inclusion of the 
Harridon Terminal along the Rouge River on the western end of Delray.  
Although smaller in both size and scale of current operations than the Detroit 
Marine Terminal, the Harridon Terminal and its surroundings nevertheless 
stand out as a potentially viable site for redevelopment as a large-scale tri-
modal facility. 

Two major factors make the Harridon Terminal particularly attractive for 
redevelopment.  First, the terminal is one of the best-situated facilities in the 
entire region with respect to proximity and access to nearby infrastructure.  In 
addition to being located on the Rouge River and thus accessible to ships, 
the Terminal sits in the middle of a conflux of major rail lines and is only 
several blocks away from an existing Exit along I-75.  The Harridon Terminal 
thus has ready access to all three modes of freight transportation in question, 
although its usage of these modes – rail in particular – is currently limited by 
the scale of operations at the facility.  The Terminal facility itself – with only 
one building and no fixed cranes – is largely open area, some of which is 
used to house the bulk cargoes handled at the facility.  As such, the Terminal 
facility provides an excellent base for the marine infrastructure improvements 
that will be integral to a tri-modal facility. 

Secondly, the terminal’s surroundings are particularly well-suited to 
redevelopment with respect to land use.  Areas in the vicinity of the terminal 
are home to some of the heaviest industrial uses in Detroit, including St. 
Mary’s Cement immediately south of the I-75 Rouge River Bridge and the 
Detroit Wastewater Treatment Plant to the south of that.  Directly up one of 
the terminal’s neighboring rail spurs is a major intermodal yard owned by 
CSX and Norfolk Southern as a Shared Asset Area – an operation analogous 
to and with potential to be included in an intermodal facility.  In addition, 
much of the housing stock in the residential areas nearby the terminal is in 
poor condition, making it a suitable candidate for redevelopment under more 
favorable land uses.  These factors combine to make the Harridon Terminal 
and its surroundings stand out as a potential site for intermodal facility 
development.

As noted in the previous site analysis, one of the major issues in 
developing a tri-modal facility in Delray is whether existing, privately-owned 
transportation operations such as trucking companies would be included in 
the footprint of such a facility.  This question arises again in the case of the 
Harridon site, since the Detroit Container intermodal facility (which sits just 
south of Fort Street to the east of I-75) is an analogous operation that could  
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 Image 15: Harridon Site Aerial 
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potentially be tied into a larger tri-modal facility.  In order to consider both 
possibilities of whether the yard would be included in such a facility or 
whether it would be left as a distinct entity, this report examines two potential 
footprints for the site – one that leaves the yard out and one that includes it. 

The first potential footprint (“Footprint A”) consists primarily of the 
existing Harridon Terminal and the residential and commercial area 
immediately east of the facility, bordered by Fort Street on the north, the 
major CSX-Norfolk Southern SAA rail line on the east, and I-75 on the south.  
As noted, the relatively poor condition of the housing stock in this area as 
well as the predominant lack of operating businesses in the commercial 
areas makes this area a prime candidate for industrial and transportation 
redevelopment.  Although the decline of the neighborhood and the loss of 
homes and businesses is certainly regrettable, this report again suggests 
that the residents and property owners might be better benefited by a 
redevelopment program that empowers them to relocate to healthier environs 
within Southwest Detroit.   

The footprint also includes several parcels along the Rouge River just 
north of Fort Street, through which a CSX rail line runs that connects to the 
main land area via an existing bridge over Fort Street.  These parcels are 
owned by CSX Corporation and their underdeveloped transportation nature 
makes them prime candidates for inclusion in the footprint.  The footprint also 
includes the SAA rail lines that form the eastern border of the main area as 
they continue south to the Rouge River.  These particular lines handle a 
substantial quantity of traffic and connect directly to Junction Yard to the 
north and to Toledo and eventually the national rail network to the south, 
making them an obvious choice to be included in the footprint.  Importantly, 
within the footprint boundary these lines pass under I-75, which starts its 
ascent over the Rouge River Bridge at the northeast corner of the footprint.  
As such, the footprint includes all of the land under I-75 from the ramps to 
Exit 45 up to the Rouge River.  The approaches to the bridge range from 
approximately 40 to 100 feet in height, allowing virtually any type of use on 
the land underneath.  Just to the south of the Harridon Terminal, the footprint 
also includes the city-owned Forman Park, which is presently underused and 
severely under-maintained. 

The second potential footprint (“Footprint B”) would come into play if the 
Detroit Container yard were to be included in the tri-modal facility.  The 
footprint starts with all of the land in Footprint A, whose eastern boundary is 
necessary to connect to the expansions.  The footprint extends east to 
include the Detroit Container yard and the CSX-Norfolk Southern SAA rail 
yard to its immediate south, which Detroit Container uses for its rail  
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Map 19: Harridon Site Base Map 

Legend

Parcels 

Site Footprint A 

Site Footprint B 

Water 

Railroad

Highway 

County Road 

Street

Track/seasonal 



SITE ANALYSES 

PAGE 77

operations.  These two entities are obviously attractive candidates for 
inclusion in the intermodal facility; even if Detroit Container were not 
included, the linear orientation of the rail yard and its proximity to Footprint A 
might make it good to put in the facility.  As such these facilities are included 
for examination in Footprint B, once again highlighting the importance of the 
issue of coordination with analogous private entities.  The footprint also 
includes several industrial parcels to the south of the rail yard, since they 
appear to be currently vacant or underutilized.  The footprint also includes a 
small residential area to the west of these parcels in order to connect them 
with the main land area.  Finally, the footprint includes Delray Park, an 
underused City park just southeast of the Exit 45 ramps, as well as several 
small-scale neighboring industrial parcels. 

Land Analysis 

The various characteristics of the land area in Footprint A offer several 
advantages for intermodal facility redevelopment.  At 313 acres, the footprint 
represents a land area nearly equal to that of the existing Junction Yard – an 
area substantial enough to handle the requirements of a major intermodal 
facility.  A remarkable portion of this footprint’s land area – at 63%, nearly 
two-thirds – is taken up by infrastructure and other non-parcel uses.  Much of 
this can be accounted for by the substantial size of the SAA rail line along the 
eastern border, as well as the plethora of other rail lines and roads that run 
through the footprint itself.  In addition to emphasizing the benefit of the 
extensive existing infrastructure in the footprint, this also indicates that the 
relative proportion of land that would need to be assimilated could be 
minimized – especially when the size of the Harridon Terminal itself at 17.5 
acres is taken into account. 

Both the existing and recommended land uses for Footprint A are 
congruent with use as an intermodal facility.  Zoning within the footprint is 
overwhelmingly oriented towards industrial use: When both conforming and 
nonconforming uses are taken into account, more than 94% of the land in the 
footprint is zoned for industrial use.  This zoning reflects the priority on 
industrial-based redevelopment placed on Delray and this area of the 
neighborhood in particular.  Although the footprint’s existing land uses are 
not as extensively singular as this zoning specifies, the industrially-related 
land uses (industrial, transportation, and extractive) nevertheless occupy 
nearly a majority of the parcels at 47.6%.  Residential and commercial uses 
occupy 17.2% and 2.8% respectively, although this figure may be an 
overestimate as it does not take into account all abandoned property.   

      

Table 6: Harridon Land Analysis (Footprint A) 

      

Acres Sq. km Percentage 

Land Area 

 Parcels 114.63 0.4639 36.61%  

 Infrastructure + Other 198.45 0.8031 63.39%  

Total 313.10 1.2670 100.00%  

      

Parcel Land Use 

 Unimproved Residential 11.80 0.0477 10.29%  

 Unimproved Industrial 17.03 0.0689 14.86%  

 Residential 19.70 0.0797 17.18%  

 Commercial 3.11 0.0126 2.71%  

 Industrial 38.97 0.1577 34.00%  

 Utilities/Communication 0.00 0.0000 0.00%  

 Transportation 14.24 0.0576 12.42%  

 Public/Quasi-Public 2.07 0.0084 1.80%  

 Outdoor Recreation 6.32 0.0256 5.51%  

 Extractive 1.39 0.0056 1.21%  

 Total 114.63 0.4639 100.00%  

      

Parcel Zoning 

 Residential, conforming 4.55 0.0184 3.97%  

 Residential, nonconforming 1.82 0.0074 1.59%  

 Business, conforming 0.33 0.0014 0.29%  

 Business, nonconforming 0.11 0.0005 0.10%  

 Industrial, conforming 93.51 0.3784 81.58%  

 Industrial, nonconforming 14.30 0.0579 12.47%  

Total 114.63 0.4639 100.00%  

      

Parcel Ownership 

 Public 15.20 0.0615 13.26%  

 Private 99.42 0.4024 86.74%  

Total 114.63 0.4639 100.00%  
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Map 20: Harridon Land Use 
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Fully one-fourth of the footprint’s parcels are designated vacant, indicated by 
the combined proportions of unimproved residential and industrial land, 
although once again this is likely an underestimate.  Public lands and outdoor 
recreation uses round out the figures at 1.8% and 5.5% respectively – the 
latter figure coming solely from Forman Park. 

The characteristics and relative ratios of Footprint A largely carry over to 
Footprint B.  The expanded footprint comprises 436 acres, a sufficiently 
sizable portion for any major intermodal facility.  The percentage of land 
occupied by infrastructure and other non-parcel uses drops to about half 
when the additional land is taken into account, owing to the large proportion 
of parcels in the added land.  Although the overall percentage of land zoned 
for residential use increases slightly in the expanded footprint, combined 
industrial zoning is still dominant at 92.9%.  Industrially-related land uses are 
even more prominent in the expanded footprint, occupying a combined 
62.7% of the parcels.  Residential and commercial uses drop to 10.8% and 
1.8% respectively, although once again this may not accurately reflect the 
numerous abandoned properties in the residential area.  Since a greater 
portion of non-vacant land is added through the footprint expansion, the 
percentage of vacant (i.e. unimproved) land drops to a combined 15.7% – 
still a substantial amount.  The addition of Delray Park increases the 
proportion of parcels devoted to outdoor recreation use to 8.0%, while public 
and quasi-public uses drop to under 1%. 

Land ownership in both Footprint scenarios is a mixture of advantages 
and challenges.  About 13% of the parcels in both footprints are publicly-
owned – a generally high proportion, although not necessarily as high as the 
other sites examined in this report.  Importantly, this figure reflects only 
property owned outright by the City of Detroit; it does not include parcels with 
State of Michigan liens against their ownership, which is the case with a 
number of smaller residential properties in the areas under consideration.  
While major parcels – in particular the Harridon Terminal and the Detroit 
Container yard – are privately owned, it would be a reasonable assumption 
that either inclusion within or, in the case of the latter facility, coordinated 
operation with an intermodal facility would be a positive option for the 
property owners given the associated economic benefits.  In addition, the 
railroads themselves (both CSX and Norfolk Southern) own a number of 
larger parcels – including the rail yard south of Detroit Container and a 
stretch of parcels in a key location just east of the Harridon Terminal – as 
well as the substantial rail lines themselves.  As such, while land assembly 
may be a challenging concern in both scenarios for the Harridon site, 
assembling the major keystone parcels of the footprint would largely be a  

      

Table 7: Harridon Land Analysis (Both Footprints) 

      

Acres Sq. km Percentage 

Land Area 

 Parcels 217.65 0.8808 49.87%  

 Infrastructure + Other 218.75 0.8853 50.13%  

Total 436.40 1.7661 100.00%  

      

Parcel Land Use 

 Unimproved Residential 15.94 0.0645 7.32%  

 Unimproved Industrial 18.12 0.0733 8.32%  

 Residential 23.59 0.0955 10.84%  

 Commercial 3.91 0.0158 1.80%  

 Industrial 106.28 0.4301 48.83%  

 Utilities/Communication 0.00 0.0000 0.00%  

 Transportation 28.85 0.1168 13.26%  

 Public/Quasi-Public 2.07 0.0084 0.95%  

 Outdoor Recreation 17.51 0.0709 8.04%  

 Extractive 1.39 0.0056 0.64%  

Total 217.65 0.8808 100.00%  

      

Parcel Zoning 

 Residential, conforming 9.91 0.0401 4.56%  

 Residential, nonconforming 3.53 0.0143 1.62%  

 Business, conforming 1.47 0.0059 0.67%  

 Business, nonconforming 0.45 0.0018 0.20%  

 Industrial, conforming 187.82 0.7601 86.30%  

 Industrial, nonconforming 14.47 0.0585 6.65%  

Total 217.65 0.8808 100.00%  

      

Parcel Ownership 

 Public 28.28 0.1145 12.99%  

 Private 189.37 0.7664 87.01%  

Total 217.65 0.8808 100.00%  
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Map 20: Harridon Parcel Ownership 
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matter of partnering with entities that would already have a large interest in 
establishing an tri-modal facility. 

Infrastructure Concerns 

The Harridon site is in the best situation of the three sites considered with 
respect to the proximity of and access to transportation infrastructure.  The 
site has ready access to several major rail lines; one of the region’s primary 
industrial Interstates as well as a State highway (Fort Street); and ship-
accessible water.  At the same time, improvements, alterations, and 
additions to the site’s infrastructure will be necessary for it to house a major 
tri-modal facility. 

Obviously, many of the changes needed to the transportation and utility 
infrastructure would depend upon the actual footprint and site plan of the 
facility.  The removal of roads, rerouting of sewer lines, and so forth would be 
more extensive within the Harridon site than within the other sites in 
consideration, since its land area is more broken up into blocks and smaller 
parcels.  Several additional major improvements would likely be necessary to 
facilitate the operations of a tri-modal facility at the site: 

 The construction of loading and switching facilities for trains will be 
integral to an intermodal facility’s services.  The main rail line that 
comprises the eastern border of Footprint A provides a primary area 
for constructing additional parallel lines for exactly such an element.  
Another possibility would be to expand upon the loading/switching 
facility at the Norfolk Southern yard south of Detroit Container with 
additional parallel tracks and connections.  Given these two 
considerable existing facilities, the Harridon site has a marked 
advantage over the other two sites with relation to this need. 

 In order to fully take advantage of the major benefits of having a 
complete Interstate access point within the site, several components 
of Exit 45 that connect I-75 to the site need improvement.  Currently 
the Exit has only an exit ramp from the northbound side of the 
Interstate and an entrance ramp to the southbound side.  
Construction of ramps for the other two directions would be a major 
thing.  In addition, the existing ramps and the area of Dearborn 
Street to which they connect are in need of major maintenance.  
Furthermore, the southbound entrance ramp requires a left-hand turn 
when approaching from the north on Dearborn Street, which is  
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Image 16: Harridon Terminal 

The Harridon Terminal along the Rouge 
River.  Shown is one of the mobile 
cranes used to load and unload cargo at 
the terminal, as well as several piles of 
bulk goods.  Visible in the background is 
the I-75 Rouge River Bridge, with its 
ample vertical space underneath. 
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particularly difficult and time-consuming for trucks.  The ramp and 
the entire Exit could thus use major improvements from the 
standpoint of traffic engineering. 

 Just north of I-75 along the Rouge River is a rail drawbridge that 
carries one of the CSX rail lines that runs through the site footprint 
across the river.  In order to provide easier access for ships docking 
at the intermodal facility, it could be advantageous to convert this to 
a fixed bridge.  Since that would entail elevating the approaches to 
both sides of the bridge (to a possibly infeasible height), an 
alternative would be to remove the bridge entirely, leaving the rail 
line itself as part of the intermodal facility.  Rail traffic would then 
need to be rerouted, for example to the larger rail drawbridge at the 
southern end of the SAA rail line that forms the eastern edge of 
Footprint A. 

Key Issues 

Of the three sites examined, the Harridon site offers the greatest advantages 
from an infrastructural perspective.  Both the existing infrastructure on and 
around the site and the proximity of and access to nearby infrastructure such 
as I-75 are highly desirable characteristics for a tri-modal facility.  While the 
land holdings that comprise large areas of the suggested footprints are more 
broken up when compared with those of the other sites, the land use 
character of the area is highly conducive to the type of transportation-
oriented development in question.  Taken along, these characteristics would 
arguably make the Harridon site the most advantageous of the three sites in 
question. 

On the other hand, the Harridon site faces the most challenges of the 
three sites with regards to waterway accessibility.  Whereas the DMT and 
Coke sites both provide direct and ample access to the Detroit River, the 
Harridon site’s water access along the Rouge River is both smaller from the 
perspective of frontage and substantially more difficult to access.  Presently, 
ships docking at the Harridon Terminal have to navigate a mile and a half 
along the river, negotiating through several road and rail drawbridges and 
under the I-75 Rouge River Bridge.  The river is still fairly shallow along this 
stretch, to the degree that when some larger ships dock at the Terminal, they 
end up partially re-dredging the riverbed themselves during their transit. 

Because of these challenges, developing the Harridon site as a tri-modal 
facility would be aided by major infrastructure improvements to the section of
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Image 17: Harridon Site Rail Lines 

Shared Asset Area rail lines that form 
the eastern border of Footprint A in the 
Harridon Site.  These lines handle large 
quantities of traffic, as they form one of 
the connections between the region and 
national rail networks to the south.  The 
long linear stretch of tracks through the 
site coupled with available space for 
constructing additional parallel tracks 
(including under the approaches to the 
Rouge River Bridge, as shown in the 
image) makes this a prime possibility for 
constructing a switching yard for a tri-
modal facility on the site. 
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Rouge River that would form the facility’s access waterway.  The river bottom 
itself would need to be dredged, and the channel possibly widened, to permit 
smoother transit of the increased quantity of ships docking at the facility.  It 
may also be advisable to modify one or more of the existing rail and road 
drawbridges to further each ship transit.  Since converting these bridges 
(especially the rail bridges) to overpasses would likely prove infeasible, 
removing one or more of the bridges entirely and rerouting road or rail traffic 
would be the other option.  While this certainly would entail a considerable 
effort on the part of both public and private entities, it may nevertheless be a 
realistic and advantageous choice, particularly in the case of lower-traffic 
bridges such as the rail drawbridge over the river just north of I-75.  Overall, 
the advantages that developing a tri-modal facility on the Harridon site may 
indeed make such efforts a worthwhile proposition.  At the least, the site is 
certainly deserving of further examination. 
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Image 18: Harridon Environment 

The Rouge River looking south from the 
Harridon Terminal area.  Visible is one of the 
rail drawbridges that hamper the transit of 
ships to and from the existing facility. 

Dilapidated housing within the boundaries of 
the Harridon Site.  A large quantity of 
residential and commercial property in and 
around the site is vacant and abandoned, 
increasing the options for comprehensive 
redevelopment.
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Site Overview 

The third site “Coke” centers on the location of the former Detroit Coke coal-
processing plant, which sat along the Detroit River just northeast of Zug 
Island near the middle of Delray.  Whereas the previous two site analyses 
have examined the possibility of developing an tri-modal facility using an 
existing marine facility as a starting point, this analysis examines the 
alternative of developing such a facility essentially from scratch using an 
available piece of vacant land. 

As the largest area of vacant land in Delray (and the entire city of Detroit, 
for that matter), the Coke site stands out as an obvious candidate for such an 
examination.  The site has been home to a variety of uses over the past 200 
years, including being the previous home of the Michigan State Fairgrounds 
and most recently the Detroit Coke plant itself.  Following the plant’s closure 
and demolition in the late 1990s, the site has remained almost entirely vacant 
due to the combination of brownfield-related contamination issues and a lack 
of interest for industrial developments of the type for which the site is best 
suited.  Presently the main 80-acre parcel is almost entirely an empty field, 
its only activity being a privately-owned ferry operation at the southern corner 
of the parcel that ferries trucks to and from the Canadian side of the river.  
For a time the site was slated to be redeveloped as a sewage reprocessing 
plant, but that plan has been discontinued.  In the next several years the site 
will become the new home of two and possibly three cement companies that 
will relocate from the eastern riverfront as part of the redevelopment plans for 
that area.  Given the relatively small size (i.e. 3 to 6 acres each) of the 
cement companies’ current facilities, however, the Coke site should still have 
plenty of land available for other uses. 

The footprint for this analysis starts with the Detroit Coke main parcel 
itself.  Although all subsequent calculations in this site analysis include the 
entire area of the parcel, redevelopment on this site will obviously need to 
take into account the ferry operation as well as the changes brought about by 
the relocation of the cement companies.  The sizeable parcel immediately to 
the east is home to DTE Energy’s Delray power plant, whose building and 
transformer facilities occupy only around the northern third of the parcel itself.
The remainder of the parcel is largely open area, with a small park and boat 
ramp along the riverfront.  To take advantage of this land, the footprint 
incorporates approximately the southernmost 70% of the power plant parcel, 
adjusting calculations proportionally.  The footprint does not include the 
Yellow Freight trucking facility on the north side of the main Detroit Coke 
parcel: Although the trucking company could be expected to work in concert  
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 Image 3: Coke Site Aerial 

Surrounding area and landmarks 
in and around the DMT Site. 

1. Zug Island 

2. Former Detroit Coke parcel 

3. Yellow Freight facility 

4. DTE Energy Delray power 
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with operations at an intermodal facility, it focuses on trailer trucking as 
opposed to container-based, and is thus not appropriate for inclusion into the 
analysis.  The addition of several smaller vacant parcels to the west of 
Yellow Freight completes the footprint.  Altogether the Coke site footprint 
represents the most consolidated of the potential sites in terms of the number 
of included parcels. 

Land Analysis 

The various characteristics of the land in the Detroit Coke footprint are highly 
conducive to redevelopment as an intermodal facility.  At just over 177 acres 
altogether, the site is slightly larger when compared to the DMT site, but 
significantly less than the Harridon site.  At the same time, the entire land 
area of the footprint itself is contained within parcels, meaning that 
redevelopment within the footprint could occur with minimum disruption to 
existing infrastructure.  In addition, since the vast majority of the land is 
contained within the Detroit Coke and DTE power plant parcels, assembling 
the land for redevelopment would be a much simpler process than the other 
sites with their more dispersed land holdings. 

The existing and prescribed land uses of the site reflect the industrial 
character of both the site and its surroundings.  Fully 70% of the footprint (i.e. 
the Detroit Coke main parcel itself) is classified under industrial land use, 
with a further 1.5% (i.e. the smaller vacant parcels) classified as 
undeveloped industrial.  These classifications are technically left over from 
when the site was actually under industrial use; at present, those figures 
should in reality be entirely under the undeveloped category.  The remainder 
of the footprint (i.e. the DTE Energy parcel) is classified as 
utilities/communication land use; although this does not take into account the 
limited size of actual operations on the parcel.  The footprint’s zoning reflects 
these uses: Whereas the DTE Energy parcel is zoned as a conforming 
industrial use, the remaining parcels currently have no zoning – likely as a 
result of reclassifications following the departure of the Detroit Coke plant 
and the subsequent unsuccessful efforts to redevelop the land.   

Finally, over two-thirds of the land area within the Coke footprint is 
owned by the City of Detroit, with the remainder of the land being owned by 
either DTE Energy or private owners in the case of the smaller vacant 
parcels.  The Detroit Coke site has one of its greatest advantages here, in 
that the vast majority of the land for an intermodal facility on the site is 
already publicly owned.  The owners of the remaining land – particularly DTE 
Energy, which normally has close relations with public entities throughout the  

      

Table 8: Coke Land Analysis 

      

Acres Sq. km Percentage 

Land Area 

 Parcels 117.38 0.4750 100.00%  

 Infrastructure + Other 0.00 0.0000 0.00%  

Total 117.38 0.4750 100.00%  

      

Parcel Land Use 

 Unimproved Residential 0.00 0.0000 0.00%  

 Unimproved Industrial 1.72 0.0070 1.47%  

 Residential 0.00 0.0000 0.00%  

 Commercial 0.00 0.0000 0.00%  

 Industrial 82.69 0.3347 70.45%  

 Utilities/Communication 32.96 0.1334 28.08%  

 Transportation 0.00 0.0000 0.00%  

 Public/Quasi-Public 0.00 0.0000 0.00%  

 Outdoor Recreation 0.00 0.0000 0.00%  

 Extractive 0.00 0.0000 0.00%  

Total 117.38 0.4750 100.00%  

      

Parcel Zoning 

 Residential, conforming 0.00 0.0000 0.00%  

 Residential, nonconforming 0.00 0.0000 0.00%  

 Business, conforming 0.00 0.0000 0.00%  

 Business, nonconforming 0.00 0.0000 0.00%  

 Industrial, conforming 32.96 0.1334 28.08%  

 Industrial, nonconforming 0.00 0.0000 0.00%  

 No zoning 84.42 0.3416 71.92%  

Total 117.38 0.4750 100.00%  

      

Parcel Ownership 

 Public 79.15 0.3203 67.43%  

 Private 38.22 0.1547 32.57%  

Total 117.38 0.4750 100.00%  
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Map 22: Coke Site Base Map 
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region and the state – would likely be willing to integrate the unused portion 
of the power plant parcel into the area of the facility.  Assembling land for the 
development of an intermodal facility on the Detroit Coke site would thus 
largely be a matter of leveraging existing public resources to accomplish a 
large-scale redevelopment of the area. 

Infrastructure 

The issue of infrastructure improvements is the area where the Coke site 
faces by far the greatest challenges of the three sites, as would be expected 
from such a dominantly vacant site.  Whereas the land characteristics of the 
site are extremely conducive to redevelopment as an intermodal facility, the 
availability and proximity of infrastructure are not.  As noted, constructing a 
tri-modal facility on the site would essentially have to be done from scratch.  
Substantial improvements would need to be made in relation to all three 
modes of transportation that would be used at the facility: 

 Road improvements would need to be made in order to allow trucks 
to access the facility as well as to get to and from I-75 to the north.  
Of the three sites examined, the Coke site is the farthest from the 
Interstate, although it is still closer than Junction Yard (0.77 miles 
versus 0.86 miles, respectively), for example.  The most feasible 
truck route would run along Dearborn Street from I-75 Exit 44 to 
West Jefferson Street, from which trucks could enter on either the 
east or west side of the facility.  The Dearborn-West Jefferson route 
already experiences heavy use by trucks accessing the various 
industrial facilities in western Delray.  As such, improvements to this 
route are already sorely needed and would dovetail with the 
development of an intermodal facility. 

 In order to make a tri-modal facility on the Coke site feasible, a 
substantial amount of rail would need to be laid – both to allow trains 
to access the facility and to load and switch within the facility itself.  
The site is connected to the regional rail network by a spur on the 
western edge of the site that runs up to the CSX-Norfolk Southern 
SAA yard south of Detroit Container and the main line down the 
center of Delray.  This spur is somewhat in disrepair, however, and is 
presently used only to handle small (i.e. two- and three-car) trains 
accessing Zug Island.  Improvements would probably need to be 
made to this spur’s connections further north in Delray as well as to  
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Map 23: Coke Land Use 
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the spur itself.  In addition, a parallel-track loading/switching yard of 
the type discussed in the other site analyses would need to be 
constructed within the site itself.  This may be a difficult proposition 
owing to the square shape of the site footprint, which at face value 
would not seem conducive to the linear-type yard in question.  
Importantly, although GIS data obtained from both the City of Detroit 
and the State of Michigan shows an entire sub-network of rail lines 
on the site, this data is left over from the area’s earlier period of 
industrial use.  With the exception of the Zug Island connecting spur, 
all of these lines were either removed or buried during the demolition 
of the Detroit Coke plant – not a single rail line is visible on the site 
today.

 Finally, nearly all of the marine facilities that the intermodal facility 
would use would need to be constructed from the ground (or water) 
up.  The boat launching slip on the DTE parcel is the only exception, 
as it could be deepened and widened if necessary to enable its use 
as a docking berth.  The existing international ferry could be retained 
on the site, and its operations would likely tie in to those of the 
intermodal facility in transferring trucks to Canada.  Constructing the 
cranes, docking facilities, and so forth that would be needed for the 
intermodal facility would obviously be a large (and costly) 
proposition.  At the same time, the possibility exists to work in 
concert with the cement companies that will soon locate on the site.  
For example, a docking berth could be excavated with a cement silo 
on one side and intermodal cranes on the other, so that the marine 
operations of both entities could use the same docking facilities. 

Key Issues 

Both intrinsically and in relation to the other sites, this analysis demonstrates 
that the Coke site, while advantageous from the standpoint of its land use 
and ownership characteristics, is not the best potential site for the 
development of a tri-modal facility in Delray.  Although the site offers a large 
amount of vacant, available land, the difficulties associated with the site’s 
access and proximity to infrastructure may make the proposition of a tri-
modal facility on the site impractical.  In particular, the Coke site’s distance 
from I-75 and its relative paucity of nearby and on-site rail lines puts the site 
at a significant disadvantage in comparison with the DMT and Harridon sites.  
In addition, the square shape of the footprint and the lack of any nearby  
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Map 24: Coke Parcel Ownership 
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areas to possibly expand into for the construction of a linear 
loading/switching yard may completely rule out the redevelopment possibility, 
as such a yard would form an intrinsic component of any tri-modal facility.  In 
summary, this analysis was important from the standpoint of examining the 
alternative tri-modal facility development on vacant land.  Its results 
demonstrate, however, that such a development would be better oriented 
around one of the existing marine facilities in the Delray neighborhood. 
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Image 20: Former Detroit Coke Parcel 

Vacant land on the former site of the 
Detroit Coke plant.  The site is the 
largest piece of vacant land in the city of 
Detroit, which – along with potentially 
useable land on the neighboring DTE 
Energy parcel – offers the possibility of 
constructing a tri-modal facility largely 
from scratch. 
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By way of conclusion, this report hopes to have demonstrated at a minimum 
that the regional intermodal issue should be privy to a wider discussion of 
alternatives, and that in particular the marine aspect of the issue deserves 
further in-depth analysis.  Specifically, the report recommends that the State 
of Michigan commission an independent economic development study to  

 re-examine the entire scope of the regional intermodal issue at 
length, seeing as how the findings from the Mercer Report (which 
originally prompted the proposal for the DIFT) are now more than a 
decade old; and 

 fully analyze the potential benefits of incorporating marine-enabled 
intermodal facilities within modernizations to the region’s 
transportation infrastructure.   

Should such a study confirm the need for tri-modal facilities, this report 
also recommends examining additional sites for such facilities beyond those 
studied herein – in particular, other sites in Downriver regional communities 
such as Ecorse and Trenton. 

This report has also raised several critical questions for the formation of 
any regional intermodal facility, such as the issue of whether a facility should 
be owned or managed by public or private entities or a combination.  Another 
key question regards the benefits and feasibility of incorporating or partnering 
with existing privately-owned transportation operations (such as those 
discussed in the DMT and Harridon sites).  In order to address these and 
other issues, the report recommends bringing additional public and private 
entities into the intermodal discussion.  For example, both the Detroit / 
Wayne County Port Authority – with its expertise on maritime issues, its 
connections to various transportation entities across the region, and its ability 
to issue bonds to potentially help finance a tri-modal facility – and various 
community groups across the region and particularly in Southwest Detroit – 
with their intimate knowledge of their communities and their ability to work 
with public entities toward mutually beneficial developments – are entities 
that have been largely sidelined in the DIFT discussion up until now and 
should be brought fully in.  Widening the scope of the participants and the 
scenarios in the regional intermodal discussion is, in closing, ultimately 
necessary to achieve a beneficial future for the people of Metropolitan 
Detroit.
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The following is a collection of websites from which selected portions of the 
information in this report have been taken, and which may be useful for 
further reference. 

Association of American Railroads 
http://www.aar.org/

Communities for a Better Rail Alternative 
http://corktowndetroit.org/cbra.htm

Detroit Marine Terminals, Inc. 
http://www.dmt-dock.com/

Detroit / Wayne County Port Authority 
http://www.portdetroit.com/

Great Lakes St. Lawrence Seaway System 
http://www.greatlakes-seaway.com/en/home.html

Intermodal Association of North America 
http://www.intermodal.org/

Intermodal Transportation Database – Bureau of Transportation Statistics 
http://www.transtats.bts.gov/

Lake Carriers Association 
http://www.lcaships.com

Maritime Administration – United States Department of Transportation 
http://www.marad.dot.gov

Michigan Department of Transportation – DIFT Project Site 
http://www.mdot.state.mi.us/projects/dift_phase2/

Nicholson Terminal and Dock Co. 
http://www.nicholson-terminal.com/


