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Market Update: 

The Rearview & the Road Ahead



Demand Levels & Outlook
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Imports & Ocean Demand

• Inbound ocean container volumes (IOTI) are ↓8% vs. 2023 and ↓14% vs 2024.

o Fewer imports mean less drayage from ports and fewer truckloads moving inland 
(especially from Southern California to Midwest hubs). Shippers pulled freight 

forward earlier this year to beat tariff changes, so September is softer than usual.

Inventory Levels

• Logistics Managers’ Index (LMI) inventory reading: 58.2 in Aug vs. 55.7 last year.

• Context: A reading over 50 equates expansion. Inventories have been rising faster than 
in 2023–2024.

o When warehouses are already full, retailers and manufacturers don’t reorder 
quickly. That slows replenishment freight and keeps truckload spot demand low.

Domestic Transport Signals

• Rail intermodal volumes: ↑1–2% YoY in August

• Truckload tender volumes: ↓10–15% YoY (last week: intermodal ↓2%, tenders ↓15%)

o More freight is leaning toward rail, while highway truckload demand is under 

pressure. That shift reduces carriers’ abili ty to push for higher rates.

Labor Market

• BLS will revise March 2025 employment down by 911k jobs (manufacturing ↓95k, 

wholesale trade ↓110k, professional/business services ↓158k).

• Jobless claims are higher than 2023–2024 but still better than 2014–2016.

Tariff Pressures by Country

• India: 25% emergency tariff on top of 25% existing , 87% of India’s exports to the U.S. 
are impacted tariffs.

• Brazil: 40% emergency tariff on top of 10% base.

• South Africa: Reciprocal tariffs 31%, metals/steel already facing 50%.

• Canada: 35% reciprocal tariffs, especially autos, steel, and inputs.

Tariff Revenues & Rates

• Since Jan 2025, U.S. collected $122B in tariff revenue (6.5% of FY25 deficit).

• Over 2026–2035, tariffs are expected to generate $2.9T.

• Average applied U.S. tariff rate: jumped from 2.5% pre-Trump 2.0 to 27% in April 2025 to 

17.4% now after negotiations.

Trucking Market Snapshot

• Freight volumes: flat vs 2019.

• Dry van: ↓ slightly YoY

• Reefer & flatbed: steady



o Gulf Coast: $3.40 ↑ $0.03 (cheapest region)

o West Coast: $4.53 ↑ $0.04

o California: $4.96 ↑ $0.05 (highest in the country)

• Gasoline also ↑ slightly to $3.19/gal.

o Fuel remains one of the largest variable costs for carriers. Rising diesel, especially in 

the West, is squeezing margins further in an already soft freight market.

Equipment Supply & Trailer Orders

• New trailer demand is weak and not expected to rebound until late 2026 through 2027.

• July trailer orders ↓ 39% from June; order season overall ↓ 5%.

• Production forecast for 2025: 187,000 units ↓ from 230,000 in 2024 and 314,000 in 2023.

• Fleets are delaying purchases; many have cut trailer replacements from 12 per year to zero 
during this downturn.

o With fleets holding off on new equipment, trailer makers face oversupply risk, and carriers 
are keeping older trailers on the road longer. This may cause maintenance and safety 
concerns but helps fleets avoid big capital expenses in a weak market.

Tariff-Driven Cost Pressures

• Steel & aluminum tariffs increase van trailer prices ↑ 16–28%.

• Other heavy-duty trailers (flatbeds, dumps) ↑ 17–30%.

• Class 8 trucks & tractors ↑ 15–24%.

• Raw material costs overall ↑ 9–12%.

• Additional non-USMCA and reciprocal tariffs add 1–6% across segments.

o Rising material costs from tariffs are pushing up the price of both trucks and trailers. 
Fleets are cautious, waiting for clarity before committing to new purchases.

Truck Production & Inventory

• Class 8 factory shipments for 2025 forecast ↓ to 247,000 (from 288,000 last year’s forecast).

• Q3 2025 output: 58,000 trucks / Q4 forecast: 49,000 (further decline).

• Dealer inventories are high: 92,400 units, ↑ 1% YoY.

o Production is slowing as manufacturers adjust to weak demand and full dealer lots. High 

inventory levels keep pressure on OEMs and may lead to production cuts or layoffs.

Fuel Operating Costs

• National diesel average ↑ to $3.77/gal (↑ $0.03 from last week).

o East Coast: $3.77 ↑ $0.02

o Midwest: $3.75 ↑ $0.03

Supply, Capacity & Carrier Operating Costs
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Contract & Spot Market Rate Trends
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Rate Overview

• Dry Van: Spot ↑1.4%, Contract ↑1.2%

• Reefer: Spot ↑2.7%, Contract ↑1.4%

• Flatbed: Spot ↓0.7%, Contract ↑0.9%

Even with these small shifts, increases are below inflation. That means carriers’ real earnings 

are eroding as fuel, maintenance, and labor costs climb faster than rate growth.

Spot vs. Contract Divergence

For nearly two years, spot and contract rates moved in lockstep. That changed in March 2025, 
when:

• Spot rates dropped sharply, reflecting softer real-time demand and more available capacity.

• Contract rates kept climbing, because they’re based on bids set 2–4 months earlier, when 

spot was stronger.

This lag creates a short-term gap where shippers capture savings under lower spot costs, while 

carriers are locked into outdated pricing that no longer reflects market conditions. Over the 
coming months, as those contracts roll off, contract rates are expected to flatten or decline, 

aligning with weaker spot trends.

Current Market Signals

• In September, spot rates slipped $0.03/mile across van, reefer, and flatbed, reversing two 
weeks of modest gains.

• Seasonal forces are visible. Reefer load-to-truck ratios are elevated (9.26 loads per truck) 

and flatbed volumes spiked (22.02 loads per truck) with construction, yet both sectors still 
saw rates fall by $0.03/mile. This shows how trend pressure is overpowering seasonal lifts.

• Regionally, produce and holiday shipping are creating localized tightness, but it isn’t 
enough to offset the broader softening.

The Bigger Picture: Freight Cycles

Trucking is a cyclical industry, moving in 1.5–2-year boom/bust patterns:

• After rates peak, they inevitably fall, bottom out, and rise again.

• Seasonal events (produce season, retail peak, construction) add temporary bumps, but 
they can’t override the long-term cycle.

• The sharp correction we’re seeing now is part of that normal rhythm, not an industry 
collapse, but a downturn in the cycle following two years of inflated spot activity during the 
pandemic.

Why It Matters

Shippers

• Today’s environment is favorable for negotiating contracts, but those savings won’t last if 
the next upcycle begins.

Carriers

• Smaller fleets feel the pinch first, especially as real rate growth lags inflation. Some may 
exit, tightening capacity in the next cycle.

Market Outlook

• Freight Transportation Research projects only slight changes through 2026 (van spot

↑1.4%, reefer spot ↑2.7%, flatbed spot ↓0.7%). Without a shock event (fuel spikes, capacity 
exits), rates will stay subdued but stable, keeping pressure on margins.
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Our people are our greatest asset. They are at the heart of everything we do. 

We provide relentless support to every customer by combining our peoples’ 

expertise and empathy with advanced technology. Every customer matters. 

Every shipment matters. We sweat the details so you don’t have to. And     

we never lose our drive to deliver. 

spotinc.com 866.971.7768
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