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S everal  years ago,  a 
l i tt le -noticed public 
ser vice adver tisement 

appeared on Washington,  D.C. 
buses.   Paraphrased,  i t  stated:  
“ The product you’re using to-
day was on a vessel  yesterday.” 

Relatively few vis itors  to 
Washington recognized the 
signif icance and context of 
this  adver tisement.   However, 
America’s  manufacturers and 
shippers – indeed,  al l  who 
impor t,  expor t,  and move their 
goods and products through-
out America and into the 
global  economy – understand 

that statement and its  context.  
America’s  domestic  supply 

chain infrastructure is  the 
crucial  l ink in the international 
trade chain that connects 
our producers,  and American 
jobs,  to the global  economy.  
Improving the f low of  U.S. 
goods into global  markets is 
crucial  to improving American 
competit iveness in world trade, 
and to the success of  President 
Barack Obama’s National 
Expor t  Init iat ive,  which seeks 
to double America’s  expor ts 
by the end of  2014 to suppor t 
mil l ions of  jobs here at  home.    

Our Supply Chain 
Infrastructure:  
The Competitiveness 
Context

The Distribution and 
Supply Chain Team has 
been leading the charge 
to address critical issues 
of the U.S. supply chain 
infrastructure.

By: Russell Adise
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Our supply chain infrastruc-
ture’s  problems are a crucial 
aspect of  the competit iveness 
issues that face America’s 
producers and expor ters.   Any 
supply chain infrastructure 
fai lure or  chokepoint can delay 
the domestic  and international 
movement of  American goods 
and products,  causing higher 
costs,  lost  sales,  and missed 
expor t  targets.

To address this  issue,  and 
to fur ther President Obama’s 
National  Expor t  Init iat ive 
goals,  the Depar tments of 
Commerce and Transpor tation 
are work ing together in a 
Competit ive Supply Chain 
Init iat ive.   This  is  a  compre -
hensive,  user-focused effor t 
to improve the eff ic ienc y and 
connectivity of  the entire U.S. 
freight and supply chain infra-
structure.   The goal :  to suppor t 
sustained American economic 
growth and boost U.S.  expor t-
ers’ abi l i ty  to sel l  their  goods 
in the global  marketplace.  

Supply Chain Infrastruc ture: 
Competitiveness Impac ts 

America’s  supply chain 
infrastructure is  crucial  to U.S. 
domestic  growth and global 
trade.   I ts  abi l i ty  to meet 
America’s  commercial  and 
economic growth demands af-
fects  al l  industr ies,  al l  sectors, 
and al l  levels  of  development.  
As Secretar y of  Commerce 
Gar y Locke has noted,  “ To be 
competit ive in today ’s  global 
economy, U.S.  companies need 
to be able to move products 
and goods securely,  quick ly 
and eff ic iently within our 
borders and beyond.  America 

cannot compete successful ly 
in the 21st  Centur y with a 20th 
Centur y infrastructure.”

Our domestic  supply chain 
infrastructure is  straining to 
keep pace with the long-term 
growth of  U.S.  commerce 
and trade.   U.S.  shippers and 
transpor t  modes al ike repor t 
that the biggest impediments 
to our trade f lows are found 
in the inland and landside 
l inks through which goods are 
transpor ted to and from U.S. 
expor t  and impor t  seapor ts 
and within the United States.  

Leading U.S.  CEOs have 
descr ibed systemic,  long-
term deficiencies throughout 
America’s  entire domestic 
transpor tation infrastructure, 
including:

• 	 lack of  suff ic ient last-
mile road and rai l  por t 
connections; 

• 	 overloaded and deter iorat-
ing roads and highways; 

• 	 insuff icient rai l  system and 
intermodal  interchanges; 

• 	 and a general  lack of  com-
munication and coordina-
t ion between and among 
shippers,  carr iers,  and 
regulators.    

America’s  shippers say 
that these problems have a 
dramatic impact on the speed 
and predictabil i ty  of  goods 
movement throughout the 
United States.   A top manufac-
tur ing executive recently told 
Commerce and Transpor tation 
off ic ials  that when al l  of  our 
domestic  transpor t  and logis-
t ics  system ineff iciencies are 

taken into account,  a  f inished 
good moves between Midwest 
locations and East  Coast  por ts 
at  a  top speed of  twelve miles 
per hour.   Recently,  one senior 
transpor t  executive asked 
whether our pol ic y makers re -
al ly  think we can substantively 
expand our manufacturing 
base with our exist ing supply 
chain infrastructure.  

Shippers blame these 
systemic problems on our 
fai lure to implement a 
comprehensive,  system-wide 
U.S.  freight infrastructure 
development strategy and on 
our mode -specif ic  approach 
to transpor tation planning 
and investment.   The result , 
they say,  is  that America is  not 
improving our freight infra-
structure fast  enough to keep 
pace with the expor t  demands 
of  21st  Centur y supply chains.  

The issue is  cr it ical  to 
American economic recover y 
and sustained growth.  In a 
world in which entire supply 
chains compete with one 
another,  supply chain com-
petit iveness affects the cost  of 
ever y s ingle product made or 
moved,  bought or  sold,  in the 
United States,  and whether we 
can meet global  pr ices.   I t  also 
determines where companies 
invest  and hire.

In contrast  to the United 
States,  our top trading par t-
ners – including Canada,  Asian 
nations,  and European Union 
countr ies – are developing 
comprehensive,  cross-modal 
freight and infrastructure 
policies to faci l i tate the move -
ment of  their  goods in order to 
meet their  national  expor t  and 
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growth goals  in a global  econ-
omy.   To avoid fal l ing behind 
these nations,  and to meet the 
President ’s  National  Expor t 
Init iat ive goals,  the United 
States must move quick ly.

The National  Expor t Initiative.
The Competit ive Supply 

Chain Init iat ive is  a  key ele -
ment of  President Obama’s 
National  Expor t  Init iat ive,  also 
k nown as the NEI .   Announced 
in Januar y 2010,  as par t  of  the 
President ’s  State of  the Union 
Address,  the NEI  is  a  long-term 
growth effor t  intended to 
double America’s  expor ts  over 
f ive years to suppor t  mil l ions 
of  American jobs.   I t  marks 
the f irst  t ime that the U.S. 
Government has deployed a 
Cabinet-wide expor t  promo-
tion strategy,  with focused 
attention from the President.  
The NEI  comprises f ive strate -
gic components:

• 	 An Administration-wide 
effor t  to improve Federal 
trade advocac y and trade 
promotion on behalf  of  U.S. 
expor ters ;

• 	 Increased access to 
expor t  f inancing,  espe -
cial ly  for  small  and mid-size 
businesses;

• 	 Action to remove overseas 
trade barr iers  that block 
the sale of  U.S.  goods and 
ser vices,  to open as many 
new markets as possible;

• 	 Robust enforcement of 
trade agreements and rules; 
and

•	 Promotion of  domestic  and 
global  pol icies that lead 

to strong,  sustainable,  and 
balanced economic growth.

The NEI  is  playing a central 
role in the renewal and rebal-
ancing of  the U.S.  economy 
and its  job base.   In 2009, 
expor ts  accounted for  11.2 
percent of  America’s  gross 
domestic  product (GDP).    By 
focusing on helping U.S. 
expor ters to expand their 
exist ing sales overseas and to 
enter new target markets in 
both developed and emerging 
countr ies,  the Administration 
is  helping to create new 
expor t-related jobs that pay 
an average of  15% more than 
non- expor t  related jobs,  and 
to generate pr ivate sector 
economic activity that s ignif i -
cantly expands our GDP.

The Administration’s 
September 2010 Repor t  to the 
President on the NEI   expl icit ly 

recognizes that intensif ied 
col laboration among Federal 
agencies to improve America’s 
supply chain and transpor ta-
t ion infrastructure – including 
its  marine system – is  crucial 
to our effor ts  to help U.S. 
expor ters expand their  sales in 
both exist ing and new over-
seas markets.   As the Repor t 
states: 

“ Improvements in the U.S. 
transpor tation and supply 
chain infrastructure are cr it ical 
to enabling expor ters from al l 
50 states to get their  goods 
to por ts  quick ly and inexpen-
sively.   Maintaining a globally 
competit ive,  user-focused U.S. 
supply chain infrastructure is 
cr it ical  to the success of  the 
NEI  and to sustained American 
economic growth.   … Canada, 
the European Union,  and 
other competitors have already 
adopted similar  pol icies that 

Transporation Secretar y Ray LaHood   speaking at the May 9, 
2009 “Game Changers” Conference.
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promote their  supply chains 
and national  development.  
Many of  the United States’ 
most impor tant expor ters are 
farmers located in rural  areas 
and manufacturers that have 
built  plants in rural  areas to 
keep production costs low.  
The Federal  Government 
needs to make sure that these 
expor ters,  l ike their  counter-
par ts  in the urban markets, 
are connected to expor t  por ts 
through a systematic and 
smoothly functioning network 
of  airpor ts,  rai lroads,  roads, 
and water ways.” 

The Competitive Supply Chain 
Initiative.

Through the Competit ive 
Supply Chain Init iat ive,  the 
Depar tments of  Commerce 

and Transpor tation and our 
interagenc y par tners are seek-
ing to meet the President ’s 
expor t  goals  while responding 
to industr y concerns over the 
state of  America’s  supply chain 
infrastructure.   The ult imate 
objective is  to achieve 
seamless,  faci l i tated goods 
movement across al l  transpor t 
modes and throughout the 
nation in order to boost our 
domestic  commerce,  our 
expor t  sales,  and our national 
competit iveness.

The Init iat ive began in May 
2009,  at  a  national  conference 
t it led “Game Changers in the 
Supply Chain Infrastructure: 
Are We Ready to Play?”.   The 
event was co-led by Secretar y 
of  Commerce Gar y Locke and 
Secretar y of  Transpor tation 

Ray LaHood.   At  the confer-
ence,  government leaders met 
with top U.S.  supply chain 
executives to discuss how 
our domestic  supply chain, 
transpor tation,  and invest-
ment policies and how these 
must be improved to maximize 
America’s  competit iveness in 
the global  economy.  

At  the conference,  top-level 
executives from such f irms as 
Coca-Cola,  Cisco,  Caterpi l lar, 
and Deloitte emphasized that 
America needs to address 
these issues as par t  of  a 
comprehensive,  cross-modal 
national  pol ic y that promotes 
seamless goods movement 
across and through the United 
States and into the global 
economy.  Both Secretar ies 
expressed their  commitment 
to work towards this  goal, 
together and with stakehold-
ers,  to improve the domestic 
and global  competit iveness of 
America’s  supply chains. 

Since then,  Commerce, 
Transpor tation,  and other par-
t icipating agencies have been 
work ing together and with 
stakeholders to identify the 
cr it ical  elements of  a  freight 
pol ic y that would meet these 
national  objectives.   Under this 
pol ic y,  the multiple,  intercon-
necting modes and infrastruc-
ture elements that comprise 
our freight system would be 
strategical ly  improved as 
par t  of  our larger effor t  to 
improve America’s  national 
competit iveness.

Our effor ts  include the 
fol lowing activit ies :  

Memorandum of Understanding:  

Commerce Secretar y Gar y Locke speaking at the May 9, 
2009 “Game Changers” Conference.
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In Apri l  2010,  both 
Secretar ies s igned 
a Memorandum of 
Understanding (MOU) on 
National  Economic and Supply 
Chain Competit iveness and 
Sustainabil ity.   Under the MOU, 
the Depar tments of  Commerce 
and Transpor tation wil l  work 
individual ly  and jointly to 
advance the competit ive -
ness of  U.S.  supply chains 
through the development of 
a  comprehensive national 
freight pol ic y.   The activit ies 
anticipated under the MOU 
include coordination in freight 
pol ic y development,  studies to 
identify freight transpor tation 
capacity and constraints,  and 
identif ication of  appropriate 
freight movement and supply 
chain per formance measures.  

Supply Chain Competitiveness 
Advisory Committee:  

Secretar y Locke has now 
established a Federal  Supply 
Chain Competit iveness 
Advisor y Committee.   The 
Committee wil l  provide polic y 
makers with continual,  high-
level  advice from industr y 
advisers on how to develop 
comprehensive national  supply 
chain and freight pol icies that 
improve the competit ive -
ness of  our expor ts  and our 
economy.  I t  wi l l  include 
representatives from America’s 
trade - dependent and ship-
ping industr ies and from each 
mode of  freight transpor ta-
t ion.   Through the Committee, 
America’s  shippers and indus-
tr ies wil l  have a key oppor-
tunity to offer  solutions that 
boost the connectivity and 

competit iveness of  American 
commerce and international 
trade.

Congressional Interest:  
In Apri l  2010,  Assistant 

Secretar y of  Commerce Nicole 
Lamb-Hale and Assistant 
Secretar y of  Transpor tation 
Polly  Trottenberg testi f ied 
before the Senate Finance 
Committee,  noting the need 
for  a comprehensive,  compet-
it iveness- or iented national 
freight pol ic y to increase 
America’s  expor ts,  jobs and 
economic growth.   Addit ional 
oppor tunit ies to testi fy  on this 
issue are anticipated during 
the 2011-2012 Congressional 
session.   A number of  Members 
of  Congress have expressed 
suppor t  for  the types of 
pol icies that the Depar tments 
are pursuing under this  joint 
init iat ive.

Regional Outreach:  
Commerce and 

Transpor tation are engaged 
in a comprehensive ser ies of 
regional  freight stakeholder 
outreach forums.   Through 
these forums,  our Depar tments 
are improving our k nowledge 
of  each region’s  top freight 
infrastructure issues and how 
these affect  (and are affected 
by)  national  freight pol ic y.  
S ince September 2010,  f ive 
major events – in Atlanta, 
Chicago,  San Diego,  Kansas 
City,  and Seattle – have been 
held,  with crucial  lessons 
learned at  al l  three events.  
Addit ional  forums are being 
planned in 2011.   America’s 

shippers,  transpor tation indus-
tr ies,  infrastructure owners, 
and other stakeholders are 
actively engaged in the plan-
ning and execution of  these 
events.  

Our Next Steps:   Continuing 
to Improve the Connec tion

The success and health 
of  our national  supply chain 
infrastructure and freight sys-
tem is  vital  to the President ’s 
National  Expor t  Init iat ive and 
its  focus on creating and sus-
taining American jobs through 
increasing U.S.  expor ts.  
America’s  supply chain stake -
holders must continue to play 
a crucial  role in this  effor t .  
Going for ward,  i t  is  “mission 
cr it ical” that we al l  continue 
to work together through the 
Competit ive Supply Chain 
Init iat ive to ensure that 
America’s  producers can suc-
ceed – and that the United 
States can remain competit ive 
in the 21st  Centur y – by com-
prehensively improving the 
connections that l ink American 
producers to the global 
marketplace.

For more information about 
the supply chain init iat ive 
please contact the Distr ibution 
and supply Chain Team at 
supplychain@trade.gov 


