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3 Transportation

In a food-forward neighborhood, 
truck, rail, water, car, and cargo 
bike networks move plentiful food 
supplies to every neighborhood in 
a coordinated, carbon-neutral, and 
safe way.
New York City’s food transportation network is a distributed system of trucking, railways, 
water vessels, cars, and cargo bikes. Trucking dominates food transport, but multimodal 
connections are key to building a more sustainable and resilient system.

DISTRIBUTION

Transportation
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OBSERVATIONS

New York City’s food moves through 
a multimodal, multiscalar system.

In a city that imports almost all of its food, dependable 
transportation is essential to the whole system. New 
York City’s transport network moves around 19 billion 
pounds of food annually to a highly distributed network 
of approximately 42,000 point-of-sale outlets, as well as 
neighborhood hubs and processing points. 

New York City’s food supply moves through multiple scales 
of transport. First, food moves from surrounding areas into 
major hubs within each borough. From there, it filters out 
via last-mile transport links into neighborhood hubs and 
businesses, and finally on to individuals. Trucking moves 
about 95% of food into the city and provides 99% of last 
mile transportation. Rail, water, cars, and cargo bikes also 
play a role in regional and local food transport.

The system is built on large-scale highway and road 
infrastructure. The road infrastructure — along with the 
major air, road, and rail hubs — is primarily operated by 
the New York City and New York State Departments of 
Transportation and the Port Authority of New York and 
New Jersey. Trucks are allowed to travel on designated 
Local Truck Routes for trips with an origin or destination 
within the same borough, or on designated Through 
Truck Routes, which include a number of major highways 
and roads, for other trips. These routes intersect with 
rail freight lines that serve several of the city’s largest 
Industrial Business Zones (IBZs) — districts the city has 
designated for manufacturing. 

The system also relies on loading points, interchange 
sites such as cargo bike facilities, and large scale freight 
hubs such as docks and rail transfer centers. However, rail 
infrastructure is highly limited in quantity and capacity. 
At Brooklyn Terminal Market’s rail spur, for instance, 
everything must be off-loaded by hand, which takes two to 
three days per train.

Food transportation relies primarily 
on privately-owned trucking and 

last-mile delivery businesses.

Trucking infrastructure is largely privately owned and 
run by for-profit businesses. Larger trucks are commonly 
owned by independent businesses, such as ACME Truck 
Line, or individual owner-operators. Large scale food 
processors and distributors, including multinational 
corporations like SYSCO and TYSON Foods and New York 
businesses such as Baldor, also own large private fleets. 
These operate out of IBZs, where the businesses will also 
likely own or lease their own loading, parking, and storage 
infrastructure. Large scale food and beverage corporations 
like Pepsi, Coca-Cola and Lays also own large delivery 
fleets that distribute across the city.

Many small food businesses and entrepreneurs own last-
mile delivery vehicles such as cargo vans, and may have 
a small loading area on their own property. At the smallest 
scale, delivery service workers use cars, mopeds, bikes, 
and scooters to courier meals, often working for delivery 
companies like DoorDash or Buyk.

Transport operations and equipment is highly expensive, 
especially for hot and cold chain links, and costs have 
recently spiked due to COVID disruptions and widespread 
labor shortages. Yet there is very limited infrastructure for 
changing between modes of transportation (for example, 
rail to truck, or truck to cargo bike), which compounds the 
challenges of moving from regional to neighborhood scale. 

The high volume of truck transport 
causes competition for road and 

curb access.

Truck transport contributes to, and is impacted by, 
congestion in residential and commercial streets. The 
fragmentation of a mostly privatized and independent 
system makes it hard for businesses and neighborhoods to 
reduce truck volume through coordination. 

 

https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/home/downloads/pdf/reports/2020/Feeding-New-York.pdf
https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/sirr/downloads/pdf/Ch_13_CriticalNetwork_FINAL_singles.pdf
https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/foodpolicy/downloads/pdf/Food-Forward-NYC.pdf
https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/foodpolicy/downloads/pdf/Food-Forward-NYC.pdf
http://www.schoonerapollonia.com/csa-information-page
https://www1.nyc.gov/html/dot/downloads/pdf/smart-truck-management-plan.pdf
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There is heavy competition for the curb access necessary 
for loading and parking, especially at peak delivery times. 
Bus routes, bike lanes, residential traffic and parking, 
and pedestrian infrastructure all compete with last mile 
transport infrastructure for space. 

The massive rise of ecommerce, greatly accelerated by 
COVID, exacerbates this problem as more households have 
food and groceries delivered directly. Ecommerce giants 
continue to build large scale fulfillment centers in the city 
to meet increasing demand. 

Truck transportation creates 
pollution and environmental 

damage.

Through a series of recent plans, including the New 
York City Department of Transportation’s (DOT) Smart 
Truck Management Plan, NYC Economic Development 
Corporation’s (NYCEDC) Freight NYC, and DOT and 
NYCEDC’s joint Delivering Green plan for a sustainable 
freight network, the City has outlined desired investments 
in clean fuel infrastructure, zero-emission refrigeration 
technology, and incentives for cleaner trucks. 

These investments would ease the pollution and high 
greenhouse gas emissions caused by reliance on 
transporting food by truck. 

Private medium- and heavy-duty vehicles contribute 
about 3% of the city’s total greenhouse gas emissions. 
Neighborhoods bordering expressways, which are 
predominantly communities of color in New York, face 
disproportionate health risks from exposure to particulate 
matter from truck engine exhaust. Communities 
adjacent to IBZs, which are often historically redlined 
neighborhoods, also bear the environmental and health 
costs of this privately owned trucking infrastructure, often 
without reaping the benefits. 

Reliable hot and cold chains are critical for safely 
distributing fresh and nutritious food. However, cold-chain 
trucking is especially energy intensive and may continue 
to be a problem even after delivery, as trucks sit in the sun 
waiting to be unloaded or provide overflow cold storage 
when site-based facilities are at capacity. Even major 
distribution facilities like Brooklyn Terminal Market and 
Hunts Point have limited cold storage. Yet breaks in hot and 
cold chains lead to food wastage, as food that goes outside 
of its prescribed temperature range cannot be consumed.

https://www.nytimes.com/2021/03/04/nyregion/amazon-in-new-york.html
https://www1.nyc.gov/html/dot/downloads/pdf/smart-truck-management-plan.pdf
https://www1.nyc.gov/html/dot/downloads/pdf/smart-truck-management-plan.pdf
https://edc.nyc/freight-nyc
https://www1.nyc.gov/html/dot/downloads/pdf/freight-vision-plan-delivering-green.pdf
https://www1.nyc.gov/html/dot/downloads/pdf/smart-truck-management-plan.pdf
https://www.ucsusa.org/sites/default/files/attach/2019/06/Inequitable-Exposure-to-Vehicle-Pollution-NY.pdf
https://www.ucsusa.org/sites/default/files/attach/2019/06/Inequitable-Exposure-to-Vehicle-Pollution-NY.pdf


Site & History Brooklyn Terminal Market is a major New York City wholesale and distribution 
site located in Canarsie, Brooklyn. It has been in operation since 1942, and was 
the first commercial cooperative in New York City. The market offers extensive 
Caribbean and West Indian products. It serves wholesale customers as well as 
retail shoppers.

Brooklyn Terminal Market is structured as a cooperative; each store has two 
owners who each hold a share in the market. The market has seen a slow 
historical conversion of specialist businesses into larger, consolidated produce 
vendors. There is a high demand for more units, as there have not been 
vacant units in the market for years. There is also demand for more storage, 
especially cost storage. Brooklyn Terminal Market relies primarily on trucking 
infrastructure, though it also has a rail spur.

The market hosts around 25 individual vendors offering a wide array of 
products. Some vendors have their own processing capabilities, such as 
pickling, meat processing, and packaging. Most vendors within the market 
depend exclusively on independent contractors for food transportation, 
including large volumes of refrigerated cargo. Up to 200 trucks may service the 
market per day, creating high competition for parking and delivery space.

The market is served by a rail spur, and limited amounts of produce that does 
not require cold storage are brought by rail. A lack of loading infrastructure 
means that train cars must be unloaded by hand, which takes 2–3 days per train, 
and lack of investment from the rail companies has stalled further development 
of infrastructure. 

During COVID, disruptions to global supply chains and massive shipping 
price increases have caused serious problems for the market’s vendors, with 
container shipment prices from Texas rising from $4,000 to $7,000, and 
containers from China topping out over $20,000. Shortages of truck drivers 
also cause major problems, with competition from Amazon cited as a major 
reason for the decreased labor supply.

Wide array, including domestic and imported fruit and vegetables, spices, 
beverages, meat, fish, dairy products, plants, flowers, paper goods, and 
seasonal items

Each tenant has its own loading zone to accomodate mid-sized trucks; larger 
vehicles commonly double park

Individual tenants have refrigeration units; no large cold storage facilities

Through wholesale and retail operations, the market offers a wide array of 
culturally appropriate products for Caribbean and West Indian communities 
local to Brooklyn. Brooklyn Terminal Market does not handle a high volume of 
regional or sustainably produced produce; much of the food that arrives there is 
from conventional agriculture sources all over the Americas.

Operation

Activities

Products

Loading Requirements

Cold Storage

Food System Connections

Case Study

Brooklyn Terminal Market
Site Size

220,000+ sq ft / 5 acres
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https://thebridgebk.com/where-trucks-have-no-home/
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Case Study

Brooklyn Terminal Market
Site Size

220,000+ sq ft / 5 acres
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 → Pilot neighborhood-based delivery 
models to reduce truck volume.
While exploring urban consolidation programs 
for truck deliveries, a goal outlined in Delivering 
Green, the City should consider specific needs 
and opportunities for consolidated or locally zoned 
delivery for food transportation. Under one possible 
model for the food industry, a business could bid 
to own delivery in a specific area, and would be 
able to optimize truck usage. This would encourage 
moving from a business-based delivery model to a 
neighborhood-based one, akin to New York City’s 
Commercial Waste Zones.

 → Incentivize lower-emission trucking 
and cold storage options. 
The City should consider additional strategies to 
deepen its commitment to cleaner truck freight. The 
City should ensure that its planned Green Loading 
Zone pilot, which will prioritize curb access for lower 
emission vehicles, benefits commercial corridors with 
a high density of food businesses. The Department 
of Transportation (DOT) should build upon programs 
like the NYC Clean Trucks Program to provide more 
incentives for cleaner truck fuel adoption, such as 
charging infrastructure and preferential curb access, 
that will encourage the use of less polluting food 
delivery trucks. In addition to public investments, the 
City should create incentives for private companies 
to build charging stations and invest in greener 
cold-storage options, such as building shade covers 
for refrigerated truck parking. The City should also 
address the root need to expand permanent cold 
storage buildings through further engagement 
with distribution centers, processing facilities, 
transportation companies, and food retailers.

 → Invest in neighborhood micro 
distribution hubs that encourage 
trucking alternatives and expand cold 
storage.
An equitable food transportation system requires 
improved infrastructure for transferring to smaller 
vehicles for residential neighborhoods — for example 
from larger trucks to smaller trucks or cargo bikes. 
Beyond the borough-based freight hubs currently 
outlined in Freight NYC, the City should invest 
in micro distribution hubs to subsidize loading 
and storage infrastructure that can efficiently 
distribute to communities. These may be co-located 
in neighborhood food hubs or with other food 
infrastructure such as processing facilities, and could 
also offer increased cold storage sites city-wide. Micro 
distribution hubs could be coupled with investments 
in rail, water and cargo bike transportation to 
encourage alternatives to trucking.

 →  Support community-owned last-mile 
connections.
For neighborhoods adjacent to IBZs, NYCEDC or the 
Department of Small Business Services (SBS) should 
partner with local businesses and organizations to 
establish community-owned enterprises for last-mile 
delivery from major distribution hubs. Through a model 
like this, a local business in the South Bronx could 
deliver produce from distributors located in Hunts 
Point to small neighborhood retailers. This would 
support jobs in communities adjacent to major hubs, 
connect fresh food to the immediate neighborhood, 
and incentivize cleaner last-mile transportation such 
as cargo bikes. As precedents, SBS can look to the 
cooperative ownership model of Bronx-based compost 
microhauler GreenFeen Organix as well as the last-
mile distribution model developed by URB-E, a cargo 
e-bike delivery provider, and urban farm Square Roots. 

RECOMMENDATIONS

https://wagner.nyu.edu/files/faculty/publications/NYSERDA20UDCs20Final20Report202011-201.pdf
https://www1.nyc.gov/assets/dsny/site/resources/reports/commercial-waste-zones-plan
https://www.nycctp.com
https://greenfeenorganix.com
https://www.grocerydive.com/news/urb-e-partners-with-indoor-farming-startup-to-deliver-locally-grown-produce/621037/
https://www.grocerydive.com/news/urb-e-partners-with-indoor-farming-startup-to-deliver-locally-grown-produce/621037/
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