Keep on Trucking, But Less So?
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There is much talk in the news these days that the national economy, and even more so the Inland
Empire, is losing a significant number of jobs due to the so-called “Freight Recession.” We are
not denying that several prominent establishments in the industry had to shut down and lay off a
significant number of workers. Yellow Corp, a 99-year old firm, for example, declared bankruptcy
in August 2023 and lost 30,000 jobs. 10 Road Express shut down in January 2026 after a decline
in revenue of 70 percent. These developments are not unique to the U.S. In Canada, Pride Group
saw the largest trucking industry bankruptcy in Canadian history.

The term “Freight Recession” has attracted increased attention, as reflected in Google Trends
searches, which displays the frequency of word searches on the internet. However, the labeling of
job losses in the industry as a “Freight Recession” is misleading. The recent decline in logistics
employment is not evidence of a regional or even a national downturn, but rather the unwinding
of an extraordinary overshooting that occurred during and immediately after the COVID-19
recession. The real economic challenge facing the Inland Empire is not a decline in jobs in the
freight sector. Instead it is the long-standing lack of high—value-added industries that forces over
350,000 residents to commute daily to coastal counties for better-paying work or to leave Southern
California altogether looking for a better set of job opportunities, higher pay, and housing
affordability primarily in Texas, Nevada, and Washington.

Logistics plays an outsized role in the Riverside—San Bernardino—Ontario Metropolitan Statistical
Area (MSA). Slightly more than 15 percent of the region’s workforce is employed in
Transportation, Warehousing, and Wholesale Trade - nearly double the share we observe for
California and the nation. In San Bernardino County, the figure is closer to one in five workers.
This concentration means that fluctuation in freight volumes will be amplified more so here than
elsewhere.

However, context matters. Since the end of the Great Recession of 2008-2009, logistics has been
the Inland Empire’s single largest engine of job creation. From 2010 to the eve of the pandemic,
the sector added nearly 100,000 jobs. This represents one quarter of all new positions created in
the region. Riverside County gained 37,000 logistics jobs; San Bernardino County added 62,000.
No other sector came even close, with the Leisure and Hospitality industry running a distant
second. During the post-COVID recovery, Logistics expanded even further, generating another
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28,000 jobs by mid-2022. This surge was driven by temporary pandemic conditions: a shift from
services to goods consumption, supply-chain disruptions, inventory hoarding, and rapid expansion
of trucking fleets and warehouse capacity. Businesses assumed these patterns would persist,
leading to a classic economic overshooting. National truck transportation employment rose 4.7
percent between February 2020 and August 2022, or, even more dramatically, by 11 percent if
measured from the April 2020 trough. This development came on top of a long-run increase of 23
percent during the previous expansion.

Once consumer spending normalized, the excess capacity became obvious. Supply chains
unclogged, inventories stabilized, and firms in the industry began shedding surplus labor. The
Inland Empire lost about 11,500 logistics jobs after mid-2022, even as the region added a net
57,000 positions overall. This is not a freight recession. It is a return to normalcy after an
unprecedented, pandemic-driven boom.

Other sectors experienced similar corrections. Professional and Business Services shed 16,500
jobs over the same period, yet no one labeled this a “White Collar Recession” (yet). Meanwhile,
the Health and Private Education sector added 73,000 jobs. Without the Health Industry, total
employment in the Inland Empire would have declined. With projected cuts in that sector and
expected loss of funds in Public Education (Local Government), the region’s dependence on a
narrow set of industries should be a cause for concern.

This brings us to the Inland Empire’s true economic challenge: the lack of diversified, high—value-
added employment opportunities. We are repeating mistakes from the 1980s, when the area heavily
relied on military expenditures and aerospace, which led to the prolonged “peace dividend”
recession of the ‘90s. Next came the housing boom during the early years at the turn of the
millennium, followed by the housing bust of 2008. Logistics has delivered enormous job growth,
admittedly at some environmental costs. However, it does not generate the level of value added
needed to support long-term prosperity. While the Inland Empire ranks as the 12th most populous
MSA out of 185 in the U.S. (watch out Boston-Cambridge and Phoenix, you are next in line to
join the San Francisco MSA as we pass you), our per capita GDP places us in the lower third of
MSAs in the country, some 100 positions below Waco, Texas. The region must attract industries
that encourage young workers and college graduates to build careers locally rather than commute
long distances or relocate to other states. This, rather than the unwinding of a pandemic
overshooting, is the Inland Empire’s number one economic problem.



