Description: In this week’s episode of FTR’s Trucking Market Update podcast, we review changes in the for-hire carrier population during February and consider what’s going on with diesel prices and the spot market for truck freight. We also review pricing in January for freight transportation services and for truck equipment, namely trailers.

Episode 354

Welcome to FTR’s weekly Trucking Market Update. I’m Avery Vise, vice president of trucking. This is Episode 354 for the week of March 2, 2026. 

Before we start, a reminder that you can download a PDF with graphics related to this discussion at ftrintel.com/trucking-podcast.  

Before we get into anything new this week, I must come clean on a mistake I made last week. In my haste to get the podcast done, I accidentally cut out from the slide deck the charts related to trucking revenues and the economy in the fourth quarter. I have included them in this week’s slide deck. I did catch the error at some point last week and replaced the deck, so some of you have a redundant set of charts. Rest assured, they are identical.

OK, let’s talk about changes in the for-hire trucking firm population during February. As you might imagine, recently improved spot rates starting in late November seem to have helped carriers financially and have taken a bite out of the number of carriers exiting the market. 

The number of revocations of authority net of reinstatement totaled just under 3,900 which is the fewest in a month since October 2021. 

Meanwhile, the number of newly authorized trucking firms totaled nearly 4,400 and was the highest in four months. The net result was an increase of about 475 carriers – the most since May of last year.

As of February, the U.S. truck freight market had close to 86,000 more for-hire operations than it did in February 2020. That’s a 33.4% increase. The peak was September 2022 at just under 51% higher.

OK, let’s talk about diesel prices. The national average retail price of on-highway diesel increased 8.8 cents during the week ended March 2 to $3.897 a gallon – the highest price since late April 2024. 

The increase in the latest week is just a penny smaller than in the previous week. Because the week ended just a couple days after the beginning of U.S. military action against Iran, it’s likely that the full impact of the situation has not shown up in diesel prices. That said, gains in recent weeks clearly have been largely the result of rising expectations of military action in the Persian Gulf, which is, of course, one of the world’s largest suppliers of petroleum. 

 One reason to assume that diesel prices will keep rising is the continued increase in U.S. crude prices since the U.S. struck Iran. In the latest trading, West Texas Intermediate crude has closed above $70 a barrel. WTI was briefly higher than it is now last summer, but it hasn’t been consistently more expensive since the middle of 2024.

OK, let’s talk about the spot market for truck freight for the week ended February 27, which is week 8 of the year. 

Overall broker-posted spot rates in the Truckstop.com system rose notably during the week as rates for both flatbed and dry van equipment moved higher and refrigerated rates posted their smallest decrease since the 45-cent spike in week 4. Spot rates for all three principal segments were quite strong versus the same week last year. The latest week included some strength linked to a winter storm in the Northeast, but weather will become an increasingly insignificant factor. 

The total market broker-posted rate increased 5.7 cents to the highest level since the final week of 2022 due mostly to flatbed, though dry van spot rates also inched higher. Total rates were almost 14% higher than in the same 2025 week – the strongest prior-year comparison since March 2022.

Although weather disruptions should be few and far between now, seasonal firming coupled with ongoing stress in capacity will likely keep spot rates strong. It increasingly appears that the major week 4 weather disruption rapidly triggered a reset in spot rates that might have occurred more gradually this spring. If so, the market impact of January’s winter storm could be seen as comparable to that from Hurricane Harvey in September 2017.

Dry van spot rates ticked up nearly 1 cent after declining nearly 9 cents over the prior two weeks. Rates, which were nearly 16 cents higher than they were the week before the major weather event, were 20% higher than in the same week last year. The impact from last week’s winter storm was apparent as dry van rates in the Northeast jumped just under 14 cents while rates declined in several regions. The largest increase other than in the Northeast was just over 3 cents in the Southeast.

Refrigerated spot rates declined 3.6 cents. Rates were only about 7 cents higher than they were before the January weather event, but in a normal year they would be well below week 3 levels by week 8. Moreover, refrigerated rates were about 27% higher than they were in the same 2025 week. Rates increased in the Northeast and South Central regions but were down elsewhere.

Flatbed spot rates rose just under 7 cents to their highest level since April. That rate, in turn, had been the highest since October 2022. Flatbed rates have risen in 14 of the past 15 weeks and were just under 12% higher than they were in the same 2025 week for the strongest prior-year comparison since April 2022. The strongest rate increases were in the Northeast followed by the Midwest and the West Coast.

Total load activity increased 6.0%, again reaching the highest level since July 2022. Load postings were close to 38% higher than during the same 2025 week. Flatbed continues to post the largest year-over-year comparisons, but dry van volume also was quite strong versus the same week last year.

As usual, the visuals for both volume and rates are in the slide deck, and you can get full details at spot.ftrintel.com.

END SEGMENT 1
BEGIN SEGMENT 2

Let's wrap up the weekly data with a look at mortgage rates, which achieved a milestone by dropping below 6% for the first time since September 2022. The average rate on a 30-year fixed-rate mortgage declined to 5.98%, according to Freddie Mac.

OK, we’ll start the monthly indicators with the industrial sector.

The Institute for Supply Management’s manufacturing index was basically stable in February, easing just 0.2-point to 52.4% from January’s much-improved level. You might recall from a podcast a few weeks ago that the ISM index in January was the strongest in more than three years.

Freight-related components of the ISM index were still solidly in expansion. The new orders index declined 1.3 points to 55.8% while the production component fell 2.4 points to 53.5%. Another big boost for freight – and especially the consistency of freight demand – is a big increase in the orders backlog component to 56.6%.

Next, let’s address pricing in the supply chain by looking at the Producer Price Index. We will also be talking about several issues in this context that are directly related to trucking.

Pricing at the producer level rose strongly m/m in January, but the y/y growth in pricing eased slightly. The Producer Price Index for final demand advanced 0.5% m/m, seasonally adjusted, even though the index for final demand goods declined 0.3% due mostly to falling energy prices. The PPI for final demand services rose 0.8% m/m.

Despite the m/m acceleration, the y/y change in the unadjusted PPI eased a tenth of a point to 2.9%, which is well above the +1.7% average for 2011-2019. The average for 2025 was +3.0%.

As measured by the PPI, most of the trucking sector recorded positive m/m and y/y comparisons, but the PPI for general freight truckload deteriorated both m/m and y/y. On the other hand, the PPI for local general freight trucking jumped 5.9% m/m and was up 6.9% y/y. That’s the largest increase in a single month since May 2021, and the y/y comparison is the strongest since November 2022. To understand how unusual it is, consider that the local general freight PPI has not move by more than 0.4% m/m in either direction since September 2024. I would love to be able to explain this sudden change, but I can’t.
OK, let’s look at the other side of the ledger for trucking operations, and we’ll start with insurance. There was technically some good news, though I wouldn’t get too excited about it. The Producer Price Index for commercial auto insurance premiums, which is a proxy for trucking insurance, declined 0.2% m/m in January. Not much, I know, but that is the first decrease of any size since April, and the largest decrease since June 2024. The PPI was up 4.7% y/y, which is the smallest comparison since February of last year. However, the main reason for that smaller comparison, which is down from 5.9% in December, is that the surge in insurance premium prices began in January of last year. So if insurance premium pricing merely holds steady, the y/y comparison will continue to fall.

Aluminum pricing as measured by the PPI continued to set records and undoubtedly was a factor in the continued increases in trailer pricing. The PPI for trailers increased 1.2% m/m and was up 7.4% y/y – the strongest comparison since January 2023.

OK, moving on to construction. In December, a 1.5% m/m increase in residential construction offset a 0.6% decline in nonresidential to produce an overall 0.3% increase in total construction. However, total construction was down 0.4% y/y as residential was down 1.2% but nonresidential was nearly flat at up just 0.3%.

The clear issue with weakness in nonresidential construction is manufacturing, which is falling rapidly after surging in 2022 and 2023 and peaking in 2024. Adjusted for inflation, the value of manufacturing construction put in place in December fell 2.3% m/m, seasonally adjusted, and that’s a big change for a single month. Real manufacturing construction spending was down 13.4% y/y.

If we drill down to more granular data, the key issue in all of this is manufacturing facilities specifically for computer, electronic, and electrical equipment. That has been the sole driver of manufacturing construction growth, and it is cooling rapidly. Real spending in that category, which is by far the largest sector for manufacturing construction, was down 5.4% m/m and 15.1% y/y in December. Most other categories have been basically stable, and the only other one showing any notable strength in recent years is chemicals manufacturing. That is probably because of pharmaceuticals.

There’s another area of construction, though, in which computers not only are the key factor but also are still creating upward pressure. You probably already know what I am going to say, but I’ll say it anyway: Data centers.

Data centers fall within the catch-all “office” category in construction spending figures. Overall, that category has been basically flat since 2022. But it has been flat because strength in data center construction has offset weakness in general office construction – you know, what we think of as offices. 

The Census Bureau has been collecting figures on data centers specifically since 2014 and something interesting just happened. For the first time, real spending on data centers in November was higher than real spending on general office construction. That inversion continued and accelerated in December. When we consider how strong the flatbed market is now, this phenomenon alone is probably a significant factor.

OK, we’ll wrap up this week with a quick look at inventories and sales in the wholesale sector.

A solid increase in sales m/m coupled with barely any increase in inventories in December resulted in the leanest inventories in the wholesale sector since April 2022. The greatest m/m strength in sales was in machinery, up 6.4%. Other notable gainers include electrical equipment, up 2.7%, and professional equipment, up 1.9%.

OK, let’s recap some key takeaways for the week:
· February saw the fewest carriers lose authority since October 2021.
· Diesel prices rose to their highest level since April 2024.
· Spot rates rose in the latest week as flatbed and dry van increased and the decline for refrigerated was small.
· Mortgage rates declined to just under 5%.
· The ISM manufacturing index remained strong in February.
· Producer-level pricing rose strongly in January.
· Trucking insurance premium pricing declined m/m for the first time since April.
· Soaring aluminum pricing continued pricing pressure on trailers.
· Higher residential construction spending in December offset a drop in nonresidential that was led by manufacturing facilities.
· Wholesale inventories in December were leanest since April 2022.

Next week’s podcast will feature a close look at the jobs report for February, including for truck transportation as usual. We also will look at truck orders for February and the Trucking Conditions Index for January. Plus, we will discuss diesel prices and the spot market for truck freight as usual, and those discussions alone should be worth the price of admission.

That’s FTR’s Trucking Market Update, Episode 354 for the week of March 2, 2026. Thanks for listening – stay safe – and we hope you will join us next week.
