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 The global pandemic coupled with severe supply chain disruptions have made Michigan truckers 
busier than ever. Unfortunately, these disruptions will also provide opportunities for criminals engaging 
in illicit trade. Every day, nearly 30,000 trucks carry over $1 billion in commerce over the Ambassador 
Bridge in Detroit alone. When people mention trade along our borders, many immediately think of the 
American southwest. But we know that Michigan is also a critical border state making the international 
pipeline a hub for illicit activity.    
  
 This helps to explain how illegal trade has become a $2.2 trillion industry covering an array of 
goods including illicit tobacco, drug smuggling, human trafficking, and counterfeit products. Not only 
does this trade put money in the pockets of criminals, it steers important money away from taxpayers 
and legitimate businesses. 
 
Illicit trade is popular amongst criminal networks because it is a low-risk, high-reward activity. A single 
container of counterfeit cigarettes costs about $100,000 but can be worth roughly $2.3 million in sales. 
That means a criminal network could have 22 out of 23 containers seized by law enforcement and still 
make a profit. 
 
 Illicit tobacco alone costs Michigan taxpayers more than $200 million in lost taxes every year. In 
a time when many local and state governments are cutting services, that is money that could be 
directed to schools and local law enforcement. 
 
 Michigan is also home to nearly 20 percent of all automobile production in the United States. 
Yet, counterfeit sales in the automotive industry cost our state an estimated $3 billion last year alone. 
This serves to drive up prices on vehicle parts, an especially bad problem for those of us relying on 
shipping and transportation for a living. 
 
 We also cannot ignore the role that illicit trade has in making our state more dangerous. Likely 
because of our position as a border state and our many ailing communities, twelve Michigan counties 
are labeled as high intensity drug trafficking areas by the Office of National Drug Control Policy. 
Michigan is also currently seventh in the nation in its number of human trafficking cases. If left 
unchecked, these numbers will get worse.  
 
 Truckers can play a unique role in combating illicit trade because they can literally serve as eyes 
and ears on highways around Michigan and the country. That is why Michigan truckers have worked 
with law enforcement, and hotel and truck stop associations to raise awareness and provide training on 
the signs of human trafficking. Now, we need to take steps to broaden our efforts to include other 
warning signs for illicit trade. 
 
  Last year, the Michigan Trucking Association began a new partnership with United to Safeguard 
America from Illegal Trade (USA-IT), a coalition that brings together the public and private sectors with 
law enforcement agencies to combat the sale and trafficking of counterfeit and smuggled goods.  
 
 Through USA-IT, MTA will help ensure that truckers are working with law enforcement and 
public officials on spotting and stopping illicit trade. As the supply chain struggles continue to grow, we 
know that opportunities for illicit trade will only grow. It is important that truckers do our part to protect 
our industry and our communities, and our work with USA-IT will be a big step forward. This initiative 

https://www.clickondetroit.com/news/2019/04/02/detroit-area-truck-drivers-get-training-on-how-to-spot-human-trafficking/
https://news.jrn.msu.edu/2020/02/truckers-hotel-workers-need-human-trafficking-training-bills-say/


will also work to educate the public about the dangers of illegal trade and the impact it has in their 
communities. People can learn more about this issue and its challenges in Michigan by visiting the USA-
IT website at www.usait.org. 
 

http://www.usait.org/

