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Executive Summary  
 

NRG Research Group was commissioned by Transport Canada to conduct a statistically reliable 
and representative survey of shippers from across Canada.  A total of 262 interviews were 

conducted between August 7 and September 16, 2009.  
 

The survey is part of ¢ǊŀƴǎǇƻǊǘ /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ wŀƛƭ CǊŜƛƎƘǘ {ŜǊǾƛŎŜ ǊŜǾƛŜǿΦ ¢ƘŜ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ ƻǳǘƭƛƴŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ 
report for the most part reflect the experiences and impressions of shippers related to the rail 
service from their primary Class 1 rail provider, i.e. the railway responsible for the movement of 
the majority of the main commodity shipped (CN or CP). 
 
The overall objective of this study is to examine shipper satisfaction with the overall 
performance of the rail freight logistics system and to identify areas of service that could be 

improved to ultimately improve the performance of the rail freight system and satisfaction 
levels of shippers. 

 
Overall Satisfaction 

 
The shippers interviewed in this study do not have a high level of satisfaction with the 

ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ ǘǿƻ /ƭŀǎǎ м Ǌŀƛƭǿŀȅǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŦǊŜƛƎƘǘΦ мт҈ ƻŦ ǎƘƛǇǇŜǊǎ 
rated their satisfaction level a ά6έ or ά7έ out of ά7έ (7 being the highest level of satisfaction). It 

should be noted that customer satisfaction research usually encounters much higher Top Box 
frequencies in the range of 50% to 70%. 

 

16% percent of shippers rated their satisfaction a ά1έ or ά2έ out of ά7έΣ ŀƎŀƛƴ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǿƘŀǘ 
is often encountered in customer satisfaction research. ²ƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŀǘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ΨоΩ ƛǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ in the 

Low Box total, which is often done as an indication of a ΨsomewhatΩ dissatisfied rating, the 
percent climbs to 35%. Clearly there is a significant dissatisfied shipper population in Canada.  

 
Almost half of shippers (45%) say their satisfaction level had decreased over the past three 

years (25% say their satisfaction has decreased a lot). Another third of shippers (36%) indicated 
their satisfaction is unchanged from three years ago, suggesting that low satisfaction with the 

railways is not exclusively a recent phenomenon. 
 
A factor likely contributing to this low level of satisfaction among shippers is the fact this survey 
found that almost two-thirds of respondents (62%) said they have suffered a serious financial 
impact as a result of poor service from /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ /ƭŀǎǎ м railways.  
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On an un-prompted basis top-of-mind basis, the factors identified by shippers contributing 

most to shipper dissatisfaction were perceived shortfalls in: 
 

¶ On time delivery of cars at origin of shipping 
¶ On time delivery cars at destination 

¶ Price  

¶ Reliability of car supply, including the timely release of cars into the system 
¶ Consistent transit times 

¶ Responsiveness of railways when problems arise 
 
On specific service factors, the railways are perceived by shippers to be performing particularly 
poorly at: 
 

¶ Accuracy of forecasting demand for services  

¶ The timely placement of cars at origin for loading  

¶ The timely pick-up of empty cars  
¶ Responsiveness of railways when there is a problem  

¶ The quick movement of goods 
 
Three out of the six service factors noted above (timely placement of cars at origin; consistent 
service in general and; responsiveness of railways when problems arise) were identified by 

shippers as being among the most important. 
 

¢ƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ŀ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ƭŀǊƎŜ ǎŀǘƛǎŦŀŎǘƛƻƴ ΨƎŀǇΩ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ to shippers, i.e. 
these are service areas on which the railways are viewed as performing poorly. The gap 
between the rated importance to the shipper and rated performance by railway is widest on 
many attributes rated most important by shippers. The gap is 50 percentage points or more on 
ǘƘŜ ǘƻǇ с ΨƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜΩ ǊŀǘŜŘ ŀǘǘǊƛōǳǘŜǎΦ (page 31 of report) 
 
There are three areas where railways are perceived to be performing well (rated 6 or 7 out of 
7). These are: 
 

¶ The tracking of shipments while in transit  

¶ The provision of the correct type of cars at origin  
¶ The professionalism and knowledge of the railways staff  

 
It should be noted that the above three service areas are of moderate importance to shippers 

compared to importance of other service areas. 
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Satisfaction by Railway 

 
There is a marked difference in satisfaction levels between the primary users of CN versus CP. 

CN is viewed as the more efficient rail way, however, it needs to focus more attention on its 
customers and their service needs. 

 
Just over 1 in 10 shippers (13%) who are CN primary users say they are currently very satisfied 

(rated a 6 or 7 out of 7) with their rail service.  16% percent of CN primary users are very 
dissatisfied (rated 1 or 2 out of 7). 
 
In comparison, 25% of CP primary users provided a very satisfied rating of their perception of 
overall freight service. 13% of CP primary users provided a rating indicating they are very 
dissatisfied with service (rated 1 or 2 out of 7). 
 
It is also telling that among shippers interviewed who used the services of both Class 1 railways 
when shipping their main commodity the pattern of satisfaction noted above is confirmed. 

aŀƛƴ ǳǎŜǊǎ ƻŦ /b ǿƘƻ ŀƭǎƻ ǳǎŜ /tΣ ŀǊŜ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ н ǘƻ м ƳƻǊŜ ǎŀǘƛǎŦƛŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ /tΩǎ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ όŀǎ ǘƘŜ 
alternative rail provider) compared to CN.  These individuals said customer service from CP was 

an area where CP performed better than CN. 
 
There are a number of specific service areas where shipper perceptions of CN and CP differ 
notably. In order, these are: 
 

CN performs better at: 
ü Tracking shipments 
ü Moving traffic quickly from origin to destination 
ü Consistent transit times of traffic from origin to destination 

 

CP performs better at: 
ü Professionalism and knowledge of railway staff 

ü Responsiveness of railway staff when problems arise 
ü Frequency of service 

ü Timely placement of cars at origin (slight) 
 
Satisfaction by Size of Shipper 
 
There is a clear distinction in the satisfaction levels of large and medium sized shippers 
compared to small and very small shippers. 
 

About 2 in 10 large to medium sized shippers say they are very satisfied with their overall 
ŦǊŜƛƎƘǘ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ ŦǊƻƳ /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ /ƭŀǎǎ м Ǌŀƛƭ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǊǎ όнм҈ ŀƴŘ нн҈ ǊŀǘŜŘ с ƻǊ т ǊŜǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜƭȅύΦ 

Only 10% of small shippers provided a very satisfied rating of their overall service, with 24% 
indicating they are very dissatisfied with their rail service (rated 1 or 2 out 7). 17% of very small 

shippers provided a very satisfied rating. 
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The factors influencing (in order) the satisfaction of large and medium sized shippers are: 
 

¶ The on time delivery of cars at origin 
¶ The on time delivery of cars at destination 

¶ The reliability of car supply 

¶ Price of freight transportation (particularly large shippers) 
 

Smaller shippers are more likely to mention the following factors as being greater determinants 
of their overall satisfaction: 

 
¶ Price of freight transportation 

¶ Reliability of car supply 
¶ The on time delivery of cars at origin 

 

Satisfaction by Main Commodity Type 
 

Grain and forestry product shippers are more likely to have higher dissatisfaction levels (more 
frequent rating of 1 or 2 out of 7). Forest product shippers in particular are more likely than 
other commodity types to say their level of satisfaction has decreased a lot over the past three 
years compared to the other commodity shippers. 
 
Grain shippers are more likely to be very dissatisfied with their primary rail provider on the 
following service areas: 

 
¶ Placement of the right number of cars at origin 

¶ Timely placement of cars at origin 
¶ Condition of the supplied cars 

¶ Consistent transit times 
 
Forest product ǎƘƛǇǇŜǊǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǾŜǊȅ ŘƛǎǎŀǘƛǎŦƛŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǊŀƛƭǿŀȅǎΩ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜ ƻƴΥ 
 

¶ Timely placement of cars at origin 

¶ Responsiveness of the railways when problem arise 
 

Satisfaction and Perceived Access to Viable Alternative Shipping Options 
 

Not surprisingly, access to ŀƭǘŜǊƴŀǘƛǾŜ ǎƘƛǇǇƛƴƎ ƻǇǘƛƻƴǎ Ƙŀǎ ŀ ōŜŀǊƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǎƘƛǇǇŜǊǎΩ ǎŀǘƛǎŦŀŎǘƛƻƴ 
with the railways. 43% of the survey population indicate they have access to both of /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ 

Class 1 railways along with other viable shipping options when it came to the movement of 
their primary commodity. 29% of respondents indicate that they have access to only one 

railway, but do have other viable shipping alternatives. The remainder of shippers interviewed 
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(28%) have access to one rail line and indicated having either limited or no shipping 

alternatives. ¢ƘŜǎŜ ǎƘƛǇǇŜǊǎ ǇŜǊŎŜƛǾŜ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ΨŎŀǇǘƛǾŜΩ ǎƘƛǇǇŜǊǎΦ 
 

Shippers served by multiple railways have higher satisfaction levels compared to those served 
by only one railway. 23% of shippers with multiple rail options are very satisfied (6 or 7 out of 7) 

with their freight service compared to 14% of shippers with access to only one rail line. 
Satisfaction levels decline further when looking at the population of shippers who have access 

to only one rail line and limited or no shipping optionsτмм҈ ǾŜǊȅ ǎŀǘƛǎŦƛŜŘΦ ¢ƘŜ ΨŎŀǇǘƛǾŜΩ 
shipper is not a happy one. 
 
Service areas where the ΨcaptiveΩ shipper is most dissatisfied include: 
 

¶ Consistency of general freight service 

¶ The railways accuracy in forecasting shipper needs 

¶ The timely placement of cars at origin 

¶ The correct number of cars at origin 

¶ Responsiveness of railways when problems arise 
 
It is also noteworthy that captive shippers are less satisfied with the service factor, 
professionalism and knowledge of railway staff, compared to shippers with more shipping 
options. 
 
Financial Consequences of Poor Rail Service & Accountability 
 
As noted earlier, 62% of shippers say they have experienced a serious financial impact in the 

last 18 months as a result of poor service from one of CanadaΩǎ Class 1 railways. This 
percentage is somewhat higher for CN primary users (66%) compared to CP users (55%). In 
addition, shippers who are captive to one railway with limited or no shipping alternatives are 
much more likely to have experienced a serious financial loss in the last 18 months compared to 
shippers with access to more than one railway (82% vs. 58%). 
 
The prevailing perception among shippers is that there is no real recourse for them to hold the 
railways to account for breakdowns in service. Over half of shippers are of the view there are 
no or very few measures in place to hold railways to account for their customer service 
performance (53% rated 1 or 2 out 7). Only 7% of shippers felt strongly (rated 6/7) that there 

are adequate measures in place to hold railways accountable for customer service. 
 

Canada Transportation Act 
 

There is very low awareness of the Canada Transportation Act (CTA) among shippers. Only 8% 

profess knowing the act very well (providing a rating of 6 or 7 out of 7). 57% rated their 
familiarity of the Act a 1 or 2 out of 7. 
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The most frequently suggested ways to hold the railways to account included: commercial 

dispute resolution; financial penalties (enforced through regulation) and; more government 
regulations in general.  41% of shippers feel that some degree of railway re-regulation would 

improve overall freight service in the country. This percentage dropped slightly when asked if 
they would still support this position if it meant the government would have to return to the 

subsidization of rail service in the country.  
 

Level of Service actions under the CTA are not a frequent recourse for shippers. The reasons for 
the relatively low level of complaints being initiated, compared to the perceived poor service 
from the railways is that the Level of Service process within the CTA is viewed as cumbersome 
ŀƴŘ ŜȄǇŜƴǎƛǾŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ŦƛƴŀƴŎƛŀƭ ƛƳǇŀŎǘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǊŀƛƭǿŀȅΩǎ ǇƻƻǊ ǎŜǊǾƛŎŜ Ƙŀǎ ǘƻ ōŜ very significant in 
order to justify a formal Level of Service complaint to the CTA. 
 
On a positive note, a majority of shippers (approximately 70%) that launch or threaten to 
launch a Level of Service complaint are satisfied with the outcomeτwhether it was carried 
through to a formal ruling or settled before such a ruling. 

 
Suggestions from Shippers to Improve the System 

 
Through Railway Actions 
 
Three main areas surface fairly consistently as suggestions of what the railways could do to 
improve their level of service. First, an overall improvement of communications would be 
welcome.  The communications referred to include access to a knowledgeable customer service 
representative within the railwaysτan individual who would be able to provide reliable 
information regarding the status of a shipment or timing of a train arrival.  In addition, a general 
increase of information flow would be appreciated by shippers.  
 

A second suggestion was to provide greater consistency in transit times.  
 

A third frequently mentioned suggestion was to forecast more accurately (and respond to) the 
need for additional rail cars to meet demand. This was a particular irritant for shippers who 

experienced regular or seasonal fluctuations in their shipping activity and felt the railways were 
consistently slow in reacting to the expected surge in the demand for cars. 
 
Almost three quarters of shippers say that the railways could improve the overall operation of 
freight movement logistics system by: 
 

¶ The investment in railway infrastructure improvements; and  

¶ The hiring of additional railway crews, especially in the area of car switching. 
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Through Other Stakeholder Actions 

 
There were several questions asking shippers to suggest improvements that other stakeholders 

(terminal operators, ports and other shippers, including themselves) could make to improve the 
efficiency of the system. Perhaps the most telling response to these questions was the fact 30% 

or more of respondents were unable to provide responses to these questions suggesting that 
solutions to some of the challenges identified in the survey will be difficult to overcome.  

 
Some common suggestions of what other stakeholders could do to improve the system 
included, expanding loading and unloading capacity and improving basic system facilities and 
infrastructure throughout the system. Perhaps somewhat telling suggestions from shippers was 
the suggestion that they themselves could do more in terms of forecasting shipping needs as 
well as try to increase consistency of shipping over weeks and throughout the year. These 
mentions by about a third of shippers are perhaps an indication that they have a role to play in 
addressing the challenges in the freight logistics system. 
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Background and Survey Objectives  
 

The rail freight service review is being undertaken by the Government of Canada in response to 
concerns from shippers and other stakeholders about railway service over the last few years. 

The review is to examine the performance of the rail-based logistics system including the 
railways, shippers, terminal operators, and ports. The review is aimed at improving the 

efficiency, effectiveness and reliability of the overall system in order to help Canadian shippers 
compete in domestic, continental and off-shore markets.  
 
NRG Research Group along with the University of Manitoba Transport Institute developed a 
series of surveys to gather the views of ǎƘƛǇǇŜǊǎΩΣ ǘŜǊƳƛƴŀƭ ƻǇŜǊŀǘƻǊǎΩΣ ǇƻǊǘǎΩ ŀƴŘ ƻŎŜŀƴ 
ǎƘƛǇǇƛƴƎ ŎƻƳǇŀƴƛŜǎΩ ǎŀǘƛǎŦŀŎǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ǌŀƛƭ-based logistics system, in 
ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ /ŀƴŀŘŀΩǎ ǊŀƛƭǿŀȅǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŘŜǘŀƛƭǎ ǘƘŜ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ 

survey conducted with a sampling of Canadian shippers. 
 

Survey Objectives  

ά¢he overall objective of this project is to survey shippers, terminal operators, port authorities 
and shipping lines about their view on railway service and performance of the rail-based 

ƭƻƎƛǎǘƛŎǎ ŎƘŀƛƴΦέ  ¢ƘŜ ǳƭǘƛƳŀǘŜ Ǝƻŀƭ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ƛǎ ǘƻ ŀǎǎŜǎǎ ǘƘŜ ǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ǌŀƛƭ-based 
transportation network with a strong focus on identifying areas where performance is lacking 
and what improvements can be made. 
 
This particular survey sought the views of shippers on problems with system performance, best 
practices as well as possible solutions to address the problems. In addition, shippers were asked 
to evaluate their own performance as well as the performance of the other four groups within 
the system (railways, terminal operators, ocean shipping companies and ports).  
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Survey Methodology  
 

The research methodology selected for this study was a quantitative survey approach. There 
was a desire by Transport Canada that the data collected be statistically representative of the 

Canadian shipper population at large. This meant conducting a quantitative study. There were 
concerns with an online or mail-out survey approach given incompleteness of contact records 

for shippers and the need to potentially search within an organization for the appropriate 
respondent. For these reasons, a telephone survey methodology was chosen. 
 
A total of 262 shippers participated in the study. A sample of this size out of the broader 
shipper population in Canada provides results which, in theory, are statistically reliable +/- 6 
percent 19 times out of 20. The sample size of this study is sufficiently large enough to provide 
a reliable assessment of shipper opinions on the questions asked. This margin of error does 

increase somewhat, however, when examining subsets of the main survey population. 
 

The interviewing was done by NRG Research Group through a combination of telephone 
contacts and face-to-face meetings. Very large shippers were generally interviewed in-person 

by a senior NRG researcher. 
 

Sample Frame 

The sample for this study was provided to NRG Research Group by Transport Canada. The 
sample consisted of 585 records of a random sampling of the approximate 8,000 active 
shippers from across Canada. Transport Canada worked with the consulting firm QGI to develop 
the random sampling of shippers that was then provided to NRG for data collection purposes.  
 
While some records contained a contact name along with phone number, a key element of the 
data collection process was to reach the appropriate person in the organization to respond to 

the questions in the survey. It was important to speak to the individual who was involved in the 
day-to-day rail freight shipping activities within the company. This could include initiating and 

tracking shipments and, when required, communicating directly with the railways.  
 

On a few occasions more than one company employee was involved in the completion of the 
survey. This was more often the case with larger companies. 

 
Data Collection Experience  

Surveying of shippers began August 7 and was completed by September 16, 2009. The 
interviews averaged 35 minutes in length. Even with what is by industry standards, a longer 
than usual survey instrument, the response rate among shippers was very good. This good 
response rate is evidence of the high level of interest the shipper population in Canada 

approached this study which very much contributed to its overall success. 
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A great deal of effort was made to maximize the limited sample available. Transport Canada 

sent a letter to all shippers in the sample frame providing background information on the 
survey project along with a press release announcing the hiring of NRG to conduct the survey 

(See Appendix 2). Another feature which maximized respondent participation was the 
scheduling of call backs at times convenient to the respondent during the data collection phase. 

In addition, when requested by shippers, background material (supplied by Transport Canada 
and consisting of the initial project letter and press release) was faxed or e-mailed to them. 

 
Reading This Report  

There were several methodical approaches used in examining the data gathered from this 

survey. The data was cross-tabbed extensively to examine how certain subsets of the overall 
survey population responded to the questions. The main population subsets examined were: 

 

¶ Region (provincial origin of shipping) 
¶ Main Commodity shipped 

¶ Scale of shipping (Amount of shipments) 

¶ Primary Class 1 railway provider (CN or CP) 

¶ Extent of freight shipping option available (i.e. captive shipper) 
 

Statistical differences between study population subsets have been noted as such in the report 
based on testing at the 95th percentile. Throughout this report charts and graphs are used to 

illustrate the results to the survey questions. In addition to the aggregate totals being displayed 

in the figures, quite often the results for various sub-groups are provided where there are 
significant and noteworthy differences in their responses to a particular question. The reader of 

the report may notice that some members of a sub-group population are not represented in 
the chart. In this case it can be assumed the findings for that population are not significantly 

different from the overall sample. 
 

Throughout the survey there are numerous questions requiring respondents to provide a rating 
using a numeric scale of 1 to 7. The results to these rating questions have been distilled and 

discussed in the report based on a Top Box and Low Box methodology. In a Top Box, based 
upon a 7 point scale it is normal to combine the ratings of 6 or 7 into the Top Box stratum. 
/ƻƴǾŜǊǎŜƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ [ƻǿ .ƻȄ ŎƻƳǇǊƛǎŜǎ ŀ ƎǊƻǳǇƛƴƎ ƻŦ άм ƻǊ нέ ǊŀǘƛƴƎ ǊŜǎǇƻƴǎŜǎΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ŀƭƭƻǿǎ ŀƴ 
examination of respondents very satisfied and those not very satisfied. 
 
In customer satisfaction research it is usual to encounter responses in the range of 50% to 70% 
of total respondents falling into the Top Box stratum. Low Box percentages are usually very 

small, often less than 10%. 
 

Another element of this survey was a battery of railway freight service questions. These 
attributes were tested to determine ǘƘŜƛǊ ΨƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜΩ ǘƻ ǎƘƛǇǇŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ǘŜǎǘŜŘ ŀƎŀƛƴ ǘƻ 

ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜ ǘƘŜ ǊŀƛƭǿŀȅΩǎ ΨǇŜǊŦƻǊƳŀƴŎŜΩ ƻƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŀǘǘǊƛōǳǘŜǎΦ ²ƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ǊŀǘƛƴƎǎ ŀƴŘ 
performance ratings are standardized, a quadrant analysis can be generated. Quadrant grids 
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are provided in this report to show the relationship between perceived performance and stated 

importance.  The attributes with higher importance (proxied by Top Box frequency) related to 
other attributes are plotted above the horizontal axis. Similarly, service attributes for which the 

main railway providers rate higher in terms of performance (Top Box) are plotted to the right of 
ǘƘŜ ǾŜǊǘƛŎŀƭ ŀȄƛǎΦ !ǎ ŀ ƳŜǘƘƻŘƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ƴƻǘŜΣ ŦǊŜǉǳŜƴŎƛŜǎ ƻŦ ǊŀǘƛƴƎǎ ŦǊƻƳ άмέ ǘƻ άрέ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ 

factored into this analysis ς ƻƴƭȅ ǘƘŜ ά¢ƻǇ .ƻȄέ ƻŦ άсέ ƻǊ άтέΦ   
 

It should be noted, however, that the delineation of quadrants is simply a mathematical 
construct in which the mean percentage share of Top Box rating determines the location on 
one side or the other of a quadrant delineation.  The focus of interpretation is best placed on 
the relative positions of points on the maps, not in their relation to the 0,0 central point on the 
map. 
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Survey Results  
 

Sample Characteristics  

During the data collection phase, the partial results were cross-referenced against the actual 
established shipper population characteristics as developed for Transport Canada by the 
Edmonton-based consulting firm, QGI. The resulting sample collected in this survey was thereby 
confirmed by NRG to closely resemble the actual characteristics of the Canadian shipper 
population. 

 
Table 1: Sample Profile 

 
Category Survey Profile 

% 
Overall Sample Profile 

% 

Primary Province of Origin   
BC 16 14 
Alberta 19 18 
MB/SK 16 14 

Ontario 30 31 
Quebec 14 17 
Atlantic 5 6 

Primary Line of Business   
Automotive 3 3 
Bulk 2 2 
Ferti lizers 3 2 

Grain 19 14 
Intermodal 35 39 
Merchandise 39 40 
Shipper Size

1
   

Large 22 20 
Medium 29 27 
Small 28 28 

Very Small 21 24 
Approx. Annual Company Revenues   
Less than $1m 4 n.a. 
$1m to less than $10m 11 n.a. 

$10m to less than $50m 20 n.a. 
$50m to less than $500m 26 n.a. 
$500m to less $1b 8 n.a. 

$1b or more 15 n.a. 
5ƻƴΩǘ ƪƴƻǿκwŜŦǳǎŜŘ 36 n.a 

 
  

                                                 
1
 Large: Greater than 5000 car shipments per year; Medium: 1001 ς 5000 shipments per year; Small: 301 ς 1000 

shipments per year; Very Small: up to 300 shipments per year. 
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As the table 1 above illustrates the survey consists of a representative cross-section of shippers 

as it relates to size, shipping orgin and commodity shipped. 
Shippers were asked to indicate 

the primary commodity, by 
volume, their organization 

shipped by rail. As the graph to 
the right illustrates there is a 

fairly broad distribution of 
commodities being shipped 
across the study population. 
 
Sixty percent of respondents 
said they shipped from more 
than one location. The incidence 
of shipping from multiple 
locations was greatest among: 

 

¶ Large shippers (81% multiple) 
¶ Petrochemical shippers (83% multiple)  

¶ Intermodal shippers (77% multiple) 
 

 
Single location shippers were more likely to be shipping coal or fertilizer as the main 
commodity. 

 
Not surprisingly, grain shippers were more likely to conduct most of their shipping from 

locations in the MB/SK and to a lesser degree Alberta. The origin locations of forest product 
shippers were spread fairly equally across BC, Alberta, Quebec and Atlantic Canada. 

Manufactured goods shippers were more likely to be located in Ontario and intermodal 
shippers in BC and Ontario. 

 

52% 53%

34% 34%

62%

45%

13%
10%

4% 2%
8%

4%

BC AB SK MB ON PQ NS NB PEI NFLD US Other

Figure 2: Origin (Province) of Shipments

23%
20%

16%15%

7%
5% 4% 3% 2% 2% 3%

Figure 1: Primary Commodity Shipped
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A strong majority of shippers interviewed (87%) were shipping to multiple destinations. CN 

primary users (90%) were more likely to be shipping to multiple destinations than CP users 
(80%). Coal and manufactured products were the most likely commodities to be shipped to a 

single destination. 
 

Figure 3 outlines the main 
destinations of goods being shipped 

by the organizations included in the 
survey.  
 
By commodity, almost half of the 
grain shippers interviewed (45%) say 
that their product is destined for the 
Port of Vancouver, with the balance 
spread primarily between the Port of 
Montreal and other locations. Sixty 

percent of forest products shippers 
say their product is destined for US 

destinations. Over 60% of intermodal shipping is divided equally between the cities of Toronto 
(32%) and Calgary (30%). Twenty-five percent of manufactured product shippers identify 
Calgary as a destination.  
 
Consistency of Shipping Patterns  

Shippers were asked about the nature of their shipping patterns. As figure 4 below illustrates 
there is a range of situations present. Fifty-seven percent of shippers reported that shipments 
were not evenly distributed throughout the year. 
 
Very small shippers were more likely to indicate their shipping behaviour varied throughout the 
year with no regular pattern (39%). Large shippers were somewhat more likely to indicate their 
shipments were seasonal in nature with regular peaks (48%). 

 
Forest product (60%) and coal (100%) shippers 

were most likely to say their shipments were 
spread evenly throughout the year, while 
petrochemical (67%) and manufactured goods 
(75%) shippers were more likely to say their 
shipments were seasonal in nature. 
 
Shippers conducting their shipping primarily out 
of Quebec were more likely to say their 

movement of goods by rail vary throughout the 
year with no regular pattern (42%).  
 

Spead 
evenly 
thru 

year, 
43%

Seasonal 
with 

regular 

peaks, 
34%

Vary 
with no 
pattern, 

23%

Figure 4: Consistency of Shipping

31%

14%
7%

17%

26%

14% 11% 10%

33%

Figure 3: Shipping Destinations
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Shipping Alternatives  

 
A: Rail 
 

Almost half of respondents (43%) say they have access to more than one rail provider when it 
comes to shipping their main commodity. Intermodal (72%) and fertilizer (60%) shippers are 

most likely to have access to multiple railways when shipping their main commodity. Forest 
product (45%), petrochemical (50%), coal (75%) and automotive (63%) shippers are most likely 

to be served by one railway with limited or no other shipping options. It should be noted that 
ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǳƭǘǎ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ǉǳŜǎǘƛƻƴ ŀǊŜ ōŀǎŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎƘƛǇǇŜǊǎΩ ǎŜƭŦ-assessment of their shipping 

optionsτit is a perceptual measure. 
 

 
 

Ψ/ŀǇǘƛǾŜΩ ǎƘƛǇǇŜǊǎτrespondents served by one railway and with limited or no other shipping 
optionsτare most likely to be found among Atlantic Canadian shippers (46%), BC shippers 
(45%), and Alberta shippers (33%). Figure 5b. below illustrates the percentage of perceived 
ǎƘƛǇǇƛƴƎ ΨŎŀǇǘƛǾƛǘȅΩ by region of shipping origin. 
 

 
 

 
  

2%

26%

29%

43%

Served by one railway no other options

Served by one railway and limited options

Served by one railway and have other options

Served by multiple railways and have other options

Figure 5a: Respondent Perceptions of Shipping Available Options 

Captive

45%

33%
23%

16%
25%

46%

BC Alberta MB/SK Ontario Quebec Atlantic

Figure 5b: 'Captive' Shipper by Region 

Captive Shipper
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B: Trucking 

 
wŜǎǇƻƴŘŜƴǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŀǎƪŜŘ ǿƘŀǘ ǇŜǊŎŜƴǘŀƎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƛǊ Ƴŀƛƴ ŎƻƳƳƻŘƛǘȅΩǎ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ ǾƻƭǳƳŜ ǿŀǎ 

shipped by truck. A relatively small percentage of the shippers interviewed do not ship their 
main commodity by truck (16%). For those respondents who indicated they did not use truck 

ǘǊŀƴǎǇƻǊǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǘ ŀƭƭ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜƛǊ Ƴŀƛƴ ŎƻƳƳƻŘƛǘȅΩǎ ǎƘƛǇǇƛƴƎ ǊŜǉǳƛǊŜƳŜƴǘǎ όƴ ƻŦ пнύΣ тм҈ ǎŀƛŘ ǘƘƛǎ 
mode of transportation was an option but they chose not to use it.  

 

  
In most cases, the results for the various sub-groups illustrated in figure 6 above are what 
would be expected. For example, larger rail shippers are not shipping a significant amount of 
their main commodity by truckτjust over a quarter of the large shippers transport 50% or 
more of their main commodity by truck. Very small rail shippers on the other hand are more 
likely to be using truck to ship their main commodityτalmost two-thirds shipping 50% or more 
by truck. The same can be said when examining differences between shippers with access to 
both railways (and other viable shipping options) and those with access to only railway and 
limited options. 
 

  

16% 18% 13% 19%
11%

20% 26%
13%

33% 26%

4%

35% 30% 43%

52%

22%

49% 36%

38%

38% 49%

25%

20% 22%
17%

16%

17%

8% 21%

21%

12%
19%

9%

26% 26% 26%
11%

46%

23% 17%
26%

14%
6%

59%

Total 
Sample

CN 
Primary

CP Primary Large 
shipper

Very small 
shipper

Grain Intermodal Access to 
both 

railways

One rail, 
limited 
options

>50% costs 
are rail

<30% costs 
are rail

Figure 6: Truck Transportation Usage by % Volume

No truck usage 1% - 25% volume 26% - 50% volume >50% volume
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Primary Railway 

 
The distribution of railway usage by respondents to 

ship their primary commodity is outlined in figure 7 
below. Sixty-six percent of respondents identified CN 

as their primary rail freight provider in terms of 
shipping their primary commodity. The balance (34%) 

identified CP. 
 
Shippers originating traffic primarily out of Quebec 
(89%) and Atlantic Canada (92%) are more likely to be 
using CN as their freight provider. CP was more 
prevalent among Prairie-based shippers (67%). 
 

 
Other shipper characteristics more prominently associated with CN users are listed below: 

 

¶ Forest Product shippers (90%) 
¶ Served by one railway with limited other options (77%) 

 
The following characteristics were noted as particularly prevalent among CP users: 

 
¶ Grain shippers (45%) 

¶ Manufactured Products shippers (40%) 
¶ Intermodal shippers (42%) 

¶ Shippers with several shipping options available to them, including multiple railways 
(37%/39%) 

 

While figure 7 above outlines the distribution of 
ΨǇǊƛƳŀǊȅΩ Ǌŀƛƭǿŀȅ ǳǎŀƎŜΣ ŀƴ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ƻŦ ǎƘƛǇǇer 
responses indicate there is a large portion of 
companies (52%) that are using both class 1 railways 
when it comes to the shipping of their primary 
commodity (figure 8). Usage of both railways was 
most prevalent among large shippers (66%) and 

Petrochemical (72%), Grain (64%) and Intermodal 
(62%) shippers.  

CN 
primary
, 66%

CP 
primary
, 34%

Figure 7: PrimaryRailways Used to 
Ship Main Commodity

CN only, 
32%

CP only, 
13%

Both CN 
and CP, 

52%

Short 
line, 3%

Figure 8: Railways Used to Ship Main 
Commodity
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Transportation & Rail Shipping Expenditures  

The charts below outline the expenditures (by commodity) shippers incur shipping their 
primary commodity. Figure 9 highlights the overall expenditures. Figure 10 details the 
percentage of that overall amount for which rail transportation accounts. 

 
 

 

 

 
  

21% 23% 19%
11%

30%
38%

21%

25% 18% 60%
29% 39%

25% 13%

17%

39% 48%

75%

30%
43% 33% 25%

25% 51%

Figure 9: Percent of Transportation Expenditures for Main Commodity
Related to Rail

<30% 30% to <50% >50%
~15% did not answer this question
* Small sample size
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Satisfaction with Primary Rail Freight Provider  

Overall satisfaction levels with their primary rail freight provider are not very high. Less than 2 
ƛƴ мл ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎ ŀ ΨǾŜǊȅΩ ǎŀǘƛǎŦƛŜŘ ƻǊ ¢ƻǇ .ƻȄ ǊŀǘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŀ с ƻǊ т ƻǳǘ ƻŦ тΦ As noted earlier in this 
report (pg. 11) it is not uncommon to see customer satisfaction results of this nature to be 
much higherτin the 50% to 70% range. In addition, the fact that Low Box ratings (1 or 2 out 7) 
are almost equal to the Top Box ratings is somewhat unusual.  
 
Figure 10 below outlines the overall satisfaction levels of several types of shippers. The overall 
Top Box or very satisfied percent of the entire shipper population surveyed is 17%. It is 

interesting to see the significant variations in Top Box satisfaction between CN and CP shippers 
(13% vs. 25% Top Box satisfaction) and how satisfaction levels significantly decline as the size of 

the shipper declines, particularly for small volume shipper. 
 

 
 
There are very few significant differences in satisfaction among the different commodities 
shipped. Forest product (26% Low Box) and grain (23% Low Box) shippers are more likely to 
have more frequent Low Box ratings compared to the other commodities. It is noteworthy that 
these more dissatisfied commodity types tend to account for a significant amount of the rail 

traffic overall (Figure 1: Primary Commodity Shipped, page 15). 
 

Regionally, Top Box satisfaction with the overall shipping experience was significantly higher 
among shippers with originating traffic primarily from the Prairies (24% Top Box) and Ontario 

(22% Top Box).  

16% 16% 13% 13% 7%
24% 19%

68% 70%
61% 65% 71%

66%
64%

17% 13%
25% 21% 22%

10% 17%

Total 
Sample

CN PrimaryCP Primary Large 
shipper

Medium 
Shipper

Small 
Shipper

V. small 
Shipper

Figure 10: Overall Satisfaction by Rail Provider and Shipper Size

Low Box (1/2) Mid Box (3-5) Top Box (6/7)
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25% 25% 24% 24% 25% 27% 22%

22% 23% 19% 22% 22% 22%
20%

36% 35% 39% 33% 31%
40%

43%

14% 14% 14% 19% 21%
5% 11%

3% 2% 3% 2% 1% 4% 4%

Total sample CN Primary CP Primary Large Medium Small V. Small

Figure 12: Change in Satisfaction over 3 years

Decreased a lot Decreased somewhat No change

Increased somewhat Increased a lot

As figure 11 illustrates, access to viable shipping options has a bearing on overall satisfaction 

levels. 

 
Almost half of respondents say that their level of satisfaction with their rail provider when 

shipping their primary commodity has decreased over the past 3 years.  About a third of 
respondents say their satisfaction has not changed over the past three years.  

In addition to the sub-group differences noted in figure 12 above, there are a few notable 

differences among the different commodity types which are noted below and on the following 
page. 

 
¶ Grain and petrochemical shippers are more likely to say their satisfaction levels have 

increased somewhat over the past three years. Of grain shippers ς 30% say their 

16% 10% 15%
25%

68%
66%

70%
65%

17%
23% 14% 11%

Total Sample Multiple railways and 
other options

One railway and 
other options

One railway and 
limited or no options

Figure 11: Overall Satisfaction by Levels of Shipping Captivity

Low Box (1/2) Mid Box (3-5) Top Box (6/7)
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25%
32%

18% 22%

22%
19%

28% 17%

36%
39%

27% 45%

14%
8%

22%
13%

3% 2% 3% 3%

Total sample Spread  evenly Seasonal w regular peaks Varies thru year

Figure 12: Change in Satisfaction over 3 years

Decreased a lot Decreased somewhat No change

Increased somewhat Increased a lot

satisfaction levels have άincreased somewhatέ and petrochemicals - 39% say άincreased 

somewhatέ. 
¶ Automotive goods shippers are more likely to say their satisfaction has άdecreased 

somewhatέ (63%). 

¶ Forest product shippers are more likely to say that their satisfaction levels have 
άdecreased a lotέ (38%). 

 
The frequency or consistency of rail shipping appears to have some effect on whether 

satisfaction has increased or decreased over the past three years. The greatest decline in 
satisfaction levels appear to be among shippers whose shipping is relatively constant 

throughout the year (51% total decrease), particularly when comparing to shippers whose 
activity varies throughout the year (39% total decrease).   
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Rail Service Factors Important to Shippers  

Respondents were asked to provide, in their own words, the factors or actions that were most 
important to ensure the railways satisfactorily met their shipping needs. This was a multiple 
response question. The table 2 outlines all mentions to this question. The issue of on time 

delivery of cars, whether at origin or destination is clearly a significant factor influencing the 
satisfaction levels of shippers. Monetary issues are also important considerations, particularly 

when the number of mentions of Price is combined with Demurrage mentions. When this is 
done fees and costs account for two-thirds of all mentions. 

 
 

Table 2: Top-of-Mind Factors Influencing Railway Satisfaction 

/ƻƴǎƛŘŜǊƛƴƎ ȅƻǳǊ ŎƻƳǇŀƴȅΩǎ ǎƘƛǇǇƛƴƎ ƴŜŜŘǎΣ ǿƘŀǘ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ Řƻ ȅƻǳ 
consider most important in terms of the railways meeting these 

needs to your satisfaction? [Open end responses ς multiple 
mentions] 

Total Sample 
% 

(N=262) 

On time delivery of cars at origin 58 

On time delivery of cars at destination 49 

Price 48 

Reliability of car supply 46 

Consistent transit times 35 

Responsiveness of railways when problems arise 26 

Frequency of service 19 

Demurrage 18 

The right number of cars at origin 8 

Accurate billing 8 

Equipment condition 7 

Suitability of equipment 6 

Safety record 4 

Tracking shipments 3 

Car cycle times 3 

The right type of cars at origin 2 

Other 11 
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Figure 14 below outlines the top 6 factors by several shipper types. There is little to distinguish 

views of CN and CP primary users, apart from a slight emphasis of CP users of consistent transit 
times. 

 

 
 
 
Large and medium volume shippers tend to demonstrate similar views in terms of the factors 

that contribute to their satisfaction with their primary rail freight provider. Attitudes of small 
and very small shippers tend to differ from the larger shippers on a number of points. Small; 

and very small shippers appear to be less focussed on the on time delivery of cars at origin or 
destination function. Very small shippers seem less concerned about the responsiveness of 

railways when problems arise. 
 

Respondents who had several shipping options, including multiple rail providers were more 
likely to mention price (56%) and responsiveness of the railways (31%) as important factors 

compared to respondents with fewer shipping options, specifically only one rail option. 

 
  

28%
24%26%

31%

37%
35%

47%46%46%
50%

48%48% 50%49%49%

59%58%58%

CP PrimaryCN PrimaryTotal Sample

Figure 14: Top 5 Factors Contributing to Satisfaction (by railway) 

Responsiveness when 
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Consistent transit time

Reliability of car supply
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On time delivery of cars at 
destination
On time delivery of cars at 
origin
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Under 
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d, 55%

Met 
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ons, 44%

Exceeded 
expectati
ons, 1%

Figure 16: Performance on Key 
Service  Factors

 

 
Top Factors by Commodity 
 

In term of the different commodities, there are a few noteworthy differences: 
 

¶ On time delivery of cars at origin is more likely to be mentioned by grain (70%) and 
fertilizer (90%) shippers.   

¶ On time delivery of cars at destination is more likely to be mentioned by petrochemicals 
(70%) and fertilizer (78%) shippers 

¶ Consistent transit times is more likely to be mentioned by automotive goods (63%) and 

petrochemical (56%) shippers 
¶ Reliability of car supply is more likely to be mentioned by forest products (60%) and 

fertilizer (60%) shippers 
 

Railway Performance Meeting Expectations 
 

Shippers were asked, based on their response to the 
previous questionτwhat factors contributed most to their 

satisfaction with rail serviceτhad the railways exceeded, 

met or under-performed on these factors. Fifty-five 
percent of respondents say the railways have under-

performed on these factors. Forty-four percent of 
respondents say the railways have met expectations, 

however, given the low satisfaction levels this may be 
hollow praise. 

 
Small shipper (63%) and grain shippers (70%) were most 

likely to say the railways had underperformed on factors 
important to their satisfaction. 

9%

29%
26%

36%
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39%
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41%
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Figure 15: Top 5 Factors Contributing to Satisfaction (Shipper Size) Responsiveness 
when problems
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