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1 Overview  

Northern Ontario has an extensive railway network that both serves the region 
and acts as an important transportation link in connecting Canada between east 
and west, and to international markets. The network carries both freight and 
passenger transportation services. 

This technical backgrounder focuses on rail infrastructure provision and on the 

movement of rail freight. Passenger rail is discussed in a separate technical 
backgrounder, Intercommunity Passenger Transportation. 

Exhibit 1.1 shows rail infrastructure in Northern Ontario, including rail lines and 
yards by operator. 
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Exhibit 1.1: Northern Ontario Railway System 
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2 Jurisdiction, Policies and Programs 

2.1 Jurisdiction 

Federal Jurisdiction 

The Canadian Transportation Act, 1996, c. 10 is the key legislation governing 
the creation and operation of federal railways. Part III of the Act, Railway 
Transportation, comprises section 87 through 157. Section 113 is part of 
legislation describing level of services to be provided to shippers, stating: 

A railway company shall, according to its powers, in respect of a 

railway owned or operated by it, 

(a) furnish […] adequate and suitable accommodation for the 
receiving and loading of all traffic offered for carriage on the 

railway; 

(b) furnish adequate and suitable accommodation for the carriage, 

unloading and delivering of the traffic; 

(c) without delay, and with due care and diligence, receive, carry and 
deliver the traffic; 

(d) furnish and use all proper appliances, accommodation and means 
necessary for receiving, loading, carrying, unloading and 

delivering the traffic; and 

(e) furnish any other service incidental to transportation that is 
customary or usual in connection with the business of a railway 
company. 

Under the Canadian Constitution, railway transportation is federally regulated 
through legislation such as the Railway Safety Act. The Federal Government 

has retained most responsibilities for railways in Canada. Transport Canada is 
responsible for safety standards, equipment inspection, and railway operating 
practices. Through delegation of the provincial jurisdiction, even shortline 
railways (described below) operating under provincial charters licensed under 
the Ontario Shortline Railways Act, 1995 are overseen by Transport Canada 

with respect to safety. 

Provincial Jurisdiction 

In Ontario, there are two types of railways that do not fall under federal 
responsibility: 
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 The Ontario Northland Transportation Commission (ONTC, or 
Ontario Northland), a Crown agency of the Government of Ontario, 
operates freight and passenger rail services under the ONTC Act, a 
provincial charter. This service is supported by the Ontario 
Government through the Ministry of Northern Development and 
Mines (MNDM). Transport Canada considers that ONTC rail 
operations in Ontario are self-regulated. However, the ONTC 
voluntarily adheres to Transport Canada regulations.  

A portion of the ONTC’s rail system extends into Quebec and 
operates as the Nipissing Central Railway, a subsidiary of the ONTC. 
Transport Canada regulates inter-provincial rail operations. As a 
result, ONTC rail operations in Quebec are federally regulated and 
must comply with Transport Canada regulations. 

 Shortline railways that operate entirely within the province can be 
under provincial jurisdiction and regulated under Ontario’s Shortline 
Railways Act, 1995. The province has agreements in place with the 
federal government to ensure that provincial shortline railways fall 
within the federal regulatory and safety framework. Shortline railways 
with operations that extend outside of the province fall within federal 
jurisdiction. According to Transport Canada, “Short line railways are 

line-haul carriers that provide point-to-point haulage services typically 
across distances of between 20 and 450 kilometres, though some 
have shorter or longer networks. Short lines typically connect 
shippers to Class I railways, other short lines and/or ports to move 
products across longer distances. Some short lines also provide 
passenger rail services” (Transport Canada: Transportation in 

Canada 2015 Annual Report). 

Through agreements with the province, Transport Canada inspects 

provincially-licensed shortline railways and applies federal rail safety 
laws.  

2.2 Government Programs 

There are few programs in place that directly fund rail lines in Ontario, largely 
because most rail lines are privately owned and operated. However, MNDM 
provides capital and operational funding to support the Polar Bear Express and 
the rail freight business lines of ONTC.  

In the past, certain rail improvement projects from private operators have been 
supported by grants from the Northern Ontario Heritage Fund Corporation 
(NOHFC). The Building Canada Fund is another potential source of rail funding; 
it provided a $30 million grant to the Huron Central Railway in 2010 ($15 million 
each from Ontario through MNDM, and Canada). 
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3 Rail Operators and Infrastructure 

3.1 Rail Operators 

Railway lines in Northern Ontario are operated by five companies. These 
include two Class 1 railway companies1, a regional railway company, and two 

shortline railway companies. 

Class I Railways 

Both Canadian National Railway (CN) and Canadian Pacific Railway (CP) 
operate transcontinental routes from Eastern Canada through Toronto to 
Winnipeg and from Winnipeg west to the Pacific Coast: 

 In Northern Ontario, the CP line takes the more southerly route 
through Sudbury and Thunder Bay.  

 The CN mainline starts in Toronto and parallels the CP line to 
Sudbury and then moves north of the CP line passing north of Lake 
Nipigon through Armstrong, Sioux Lookout, and north of Kenora en 
route to Winnipeg. 

CN also operates three other lines: 

 A second mainline from Winnipeg to Thunder Bay carries mostly 
commodities for marine export at Thunder Bay, as well as large 
volumes moving between the Canadian West and the US Midwest 
crossing the border into the US at Fort Frances. A portion of this line 
passes south of Lake of the Woods through the state of Minnesota. 
This line used to be connected eastward by a CN line from Thunder 
Bay that joined up with the transcontinental line at Longlac, but it was 
abandoned in recent years. 

 The former Algoma Central Line runs from the US border at Sault 
Ste. Marie to Hearst on the Ontario Northland line, crossing the two 
transcontinental routes of CP and CN. 

 A secondary line from Washago (north of Orillia) to North Bay, 
connecting with the Ontario Northland Railway at North Bay. 

In total, CN and CP operate over 6,700 km of track in Northern Ontario. 

                                                      
1 Transport Canada defines a Class 1 railway as a railway with revenues that exceeded 
$250 million per year over the previous two years (Transport Canada, 2012). 
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VIA Rail is an is an independent crown corporation, mandated to offer intercity 
passenger rail services in Canada, which it provides on Class I (CN and CP) 
railway lines. It is subsidized by the federal Minister of Transport.  

Regional Railways 

As noted in Section 2.1, the Ontario Northland Transportation Commission 
(ONTC) is a provincial agency created under the ONTC Act, supported by the 

Ontario Government through the Ministry of Northern Development and Mines 
(MNDM). The ONTC’s rail operations within Ontario (the Ontario Northland 
Railway or ONR) runs from North Bay to Calstock (west of Hearst), with three 
branch lines: 

 One branch runs from Cochrane to Moosonee through territory that 
has no all-season ground transportation access2.   

 One branch runs between Timmins and Highway 11 near Iroquois 
Falls. 

 A portion of ONTC’s rail operations includes interprovincial track 
between its main line at Swastika, Ontario and Rouyn-Noranda, 
Quebec. This interprovincial line operates as the Nipissing Central 
Railway, a subsidiary of ONTC. As noted in Section 2.1, as it crosses 
provincial boundaries, it comes under federal jurisdiction. 

In addition, the ONR connects to CN in North Bay, Hearst and Rouyn/Noranda, 
connecting to the North American rail network. The ONR also connects to the 
Ottawa Valley Railway (OVR) in North Bay, which heads west to Sudbury 
connecting with CP Rail, as well as heading east to Mattawa and Temiscaming.  

Altogether ONR operates approximately 1,100 km of railway track.   

Shortline Railways 

There are also two shortlines that operate in Northern Ontario: 

 The Huron Central Railway (HCR) operates from Sudbury to Sault 
Ste. Marie on 278 km of track leased from CP. The provincially-
chartered railway connects to CP in Sudbury. Carried commodities 
include pulp and paper, forest products, chemicals, petroleum 
products, steel, and scrap metals; and 

 The Ottawa Valley Railway (OVR) operates from Sudbury eastward 
to Mattawa and onwards to Temiscaming, Quebec on 240 km of 

                                                      
2 There is a winter road that connects several communities along the James Bay coast 
and south to Smoky Falls via Moosonee. A forest access road continues south from 
Smoky Falls to Fraserdale, which is connected to the provincial highway network. 
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leased CP track. The railway connects with the ONR in North Bay 
and CP in Sudbury. This line previously operated through the entire 
Ottawa Valley (on former CP lines) to Ottawa and Smiths Falls, but 
the Ottawa Valley portion of the route has been abandoned. 
Commodities carried include forest products and chemicals. The 
OVR is regulated by Transport Canada and is operated under federal 
jurisdiction, as it crosses a provincial boundaries. 

Both shortline railways are owned by Genesee and Wyoming Inc. 

3.2 Trackage and Yards 

Rail lines in Northern Ontario are predominantly single track with the exception 
of CP’s mainline between Winnipeg and Thunder Bay, which was double track, 
but has been reduced to single track in parts. Exhibit 3.1 is a map showing the 
number of tracks in each corridor. 

Between Parry Sound and Sudbury, CN and CP have implemented a co-
production arrangement, meaning that CN and CP lines are used in one 
direction by both carriers: CN and CP both run westbound/northbound on CP 
tracks and eastbound/southbound on CN tracks. The capacity of the two rail 
lines is more than doubled under such arrangements, reducing train transit 
times. 

CN and CP operate rail yards both in Thunder Bay and adjacent to or in 
Sudbury. Ontario Northland operates yards in North Bay, Hearst, Englehart, 
Porquis, Cochrane, Moosonee, Kapuskasing, and within the boundary of the 
City of Timmins. The yards in Thunder Bay and Sudbury are large; however, 
information on specific capacities is not available at this time. 

In addition, the Port of Thunder Bay acquired a former CP intermodal yard with 

a 200 rail car capacity. Railway yards are shown in Exhibit 1.1, as noted earlier. 
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Exhibit 3.1: Number of Freight Rail Tracks by Operator 

 
Rail Tracks Data Source: Research and Traffic Group, 2009 
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Abandoned Rail Trackage 

Over the last 30 years, the following rail lines have been abandoned; these are 
shown in Exhibit 3.2: 

 Sioux Lookout to Thunder Bay (CN). This was a second CN route 
from Western Canada to Thunder Bay. 

 Thunder Bay to Longlac (CN). This was the connection for CN east 
from Thunder Bay. 

 Nakina to Calstock (Hearst) (CN). CN first abandoned the Calstock to 
Nakina section of the former National Transcontinental line and then 
sold the remaining to Cochrane-Calstock section to Ontario 
Northland.  

 Hillsport to Struthers (CN and CP serving Manitouwadge). 
Manitouwadge was a mining centre but the mines closed. 

 Cochrane to La Sarre in Quebec (CN). This is another section of the 
National Transcontinental that was abandoned by CN. 

 North Bay to Ottawa (CN). This was the Ottawa Valley line of CN 
which was abandoned so now all CN traffic from Ottawa and east has 
to pass through Toronto to get to Northern Ontario or Western 
Canada. 

 Mattawa to Smiths Falls (CP). CP’s Ottawa Valley Line was originally 
devolved from CP to a hired operator, the Ottawa Valley Railway 
(OVR).  The OVR handled CP trains over the route. Ultimately this 
did not appear to be workable for CP and so the major part of the line 
from Mattawa to Smiths Falls was abandoned.  The section from 
Sudbury to Mattawa and onwards to Temiscaming, Quebec is now 
operated by OVR as a shortline. 

CP also gave up the operation of the line from Sudbury to Sault Ste. Marie; it is 
now operated by another shortline, the Huron Central Railway. 
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Exhibit 3.2: Rail Lines Abandoned in Northern Ontario 
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3.3 Signalling 

Railway signalling is used to control railway traffic, ensuring that trains travel at 
safe distances and speeds. Railway signalling is also a large determinant in the 
capacity of a railway line, as certain technologies allow for the closer spacing of 
trains.  

There are three main types of railway signals in use in Northern Ontario listed 
below in order from most advanced to least: 

 Centralized Train Control: CTC provides the highest throughput 
capacity on a rail line; 

 Automatic Block Signalling; and 

 Occupancy Control System: Track using OCS is not signalized. 
Instead, trains are given permission to occupy a given track section by 
a dispatcher via radio. OCS train control is the most basic type of 
manual train control used on lower volume rail corridors and provides 
lower capacity operations. 

Exhibit 3.3 shows the various signal types used by CN and CP throughout 
Northern Ontario. Both CN and CP mainlines are almost entirely controlled 
through Centralized Train Control (CTC), the exception being CP’s line between 
approximately Sudbury and Parry Sound (and south to Toronto), which is 
controlled through Automatic Block Signalling (ABS). 

On its line between Sault Ste. Marie and Hearst and a small portion of its line 
between approximately Fort Frances and Thunder Bay, CN uses an Occupancy 
Control System (OCS), where a dispatcher ensures safe operation by controlling 
train operations by radio. 

The ONR, HCR, and OVR all operate using OCS control systems. 

Though not currently in use in Northern Ontario, new technologies using 
Communication Based Train Control (CBTC) offer the potential for higher 
capacities. These signal system provide more accurate train location information 
as trains communicate their exact position to the control centre automatically, 
allowing trains to operate closer together while maintaining safety. 
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Exhibit 3.3: CN and CP Railway Signal Types 

 
Rail Signal Data Source: Research and Traffic Group, 2009 
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3.4 Operational Changes and Infrastructure Upgrades 

Both CN and CP have followed a policy over the past decade of lengthening 
freight trains up to 12,000 feet or more to promote efficient use of crews and 
locomotives and maximize the capacity of single track lines. That has required 
the reconstruction of many passing sidings to accommodate the longer trains, 
which is ongoing. Longer trains also mean that road crossings of rail lines are 
blocked for longer times. CP also has adopted a practice of using distributed 
power where locomotives are placed at the head, in the centre and at the end of 

the train; this decreases forces within the train. 
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4 Rail Freight Flows 

This section describes current and historic rail freight movements in Northern 
Ontario. This section discusses Class I (CN and CP) rail freight only, as freight 
movement information was not available for all Northern Ontario shortline 
railways for this study. The CN Algoma Central line, ONR and the shortlines 

carry a variety of forest, mining, petroleum and chemical products into and out-of 
Northern Ontario, as well as assorted flows inbound to Northern Ontario. 

4.1 Current Flows 

CN and CP have historically carried similar volumes of goods through most of 
Northern Ontario. In 2006, CN and CP’s mainlines carried between 20,000 and 
40,000 million gross tons3 (MGT) through most of Northern Ontario; however, 
there is some variation on parts of the network. In addition, CN carried between 
40,000 and 60,000 MGT on its line from the Manitoba border through Fort 
Frances and CP carried between 40,000 and 60,000 MGT on its line mainline 
between Thunder Bay and the Manitoba border, as noted by Research and 
Traffic Group (2009). 

The same report (Research and Traffic Group, 2009) estimates that CN and CP 
utilize approximately 60 to 70% of their mainline capacity in Northern Ontario. 
This current usage represents approximately 20 to 30 trains per day in both 
directions on each line.4 It is also important to note that capacity in Northern 
Ontario is influenced by rail capacity in larger centres such as Winnipeg and 
Toronto. If traffic is at capacity in these busier centres, which are the origins, 
destinations or forwarding hubs of the rail movements, the flows are constrained 
in between.5 

3 Gross Tons is a measure of rail traffic that sums up the total weight of traffic, including 
cargos and train weights carried over a given section of line. 
4 The report is not clear whether this is one-way or two-way traffic, or whether this 
represents volumes per line, or both lines combined. The above interpretation is based 
on normal railway terminology. 
5 Several other factors influence track capacity. When different train types share the 
track (long slow trains and shorter fast trains) the overall track capacity diminishes 
because faster trains overtaking slower trains create unused time slots. Crew service 
time limits and track speed limits also impact capacity. 
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Exhibit 4.1 summarises Class I freight flows to, from, within and through Northern 
Ontario in terms of tonnage of cargo carried. Exhibit 4.2 and Exhibit 4.3 depict 
these rail freight flows in terms of tonnage through Northern Ontario in 2014, the 
first showing eastbound and southbound flows and the second, westbound and 
northbound. As can be seen in the exhibits, flows that begin or end within 
Northern Ontario are dwarfed by the through flows, and in turn rail flows that are 
entirely within Northern Ontario are very low compared to flows in and out of 
Northern Ontario.  

Exhibit 4.1: Northern Ontario Class I Rail Movements, 2014 

Rail Movement 
Tonnes 

(thousands) 

Within Northern Ontario 2,300 

To Northern Ontario 11,600 

From Northern Ontario 5,800 

Total Northern Ontario-related 19,700 

Eastbound Through 39,000 

Westbound Through 16,900 

Total Through Northern Ontario 48,900 

Total Northern Ontario 75,600 

Source: IBI Group analysis of Transport Canada (2016) data 

The Class I railways carry a variety of goods including intermodal trains that 
carry containers and truck trailers. There are substantial volumes of goods 
moving from Western Canada from Winnipeg to Thunder Bay on both CP and 
CN and carried onward by vessels on the Great Lakes (mostly grain but also 
including some potash and coal). These flows make up more than 10 million 
tonnes of the flows to Northern Ontario. In the case of CP these move on the 
main line. On CN these move on the secondary main line, which passes south of 
Lake of the Woods. This line also makes a connection from Fort Frances to the 
US Midwest carrying considerable volumes including intermodal containers 
moving through the ports of Vancouver and Prince Rupert.  
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Exhibit 4.2: Conceptual Eastbound/Southbound Tonnage Flows by Class I Railway in and through Northern Ontario, 2014 

 
Source: IBI Group Analysis of Transport Canada (2016) data  
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Exhibit 4.3: Conceptual Westbound/Northbound Tonnage Flows by Class I Railway in and through Northern Ontario, 2014 

 

Source: IBI Group Analysis of Transport Canada (2016) data 
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The major products shipped to, from and within Northern Ontario by Class I rail 
are summarized in Exhibit 4.4:  

 For rail freight moved to Northern Ontario, cereal grains moved from 
Western Canada to Thunder Bay are the most common flows. 

 For rail freight moved out of Northern Ontario, forestry-related 
products, including logs, wood, pulp and paper, represent the 
greatest flows, mostly from the Thunder Bay area, followed by mining 
products and by-products (chemicals), mostly from the Sudbury 
region. Approximately 57% of this tonnage was shipped to US 
locations, and 43% to other Canadian locations. 

 Of the flows within Northern Ontario over 2.2 million tonnes are short 
distance movements of metallic ores in the Sudbury region, leaving 
only about 100,000 tonnes of other movements within Northern 
Ontario. 

Commodities moved to, from and within Northern Ontario are also discussed in 
terms of historic trends in Section 4.2. 

Exhibit 4.4: Products Exported by Class I Rail from Northern Ontario, 2014 

 Tonnes (thousands) 

Product 

To 
Northern 
Ontario 

From 
Northern 
Ontario 

Within 
Northern 
Ontario 

Base Metal and Related Articles 710 1,170 10 

Pulp, Newsprint, Paper, and Paperboard 10 1,490 - 

Logs and Wood Products 40 1,300 50 

Basic Chemicals 270 1,060 40 

Cereal Grains and Agricultural Products 9,120 470 - 

Non-Metallic Minerals (salt, phosphorus, etc.) - 50 - 

Metallic Ores 30 120 2,240 

Gravel and Crushed Stone - 70 - 

Other 1,460 50 - 

Total 11,600 5,800 2,300 

Note: Totals may not sum exactly due to rounding. 

Source: IBI Group analysis of Transport Canada (2016) data.  
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4.2 Historic Trends in Flows 

Mainline traffic in Canada has been generally increasing over the last three 
decades, with a drop in the 2008 recession and a current decrease of volumes 
in 2015 and the first part of 2016. Exhibit 4.5 shows the trend in revenue tonne-
kilometres. Currently traffic levels have been reduced in 2015 and 2016. This 
has occurred throughout North American because of the decrease in commodity 
movements in general and a decrease in certain movements, such as coal. 

Exhibit 4.5: Class I Rail Freight Traffic in Canada, 1986–2014  

Source: IBI analysis of Statistics Canada data 

 

 

Exhibit 4.6 is a plot comparing the movement of the Class I railways freight 
tonnage shipped to, from, within and through Northern Ontario from 2001 to 
2014. Of the 73 million tonnes moved on rail in Northern Ontario in 2014, 
through movements dominate at 53 million tonnes or 73% of the total, and also 
move the longest distances along the rail network. Shipments to, from and 
within Northern Ontario represent 16%, 8% and 3% of total flows, respectively. 

While through shipments have increased in tonnage by over 50% since 2001, 
shipments from and within Northern Ontario have decreased to approximately 
half of their tonnage since 2001. Meanwhile movements to Northern Ontario, 
mostly grain to Thunder Bay, have remained more constant. 
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Exhibit 4.6: Tonnage Moved on Northern Ontario Class I Rail, 2001–2014 

 

 

Source: IBI analysis of Transport Canada (2016) data 

 

Exhibit 4.7 provides more detail on rail movements out of Northern Ontario from 
2001 to 2014 by Class I rail, both in total and by commodity. Exhibit 4.8 and 
Exhibit 4.9 show the same for movements to and within Northern Ontario, 
respectively. 

The tonnage of goods shipped from Northern Ontario has materially decreased 
from 2001 to 2014, from 11.1 to 5.8 million tonnes. The largest absolute 
reductions in tonnage moved by category of goods include the following: 

 50% reduction to 1.5 million tonnes in pulp, newsprint, paper and 
paperboard,  

 50% reduction to 1.2 million tonnes in base metals and related 
material; 

 70% reduction from 1.5 to 0.5 million tonnes in cereal grains and 
agricultural products — in the past, these were mostly flows of grain 
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being shipped to Montreal; it is possible that this freight is now 
shipped by rail directly to Montreal without transferring in Thunder 
Bay, or is moved by marine transportation; and  

 Over 90% reduction (from 800 thousand tonnes to 50 tonnes) in non-
metallic minerals — in the past, this was mostly phosphate rock that 
moved from a mine in Kapuskasing that has since closed.  

Movements of these goods have decreased not only in Northern Ontario but 
also generally nation-wide. One commodity that is a very small but potentially 

increasing part of the total tonnage being shipped by rail from Northern Ontario 
is gravel and crushed stone, with 69,000 tonnes shipped in 2014. 

Exhibit 4.8 shows the breakdown of commodities moved to Northern Ontario 
from 2001 to 2014, totalling 11.7 million tonnes in 2014. Grain movements to 
Thunder Bay from the Prairies make up the majority (78%) of this traffic. Coal 
traffic, also to Thunder Bay from the West, declined 90% from a major 
movement of over 3 million tonnes annually to less than 300,000 tonnes in 
2014. Movement of base metals have increased in recent years to over 700,000 
tonnes in 2014. Other movements into Northern Ontario are relatively small. 

Exhibit 4.9 shows the breakdown of rail tonnage moved within Northern Ontario 
from 2001 to 2014. Over this period these have fallen by half. They are mostly 
movements of metallic ores within the Sudbury region. Approximately 300,000 
to 600,000 tonnes of logs and wood products, and paper products were moved 
annually within Northern Ontario until approximately 2009, after which flows 
became almost negligible, increasing somewhat to 50,000 tonnes total in 2014. 

Summary of Freight Generators for Rail Service 

In summary, many sectors in Northern Ontario use rail for freight transportation:  

 Forest product sector movements are significant across the entire 
network. Flows are associated with the movement of manufactured 
products from processing facilities to customers across North 
America. 

 Mining sector movements consist mainly of base metal mining 
operations moving outputs from mines to close or distant 
smelters/refineries. Mining is very important for the movement of 
high-volume, low-value ores. Coal and potash mined in Western 
Canada arrives at the Port of Thunder Bay by rail for marine 
shipment, though this has significantly decreased in recent years. 

 Agricultural flows mainly consist of grain shipments from Western 
Canada to Thunder Bay for marine shipment to eastern Canada and 
around the world, although there also are some shipments of grain 
from Northeastern Ontario. 



IBI GROUP DRAFT TECHNICAL BACKGROUNDER: RAIL FREIGHT      
Prepared for the Ontario Ministry of Transportation and Ministry of Northern Development and Mines  

 

November 2016  22 

 Manufacturing sector flows consist largely of freight movements to 
and from Sault Ste. Marie associated with the steel industry. 
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Exhibit 4.7: Tonnage Exported FROM Northern Ontario by Class I Rail, 2001–2014 

A. Total Tonnage 

 

B. Tonnage by Commodity Group 

 

                  Source: IBI analysis of Transport Canada (2016) data 
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Exhibit 4.8: Tonnage Moved TO Northern Ontario by Class I Rail, 2001–2014 

A. Total Tonnage 

 

B. Tonnage by Commodity Group 

 

                  Source: IBI analysis of Transport Canada (2016) data 
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Exhibit 4.9: Tonnage Moved WITHIN Northern Ontario by Class I Rail, 2001–2014 

A. Total Tonnage 

 

B. Tonnage by Commodity Group 

 

                  Source: IBI analysis of Transport Canada (2016) data 
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4.3 Rail Freight Border Crossings 

There are three rail border crossings to the United States in Northern Ontario: 

 Sault Ste. Marie (CN; note that the Huron Central line goes as far 
west as Sault Ste. Marie, Ontario but does not cross the border); 

 Fort Frances (CN); and 

 Rainy River, where the CN second mainline from Winnipeg to 

Thunder Bay dips through Minnesota; this location does not handle 
cross-border traffic, as there are no rail interchanges along the 
section in Minnesota. 

Rail cars entering the US at these border crossings in 2014 are shown in Exhibit 
4.10. Heavy volumes crossing into the United States at Fort Frances include CN 
intermodal container services from the ports of Vancouver and Prince Rupert 
and ultimately destined to the US Midwest and other areas in the eastern United 
States, among other freight. 

Exhibit 4.10: Annual Northern Ontario Rail Border Crossing Traffic, 2014 

US Port of Entry 
Canadian 
Location Remarks Trains 

Loaded Rail 
Containers 
Entering US 

Warroad, MN Middleboro, MB Short CN diversion through US 3,222 0* 

Baudette, MN Rainy River, ON Short CN diversion through US 1, 074 0* 

International Falls, MN Fort Frances, ON Main CN access to US Midwest 3,333 472,546 

Sault Ste. Marie, MI Sault Ste. Marie, ON - 361 18,281 

Note: * There are no cars/containers indicated as entering the US at Warroad or Baudette because the 
track in the US is a CN shortcut between Manitoba and Ontario with no connections to US tracks.  

Data Source: US Bureau of Transportation Statistics 

4.4 Intermodal Freight Transportation 

Intermodal freight transportation is the transportation of goods on multiple 
modes using the same container, which means the freight itself does not need 
to be handled at a mode change point. This reduces costs and increases the 
speed of transportation. Containers typically travel long distances by rail and/or 
sea and short distances on either end of the supply chain by truck. 

Since CP closed its intermodal facility in Thunder Bay in 2006, there are no 
Class I railway-operated intermodal facilities in Northern Ontario. While the 
facility was acquired by the Port of Thunder Bay, it does not now serve 
intermodal container traffic. The closest intermodal container terminals are in 
Toronto and Winnipeg. Intermodal cargo destined for Northern Ontario must be 
trucked to Northern Ontario after being unloaded and packed into a domestic 
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truck or transferred to a container-carrying truck at an intermodal terminal. The 
reverse is the case for intermodal cargo originating in Northern Ontario: exports 
must be trucked to either Winnipeg or Toronto. The intermodal container trains 
that travel through Northern Ontario therefore serve only through traffic. 

There are two major challenges associated with opening viable intermodal 
facilities in Northern Ontario: 

 The first is that volumes originating in and destined for Northern 
Ontario must be high enough to justify stopping a long 

transcontinental train. Delaying the train results in poor asset 
utilization, as locomotives and railcars are stopped for several hours 
to load/unload and the delay results in slower service for 
transcontinental clients.  

 The second challenge is that intermodal equipment (rail containers6, 
cars, loading equipment etc.) are typically railway-owned rather than 
shipper-owned, which is not usually the case for bulk shipments. This 
means that the railways take on most of the risks associated with 
operating an intermodal terminal. With low volumes, opening a 
container terminal in Northern Ontario is at present challenging 
(CPCS, 2013). 

Marine containers are typically owned by marine shipping companies (CPCS, 2013)

 The economy of intermodal services is much improved if the 
containers are loaded both ways, requiring an approximate balance 
of shipments. 

The preceding descriptions concerned intermodal traffic using rail-borne 
containers. There is another type of facility which can have major impacts on rail 
traffic in Northern Ontario, namely transload facilities, where cargos are 
transferred between rail and truck. For example, forest products from a sawmill 
can be moved by truck to a transload facility, where it can be reloaded onto a 
rail car. Petroleum from distribution centres moved by rail to a transload facility 
and reloaded to truck for delivery. 

                                                      
6  
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5 Rail Passenger Service 

Information on passenger rail services is described in more detail in a parallel 
technical backgrounder, Intercommunity Passenger Transportation, but is also 
noted here, as there is an interaction with freight services in that passenger 
services operate on and share capacity with jointly-used lines. Passenger rail 

service requires standards of track maintenance that might not be justified by 
the level of freight traffic on a particular line. The interaction between freight and 
passenger trains on Class 1 single-track lines results in a lack of reliability and 
delays to the passenger services. 

Passenger rail services are fairly limited in the North. There are currently only 
three regular routes in service, shown in Exhibit 5.1 with service frequencies: 

 The VIA Transcontinental train (“The Canadian”), which runs over the 
CN mainline from Toronto to Vancouver through Sudbury Junction 
and north of Lake Nipigon. 

 A VIA Rail service on CP tracks running from Sudbury to White River 
(“Northern Ontario”), serving a number of communities that do not 
have provincial highway access. 

 ONTC operates the Polar Bear Express between Cochrane and 
Moosonee. This is a mixed train carrying both passengers and some 
freight and provides the only year-round ground transportation 
service to the James Bay coast communities. 

The Algoma Central Railway passenger service between Sault Ste. Marie and 
Hearst was suspended in 2015. The service connected a number of small 

hamlets, First Nations and camps without conventional road access. Challenges 
in finding an operator and in negotiating a subsidy with the Federal Government 
have affected the efforts to reinstate the service. Previously, the service was 
subsidized under the federal Remote Passenger Rail Program, which is 
available where rail is the only method of access to remote communities, 
whereas most communities are now considered to have road access 
(sometimes forest access roads only). Local stakeholders, with support from the 
City of Sault Ste. Marie, the Town of Hearst and local First Nations, continue to 
explore options for ensuring this service is available in the future. On this same 
line, CN continues operating the Agawa Canyon Tourist Train (as well as freight 
rail to Hearst). The tourist train is a same-day, round-trip, seasonal excursion to 
the canyon. 
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Exhibit 5.1: Passenger Rail Services in Northern Ontario 
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6 Rail Safety 

While the transportation of dangerous goods by rail is usually very safe, the 
federal government undertook a rail safety review following the 2013 Lac-
Mégantic rail disaster. In February 2016, the federal government released Rules 
Respecting Key Trains and Key Routes to further enhance the safety of 

dangerous goods transportation. A “Key Route” is defined as “any track on 
which, over a period of one year, is carried 10,000 or more loaded tank cars or 
loaded intermodal portable tanks containing dangerous goods” or any 
combination thereof. A “Key Train” is defined as an engine with cars “that 
includes one or more loaded tank cars of dangerous goods that are toxic by 
inhalation” or a train “that includes 20 or more loaded tank cars of loaded 
intermodal portable tanks containing dangerous goods” or any combination 
thereof (Transport Canada, 2016). Rules governing trains include speed 
restrictions and passing siding usage guidelines. Rules governing routes include 
inspection frequency, risk assessments, and consultation with local 
governments regarding risk management. 

Other rail safety modifications include the following, among others: 

 Changes to the Transportation of Dangerous Goods Act to update 

tank car standards; 

 Changes to the Transportation Information Regulations to require 
Class I and Class II railways to report leading indicator data to 
Transport Canada; and 

 Changes to the Railway Safety Management System Regulations to 
update existing requirements to more effectively identify and manage 
safety risks: of note is the fact that Safety Management System 

Regulations will now cover local railway companies that are 
Provincially regulated and that operate on federal track. 

In addition, as part of the Federal Railway Safety Act, Transport Canada has 
Grade Crossing Regulations governing the safe operation of federal railway 
crossings. Through these regulations, MNRF is required to ensure that all crown 
roads at federal railway crossings meet these standards.  

The Province is also currently conducting a railway safety oversight review in 
response to several accidents in Northern Ontario. 

Communities in Northern Ontario have also expressed concern about railway 
safety. At the fall 2015 First Nations and Métis outreach sessions, community 
representatives noted that more comprehensive emergency planning is needed 
to respond to emergencies involving dangerous goods. Participants also 
expressed a desire for better notification regarding the types of dangerous 
goods moving through their communities.  
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7 Outlook for the Rail Freight Sector 

7.1 Canada-Wide Freight Outlook and the Outlook for 
Through Rail Shipments 

In general, Class I rail traffic has been growing over the past three decades in 
Canada, as was noted in Section 4 though there have been some dips such as 

during the 2009 recession, and a current reduction in rail traffic flows in 2015 
and 2016. These dips have occurred throughout North America because of the 
overall decrease in commodity movements and a decrease in certain 
movements in particular, such as coal. Despite this, the long-term trend is 
upwards and it can be comfortably stated that, overall, rail traffic will probably 
continue to increase in Canada, as Canadian Class I railways tend to be 
successful in capturing the bulk traffic market. 

The Class I railways have also been quite successful in capturing intermodal 
traffic both international and domestic. International containers are usually 
carried by ship and are transferred between ship and rail in one of the four major 
container ports in Canada — Vancouver, Prince Rupert, Montreal and Halifax — 
or move through American ports. International containers come in two standard 
sizes — 20 feet and 40 feet in length — with a standard 8 foot by 8 foot cross 
section. Domestic containers show a greater variety with an increase in height of 
the container and an increased length of up to 53 feet to match maximum truck 
trailer dimensions. 

This standardization on bulk materials and on intermodal services has permitted 
the major railways to concentrate on through trains travelling directly from origin 
to destination. There are much fewer single car movements, to the extent that 
CP has eliminated all hump sorting yards in Canada (a hump yard is one where 
gravity is used to propel cars onto a number of sidings for classification). 

7.2 Outlook for Rail Freight Originating in Northern 
Ontario 

As noted earlier in this report and shown previously in Exhibit 4.6 and Exhibit 
4.7, the trend for rail freight movements from Northern Ontario has been 
downward while Canada-wide rail freight has seen growth. Rail freight traffic 
originating in Northern Ontario halved from 2005 to 2009 and has stagnated 
since. Traffic to and from Northern Ontario is based on the activity levels of 
Northern Ontario industries. Future traffic will continue to be tied to the activity 
levels of the forestry, mining and steel businesses and the potential 
competiveness of the rail industry to move the products of these industries. 
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Similarly, much of the inbound traffic will be tied to activity levels in these same 
industries with inputs such as raw materials, fuel and chemicals coming in. 

Development of the substantial mining claims staked in the Ring of Fire area in 
the Far North or other mining development in Northern Ontario could generate 
significant growth in rail traffic, both for outbound mineral products and for 
inbound machinery, chemicals and supplies. There are also other mining 
opportunities in Northern Ontario that are closer to current rail lines, as shown in 
Exhibit 7.1. Increases in mining activity at these current and potential sites could 
also generate increases in rail traffic. 

In outreach activities conducted in Northern Ontario in June 2016, several 
shippers, particularly of forest products, indicated that the relatively small scale 
of their individual plants meant they were at a disadvantage in negotiating with 
the large railways in terms of freight rates, level of service (how many days of 
the week their plant is served) and the assurance of the supply of empty cars. 
As a consequence of these factors, it was said that many shipments that could 
have gone by rail had to be shipped by truck. 

In some cases shippers try to combine the benefits of truck and rail through 
using transload facilities. Shipments may come into a location on a rail line from 
one or more origins by truck and they are then transferred to rail cars. 

Forest Products 

Pulp and paper shipments have experienced steady declines since 2002, 
corresponding with the decline of printed newspapers. With the continuing 
prevalence of digital media these shipments are unlikely to increase from the 
current level.  

Demand for lumber is closely tied to the low rise residential housing market in 
the United States, which experienced significant decline in 2008, but has since 
made a slow but steady recovery. Issues with uncertain project timelines and 
costs may also slow new projects. Demand for Northern Ontario lumber is not 
currently growing rapidly therefore rail shipments of forestry products are not 
expected to significantly increase. There also is an issue associated with the 
softwood lumber dispute with the United States; if tariffs or quotas are put in 
place this could reduce the amount of lumber shipped. 
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Exhibit 7.1: Map of Active Mines and Mine Development Projects in Northern Ontario 
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Minerals 

Despite recent declines in the shipments of base metals and non-metallic 
minerals, there are several factors that could result in growth in the sector. A 
resurgent US economy and US dollar could result in increased demand for 
Ontario’s minerals, as could the growth of middle income earners in Brazil, 
Russia, India, China, and South Africa. This would likely result in increased rail 
shipments. However, factors such as short term weakening in the Canadian, 
European, and Chinese economies, a declining skilled labour force in Northern 
Ontario, and uncertain timelines and costs associated with new mining 
opportunities could result in current shipment levels declining further. The future 
of the mining industry also influences the future of the resource based 
manufacturing sector, which uses rail to transport large quantities of low value 
manufactured goods. Chemicals are a by-product of the processing of ores and 
can be expected to follow the same trends. 

Grain Shipments 

Shipments of grain from Northern Ontario have been decreasing. Much of the 
grain shipments from Northern Ontario in the past were made up of grain first 
shipped by rail from Western Canada to Thunder Bay, and from there, the grain 
shipments were mainly winter shipments to Quebec ports. These grain 
shipments from Northern Ontario have been declining presumably because of 
more grain being shipped directly to the ports from the Prairies in the winter, or 
shipped by marine mode instead; these cannot be expected to increase in the 
future. 

Aggregates 

One cargo that may have a positive future is the movement of aggregates from 
Northern Ontario to the US and to Southern Ontario. There is some established 
movement of this commodity today, particularly to Michigan and Southwestern 
Ontario where there are limited local sources of aggregates. The Ontario 
Government has a policy of sourcing aggregates in the region where they are 
consumed but, in the long term, the demand for aggregates in Southern Ontario 
may exceed the local supply. Rail transportation over longer distances is more 
efficient economically and in terms of energy use over truck transport, although 
increasing use will require the establishment of handling facilities in Northern 
and Southern Ontario. The marine mode will also compete for this traffic. The 
outlook is therefore for possible growth in the medium term, but growth is likely 
to be relatively small compared to the quantities of commodities already 
shipped. 
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Emerging Industries 

Wood pellets represent an alternative power source to be processed at biomass 
power plants. The production of wood pellets is an emerging industry for which 
Northern Ontario is well suited. Ontario Power Generation tends to have power 
plants close to the source of these pellets (e.g. in Cochrane, Thunder Bay and 
Atikokan). However, with support from marine and/or rail transportation service 
providers, the use of wood pellets could be expanded to other areas, though this 
is not anticipated to be a large growth area for rail shipping. 

7.3 Goods Coming into Northern Ontario 

The main inbound rail movement is grain to the port of Thunder Bay where it is 
transhipped to vessels for export or for domestic consumption. 

Grain Movements 

The movement of grain into Thunder Bay, which is generally transferred to 
marine shipment through the Port of Thunder Bay, has decreased over the 
years, mainly because of the shift of the market for Canadian grain from Atlantic 
and Mediterranean customers to Pacific destinations. This trend is continuing. 
The movement of grain into Northern Ontario is therefore likely to remain lower 
than in the past but will depend on the orientation of grain markets and the size 
of Canadian harvests. 

Consumer Goods 

Trends in inbound flows of consumer goods are associated with the needs of the 
population, and depend therefore on trends in population levels and economic 
prosperity in Northern Ontario. While moderate population growth is forecasted 
for some areas (e.g. the City of Greater Sudbury, District of Kenora, District of 
Nipissing), existing trends of static or declining population in other parts of the 
region are projected to continue (see NOMTS Socio-Economic Assessment 

Working Paper).  

Currently, almost no consumer goods come into Northern Ontario by rail for the 
following reasons: 

 Larger-volume bulk shipments tend to be most profitable for rail 
operators. Consumer goods for Northern Ontario tend to be shipped 
on a smaller scale than preferred by rail operators. 

 There are few distribution centres in Northern Ontario west of 
approximately Sault Ste Marie and most deliveries to stores and other 
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facilities are made directly by truck from truck terminals or distribution 
centres in Northeastern Ontario, Southern Ontario or Quebec. 

 For deliveries that might justify large shipments there are no longer 
any intermodal facilities in Northern Ontario where the transfer from 
rail to truck could take place. There was an intermodal terminal in 
Thunder Bay until a 2006. An intermodal terminal is not necessary for 
transferring shipments, but is more efficient than unloading at sidings 
or other locations on the rail network. 

This is unlikely to change, given the relatively static level of demand for 
consumer goods in Northern Ontario. 

7.4 Rail Movements within Northern Ontario 

These are almost all connected with the metal mining industry in the Sudbury 
region and their future is connected with the levels of activity in that industry. 
Base metals out of Timmins, Forestry Products out of Hearst, Kapuskasing, 
Cochrane and Englehart.  

7.5 Outlook Summary 

To summarize, although there is some potential for rail shipments to and from 
Northern Ontario to increase, it is more likely that they will be aligned with the 
levels of activity in the mining, forest products and steel industries, will fluctuate 
with these levels, and are not likely to increase significantly unless major growth 
is experienced in one or more of these industries or other emerging industries. 

This conclusion applies both to outbound shipments of industry products and to 
inbound shipments of raw materials, machinery and supplies for the industries. 

The outlook could be improved if the Ring of Fire mineral development occurs 
and is served by a new rail line into the Far North and if mineral development 
closer to existing rail lines occurs.7. The NOMTS socio-economic reference 
(medium) forecast assumes that the Ring of Fire will develop during the coming 
25 years, but rather slowly; more rapid development is assumed in the high 
forecast.  

There is therefore considered to be a strong possibility that at least part of the 
Ring of Fire development will occur before 2041, and that rail traffic from and to 
Northern Ontario will grow to serve this development. Apart from that, traffic is 

                                                      
7 It is important to note that under the Far North Act, 2010, most development in the Far North of 
Ontario, including all-weather transportation infrastructure, is prohibited from proceeding in 
advance of a jointly approved community based land use plan for the area. Plans are led by 
Indigenous communities in partnership with the Province. 
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expected to remain static, with fluctuations reflecting industry cyclical changes, 
but little or no growth over the long term. 

There is little likelihood for growth in consumer goods traffic to Northern Ontario 
by rail, as noted above. 

On the other hand, while subject to periodic slow-downs (as experienced during 
the 2009 recession and more recently in 2015-2016) rail traffic through 
Northern Ontario is expected to continue growing at about the same rate as rail 
freight traffic in Canada. As shown in Exhibit 4.5, this has been growing at an 

average rate of about 20% per decade during the past 30 years. An outlook of 
continuing growth at a similar rate during the coming 25 years is therefore a 
reasonable expectation. 

Unfortunately, while this outlook means that the two Class I railways can be 
expected to maintain and expand their transcontinental lines as required to 
serve the growing traffic, the prospect for improved rail service within Northern 
Ontario on those lines is limited since, as pointed out earlier, there is an 
economic disincentive to bear the cost and delay of stopping a long and loaded 
transcontinental train to pick up and deliver relatively small amounts of local 
traffic in the region. Regional and shortline railways on the other hand have 
provided solutions to Northern Ontario industry, tailoring rail services to meet 
their needs while maintaining cost efficient operations. As the Class 1 railways 
continue to increase volume on their transcontinental lines, more emphasis will 
be placed on regional and shortlines to act as feeder railways to the larger 
networks. Smaller rail carriers are essential to support current and future 
industry in lower density areas of Northern Ontario. 
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8 Issues and Opportunities 

8.1 Summary of Issues 

Financial Viability 

Mainline Services 

The two mainline railways are both profitable and supply their own capital 
needs: as more capacity is needed, the infrastructure is upgraded.  

However, primarily for economic reasons, the Class I railway companies give 
relatively low priority to providing service for local traffic on their mainlines 
through Northern Ontario. While Class I trains travel hundreds of kilometres 
through the region, relatively few make local stops. Local industries and 
residents derive little benefit from these mainline services, a concern expressed 
in various outreach forums.  

Regional and Shortline Railways 

Regional and shortline railways tend to serve local industries/markets and 
communities, which is different from the operational characteristics of Class I 
railways, which focus on serving different national and international markets. As 
a result of the differences in the size and type(s) of markets served, shortline 
and regional railways may experience financial difficulties more frequently than 
Class I rail operations.  

In the future, more issues may arise about continuing operations on shortline 
railways. Other jurisdictions such as Saskatchewan and many states in the US 
have programs in place to assist shortlines to upgrade and/or continue 
operations. 

Storage Needs and Lack of Timely Transport 

During engagement sessions and/or through technical analysis, the lack of 
guaranteed movement times was identified as a downside to rail, particularly for 
smaller shipments (i.e. not full trains). This makes rail transport less competitive 
for companies that demand just-in-time logistics, and rely on this to reduce 
storage needs. Perishable items also need to be moved quickly as they 
deteriorate while waiting in transit. Rail transport is therefore better suited for 
stable bulk items such as coal, cereal grains, ores, and forest products. These 
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are also products that are suitable for the marine mode; rail operators tend to 
relate well to and prioritize shipments to marine ports. 

Challenges for Lower-Volume Shippers 

Lower-volume shippers noted at strategy outreach sessions that they are at a 
disadvantage when attempting to make use of Class I rail service, as these 
railways cater to and prioritize goods movement for larger shippers. For 

example, the railways at times do not supply rail cars as ordered for lower-
volume movements, and only tend to accommodate them when there is capacity 
after serving the larger-volume clients. Smaller scale shippers feel that they are 
at a disadvantage when negotiating with the Class I carriers on rates, level of 
service and car supply. This highlights the critical role of the regional and 
shortline railways in Northern Ontario, which promote and support small 
business growth through rail shipping. 

Abandoned Rail Networks 

During consultations and interviews during Strategy development, many 
participants indicated a concern that abandoning railways represents an 
incredibly costly loss of irreplaceable national or provincial assets that could be 
very valuable in the future, as rail is efficient for longer distance movements and 
uses less fossil fuel per tonne-kilometre carried than the highway mode. 

Stakeholder and public feedback noted the need to preserve the rail network for 
future use, and included the concept that no current routes should be 
abandoned and pulled up: lines not justifying continued operation by current 
owners should be turned over to shortlines to operate or should be banked and 
protected for future use. 

Provisions relating to this issue are included to some extent in the Canadian 

Transportation Act, 1996, Sections 140 to 143. Rail companies must maintain 3-
year plans outlining their intent to continue operating or to discontinue lines, and 
make these plans available for public inspection at their offices. The company 
must indicate its intent to discontinue operating a line for at least 12 months in 
advance, and shall advertise the availability of the line for sale, lease or other 
transfer. In some cases, no agency or company expresses an interest in 
maintaining the line within that period and the line is ultimately discontinued. 

Intermodal Freight Transportation 

As noted in Section 4.4, the Canadian railways have been very successful in 
building up intermodal traffic, both international and domestic, but there have 
been no road/rail intermodal facilities operating in Northern Ontario since the 
closure in 2006 of CPR’s intermodal facility in Thunder Bay. This means that 
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intermodal containerized traffic destined to the region by rail must be transferred 
to truck at intermodal terminals either near Toronto or in Winnipeg (the locations 
of the nearest intermodal terminals) and trucked to its final destination — often a 
back-haul with a time and cost penalty which discourages the use of intermodal 
services. The Town of Cochrane recently received funding from both the 
Provincial and Federal Governments to establish an Intermodal facility in 
conjunction with the Ontario Northland Railway. 

Rail Safety 

While rail transportation is generally considered safer than the highway mode in 
terms of frequency of incidents, when accidents do occur they can be on a large 
scale. There are continuing concerns about the community and environmental 
impacts of derailments and cargo spillage. This is particularly true when 
dangerous goods are involved, as these can lead to deadly explosions and fire 
such as occurred at the 2013 Lac Mégantic disaster or to derailments such as at 
Gogama in 2015. 

8.2 Opportunities 

Shortline Rail Potential to Encourage Economic Growth for the 
Region 

The Ontario government’s mandate letter for 2014 for the Minister of 
Transportation (September 24, 2014) included the following priority under 
“developing a transportation policy framework” toward growing the economy and 
creating jobs: “Working with the Minister of Economic Development, 
Employment and Infrastructure to consider the merits of supporting short-line rail 

operations in the province”. 

Ring of Fire 

As discussed earlier in this paper, the Ring of Fire and other potential mining 
developments that will occur in the future represents potential opportunities for 
increased rail traffic to be generated in Northern Ontario, which in turn will 
promote a more efficient rail transportation industry. 

Potential Increased Energy Efficiency of Rail Mode 

Trains can perform many times better than trucks in terms of energy efficiency 
per tonne-kilometre. Energy efficiency varies significantly with vehicle loading, 
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terrain, engine type and other factors, although the figures noted below by 
Research and Traffic Group (2013) are indicative:  

 Class I rail freight: 213 tonne-kilometre per litre of fuel; and 

 Heavy trucks: 35 tonne-kilometres per litre of fuel. 

End-to-end delivery also has an important impact on energy efficiency of 
commodity movements. Currently, goods moving by rail from Montreal to 
Thunder Bay can be transported to the Winnipeg intermodal terminal by rail, and 
then loaded onto less energy-efficient trucks to backtrack 700 km for the last leg 
of the trip to Thunder Bay.  

Not optimizing the use of rail can result in increased use of trucks, which results 
in increased fossil fuel use and increased wear and tear on roads due to the 
heavy truck loads. 

Intermodal Facilities 

As noted in Section 4.4, there are challenges to constructing and operating rail 
intermodal facilities in Northern Ontario. However, intermodal facilities can help 
railways efficiently carry higher value commodities and open new markets of 
users to their services (though these goods would need to be carried a minimum 
distance and at minimum volumes to be practicable). If these challenges could 
be overcome, the following locations could be given consideration: 

 As a regional centre and as a hub for manufacturing products, 
Thunder Bay can be considered as a potential candidate intermodal 
facility location. If government support were provided to subsidize 
capital costs and ongoing operation, the opportunity exists to reopen 
an intermodal facility at Thunder Bay (ownership of which passed 
from CPR to the Port of Thunder Bay) and/or establish a rail/road 
intermodal facility at another mainline location in Northern Ontario. 
This would enable industries in the region to benefit from the 
efficiencies of containerized traffic arriving or departing by rail and 
transferred to/from truck for local delivery or pick-up. 

 Similarly, as a regional centre and multimodal transportation hub, 
Sudbury perhaps could support an intermodal facility. 

 If the Ring of Fire is developed, there is potential for significant 
additional flows of rail-suitable goods related to this development, and 
there could be an increased justification to build an intermodal 
terminal to handle these goods. The location would depend on where 
the transportation link to the Ring of Fire would be built and the mode 
selected.  
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 Cochrane has recently received funding from the Provincial and 
Federal Governments to establish an Intermodal facility to serve an 
adjacent mine.  

Support for Shortline Infrastructure 

The opportunity exists to provide targeted financial support from government to 
help shortlines preserve or upgrade infrastructure and/or assist with front-end 

costs in order to maintain or possibly expand freight transportation on short lines 
in selected instances. (Similarly, targeted financial assistance could be provided 
to help provide passenger services on shortlines.) 

Assistance to Smaller Shippers 

The Canadian Transportation Agency currently helps to resolve complaints that 
a railway company is not fulfilling their obligations under the Canadian 
Transportation Act, 1996, c. 10 (see Section 2.1) for shippers. During outreach 
activities in 2016, some shippers raised the opportunity of having some 
additional Provincial Government support in their negotiations with the Class I 
carriers with regard to rail rates, level of service and car supply.  

Conservation of the Rail Network 

Recognizing the potential public benefit of protecting rail corridors that have 
been abandoned by their owners, there may be an economic case for 
government action to take ownership and ensure that such rights-of-ways are 
protected for possible future use. 

Rail Safety 

As noted in Section 6, stemming from the 2013 Lac Mégantic rail disaster the 
federal government released earlier this year Rules Respecting Key Trains and 

Key Routes to further enhance the safety of dangerous goods transportation. 

The Province is also currently conducting a railway safety oversight review for 
provincially-regulated rail operations in response to several accidents in 
Northern Ontario, and this may identify further opportunities to improve rail 
safety in the region. As mentioned in the fall 2015 First Nations and Métis 
outreach sessions, this could include more comprehensive emergency planning 
to respond to incidents involving dangerous goods and possibly improved 
notification regarding the types of dangerous goods passing through their 
communities. 
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Emerging Industries 

Wood pellets represent an alternative power source to be processed at biomass 
power plants. The production of wood pellets is an emerging industry for which 
Northern Ontario is well suited. Ontario Power Generation tends to have power 
plants close to the source of these pellets (e.g. in Thunder Bay, Atikokan and 
Wawa). Currently, the Thunder Bay plant is only able to use advanced (“black” 
pellets), which can be directly substituted for coal in coal plants; however, these 
are not yet produced in Ontario and are shipped by marine mode from Norway. 
The Atikokan and Wawa plants can use locally sourced pellets. With support 
from rail (and/or marine transportation) transportation service providers, the use 
of wood pellets could be expanded.  
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Alternate Text for Exhibits 

Exhibit 1.1: Northern Ontario Railway System 

This map shows the active railway system in Northern Ontario by railways lines. 
Railway lines include: Canadian National, Canadian Pacific, Ontario Northland, 
Nippissing Central Railway, Huron Central Railway, Ottawa Valley Railway and 
out of province railways. Rail facilities including intermodal ports or facilities, 
yards/stations, and flag stops/sidings are also shown. Airports are classified as 
remote (MTO), remote (other), municipal or international. Roads are classified 
as primary, secondary, other all-season, winter or major out of province. The Far 
North boundary is shown, as are the approximate southern limits of continuous 
permafrost and discontinuous permafrost. 

Return to Exhibit 1.1 

 

Exhibit 3.1: Number of Freight Rail Tracks by Operator 

This map shows the number of tracks on each active rail line by operator. 
Railway lines include Canadian National, Canadian Pacific, Ontario Northland, 
Nippissing Central Railway, Huron-Central, and Ottawa Valley. The number of 
tracks includes 1 and 1.5 (mixture of single and double track). Roads are also 
included and are classified as primary, secondary, secondary local or major out 
of province. 

Return to Exhibit 3.1 

 

Exhibit 3.2: Rail Lines Abandoned in Northern Ontario 

This map shows abandoned railway lines in Northern Ontario. The map also 
shows active rail lines by operator. Operators include Canadian National, 
Canadian Pacific, Ontario Northland, Nippissing Central Railway, Huron Central, 
and Ottawa Valley. Roads are also included and are classified as primary, 
secondary, secondary local, or major out of province. 

Return to Exhibit 3.2 

 

Exhibit 3.3: CN and CP Railway Signal Types 

This map shows railway signal types for Canadian National and Canadian 
Pacific railways. Signal types shown are centralized train control, automatic 
block signalling, occupancy control system, or signal type unknown. Roads are 
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also included and are classified as primary, secondary, secondary local, or 
major out of province. Out of province railways and other active railways in 
Northern Ontario without signaling information are also shown.  

Return to Exhibit 3.3 

 

Exhibit 4.2: Conceptual Eastbound/Southbound Tonnage Flows by Class I 
Railway in and through Northern Ontario, 2014 

This map shows the annual tonnes moved by Class 1 railways eastbound and 
southbound. The tonnage categories are 1 million tonnes, 5 million tonnes, and 
10 million tonnes. Flow categories are through Northern Ontario, to/from 
Northern Ontario, and internal to Northern Ontario. Only movements greater 
than 200 tonnes are shown.  

Return to Exhibit 4.2 

 

Exhibit 4.3: Conceptual Westbound/Northbound Tonnage Flows by Class I 
Railway in and through Northern Ontario, 2014 

This map shows the annual tonnes moved by Class 1 railways westbound and 
northbound. The tonnage categories are 1 million tonnes, 5 million tonnes, and 
10 million tonnes. Flow categories are through Northern Ontario, to/from 
Northern Ontario, and internal to Northern Ontario. Only movements greater 
than 200 tonnes are shown.  

Return to Exhibit 4.3 

 

Exhibit 4.5: Class I Rail Freight Traffic in Canada, 1986–2014 

The plot shows the Annual Revenue Freight Tonne-Kilometres in millions from 
1986 to 2014 for Class 1 railways in Canada. The revenue-tonne kilometres are 
on the vertical axis and the years are on the horizontal axis. There has been an 
overall increase in revenue-tonne kilometres since 1986 from approximately 250 
million tonne-kilometres to 415 million tonne-kilometres.  

Return to Exhibit 4.5 

 

Exhibit 4.6: Tonnage Moved on Northern Ontario Class I Rail, 2001–2014 

This plot shows the annual tonnes in millions moved in Northern Ontario by 
Class 1 railways between 2001 and 2014. The categories shown are through 
Northern Ontario, from Northern Ontario, to Northern Ontario, within Northern 
Ontario, and total freight using Northern Ontario railways.  
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Return to Exhibit 4.6 

Exhibit 4.7: Tonnage Exported FROM Northern Ontario by Class I Rail, 
2001–2014 

This exhibit consists of two plots. The first is the total annual tonnage in millions 
exported from Northern Ontario by Class 1 railways between 2001 and 2014. 
The second is the annual tonnage in millions exported from Northern Ontario by 
commodity group between 2001 and 2014. The commodity groups are base 
metal and related articles; pulp, newsprint, paper, and paperboard; logs and 

wood products; basic chemicals; non-metallic minerals (salt, phosphorous, etc.); 
cereal grains and agricultural products; metallic ores; gravel and crushed stone; 
and other.  

Return to Exhibit 4.7 

 

Exhibit 4.8: Tonnage Moved TO Northern Ontario by Class I Rail, 2001–
2014 

This exhibit consists of two plots. The first is the total annual tonnage in millions 
moved to Northern Ontario by Class 1 railways between 2001 and 2014. The 
second is the annual tonnage in millions moved to Northern Ontario by 
commodity group between 2001 and 2014. The commodity groups are base 
metal and related articles; cereal grains and agricultural products; coal; basic 
chemicals; metallic ores; fuel oils; fertilizers; and other.  

Return to Exhibit 4.8 

 

Exhibit 4.9: Tonnage Moved WITHIN Northern Ontario by Class I Rail, 
2001–2014 

This exhibit consists of two plots. The first is the total annual tonnage in millions 
moved within Northern Ontario by Class 1 railways between 2001 and 2014. 
The second is the annual tonnage in millions moved within Northern Ontario by 
commodity group between 2001 and 2014. The commodity groups are pulp, 
newsprint, paper, and paperboard; logs and wood products; metallic ores; and 
other.  

Return to Exhibit 4.9 

 

Exhibit 5.1: Passenger Rail Services in Northern Ontario 

This map shows passenger rail services in Northern Ontario by line and 
operator. The operators and lines are VIA Rail (Toronto/Winnipeg), VIA Rail 
(Sudbury/White River), and Ontario Northland (Moosonee/Cochrane). The map 
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also shows the days of operation of each service, in addition to major stops and 
flag stops. Roads are also included and are classified as primary, secondary, 
secondary local, or major out of province. 

Return to Exhibit 5.1 

 

Exhibit 7.1: Map of Active Mines and Mine Development Projects in 
Northern  

This map shows active mines, mine development projects, and active and 
pending mining claims. The map highlights that there are many active mines, 
mine development projects, and active and pending claims close to the 
Provincial Highway network. Roads are included and are classified as primary, 
secondary, secondary local, or major out of province. 

Return to Exhibit 7.1 
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