
It is a familiar pattern with steep consequences: Unreliable 
rail service is costing growers millions and weakening Cana-
da’s reputation as a reliable supplier of high-quality grain.

At the heart of the issue is a lack of competition. Grain 
elevators, due to being built and based on a single rail line, 
are mostly served by only one rail provider. When that 
provider fails, whether through delays or missed pickups, 
there is no backup. Shippers are left without leverage, alter-
natives or recourse by being geographically and physically 
tied to that one rail shipper.

This is where extended interswitching comes in. 

This policy tool allows shippers to transfer goods from one 
railway to another within a defined distance, granting access 
to a competing carrier. It introduces much-needed compe-
tition into a system that, for many, operates without it.

Twice now, the federal government has attempted to 
address the lack of rail competition by launching extended 
interswitching pilot programs: First from 2014 to 2017, and 
again in 2023 with an 18-month pilot expanding the radius 
from 30 to 160 kilometres across Alberta, Saskatchewan, 
and Manitoba. Both were steps in the right direction, but 
they did not go far enough. 

Key grain-producing regions, including B.C.’s Peace Coun-
try, were excluded. The short-term nature of the second 
pilot also discouraged long-term planning and investment. 

Despite these efforts, Canada’s railways argue that compe-
tition already exists and that shippers have access to direct 
service, making additional options unnecessary. This argu-
ment falls flat though as it does not reflect the reality for 

many grain producers. In much of the country, shippers are 
served by only one rail line, with no viable alternative. Without 
extended interswitching, they are forced to accept whatever 
service is available, regardless of cost, timing or reliability.

To make a meaningful difference, extended interswitch-
ing must expand access to a 500-kilometre radius, which 
would cover close to 100% of grain producers. This would 
give most grain farmers access to a second carrier, intro-
ducing a much-needed layer of competition, reduc-
ing shipping costs, improving service reliability and give 
exporters the leverage needed to negotiate fairer terms.

After the latest pilot expired in March 2025, the Liberal 
Party of Canada committed in its 2025 election platform to 
renew the program for another three years. While this was a 
welcomed move, it fell short in one key area: The renewed 
pilot would apply only to Canadian railways, not all Class 
1 railways operating in Canada. This narrow scope fails to 
reflect the integrated North American market in which our 
grain sector operates.

Concerns that extended interswitching could reduce 
investment or harm service overlook the evidence. In the 
2014-17 pilot, rail performance remained strong, carriers 
remained profitable, and infrastructure investment contin-
ued. Even though the tool was used for less than 1% of 
shipments, it provided essential leverage that helped ship-
pers hold carriers accountable.

Arguments about job losses or traffic diversion to the 
United States are also unsubstantiated. Both CN and CPKC 
already operate extensive rail networks across the U.S. 
Their investment decisions are based on market conditions, 
not interswitching policy. In fact, increased competition 
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encourages carriers to improve service and retain business. 
It does not prompt them to shrink investment or cut jobs.

This is why, in addition to supporting a renewed pilot and 
calling for its expansion to 500 kilometres, we also urge for 
the policy to apply to all Class 1 railways operating in Canada. 
Canada’s grain sector operates in an integrated North Amer-
ican market. Our rail policy should reflect that reality.

Still, a renewed three-year pilot cannot be the final answer. 
Canada’s grain sector cannot continue relying on tempo-
rary measures and operate within uncertainty both domes-
tically and internationally. 

Two previous pilots have already demonstrated the bene-
fits of extended interswitching. A third would only confirm 
what we already know: The policy works. It offers better 
service, more predictable delivery, lower shipping costs 
and stronger supply chain performance.

These benefits will only be realized if the policy is applied 
broadly, permanently and fairly. Canada now needs a 
permanent extended interswitching framework that 
applies to all eligible carriers, covers all grain-producing 
regions and gives the sector long-term certainty.

When farmers plant, grow and harvest Canada’s high-qual-
ity grain, they should not be penalized by unreliable rail 
service. It is time to implement lasting change. It is time to 
flip the switch.  
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