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by Maureen Campbell, Lawrence McKeown and Walter Omariba

Weekly data point to first wave downturn and recovery
In late January, a Canadian resident returning to Toronto from China became Canada’s first documented case of the 
new coronavirus (COVID-19). Although there were only 14 more such cases by the end of February, Statistics Canada 
was already working to measure the impact of the looming pandemic. Travel and transportation were among the first 
areas most affected by border closures and public health restrictions. New weekly indicators of aircraft movements 
and railcars online are examined to assess the initial downturn and the subsequent recovery in the respective 
transportation of passengers and freight during the first half of 2020.

air movements down sharply while rail freight falls more gradually
To help contain the spread of the virus, the federal government closed its international border to foreign nationals 
on March 16. A restriction on non-essential travel across the Canada-United States border has been in effect since 
March 21. To compare the impacts of these as well as other public health restrictions on the movement of people 
and goods, an index was created using the week of December 28, 2019, as the reference period, set equal to 100 
(Figure 1).

After the March restrictions took effect, the impact on aviation was immediate with the number of iterant aircraft 
movements (that is, take-offs and landings) falling to a low of just over 14,100 during the week of April 11, down 
68.2% from the reference week. As the movement of goods remained an essential service, the number of railcars 
online declined more gradually, hitting a low of 126,400 during the week starting May 9, down 7.9% from the 
reference week.
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Note: Week starting Saturday.
Sources: Statistics Canada, Table 23-10-0287-01 and Table 23-10-0277-01.

Chart 1
Weekly aircraft movements and railcars online, January to June 2020
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Of course, the impact of closures and restrictions was greater on some types of aircraft movements than on others 
(Figure 2). While domestic itinerant movements (that is, airport to airport) declined by about 60% from the reference 
week to the week starting April 11, transborder (that is, to and from the United States) and other international 
movements fell by approximately 90%. From this low of mid-April, total aircraft movements have steadily increased 
until the end of June. This was driven mainly by domestic flights, albeit with fewer passengers and lower load 
factors, as well as by more dedicated, but less lucrative air cargo, reflecting a surge in e-commerce sales.1

Overall, the amplitude of the decline was less severe on the freight side but there were notable differences by type 
of railcar (Figure 3). System-wide, the number of railcars online declined almost 8% from the reference week to 
the nadir reached in early May. This decline resulted from sharp drops in the number of tank (-21.2%), box (-8.8%) 
cars and multilevel automotive (-5.2%) cars, reflecting lower oil prices, the closure of non-essential businesses and 
disruptions to supply chains. While the recovery is also proving to be gradual, May’s international merchandise trade 
report points to some encouraging signs, with Canadian exports increasing by 6.7% from April.2

1. On a year-over-year basis, retail e-commerce more than doubled (+120.3%) in April (Statistics Canada, Retail trade, April 2020, 2020-06-19). In addition to 
transporting essential goods, cargo operators have benefited from this rise in online shopping during the pandemic. According to the International Civil Aviation 
Organization, nearly 90% of business-to-consumer global e-commerce transactions involve some air delivery (Statistics Canada, Aircraft movement statistics,  
April 2020, 2020-06-26).

2. By mid-May, some non-essential businesses, including automobile and parts manufacturers for example, re-opened and gradually resumed production, which 
led to stronger exports. In May, exports of energy products rose 14.5%, with crude oil export volumes up, as did exports of consumer goods, up 9.5% (Statistics 
Canada, Canadian international merchandise trade, May 2020, 2020-07-02). Such growth would require the use of relatively more tank cars, box cars and multilevel 
automotive cars.

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/200619/dq200619a-eng.htm
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/200626/dq200626d-eng.htm
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/200626/dq200626d-eng.htm
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/200702/dq200702a-eng.htm
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Note: Week starting Saturday.
Source: : Statistics Canada, Table 23-10-0287-01.

Chart 2
Weekly aircraft movements by type of flight, January to June 2020
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Note: Week starting Saturday.
Source: Statistics Canada, Table 23-10-0277-01

Chart 3
Weekly railcars online by type of car, January to June 2020
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Methodology
The Weekly Aircraft Movement Statistics cover itinerant aircraft movements reported at major Canadian airports 
with NAV CANADA control towers. Data are collected for all units of the target population; that is, all itinerant 
aircraft movements at these airports. For more information, see: Table 23-10-0287-01, Weekly itinerant aircraft 
movements, airports with NAV CANADA towers 

The Weekly Railcars Online are collected by Transport Canada under the auspices of the Transportation Modernization 
Act. Data are reported by rail carriers directly to Transport Canada and then disseminated on the Statistics Canada 
website. For more information, see: Table 23-10-0277-01, Weekly rail system performance indicator, by type of rail car.

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action%3Fpid%3D2310028701
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action%3Fpid%3D2310028701
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action%3Fpid%3D2310027701

