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A record year is in the books, but where do we go from here? 

Carriers and brokers provide insight and delve deep into what 

they expect from the trucking industry in 2019.

LOAD VOLUMES, INVESTMENTS, PAST PERFORMANCE, 
AND FUTURE OUTLOOK
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OVERVIEW

This report will provide you with an inside look into the Canadian trucking 

industry. You will learn what carriers and brokers thought about the industry 

in 2018 and what they expect in 2019. As a member (or stakeholder) of the 

trucking industry, the following information can be used to gain insight and 

leverage your business.

This exclusive inside look gives access to insights from 
the carrier and broker markets in Canada.

At the start of 2019, TransCore Link Logistics conducted a survey to gauge 

how the trucking industry felt about the past year and what they expect 

moving forward.

The Industry Insight Survey was sent to individuals in TransCore Link 

Logistics’ database who have knowledge of their company’s performance 

in 2018. Carriers and brokers received an identical questionnaire to 

complete regarding their experience and outlook on the trucking industry.

This white paper was constructed from the survey response data in order to 

display an in-depth view of the industry based on real responses from actual 

industry members. 
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SURVEY RESPONDENTS

Out of the e�ective survey respondents, 71% identified themselves as 

carriers, 21% as brokers and 8% as both a carrier and broker (dual-operators). 

When adjusting for the respondents that identified as dual-operators via their 

representation within TransCore’s database, these numbers closely resemble 

the overall distribution of 79% carriers and 21% brokers on Loadlink - Canada’s 

freight matching network of over 6,400 trucking companies.

The average number of years in business for respondents was just under 

17 years, while the median was 12 years.

Carriers on average had been in business for 15 (median = 10) years while 

brokers had a bit more experience with an average of 16.5 (median = 15.5) 

years. Those that identified as both carriers and brokers averaged 33 

(median = 25) years. 

In terms of location, 48% of survey respondents were from Ontario, 18% from 

Quebec and 30% were from Western Canada. 4% of respondents were from 

Atlantic Canada and the United States.
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GOT TRUCKS?

THE ROAD AHEAD

The trucking industry remained optimistic as more carriers and brokers are 

expecting freight rates, freight volumes and fuel prices to increase in the 

first quarter of 2019. 

Compared to 2018’s first quarter predictions, sentiments trended slightly 

downwards. Responses were a bit more varied as a slow period of freight 

activity in the last quarter of 2018 may have dampened short-term 

expectations. Nonetheless, 2018 proved to be a year of remarkable 

new highs and respondents felt 2019 would o�er more 

familiar-levels of activity.

Less than a majority (43%) of respondents tied their 

freight rate predictions with their fuel price predictions

1 - 10 Trucks   66%

11- 50 Trucks   20%

51 - 100 Trucks     6%

> 100 Trucks     8%
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The graph below illustrates the distribution of fleet sizes for asset-based

survey responses.



which opposes the general assumption that changes in fuel costs are tied to 

rates. This could be a result of carriers participating in discounted fuel 

programs having locked in fuel prices, thereby removing some of the 

fluctuations they would experience from fuel prices. On the other hand, 61% 

of respondents related their predictions of freight rates with freight volumes, 

believing that changes in one may a�ect the other. This response is in line 

with the principle of supply and demand dictating prices.

PROFIT MARGINS

Carriers saw slight improvements in their margins while more 

brokers had top-heavy margins with a few dropping to 

the lower percentage ranges. Interestingly, the profit 

margin breakdown of those who identified as both a 

carrier and broker exhibited a normal distribution.

FREIGHT RATES

FREIGHT VOLUMES

FUEL PRICES

Decrease Increase Unchanged

15%

47%

38%

24%

46%

30%

13%

54%

33%
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As of late March, the Canadian freight market’s first quarter performance has

been in line with expectations.

2019 Freight Predictions



Over half the carriers surveyed had profit margins above 5%. Compared to 

2018, there was a 6 percentage point decline in carriers who had margins 

below two percent, while there was a three percentage point increase in 

those who had over 15% margins.

Brokers came out on top with a leading 34% of respondents having margins 

above 15%. This gain was due to an almost equal drop in brokers with 

margins between 11 and 15% (as a result of shifting up to the next bracket). 

Those with margins from 2 – 5% declined 3 percentage points, which 

appeared in an equal increase in the under 2% category. Overall, 85% of 

brokers operated with profit margins above 5%.

Compared to 2017, the impressive freight market evidently made an impact 

on the 2018 profit margins of all respondents. The surge in load volumes 

provided additional work for brokers which in addition to increased freight 

rates from tightened truck capacity, would have increased previously-high 

margins to greater levels. Carriers capitalized on the large rate bumps and 

increased freight availability which drove higher revenues, leading to a 

bigger fraction of carriers in higher profit margin brackets.

BOTH

12%

12%

23%

23%
30%

BROKER

1%
14%

26%
25%

34%

CARRIER

14%
34%

26%
14%

12%

Under 2% 2 - 5% 6 - 10% 11 - 15% Over 15%
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Profit Margin Breakdown



EXPENSES

Based on the survey responses, there was no indication of a correlation 

between expenses and profit margins. This conclusion was identical to 

TransCore’s 2018 report released last year.

INSURANCE

A majority of respondents (66%) indicated that their insurance rates went up 

in 2018. Of those that had an insurance hike, three-quarters were comprised 

of carriers. Whether it was through hours-of-service, electronic logging 

devices, or mandatory entry level training discussions, safety was either 

directly or indirectly the key topic of 2018 and it seems insurance providers 

raised rates as a result. An increased number of trucking-related accidents 

and stolen cargo would have also pushed rates upwards.

Half of all brokers said their insurance rates went up. 

This could be tied to more brokers purchasing 

contingent cargo insurance or existing rates increasing 

as the uptick in cargo thefts may have necessitated

the need for additional insurance.

CARRIER

BROKER

BOTH

16%
36%

48%

29%

29%

32%

32%

39%

39%

The same as 2017 Lower in 2017 Higher in 2017
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Year-Over-Year Expenditure Comparison



INVESTMENTS

Carriers had an even split of responses with 44% saying they invested more 

in trucks and 44% saying their investment in trucks were unchanged. The 

remainder divested resources away from trucks, which could have been due 

to the period of driver shortage causing them to be unable to fully utilize all 

equipment at their disposal.

Investments into updated technologies were more in line with one another 

across the three operator types. 55% of both carriers and brokers said they 

invested more into technology. Dual-operators came in higher at 58%, which 

could be a result of having to procure new technology for both a brokerage 

and trucking division.

It was a busy year for the trucking industry and investments in more sta� 

showed it. 41% of carriers, 37% of brokers and 45% of dual-operators 

invested in additional employees. Similarly to technology, dual-operators 

would have needed more human resources to satisfy the labour needs of 

two separate divisions.

Other notable investments included: increased marketing e�orts, ELDs, 

renovated or new real-estate/properties and improved security.

TECHNOLOGY

STAFF

TRUCK

OTHER

BROKER

55%

37%

8%

17%

58%

45%

52%

10%

2018 INVESTMENTS

55%

41%

44%

21%

CARRIER BOTH
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COMPANY OUTLOOK

TransCore Link Logistics attempted to gauge 

what major business decisions were on the 

short-term radar for respondents. The majority 

of respondents (57%) were considering 

expanding their operations into new markets. 

A small fraction (14%) indicated they would be 

interested in purchasing or acquiring another 

transportation company. An even smaller 

share (9%) were looking at leaving the industry by selling their business and 

were mostly made up of carriers with smaller fleets of under 15 trucks and a 

few brokers. Those considering a merger with another company came in at a 

low 5% and were comprised mostly of brokers and small carrier operations 

with fleets under 10 trucks.

NOTABLE EVENTS

Throughout the great year that 2018 was for the industry, the economy had 

to endure a few notable events that would have no doubt left some form of 

impact on the trucking industry as a whole.

Shortage of drivers comes at a time when the 
industry is slowing due to the tari�s and taxes 
levied on the manufacturing sector.

“
”

”
“
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14% of trucking 
companies want to 
buy/acquire.

9% may sell.

The cost of steel duties and lumber duties have 
cost our company dramatically.

One of the biggest challenges the trucking industry encountered in 2018 was 

the introduction of steel and aluminum tari�s between Canada and the USA. 

As an important commodity that is frequently traded, the negative e�ects of 

these tari�s were felt by carriers and brokers alike.

Steel and Aluminum Tari�s



USA and China Trade War

The USA and China entered into a trade war which may have altered trade 

flow between key trading partners in Asia and North America. Compared 

to other domestic-related issues, the e�ects of this dispute were not as 

significant based on the submitted responses. Survey data indicated that 

there was a moderate level of positive correlation between responses on 

the e�ects of steel tari�s and the USA/China trade war.

We have seen a lot of change and disruption since 

President Trump took power and I still have no idea 

what the impact of his decisions will have on trade 

when considering the trade war with China and 

the completion and implementation of the USMCA.

Economy in the US and Canada is doing very 

poorly and trade with Mexico and China a�ect 

our transportation of goods heavily.

“

”

”

“

4%
9%

49%

26%

12%

1% 0%

68%

19%
12%

0%0%

42%
48%

10%

Very Positively

Positively

CARRIERS
BROKERS BOTH
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Businesses a�ected by Steel and Aluminum tari�s in 2018

Not at all

Negatively

Very Negatively



Canada Post Strike

The rolling strikes by Canada Post union workers in late 2018 may have 

caused mail and parcel delays all over Canada which would have delayed 

bill payments and business cash flows. The strikes would have also o�ered 

carriers and brokers the opportunity to cover more last-mile shipments. 

Compared to international trade-related events, the Canada Post strike 

yielded more positive e�ects for those across all operator types.

4%
6%

54%

28%

8%

0%
4%

72%

22%

2%

0%

6%

58%

36%

0%

CARRIERS
BROKERS BOTH

CARRIERS
BROKERS BOTH

6%
9%

56%

24%

3%
8%

59%

24%

6%

0%

13%

55%

19%
13%

5%
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Very Positively

Positively

Not at all

Negatively

Very Negatively

Very Positively

Positively

Not at all

Negatively

Very Negatively

Businesses a�ected by USA and China trade war in 2018

Businesses a�ected by Canada Post strike in 2018



Mandatory Entry-Level Training

Mandatory entry-level training (MELT) for drivers experienced its first full year 

in e�ect in Ontario while other provinces began plans for adoption in 2018. 

MELT would have led to more highly-qualified drivers in Ontario, hence the 

positive e�ects reported by respondents. Those with brokerages would feel 

little e�ect as driver training and hiring would be up to the carriers they 

partner with, although it could pose an issue for driver/truck availability for 

their loads.

Hoping for better training mandates to increase 

professionalism. I’m tired of competing with people 

who cut rates by using untrained drivers.

“

”

CARRIERS
BROKERS BOTH

8%

21%

56%

13%

2%
1%

10%

80%

8%

1%
0%

19%

71%

7%
3%
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Very Positively

Positively

Not at all

Negatively

Very Negatively

Businesses a�ected by mandatory entry-level training



CONCERNS

The trucking industry will always be adapting as new regulations are imposed 

and the overall market and economic outlook changes. The main concerns 

facing the Canadian industry that were highlighted in the survey include: the 

existing driver shortage, business and industrial plant closures, and the new 

North American Free Trade Agreement (USMCA).
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A large majority of respondents were worried about

a driver shortage, with a greater fraction of brokers 

(83%) being concerned compared to carriers (70%) 

as brokers worry more over sourcing available trucks. 

Responses showed that the more trucks a carrier 

had, the more likely they would be concerned with a 

driver shortage. Naturally, this relationship makes 

sense as having more trucks would equate to 

needing more qualified drivers to operate them. The

underutilization of assets would also negatively

impact a carrier’s bottom line.

Future plant closures of some large manufacturers were announced during 

2018, which will inevitably a�ect those that either haul or broker loads on their 

behalf. Sentiments were fairly similar for carriers and brokers as 57% and 51%

were concerned with looming plant closures, respectively.

DRIVER SHORTAGE

PLANT CLOSURES
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Growing uncertainties over international trade in North America were quelled 

slightly through the new USMCA agreement. Despite that, the arrival of a new 

agreement bearing new clauses and stipulations will undoubtedly leave some 

respondents with concern. Similar numbers of 66% of carriers and 63% of 

brokers expressed concern over the new USMCA agreement.

There was a moderate level of positive correlation between responses to 

concerns over plant closures and the new USMCA agreement. The new 

agreement is proposed to include clauses on tari�-exemption of motor 

vehicles/parts and increased requirements for vehicles to be manufactured 

out of more North American parts. When combined with the closure of key 

automobile manufacturing plants across North America, the apparent 

relationship between these factors may explain why survey responses were 

positively correlated.

USMCA

Even with these concerns, 71% of all 

respondents were optimistic about the 

trucking industry for 2019. At the time of the 

release of this report, early 2019 load 

volumes rose and truck numbers 

have risen at a faster pace.

71% respondents
optimistic about the 
trucking industry for 
2019

Fears of an industry-wide downturn may have been overly 

exaggerated and the positive outlook from industry 

members bodes well for the strengthening trucking 

industry.



MARIJUANA LEGALIZATION

The legalization of marijuana in Canada was always deemed to play a huge 

factor in the Canadian transportation landscape. In addition to measuring the 

performance of carriers and brokers, this survey hoped to gleam some 

insight into the perceived e�ects that marijuana legalization has or will have

on the industry.
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Out of the total number of e�ective 

respondents, 23% noted that their 

organizations have updated their drug 

policies and are o�ering more training 

to employees to better understand the

Unsurprisingly, only 4% 

believed that they would 

expand their work into the 

marijuana market as the 

legal marijuana industry 

is still heavily unexplored

and full of uncertainty. A large portion (61%) of 

respondents believed that the legalization of 

marijuana would have little to no impact on 

their business operations.

23% respondents noted 
that their organizations have 
updated their drug policies.

impact of marijuana. 17% of the total responses indicated that increased driver 

screening and more frequent drug tests will be required. Just 8% and 

6% of total respondents believed that decreasing driver availability and 

increasing insurance rates will occur, respectively.

61% respondents believed 
the legalization of marijuana 
would have little to no impact 
on their business operations.



DRIVER INC.

The controversial method of paying company 

drivers as individually-incorporated contractors 

for tax benefits was a huge topic of debate in 

2018, which was met by o�cial government 

clarification over the legality of it. TransCore 

Link Logistics took the opportunity to survey 

the thoughts of carriers and brokers on the 

government’s decision to crackdown on the 

usage of this employment method.

ELD COMPLIANCE

Canadian carriers still face some 

uncertainty in regards to when electronic 

logging-device compliance will be mandatory 

within Canada. Carriers working cross border 

will have already equipped themselves. Also, many 

that only travel within Canada have already done 

so in early preparation. 

152019 TRUCK TALK

56% of carriers and 61% of brokers agreed with the government’s 

intervention. The higher share for brokers makes sense as driver pay would 

not be a direct issue for them, but could indirectly a�ect truck availability. 

The similar share of carriers who both agree and disagree with the

government’s decision may indicate that this will remain a controversial

topic in the near future. There appears to be no correlation between the 

size of the carrier and whether they are in favour or not of the Driver Inc. 

model.

ELD
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CARBON TAX

E�ective April 2019, the new carbon fuel tax 

across four provinces in Canada has caused a 

surge in gas prices. As a result, carriers may 

increase rates due to fuel surcharges if they 

are not benefitting from a fuel discount 

program. Both carriers and shippers alike 

should remain wary as it is proposed that the 

tax rate will further increase up until 2022. 

Provincial government backlash and fluctuating

77% of carriers that responded are already ELD compliant. Of those who are 

not yet compliant, 32% will be ready to do so in 2019, 10% plan to be in 2020, 

and 58% will only become compliant when the government mandates it. The 

majority of not-yet-compliant carriers were carriers with smaller fleets. Smaller 

trucking operations may decide only to operate within Canada while larger 

businesses have the capability to service cross-border freight where ELDs 

are required. In addition, because the time and resources to implement ELDs 

are significantly less for smaller fleets compared to larger ones, it would allow 

them the flexibility to adopt the technology closer to an enforced mandate 

period.

rates yields some uncertainty for the fate of the new carbon tax, as a result, 

the freight market will likely respond with exercised caution in the coming 

months.
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