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1. Introduction and Background 

Transportation plays a vital role in a changing economy.  It links people and places, facilitates trade and 

tourism, and encourages economic competition.  Within North America, initiatives such as the Canada-

U.S. Free Trade Agreement (FTA)1 and the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA)2 have 

reduced trade barriers.  Taking all of this into consideration, along with an increasingly mobile 

population, the need for information on transportation infrastructure and services within and between 

the three countries has increased.   Everyday governments, businesses, and people make decisions with 

regard to transportation:  where to go, how to get there, what to ship, and where to locate facilities.  

Given transportation’s overall importance in the economy, the transportation and statistical agencies of 

Canada, Mexico, and the United States established the North American Transportation Statistics (NATS) 

Interchange in 1992.   

2.  Mission and Vision3 
 

The mission of the Interchange is to:  
 

Raise the general awareness and improve the quality, relevance, and comparability of 
transportation data in North America.    

 
This mission is built around a shared recognition of the need for quality information in establishing 
sound public and private policies, and the advantages of partnering to improve our national data and 
develop a continental statistical view of transportation. 
 
The Interchange provides a forum for the exchange of information, promotes increased data 
harmonization and the development of new statistical sources to fill data gaps, and facilitates 
international cooperation in data improvement efforts. 
 

The vision of the Interchange is to: 

Be the recognized leader in promoting and developing high quality, relevant, comparable data 
and analyses that provide information necessary for an efficient and fully integrated 
transportation data system for North America.    

To be successful, the Interchange depends upon the collective and individual actions of participating 
member agencies.  These include: 

 Sharing information on transportation and statistical programs and projects (to include, for 
example, exchange of information on transportation models and analyses, data definitions, and 
methodology) 

 Identifying areas of common concern and opportunities for future cooperation 

                                                           
1
 The FTA entered into force on January 1, 1989. 

2
 NAFTA entered into force on January 1, 1994 

3
 Mission and Vision text from North American Transportation Statistics Interchange, Strategic Plan 2010 - 2015 



 Working cooperatively towards greater data harmonization Recognizing institutional 
imperatives; and the legal, technological, resource, and other barriers that may constrain each 
partner    

 
3.  Participants 
 
Canada: 
Statistics Canada (SC) 
Transport Canada (TC) 
 
Mexico: 
Instituto Nacional de Estadistica y Geografia (INEGI) 
Secretaria de Communicaciones y Transportes (SCT) 
Instituto Mexicano del Transportes (IMT) 
 
United States 
US Census Bureau (BOC) 
Bureau of Transportation Statistics (BTS) 
 
In addition to the principal participants, the following U.S. agencies are permanent members of the 

Interchange: U.S. Army Corp of Engineers (ACE), Maritime Administration (MARAD), Federal Highway 

Administration (FHWA), and the Federal Railroad Administration (FRA).   

Staff members from other Governmental agencies of the three countries also participate, depending 

upon the area of investigation.  These agencies include, but are not limited to: the Customs agencies of 

the three countries, Canadian Tourism Commission, Canadian Transportation Agency, Natural Resources 

Canada, Instituto Nacional de Ecologia, Secretaria de Turismo, U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, Bureau of 

Economic Analysis, Environmental Protection Agency, Energy Information Administration, and modal 

administrations of the U.S. Department of Transportation (DOT) that are not permanent members. 

4.  Programs and Activities4 
 
The interchange consists of various sub committees/working groups that are responsible for 
accomplishing specific tasks.  They are: 
 

 Maritime and Trade Working Group 

 Surface Transportation Working Group 

 Environment and Energy Working Group  

 North American Transportation Statistics Online Working Group 

 Aviation Statistics Working Group 
 
The working groups focus on the exchange of best practices and new developments, as well as 
harmonization and data sharing.  Each addresses ad hoc issues relevant to their subject matter.  The 
working groups meet during the annual Interchange and more often as their work-schedule or need 
arises. 

                                                           
4
 Program and Activities text from North American Transportation Statistics Interchange, Strategic Plan 2010 - 2015 



The North American Transportation Statistics group focus is on identifying critical information necessary 
to support comprehensive analyses of North American transportation.  As such, it reviews data 
comparability across the three countries and identifies key data gaps.   It also has been responsible for 
several outputs including the North American Transportation in Figures, a three-country tri-lingual 
report and the North American Transportation Statistics On-line Database. The working group is now 
focusing its effort on adding data tables and variables and improving the functionality of the on-line 
database.  

In addition to working groups, the Interchange also has established a leadership committee, the 
Strategic Planning Committee or SPC.  The SPC is responsible for providing overall guidance and 
planning.  It also serves as the Interchange’s “knowledge base” of best practices and approaches on key 
issues.  It establishes the vision, mission and strategic goals of the Interchange, and approves the vision, 
mission and strategic goals of the working groups.  From a functional perspective, the SPC approves the 
establishment or termination of working groups as well as the scope and mandate of both existing and 
new working groups. The SPC also works to ensure that the activities of working groups are 
complementary rather than overlapping.    

 

5. Accomplishments 

North American Transportation in Figures and now the North American transportation Statistics 
Database are the most visible accomplishments of the Interchange.  The print report and the database 
characterized transportation activity and its impacts across and among Canada, Mexico, and the United 
States.  The print report and the database are available in English, Spanish, and French and covered 
twelve thematic areas, including transportation and the economy, transportation safety, 
transportation’s impact on energy and the environment, domestic freight activity, and transportation 
and trade. 

The Interchange also has led to a number of other major statistical improvements for transportation and 
the sharing of information.   These have included: 

 Adoption of the International Classification of Ship Types by all three countries in their 
statistical reports; 

 Reconciliation by all three countries of their waterborne port definitions and the use of these 
definitions and their geographic locations; 

 Resolution of data inconsistencies in trans-border marine merchandise trade data;  

 Exchange of information and assistance in the development of national reports on 
transportation statistics; 

 Exchange of various maritime databases in order to reconcile port import and export data; 

 Exchange of information on value-to-weight ratios used in foreign trade statistics and 
application to U.S. trade data; 

 Development of foreign trade statistics by mode of transportation in Mexico; 

 Joint trilateral development and release of the North American Transportation Atlas Database; 

 Joint Canadian and U.S. development of the Standard Classification of Transported Goods 
(SCTG); 

 Exchange of North American travel and transportation data to help fill critical gaps in U.S. 
international travel information; 



 Canadian and U.S. agreement to cooperate in the design and implementation of dual carrier 
information in the air passenger origin-destination surveys;  

 Exchange of information and technical assistance on the development of Transportation 
Satellite Accounts; 

 The exchange of information on data used for disaster planning, recovery and assessment; 

 NATS Interchange Internal Web Site making available to member agencies presentations, 
summary of discussion, etc., for previous and upcoming interchanges. 

 
5.1  North American Transportation in Figures 
 
As stated earlier, the two major products of the interchange have been the North American 
Transportation in Figures and the North American Transportation Statistics Online Database.  The North 
American Transportation in Figures was a paper publication that presented transportation related data 
for 1990, 1995, and 1996 http://www.census.gov/econ/www/natf/english.pdf  (Figures 5-1 and 5-2): 
 

 
Figure 5-1 

http://www.census.gov/econ/www/natf/english.pdf


 
Figure 5-2 
 
It examined transportation and transportation-related passenger, freight, economic, safety, energy, 
environment, and demographic statistics relating to Canada, Mexico, and the United States.  It increased 
awareness of transportation-related statistics available in each of the three countries, assessed the 
comparability of the statistics, determined where information gaps exist, and revealed which additional 
data were needed for a more complete picture of transportation in North America. 
 
Each language edition (English, French, and Spanish) of the North American Transportation in Figures 
contains twelve thematic sections that together contain more than 90 data tables.  Section 1, Country 
Overview, sets the context of the report with an overview of each country: population, labor force, 
physical area and Gross Domestic Product (GDP).  Section 2, Transportation and the Economy, draws a 
comprehensive picture of the impact that transportation has on the economic indicators of each country 
(including GDP), government expenditures for transportation, and transportation employment. Section 
3, Transportation Safety, provides critical information on fatalities and injuries by mode. Fatality and 
injury rates for road and air also are included.  Section 4, Transportation, Energy and the Environment, 
responds to current energy and environmental concerns, and includes tables on energy consumption, 
fuel costs and emission control requirements. Section 5, Domestic Freight Activity, summarizes freight 
activity by mode, by major commodity and by major origin/destination pair. Sections 6 and 7 provide 
data on North American merchandise trade and international merchandise trade between North 
America and the rest of the world. For Section 6, each country decided to use its own merchandise trade 
data. Thus, there will be statistical differences when comparing, for example, Canada’s data for trade 
with the United States and the United State’s data for trade with Canada. Section 7 represents 
international merchandise trade for each country, excluding trade with the other North American 
countries.  Sections 8, 9 and 10 provide data on domestic, North American and international passenger 
travel. Section 9 presents a picture of North American travel with information about the type of travel 



(overnight versus same-day), mode of transportation used and trip purpose.  Section 10 provides data 
on international passenger travel between North America and the rest of the world. Section 11 
concentrates on transportation infrastructure, and its use in each country. Section 12, Transportation 
Vehicles, provides a detailed inventory of transportation vehicles and equipment and summarizes 
domestic movements, in terms of vehicle-kilometers, by mode. 
 
5.2  North American Transportation Statistics Online Database 
 
As more and more statistical agencies started making their data available on the internet, members of 
the NATS Interchange wanted to make their data available on the internet as well.  Because of this 
desire, the North American Transportation Statistics Online Database was born -- 
http://nats.sct.gob.mx/nats/.  Selected tables (currently 40) were presented online for each of the 
twelve sections.  Data users could choose what language they wanted to review their tables in (Figure 5-
3), pick their tables to view (Figure 5-4 and Table 5-5), and export them to excel for further 
manipulation.  In addition to the increased flexibility of the online database, yearly updates to the data 
were added.  Data users now had a broader time series of data for selected tables. 
 

 
Figure 5-3 
 

http://nats.sct.gob.mx/nats/


 
Figure 5-4 
 

 
Figure 5-5 
 
 



6.  Data Visualizations 
 
In addition to making yearly updates to the NATS online database, which is a very complex and time-
consuming process.  The members of the NATS Interchange have made the decision to try to expand the 
number of tables in the online database.  The most recently added tables were the top gateways for 
North American trade by mode, greenhouse gas emissions by the transportation sector, and the fuel 
efficiency of new vehicles.  The members of the NATS Interchange have also made the decision to try to 
add data visualizations to the NATS online database. 
 
Data visualizations are much more than graphical representations of data.  They allow the data user to 
see relationships across the data that are not readily apparent in data tables.  In Figure 6-1, the data 
user can look at the data table and see that New York had 19.9 million people and Chicago had 8.6 
million people.  With the data visualization below (Figure 6-2) the data user not only sees the magnitude 
of population, but they also see where the top population centers are on the map.  New York is on the 
east coast and Chicago is in the center of the United States. When the data for Canada and Mexico are 
graphed on the map below, the user quickly notices that the top population centers in Canada are 
mostly along the Unites States border and that the United States has more large population centers 
than the other two countries.  These relationships are not as intuitive with only the data tables.  
 
 

 
Figure 6-1 



 
Sources:  Statistics Canada. Annual Demographics Statistics, Catalogue No. 91-213-XPB. (Ottawa, Ont.: 1998), ; Instituto 

Nacional de Estadística, Geografía e Informatica. Dirección General de Contabilidad Nacional, Estudios 
Socioeconómicos y Precios. Estadísticas del Medio Ambiente, 1997. (Aguascalientes, Ags.: 1998). ; U.S. Department of 
Commerce. U.S. Census Bureau. Statistical Abstract of the United States: 1998. (Washington, DC: 
1998). 

 
Figure 6-2 
 
In addition to these observations, data visualizations allow users to see complex data from multiple 

sources in one picture.   They allow them to quickly see data relationships that would take a lot of time 

to see in data tables.  An example of this is the U.S. Export/Import Flows By Truck To & From Canada: 

2007 data map (Figure 6-3).  By identifying tonnage of freight by origin, and destination, where origins 

and destinations are states and metropolitan areas in the United States, and mapping these data onto 

the nation’s highways.  The user quickly sees where the major points of entry are into Canada and 



where those flows come from.  The NATS committees are currently working on making this map connect 

trough the three countries, and adding commodity type and mode information 

 

 
Figure 6-3 
 
7.  Conclusion 
 
Given the dynamic needs of data users, the increasing complexity of data sets, and need for  good 
transportation statistics for North America we hope that providing an excellent data tool that 
incorporates data tables complimented with relevant data visualizations will satisfy these needs.  We 
are hoping the results will be useful data with intuitive data visualizations that assist data users in 
making good sound decisions. 


