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The value of Canada’s total merchandise trade (exports plus imports) with the United States on a customs basis reached
$673 billion in 2016, accounting for 64.0% of Canada’s total merchandise trade with the world. This was down slightly from
2015 when a record $688 billion was traded between the two countries.

Most of the data used in this paper are drawn from a new CANSIM table (228-0080), which provides monthly data on
Canada's total merchandise imports and exports with the United States and also by US state and Canadian province. The
data are available at the Harmonized System (HS) section level dating back to January 1990.

From 1990 to 2016, Canada’s total trade with the United States more than tripled. The most rapid growth occurred from 1992
to 1995, with exports to the United States increasing by 65.3% and imports rising by 56.2%. This expansion coincided with
the signing of the North American Free Trade Agreement in 1992 and its implementation in 1994.

Canada’s exports to the United States totalled $394 billion in 2016 and imports were valued at $278 billion, accounting for
76.3% of Canada’s total exports and 52.2% of total imports.

Trade patterns with the United States on a regional basis highlight the integration of industries between the two countries.
Proximity, transport infrastructure and government policies have all contributed to these interdependencies. In 2016, 14 of
Canada’s top 20 trading partners were US states. The states with the largest shares of total trade with Canada were
Michigan, Illinois, California, New York and Texas. In fact, Michigan has been Canada’s top trading partner among U.S.
states every year since 1990.
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The auto industry is a driver of trade between Canada and Michigan

Michigan is the principal destination and origin of Canada’s traded commodities with the United States. In 2016, exports to
Michigan totalled $66 billion, representing 16.8% of all exports to the United States. More than half of these exports consisted
of motor vehicles.

Canada’s imports from the United States were also dominated by Michigan, accounting for $29 billion in 2016, or 10.4% of
Canada’s total imports from that country. More than half of these imports were motor vehicles or motor vehicle parts. The
strong integration of the auto industries between Michigan and Ontario, and the presence of the largest auto makers and
distribution centres in the United States make Michigan Canada’s largest trading partner for both imports and exports with
the United States. If Michigan was a country, it would be Canada’s second-largest trading partner ahead of China.

Another key state in terms of the automobile sector is Ohio. The auto industries of Ohio and Ontario are also well integrated,
contributing $39 billion worth of merchandise traded between the two jurisdictions in 2016. Ohio was Canada’s second most
important import source by state in 2016, accounting for $23 billion or 8.3% of all imports from the United States. Ohio was
also the destination for $16 billion or 4.1% of Canada’s exports to the United States, ranking it as the seventh-largest export
state.

Overall in 2016, motor vehicles and parts accounted for more than one-fifth of all traded commodities between Canada and
the United States.
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Oil cycle with Illinois

Illinois was the second-largest trading partner in terms of total trade, and the third-largest destination for Canadian exports to
the United States in 2016, accounting for $36 billion or 9.2% of Canada’s total US exports. The main commodity exported to
Illinois in 2016 was crude oil, representing more than half of Canada’s total exports to the state. Illinois is an important
destination for Western Canada’s bituminous crude oil as it is home to many refineries that are equipped to process heavy
crude oil.

With the significant pipeline interconnectivity between Western Canada and Illinois, Canadian bituminous crude oil production
is largely driven by exports rather than domestic demand. Exports of crude oil to Illinois peaked at $36 billion in 2014, but
have fallen somewhat since the decline of oil prices.

Illinois is also a key import source of merchandise for Canada, ranking third in 2016 with 6.6% of Canada’s total imports from
the United States. One of the main commodities imported in 2016 were diluents for crude bitumen , accounting for 16.7% of
Canada’s total imports from Illinois. In order to improve flow through pipelines, bituminous crude oil from Western Canada
must first be diluted. Canada’s exports of crude oil to Illinois mostly consist of diluted bitumen. Once the diluted bitumen
reaches the Illinois refineries, the diluent is separated from the bitumen and returned to Canada, to be used again.

California ranks second as an export destination

Canada’s exports to California were valued at $38 billion in 2016, representing 9.7% of Canada’s total exports to the United
States. Almost two-thirds of these exports consisted of motor vehicles, which reached a record $24 billion in 2016. Large
auto distribution centres in California are behind these strong exports. Many motor vehicles manufactured in Canada and
destined for the United States market transit through distribution centres in California before entering the US retail market.

Imports from California are also significant for Canada, ranking seventh in terms of Canada’s total imports from the United
States. Fruits and vegetables are the dominant commodities entering Canada from California.

Exports of gold to New York

New York is Canada’s fourth-largest trading partner among the U.S. states. Exports to New York were worth $27 billion in
2016, or 6.8% of total U.S. exports, with unwrought gold being the top commodity exported. New York City is one of the
largest financial centres in the world, and as a result Canada’s exports of gold to New York State primarily represent asset
transfers within the banking industry.

Courier shipments contributed the most to Canada’s imports from New York, representing over 41.4% of the $18 billion
imported in 2016. Since 2000, Canada’s imports within this category from New York have almost tripled, supported by the
growing popularity of e-commerce.

Crude oil trade with Texas
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Texas is also important for Canada’s trade activity with the United States. In 2016, Canada’s exports to Texas totalled $22
billion and imports from Texas amounted to $18 billion. Crude oil is one of the most traded commodities with Texas for both
exports and imports. In North America, Texas has the largest number of refineries equipped to process the heavy crude oil
that is produced in Western Canada. As a result, the state is a natural market for many Canadian heavy oil exporters.

Refineries in the Eastern Canadian provinces are equipped to process light crude oil, and as such, they have historically
relied upon imported crude oil from the North Sea or the Middle-East. With the discovery of major shale oil fields in Texas,
such as the Eagle Ford formation, the state became one of the main sources of light crude oil for these Canadian refineries.
Canadian imports of crude oil from Texas rose from $318 million in 2012 to peak at $7.3 billion in 2014. Crude oil imports
from Texas then fell back to $1.6 billion in 2016, due in part to lower oil prices.

All of the information presented in this paper is on a customs basis.

Customs-based trade in goods data aims to capture the movement of merchandise across the Canadian border, both
outgoing (exports), and incoming (imports). In other words, this approach measures the two-way physical flow of
commodities crossing economic territories.

For customs-basis imports, the country within which the good was extracted, produced or last processed, known as the
country of origin, determines the trading partner. For customs-basis exports, the final destination known to the company
in Canada that is exporting a good determines the trading partner.

Trade in goods data on a balance of payments (BOP) basis aims to capture the international movement of products
among resident and non-resident owners as sales (exports) or purchases (imports). As a result, for imports, the country
within which the good was last owned determines the trading partner. To capture this information, the country of export
variable, as opposed to the country of origin, is the selected proxy for reflecting last country of ownership. For exports,
exporters are asked to report the best-known final destination of their product, which is considered in line with the
change in ownership principle.

This conceptual difference leads to different results when looking at Canada’s trade data with the United States. For
example, in 2016, Canada’s total imports from the United States on a balance of payments basis were set at $360
billion, while customs-based data showed $278 billion. For export data, the difference is minimal.

The Canadian international merchandise trade program calculates Canada’s trade balance monthly using seasonally
adjusted data, on a balance of payments basis.

Data source

The data for this paper were drawn from the new CANSIN table 228-0080 (www.statcan.gc.ca/cansim/a05?
lang=eng&id=2280080 ) and the Canadian International Merchandise Trade Database (www.statcan.gc.ca/olc-
cel/olc.action?objId=65F0013X&ObjType=2&lang=en&limit=0 ) .

 

Table 1 Merchandise trade with the United States: Canada's top five U.S. state partners by total
trade in 2016 

Total trade Total exports Total imports

millions of dollars

United States 672,660 394,384 278,276

Michigan 94,970 66,158 28,813

Illinois 54,627 36,254 18,373

California 52,291 38,195 14,096

Note to readers
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New York 44,346 26,664 17,683

Texas 40,059 21,714 18,345

Note: Data are on a customs basis. 
Source: Statistics Canada, CANSIM table 228-0080 (www.statcan.gc.ca/cansim/a05?lang=eng&id=2280080 ) .

Notes

HS codes 270900041, 2710129039 and 2710129099 are known to be the ones used to report imports of diluents for
crude bitumen, although they may also contain products meant for other industrial purposes.
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