FOB Wheat Prices and Export Basis Calculation

Background and Rationale:
Reporting FOB prices at port position and primary elevator prices allows the reader to gain an
understanding of both local and international wheat prices and to understand the relationship
between the two, as measured by the export basis. Export basis can be defined as FOB port
position prices minus the primary elevator prices at any given prairie delivery location, and is
therefore reflective of transportation costs plus any premiums being captured by terminal grain
elevator companies or the railway companies, at any given time.
In general, a widening basis is indicative of decreasing system performance in terms of either
reduced port capacity or rail service, or both. A narrowing basis is indicative of increased
available port capacity and/or better ability of the railways to provide ample service to grain
shippers. In this regard, tracking these prices over time has value both in terms of producers
being able to time the selling of their grain but also in terms of evaluating and setting policy
related to various transportation and capacity issues.
Gray (2015) has calculated a normal basis to be in the range of C$72/tonne. During the 2013/14
crop year the export basis for wheat widened to approximately C$250/tonne, which indicated an
inability of the grain handling and transportation system to adequately handle the record crop
produced that year. This occurrence has highlighted the need to improve the level of rail service
and take measures to expand port capacity where possible. It has also underscored the need
for better price transparency and market information within the grain sector.
Assumptions, Definitions, and Methodology
The following background information should assist in understanding and interpreting
international market signals and to relate them to the ‘local’ Saskatchewan wheat market:
 The price information generated for the weekly report is designed to show farmers at
what price levels several wheat classes are trading at local primary elevators and in
nearby international markets. To express the Export Basis 1 defined as Cdn. FOB Prices
minus primary elevator bids, the FOB prices are translated into Cdn. dollars from US
dollars and compared to current actual primary elevator Street prices at Rosetown,
Saskatchewan. Rosetown is used as a proxy for all primary elevators in the basis
calculation. The actual handling and transportation costs from the West Coast to
delivered elevator (Rosetown area) range from ~C$58.00-C$74.72/mt, depending on
number of cars moved and elevator used.
 Approximate relationship between U.S. wheat classes and Canadian wheat classes:
o DNS 14% in the Pacific North West (PNW) ≈ 1 CWRS 13.5% in Vancouver
o HRS in the Pacific North West (PNW) ≈ 2 CWRS 13.0% in Vancouver
o HRW in the Pacific North West (PNW) ≈ 3 CWRS in Vancouver
o SW (lowest price wheat) ≈ CPS red (mostly fed domestically)
o HAD (Lakes) ≈ CWAD (Thunder Bay/ Lawrence)

1 Gray, R.S. (2015). The Economic Impacts of Elevated Export Basis Levels on Western Canadian Grain
Producers 2012/13, 2013/14 and 2014/15.
“The difference between FOB Vancouver prices and the Saskatchewan elevator cash bids to producers is
referred to as export basis: Basis can refer to the difference between any two prices. As the largest volume
port, Vancouver FOB, minus the elevator bid prices representative measure of the “export” basis for grains
in Western Canada.”
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Abbreviations: DNS (Dark Northern Spring Wheat); HRS (Hard Red
Spring Wheat); HRW (Hard Red Winter Wheat); SW (Soft Wheat); HAD
(Hard Amber Durum Wheat); CWRS (Canadian Western Red Spring
Wheat); CPS (Canada Prairie Spring Wheat); CWAD (Canadian Western
Amber Durum Wheat)

 Hard wheat price calculations:
Exporters in Western Canada generally derive their primary elevator wheat prices from
HRS values at the West Coast (Pacific Northwest - PNW).
Similarly, HRW values are used for lower grade (3) CWRS.
o West Coast HRS and HRW values essentially dominate the international hard
wheat trade and determine its basic value.
o If premiums are paid for 1 CWRS 13.5, elevator companies are often able to
retain the premium
 Durum wheat price calculations:
The primary export route for Canadian durum wheat is still through Thunder Bay, not the
West Coast of Canada.
o Nevertheless, the Pacific Coast has increased in importance for durum over time
with 38% of total export volume crop year to date.
o Italy is the single biggest buyer of Canadian durum wheat with 27% of total
Canadian durum exports YTD (East Coast shipments).
 Optional origin grain sales:
Most major international grain companies sell ‘optional origin’ wheat to their customers
and often cover their sales ‘at best’ closer to the shipment position. The Canadian grain
system is not conducive to servicing optional origin sales because the volume of wheat
kept in storage in port today is much smaller than deregulation of the Canadian wheat
market.
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