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Whether you’re shipping auto brakes, 

consumer appliance parts, paper or simply 

packaging material, there are incredible 

intricacies to cross-border transit – from 

documentation standards and customs issues, 

to specific requirements for certain types 

of shipments. Getting it right is essential: 

timely delivery impacts production south of 

the border. To help, we’ve put together this 

strategy guide for making your intermodal 

shipments into Mexico smoother.

Do you typically ship to Mexico 
via truck? 

These tips will help you, too, and you may 

discover benefits of intermodal that are worth 

considering. 

Either way, this white 

paper leverages 

Pacer’s many years 

of experience, and 

the knowledge of our 

dedicated Mexico 

transportation team to 

cover best practices every Mexico shipper 

needs to know. We’ll also serve up additional, 

industry-specific tips for:

Automotive and Industrial manufacturing •	

companies

Electronics and Appliance manufacturers•	

Paper producers and shippers•	

Food/Beverage companies•	

Smoother Shipping into Mexico: 
 Southbound Insights for Your Business

is the world leader in intermodal shipping to Mexico from 

the continental U.S. We’ve worked with industries of all kinds to get their 

product into Mexico, when and where it needs to be. Offering premier 

intermodal and logistics services, we’re your specialist in shipping on both 

sides of the border.

FAST FACT
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With the economy in flux, efficiency in your 

supply chain is more important than ever. We 

see it with our clients all of the time – today, it’s 

not just about transportation options. Smart 

logistics and shipping choices make all the 

difference, especially when you’re navigating 

complex cross-border requirements.

Every budgetary decision counts.

The current economy makes every supply-chain 

decision critical. Margins are tight. Pressures 

are enormous to uncover savings wherever 

they can be found. Fuel costs are fluctuating, 

but consistently high. And with fewer people 

doing more than ever before, choosing the right 

partners makes a huge difference.

Of course, dollars and sense aren’t 
the only shifts. 

Safe cargo transport requires 

vigilance. You are undoubtedly 

aware of some troubling on-the-

ground realities in Mexico right now. 

Unfortunately, this has directly affected 

some southbound shippers, especially 

those relying on truck lanes. Robberies have 

become an everyday business risk, rather 

than an anomaly. Notably, this risk is largely 

mitigated for southbound shippers who use 

intermodal transportation: trains (and double-

stack trains in particular) are much less 

vulnerable to these incidents.

Timing is everything.

When you’re shipping 

into Mexico, proper 

timing is of utmost 

importance. Logistically 

speaking, your Mexico broker 

needs to be there for materials 

to be released to the carrier, so clearly 

communicating arrival and clearance times is 

essential. More importantly, border delays can 

have a marked impact on your manufacturing 

timeline. Diversifying your shipping mix can be 

a boon to your overall supply chain.

Creativity and smarts: the recipe for 
smoother shipping.

The complexities of southbound shipping to 

Mexico are significant, but there are things 

you can do to make things run smoother. In 

the pages that follow, we’ll reveal tips – from 

savings opportunities to customs insights – 

that will create actionable opportunities for 

your business.

A Changing Landscape
 Complex Requirements

Our expertise + your business = better experiences at the border. Ship smoother.

FAST FACT

FAST FACT
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Production and Consumption
in Mexico
        is centered in the Golden Triangle: 

UNITED STATES OF AMERICA

Guadalajara

Mexico City

Monterrey

ddddddddaaaaaaaaaaaaaallllllllllllllllllllllllaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaajjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjjaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaarrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrraaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa

MMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMMeeeeeeeeeeeexxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxxiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiccccccccccccccccccccccccccccccccccccoooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooooo  CC

nnterterrreeyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyyy

aaa

CCCCCCii

MEXICO

PPAACCIIFFIICCCC  OOOOCCEEAANN

GGUULLFF  OOFF  MEMEXXIICCOO

      GGUULLFF  OOFF
  CCAAMMPPEEEECCCCHHEE

Source: “Profile of Mexico’s Truckload Market”
Wilbur Smith Associates & the Texas Truck Institute

Mexico City, Monterrey, and Guadalajara.
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No matter what your industry is, there are tips 

that any shipper into Mexico should know. 

More than a how-to, these observations 

come from Pacer’s experience helping clients 

optimize their southbound shipments. But first, 

a quick look at common mistakes:

Top Southbound Shipping Mistakes

-  Late documentation

-  Lack of required information

-  Avoidable errors that cause scrutiny 
of future shipments

Especially when you’re new to the game, 

mistakes are understandable. However, 

planning ahead lays the foundation for fewer 

complications down the road (or tracks!).

Navigate U.S. Customs with Grace

 Proactivity counts. 1. 

 When shipping to Mexico – especially 

for the first time – don’t delay. Start 

paperwork early to allow time to 

catch minor mistakes. (Paperwork 

errors, even minor ones, can often lead 

to major delays at the border.)  

Use a documentation checklist.2.   

The paperwork is complete…or is it? Your 

transportation supplier should be willing to 

review your documents and position you for 

a smooth shipment. Important items include:

ONE TIME: 

Importer of Record: Carta encomineda 

permits, importer tax ID, voter’s 

registration, business registration, address 

verification, import product specification

Exporter of Record: Authorization, power of 

attorney, certificate of origin, import permits

EvERY TIME: 

Commercial invoice, bill of lading

Review, review, review.  3. 

Then review some more. Mistakes create 

hold-ups.

      Common Paperwork Problems

When counting items being shipped, use 
all piece counts or all pallet counts…not 
both. Those with mixed shipments often 
make this error.

Racks need to be claimed if they are to 
be returned to the U.S. Not claiming them 
can delay processing for release.

Cross-Border Tips that Count

Inside tip: If a mistake is detected at the border, future shipments may 
face increased scrutiny. We can’t underestimate the importance of proper 
preparation.

FAST FACT
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Cross-Border Tips that Count

Prepare for Mexico Customs

Shipping into Mexico doesn’t just 

involve U.S. customs agents, but 

officials in Mexico as well. It is 

important, therefore, to coordinate 

closely with your broker and importer 

of record on the Mexico side to ensure that 

everything goes as planned. 

Be clear on timing.  1. 

Your Mexico broker needs to be there for 

materials to be released to the Mexico 

carrier; otherwise, your shipment can get 

sidelined. Clearly communicate arrival and 

clearance times to ensure that all parties 

are present. 

Follow Mexico customs regulations 2. 

to a “t”.  

Once goods have crossed, if Mexico 

customs regulations are not followed, items 

can end up in a government warehouse.  

Possible negative results can include:

-  Long delays

-  Added cost for storage and fees

-  The risk of materials getting lost in the    

   system

-  Delays that can impact your customers 

   on the Mexico side

-  Manufacturing delays when critical parts 

   don’t arrive

Avoid negative consequences.  3. 

Business impacts abound for shippers 

whose goods end up quarantined in a 

Mexico government warehouse. Also note 

that because the Mexican government 

generally collects a VAT on imports, they 

check shipments carefully. Play by the rules.

Inside tip: Don’t go it alone. Pacer’s first-time intermodal customers 
encounter few problems with customs due to Pacer’s extensive checklists 
and dedicated, bilingual Mexico intermodal team. Choose a company that 
knows the process inside and out.

FAST FACT
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Inside tip: With economic pressures, safety concerns on the road and 
expanded rail service into Mexico, intermodal transport can offer significant 
savings – and peace of mind.

Make Safety a Part of Your Plan

In an environment where cargo safety is 

a constant concern, rail service offers 

a secure route into Mexico from the 

U.S. When shipping via truck, factors 

including road maintenance and increased 

robberies add risk. 

Cargo is more secure on the rail.  1. 

Once they arrive to the border, truck 

shipments are transferred from a U.S. 

trucking company to a Mexican trucking 

company, largely because U.S. carriers can 

only take their tractors 26 km into Mexico. 

Mexican trucking companies accept a 

limit of liability of $1,000.00 U.S. dollars 

per container, only. On the other side, with 

intermodal your cargo stays in the well 

cars and is simply handed off from the U.S. 

rail provider to Kansas City Southern, de 

México, covered by cargo liability limits of 

$100,000 per container. 

Containers remain sealed.  2. 

Special coded seals are applied to rail 

containers at origin, discouraging any 

tampering with shipments enroute. The 

configuration of a well car prevents physical 

access to the bottom container. The top 

cars of a moving train are not a likely target 

because merchandise would be broken 

when thrown from the train.

FAST FACT
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Recalibrate your supply chain

Beyond safety and the intricacies of cross-

border paperwork, cost savings are an 

important aspect of everyone’s business 

strategy. For that reason, assessing your 

southbound transportation plan makes sense. 

While certain manufacturing arrangements 

preclude a complete switch from trucking to 

intermodal, shifting even part of your Mexico-

bound inventory to the rail could uncover a real 

savings opportunity.

Save 15-20% versus truck.1.   

For those who rely on manufacturing 

south of the border, how you ship can 

have a definite impact on your 

bottom line. In the U.S., rail fuel 

costs are lower than those for 

truck, and the savings are passed on 

to shippers.

Keep your manufacturing timeline 2. 

on course.  

By converting even several loads per 

week to intermodal, your company can 

recognize cost savings while maintaining 

on-time shipments that keep your supply 

chain smooth.

Realize additional safety and logistics 3. 

benefits.  

Pre-cleared, non-stop border-crossings 

enable your freight to bypass border 

inspection delays and congestion.

FAST FACT

9



Intermodal  •  truckIng  •  Import & export  •  WarehousIng  •  logIstIcs servIces

The on-shoring trend has had a marked 

impact on Mexico manufacturing, and 

companies are increasingly returning 

production to North America from 

Asia. Jobs that were lost in Mexico 

in 2002 through 2007 are coming back, 

and the need to get parts to Mexico is 

increasing in-kind. 

Rising ocean transport costs have also facilitated 

the on-shoring trend, while peak season 

surcharges on shipments from the east also create 

added cost. Efforts on the part of the Mexican 

government to grow their manufacturing base 

facilitate excellent opportunities that automotive 

and industrial manufacturers can leverage.

Mixed shipping makes cents. 1. If your 

company is moving manufacturing south, 

consider intermodal as a way to recognize 

savings, while maintaining a mix that keeps 

your production flow in motion. Most parts 

manufacturers have multiple points of 

origin for supplies moving southbound to 

Mexico-based production facilities. Pick 

and choose those where intermodal makes 

the most sense.

Auto parts clear beyond the border.  2. 

The automotive industry decree from 

the Mexican government allows parts 

to clear beyond the border, in part 

informing the shift back to North American 

manufacturing. Take advantage of 

these arrangements to create a cost-

advantageous shipping flow to your plants.

Mexico manufacturing is incentivized. 3. 

Shippers can pay lower duties on parts 

that go southbound and are re-exported 

northbound as a finished product. This is 

part of an effort by the Mexican government 

to build their industry base, and an 

opportunity all auto parts manufacturers 

should leverage.

Top Tips for the Automotive and
Industrial Manufacturing Industry

Inside tip: On-shoring your manufacturing base back from Asia can have a 
positive impact on your production timeline. If something goes wrong moving 
product from the U.S. to Mexico, it’s much easier to recover. There’s a big 
difference between 3,000 and 13,000 miles!

Total U.S. market share of auto 
parts made in Mexico 

Growth in auto parts shipped 
southbound is expected between 
2006 and 2013 

30%

36%

SOURCE: “Profile of Mexico’s Truckload Market” 
Wilbur Smith Associates and the Texas Transportation Institute

FAST FACT

FAST FACT
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Top Tips for the Automotive and
Industrial Manufacturing Industry

SOURCE: “Profile of Mexico’s Truckload Market” 
Wilbur Smith Associates and the Texas Transportation Institute

Maquiladoras on both sides of the 

border create significant movement 

from North American parts 

manufacturers to Mexico 

factories. Efficiency in shipping 

the many parts that combine to create 

the next washing machine or television 

is critical – as is proper timing to address 

seasonal market cycles.

Consider intermodal consolidation options.   1. 

New intermodal shippers sometimes 

think, incorrectly, that all parts must be 

the same in a given container. In fact, both 

northbound and southbound shipments 

may be consolidated, allowing for better 

use of capacity and overall cost savings.

-  Mixed-commodity shipments are a great   

   opportunity for tier-1 or tier-2 suppliers.

-  Using a “milk-run approach,” you can 

   keep manufacturing in motion. 

   For example, your transportation supplier 

   can stop off at two places in Indiana, say, 

   and ultimately bring a mixed load down 

   to Mexico.

-  Containers do not need to be filled with 

   like items – and this creates less waste.

Plan for the peak season.  2. 

For electronics and consumer goods, it’s 

essential to make carrier arrangements 

well in advance. Year-round arrangements 

generally offer the best savings 

opportunities, although southbound 

transport is less cyclical due to the 

imbalance in trade. 

Top Tips for Electronics and
Appliance Suppliers

Inside tip: Be sure to get clearance for hazardous materials. Intermodal and 
truck shipments are subject to the same requirements, and it’s important to 
select a transportation provider certified to transport HAZMAT items.

SOURCE: “Profile of Mexico’s Truckload Market” 
Wilbur Smith Associates and the Texas Transportation Institute

FAST FACT
Electronic material is the largest area of 
Mexican production growth

Mexico ships $2 billion in appliances to the 
U.S. annually

FAST FACT
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With major manufacturing taking place 

in Mexico for appliances and consumer 

electronics that are in turn shipped north for 

sale in the U.S., paper packaging and materials 

are in high demand. Mexico does not have a 

paper production industry of note, which 

means there is a lot of southbound 

product moving to Mexican plants. 

However, paper is heavy, which 

makes your choice of southbound 

shipping options important to your 

bottom line.

Paper Packaging Shipped Southbound

Corrugated fiber•	

Paper for packing•	

Print•	

Control costs with efficient shipping. 1. 

It’s not news that paper is dense and 

heavy. These materials are well suited 

for intermodal, which is generally 

recognized to be four times more efficient 

than trucking when it comes to fuel 

consumption. 

Leverage an ongoing supply cycle. 2. 

Unlike small parts that may be required 

only during certain points of the production 

cycle, packaging is an ongoing need. 

Intermodal creates savings of 15-20%, on 

average, and may be used to cut costs 

while maintaining supply.

Top Tips for Paper Shippers

Inside tip: Move more at once. Because of the weight of paper, and number of 
containers per train, intermodal gets more paper packing where it needs to go.

SOURCE: “Profile of Mexico’s Truckload Market” 
Wilbur Smith Associates and the Texas Transportation Institute

FAST FACT
Paper and paper pulp are shipped to 
Mexico for production of brown paper, new 
print and bond, and packaging

FAST FACT
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Top Tips for Paper Shippers

SOURCE: “Profile of Mexico’s Truckload Market” 
Wilbur Smith Associates and the Texas Transportation Institute

FAST FACT
Rail is a common choice for transports from the beer market

SOURCE: “Profile of Mexico’s Truckload Market” Wilbur Smith Associates and the Texas Transportation Institute

A steady volume of beverages are 

shipped north into the U.S. from 

Mexico. With roughly an 80/20 

balance in shipping volume, large 

beer breweries, makers of canned 

goods, and others rely on smooth 

transportation to market.

Know your market. 1. 

Special U.S. customs requirements govern 

food shipments, and it’s vital to follow 

every rule closely. Errors can prevent items 

from making it to their destination.

Keep goods safe.  2. 

Especially with bottled goods, smooth 

shipping spells the difference between 

goods that generate revenue and those 

that must be written off. Temperature 

control may also be essential.

Top Tips for Food and Beverage

Inside tip: Pacer is an innovator in safe, secure shipping. When choosing a 
transportation supplier, ask about safety. For perishable, time-sensitive and 
breakable goods, it’s one of the most important decisions you can make. 

FAST FACT
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Pacer is proud to be a leader in intermodal and logistics services, helping major corporations and 

smaller shippers alike navigate the complexities of southbound shipping into Mexico and beyond.

ExPERTiSE
25+ years of experience •    Insight into all transportation modes• 

Bilingual staff on both sides of the border •    NAFTA border crossing expertise• 

Experts fluent in customs requirements • 

 

CAPACiTY
17,000+ controlled 53' container fleet •    3,000+ 53' chassis in Mexico• 

Warehousing facilities in key locations •    Ramp service on both sides of the border• 

Access to an additional 50,000+ • 

      rail-controlled containers

SERviCE
Pre-clearance assistance •   Security-minded operations• 

Fast response to changing situations •   Visibility systems for easy track and trace• 

CTPAT certified for northbound shipments  •   FAK shipping since 2003• 

Expanded service from Detroit to Monterrey •   New ramps in Guadalajara and Chihuahua• 

The Pacer Difference

FAST FACT
Since 2003, Southbound
trade has increased by

Since 2003, Northbound
trade has increased by 50%

SOURCE: “Profile of Mexico’s Truckload Market” Wilbur Smith Associates and the Texas Transportation Institute

35%
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