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May 22, 2026 

 
The Honourable Patty Hajdu 

Minister of Jobs and Families 

 
The Honourable John Zerucelli 

Secretary of State (Labour) 
 

Comments on the Modernization of Canada’s Federal Labour Framework 
 

Dear Minister Hajdu and Secretary of State Zerucelli, 

 
We are writing on behalf of the Shipping Federation of Canada, which is the national association that represents 

the owners, operators and agents of the ocean vessels that carry Canada’s international trade between Canadian 
ports and markets throughout the world. Our sixty member companies represent over 200 shipping lines whose 

vessels carry a wide array of imports and exports, ranging from dry bulk commodities such as grain, coal and iron 

ore – to liquid bulks such as crude oil, oil products and renewables – to containerized consumer and 
manufactured goods.  

 
These ships, which make between 6,500 and 7,000 voyages to Canadian ports in any given year, carry virtually 

all of Canada’s (non US) waterborne trade.   Indeed, international ships carried 264 million metric tonnes of 

Canada’s exports (valued at $147 billion) and 75 million metric tonnes of Canada’s imports (valued at $196 
billion) in 2025, underscoring the essential role they play in the Canadian economy and the prosperity of all 

Canadians. 
 

We very much appreciate this opportunity to provide comments in response to the government’s ongoing 
consultation on the modernization of Canada’s labour framework.  We have a strong interest in this subject, given 

the unprecedented level of labour volatility that has rocked North American supply chains over the last few years, 

and the impact this has had on Canada’s reputation as a stable and reliable trading partner. Recent disruptions in 
our sector have included the month-long on again / off again longshore strike that shuttered operations at west 

coast ports in the summer of 2023, the eight-day strike that shut down navigation in the St. Lawrence Seaway in 
November 2023, the work stoppage that brought operations at both CN and CPKC to a halt in August 2024, and 

the longshore labour stoppages that occurred at Canada’s west coast ports and the Port of Montreal in the fall of 

2024.   
 

Although this past year has brought a brief measure of relief from these recurrent disruptions, contracts in both 
the port and rail sectors are set to expire at the end of the year, leaving us on the brink of a new cycle of labour 

volatility and supply chain disruption - at a time when the government is pursuing an aggressive trade growth 
and export diversification agenda whose success is inextricably linked to the availability of a strong, well-

functioning and reliable marine transportation system that provides essential market access to Canada’s exporters 

and importers. 
 

 



Impact of Labour Disruptions on Ocean Carriers Calling Canadian Ports 
 

Labour disruptions in the port and rail sectors have significant impacts on ocean carriers from both an operational 
and a commercial perspective.  As an example of the former, when the 2023 west coast longshore strike began, 

container ships that were already loaded with import cargo destined to Vancouver and Prince Rupert found 

themselves literally “at sea” with only a handful of available options at their disposal.  Ships which chose to drift 
offshore or slow their speed in order to await the resumption of normal cargo operations faced the prospect of 

many weeks of waiting, raising concerns over the health and safety of the crew on board, the longevity and 
diminishing value of the cargo being carried, and the potential for exposure to inclement weather or other 

unexpected events.  Diverting these ships to US west coast ports was a risky option in the short term, given the 
lack of available terminal capacity, as well as the fact that longshore workers across the border had already 

expressed solidarity with their Canadian counterparts.  Consequently, the only other available option for such 

ships was to return to the port of loading and consider the possibility of terminating the shipment there, at 
significant cost to the consignee.  

 
All of this uncertainty created substantial delay and congestion across the transportation network, resulting in a 

backlog that took months to recover from - the general formula being that 3 to 5 days of recovery are needed for 

every day that strike action persists. All in all, that 13-day strike alone (and the month-long stop and start context 
within which it played out) disrupted an estimated $10.7 billion in trade, resulted in the diversion of cargo away 

from Canadian west coast ports, and further eroded confidence in the stability and reliability of Canada’s trade 
routes overall. The fact that that strike was followed by a strike in the St. Lawrence Seaway just a few months 

later, and by disruptions in both the rail and longshore sectors the following year, only serves to underscore the 
extent of dysfunction in the current labour framework and the urgent need for a more viable system for the 

future.   

 
One of the longer-term economic impacts of the above-noted dysfunction is that shippers and cargo owners 

increasingly expect transportation pricing to reflect the reliability risks that have become inherent in using a 
Canadian trade route. Depending on the level and extent of these pricing adjustments, some ocean carriers will 

ultimately assess that the risks of doing business in Canada are simply too high, and choose to divert their 

Canadian port calls to more efficient US routings.  This is an especially plausible option for US-bound cargo that is 
unloaded at ports such as Vancouver and Prince Rupert, given that this is “discretionary” cargo for which a 

Canadian port call only makes sense on the basis of lower cost and greater fluidity than a US alternative.  
 

In other cases, a cargo owner or producer will decide that it would be more prudent to move a given commodity 
or product via a US routing than to risk committing to a Canadian port, or a foreign customer will decide to seek a 

more reliable market than Canada from which to source a commodity or product.  Regardless of the particularities 

of each case, the consequences will be most keenly felt by a Canadian entity, be it the Canadian trade route and 
its supporting infrastructure, the Canadian producer or exporter, or the Canadian economy overall.     

 
Observations and Recommendations for Change 

 

We have read the consultation document issued by Employment and Socia Development Canada with great 
interest, and applaud the government’s acknowledgement of the need to strengthen the federal labour relations 

framework in order to support a strong and resilient Canadian economy.  Although not all of the ground covered 
in the document is relevant for our sector, we believe that the recommendations outlined below would provide a 

solid – and much-needed - basis for addressing and resolving future labour disputes in the port and rail sectors, 
thereby significantly decreasing the likelihood of future labour disputes that shut down port activity and disrupt 

our highly interconnected supply chains. 

 
- We support the recommendation (made by the Industrial Commission on West Coast Ports) to create a 

“special mediator” role in the Canada Labour Code, which would come into play in cases where the 
parties are unable to resolve their dispute once conciliation has ended.   The special mediator would be 

jointly chosen by the parties, with neither party having the ability to issue a strike or lockout notice 



during the period in which the special mediator is active (or for a set period of time after the mediator 
has issued his or her report).  A key element of the special mediator process is that even in cases where 

the process does not lead to an agreement between the parties, the special mediator would nevertheless 
be able to provide the government with expert insight into the negotiations, including recommendations 

on how a deal could ultimately be reached - thereby potentially circumventing the need for the 

government to impose more prescriptive (and often counter productive) solutions.  
 

- We recommend the development of new dispute resolution mechanisms, which would be applied equally 
to all parties and used in situations where collective bargaining has become intractably deadlocked and 

where the national interest is at stake. This would circumvent the need for the government to resolve 
such situations by invoking section 107 of the Canada Labour Code, which (as recent experience has 

shown) can lead to unpredictable outcomes that are subject to lengthy legal challenges with uncertain 

results. 
 

- As relates to the west coast in particular, we support the Industrial Inquiry Commission’s  
recommendation regarding the need for province-wide geographic certification of longshore unions along 

west coast ports.  Such certification would ensure a less fractured and more predictable bargaining 

structure in the future, while also achieving alignment with the bargaining structures that have long been 
in place at other ports across the country.      

 
**** 

 
The implementation of the above-noted recommendations would play an important role in rebuilding Canada’s 

reputation as a stable and reliable trading partner and of reducing the unacceptable level of industrial volatility 

that is associated with work stoppages in the federally-regulated port and rail sectors.  Given the very real 
prospect of a new cycle of labour disruptions in these sectors in coming months, the status quo is not an option.  

The time for decisive action to strengthen the labour relations framework and stabilize Canada’s supply chain 
operations is now, and we strongly urge the government to move swiftly in implementing the legislative solutions 

we have proposed above. 

 
We appreciate this opportunity to comment on this critical issue and are available to provide any additional 

information as required. 
 

Sincerely, 

   

 
 
Christopher Hall 

President and CEO 

SHIPPING FEDERATION OF CANADA 
 

 
 

 


