
The Marine 
Industry: 
A Vital Asset for 
Québec’s Development



“The St. Lawrence 
River, from which all 
life issues, is our link 
to the four corners of 
the earth. Through it, 
the world comes to 
us and we go to it.”
Gatien Lapointe, 
Ode au Saint-Laurent (free translation)

Cover photo credits: Aluminerie Alouette, Rio Tinto Alcan, Iron Ore Company of Canada, Human Resources Sectorial Committee of the Maritime Industry



Wind in our sails
The marine industry is an economic driving force that 
benefits all Quebeckers. Given the current context, in 
which the environment is a top priority and the advantages 
of marine transport can better benefit the greater good, 
our industry merits its rightful place in the supply chain. 
Internationally speaking, steady growth in ship movements 
is foreseen in the coming decades. Bursting with potential, 
the marine industry’s future is more than promising.

This brochure, produced by the St. Lawrence Economic 
Development Council (SODES), spotlights the marine 
industry: the role it plays in our daily lives, its advantages, 
its key stakeholders, its career opportunities, its future…

Despite the marine industry’s uncontested historical 
importance and visible presence in the Québec landscape, 
the public still knows too little about it. I invite you to read 
on to (re)discover it.

Enjoy!

SODES, at the heart of the St. Lawrence 
maritime community
The St. Lawrence Economic Development Council (SODES) 
is a non-profit organization founded in 1985 and mandated 
to protect and promote the economic interests of the 
St. Lawrence maritime community.

SODES is the industry’s voice in all forums and before all, 
as regards the St. Lawrence River—in terms of cargo 
and passenger transport, regional development and 
the environment. SODES works with its members to 
ensure the St. Lawrence’s economic vitality without 
compromising future generations’ quality of life.

Our membership includes approximately one hundred 
companies whose activities are linked to the St. Lawrence — 
ship owners and operators, ports, terminals, municipalities, 
and representatives of major corporations that supply 
services to the marine industry.
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Nicole Trépanier
President,
St. Lawrence Economic Development Council 
(SODES)



The Great Lakes/Seaway System extends 
3,700 kilometres from the Atlantic Ocean 
to the head of Lake Superior.

The St. Lawrence Seaway’s 15 locks 
connect the lower St. Lawrence River 
to the Great Lakes.

Administered by the St. Lawrence Seaway 
Management Corporation

Administered by the Saint Lawrence Seaway 
Development Corporation
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The St. Lawrence Seaway
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The Great Lakes/Seaway System 
extends 3700 kilometres from 
the Atlantic Ocean to the head 
of Lake Superior

The St. Lawrence Seaway’s 15 locks
connect the lower St. Lawrence 
River to the Great Lakes
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Seaway Development Corporation
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generating Québec’s 
economic development
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The St. Lawrence... more than 400 years 
of progress and trade
For more than four centuries, Québec’s socioeconomic 
development has been largely conditioned by the presence 
of the St. Lawrence River. Before the Europeans arrived, 
the St. Lawrence was already a venue for supplying, 
exchanging and trading, and, the transportation route 
used by the Amerindians. With the arrival of Europe’s 
colonial powers, the River became the entryway to the 
continent and its development, the route used by the 
explorers and a means of accessing the country’s 
resources.

Spanning 1200 kilometers— 
more than 3700 if we count 
the St. Lawrence Seaway—the 
St. Lawrence – Great Lakes 
transportation system is the 
gateway to North America’s 
industrial heartland.

Marine transport enables us to capitalize on this asset, 
the St. Lawrence River, for Québec’s and Canada’s 
economic development. Day in, day out, ships transit 
the St. Lawrence to supply the population with essential 
products. The marine industry plays a key role in 
Quebeckers’ everyday lives.

The St. Lawrence Seaway
The St. Lawrence Seaway enables ocean-going 
vessels to access the Great Lakes, a significant 
plus for trade. Stretching from Montreal to 
mid-Lake Erie, the Seaway counts 13 Canadian locks 
and 2 American locks. Inaugurated in 1959, it is 
considered one of the greatest technical feats 
of the 20th century.

Did you know that...
Close to 80% of Québec’s population 
lives near the St. Lawrence River.

Photo: Louis Rhéaume
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Cargo transport
Carriers, commonly called ship owners or operators, run 
the vessels navigating the St. Lawrence. Ship owners and 
operators registered in Canada comprise the Canadian 
domestic fleet.

International ship owners and operators carry cargo to 
and from all regions of the world.

The majority of ships travelling the St. Lawrence transport 
cargo. The different cargo categories are often associated 
with a given type of ship and a specific handling technique.

Passenger transport
•  Passenger transport on the St. Lawrence includes 

ferries, international cruise ships and tour boats.

•  Every year, close to 120 000 international cruise ship 
passengers and crew members generate economic 
spinoffs of $36.6 million in Québec.

•  Responsible for 1600 jobs throughout Québec, tour 
boats contribute to regional tourism development.

“Thanks to the Québec City-Lévis ferry, I’m able to live 
far enough from downtown Québec City to buy an 
affordable home, but close enough to be able to bike to 
work every day! The River’s beauty and breathtaking 
view of the Château soon won me over!” 
Marianne Boivin, Lévis resident
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Photo: Pierre Coulombe

St. Lawrence ferries
Ferry services on the St. Lawrence are supplied by 
a few private companies but mainly by the Société 
des traversiers du Québec (STQ). Since 1971, this 
government corporation has provided Quebeckers 
with ferry services along the St. Lawrence River, 
from Montréal to the Lower North Shore, including 
the Magdalen Islands. It makes more than 
104 000 crossings annually, carrying more than 
5.4 million passengers and 2.7 million vehicles.

Did you know that...
It takes seven to ten days for commercial 
vessels to cross the Atlantic, linking North America 
to Western Europe.

Did you know that...
Every year, more than 5000 ships travel 
on the St. Lawrence.



Ports and terminals...
the supply
chain’s strong link
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Tonnage handled in main St. Lawrence ports
(thousands of tonnes)

Data sources: Marine Industry Economic Impact Study, 
St. Lawrence Economic Development Council, 2012
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The St. Lawrence is home to many ports of varying 
jurisdictions: Canada Port Authorities, Transport Canada 
ports, private ports and municipal ports. St. Lawrence 
ports are key players in Canadian international trade, 
providing access to overseas markets.

Terminal operators play an essential cargo handling role 
in Québec’s ports. Private companies tranship and store 
the different products loaded onto and unloaded off 
vessels. They employ most of the port’s human resources 
assigned to these duties. Along the St. Lawrence and 
its tributaries, terminals are used for various purposes: 
containers, solid bulk, liquid bulk and grain.

“Having a facility like the Port of Trois-Rivières in my 
riding is an enormous privilege.”
Danielle St-Amand, Member for Trois-Rivières

Port statistics
•  Québec’s port network handles an average of 

110 million tonnes of cargo annually.

•  3/4 of the goods transhipped in St. Lawrence ports 
are international in origin.

•  With close to 30 million tonnes transhipped 
annually, iron ore is the main product exported 
from St. Lawrence ports.
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Photo: Montreal Port Authority Photo: Quebec Port Authority Photo:  Iron Ore Company 
of Canada

Photo: Fednav Limited

Main types of cargo transhipped in 
St. Lawrence ports:
• Ore

• Farm and food products

• Forest products

• Fuel and chemical products

• Manufactured goods

• Machinery and heavy equipment
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Marine transport requires a wide 
range of indispensable services 
to operate smoothly. These marine 
services are provided by various 
private or public marine sector-
related organizations and include 
towing, pilotage, ship repairs, 
maintenance, environmental 
services and various suppliers.

Marine services... 
keeping things on 
an even keel

Photo: Fisheries and Oceans Canada, P. DionnePhoto: Méridien Maritime Réparation Photo: Louis Rhéaume

Did you know that...
In the St. Lawrence’s River portion, all vessels of 
5000 tonnes GRT* and more must be guided by a 
certified pilot, from upstream of Les Escoumins 
to the Seaway. These pilots are captains or senior 
officers trained to navigate in one of the compulsory 
pilotage areas (there are 4 in Canada).

*  Gross registered tonnage – unit of measurement expressing a ship’s 
carrying capacity.

Many essential navigation services are 
supplied by federal government departments 
and agencies:
•  The Canadian Coast Guard is responsible for ice-breaking, 

buoyage and marine communications.

•  Public Works and Government Services Canada oversees 
maintenance dredging of the St. Lawrence navigation 
channel.

•  Transport Canada is in charge of enforcing many 
statutes and regulations governing marine activities 
in Canada, including those related to:

- vessel, crew and passenger safety and security;

- environmental and marine environment protection.



An oceanful 
of advantages
The marine industry is:
•  A $2.3-billion share of Québec’s gross domestic 

product (GDP)

• 27 000 jobs on land and at sea

• $1 billion in wages paid in 2010

•  About 300 businesses offering various services: marine 
transport, cargo transhipping and storage, pilotage, 
dredging, ship repairs and shipbuilding, etc.

•  More than $600 million in tax receipts for the federal 
and Québec governments

• A network of 20 ports throughout Québec

Regional distribution of jobs and GDP
associated with marine industry operating 
expenditures in 2010

Total

27 349 Jobs
2306 $M

Photo: Fisheries and Oceans Canada, P. Dionne

“The St. Lawrence River is the backbone of Québec 
society’s economic development.” 
Éric Forest, Mayor of Rimouski
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The marine industry offers many exciting careers, both 
on land and at sea. It generates thousands of jobs in 
Québec every year and offers excellent employment 
prospects for the years to come. Wages are generally 
lucrative and higher than the Québec average for 
specialized trades.

At sea...
Contrary to popular belief, working at sea does not 
necessarily mean leaving the country. The vast majority 
of Canadian seamen—whether officers or sailors—work 
on ships navigating St. Lawrence, Great Lakes, Maritime 
provinces and Canadian Arctic ports.

On land...
Twice as many marine employees work on land as at 
sea. These human resources are critical for keeping 
the industry running smoothly.

Contagious enthusiasm
“Since a ship operates 24/7, the captain can’t always 
be on hand. The navigation officer takes over for him. 
This gives me even more responsibility. I love it!”
Joé Belley, Navigation Officer

“You know, at sea, a ship is like a small, self-sufficient 
city. We have to produce our own electricity and our 
water… The ship’s mechanics have to make sure the 
machines that supply energy work properly.”
Karine Plante, Ship’s Marine Engineer

“The helmsman is the lookout… the “ship’s eyes”. 
I love my job. I work with the captain at all times.”
Christian Savard, Helmsman

For more information, 
consult the following sites:

Human Resources Sectorial Committee 
of the Maritime Industry (CSMOIM)
www.csmoim.qc.ca 
This website is a treasure trove of information 
about the marine industry, its related trades 
and occupations, training, job offers, etc.

Institut maritime du Québec
www.imq.qc.ca
The only Québec school devoted solely to 
seaman training. It offers a range of programs, 
including Navigation Officer and Marine 
Engineer training, and professional development 
courses designed for seaman who are already 
employed.

Canadian Coast Guard College
www.ccg-gcc.gc.ca/College
Located in Nova Scotia, this college offers 
courses in Marine Navigation and Marine 
Engineering. Graduates can work in the 
Canadian public service.

Far-reaching 
careers

Photo: Human Resources Sectorial Committee of the Maritime Industry

Did you know that...
100% of Institut maritime du Québec 
graduates get a job once they have finished 
their studies.



•  A single medium-sized vessel, like the ships using the 
St. Lawrence Seaway locks, can transport the same 
cargo volumes as 870 trucks combined.

•  The accident rate (involving injury) in the marine sector 
is quite low: 58 times lower than for road transport 
and 14 times lower than for rail transport.

•  The ships travelling on the St. Lawrence must meet 
strict safety standards and undergo inspections to 
ensure that they do.

Self-discipline and ongoing improvement 
in the marine industry
While ships are the safest, most environment-friendly 
means of transporting large cargo volumes over long 
distances, like any activity, they do affect their surroundings. 
To maintain its leadership position where the environment 
is concerned, the marine industry instituted certain 
measures in partnership with governments and 
environmental groups:

•  A voluntary vessel speed reduction measure to curb 
the phenomenon of riverbank erosion, implemented 
by commercial ships since 2001

•  Green Marine, an initiative through which the industry 
voluntarily improves its environmental performance, 
tangibly and measurably, over and above regulatory 
requirements 

•  A sustainable navigation strategy designed to harmonize 
navigation practices with river ecosystem protection
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A safer, greener 
transportation mode

Distance in Kilometres that One Tonne 
of Cargo Travels on 1 Litre of Fuel

Ships carry tonnes of Cargo...

...while reducing congestion to the land.

The carrying capacity of one 
Seaway-sized laker=

or 870 trucks

225 rail cars

Ship / 312 km Rail / 181 km Truck / 75 km

Main legislation governing 
marine transport
The many statutes and regulations governing 
marine transport in Canadian navigable waters 
fall under Canadian federal government jurisdiction.

Canada Shipping Act
This legislation governs the technical components 
of marine transport, such as vessel operation, 
circulation and status, crews, safety and 
environmental aspects.

Marine Transportation Security Act
This Act governs safety and security relating 
to ships, crews, cargo handling, vessel supply, 
vessel access, ports and terminals.

Navigable Waters Protection Act
This statute ensures that no obstacle interferes 
with ship traffic.

Pilotage Act
This Act defines the navigation sectors in which 
pilotage services are compulsory and the pilotage 
authorities that have jurisdiction there.

Canada Marine Act
This legislation governs port authorities, port 
operation and management of navigable 
waterway-related infrastructures, such as the 
St. Lawrence Seaway.



Two Québec companies have shown initiative in 
environmental protection by implementing projects to 
ease pressure on roads, reduce highway accident rates 
and maintenance costs, improve air quality, limit noise 
pollution, etc.

Aluminerie Alouette
In 2005, the company launched the barge Alouette Spirit, 
which transports close to 180 000 tonnes of aluminum 
annually between the company’s Sept-Îles plant and 
St. Lawrence and Great Lakes ports.

Performance posted:
•  Annual reduction of approximately 30 000 tonnes 

of greenhouse gases

•  Annual traffic reduction of more than 10 000 heavy 
trucks on Highway 138

Les Grains Lac Supérieur
In 2010-2011, the company invested $2.3 million in the 
construction of a multimodal grain transhipment centre 
in the Port of Valleyfield. This centre allows about 
100 000 tonnes of grain per year to be transported by 
ship rather than road, as was previously the case.

Performance posted: 
•  Annual reduction of approximately 1540 tonnes 

of greenhouse gases

•  Annual reduction of heavy truck traffic on 
Québec highways

• Annual savings of close to 600 000 litres of fuel

Best-practice 
leaders

Additional resources

St. Lawrence Economic 
Development Council (SODES) 
www.st-laurent.org/en 

LeSaint-Laurent.com 
www.lesaint-laurent.com 

Canadian Coast Guard 
www.ccg-gcc.gc.ca

Transport Canada
www.tc.gc.ca
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International trade is expected to skyrocket in the next 
few years. To take advantage of this upcoming growth 
and develop its full potential, while supporting its 
economy, Québec will have to offer effective, competitive 
marine transport services.

The marine industry needs policies, regulations and 
programs on which all sector players agree. This requires 
significant collaboration between governments and the 
maritime community.

Marine traffic is expected to increase on the main trade 
routes. An important tool is needed to make Québec’s 
sustainable and integrated development more coherent 
and consistent, namely the implementation of a global 
sustainable transportation strategy targeting the entire 
St. Lawrence.

Finally, we will have to take action to meet human 
resource requirements s and workers’ professional 
development needs, particularly in the context of growth 
in marine activities and population aging.

“The mining industry’s vitality affects that of the marine 
transport sector. Québec’s underground mineral resources 
could not be exploited without the marine carriers that 
deliver them throughout Québec, to the Atlantic provinces 
and the world over.”
André Lavoie, Director of Communications and Public 
Affairs, Association minière du Québec

Challenges 
facing the 
marine industry
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Chaque jour, des navires transportent jusqu’à nous la majorité  

des produits que nous utilisons ici et contribuent ainsi au 

développement durable du Québec. 

Le transport maritime, au cœur de la vie de tous les Québécois. 

www.LeSaint-Laurent.com

Transports

Day in, day out, ships carry most consumer products 
right to our doorsteps  thus contributing to Québec’s 
sustainable development.

Marine transport, central to Quebeckers’ daily lives…
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