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e are pleased to bring you the fifth issue of the Maritime Information System (MIS) newsletter, which
contains a short report on maritime activity monitoring for the first four months of 2017 and a section on foreign-flagged vessel traffic whose point of origin or final destination is the St. Lawrence

All MIS newsletters can be consulted online (French and English versions) directly on the SODES and Innovation maritime websites. Within a few months, the Maritime Information System will have its own website,
featuring these newsletters and giving users access to data through personalized databank queries. Once the
implementation phase has been completed, we will work on enriching the web interface on an ongoing basis,
with value-added information on the marine sector. The terms and conditions of subscribing to this service
will be communicated to you in fall 2017.
Have a wonderful summer!
Nicole Trépanier
President-CEO
St. Lawrence Economic Development Council (SODES)
Sylvain Lafrance
Executive Director
Innovation maritime

IN THIS ISSUE
Monitoring Marine Activity
Characteristics of traffic associated with the St. Lawrence Seaway

1

MONITORING MARINE ACTIVITY
The initial months of 2017 showed an upward trend in vessel movements from the average for the previous
five years (2012-2016), with a total increase of 8% for the period January-April 2017.
Figure 1
Monthly vessel traffic on the St. Lawrence and Saguenay

This upturn in the number of vessel movements went hand-in-hand with a significant increase in vessels’ total
transport capacity, which, for the first four months of 2017, was up 12% from the 2012-2016 average.
Figure 2
Vessels’ total monthly transport capacity (in ‘000 tonnes of deadweight)

While these increases were observed for all vessel types, the number of voyages rose substantially for container ships1. Comparing the results for the first few months of 2016 and 2017, we can see an upswing in the number of movements (from 278 to 304). For the same vessel type and period (January-April), cumulative deadweight totalled 10.7 million tonnes for 2016 and 12.8 million tonnes for 2017. This growth in total transport
capacity brought average vessel deadweight value up from 38 573 tonnes (2016) to 42 005 tonnes (2017)2.
Tankers also posted an increase in the number of voyages (20 more movements for the first four months of
2017 compared to 2016)3 as did bulkers (from 758 in 2016 to 806 for January-April 2017). However, for the
same period, the latter’s transport capacity (total deadweight) declined slightly (from 49 to 48 million tonnes),
decreasing average bulker deadweight from 64 850 tonnes (2016) to 59 600 tonnes (2017) for the study period.

CHARACTERISTICS OF TRAFFIC ASSOCIATED WITH THE ST. LAWRENCE SEAWAY:
FOREIGN-FLAGGED VESSEL TRAFFIC BETWEEN THE GULF OF ST. LAWRENCE AND THE GREAT LAKES
In addition to enabling vessels to access the port facilities located on its shores, the St. Lawrence is also a
gateway to ports in the Great Lakes basin. This “blue highway” offers access to facilities in Québec, Ontario and
the northern United States.
The traffic observed on the St. Lawrence—from the onset of the Seaway (at the entrance to the St. Lambert
Lock) to the straits leading to the open sea (Belle-Isle to the north and Cabot south of Newfoundland)—involves its share of voyages without calls in St. Lawrence ports.
These voyages correspond to two specific scenarios:
• A vessel loaded to capacity originating in a port outside the St. Lawrence and travelling
to a port facility upstream of the St. Lambert Lock;
• Cargo loaded upstream of the St. Lambert Lock destined for a port not located on the
St. Lawrence.

Methodology Notes, Newsletter 1: “The terms voyage and movement are used interchangeably in this newsletter, unless otherwise specified.”
In 2017, 4 out of 9 container ships that did not call in the Port of Montréal in 2016 posted a deadweight of over 50 000 tonnes.
3
The new Montréal-Québec City service, operated by two domestic ships, alone posted 94 movements for the first four months of 2017.
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According to data reported to Innav4, in 2016, the Seaway was the point of destination for 987 voyages, 279
of which involved foreign-flagged vessels making no calls on the St. Lawrence. The great majority of these
movements (206 voyages or 74%) involved bulkers and cargo ships. The remainder were tankers (73 voyages
or 26 %).
Figure 3
Number of foreign-flagged vessels, direct voyage to the Seaway, 2016

Eastward voyages—from the Seaway to downstream waters—totalled 983 in 2016. Foreign-flagged vessels
bound for destinations outside Canada represented 269 movements. Once again, the proportions and vessel
types involved in this type of voyage remained virtually the same: a large number of bulkers (107 voyages)
and general cargo ships (79 voyages) in addition to tankers (83 voyages).
Figure 4
Number of foreign-flagged vessels, direct voyage from the Seaway, 2016

In Canada, the VTMIS (Vessel Traffic Management Information System) is identified by the acronym INNAV. See: http://www.innav.gc.ca/home.
aspx.
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Since the St. Lawrence Seaway has maximum draught restrictions5, ships wishing to operate profitably can
opt for variants of the above two scenarios. Given that the coasting trade6 is accessible to Canadian vessels
only, the options open to foreign-flagged vessels do not allow the carriage of goods from one Canadian port
to another. Ports of call are, therefore, associated with the following possibilities:
• A partial load boarded upstream of the St. Lambert Lock, destined for a port located outside the St. Lawrence with a call in a St. Lawrence port to complete loading due to an increase in the maximum allowable draught.
• A full load boarded upstream of the St. Lambert Lock, destined for a port located outside
the St. Lawrence with a call in a St. Lawrence port to re-provision the vessel, primarily to
refuel.
• A ballast voyage from a port upstream of the St. Lambert Lock with a call in a St. Lawrence
port to load and/or re-provision the vessel, primarily to refuel.
• Carriage of goods from a port outside the St. Lawrence to a port facility upstream of the St.
Lambert Lock with a call in a St. Lawrence port for partial or complete loading7.

Summary of eastward voyages involving a port of call on the St. Lawrence
In 2016, 229 voyages by foreign-flagged vessels originating in the Great Lakes involved a port of call on the St.
Lawrence. Breakdown by vessel type shows bulkers with a clear majority (129 movements or 56%). Breakdown
by season shows peaks in this type of voyage in November and December due to the combined effect of the
end of the Seaway operating season and weather conditions. To maximize its load, a ship can travel to its
loading port on the Great Lakes with a minimum of fuel on board, then use its voyage on the St. Lawrence
to refuel before beginning its ocean crossing. At the end of the 2016 season, grain and iron pellets were responsible for this upturn in traffic.
Breakdown of calls by port (Figure 5) allows us to identify the main three ports of call for foreign-flagged vessels leaving the Great Lakes – Seaway area, namely Montréal (136 calls), Québec City (36 calls) and Sorel (27
calls).

Maximum draught: 8.08 m; maximum dimensions: length 225.5 m, beam 23.77 m and height above water 35.5 m. Source: http://www.grandslacs-voiemaritime.com/en/seaway/facts/index.html
6
Coasting trade: refers to any marine activity of a commercial nature–carriage of goods and passengers–between ports located in Canadian waters.
7
In the latter case, access to the Great Lakes is required for the vessel’s next scheduled load. This transit is carried out with a lightship.
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Figure 5
Breakdown of calls on the St. Lawrence for foreign-flagged vessels originating from the
St. Lawrence Seaway, 2016

Although Montréal seems to have been the first choice for foreign-flagged ships, it is important to note that
the great majority of these 136 calls were of short duration and primarily involved refuelling. Bulkers calling
in the Port of Québec were at dockside longest (13 hours to approximately 3 days) for partial or complete
transshipping of bulk or grains, depending on the berth. Calls in Sorel were also at solid bulk or grain terminals
or involved steel product boarding (Terminal Maritime).
For Canadian bulkers whose point of origin was the Great Lakes, the picture in terms of ports of call was very
different. For domestic ships carrying solid bulk, the Port of Québec seems to have been the main destination.
The Port of Montréal welcomed more domestic tankers (liquid bulk).
Summary of westward voyages involving a port of call on the St. Lawrence
In 2016, a total of 228 movements involved foreign-flagged ships that called in a St. Lawrence port before
travelling on the St. Lawrence Seaway. Once again, bulkers represented the lion’s share of these voyages (55%
or 125 movements). The remainder was divided between general cargo ships (19% or 43 movements), bulkers carrying liquid cargo (24% or 54 movements) and passenger ships 3% or 6 movements). October and
November posted an increase in the number of bulkers which, after stopping in a St. Lawrence port of call,
continued their journey to a port upstream of the St. Lambert Lock. This phenomenon was probably due to
the increase in the demand for grain and iron pellet transport observed in Great Lakes ports late last season.
The sudden downturn in December is no doubt due to the Seaway’s imminent closing. Foreign-flagged ships
refrain from calling in a seasonal port late in the season to avoid getting stuck in the Great Lakes for the winter.
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Figure 6
Monthly breakdown of voyages with calls, destined for the Seaway, by vessel type (2016)

The number of ports used as ports of call on the St. Lawrence increased as we move toward the St. Lawrence
Seaway. Montréal remained the top choice with 69 calls (30%). This time, analysis of the duration of bulker calls
in Montréal showed that the majority was more than 24 hours, thereby confirming complete or partial cargo
unloading before continuing westward8.
Chart 1
Breakdown of calls on the St. Lawrence for
foreign-flagged vessels destined for the St.
Lawrence Seaway, 2016
The ports of Sorel (20%) and Québec City (17%) ranked second
and third respectively in the breakdown of ports of call for foreign-flagged vessels that later travelled to a port west of the St.
Lambert Lock. In both cases, the average duration of bulker calls
confirmed cargo unloading. The small percentage of calls under
24 hours tends to show that the majority of ships involved in
this type of voyage9 unloaded completely then repositioned to
a Great Lakes port, where they reloaded again.
Looking at Canadian vessels only—mirroring domestic vessels leaving the Seaway—we see a different picture where the
choice of ports of call is concerned: the ports of Québec City and
Port-Cartier welcome a high percentage of domestic bulkers
carrying solid bulk while the Port of Montréal is the preferred
port of call for domestic tankers headed for the Great Lakes.
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The number of docks used in these calls also showed greater diversity.
Foreign-flagged vessels calling in a St. Lawrence port then moving into the St. Lawrence Seaway.
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To summarize, in 2016, vessels flying foreign colours represented approximately 50% of all vessel movements
between the Gulf of St. Lawrence and St. Lawrence Seaway. Just over half of these vessels did not call in St.
Lawrence ports (for voyages upstream or downstream of the St. Lawrence). About 45% of foreign-flagged
vessels called in a Québec port for re-provisioning or loading/unloading (complete or partial).
Chart 2
Summary of vessel movements between the Gulf of St. Lawrence
and the St. Lawrence Seaway, 2016

NEXT ISSUE
• Monitoring goods traffic
• A portrait of grain traffic on the St. Lawrence
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