
 
 
 

 BACKGROUNDER 
The Economic Cost of Seaway Closures 

 
There is more cargo to move than there are ships available, from a domestic shipping perspective.  This 
means that for every day the Seaway is closed to navigation, there will be a significant loss of revenue for 
business across the region associated with the reduced amount of cargo that can be transported and a 
critical interruption of timely deliveries. 
 
This loss in business revenue would be incurred by a bi-national, region-wide supply chain that is 
dependent upon cargo being moved through the Seaway, including industrial, agricultural and 
manufacturing customers, maritime service providers, ship owners, ports and surface transportation 
services.  This will impact large and small firms, from major employers to smaller companies, as well as 
farmers that depend on the Seaway to move their products to markets and to receive raw materials and 
supplies. 
 
Traffic in the Seaway has increased by 17% over the last two years.  The Canadian domestic fleet has 
increased in size by 10% compared to 2017, attempting to meet this demand of its customers, with a net 
five ships being added to the fleet.  The CMC and its members are actively engaged with the Seaway to 
extend the navigation season.  Taking away navigation days with Seaway traffic closures would 
completely derail cargo growth momentum and its spinoffs for the wider economy.   
 
Stoppages in navigation would mean that ships must tie-up or anchor for prolonged periods.  Safety, 
efficiency and reliability are key factors for a marine transportation system, and delays and closures would 
have a significant short and long-term negative impact on maintaining customers and developing future 
business in both countries.   
 
Marine cargo and vessel activity transiting the Seaway generated a total of (CDN$)13.9 billion in direct 
business revenue in 2017 in Canada and the U.S.1  This is the equivalent of an average of $50 million per 
day over a 280-day navigation season.  The chart below provides an overview of the direct economic 
losses for the different scenarios proposed by the River Board. Each is explained in more detail below. 
 
While we believe this is unlikely due to the integration of the wider transportation system, the lower range 
of economic costs assumes that there is no disruption to cargo that transits solely on the Welland Canal 
portion of the St. Lawrence Seaway, which is estimated at 20% of total Seaway cargo. 

 

 Scenario estimated 
duration 

Loss in direct 
business revenue in 
Canada and the US 

(CDN $) 

Other financial losses 

Maintain a steady 
outflow of 10,400 CMS 

10 weeks minimum $230 million to $290 
million 

$2.4 million – tug 
 

Stop-and-go traffic 
2-days at 11,500 CMS 
rest of week at 10,400 
(average weekly 
outflow of 10,700 CMS) 

8 weeks $1.1 billion to 1.44 
billion 

$2.4 million – tug 
 

Sustained traffic 
stoppage 
outflow of 11,500 CMS 

5 weeks $1.4 billion to 1.75 
billion 
 

Jobs impacted by 
temporary lay-offs / 
berth lay-up costs 

 

                                           
1 Economic Impacts of Maritime Shipping in the Great Lakes-St. Lawrence Region, Martin Associates, 2018. 
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Potential River Board Scenarios 
 
Maintaining a Steady Outflow at 10,400 CMS for 10 weeks 
 
In 2017, to address the high-water levels, outflows at the Moses-Saunders Power Dam were increased 
incrementally and eventually maintained at a peak of 10,400 CMS.  This peak outflow was maintained for 
almost two months, with a number of operational and risk reduction mitigation measures in place, and 
ships were able to navigate safely.  With this past successful experience, our ship owner members are 
highly supportive of the same strategy being used to address the current situation. 
 
During the 2017 high flows, transit times increased by an average of two hours. Doing this over an 
estimated 10-week period (i.e., 140 hours of lost time) would result in an estimated $230 million to $290 
million loss of business revenue. 
 
Furthermore, a key mitigation measure put in place in 2017 and that would need to be implemented again 
in this scenario is a standby tug at Iroquois lock contracted by the Seaway for assistance when needed in 
the stronger currents which we understand was at an estimated cost of $1.4 million.  There may also be a 
need for an additional tug stationed at the Beauharnois locks ($1 million). 
 
 
Patterning with stop-and-go traffic for an 8-week period  
 
In this scenario, the Seaway would be closed for 2 24-hr. periods per week, and estimating that a 
minimum of eight weeks will be needed to address the high-water levels, a loss of at least 16 days of 
navigation can be expected.  Based on the $50 million per day number, a cumulative loss in business 
revenue by firms in Canada and the U.S. would exceed $800 million. 
 
It should be kept in mind that the stop-and-go strategy would require the same risk mitigation measures to 
be in place as the Steady Outflow Strategy.  This means $290 million additional loss in business revenue, 
plus the additional costs of having a tug at Iroquois lock and potentially a second tug stationed at the 
Beauharnois locks. 
 
Moving between 10,400 CMS to 11,500 CMS will require a transition time.  From the Seaway, it is 
estimated that 5 hours will be required to increase to the higher outflow, and 6 hours to reduce back to the 
10,400 CMS before safe navigation can resume.  This means the ‘go’ time will be greatly diminished by up 
to 11 hours for each stoppage period.  This is equivalent to a loss of an additional 7 days of navigation, at 
a business loss of $350 million. 
 
The total economic losses, therefore, would range from $1.1 billion (excluding Welland-only cargo) to 
$1.44 billion (including all Seaway cargo). 
 
Other Consequential and Negative Impacts  
 

• Pilotage 
Significant delays are already being experienced by ship owners due to a shortage of pilots.  
The Great Lakes Pilotage Authority reported 6,850 hours in delays due to a shortage of pilots 
in 2018 compared to only 2,856 hours in 2017, a 140% increase.  This situation is expected to 
continue in the near term.  Therefore, any stop-and-go strategies will profoundly impact 
further pilotage resources and scheduling that will lead to additional and significant increased 
costs and delays. There will be a surge of pilot requests to move vessels at each resumption 
of traffic leading to delays for other vessels waiting their turn. Fewer pilots will be available 
with pilots not being able to get off vessels at anchor, or at other locations and hours of rest 
requirements for pilots will cause additional delays.  
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• Operational and Traffic Congestion Delays 
o Traffic Bottleneck Delays - Operationally, a stop-and-go regime will artificially create 

Seaway traffic congestion and bottle necks, which will have knock-on effects on ports.  
Additional delays will incur as vessels tie-up, find anchorages, and then prepare to resume 
navigation and wait in line. 

o Safety Delays - Fluctuations in river currents and water levels from the stop and go strategy 
will add to the complexity of navigation and potentially increasing navigation risks.  The impact 
on anchorages of high currents from outflows of 11,500 CMS is unknown. Similarly, there is a 
risk that navigation buoys could drift out of position in those very high outflows, becoming 
unreliable or potentially obstruct the navigation channel.  Industry requested in 2017 that 
vessel simulations be taken before any contemplation of navigation above 10,400 CMS. In the 
event of a serious navigation incident, flow rates would need to be reduced substantially for a 
prolonged period of time in order to take the necessary action to respond to the situation. 
 

• Raw Material and Product Disruption – Reduced cargos could result in companies running 
out of sufficient supply or stockpile to sustain operations. 
  
o There would be wide-spread supply disruptions.  This can affect construction companies and 

infrastructure projects, grain supplies to domestic markets and international export sales, steel 
production in Hamilton would also lose its iron ore supplies, with cascading effects on 
manufacturers who rely on steel as an input.  The construction industry could also be cut off 
from much of its steel supply. Delivery of petroleum products to GTA requires 3-4 ships to 
steadily supply this market with petroleum products such as gasoline and jet fuel.  Demand 
increases in the summer months and delays will likely interfere with critical supply 
requirements.  Limited storage space can further lead to delays should product cargo 
movement be disrupted.  This year, scheduled refinery shutdowns for maintenance purposes 
have already increased the need for reliable and steady deliveries.  Stop-and-go or a 
sustained stoppage would lead to gasoline shortages to the GTA and jet fuel shortages at 
Pearson airport. 

o Customers short of cargo will turn to other less environmentally-friendly modes for cargo 
delivery, while some customers that do not have access to alternative modes of delivery will 
be left without supply. 

o Shifting cargo to later months incurs greater costs due to more frequent delays from more 
challenging navigational conditions related to weather. 

 
Full sustained traffic stoppage at 11, 500 CMS for a 5-week period 
 
A full traffic stoppage for a 5-week period would result in business losses of between $1.4 billion and 
$1.75 Billion.  A full stoppage would include all the raw material and product disruptions mentioned above 
but in a much more severe state and lead to closures and associated job losses due to lack of supply.  
Many customers, notably in steel production, have come to depend on marine shipping as the sole means 
to meet their transportation needs - other modes simply lack the capacity.  Significantly, the seasonal 
closure of the St. Lawrence Seaway and fleet availability would mean that it would be impossible to make 
up for this lost time and customers would have to resort to other, more costly transportation methods or 
lose business altogether if that wasn’t possible. 

 
The impact on jobs would also be significant.  As an estimated 43% of the tonnage carried by Canadian 
flagged ships is Seaway dependent, a sustained shut-down would see ships laid-up with jobs impacted by 
temporary lay-offs during the closure.  
 
A disruption of this magnitude has never been contemplated and such an unexpected disruption in the 
supply chain would devastate the economy of the Great Lakes- St. Lawrence Region. 
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Furthermore, a shutdown of this kind would be a huge reputational hit, especially considering that weather 
events and high-water levels are expected continuing risks in the future.  Safety, efficiency and reliability 
are key considerations in decisions by businesses to use marine transportation and delays and closures 
have a significant short and long-term negative impact on maintaining customers and developing future 
business. 
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