
Outsourcing of Fleet Maintenance

For almost 250 years the dockyard workers at 
Canada’s two fleet maintenance facilities (FMF 
Cape Scott and Cape Breton) have maintained 
Canada’s fleet of naval ships while helping protect 
the safety and security of the men and women 
who serve our country at sea. In a country with 
the longest coastline on the planet, this is a 
crucial function.  

A strong and professional team of civilian DND 
employees dedicated to keeping the Navy Fleet
at optimal readiness has historically been one of 
the many strengths of our Canadian Armed
Forces. This is why our ships are considered 
among the safest and best maintained on the
waters of our Canadian shores and abroad. 

Unfortunately, this tradition is at risk of being 
undermined by policy changes that began under 
the Harper government and remain in effect. 

Specifically, the Department of National Defence 
is moving forward with plans to outsource parcels 
of maintenance for Canada’s Supply and Arctic 
Patrol Vessels creating a hybrid public-private 
support system. As outlined in a May 2016 policy 
document, private contractors from international 
firms would be embedded/co-located in our 
dockyards and on our vessels in order to provide 
ongoing maintenance for crucial equipment such 
as navigational and propulsion systems.

The members of the Government Dockyard 
Unions, who have served as stewards of Canada’s 
naval fleet for generations, have serious concerns 
about the implications of this approach. 

As we have seen in other 
jurisdictions and in other 
sectors, the outsourcing of 
vital government work can 
have serious implications.   
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Security concerns:

• Deals with private contractors often contain 
Intellectual Property clauses, which require the 
Navy to purchase parts and equipment from 
foreign suppliers. If the supplier is from a country 
that disagrees with Canada’s foreign policy, it is 
conceivable that supplies could be delayed or 
unavailable, leaving vessels ill-equipped or 
inactive. This creates an operational security risk.

• Currently our submarines, which were 
purchased 16 years ago from Great Britain,
must have everything from pipes to bolts 
fabricated or have approval from the holder 
of the I.P. rights. As a result, our submarine fleet 
maintenance has suffered causing out-of-service 
delays for long periods of time. 

• Similarly the use of private contractors often 
displaces more experienced workers and 
diminishes the level of in-house expertise. 
The potential is there, that over time, the public 
sector could lose the necessary skills required 
to perform specific tasks, leaving it completely 
reliant on contractors. This loss of independence, 
capability and capacity are highly precarious in 
times of conflict. 

• In the rare instance contractors were used 
in the past, it was only for temporary work or 
projects and they were forced to depart the 
premises immediately on completion. We would 
argue there has not been a proper review of the 
security implications of a private workforce 
co-hosted at Navy facilities. 

Fiscal concerns:

• Nova Scotia and British Columbia will lose 
good paying local jobs in Halifax and Esquimalt, 
with revenue leaving the provinces and in some 
cases the country. 

• Britain adopted a similar approach under the 
Thatcher government. A 2011 review concluded 
it had become “tarnished by its waste, inflexibility 
and lack of transparency.”

• Public-private partnerships or P3 contracts 
have a less than stellar track record. 

A 2014 briefing note 
prepared for the Premier 
of Nova Scotia stated, 
“It’s difficult to find 
examples of successful 
P3s where there are no 
criticisms.”

• A 2005 British Department of National 
defence IT services P3 contract for £1.3 billion 
ended up costing £11 billion by 2015.

• In 2010 the Auditor General of Nova Scotia 
reviewed 39 public-private partnership model 
schools using outside contractors for support 
and maintenance. The AG concluded “the terms 
of service contracts are not adequate to ensure 
the public interest is protected.”

• Private contractors earn more revenue 
when more repairs are required. This is a
disincentive (deterrent) for a fully operational 
fleet. In other words, contractors do not make
money when the ships are at sea. 

Conclusion:

The outsourcing of Naval maintenance work by 
the Department of National Defence is a remnant 
of the Harper government and raises serious 
security and fiscal concerns. 

Therefore, we recommend that before the 
Department proceed with any further outsourcing 
of maintenance work, it immediately commissions 
an independent review of the policy to evaluate
security risks and fiscal consequences.


