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What have 
we learned in 
order to build 
a better 
future?
_________________________________________________________

Michel Castonguay,

Vessel and Commercial 
Fishing Expert
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INTRODUCTION

The Commission des normes de l’équité, de la santé et de la 
sécurité au travail (CNESST) is the government agen cy in 
charge of occupational health and safety, in partic ular as 
regards Quebec fishing boats. 
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THE ACT

The CNESST is responsible for applying the Act Respecting 
Occupational Health and Safety.

• The purpose of the Act is to eliminate dangers to the health, 
safety, and physical well-being of workers at the source.

• It also obliges employers to take the necessary measures to 
protect the health and ensure the safety of their employees.
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THE ACT

Object of the Act

Section 2:
“The object of this Act is the elimination, at the source, of dangers 
to the health, safety and physical well-being of workers.”

Elimination at the source is a fundamental concept of the Act:
we must strive to eliminate dangers, not simply con trol them. 
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ELIMINATION AT THE SOURCE

For example, the at-source elimination of dangers s hould aim 
at establishing methods of preventing falls overboa rd before 
focusing on measures such as life jackets. 

We don’t want to help keep people afloat; we want t o prevent 
them from falling overboard in the first place!
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FATAL ACCIDENTS

People fall overboard every season, often with dire  
consequences. 

Two incidents on lobster boats have brought about c hange:

• In 2010, a fisherman fell overboard and died. 

• In 2011, another fisherman drowned in the same 
circumstances.
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FATAL ACCIDENTS

Boat involved in 2011 incident
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INVESTIGATION

The investigation into these incidents determined t hat, as 
regards the fishing deck, measures to prevent falls  overboard 
were either ineffective or completely lacking.

One of the recommendations that came out of the 
investigation was that research be conducted with a  view to 
implementing measures to prevent such accidents. 
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INVESTIGATION

Pending the findings of that research, the crews we re asked to 
wear life jackets when on deck, and to install a bu lwark ladder.

Most of the fishermen complied with the request.  
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INVOLVEMENT IN RESEARCH 

The CNESST has participated actively in research on  falls 
overboard, in particular as a member of the monitor ing 
committee. 

It is also frequently in touch with the research te am. 

The final step will consist in developing a practic al guidebook 
to help fishermen design and install devices to pre vent falls 
overboard. 
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A CULTURE OF PREVENTION

Imposing rules and regulations or implementing legi slation is 
often necessary as a first step. 

However, to ensure that on-board preventive measure s are 
permanent, a culture of prevention within the indus try must 
also be developed.

Although creating such a culture is more complex th an simply 
establishing a regulatory framework, we thoroughly believe in 
and subscribe to this approach.
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A CULTURE OF PREVENTION

As is true of all workplaces, integrating new eleme nts into the 
established culture constitutes a challenge.

In the fishing industry, where “tried and true” metho ds have 
existed, on occasion, for generations, change is of ten not 
welcome.
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A CULTURE OF PREVENTION

One approach we find promising consists in persuadi ng a 
small group  of fishermen to act as a model and acc ept, 
promote, and implement new prevention methods thems elves.

This approach requires more time at the outset, but  has the 
advantage of better ensuring implementation by the entire 
industry. 
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STANDING COMMITTEE ON QUEBEC FISHING VESSEL 
SAFETY

Furthermore, with a view to developing this culture , someone 
from the CNESST acts as Vice-President of the Stand ing 
Committee on  Quebec Fishing Vessel Safety.

The Committee was created to promote effective coll aboration 
among all stakeholders in the Quebec commercial fis hing 
industry (government representatives, fishermen, tr aining 
institutions), with a view to fostering a culture g eared toward 
occupational health and safety--a culture in which the 
dominant standard is safe management, labour, and 
navigation practices.
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STANDING COMMITTEE ON QUEBEC FISHING VESSEL 
SAFETY

Committee meetings feature deliberations on the ris ks of falls 
overboard and the means to prevent them. Discussion s with 
fishermen help identify solutions.

The incorporation of accident-prevention measures h as 
become a concern for fishermen, as demonstrated by their 
participation on the Committee, which has grown yea r after 
year. 
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RESEARCH FINDINGS

As a research stakeholder, we intend to promote the  
implementation of the measures proposed.

It will be difficult to impose a “one-solution-fits- all” approach 
to the entire fleet, as boat layouts vary considera bly. However, 
a few guidelines have emerged from the research. 
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RESEARCH FINDINGS

We will be asking skipper-owners to consider how be st to 
implement measures to prevent falls overboard. 

In this regard, research is a valuable tool for use  in helping 
them implement such measures.
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WHAT HAVE WE LEARNED IN ORDER TO BUILD A BETTER 
FUTURE?

• Although rules and regulations are a necessary firs t step, 
our ultimate goal must be to develop a culture of p revention 
and implement sustainable measures that go beyond s uch 
measures.

• We must garner the support of natural industry lead ers, as 
they are an effective means of “spreading the word”.
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WHAT HAVE WE LEARNED IN ORDER TO BUILD A BETTER 
FUTURE?

• Develop realistic overboard-fall prevention options  that have 
been ratified by fishermen.

• Keep the goal (preventing falls overboard) in mind;  be 
flexible as to the means used. 

• Extend the experience gained with lobster boats to other 
types of fishing.
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Questions?


