Naval Affairs Program Briefing Note # 44

The Covid-19 Pandemic:
Impact on Maritime Activities
If you have read Briefing Note (BN) #27, you will know that it examined three maritime sectors
– leisure (cruise ships), economic (shipping) and security (navies). This was to illustrate how the
Covid-19 pandemic has had repercussions at sea, and how this has reverberated on land. The
purpose of this Briefing Note is to revisit the issue, and it should be read in conjunction with BN
#27.
From the early plan for a two-week shutdown to ‘bend the curve’ to address Covid, we are
now in Year 2 with still only a glimmer of light at the end of the tunnel. BN #27 was written in
spring 2020 when the world was first shut down. This BN will examine the situation in winter
2022. Much has changed in the past two years – most importantly, vaccines have been
developed. Canada has done well with vaccination but the vaccine rollout has not been global
and some places remain largely unvaccinated. The uneven spread of vaccines means new
variants emerge and, combined with uneven timing of the waves of the pandemic, results in
continued repercussions at sea and on land.
Leisure/Cruise Ships
Let us begin, as we did in BN #27, with the cruise ship industry. As the pandemic spread
around the world in 2020, cruise ship travel was one of the first industries to be affected. There
were high-profile cases of Covid-19 spreading throughout passengers and crews on ships, and
several cruise ships had to remain at sea as they could not receive permission to dock. Very
quickly the entire cruise ship industry shut down – Canada canceled the 2020 and 2021 cruise
ship seasons.
The industry has made a modest recovery as some cruise ships began operating as early as
November 2020. The United States (under a Conditional Sailing Order) and most Caribbean
countries began allowing cruises in June 2021, and some European countries allowed cruises
again starting in fall 2021. Canada’s ban expired as of November 2021 so (as it stands) cruise
ships will return for the 2022 season, but the government continues to advise citizens against
travel aboard cruise ships.1 Most ships started with limited capacity – in some cases less than
50% capacity to limit passenger interaction2 – but have since increased capacity. Some have
encouraged passengers to be vaccinated, but have not mandated it.3
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While more-or-less back in business, the companies have suffered major financial losses,4
and their fleets have been reduced as some older ships were sent to be broken up. 5 There
continue to be Covid cases reported on cruises – the US Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention published data on 27 December 2021 indicating that nearly two-thirds of all the
cruise ships reporting to the agency reported cases of Covid-19 in the previous week.6 But safety
protocols have been improved, and few people have died. However, the cruise experience has
changed for passengers with new rules about masking, testing protocols, restricted access to
shore, reduced social events, etc.
The halt to cruise ships visits has made people in some places realize how disruptive the
ships are to the economy and environment. This will have implications for the industry in the
future. While touted as a boost to local economies, in some places the financial benefits are
apparently less than advertised because cruise ship passengers are contributing little to the
economy – they are not eating in restaurants, sleeping in hotels or buying local goods. This has
led residents in, for example, Venice, Italy, and Bar Harbor, Key West, Juneau and Charleston in
the United States to try to restrict the number of cruise ships in the future.7
Economic/Shipping
BN #27 outlined the interconnectedness of global supply chains and the importance of goods
traveling by sea to Canada. Two years after the pandemic began, it is in this category that we see
the most effects of the pandemic. BN #27 discussed the problems of supply chain interruptions
when the pandemic began – i.e., Chinese factories were shut down, while Western factories were
still in operation, then Chinese factories re-opened but Western factories were shut down. This
reflects that the waves of the pandemic are not occurring at the same time everywhere.
BN #27 noted the delicate balance related to shipping containers. Until the pandemic the
flow of containers was fairly regular and predictable; containers would arrive full of some goods
and depart full of other goods. But as trade became disrupted, and stopped and started, empty
containers began to be in the wrong places. The goods were in X, but the shipping containers
were in Y. The empty containers began to pile up at ports. 8 The rates to charter a container ship,
and/or a container, decreased because states were shut down and production had ceased. Fuel
prices fell precipitously in 2020. In theory these could have been good things – exporters love
low fuel prices and low rates for containers, but not if there is nothing to ship. Then, as things
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began to re-open around the world, although at different times in different places, fuel prices
climbed, and charter rates, freight rates and container rates skyrocketed.9 The result has been a
factor contributing to inflation in many countries as shipping rate increases are passed off on to
consumers.10
It is not just the uneven shut down and recovery of factory production that has affected
shipping, it is also the changes in consumer behaviour that occurred because of the pandemic. As
Canadians were told to stay home and work from home, they stopped paying for travel and
entertainment, and they started shopping online for office equipment for their homes, work-out
equipment and electronics for their leisure time (computers, phones, tvs, stereos, etc.). The
demand rose quickly for certain products just as supply fell off because of closed factories and
sick workers. Then as things started to open up again, bottled up demand exploded (exacerbated
by the Christmas holiday season in the West) and demand exceeded available supplies. The
logistics of production and delivery became a nightmare. We can see this in shortages of some
materials and products.
These shortages are exacerbated by bottlenecks at ports. The pandemic led to port closures
or limited hours of operation, and missing workers who were sick or isolating. Some major ports
– for example, Los Angeles and Long Beach in the United States and Felixstowe in the UK – are
completely clogged. Ships wait off the port for days, sometimes weeks, to get unloaded/loaded.
This causes increased potential for collisions and groundings as the ships cluster, particularly if
storms occur. And it should be noted that, because of the pandemic, some container ship crews
have not been rotated due to travel restrictions – they thus may be stressed, tired and possibly
prone to making mistakes.
Canadian ports have not faced major bottlenecks but clogs elsewhere have affected them.
This means that imports are not received on time for producers and exports are delayed. Work
schedules are difficult to plan as some ships arrive early, others late, others not at all because of
delays in their loading/unloading at other ports.11
The port delays cannot be blamed entirely on the pandemic but it has been a definite factor.
Travel restrictions hampered the free movement of goods and people, workers were off sick or
isolating after contact with someone who was sick, there were longstanding
labour/wage/working conditions disputes with truckers, and Covid financial support programs
convinced some workers to change their professions. Shortages of port workers, at ports, truck
drivers, delivery people, railway/freight workers might have happened at some point, but the
pandemic made it happen sooner.
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Just as the supply and logistics of modern-day production are complex, so are the effects of
this pandemic on them.12 The supply lines to meet just-in-time production schedules were always
vulnerable to disruption, and that’s a lesson we’ve learned in the past two years. To repeat what
was said in BN #27, although we may not think of this if we live far from the coast, the
disruption to the complex web of trade via the oceans has affected us. Production, shipping, rates
and timelines have all been affected. Even when we move beyond Covid-19, it will take months,
possibly years, to sort out the chaos in shipping and supplies.
Security/Navies
What about navies? When public health officials first announced that the world had a
pandemic on its hands, Canadian naval operations basically came to a halt. RCN ships returned
home early from operations in the Eastern Pacific/Caribbean and West Africa. There were highprofile examples of navy warships with huge case counts (eg., US Navy aircraft carrier, USS
Theodore Roosevelt). But the pause in RCN operations was of fairly short duration. Exercises
with allies and friendly navies resumed, with added health measures – i.e., crews isolated for two
weeks before sailing and there was limited/no contact with personnel from other navies or in
local communities when port visits were made. As this is written in early 2022, crew members
must be vaccinated before sailing, and there are still limited visits with other naval personnel and
port contacts.
Despite exercises and operations resuming quickly, naval work has nonetheless been
disrupted. As BN #2 discusses, naval diplomacy is a major role that navies play. With the
pandemic, naval personnel were limited not only in the ability to go ashore but also in their
ability to interact with other naval personnel and with the people and leaders of other states. This
means that both navy-to-navy and people-to-people relationship-building activities have been
very difficult to conduct, reducing the efficacy of the navy in its role of diplomacy.
Covid has also disrupted the schedule of the National Shipbuilding Strategy (NSS). The ship
construction was behind schedule before Covid, but both Irving on the East Coast and Seaspan
on the West Coast had pandemic-related shutdowns because of infected or isolating workers
and/or public health mandated shutdowns. The pandemic has also affected contract negotiations
and implementation of naval projects. This will push the project schedules even farther behind.
The final element discussed in BN #27 about navies and pandemics was the budget. As we
know, Covid has had negative effects on the economy, and the government has spent billions of
dollars to support people who have lost their jobs and businesses that have had to shut their doors
off and on for almost two years. This unexpected expenditure has stretched government budgets.
The implications for defence spending, and naval shipbuilding projects, remain to be seen.
Conclusions
A pandemic affects the maritime arena in a variety of ways. Canada’s economy and security,
and Canadians’ leisure activities on the oceans, have all been affected by Covid-19. When the
dust settles, it will take time to untangle, rebuild and, perhaps, rethink these maritime sectors.
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