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CRUISE IN CANADA

...there are two significant influences currently shaping 

Canada’s cruise industry: international passenger sourcing 

and the value of the Canadian dollar.

Canada’s cruise 
advantages  
By Darryl Anderson
Managing Director, Wave Point Consulting

Canadian ports receive nearly 
two million passengers per 
year. The country has a variety 

of cruise regions including the Pacific 
Coast/Alaska, Atlantic Canada, Saint 
Lawrence Seaway, and Newfoundland 
and Labrador. Within each theatre, 
cruise lines offer distinct itineraries with 
their respective homeports and ports of 
call. While there are indeed regional 
differences, there are two significant 
influences currently shaping Canada’s 
cruise industry: international passenger 
sourcing and the value of the Canadian 
dollar. In addition to evaluating the 
impact of these influences, this article 
further looks at a trend being seen in 
other parts of the world and whether 
the same applies for Canadian destina-
tions — namely that, as vessels become 
increasingly larger and with more 
amenities and activities, the ship itself 
has become the destination.

Pacific Coast / Alaska 
The cruise industry in Alaska and the 

Pacific Coast operates in a mature mar-
ket. From 1992 to 2014, Alaska cruise 
passenger visits have increased five-fold, 
from about 200,000 to almost one mil-
lion. In 2000, for example, the Alaskan 
market was the third largest cruise 
destination worldwide, trailing only 
the Caribbean and the Mediterranean 
regions in popularity. Today, Alaska 
accounts for only 4.1 per cent of cruise 
deployment however, given the global 
expansion and increased popularity of 
cruise, the actual number of passengers 
and sailings within this region continue 
to climb. Simply put, the pie has become 

much larger due to new destinations, 
new ships and itineraries, and increased 
passenger sourcing. 

Cruises to Alaska are primarily seven- 
or 10-day sailings following two major 
itineraries: Round-trip cruises origin-
ating from Vancouver, Seattle or San 
Francisco; and one-way cruises that 
sail from Vancouver or an Alaska port, 
usually Seward or Whittier. The round-
trip  cruises operate on voyages with a 
well-developed network of cruise ports-
of-call within Alaska. Those home-
ported in the U.S. must include a B.C. 
port of call to satisfy requirements of 

Every cruise ship that visits Vancouver leaves behind about $2 million.
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Royal Caribbean International’s Explorer of the Seas, will 
make 21 calls to Ogden Point, bringing over 4,000 passen-
gers with it each time. The Explorer will go into local history 
books as the largest cruise ship ever to sail the Alaska cruise 
theatre. 

The strength of Victoria as a tourist destination is con-
firmed by the fact that over 80 per cent of cruise passengers 
disembarked in the city last year. For 2016, the Explorer of the 
Seas will generate an additional $1.3 million in direct guest 
spending throughout the capital region as well as other direct 
and indirect economic benefits.

The value of the Canadian dollar and the highly skilled 
local workforce also makes it attractive for cruise ships to use 
the services of Victoria Shipyards. The Crown Princess was in 
the yard for a refit last May and the Ruby Princess in December, 
for example. Other vessels that will benefit from Victoria 
Shipyard’s skills include Celebrity Cruises’ Millennium and 
Crystal Serenity. Such developments will no doubt help the 
Victoria Cruise Industry Alliance in their efforts to promote 
positive and accurate communications on the benefits of the 
local cruise industry.

“It is great to see the Greater Victoria Harbour Authority, 
cruise-related industry through the Victoria Cruise Industry 
Alliance, and Tourism Victoria collaborating like never 
before,” said Paul Nursey with Tourism Victoria. “Together, 
we have ambitious plans, chief among them is to work together 
to be a homeport for at least one cruise ship by 2020. Adding 
home port activities to an already very busy and productive 
port-of-call schedule would significantly improve the business 
contribution of the cruise industry to the local tourism indus-
try and deep into the economy through pre and post stays and 
provisioning.”

Atlantic Canada 
The Atlantic Canada cruise theatre, while considerably 

smaller than Alaska, is the second largest in Canada. It has 
experienced a healthy rate of annual growth, driven in part by 
Canada / New England itineraries and Trans-Atlantic voya-
ges. Canada / New England itineraries are three, four and 
seven-day round-trip cruises that originate in north-eastern 
U.S. ports. The seven-day cruises make as many as two port 
calls in Canada and two or three calls in New England ports.

With perhaps the most balanced profile of cruise brand 
operating in Canada — including contemporary, premium, 
luxury and expedition or soft adventure cruise companies 
— passengers are predominantly sourced from the United 
Kingdom, Germany and the United States. The Atlantic 
cruise theatre includes vessel calls from Trans-Atlantic voya-
ges (from the United Kingdom and Germany), and ships 
travelling to the Canadian Arctic. Trans-Atlantic voyages 
can range from 10 to 25 nights with itineraries that include a 
number of Canadian cities. 

Brian Webb, Executive Director, Atlantic Canada Cruise 
Association indicated that the U.S. is still the largest source of 

Tour operators can expect an increase in sales this year due to the low 
Canadian dollar.

the Jones Act — primarily Victoria, but also Prince Rupert, 
Nanaimo, Vancouver, and Port Alberni.

With repositioning cruises — between B.C. and the likes 
of California, Hawaii, Asia or the Panama Canal — B.C.’s 
cruise season can start as early as April and last through to 
October. More recently, cruise lines have been expanding 
their itineraries by offering a Vancouver-to-Hawaii sailing 
and as a result, Port Metro Vancouver’s cruise season was 
extended until December last year.

The Alaska cruise theatre attracts contemporary, premium 
and luxury cruise brands including a very small number of 
the expedition or soft adventure cruise companies. The aver-
age vessel transiting the West Coast carries about 2,200 pas-
sengers — and ranges in size from 700 to almost 1,000 feet 
(the length of two to three football fields). 

Karin Plettner, Marketing and Customer Relations 
Specialist, Port Metro Vancouver (PMV), indicated that pas-
senger survey results revealed an increase in international 
cruise passengers (non-United States/Canadian) travelling 
through PMV. More international passengers are positive 
news for Vancouver and the region given that their spending, 
on average, is higher than their North American counterparts.

“A depreciated Canadian dollar has improved the purchas-
ing power of international cruise passengers, including those 
from the U.S.”, said Plettner. In discussing the general trend 
of whether cruise ships — with all of their amenities and 
attractions — have increased the competition for passengers’ 
spending, Plettner felt that, “this trend is likely more of a fac-
tor in markets like the Caribbean and Europe where some of 
the larger Oasis and Epic class ships are being deployed. In 
the Pacific region, as indicated by the Port’s recent passenger 
surveys, the cruise itinerary is the number one decision factor 
influencing Vancouver cruise passengers.” 

Larger vessels with greater capacity are having an equally 
positive economic impact on Victoria. As part of the 2016 
season, the biggest cruise ship ever on the Alaskan route, 
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cruise passengers however, increasingly, 
passengers are being sourced from more 
regions within the U.S. Traditionally, 
the northeast cities of Boston and New 
York were core markets but the momen-
tum is increasing for regions such as 
Texas, California and Washington 
State. Given that these guests are com-
ing from long-haul markets, the cruise 
industry is strengthening the tourism 
sector overall by attracting customers 
who would not otherwise visit the area 
for a tourism experience.

Canadian travellers are also becom-
ing a more important source of passen-
gers in the Atlantic region. The home 
porting of ships in Quebec City and 
Montreal are positive developments that 
support this growth in traffic. Also, a 
lower Canadian dollar will attract some 
Canadians to stay at home for their 
vacation, so from this perspective, the 
Atlantic region may experience a posi-
tive trend in passenger sourcing.

Regarding the trend of increasing 
vessel size and the ships becoming the 
destination, the Atlantic Region doesn’t 
struggle with this issue. Webb cites sta-
tistics showing that a very high percent-
age of cruise passengers disembark the 
vessel to counter the argument. 

The Atlantic region’s strengths in 
nature, culture and historical experi-
ences and attractions are distinct from 
those found on board a ship. A high 
percentage of cruise passengers are 
very experienced cruisers, having taken 
five or more trips, and, coupled with a 
slightly older demographic, cruise itin-
eraries are a good match for the region’s 
tourism strengths.

The value of the Canadian dollar is 
expected to be a positive development 
in the coming years. Webb noted that 
cruise lines plan their ship deployments 
two to three years in advance, so ships 
arriving this year were allocated when 
the value of the Canadian dollar was 
higher. However, he hopes to see positive 
impacts by 2018 regarding ship deploy-
ment decisions. The low Canadian dol-
lar is indeed part of Atlantic Region’s 
current marketing message to cruise 
lines.

Cruise passengers from the U.S. and 
overseas will benefit from the cheap 
Canadian dollar this year and purchases 
in local communities are expected to be 
strong because of this increased pur-
chasing power.

The Saint Lawrence
René Trépanier Executive Director, 

Cruise the Saint Lawrence Association, 
indicated that growth of passengers 
sourced from the European market 
was a plus for their destination with 
more Trans-Atlantic crossings than 
ever before. The American market is 
still very strong, and Québec’s ports 
are like “Europe next door” for this 
market. Cruise lines also saw an excel-
lent business opportunity in offering 
turnaround cruises in Montreal and 
Québec City for an eastern Canada 
market. 

Like the Atlantic theatre, the Saint 
Lawrence has a balanced profile of 
cruise brands operating in the theatre 
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including contemporary, premium, 
luxury and expedition or soft adven-
ture cruise ships. While the region is 
an important cruise market in Canada, 
the overall size of the market compared 
to other worldwide destinations has 
resulted in more mid-size and smaller 
vessels serving the region versus the lar-
ger ones typically seen on the East and 
West Coasts. And although vessel size 
can vary considerably, St. Lawrence still 
sees its share of ships with upwards of 
3,000 passengers (and as small as under 
130). Vessels with between 400 and 
1,266 passengers are the typical size vis-
iting the Port of Montreal.

  While increasing ship size is an 
industry trend, Trépanier did not con-
sider the ship as a competitive destina-
tion a factor that would affect the Saint 
Lawrence. He noted that, “so far, the 
Quantum class ships have not reached 
here, but when they do, the appeal of 
our ports will create high interest for the 
passengers to disembark.” 
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Cruise itineraries in the Saint 
Lawrence region are typically seven or 
10-day, one-way cruises that sail from 
Montreal or Quebec City and a north-
eastern U.S. port, often as an exten-
sion of Canada / New England cruises. 
The northbound cruises originate in 
the U.S. and terminate in Montreal 
or Quebec City while the southbound 
cruises originate in Montreal or Quebec 
City and terminate in the United States. 
These cruises ordinarily make two port 
calls in the Province of Quebec, includ-
ing Montreal or Quebec City, and three 
port calls in Atlantic Canada.  The 
region also has cruise ship visits to the 
Gaspésie as part of a Canada / New 
England itinerary. Also, the cruise 
experience includes itineraries involv-
ing the Great Lakes cruise theatre. 
Thus, a drop in the relative value of the 
Canadian dollar can only be good both 
for fuel and other cruise line costs as 
well as for the buying power of cruise 
passengers, noted Trépanier.

Newfoundland and Labrador 
Within this very broad geographic 

region, there are four areas where cruise 
tourism occurs: Newfoundland and 
Labrador, Eastern Arctic and Hudson 
Bay. 

Claire Sullivan, Marketing Manager, 
Cruise Newfoundland Labrador 
Canada, said that, ‘’Newfoundland 
and Labrador’s product offering and 
global positioning allow the region 
to function as a multi-faceted cruise 
destination, catering to adventure/

expedition, Arctic, Canada / New 
England, and north Trans-Atlantic 
itineraries.”

Additionally, the area is also part 
of the Cruise Islands of the North 
Atlantic (CINA) alliance. CINA was 
formed in 2007 by partners across the 
North Atlantic from Newfoundland 
and Labrador to the Orkney Islands in 
Scotland and beyond to “build a brand 
that brings attention to their region as 
a logically connected group of cruis-
ing experiences.” Perhaps, because of 
their traffic and itinerary mix, Sullivan 
indicated that her region hasn’t noticed 
a change in international passenger 
sourcing.

A variety of cruise brands from excur-
sion and premium brands make port 
calls in the region and vessel can range 
in size from the very small 118-passenger 
vessel to large ships, however small- and 
medium-size cruise ships are the most 
frequent type of visitor. The largest ship 
to visit the province to date was the Regal 
Princess, bringing 4,789 passengers and 
crew to St. John’s in 2015.

By continuing to refine the attract-
iveness of their ports, build new shore 
excursion offerings, and develop quality 
itineraries, Sullivan believes that “the 
ship will never become the destination 
in our region.” She further said that 
“due to our global positioning we see 
many Trans-Atlantic sailings where pas-
sengers have been at sea for three or four 
days at a time. By the time they reach 
us, they are quite ready for land.” 

To increase appeal, Newfoundland 

Destinations like Sydney, Nova Scotia, provide a unique experience for cruise passengers.
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and Labrador is utilizing its rural ports to diversify its itiner-
aries. More expedition ships are taking part in island circum-
navigations as well as coastal Labrador, making landfall in a 
variety of beautiful inlets and outposts within the province. 

“I expect that the declining Canadian dollar will bring 
more tourists from the U.S.” Sullivan said, noting that cruise 
tourism has already increased revenue for both urban and 
rural ports around the province to the tune of an economic 
impact of over $10 million annually. 

Conclusion
While a lower Canadian dollar may have no immediate 

impact on the number of sailings this year (due to the period 
involved in cruise vessel scheduling), local industry suppliers 
should still see a boost in revenue through increased spending 
as a result of the low dollar. 

Unique tourism experiences coupled with increased pur-
chasing power — and thereby greater participation of the 
cruise passenger in shore excursions — provides a strong 
argument in favour of choosing to cruise in Canada. From 
the cruise lines’ perspective, the attractive costs for fuel and 
supplies, and a professional and skilled network of goods and 
service suppliers, including repair facilities, point to the con-
tinued, if not accelerated, growth of Canada’s cruise industry 
for the foreseeable future. 

With the Cruise Lines International Association’s Cruise360 
Conference coming to Vancouver in June 2016, there is no 
better time to educate cruise travel agents about the tremen-
dous value proposition offered by Canada’s cruise regions.

Darryl Anderson is a strategy, trade development, logistics 
and transportation consultant. His blog Shipper matters focuses 
exclusively on maritime transportation and policy issues. http://
wavepointconsulting.ca/shipping-matters.

Dave aboard the CSL Tecumseh
“Action Photography - everywhere!”

“Dave’s not just a 
photographer,  
he’s an artist.”

Jane McIvor, Publisher  
BC Shipping News
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