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Introduction
Impact of Covid-19 on Fish Processing Plants

• Fish processing plants in the Atlantic Region have had to make important 
adjustments since the outbreak of COVID-19. Deemed an essential food 
production service, these plants have continued to operate under difficult 
and challenging conditions for plant workers and management alike. 

• This slide presentation will show some of the modifications we’ve had to 
make to be able keep the food supply running in these uncertain times.



Setting and context
• “Pêcheries Baie Chaleurs Fisheries (2012) Inc.” is located in Bas-Caraquet, New-Brunswick and is 

owned by the Esgenoôpetitj First Nations’s community. Our main activity is snow crab processing and 
we employ close to 200 employees during peak season. In an average year, this plant will process 3 
to 4 million pounds of snow crab.

• The Acadian peninsula is heavily dependant of seasonal work, so it was crucial for Pêcheries Baie
Chaleurs to not only add to the food supply chain, but also to the economy, by taking all the 
necessary steps to be able to bring our workers back safely despite the challenges.



Action plan overview
• When COVID-19 broke out in mid-March, plant management immediately began to work on a 
new policy to protect workers from the virus. This was a complex plan to develop in very little time. 
The plant was scheduled to open around the end of April. This left only a few weeks to find the 
supplies and finish the necessary constructions.

• Our plan included many discussions with health officials and working with other fish processing 
plants. We also had to review the floor production plans and employee traffic, up our sanitization 
and cleanliness strategies, and build new stalls and barriers with Plexiglas. Also, we opted to close 
the bunkhouse for the year, and deemed it safer to establish new transportation arrangements for 
employees coming from the Esgenoôpetitj community and areas outside Bas-Caraquet.



Modifications in response to COVID
• We limited the entry points of the plant to a single one, and added a guard to screen (questionnaire and 

temperature check) anyone who would try to enter the plant. A new sink with separated stations was added, so 
that the employees wash their hands before entering the workplace. A single point of exit was designated to 
ensure proper traffic flow and avoid crossovers. 

Left picture: 
We separated the dining
room from the entrance 
with a wall, to isolate the 
hand washing stations 
from the open lunch 
room area

Right picture:
We separated each
wash station with
panels where social 
distancing wasn’t
possible



Modifications cont.
• Management hired extra workers to ensure proper sanitization and cleanliness standards. These workers 

sanitized all hard surfaces within the cafeteria, change rooms and washrooms. A thermal camera was also 
added to screen employee temperatures at the end of breaks before they enter their changing areas.

Left picture: 
To protect our kitchen
workers, we added a 
panel leaving a space only
big enough to let the 
serving trays through

Right picture:
An example of our new 
thermal camera system 
that automatically monitors 
employee temperature. It 
instantly alerts
management of any
temperature over 38.3°C 
(which is considered a fever
and a symptom of COVID). 



Modifications cont.
• Dining tables were modified with Plexiglas dividers to ensure that plant workers would be protected while 

eating and resting. In between usages, each station was thoroughly cleaned and sanitized.

Pictured: 
Each seat was divided as 
a cubicle, so our workers
can safely eat inside. We
also distanced the tables 
from each other to 
ensure the recommended
distancing in between
tables.

The « X » in the picture is
one one many used to 
indicate where to stand 
for the cafeteria line and 
respect physical
distancing.



Modifications cont.
• In the plant, some of the equipment made it impossible to follow social distancing. In work areas where physical 

distancing couldn’t be followed, we added Plexiglas separators and it was also made mandatory for employees 
to wear a mask and a face shield. This equipment was costly and difficult to procure, but thanks to our early 
procurement efforts, we had enough supplies to last the whole season.

Left picture:
We added some markers 
and reduced changing
room capacity to ensure
physical distancing and 
the safety of our
employees.

Right picture:
We separated each
wash station with
panels where social 
distancing wasn’t
possible



Modifications (plant) cont.
• It wasn’t really possible to modify the equipment itself and distance the employees, so a lot of the work stations 

were turned into “cubicles” with the help of Plexiglas.

Pictured above:
Where physical distancing and barriers
were not possible, masks and face 
shields were mandatory for employees.

Right picture:
An example of a 
station where
barriers had to 
be added
(butcher’s table)



Modifications (plant) cont.

Pictured above:
Bigger view of the butcher’s table. All these new panels require more 
time, more people, and more products to keep clean and thus keeping
the environment safe and healthy for our workers and customers.

Right pictures:
The top picture
is the scaling of 
crab sections, 
and they slide 
the pieces across
to the packing 
(bottom picture).
We had to add
panels between
each employees
of each
« department », 
but also add a 
clear window
between the 
scaling and the 
packing.



Modifications (plant) cont.
• It wasn’t really possible to modify the equipment itself and distance the employees, so a lot of the work stations 

were turned into “cubicles” with the help of Plexiglas.

Pictured above:
Where physical distancing and barriers were
not possible, masks and face shields were
mandatory for employees.

Right picture: Wearing masks
was already mandatory in the 
cook departments.



Impact of closing the bunkhouse
• About 25 percent of the plant’s employees are First Nation’s community members. In 2016, the community built 

a bunkhouse next to the plant to provide accommodation for these workers. However, after reviewing our 
options, there was no way for us to be able to physically distance the workers living there without heavily 
reducing capacity, which wouldn’t be fair. It left us with no choice but to seek an alternative. As a result, we 
decided to lease two buses to transport the workers back and forth from home on a daily basis.

The two level bunkhouse unfortunately went
unused by our workers due to it being too
difficult to manage the risks in so little time.



Impact of closing the bunkhouse cont.
• Theses buses also had to follow new health protocols. They ran at less than half capacity to ensure distancing 

and were cleaned and sanitized between usages. The driver also had to enforce the screening protocol, and 
ensure that people who got in disinfected their hands and followed distancing rules.



Conclusion
• While the food industry already has strict cleaning and sanitation requirements, the pandemic still brought it’s 

own new set of challenges, which required a lot of modifications to ensure the health and safety of our workers.

Here’s what Pêcheries Baie Chaleurs Fisheries president Clark Dedam had to say about the situation in an interview 
last summer: 

“These have been tough times for our employees. But through it all, they have not only respected the new policies, 
protocols and working conditions but have continued to work hard and earn their paycheck. Our community is grateful to all of
them as we get ready to end production for this year.” 
(excerpt from Mi’kmaq Maliseet Nation News: https://www.mmnn.ca/2020/07/impact-of-covid-19-on-fish-processing-plants/ )

• Snow crab production ended at the plant at the end of June. The plant has since been undergoing major 
renovations to meet BRCGS requirements, a global standard for food safety providing assuring that our products 
are safe, legal and of high quality.

https://www.mmnn.ca/2020/07/impact-of-covid-19-on-fish-processing-plants/
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