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EXECUTIVE OVERVIEW
Essential Skills for Atlantic Fisheries Project

Introduction

High unemployment in rural areas has long been a challenge in Atlantic Canada and elsewhere. In addition 

to generations of young people leaving these communities, low literacy rates and a lack of essential skills 

hamper those left behind. This phenomenon not only affects people, but the businesses looking to employ 

these people. The fishing, seafood and aquaculture industry is one of the most important to our region, 

employing about 35,000 people and generating more than $2.5 billion in annual exports – but it is now  

an industry facing a significant shortage in skilled labour.

The key objectives of this project were to:

• increase the pool of skilled labour available in the fisheries sector;

• connect unemployed workers in rural communities to available jobs in the fisheries sector;

• strengthen the attachment of low-income individuals to the labour market by improving their literacy  
and essential skills and providing them with job-related training, thereby providing a better skill match  
with available jobs in their community;

• increase the essential skills of supervisors and middle managers and establish workplace essential  
skills mentors/coaches to support the application of literacy and essential skills in the workplace  
and improved employee performance and retention;

• develop and test an innovative and highly contextualized blended learning approach to essential  
skills training for the fisheries sector using a community partnership approach that is focused on rural, 
coastal regions, targeted to low-income Canadians and customized to needs of the fisheries sector. 
 

This initiative targeted the following skills:

ESSENTIAL SKILLS

• Reading

• Writing

• Numeracy

• Oral communication

The Essential Skills for Atlantic Fisheries Project was funded by the Government of Canada’s National 

Essential Skills Initiatives. It is a joint project led by the Literacy Coalition of New Brunswick in partnership 

with Literacy Nova Scotia, PEI Literacy Alliance and Newfoundland and Labrador Laubach Literacy Council.

EMPLOYABILITY SKILLS

• Motivation

• Attitude

• Accountability

• Time management

• Stress management

• Thinking

• Digital technology

• Working with others

• Continuous learning

• Presentation

• Teamwork

• Adaptability

• Confidence
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A. ABOUT THE PROJECT

1. The challenge: Identified social and business problems

Rural communities are facing an outmigration of young people, leaving the communities struggling with 
labour requirements. This initiative took place in rural coastal communities experiencing two-pronged issues:

Social : A workforce without the essential skills to take part in the available local fisheries-related labour 
market, leaving them underemployed or unemployed.

Economic : Local fisheries-related businesses with unmet labour needs and a local available workforce which 
lacked the essential skills to enter the labour market. This affected these companies’ ability to meet client 
demands and hindered potential expansions. It also left them to rely on recruiting foreign workers.

2. The approach: What we did differently

Especially unique about this project was the pan-Atlantic Canadian approach in both official languages. 
This allowed us to gather information and experiences from a variety of sources that were similar but had 
important differences at the same time. This provided important knowledge for future expansion into other 
industries.

We approached this in a holistic fashion by training not only the participants, but also the supervisors and 
middle managers. This not only gave supervisors better skills which would increase their capacity to coach 
their staff but would also lead to improved employee performance and retention.

A combination of classroom, online and on-the-job training was provided and customized to the available 
jobs in the fisheries sector. This blended learning approach proved be very effective because the participants 
were better prepared for the workplace.

3. The various actors: Groups and structure

The Steering Committee (SC) met monthly to share information, problem-solve and provide ongoing advice 
and feedback to the Literacy Coalition of New Brunswick (LCNB) regarding the planning, delivery and 
evaluation of the ESAF project.

The Atlantic Advisory Group (AAG), a pan-Atlantic multi-stakeholder group, met occasionally to provide 
ideas, advice and share information about the project.

The Community Advisory Groups (CAG) were established in each pilot site to provide ongoing advice to the 
local Project Team/Coordinator for the duration of the program implementation for each cohort.

The primary goal of the CAG was to bring together local government agencies and community organizations 
to identify appropriate pilot participants and identify available community resources to support job seekers 
in overcoming barriers to employment.
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The ESAF Project Team included:

• 1 Executive Director from each partner organization

• 1 Project Manager

• 5 Project Coordinators (1 English in each province + 1 French in New Brunswick)

• 5 Facilitators (1 English in each province + 1 French in New Brunswick)

The employers were responsible for:

• Identifying entry-level job vacancies

• Participating in the workplace needs assessment

• Identifying supervisors/managers as Workplace Essential Skills Mentors

• Offering 6-to-12-week paid work placements
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NS Community 
Advisory Group

NL Community
Advisory Group

Steering
Committee

Atlantic 
Advisory 
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Executive Director
Project Manager
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Facilitators

Project Coordinator (1)
Facilitators

Project Coordinator (1)
Facilitator

PEI Community
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Project Coordinator (1)
Facilitator
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B. HOW THE PROJECT WORKED

1. Planning and Development

• Conducted an environmental scan to document the literacy and essential skills training and service 
activities that have been held and/or are still operating across Canada and described the types of  
literacy and essential skills training and services offered in terms of target participants and industries, 
content, and delivery modality.

• Established the Steering Committee and Atlantic Advisory Group.

• Developed an orientation and training package for project staff.

• Hired and trained project staff.

• Developed a detailed communication plan to facilitate awareness raising and introduction of  
the project to key stakeholder groups. This included an information package for employers  
and recruitment materials.

• Designed the LES Training Model. The model included a blended learning approach incorporating 
classroom, online and on-site training.

• Developed an evaluation framework to measure meaningful outcomes and the effectiveness of  
the project in meeting the project objectives. Qualitative and quantitative data was collected  
throughout the project.

• Developed the tools and measures necessary to implement the evaluation framework and ensure  
that evaluation activities are effective and timely.

• Developed a train-the-trainer package for supervisors/managers identified as Workplace  
Essential Skills Mentors.

• Finalized the development of the LES Training Model by revising and validating it based  
on stakeholder feedback.

• Created an online learning platform.

2. Project Implementation 

• Established a Community Advisory Group (CAG) in each pilot area.

• Recruited employers in the fisheries sector that have vacancies for entry level positions. 

• Conducted workplace needs assessments with participating employers and identify the occupations 
project participants will enter.

• Identified the Workplace Essential Skills tasks required for these occupations. Examined existing  
Essential Skills Profiles and if profiles were not available, customized/created profiles.

• Customized pre- and post-assessment tools to ensure that they measured the specific skills required  
for entry-level positions within the fishing industry.

• Identified supervisors/managers as Workplace Essential Skills Mentors (12 per province).

• Used the train-the-trainer package to train supervisors/managers as Workplace Essential Skills Mentors.

• Recruited participants through the Community Advisory Groups and other sources.

• Undertook pre-intervention assessment of the LES skill levels of all potential participants.  
(Post-intervention assessments were conducted after training was completed.)

• Recruited and trained facilitators.
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• Piloted the LES Training Model with the first cohort of 12 participants in each of the four Atlantic provinces. 
The model included classroom and online LES training delivered over a six-week period, followed by up to 
four weeks of on-site job specific training and a 6-to-12-week work placement.

• Produced an interim evaluation report.

• Revised the LES Training Model and incorporated changes as per lessons learned and best practices from 
Cohort 1.

• Piloted the LES Training Model with the second cohort of 12 participants in each of the four Atlantic 
provinces. 

3. Project end

• Collated, analyzed and interpreted data, outlining the results, the lessons learned from the perspective  
of each stakeholder group, and recommendations for replication and plans for sustainability. 

• Produced a final evaluation report

• Produced a final project report

• Implemented dissemination strategy. 

4. Companies recruited

The following companies were recruited to take part in the project:

PROVINCE COHORT 1 COHORT 2 FRENCH COHORT

New Brunswick

• Marine Harvest

• Cooke Aquaculture

• Bayshore Lobster

• Cooke Aquaculture 

• Bayshore Lobster

• Connors Brothers

• Oyster Kings

Nova Scotia
• Acadian Seaplants

• Sea Star Seafood

• Gidney Fisheries

• O’Neil Fisheries

Prince Edward Island • Atlantic Aqua Farms
• Atlantic Aqua Farms

• Raspberry Point Oyster Co.

Newfoundland  
and Labrador

• Allen’s Fisheries
• North Atlantic Aquaponics

• North Atlantic Canada Eels
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C. OUTPUTS

1. Statistics

EXPECTED
TARGETS

Employers 
(pilot sites)

Mentors 
trained

Participants enrolled 
in training

Complete classroom 
training (80%)

Complete OTJ/WP 
(80%)

Employed 
(70%)

NB 5 18 36 29 29 24

NL 3 12 24 19 19 17

NS 3 12 24 19 19 17

PEI 3 12 24 19 19 17

Total 14 54 108 86 86 75

ACTUAL 
RESULTS

Employers 
(pilot sites)

Mentors 
trained

Participants enrolled 
in training

Complete classroom 
training (80%)

Complete OTJ 
Training

Complete Work 
Placement (80%)

Employed 
(70%)

NB 7 17 30 21 15 12 12

NL 3 8 24 20 17 15 15

NS 4 4 23 12 9 9 9

PEI 3 11 26 20 17 12 12

Total 17 40 103 73 58 48 48

During Cohort 2, it should be noted that the COVID-19 pandemic broke out, leading to the abrupt elimination 

of in-person classroom training, all of which moved online. For some individuals with lower technical skills or 

inadequate access to internet, this caused some issues. As well, some communities were without access to 

sufficient Internet speeds, making it challenging for some participants. COVID also interrupted some work 

placements due to the significant impact of the pandemic on the fisheries.

2. High-level outcomes:

• A replicable LES training model including a communication strategy, information kits and training materials.

• Increased number of individuals accessing essential skills supports.

• Improved essential skills for individuals participating in the pilots.

• Improved essential skills for managers/supervisors (e.g. working with others, oral communication, thinking 
skills, etc.) contributing to their ability to be effective in their roles as managers/supervisors, capacity to 
retain employment, as this training is part of wrap-around supports for vulnerable workers.

• Improved integration of essential skills into workplaces practices (e.g. recruitment, onboarding and 
people management) among participating organizations.

• Improved wellness and well-being (e.g. health, psycho-social capital, self-efficacy, self-confidence, 
resilience) among pilot participants.

• Improved business outcomes (e.g. satisfaction, ROI, reduced error rates, reduced accidents, increased 
retention, and improved productivity and customer service) among participating organizations.

• Increased number of organizations with capacity to offer essential skills supports.

• A pool of skilled labour available in the fisheries sector.

• A standalone online learning portal in both official languages with self-paced and virtual classroom options

www.essentialskillsatlantic.ca


