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Sector Definition

Industrial fabrication is a category of metal fabrication covering the manufacturing of processing 
and support equipment for industrial use, particularly in large-scale construction projects. It does not 
include consumer products made from metal. Metal fabrication involves the construction of metal 
components or modules that have been designed, cut, burned, shaped, machined and welded to 
form the final product. In most cases, fabrication shops focus on preparing metal components for 
welding and assembly.

Industry Overview

New Brunswick’s industrial fabrication sector is based largely on a metalworking industry that 
generates close to $197 million in Gross Domestic Product (2011, in 2002$). Approximately 100 

industrial fabrication companies in New Brunswick provide high-wage, high-skilled employment for 
2,000 people. More than 170 engineering firms in New Brunswick support the sector. The sector is 
represented by the Canadian Manufacturers and Exporters (CME) and the Metal Working Association of 
New Brunswick (MWANB), organizations which advocate for and encourage cooperation in the sector.

Contracts secured by the industrial fabrication sector are generally large-scale. Therefore, a modular 
approach to construction can be applied to clients from a variety of industries including nuclear, oil and 
gas, mining, naval (shipbuilding) as well as civil (commercial and institutional) and structural projects.

Typically, industrial fabrication contracts are valued at millions of dollars. While securing such 
contracts may seem beyond the reach of smaller companies, there is strong potential for small 
and medium size enterprises in to fill various roles within the supply chain of a major contract. The 
supply chain is made up of a sequence of events, processes and resources required to transform raw 
materials and components into a finished product. To develop this sector, it is necessary to identify 
the key stages along the supply chain that typical engineering procurement and construction 
companies (EPCCs) would be looking for when selecting an industrial fabrication yard. 

Modular fabrication, a production method which allows for a complete structure or system to be 
designed, fabricated and assembled in smaller components simultaneously off-site, has emerged 
as a new trend in large industrial construction projects. This method of construction allows for 
prefabricated components to be shipped separately with assembly occurring on-site to form the 
complete structure and is a common practice in the nuclear and petroleum industries. Modular 
fabrication includes four stages:

1.  Design approval by the client and regulating authorities
2.  Assembly of module components in a controlled environment
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3.  Transportation of modules to a final destination
4.  Assembly of modular units to form a completed industrial process

Modular fabrication can result in reduced costs and timelines, and significant improvements to 
quality and safety given better control of the production environment. This practice contrasts with 
“stick-built” construction which is done on-site. 

A number of firms in New Brunswick have grown their businesses supplying modules on large 
projects, for EPCCs. In recent years, New Brunswick companies have manufactured tens of millions 
of dollars worth of modules for local projects and markets in locations such as Alberta, Quebec, 
Newfoundland and Labrador, and Texas. 

A review of the industrial fabrication sector in New Brunswick reveals the following main strengths, 
weaknesses, opportunities and threats (SWOT).

Strengths 

• Diversified companies with the versatility to adapt to changing market demand leveraging 
short lead times and small production runs

• Presence of leading engineering firms with solid reputations in global markets and supported 
by design expertise at local university engineering faculties

• Strategic infrastructure assets including ice-free, deep-water seaports and buildings to 
accommodate covered assembly work

• Experienced workforce as relates to contracts in mining and oil and gas 

• Local training capacity at community colleges, private institutes and within the  
private sector 

Weaknesses

• High transportation and input material costs for specific items

• Inexperience of new industry entrants

• Shortages of skilled labour in certain fabrication trades

• Image of low productivity

• Weak project management capabilities in some companies

Opportunities

• Leverage the province’s strategic location near emerging markets for natural resources 
including oil, gas and mining

• Capitalize on large projects in the Maritimes, Northern Quebec, Newfoundland and Labrador 
and Alberta, related to natural resource development and the National Shipbuilding 
Procurement Strategy 

• Creation of strategic business alliance within the local supply chain (e.g., joint venture, consortium)
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Threats

• Licencing and certification costs can be barriers to market entry

• Reduction in market demand resulting from the end of government stimulus funding and the 
global economic downturn

• American protectionism

• Highly competitive market with well-established companies in other jurisdictions

• Loss of skilled workforce as a result of more competitive wages in other jurisdictions
 
Several major drivers for growth and change in the industrial fabrication sector have been identified 
including:

• Global market competitiveness

• Cost of production and ability to control construction schedule favours industrial fabrication 
vs. stick-built approach to construction

• Economic uncertainty is delaying project starts

• Increasing commodity prices

• Emerging market, such as China, India and Brazil, which will increase the demand for steel 
thereby influencing mining and oil and gas projects

• Efficient use of resources (e.g., energy, land, water, raw materials)

Considering the above drivers, in addition to the SWOT analysis, various strategic areas for 
investment and activity have been identified as key to enhancing the competitiveness of the 
industrial fabrication sector:

• building strategic alliances between companies both within and outside the province

• improvement of productivity and project management 

• diversification of products/services to meet different market opportunities 

• attaining certifications and accreditations 

• markets and trade (e.g., market intelligences, market access, non-tariff barriers) 

• improving New Brunswick’s competitive business environment (e.g., taxes, investment credit, 
loan guarantee, payroll rate, grant, etc.)

• clarification of permitting requirements and process surrounding large industrial projects

Strategic objectives have been developed under five pillars including People, Innovation and 
Productivity, Business Environment and Regional Cooperation, Access to Capital and Infrastructure, 
and Market Access. The strategic objectives flow directly from the SWOT analysis above. Each 
is followed by initial work plan items which have been identified as a means of contributing to 
fulfillment of the strategic objective. 
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1.  People

Companies in the New Brunswick industrial fabrication sector are supported by an experienced 
and skilled labour force which can contribute to short lead times and a quality product. However, 
shortages of skilled labour in certain fabrication trades and an aging workforce are weaknesses 
that need to be addressed in the near future. The MWANB estimates that half of its members face 
problems recruiting. If the industry is to grow, an adequate workforce must be available to meet 
current and future needs of the industrial fabrication industry. Training, retention and repatriation of 
skilled workers are all areas on which to focus. 

To develop and strengthen the workforce in industrial fabrication, provincial training needs to 
correspond to the evolving requirements of the sector. The government and industry need to 
continue to work together with universities, community and private colleges and apprenticeship 
programs, to address current and future labour shortages. Timeliness can present a challenge to 
institutions’ abilities to be responsive to the needs. Institutions need to be informed well ahead of 
time in order to plan and implement, as well as ensure the proper resources to enable training in  
new technologies.

A major issue affecting retention and repatriation is the province’s lack of competitiveness in terms 
of pay scales. Though New Brunswick spends more per capita on training than places like British 
Columbia and Alberta, it loses skilled workers to those jurisdictions because of their higher wages. 
Efforts surrounding repatriation may become even more important in the event that a large contract 
is secured at strategic infrastructure in either the Port of Belledune or Saint John. An action plan to 
this effect may be required at that time.

Project management capabilities are critical in any industry but perhaps more so in large-scale 
industrial fabrication projects where time overruns can be very costly. As New Brunswick companies 
involved in industrial fabrication look to grow and compete for portions of large-scale projects, 
strengthening their management capabilities will enable them to better compete in the market. 
Given the scale and time sensitivity of projects, it is important that managers have the skills required 
to estimate costs and delivery times, effectively allocate resources and manage risks such as 
exchange rate fluctuations, time delays and commodity price increases.

Strategic Objectives – People

a) Ensure an adequate work force is available to meet current and future needs of the 
industrial fabrication industry. 

 i. Develop a labour market profile with industry to include occupations, qualifications, 
salaries, current and anticipated demand, and any skills gaps.

 ii. Develop and implement a human resource plan, including an action plan to address 
any skills gaps in training needs, in conjunction with industry and training institutions 
to ensure that human resource needs are met. 
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b) Strengthen management capacity to ensure companies can effectively address challenges 
and capitalize on business opportunities.

 i. Initiate a business diagnostic program to provide assessment of individual corporate 
needs and development of a continuous improvement plan.

 ii. Work with industry associations to develop a diagnostic tool to help companies self-
evaluate management capacity. 

2.  Innovation and Productivity

As the industrial fabrication sector is global and competitive, it is important that New Brunswick 
companies work continuously to increase competitiveness. The workforce, which accounts for 40 per 
cent of a typical operation’s costs, is a key aspect of improving productivity. New Brunswick needs 
to focus on enhancing the capacity, productivity and credibility of provincial industrial fabrication 
companies and their workforces in order to capture market opportunities that arise. Smaller 
companies may need assistance to understand the competitive environment and the gaps they need 
to overcome in order to succeed in the industrial fabrication sector. 

In recent years, the government has supported events explaining lean manufacturing processes for 
groups of companies in the northern part of the province. These have been successful and well supported 
by clients. Similar events, but on a broader perspective, will need to be organized in other parts of the 
province. As New Brunswick’s industry progresses in this market, it will be critical that computerized 
equipment be integrated into the production floor to ensure quality and efficiency are maximized.

University engineering departments and local community college campuses can also support 
the industry. The Metal Innovation and Technology Transfer Centre (MITTC), located at the 
Bathurst Campus of le Collège Communautaire du Nouveau Brunswick, supports New Brunswick’s 
metalworking industry with all aspects of innovation and technology transfer, helping them adapt to 
market requirements and thus becoming more productive and competitive.

Finally, in order for companies to be successful in getting contracts in industrial fabrication, they will 
need to properly understand the bidding process with large contracts through EPCCs and adopt 
similar bidding approaches in order to facilitate and encourage alliances/joint ventures in the supply 
chain. By utilizing the same process, local companies are more likely to make joint ventures and 
alliances with one another on major contracts. As a result, the province’s industrial fabrication supply 
chain becomes stronger.

Strategic Objectives – Innovation and Productivity

a) Implement a systemic approach to the bidding process.

 i. Identify supply chain requirements to work with EPCCs.
 ii. Hold an annual symposium, in conjunction with industry associations.
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b) Optimize capabilities of companies to participate in the supply chain through 
productivity-enhancing equipment and processes.

 i. Organize industry related initiatives, including workshops, related to lean 
manufacturing, in conjunction with industry associations. 

3.  Business Environment and Regional Cooperation

The industrial fabrication sector in New Brunswick is well established, with several industrial 
fabrication companies successfully participating in the supply chain for large projects. In general, 
these companies have been suppliers to a larger company (tier II/major sub-assemblies, tier III/
component assemblies or prime contractors) which provided, and carried the risk of, project 
management. It was noted earlier that enhancing the project management capabilities of New 
Brunswick companies will enable them to better compete. This may be accomplished through 
partnering with larger companies on the bidding process, but would require that project 
management and financial capabilities be shared within the partnership/consortium. While this type 
of partnership is not uncommon for industrial fabrication projects, companies may be reluctant or 
unable to form such partnerships other than on an exception basis. 

As these major contracts often require the attainment of various permits, licences, Environmental 
Impact Assessments, etc., various provincial departments are involved. The development of an 
information flowchart to clarify the permit requirements would be a valuable tool, both for EPCC 
looking to lease infrastructure for an industrial fabrication project, and for New Brunswick companies 
that have been retained as a contractor.

The MWANB estimates that two-thirds of its members have quality and/or safety certifications which 
position the industry well when bidding for contracts. Federal and provincial governments can play 
a role to ensure that certification expectations are communicated and that financial resources are 
effectively targeted to address gaps. 

New Brunswick’s corporate taxes are among the most competitive in North America. The Province also 
has taken steps to limit property tax assessment increases. Additional financial incentives to support 
growth of the industrial fabrication sector would serve to attract both companies and workers. 

Strategic Objectives – Business Environment and Regional Cooperation

a) Grow the industrial fabrication sector by ensuring a competitive business environment. 

 i. Develop a prospectus specific to industrial fabrication for use in investment attraction.

b) Facilitate development of consortiums to increase success of New Brunswick companies 
seeking to compete for large contracts or subcontracts.
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 i. Develop and maintain a manufacturing capability database for New Brunswick 
manufacturing companies classified according to their capabilities, certifications and 
products/services offerings. 

4.  Access to Capital and Infrastructure

New Brunswick has benefited from strategic infrastructure investment in recent years. Assets such 
as ice-free, deep-water seaports and the building to accommodate covered assembly work near the 
Port of Belledune were targeted as key tools to attract large industrial fabrication projects. There is 
private interest in developing a barge terminal in southern New Brunswick to allow local fabricators 
to tap into increasingly lucrative markets in which oil and gas platforms, power plants and other 
major structures are pre-fabricated and shipped to destinations overseas. 

To optimize these investments and facilitate attraction of EPCCs, industry and government can 
collaborate on the development of additional tools to promote and clearly communicate available 
infrastructure, the geographic advantages of business in New Brunswick, and the competencies 
of local companies. Given the costs of infrastructure, it is important that government and industry 
collaborate to maximize existing capacity in the province. 

Industrial fabrication projects involve specific financial assurances which are required for successful 
bidding. Guarantees, warranties, insurance, bonding capacities and safety are all considerations 
that need to be addressed in order to satisfy EPCCs that they will not be left with unacceptable 
liability in the event that specific problems (time delays, quality and safety issues) arise with respect 
to a particular project. Given the generally large size of industrial fabrication contracts, many local 
companies are challenged to access the financial resources to meet those requirements. The Province 
may assist through creation of programs and/or trust funds to assist companies in meeting  
such requirements. 

New Brunswick companies need access to financial capital in order to increase productivity and 
competitiveness. Financing challenges are perhaps more acute for smaller firms with limited  
financial means. 

Strategic Objectives – Access to Capital and Infrastructure

a) Ensure government financing programs are responsive to industry needs.

 i. Review existing financial programs to ensure they reflect the needs of the industrial 
fabrication sector.

b) Actively market existing infrastructure as a means investment attraction. 

 i. Create tools to promote existing infrastructure. 
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5.  Market Access

Industrial fabrication is a multibillion-dollar market which could represent a growth opportunity 
providing that efficiency and quality assurances are implemented by local companies. Competition 
is global; many of the established global players have excess capacity to meet immediate market 
demands. As the world economies improve and business confidence is restored, large mining and 
energy projects are expected to become feasible. With proper planning and preparation, New 
Brunswick companies should be ready to participate in such projects. It is anticipated that these 
markets will take several years to improve, giving New Brunswick companies time to invest in 
certifications and gain experience on smaller projects. Certifications, licensing, accreditations, codes 
stamps and compliance programs are important tools that are increasingly becoming requirements 
to access markets and/or bid on contracts. Given their small scale, many local companies lack the 
financial means to obtain certifications without which they face major barriers to market entry.

New Brunswick companies will have an opportunity to bid on large mining and gas projects which 
are currently underway or in development around the world. New Brunswick’s  maritime location 
is a distinct advantage in servicing projects in the Eastern United States and Northern Canada. 
Developments in emerging markets such as China, India and Brazil drive up the demand for steel. 
As a result, additional mining activity is expected in Quebec and Newfoundland and Labrador; activity 
which will require the production of metal components / modular units. This represents a significant 
opportunity for the local industrial fabrication sector given the proximity of the province to these 
large projects. Facilities such as the one recently built near the port of Belledune are expected to 
be an asset in servicing these markets. In addition, a large number of energy projects are under 
development, several of which are expected to present opportunities once the current economic 
uncertainty is resolved.  

All of the above market opportunities require stringent quality controls and certifications which can 
take several years to attain. While many local companies have the necessary certifications for some 
of these markets, others need additional certifications and training to be able to qualify to bid or be 
accepted as preferred suppliers.

Strategic Objectives – Market Access

a) Support companies seeking certification required for pre-qualification to the bidding 
process.

 i. Provide financial support to help companies attain required certifications.

b) Ensure that companies have access to information regarding upcoming large industrial 
projects.

 i. Compile a shortlist of projects, in Newfoundland and Labrador and other areas, which 
present opportunities for New Brunswick companies.
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c) Identify opportunities and facilitate access to decision makers in large EPC firms.

 i. Implement a mechanism to connect industry and major EPCCs.

d) Promote the province’s modular fabrication capabilities and infrastructure.

 i. Implement a marketing initiative to promote the sector.

Performance Measurement

Although there are a number of industries contributing to the industrial fabrication sector, it is 
difficult to attribute the percentage of activity by some industries dedicated to this sector. As such, 
measurement is based strictly on the impact from metal working industries as defined under NAICS 
331-332. Key indicators that will be used to assess performance over the duration of the strategy 
include GDP, employment and productivity. Nova Scotia and the State of Maine have been identified 
as potential jurisdictions to be used for performance comparison purposes.

Indicator Base (2011) Source

GDP
$197 M  
(2002$)

Statistics Canada

Employment 2,000 Statistics Canada

Productivity $98,500 per worker GDP/Employment
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