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10 Who Keeps Our 
Shipping Lanes Clear?

Introduction
The Canadian Coast Guard plays a vital role in ensuring the safety, security, and 
environmental protection of Canadian waters. The Coast Guard is responsible 
for a wide range of tasks, including search and rescue operations, marine 
communication and traffic services, environmental response, aids to navigation 
and icebreaking. In this activity, students will learn about the essential role of 
Canadian Coast Guard icebreakers in making sure that marine traffic moves safely 
through ice-covered waters.

Warm up
Start the lesson by asking the students if they know what icebreakers are, what 
they do, and why we have them in Canada. Explain that icebreakers are special 
ships designed to navigate through icy waters, breaking and clearing ice to create 
paths for other ships, allowing them to bring supplies, food, and equipment to 
different communities. 

Display the photo gallery at the bottom of this page in front of the class. Have 
students analyse and describe the characteristics of the different vessels (e.g., size, 
design, surroundings, task being performed). As students why they think different 
types of icebreakers are necessary in Canada. If needed, prompt them with a hint 
about the differences in physical geography and seasonality across the country, 
and the variety of water bodies that connect different regions such as rivers, lakes 
and oceans. 

To help students better understand the necessity for a fleet of diverse icebreakers, 
play this video about How icebreaking works and/or this video about What it feels like 
to break ice.

Discuss the need for icebreaking in Canada from an economic and social 
perspective (i.e., transportation of goods, remote community support). For example, 
the Coast Guard’s icebreaking program:

•	 facilitates the safe and timely movement of maritime traffic through or around 
ice-covered waters

•	 escorts smaller vessels through ice-covered waters and aids vessels that are stranded
•	 minimises the effect of flooding caused by ice jams 
•	 assists in the re-supply of northern communities for which there are no 

commercial services

If needed, use the list of services provided by the Coast Guard from this website as a 
reference. 

Student Activity
Explain to students that they will be putting their newfound knowledge of 
icebreaking in Canada to the test in a matching exercise. Divide the class into groups 
and distribute one set of maps and one icebreaking scenario card to each group. The 
students are responsible for comparing the information provided on their scenario 
card to the five locations circled on the map that are serviced by the Coast Guard. 
They must work together to identify which location matches with which scenario 
using their knowledge of the water bodies and geography of Canada. 

Materials
•	 Map of regions serviced by the 

Canadian Coast  (included)
•	 Icebreaking scenarios card (included)

Extensions
•	 Conduct a simulation game where 

students take on roles as the crew 
and captain of the icebreakers, 
making decisions based on real-life 
scenarios they might encounter in 
their assigned regions.

•	 Students can use the Coast 
Guard’s Interactive Navigational 
Map to study the factors that can 
influence icebreaking operations 
such as weather conditions, tides 
and currents, and warnings about 
obstructions in the water. Students 
can even access real-time cameras 
collecting footage at various Coast 
Guard facilities. 

•	 Students can read the story by 
Canadian Geographic penned in 
celebration of the 60th anniversary 
of the Coast Guard and discuss the 
evolution of tasks performed by the 
Coast Guard over the years. 

https://www.ccg-gcc.gc.ca/icebreaking-deglacage/program-programme-eng.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=itwR_YQEgwU&ab_channel=CanadianCoastGuard
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HME9EmymxDM&ab_channel=CanadianCoastGuard
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HME9EmymxDM&ab_channel=CanadianCoastGuard
https://www.ccg-gcc.gc.ca/icebreaking-deglacage/program-programme-eng.html
https://e-navigation.canada.ca/interactive-map
https://e-navigation.canada.ca/interactive-map
https://canadiangeographic.ca/articles/safety-first-service-always-the-canadian-coast-guard-turns-60/
https://canadiangeographic.ca/articles/safety-first-service-always-the-canadian-coast-guard-turns-60/
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Encourage students to collaborate and discuss the information in front of them, and 
to ask questions about or research information or icons that are unknown to them.

Circulate among the groups to provide guidance and answer any questions 
students may have.

Wrap up
Once the groups have completed the activity, ask each group to present their 
results to the class. Note any patterns in student responses and provide the correct 
answers as necessary:

•	 Scenario 1: Restigouche River, New Brunswick (E)
•	 Scenario 2: Saguenay River, Quebec (D)
•	 Scenario 3: Beaufort Sea, Arctic Ocean (A)
•	 Scenario 4: Hudson Strait, Atlantic Ocean (B)
•	 Scenario 5: Sault Ste. Marie, Ontario (C)

As each group presents, encourage them to describe how they arrived at their 
guesses. Were there any scenarios that they felt could have been describing more 
than one location? Do they have any additional questions about the Coast Guard’s 
icebreaking activities following this exercise?

Conclude the activity by facilitating a class discussion to reflect on the importance 
of icebreaking to all Canadians, no matter where they are located. If time permits, 
share the following 4-part video series which highlights the vital role icebreakers 
play in maritime safety, the diversity of careers available through the Coast Guard, 
and the unique importance of icebreaking in the North where remote Indigenous 
communities rely on the transportation of goods by boat. 

•	 Part 1: Canadian Coast Guard’s Icebreaking Program
•	 Part 2: The ice patrol 
•	 Part 3: Icebreaking program specialists
•	 Part 4: The ice analysis

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4h7YxKwEyAE&ab_channel=CanadianCoastGuard
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6ZwbKpLFs2w&ab_channel=CanadianCoastGuard
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6xmIeL6Bp90&ab_channel=CanadianCoastGuard
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=y8fGMsb4g_w&ab_channel=CanadianCoastGuard

