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NAV CANADA

A message for NAV CANADA Employees, Stakeholders and Friends
By John Crichton, President and CEO

O

n May 26, 1995, over 20 years ago,
NAV CANADA was incorporated as a
private company. I was honoured and
privileged to be one of three incorporating
Directors and to be chosen as the company’s
first Board Chair.
That date marked the official beginning of a
long and complex process of negotiation with
the federal government to see if an agreement
could be reached to transfer the Canadian civil
air navigation system from Transport Canada
to a private entity.
Prior to that a consensus had been reached
amongst the key stakeholders, including
unions, that the service should be entrusted to
a private, non-share capital corporation with
stakeholder representation on the Board.
Again, I was privileged to be one of the group
which forged this consensus along with Dave
Lewis from CATCA and Gary Myers of IBEW.

The negotiations as we all know were
successful and NAV CANADA assumed
ownership, operation and control of the
Canadian air navigation system (ANS) at
midnight on October 31, 1996. At the time
some of us were not sure if it was a trick or a
treat!

given the many challenges it faced. And
challenges there were!
The privatization involved moving over 6,000
people out of a government department into a
private company overnight. The vast majority
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Throughout the
more than two
years leading up
to the transfer,
there were
thoughtful and
well-meaning
people who
wondered if
NAV CANADA
would ultimately
be successful
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of these people had never worked in the private
sector and all of them had been subject to a
wage freeze of five plus years, creating a major
labour relations challenge. All collective
agreements had to be renegotiated in two
years.
What about safety? Could a private company
be trusted to run such a safety sensitive
system?
The company had to finance the $1.5 billion
purchase price, establish investment grade
credit ratings and a capital markets platform to
fund ongoing needs while at the same time
establishing a structure and system of service
charges while the prior tax regime was phased
out. And could we reduce costs to our
customers while improving service levels?
There were major technology issues. Most of
the air traffic management (ATM) systems and
communication, navigation and surveillance
(CNS) systems were old and in need of
replacement. The CAATS project was in
serious trouble from the points of view of costs,
schedule and functionality… the only things
that mattered for this kind of an undertaking!
The company also inherited a significant
staffing shortage within the air traffic controller
ranks, and it needed to rapidly stand up all new
corporate services such as finance, human
resources, information management,

commercial relations and
the new office of safety
and quality.
There was also concern
about an overall
existential threat to the
company. Could this new,
unproven entity, with no
government support,
manage and survive the
inevitable future shocks
be they economic,
geo-political or both?
After all, there were no
private ANSP’s anywhere
in the world and the only
“corporatized” one, New
Zealand, was a crown
corporation. Many thought that only the deep
pockets of government could cope with such
dire circumstances.
As we reflect today on all of those challenges,
we should be extremely proud of what we have
accomplished.
The safety red herring has been laid to rest.
The five-year rate of losses of separation
between IFR aircraft is half of that while in
government. Successful modernization
programs have given NAV CANADA people
better and safer tools to work with. Safety
oversight has been enhanced by separating the
regulator and the operator. NAV CANADA

was the first ANS to introduce non-punitive
reporting or “just culture” as it is called today. I
am convinced that safety is everybody’s job
every day at NAV CANADA and our results
show it. International safety benchmarking
studies show us leading the world.
All of our major ATM and CNS systems have
been replaced or are about to be. CAATS was
turned around and is now a world-leading flight
data processing system. Numerous physical
facilities have been replaced. Technology
development was brought in-house resulting in
better products, faster and at lower costs.
NAV CANADA and our people are world
leaders in ATM science. We export our
products around the
world.
Our labour relations
climate is constructive
and productive. There is
mutual respect on both
sides and a genuine
attempt made by all
parties to find solutions.
Our employee population
is smaller but I believe
more engaged and doing
more meaningful work.
Statistics Canada data
from 2012 indicates that
a large majority of
NAV CANADA
employees are in the top
10% of wage earners in
Canada.
We have maintained AA
credit ratings throughout
our entire history. Our
Continued on Page 3
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We did it by
acknowledging that our
true shareholders are our
customers as they are the
only people who really are
putting money at risk. We
did it by creating value for
them in safety, service and
cost efficiency.
We did it by putting the
company first.
You did it and I applaud
each and every one of you,
past and present. I could
never adequately express
my thanks to all of you.
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corporate bonds trade at the lowest spreads to
government bonds of any private corporation.
When we issue new debt the demand for it
routinely exceeds supply by two or three times.
Service levels to our customers have
dramatically improved and it is unusual to have
significant delays in the system attributable to
NAV CANADA. The charges our customers
pay to us are now about 35% less than the rate
of inflation over the last 19 years. We have not
had a rate increase in 11 years. Our debt profile
is declining. We finance our capital spending
out of cash flow.
Capital spending at NAV CANADA is half of
that spent when in government and we get
three times the product twice as fast. Our own
people build the systems in integrated teams
– a world first in our business.

course to 9/11 and its aftermath (SARS, airline
insolvencies), and the more recent worldwide
financial crisis, the worst since the great
depression of the 1930’s. In this latter crisis we
managed through it without raising our charges
while at the same time continuing to introduce
world-leading ATM technology.
How did we accomplish all of this? We did it by
working together and never losing faith in the
belief that there was a better way.
We did it by respecting each other and
recognizing each of our unique talents and
contributions.

I am now retiring as your
President and CEO and to
say that I am proud of
what all of you have
accomplished would be an
understatement of
monumental proportions.
You have made
NAV CANADA the most respected ANS in the
world and others are beginning to emulate us,
the sincerest form of flattery.
My heartfelt hope and wish is that the next 20
years are as good as the first, to thee I throw
the torch.
Bon Voyage!

Ottawa
December 2015

We are founding partners in Aireon with
Iridium Communications in what I believe is
the largest innovation in our business in two
generations – spaced based ADS-B. This will
provide real-time surveillance over the entire
globe with huge safety benefits and remarkable
flight efficiencies which will save our
customers literally billions of dollars in fuel and
time.
We survived two historic international crises
with flying colours and without asking the
government for assistance and with no
diminution in safety or service. I am referring of
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