Why Cold-Weather Readiness Is
a Due Diligence Requirement

In Canada, winter 1is not an external disruption to work.
It is the work environment for a significant part of the
year.

Yet many Canadian employers still treat winter emergencies as
unpredictable interruptions rather than foreseeable workplace
hazards. Snowstorms, deep freezes, ice accumulation, power
outages, transportation shutdowns, and cold stress are
not surprises north of the 49th parallel. From a regulatory
perspective, conditions are expected that must be planned
for, trained on, and practiced.

In 2026, Canadian OHS enforcement makes one thing clear. If a
winter-related incident occurs and the employer
cannot demonstrate that workers and supervisors were prepared
through drills or exercises, the organization will struggle
to establish due diligence.

Winter emergency drills are no longer a "best practice." In
Canada, they are increasingly part of what inspectors and
courts expect to see when assessing whether an employer took
every reasonable precaution.

Why Winter Emergencies Are Treated


https://ohsinsider.com/why-cold-weather-readiness-is-a-due-diligence-requirement/
https://ohsinsider.com/why-cold-weather-readiness-is-a-due-diligence-requirement/

as Foreseeable Hazards in Canada

Canadian occupational health and safety law does not carve out
exceptions for weather. Across provinces and territories,
employers have a general duty to protect workers from
foreseeable hazards. Winter conditions meet that definition
easily.

Slips on ice, cold stress, impaired visibility, frozen
equipment, delayed emergency response, and isolation risks are
all well documented in Canadian incident data. Because these
risks are known, regulators expect employers to address them
proactively.

When a winter incident is investigated, inspectors do not
focus on how severe the storm was. They focus on what the
employer did before it arrived. That includes whether winter
hazards were 1identified, whether workers were
trained on winter response procedures, and whether those
procedures were ever tested in practice.

Drills are one of the clearest indicators that winter
preparedness moved beyond paperwork.

A Common Enforcement Story After a
Winter Injury

A scenario that plays out repeatedly across Canada looks like
this.

A manufacturing facility continues operations during a cold
snap following heavy snowfall. Ice builds up in outdoor work
areas and along pedestrian routes. A worker slips while moving
between buildings and suffers a serious injury.

The employer produces a winter safety policy. Salt is
stored onsite. Supervisors were expected to "monitor



conditions." But when inspectors ask whether winter emergency
procedures were practiced or whether supervisors were trained
to make stop-work decisions during severe conditions, there 1is
no evidence.

No drills. No exercises. No documented testing of the plan.

From an enforcement perspective, the issue is not that winter
happened. The issue is that the employer relied on informal
judgment rather than structured preparation. That distinction
often drives the outcome of orders, penalties, or
prosecutions.

What Winter Emergency Drills Prove
Under Canadian Due Diligence

Canadian due diligence is built on three pillars:
anticipation, prevention, and response. Winter emergency
drills sit squarely in the response pillar, but they also
reinforce the first two.

When drills are conducted and documented, they show that the
employer anticipated winter risks, communicated expectations,
and verified that people knew what to do when conditions
deteriorated. They demonstrate that supervisors understood
their authority, that workers knew reporting procedures, and
that emergency measures were realistic.

Inspectors look for evidence that systems were tested under
conditions that resemble real work. Winter drills provide that
evidence.

Without them, winter plans often appear theoretical. Courts
and regulators are clear that written plans alone do
not establish due diligence if they were never put into
practice.



The Canadian Legal Context
Employers Often Overlook

Few Canadian statutes explicitly say "conduct winter emergency
drills." This leads some employers to assume drills are
optional. In reality, they flow directly from existing legal
obligations.

Provincial OHS acts require employers to take every reasonable
precaution in the circumstances to protect workers. In a
Canadian winter, cold-related emergencies are part of those
circumstances. Federally regulated employers are required
to implement hazard prevention programs and emergency
procedures that reflect the conditions in which work 1is
performed.

Regulators such as the Ontario Ministry of Labour, WorkSafeBC,
and other provincial authorities routinely assess whether
emergency procedures are known, practiced, and supervised.
Where winter hazards are present, failure to drill weakens an
employer's position quickly.

In enforcement terms, drills are how employers show that
preparation was real, not assumed.

Why Written Winter Plans Are Not
Enough

Many Canadian workplaces already have winter safety
procedures. The challenge 1is not policy creation. It 1is
operational readiness.

Winter introduces constraints that paper plans cannot fully
capture. Communication delays during storms. Reduced staffing.
Frozen doors or exits. Equipment failures in extreme cold.
Transportation disruptions that prevent normal evacuation or
emergency response.



Drills surface these realities in a controlled way. They
reveal whether supervisors can make timely decisions, whether
workers understand shelter-in-place or shutdown procedures,
and whether emergency supplies are accessible when conditions
worsen.

From a regulatory standpoint, identifying these issues during
a drill strengthens due diligence. Discovering them during an
incident undermines 1it.

Designing Winter Emergency Drills
for Canadian Workplaces

Effective winter drills reflect the actual risks workers face
in their environment. A downtown office, a construction site,
a logistics yard, and a remote worksite will all face
different winter scenarios.

In Canada, realistic drill scenarios often include sudden
temperature drops, heavy snow accumulation, freezing rain,
loss of power or heat, limited access to emergency services,
and transportation disruptions. The goal 1is not to
simulate disaster. It is to observe how decisions are made
when winter conditions interfere with normal operations.

Supervisors are central to this process.
Inspectors frequently focus on whether supervisors understood
when to stop work, how to communicate hazards, and how to
escalate concerns. A drill that tests supervisory judgment
carries far more weight than one that simply moves people
through a checklist.

Worker Involvement Strengthens the
Internal Responsibility System

Canadian OHS systems rely heavily on worker participation.



Winter emergency drills are an effective way to reinforce that
principle.

Workers often know where winter hazards develop first. They
know which walkways ice over, which doors freeze, and which
tasks become unsafe in extreme cold. Drills provide a
structured way to capture that knowledge and incorporate it
into controls.

From an enforcement perspective, worker
involvement demonstrates that hazard identification and
emergency planning were not imposed unilaterally. It shows
that the internal responsibility system was active, not
symbolic.

Documentation: Turning Drills into
Defensible Evidence

One of the most common gaps in Canadian workplaces is poor
documentation of drills. Drills that are not recorded rarely
help an employer during an inspection or investigation.

Documentation does not need to be complex. Inspectors look for
clarity. When the drill occurred. Who participated. What
scenario was tested. What issues were identified. What
corrective actions were taken.

Follow-up matters. A drill that identifies gaps but leads to
no changes can weaken an employer's position. Evidence that
issues were corrected reinforces the argument that the
employer acted reasonably in the circumstances.

Canadian Jurisdictional
Expectations That Matter in Winter



Preparedness

While winter risk is treated consistently across Canada,
enforcement emphasis varies slightly by jurisdiction.

e e . Winter-Related i
Jurisdiction ] Practical Impact
Expectation
Employers
General duty to POy .
must anticipate and
_ take every _
Ontario manage winter hazards
reasonable .
, through training and
precaution. .
supervision.
Risk-based Failure to control known
British enforcement and winter hazards can result
Columbia administrative in significant
penalties. penalties.
Hazard assessment ,
and worker Cold-related risks must
Alberta be assessed and workers
competency _ _
, trained accordingly.
requirements.
Formal hazard
prevention and Winter emergencies must
Federal emergency be integrated into final,
preparedness documented programs.
programs.

Across jurisdictions, the pattern is the same. Winter hazards
are not treated as unavoidable. They are treated as manageable
risks.

Common Failures Seen After Winter
Incidents in Canada

Post-incident investigations often reveal familiar weaknesses.
Supervisors uncertain about stop-work authority.



Workers wunclear on reporting procedures. Emergency
supplies inaccessible or insufficient. No evidence that winter
response was ever practiced.

These failures rarely reflect indifference. They reflect
assumptions. Assumptions that winter experience equals
preparedness. In 2025-26, those assumptions do not align with
enforcement reality.

Integrating Winter Drills into Normal Operations

The most defensible Canadian employers do not treat winter
drills as one-off events. They integrate them into seasonal
planning and broader emergency preparedness.

Conducting a drill at the start of
winter establishes expectations. Refreshing or revisiting
it mid-season accounts for changing conditions and workforce
turnover. Reviewing outcomes with supervisors and workers
ensures that lessons translate into action.

From a due diligence standpoint, this demonstrates ongoing
attention, not reactive compliance.

Winter Emergency Drills and
Canadian Due Diligence

Winter emergencies test systems in ways that routine
operations do not. They expose gaps, magnify small failures,
and remove margins for error.

Conducting winter emergency drills shows that the employer
recognized those risks and verified preparedness through
practice. When something does go wrong, that distinction
matters. It often determines whether enforcement focuses on
improvement or punishment.

In Canadian workplaces, winter is predictable. Preparedness



must be too.



