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Overview of CNESST (Mandate, History, and Scope)

The Commission des normes, de I'équité, de la santé et de la sécurité du travail (CNESST) is the
primary agency responsible for administering and enforcing Quebec's labour laws (Source:

frwikipedia.org). It was created on January 1, 2016 through the merger of three bodies — the Labour
Standards Commission (CNT), the Pay Equity Commission (CES), and the Workplace Health & Safety
Commission (CSST) (Source: cnesst.gouv.qc.ca). This consolidation brought labor standards, pay equity,
and occupational health and safety under one roof, making CNESST a "one-stop” organization covering

labour standards (normes du travail), pay equity, occupational health and safety (OHS), and
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workers’ compensation in Quebec (Source: frwikipedia.org)(Source: cnesst.gouv.gc.ca). In effect,

CNESST promotes workers' and employers' rights and obligations and ensures compliance with a broad
range of employment laws (Source: frwikipedia.org).

Mandate and Laws: CNESST's mission is to uphold fair and equitable working conditions. It oversees the
enforcement of key Quebec laws, including: the Act Respecting Labour Standards (Loi sur les normes du
travail, enacted 1980) which sets minimum employment conditions (Source: cnesst.gouv.gc.ca)(Source:

cnesst.gouv.gc.ca); the Pay Equity Act (Loi sur I'équité salariale, 1996) to eliminate wage discrimination

based on gender (Source: cnesst.gouv.gc.ca); the Act Respecting Occupational Health and Safety (Loi

sur la santé et la sécurité du travail, 1979) focusing on workplace injury prevention (Source:
cnesst.gouv.qgc.ca); and the Act Respecting Industrial Accidents and Occupational Diseases (Loi sur les

accidents du travail et les maladies professionnelles, 1985) which establishes the no-fault workers'
compensation system (Source: cnesst.gouv.gc.ca). Through these and related regulations, CNESST
serves as the central authority for virtually all workplace standards, safety and compensation

matters in Quebec.

Structure: CNESST is a public agency with a tripartite governance approach - its board includes
representatives of workers and employers in equal measure, plus government-appointed members

(Source: frwikipedia.org). With thousands of staff and inspectors, CNESST carries out education,
prevention, inspection, and adjudication functions across the province. lts services and documentation

are primarily_in French, but key information is available in English to help businesses and workers

understand their rights and duties (Source: cnesst.gouv.qc.ca)(Source: cnesst.gouv.qc.ca). Notably, the

CNESST website itself is an extensive resource on labour standards, pay equity and OHS, though it
cautions that the official statutes prevail in case of any discrepancies (Source: cnesst.gouv.gc.ca).

In summary, CNESST's scope is comprehensive: it sets and enforces minimum employment conditions
(wages, hours, leave, etc.), oversees workplace health and safety (including accident prevention and
inspections), administers compensation for work injuries, and ensures pay equity. For a small business
owner in Quebec, CNESST is the key regulator you must engage with to meet your legal obligations
toward employees.

Legal Obligations of Small Business Employers under CNESST

All employers in Quebec - including small businesses — have important legal obligations under the laws
administered by CNESST. In practice, if you hire even one employee, you come under CNESST's
jurisdiction and must take certain steps to comply (Source: cfib-fcei.ca). Below is an overview of a small
employer's main duties:
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e Registering with CNESST: Every new employer with at least one full- or part-time worker must

register with CNESST for workers' compensation coverage. This registration should be completed

within 60 days of the first employee’s first day of work (Source: cfib-fcei.ca). (Failing to register can
lead to retroactive premiums and penalties, discussed later.) Once registered, CNESST assigns your
business an industry classification and a corresponding premium rate for workplace injury insurance
(Source: cfib-fcei.ca).

e Contributing to the Insurance Fund: Small businesses are required to pay insurance premiums

(assessments) to fund the workers'’ compensation system. Premiums are usually remitted
periodically (often monthly or quarterly alongside payroll source deductions to Revenu Québec) and
are based on your insurable payroll and risk category(Source: cfib-fcei.ca). You must also file an
annual Statement of Wages by March 14 each year, confirming your payroll for the previous year
(Source: cfib-fcei.ca)(Source: cfib-fcei.ca).

¢ Labour Standards Compliance: Employers must ensure that working conditions meet or exceed
the minimum standards set by the Act Respecting Labour Standards. These standards cover wages
(e.g. at least minimum wage), work hours and overtime, statutory holidays, vacation and leaves,

termination notice, and other basic conditions (Source: cnesst.gouv.gc.ca). No employer (even a very
small one) is exempt from these minimum standards, aside from a few specific categories of workers
defined in the law.

¢ Workplace Health & Safety: Every employer has a general duty to provide a safe and healthy
workplace under the Act Respecting Occupational Health and Safety. This means identifying and
correcting hazards, training employees on safe methods, providing necessary protective equipment,
and complying with safety regulations (Source: myshyft.com). Even small businesses must take
preventive actions and report workplace injuries or incidents to CNESST promptly (Source:
myshyft.com). We discuss specific OHS requirements in a later section.

e Pay Equity (if applicable): Employers who reach 10 or more employees are legally required to
comply with the Pay Equity Act, which involves evaluating and correcting wage disparities between
jobs traditionally held by men and women (more details below) (Source: educaloi.qc.ca)(Source:
educaloi.gc.ca). While businesses with fewer than 10 employees are not obliged to conduct a pay
equity exercise, all employers are prohibited from gender-based wage discrimination, and smaller
employers' workers can still file complaints if they believe pay equity rights are violated (Source:

cnesst.gouv.qc.ca).

¢ Information and Posting Obligations: Employers must inform employees of their rights by, for
example, posting the CNESST “Normes du travail” poster outlining basic labour rights in a visible
spot. Employers should also have required policies in place (e.g. a harassment prevention policy) and
provide copies or make them accessible to staff.
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e Cooperation with CNESST: Employers are expected to cooperate during any CNESST inspections,
investigations or inquiries. This includes providing documents (like payroll records, injury logs) and
not obstructing inspectors. Employers must also not retaliate against workers for exercising their
rights (such as filing a complaint or reporting an accident) — reprisal is illegal, as will be discussed
under employee rights.

In essence, small business owners in Quebec must treat CNESST compliance as a core part of
operating their business, much like paying taxes. You need to register and pay into the system, adhere
to labour standards in daily management of staff, maintain a safe workplace, and keep up with paperwork
and policy requirements. The following sections delve deeper into these areas.

Labour Standards in Quebec: Minimum Workplace Standards
(Normes du travail)

Quebec's labour standards law (Loi sur les normes du travail, often called “normes du travail”) sets out
the minimum conditions of employment that all employers must respect. The CNESST administers and
enforces these standards. According to CNESST, the Act covers “wages, holidays and leaves, notices of
termination and remedies available to an employee,” among other conditions (Source: cnesst.gouv.gc.ca).

Small businesses are not exempt from these rules — they apply to virtually all employees, whether full-
time or part-time, with only limited exclusions (such as certain trainees or managers defined by law).

Key labour standards that small business owners should be aware of include:

e Minimum Wage: Employers must pay at least the provincial minimum wage. The minimum wage is
set by the Quebec government and adjusted annually; CNESST supervises its application (Source:
cnesst.gouv.gc.ca). (As an example, in May 2023 the general minimum wage rose to $15.25/hour,

though employers should check CNESST's site for the current rate (Source: cnesst.gouv.qc.ca).)

Tipped employees have a slightly lower minimum wage, and there are special rules for some
categories (like raspberry pickers), but generally no one can be paid below the mandated minimum.
Employers also cannot use room, board, or tips to undercut an employee's wages below minimum

wage (Source: cnesst.gouv.qc.ca)(Source: cnesst.gouv.gc.ca).

e Work Hours and Overtime: The standard work week in Quebec is 40 hours for most industries —
beyond 40 hours, the employee is typically entitled to overtime pay at least 1.5 times their regular
wage (Source: cnesst.gouv.qc.ca). (Certain sectors have a different threshold, e.g. 44 hours for

security guards (Source: cnesst.gouv.gc.ca).) Employers can't refuse to pay required overtime rates.
Additionally, employees are generally entitled to rest periods: a minimum of 32 consecutive hours
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off each week and a daily rest period (11 hours between shifts, with some exceptions). Meal breaks
(unpaid 30 minutes) are required after 5 hours of work. Small businesses must schedule and
compensate hours in accordance with these rules.

¢ Vacations and Annual Leave: Workers earn annual vacation based on their length of service. By
law, after one year of continuous service an employee earns a minimum of two weeks of vacation
time with pay (equal to 4% of their annual wages). After three years with the same employer, the
entitlement increases — since 2019, employees with 3+ years service get three weeks of vacation
with pay (6% of annual wages) (Source: educaloi.gc.ca)(Source: educaloi.qc.ca). Employers must
ensure employees take their vacation or pay out any unused vacation when employment ends
(Source: cnesst.gouv.gc.ca)(Source: cnesst.gouv.gc.ca). Vacation time should be consecutive unless

the employee agrees to split it, and the Quebec National Holiday (June 24) has special rules if it falls
during vacation (Source: cnesst.gouv.gc.ca).

¢ Statutory Holidays: Quebec has 8 statutory holidays (also called public holidays) per year, plus
the Quebec National Holiday (St. Jean Baptiste Day on June 24) which is governed by a separate
law (Source: cnesst.gouv.qgc.ca). These include New Year's Day, Good Friday or Easter Monday,
Journée des patriotes (May), Canada Day, Labour Day, Thanksgiving, Christmas, etc., as well as June

24. Employees are generally entitled to a paid day off on these holidays or a compensatory day off or
indemnity if they have to work. As a small employer, you must pay the statutory holiday pay
according to the formula in the Act and ensure employees who qualify receive the benefit.

¢ Leaves of Absence: Quebec offers a variety of leaves for employees, which small businesses must
honor. For example, sick leave — employees with 3 months of uninterrupted service are entitled to 2
paid sick days per year, and can take up to 26 weeks unpaid for an extended illness/injury (Source:
myshyft.com). Family and parental leaves are generous: maternity leave (up to 18 weeks), paternity
leave for fathers (5 weeks), parental or adoption leave (up to 65 weeks) — these are generally unpaid
by the employer but job-protected, and income benefits are provided through Quebec's parental
insurance plan. Employers cannot terminate or penalize someone for taking legally-authorized
maternity/paternity/parental leave (Source: myshyft.com). There are also bereavement leave
provisions (paid days for immediate family member's death, plus additional unpaid days) (Source:
myshyft.com), family care leave, and even obligations to accommodate certain absences (e.g. jury
duty or annual military reserve training). As a small business, it's important to plan for employee
absences — you must allow the leave and reinstate the employee afterward in the same or equivalent
position.

e Termination and Layoff Rules: Labour standards also regulate termination of employment. If you
terminate an employee (who has at least 3 months of service) without serious cause, you must give
advance notice of termination or pay in lieu. The notice period ranges from 1 week (for 3 months to
1 year of service) up to 8 weeks (for 10+ years of service). Group layoffs of 10 or more employees in a
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short period have additional requirements (such as notice to the Minister and a mandated joint
reclassification committee if 50+ employees are affected (Source: nortonrosefulbright.com) — though

very small businesses may never hit that threshold). It's also prohibited to dismiss an employee with
2+ years of service without “good and sufficient cause” — such an employee can file a complaint for

unjust dismissal with CNESST within 45 days (Source: nortonrosefulbright.com), and if the
complaint is upheld by the Administrative Labour Tribunal, the employer could be ordered to
reinstate the employee with back pay (Source: nortonrosefulbright.com). In short, small employers

should approach terminations carefully and in compliance with these rules.

e Anti-Harassment and Non-Discrimination: Quebec law gives every employee the right to a
workplace free from psychological or sexual harassment. Employers must take reasonable
measures to prevent harassment and stop it if it occurs, and since June 2019 they are required to
adopt a written Anti-Harassment Policy and make it available to staff (Source: myshyft.com)
(Source: nortonrosefulbright.com). (This policy must define what constitutes harassment, provide a

process for reporting and handling complaints, etc.) Discrimination on prohibited grounds (race, sex,
religion, disability, etc.) is also forbidden under the Charter of Human Rights; CNESST will investigate
complaints of psychological harassment or discriminatory practices in employment. Small businesses
should institute clear policies and training in this area — not only to comply with the law but to foster a
healthy workplace.

e Equal Pay and Treatment: The labour standards prohibit differences in treatment of employees
solely based on factors like employment status or hiring date. For instance, as of recent
amendments, an employer generally cannot pay a new hire a lower rate or give fewer benefits just
because they were hired after others, if they perform the same work under similar conditions (this is
to prevent "orphan clause” disparities). Similarly, part-time and full-time employees doing the same
job should receive pro-rated equal treatment. Ensuring fairness helps avoid complaints to CNESST.

e Other Standards: The Act respecting labour standards includes many other provisions, such as
limits on child labor (minimum age and conditions for work by minors), requirements to provide
sufficient notice or compensation for work schedule changes, obligations to pay wages on time (and
by direct deposit if the employee requests), rules on meal and lodging deductions, special clothing (if
you require a uniform with your logo, you must provide it free of charge) (Source: cnesst.gouv.gc.ca),

and so on. One notable rule for all employers: you cannot deduct from an employee’s wages for
anything (equipment, damage, cash shortages, etc.) except what is allowed by law or expressly
consented in writing by the employee for a specific purpose (Source: cnesst.gouv.qgc.ca).

Unauthorized wage deductions or requiring employees to pay for business costs (like purchase of
tools that bring their wage below minimum) are violations of labour standards (Source:
cnesst.gouv.gc.ca).
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Enforcement: Employees who believe their labour standards rights were violated (e.g. not being paid
overtime, not receiving vacation pay, harassment by the boss, unjust firing, etc.) can file a complaint with
CNESST. The CNESST can investigate and, if the complaint is founded, order the employer to remedy the
situation (such as paying unpaid wages or reinstating a worker). In some cases, CNESST lawyers will
represent non-unionized employees free of charge in pursuing their claims or complaints (Source:
nortonrosefulbright.com). For a small business, this means you need to be diligent in meeting at least the

minimum standards — otherwise you could face legal action, orders to pay amounts owing, and even fines
(discussed later under penalties). Fortunately, CNESST provides plenty of guidance (guides, info sheets,
a telephone line) to help employers understand the labour standards; taking advantage of these
resources can ensure you stay on track with your obligations.

Occupational Health and Safety Requirements (OHS
Compliance)

In Quebec, occupational health and safety (OHS) is a critical area of employer responsibility, governed
by the Act Respecting Occupational Health and Safety (AOHS) and related regulations. CNESST is tasked
with ensuring workplaces comply with OHS standards and that work injuries are prevented. For a small
business, OHS compliance is not optional — every employer, no matter the size, must provide a safe
working environment and adopt preventative measures to protect workers.

General Duty of Safety: The cornerstone of OHS law is that employers must take necessary measures to
protect the health, safety and physical well-being of their workers. In practice, this means you should
identify hazards in your workplace and either eliminate or control them to prevent accidents (Source:
myshyft.com). For example, if you have a slippery floor, you must fix it or post warnings; if employees use
machinery, you must ensure proper guarding and lock-out procedures; if there are hazardous products,
you must provide WHMIS labels and training, etc. CNESST expects even small businesses to be proactive
about safety — prevention is key. Some core OHS requirements include:

e Workplace Hazard Prevention Program: Traditionally, only certain industries had to have formal
written prevention programs and joint safety committees (e.g. construction, manufacturing).
However, a recent modernization of the law is extending prevention obligations to all sectors over
time (Source: blakes.com). As of 2022, any establishment with 20 or more workers in a given year
must form a Health & Safety Committee and implement a written prevention program specific to that
workplace (Source: blakes.com)(Source: blakes.com). Smaller establishments and low-risk sectors
will also be brought into the prevention-program system according to new regulations (e.g. those
with 10-19 employees may need to designate a safety representative). For a small business just
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reaching these thresholds, it means you might need to create a basic OHS action plan and involve
your workers in safety discussions. Even if you have fewer than 10 employees, it's good practice to
have a safety checklist or routine.

¢ Training and Information: Employers must inform and train their workers about any work-related
risks and the safe methods to do the job. This can be informal tailgate training for a very small team
or more structured training sessions — what matters is that employees know how to work safely. For
instance, if you have employees lifting heavy items, train them on proper lifting techniques; if they
work at a computer, inform them about ergonomic postures. Safety training should be documented.
CNESST and various sector associations offer free or low-cost training resources suitable for small
enterprises.

e Personal Protective Equipment (PPE): Employers need to provide appropriate safety equipment
and ensure it's used. If a task requires safety glasses, gloves, hard hats, fall protection harnesses,
etc., the employer must supply these (usually at no cost to the employee) and train the worker on
proper use. A small business should assess what PPE is necessary in its operations and maintain it.
Remember that providing the gear isn’t enough — you must also enforce its use.

e First Aid: Quebec regulations require workplaces to have a certain number of first-aiders and first
aid kits, depending on staff count and risk. For example, a low-risk workplace with 1-50 workers

typically needs at least one employee trained in first aid on each shift (Source: cnesst.gouv.qc.ca).

CNESST provides a First Aid in the Workplace program, and approved training organizations offer the

required certification (Source: cnesst.gouv.gc.ca). As a small employer, ensure you have at least a
basic first aid kit on site and someone who knows how to use it. Also, any work accidents, even
minor, should be recorded in a register of accidents/first aid that CNESST can review (Source:
cnesst.gouv.gc.ca).

¢ Reporting Injuries and Incidents: If an accident or occupational disease occurs, employers have
duties to report and investigate. For serious accidents (those causing death or serious injury), you
must immediately inform CNESST, and an inspector will investigate. For any injury requiring medical
attention or causing an absence from work, the employer must fill out an Employer’s Notice to
CNESST (Avis de I'employeur) and submit it, typically within 5 days of being informed of the injury.
Additionally, the law requires that if a worker is injured and cannot work, the employer must pay the
worker for the day of the accident (100% of wages) and, for the next 14 days off work, pay
90% of the worker’s net wages(Source: cnesst.gouv.gc.ca). This is a unique rule in Quebec: the

employer essentially fronts the income replacement for the first 14 days of a work injury, after which
CNESST takes over payments (Source: cnesst.gouv.qc.ca). The CNESST will reimburse the employer

for those 14 days as long as the proper claim forms were submitted, even if the claim is later denied
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(Source: cnesst.gouv.gc.ca). It's crucial for small employers to promptly report injuries and comply
with this 14-day payment rule — not doing so can result in penalties and the worker not getting paid,

which harms morale and legal compliance.

¢ Right to Refuse Dangerous Work: Employees in Quebec have the right to refuse work if they have
reasonable cause to believe it presents a danger to their health or safety (or that of others). If a
worker refuses unsafe work, the employer must investigate with a safety representative (if any) and
remedy the hazard if it's confirmed. CNESST can be called if the situation isn't resolved. Small
businesses should take such refusals seriously and not punish the employee (reprisals are illegal).
Instead, fix the issue and only have the work resume once safe.

e Special Categories: Some specific OHS provisions apply depending on your workforce. For
example, pregnant or breastfeeding workers can request a preventive reassignment (known as
“Pour une maternité sans danger” program). With a doctor's note, a pregnant employee can be
reassigned to tasks without identified hazards, or if that's not possible, she must be given leave from
the hazardous work, with compensation from CNESST (Source: cnesst.gouv.gc.ca)(Source:

cnesst.gouv.gc.ca). Small businesses should be aware of this, especially in industries with physical or
chemical risks. Another example: if you employ young workers (under 18), there are restrictions on

what jobs and schedules they can work (no dangerous tasks for minors, and no work during school
hours if under 16, etc.).

e OHS Inspections and Compliance: CNESST can conduct inspections of your workplace,
sometimes randomly or in response to an accident/complaint. An inspector can enter the premises,
examine equipment and documents, and issue orders if they find violations of the OHS Act or its
regulations. As an employer, you must comply with any orders (e.g. to install a machine guard, to
provide training, or to cease using a dangerous chemical) within the timeframe given. Non-
compliance can lead to fines or even stop-work injunctions. For serious breaches or incidents,
CNESST may prosecute the employer under penal provisions of the law, which can result in hefty
fines (thousands of dollars) or, in extreme negligence cases, criminal charges under the Criminal
Code (often called the Westray or C-21 provisions). We will cover penalties more below, but the key
point is that maintaining a safe workplace not only protects your employees — it protects your
business from legal and financial harm.

Small business owners should not feel overwhelmed by OHS requirements. In fact, CNESST and various
employer associations provide resources tailored for small enterprises — for example, simplified “how to
manage OHS in your company” guides (Source: cnesst.gouv.gc.ca), sample prevention programs, and

free online training videos (Source: cnesst.gouv.gc.ca). Investing time in prevention pays off: it reduces

the chance of accidents (which can disrupt a small operation severely) and can even lower your CNESST
insurance premiums over time (Source: myshyft.com). A safe business is typically a more productive and
respected business.
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Registering with CNESST and Maintaining Compliance

One of the first CNESST obligations for any new small business employer is registration. Registering with
CNESST establishes your employer account for the purposes of workers' compensation coverage
(industrial injury insurance) and the assignment of your contribution (premium) rate. Here's what
small businesses need to know about the registration process and ongoing compliance tasks:

¢ Who Must Register: All businesses with at least one employee must register with CNESST (this
includes full-time, part-time, permanent, or temporary workers) (Source: cfib-fcei.ca). Even if you
hire just one person, or use certain types of contractors, registration is obligatory. Note that if you
hire a self-employed individual who works mainly for you and in a role similar to your employees (e.g.
a contractor working 420+ hours/year for you in your core business activities), CNESST may deem
them your “worker" as well, which would require you to cover them (Source: cfib-fcei.ca). It's safest
to consult CNESST if unsure about a worker's status.

¢ Timing of Registration: You are required to complete your registration no later than 60 days
after the first day your first worker starts work (Source: cfib-fcei.ca). (In practice, it's wise to register
as soon as you have employees, rather than waiting.) You can register online via the CNESST website
(the form is called "Demande d'inscription”) or by phone (Source: cfib-fcei.ca). CNESST will ask for
information about your business activities and estimated payroll.

e Classification and Premium Rate: Upon registration, CNESST will classify your business into a
specific industry unit based on the nature of your activities, and assign a corresponding
contribution rate (a percentage per $100 of payroll) (Source: cfib-fcei.ca). For example, a low-risk
office-based business might have a low rate (e.g. around $0.30 per $100), whereas a construction
trade business has a higher rate. CNESST will send you a Classification Decision letter stating your
unit and rate. As a small employer, if you feel the assigned classification doesn't accurately reflect
what you do, you have the right to request a review — you must do so within 30 days of receiving the
decision (Source: cfib-fcei.ca). (Only the classification can be appealed, not the numerical rate
itself.) It's important to get the classification right, as it affects your costs.

e Paying CNESST Contributions: Quebec is unique in that CNESST premiums are generally collected
through the provincial revenue agency. Once you're registered, you will make periodic payments to
Revenu Québec along with your source deductions (income tax, QPP, etc.) on the schedule
indicated (monthly or quarterly depending on your size) (Source: cnesst.gouv.gc.ca)(Source: cfib-

fcei.ca). CNESST will inform you of the due date for your first payment and the percentage rate. Each
time you remit, say, payroll withholdings, you will also include the CNESST premium amount. For
example, if your rate is $0.50 per $100 and you're paying $5,000 in wages for the period, your
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premium for that period is $25. Small employers often find it convenient that this is integrated with
other remittances. Do not forget to include CNESST in your remittances - failing to pay on time
can accrue interest and penalties just like a tax would.

e Annual Wage Statement: Every year, by mid-March (specifically March 14), employers must file the
Statement of Wages (Déclaration des salaires) for the previous calendar year (Source: cfib-
fcei.ca)(Source: cfib-fcei.ca). In this report, you declare the total insurable wages paid to your
workers, which CNESST uses to reconcile how much premium you should have paid. If you under-
paid via instalments, you'll need to pay a balance; if you over-paid, you get a credit/refund. The
Statement of Wages also updates CNESST on your headcount and can affect your classification or
rate in future. CNESST provides a guide to help fill this out (Source: cfib-fcei.ca). It is crucial to
submit this on time - late filing can trigger a penalty and interest on any amounts owing. For small
businesses with stable payroll, this is often a straightforward task, but make sure to include all
insurable earnings (including, for example, bonuses or the value of benefits, unless excluded) as
defined by CNESST.

e Maintaining Good Standing: Once registered, maintain your CNESST account in good standing
by: paying your premiums on schedule, filing the annual statement, and promptly informing CNESST
of any significant changes (like if you close the business, sell it, or your activities change materially).
If you close or sell, you must notify CNESST so they can close or transfer the account; otherwise, you
may remain liable for premiums. Also, keep your payroll records organized; CNESST can audit an
employer's payroll to verify the premiums.

¢ Failure to Register or Pay: CNESST takes non-compliance seriously. If you fail to register when you
should have, CNESST can retroactively bill you for all unpaid premiums since you hired your first
worker, plus apply penalties and interest for late payment (Source: cfib-fcei.ca). The penalty for not
registering within the 60-day window effectively treats it as if you missed required payments — for
instance, CNESST can charge 15% of the unpaid amounts (premiums that would have been due) and

interest on top (Source: cnesst.gouv.qgc.ca)(Source: cnesst.gouv.gc.ca). Additionally, not being
registered means your workers may not have coverage if an injury happens — which could expose you
to lawsuits (since the protective shield of workers’ comp might not apply). In short, don’t delay
registration. If you realize you overlooked it, it's better to voluntarily come forward and register late
than to wait until CNESST finds out; CNESST may waive some penalties if you self-correct (Source:
cfib-fcei.ca).

o Executive Officers and Coverage: One question common for small businesses is whether the
owners or directors need to be covered. In Quebec, business owners (executives/shareholders)
are not automatically covered by CNESST insurance if they do not fall under the definition of
"worker" (for example, a sole owner of a company who doesn’t draw a salary or is not on payroll
might not be mandatorily covered). However, CNESST offers the option for owners/officers to opt in
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for personal coverage(Source: cfib-fcei.ca). This can be useful - if you are a hands-on owner (say
you also perform work on the job site), opting in means if you get hurt, you can also receive
compensation benefits. It's voluntary, and you'd pay premiums on your earnings like any other
worker. Many small business owners choose to cover themselves for peace of mind, but the decision
may depend on your situation. If you opt not to cover yourself, you must explicitly declare yourself
exempt (for payroll purposes mark yourself as WCB/CNESST exempt so no premiums are remitted on
your earnings) (Source: help.paymentevolution.com).

e CNESST Online Services: CNESST provides online portals (for example, “Mon Espace”) where
employers can manage many of these tasks: file the wage statement, track their account, get their
documents, etc. (Source: cnesst.gouv.qc.ca). Although much of the interface is in French, it's worth

using to simplify compliance. Keeping up with CNESST communications (such as the annual
classification notice and any newsletters) will help ensure you don’t miss changes or deadlines.

By staying organized and proactive, a small business can handle CNESST administrative requirements
with relative ease. Register early, pay on time, and keep accurate payroll records - these habits will
keep you in good standing.

Workplace Injuries and Compensation: CNESST's Role in Claims
and Premiums

Despite best efforts at prevention, workplace injuries or occupational diseases can still occur. When they
do, CNESST acts as the workers’' compensation insurer, providing income replacement and medical
benefits to the injured worker while shielding the employer from lawsuits. It's essential for small
businesses to understand how the compensation system works and their role in it:

¢ No-Fault Compensation System: Quebec, like other provinces, has a no-fault workers’
compensation system. This means an employee who suffers a work-related injury or iliness is
generally entitled to benefits regardless of fault — they don't need to sue the employer or prove
negligence. In fact, by law, once an injury is covered by the workers' compensation regime (the Act
Respecting Industrial Accidents and Occupational Diseases), the CNESST has exclusive
jurisdiction over the claim and the worker cannot sue the employer in civil court for damages
(Source: stikeman.com). This “historic compromise” benefits both sides: injured workers get swift
benefits, and employers are protected from potentially crippling lawsuits. As a small business owner,
you can usually rest assured that an employee's work injury will be handled within the CNESST
system, not in court.

¢ Injury Reporting and Claim Filing: When an injury happens, there are a few steps for claims:
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1. The worker should notify the employer as soon as possible and see a doctor. The doctor will
produce a medical report (medical certificate) describing the injury and time off work needed.

2. The employer must complete the "Employer’s Notice and Claim" (Avis et demande du
remboursement de I'employeur) and send it to CNESST, typically within 5 days of the injury or of
being informed (Source: cnesst.gouv.gc.ca). This form notifies CNESST of the accident and also

serves as the employer’s claim for reimbursement of the first 14 days’ payments. CNESST has an
online or PDF form for this (often in French, but with guides available).

3. The worker should also fill out a "Worker's Claim" form (worker's notice) to formally claim
benefits if the injury stops them from working >14 days or has costs.

In practice, if an injury is minor and no more than 14 days off work are needed, some workers choose
not to file a CNESST claim at all (since the employer pays those days directly). However, it's often
wise to file anyway in case complications arise later. As an employer, you should encourage honest
and timely reporting of injuries — this helps ensure the worker gets proper treatment and that you
fulfill your obligations. Remember, the day of the accident is paid 100% by you, and the next 14 days
at 90% of net salary must be paid by you as the “income replacement indemnity for the first 14
days”(Source: cnesst.gouv.qgc.ca). You are entitled to get this money back from CNESST, but only if

you file the notice/claim.

e CNESST Benefits to Workers: After the initial period, if the worker is still unable to work, CNESST
will pay the worker an income replacement indemnity (IRI) equal to 90% of their net income (net
income is essentially gross wage minus taxes and other deductions, up to an annual maximum

insurable earnings cap) (Source: cnesst.gouv.qc.ca)(Source: cnesst.gouv.qc.ca). This bi-weekly

payment continues until the worker recovers or reaches maximum medical recovery. CNESST also
covers medical expenses related to the injury: doctor visits, hospital, medication, physiotherapy,
etc. It can fund rehabilitation programs to help the worker recover and return to work. In the case of
permanent impairment, there may be lump-sum payments or long-term pensions. If, tragically, a
worker dies from a work accident, CNESST provides death benefits to the dependents. All these
benefits are administered by CNESST's compensation arm.

For the employer, these benefits mean that you do not directly pay the worker's wages after day 14,
nor the medical bills — CNESST takes care of it from its accident fund (which is financed by all
employers' premiums). This is a relief for small businesses that could not afford such costs on their
own. Important: While CNESST is paying benefits, you as the employer should stay in
communication with both the worker and CNESST. You have an obligation to reinstate the worker in
their job or an equivalent job when they're medically able to return, within certain timeframes (the
right to reinstatement is generally protected for up to 1 or 2 years after the injury, depending on the
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case). Bill 59 (2021) even strengthened the presumption in favor of re-employing injured workers
beyond those time limits, unless the employer can show undue hardship (Source: blakes.com). So
maintaining a good relationship and planning for the worker's return are wise.

e Premiums and Incident Impact: Your CNESST premium rate can be affected by your claims
history. Quebec’s system sets a base rate for your industry, but for sufficiently large employers, an
experience-rating system (called “personalized rates”) adjusts premiums based on their own
accident cost record. Very small employers are usually classed in a “unit rate” with no experience
adjustment, but once an employer’s payroll or size crosses a threshold, their accidents can cause
surcharges or rebates. Even for small firms, severe claims can sometimes lead to surcharge
adjustments or being moved into a different risk category. In any case, preventing accidents is
financially beneficial: CNESST reports that safer workplaces often enjoy stable or lower premium
rates over time, whereas those with frequent or costly injuries may see rate increases (Source:
myshyft.com)(Source: myshyft.com). Additionally, CNESST has a program allowing “mutual groups”
of smaller employers to band together to pool their risk and benefit from collective good
performance — member companies in a prevention mutual share in rebates or costs as a group
(Source: nortonrosefulbright.com). Joining such a group (often organized by industry associations or

chambers of commerce) can be a strategy for a small business to manage premium volatility and get
support in improving safety.

e Return-to-Work and Rehabilitation: CNESST encourages safe and early return-to-work for injured
employees. As an employer, you may propose a temporary assignment - light or modified duties
the worker can do while recovering, if their doctor approves. The 2021 legislative changes now
require employers to use a specific CNESST form to propose temporary assignments and clarify
whether it's full wage or partial (Source: stikeman.com)(Source: stikeman.com). If you can provide
suitable work within the employee’s limitations, it can help them stay active and reduce claim costs
(which is positive for both the worker and your claims experience). CNESST may cover some
rehabilitation costs or even provide grants for worksite modifications to accommodate an injured
worker. Small businesses should not dismiss the idea of accommodating an injured worker — aside
from legal obligations, it can retain a valued employee and avoid the need to hire and train a
replacement.

¢ Fraud Prevention and Fairness: While relatively rare, CNESST does monitor for fraudulent claims.
As an employer, if you suspect a claim is false or an employee is misrepresenting their condition, you
can notify CNESST and provide any evidence. CNESST has inspectors and a medical evaluation
bureau to assess questionable cases. However, be cautious: legitimate injuries come in many forms
(including "invisible" ones like soft-tissue injuries or psychological injuries), and disputing a claim
without basis can strain employee relations and waste energy. It's usually best to cooperate and
provide factual information to CNESST; if you truly disagree with a CNESST decision (for example,
accepting a claim you contested, or the level of benefits awarded), you have the right to contest
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that decision through CNESST's Administrative Review and ultimately the Tribunal administratif du
travail (TAT). Employers can appeal decisions on matters like claim acceptance, cost allocation, etc.,
within prescribed timelines (usually 30 days for a review request) (Source: educaloi.gc.ca). In
complex cases, involving legal counsel or your employer association may help.

In summary, CNESST's workers’' compensation system is both a protection and a responsibility. The
protection is that your workers are insured for work injuries and you won't face lawsuits; the responsibility
is that you must promptly report injuries, do your part in the claims process (14-day payments, re-
employment, etc.), and pay the premiums that fund the system. Many small business owners find comfort
in knowing CNESST "has their back” if an accident happens, allowing them and the injured employee to
focus on recovery rather than litigation.

Inspections, Enforcement, and Penalties for Non-Compliance

CNESST not only sets rules — it also enforces them. Small businesses should be aware that non-
compliance with labour standards, safety requirements, or compensation obligations can lead to
investigations and sanctions. Here's how CNESST ensures employers follow the law, and what happens if
you don't:

¢ Inspections and Investigations: CNESST has a cadre of inspectors for both the labour standards
side and the OHS side. Labour standards investigations are often triggered by employee
complaints. For instance, if a worker files a complaint about unpaid wages, harassment, or unjust
dismissal, CNESST will investigate the claim. Inspectors may review your payroll records,
employment contracts, and policies. They can also conduct random audits or inspections of
workplaces to check compliance (this is less common for labour standards, but possible). According
to one comprehensive guide, “the CNESST can investigate businesses for suspected labour
standards breaches, usually triggered by employee complaints or random inspections. If violations
are found, employers may face fines, administrative sanctions, or orders to pay unpaid wages or
damages.”(Source: myshyft.com). Occupational health and safety inspections can occur
unannounced. If an inspector shows up at your small business, they will have official ID and will
explain the purpose (e.g. routine inspection, follow-up on an accident, a complaint of unsafe
conditions, etc.). They have the power to take photographs, sample substances, question
employees, and demand documents. As an employer, you must cooperate — obstructing an inspector

is an offense.

e Orders and Compliance Measures: If a CNESST inspector finds non-compliance, they can issue
remedial orders. For example, an OHS inspector might issue an order to install proper ventilation if
your workshop has airborne dust above limits, or a labour standards officer might order you to pay an
employee for overtime that was improperly unpaid. Typically, the inspector will give a deadline to
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comply. Sometimes, for imminent danger, an inspector can issue a stop-work order (cessation of
activities) until a serious hazard is corrected. Inspectors’ reports might also be used as evidence in
any subsequent legal proceedings.

¢ Monetary Administrative Penalties: In recent years, CNESST gained the ability to impose some
administrative fines (like tickets) for certain violations, especially in health and safety matters.
These can be on-the-spot fines for things like not having required protective equipment or failing to
post mandatory information. The amounts might range from a few hundred to a few thousand dollars
depending on the infraction and size of business.

¢ Penal Prosecutions (Fines): For more serious or willful violations, CNESST can refer the case for
penal prosecution (similar to a misdemeanor charge). Quebec’s labour laws specify fines for
offenses. For example, violating the Pay Equity Act can lead to fines — employers with 100 or more
employees can be fined up to $45,000 for a first offense, with fines doubling for repeat
offenses(Source: nortonrosefulbright.com). Smaller employers (e.g. under 50 employees) face lower

maximum fines (in the thousands of dollars range) for pay equity violations, but still substantial.
Under the Labour Standards Act, if you don't comply with an order or if you take reprisals against an
employee, you could face fines generally ranging from about $600 up to $6,000 (and higher for
repeat). The OHS Act historically had fine ranges depending on the provision — these were
significantly increased by the 2021 modernization. Now, an employer (as a legal person) can face
fines that in some cases reach tens or even hundreds of thousands of dollars for a serious offense
(for instance, if a small company is found grossly negligent in a fatal accident, fines can be very
steep). Moreover, directors or owners of a company can personally be fined if they assent to or
acquiesce in the company's offense — making compliance a personal matter too (Source:
nortonrosefulbright.com).

e Criminal Negligence: Outside of CNESST's purview but worth noting - if an employer’s negligence
causes a worker's death or serious injury, Canadian criminal law (Bill C-45 amendments) allows for
criminal charges. This is rare and typically applies to egregious cases (and larger firms), but small
business owners should be aware that willfully ignoring safety to the point of criminal negligence is a
separate risk.

e Orders to Pay and Legal Action: On the labour standards front, one of CNESST's key enforcement
tools is to recover money owed to employees. If an investigation finds you owe wages, overtime,
vacation pay, etc., CNESST can issue a payment order. If you don't comply, CNESST can take civil
action on the employee’s behalf to recover the amounts(Source: nortonrosefulbright.com). Such

action can result in court judgments against the employer. Similarly, for unjust dismissal or
harassment complaints, the Administrative Labour Tribunal can order reinstatement, back pay, and
even moral or punitive damages in some cases, which the employer must then pay.
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e Prohibited Practices and Reprisal Protection: Quebec law explicitly prohibits employers from
retaliating against workers for exercising their rights (whether it's filing a complaint, speaking to
CNESST, reporting harassment, refusing unsafe work, taking a leave, etc.). Section 122 of the Labour
Standards Act states that an employer may not dismiss, suspend, transfer, or otherwise penalize a
worker for exercising a right under the Act or for cooperating with CNESST (Source:
nortonrosefulbright.com)(Source: nortonrosefulbright.com). If a worker makes a “prohibited

practice” complaint, CNESST will investigate quickly. If they find evidence of reprisal (for example,
you fired an employee because they complained to CNESST about unpaid wages), the burden may
fall on the employer to prove the action was for legitimate reasons. The Tribunal can order
reinstatement, back pay, and even punitive damages in such cases. For a small business, the damage
to your reputation and employee trust from a reprisal case can be even more costly than the legal
penalties. It's always better to resolve issues fairly rather than punish someone for invoking their
rights.

e Pay Equity Audits and Penalties: If your company is subject to pay equity (10+ employees),
CNESST can conduct audits to ensure you did a pay equity exercise and maintained it. Failing to post
results or report to CNESST (via the required employer pay equity declaration, DEMES) can result in
fines. As noted earlier, not doing a pay equity exercise or doing it incorrectly can lead to fines
ranging from $1,000 up to $45,000 for a first offense(Source: educaloi.gc.ca), depending on your

company size. This is significant even for a small business (for instance, companies with 10-49
employees face fines in the lower end of that range, but still a few thousand dollars). Therefore, if
you cross the 10-employee mark, prioritize compliance with pay equity requirements to avoid such
penalties.

e Appeals and Recourses for Employers: If you disagree with an inspector’s order or a CNESST
decision (in any domain), there are usually recourse mechanisms. For OHS inspectors' orders, an
employer can ask CNESST's decision-review branch (called the “contestation” process) to review it,
and ultimately appeal to the Administrative Labour Tribunal. For labour standards or pay equity
monetary administrative penalties, there are also objection processes. It's important to act within the
deadlines (often 30 days). However, contesting for the sake of delay is not wise — it's better to focus
on genuine points of dispute. In many cases, CNESST is open to discussing a compliance plan or
settlement, especially with small businesses that demonstrate a willingness to correct issues.

Bottom line: CNESST has teeth when it comes to enforcement. Small businesses should strive to
comply proactively, rather than risk facing fines or legal orders that could hurt financially. If you find
yourself in violation, it's often best to correct it as soon as possible — CNESST may show leniency if you
remedy issues voluntarily (Source: cfib-fcei.ca). Ignorance of the law is not a defense; as an employer
you're expected to inform yourself. The good news is CNESST prefers compliance through education -
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they provide plenty of resources and even have consultative services to help you get on track. By treating
your employees fairly, keeping your workplace safe, and following through on CNESST paperwork, you
will likely never have to face penalties at all.

Employee Rights and Employer Protections

The regulatory framework under CNESST creates a balanced set of rights for employees and
corresponding protections for employers. Understanding these can help small business owners
manage their workforce in a fair and lawful way while also knowing what safeguards exist for the
business.

Employee Rights under CNESST Laws

Employees in Quebec enjoy some of the strongest employment rights in Canada, many of which are
overseen by CNESST:

¢ Right to Minimum Labour Standards: As discussed, every employee has the right to at least the
minimum wage, overtime pay, vacation, statutory holidays, and other basic standards. If an employer
fails to provide these, the employee can seek recourse from CNESST. For instance, an employee can
file a complaint for unpaid wages or other sums (e.g. vacation pay, termination pay) and CNESST
will help recover the money owed (Source: nortonrosefulbright.com). Even if a company goes

bankrupt, CNESST steps in to try to get employees their due (through the Wage Earner Protection
Program and other means).

¢ Right to a Safe Work Environment: Employees have the right to refuse work that they reasonably
perceive as dangerous without fear of punishment. They also have the right to be informed of
hazards and trained in safe procedures. If an employee believes the employer is not taking
appropriate safety measures, they can call CNESST anonymously to report it, or exercise their refusal
right. They also have a right to protective reassignment if pregnant or nursing and their work poses
a risk (with proper medical documentation). These rights ensure workers are not forced to choose
between their job and their health.

¢ Right to Workers’' Compensation: If workers are injured on the job or become ill due to work, they
have the right to file a claim with CNESST and receive benefits. They do not need to prove the
employer was at fault — just that the injury arose out of or in the course of employment. They also
have a right to return to work in their pre-injury job (or an equivalent one) within the timeframe set
by law (usually up to 1 or 2 years post-injury, depending on company size and how long they were
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employed), provided they are fit to work. If an employer does not take back an employee who was
able to return within the prescribed period, the employee can file a complaint and the onus is on the
employer to show a valid reason (e.g. job abolished) or else face potential sanctions.

e Right to Freedom from Harassment and Discrimination: Every employee has the right to a
workplace free of psychological and sexual harassment (Source: nortonrosefulbright.com). They also

have the right not to be discriminated against in employment on grounds such as race, sex, age,
religion, disability, etc., as guaranteed by the Charter of Human Rights and Freedoms. If harassment
occurs, the employee can file a complaint with CNESST (or the CDPDJ for discrimination) and it will
be investigated. Notably, a single serious incident of harassment can qualify if it has lasting harmful
effect (Source: nortonrosefulbright.com). Employers are required to have a harassment prevention

policy and to handle complaints diligently. An employee can also refuse to work if they are
endangered by violence (now explicitly covered as an employer duty in OHS law, including domestic
violence that might spill into the workplace) (Source: blakes.com).

¢ Right to Protected Leaves: Employees exercising rights to take leaves (sick leave, parental leave,
etc.) are protected. For example, an employee can take up to 10 days off per year for family or
personal reasons (the first 2 of which are paid after 3 months service) (Source: myshyft.com), and up
to 26 weeks unpaid for a serious illness/injury, without losing their job. Maternity, paternity, and
parental leaves are similarly protected - the employee is entitled to return to their job or an
equivalent one after the leave. Employers cannot retaliate or cut benefits because someone took or
plans to take a legal leave.

¢ Right to Speak Up (Reprisal Protection): As mentioned, employees have a right to file complaints
or report issues to CNESST without retaliation. Section 122 of the Labour Standards Act explicitly
protects employees who exercise their rights or participate in CNESST inquiries (Source:
nortonrosefulbright.com)(Source: nortonrosefulbright.com). Likewise, the OHS Act protects workers

who refuse unsafe work or who act as a worker representative. Quebec even has provisions
protecting whistleblowers who disclose wrongdoing (like safety violations or corruption) — employees
are encouraged to report and the law shields them from reprisals (Source: myshyft.com).

¢ Right to Information and Participation: Employees have the right to be informed of their conditions
of employment (wage, work schedule, etc. in writing) and of any changes. In larger firms or those
with committees, employees have the right to participate in OHS committees or become a safety
representative. Workers also have a voice in identifying hazards and proposing solutions.

One important avenue for employees who feel their rights are violated is the Administrative Labour
Tribunal (TAT) - many types of complaints (unjust dismissal, harassment, prohibited practices) will
ultimately be heard by this tribunal if not resolved earlier. The process is generally accessible; for some
complaints like unjust dismissal, CNESST offers the employee free legal representation (Source:
nortonrosefulbright.com), a significant support for individuals.
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Employer Protections and Rights

While employees have many rights, employers also have certain protections and rights under the
CNESST system, which help create balance:

e Immunity from Lawsuits: As noted, when an employer is properly registered and the workers'
compensation system applies, employees cannot sue the employer (or its personnel) for work
injuries. This is called the exclusive remedy principle (Source: blog.reduceyourworkerscomp.com).

It protects even small businesses from potentially catastrophic liability. Your obligation is to pay into
the CNESST fund; in exchange, you gain protection from civil suits for those injuries. (Be aware: this
immunity can be lost if you failed to pay assessments or were not registered at all — yet another

reason to comply with registration and premiums.)

e Cost Relief Mechanisms: If an injury or iliness isn't actually related to work, the employer can
contest the claim. Employers can also request cost relief (or cost transfer) in some cases - for
instance, if a third party was at fault for an accident or if the worker’s prolonged healing is due to a
pre-existing condition, CNESST might not charge the full cost of the claim to the employer’s record.
Small employers in unit-rate categories don't directly feel claim costs, but if you're experience-rated,
you have the right to ask CNESST for such cost relief in appropriate cases.

e Right to Manage Work and Discipline (within legal bounds): Although heavily regulated,
employers still retain the right to manage their business. You can set performance standards,
reorganize work, and - if necessary — discipline or dismiss employees for legitimate reasons (just be
sure it's not for prohibited reasons and that any dismissal of a longer-service employee is with just
cause or with proper notice). The labour laws do not prevent you from terminating employees during
probation (under 3 months) or for serious misconduct. They simply ensure that if an employee was
fired without just cause after long service, they have a route to contest it. In practice, for small
businesses, maintaining good documentation of employee performance and following proper

procedures can safeguard against wrongful dismissal claims.

e CNESST Review and Appeal Rights: Employers have the right to challenge decisions. If you
disagree with a CNESST inspector’s order, you can appeal it. If you disagree with a CNESST decision
on a worker's claim or on a citation, you can file an administrative review and then possibly a tribunal
appeal. You're also entitled to participate in hearings (for example, at the Tribunal, both employer
and employee can present their case for an unjust dismissal complaint). This ensures your side is
heard.

¢ Support from CNESST and Associations: CNESST isn't only for employees; it provides employers
with support as well. You can contact CNESST for clarification on how to apply a certain rule. They
offer employer guides and even consulting services like “Safe Small Business” programs.
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Additionally, membership organizations like the Canadian Federation of Independent Business
(CFIB) or sector-specific employer groups often liaise with CNESST and provide their members
advice, as seen in CFIB's published tips for CNESST registration and compliance (Source: cfib-
fcei.ca)(Source: cfib-fcei.ca). Taking advantage of these resources can help protect you from
unintentional missteps.

o Limitation of Liability: There are statutory limitation periods for claims. For example, an employee
must normally file a wage complaint within one year of the wages being due (Source:
nortonrosefulbright.com), or file a psychological harassment complaint within 2 years of the last

incident (Source: nortonrosefulbright.com). If they miss the deadline, the employer is protected from

that claim. Similarly, if CNESST wants to prosecute an offense, they generally must do so within a set
time frame. These limitations prevent indefinite liability hanging over employers.

¢ Mutual Insurance Groups: As mentioned earlier, employers can form prevention mutuals to
mitigate individual risk. By joining a mutual, a small business gets some protection in that the group’s
collective accident performance determines everyone's rate, reducing volatility that one costly injury
could cause (Source: nortonrosefulbright.com). It's a form of solidarity that protects members from

extreme impacts. CNESST facilitates these groups and thus indirectly offers an additional layer of
protection for participating employers' finances.

¢ Opportunity to Correct Issues: CNESST often gives employers a chance to voluntarily comply or
correct a violation before harsher enforcement. For example, an inspector might issue a notice of
correction without a fine on first visit, or CNESST might negotiate a settlement on a pay dispute
rather than straightaway prosecuting. If you show good faith — e.g. rectify a safety hazard as soon as
it's pointed out — you may avoid penalties. This approach effectively protects cooperative employers
from punitive measures, focusing on compliance.

In sum, while CNESST’'s mandate is to uphold worker rights, the system also contains protections for
employers: chiefly legal immunity from lawsuits for injuries and a structured process for addressing
disputes. As a small business owner, you should feel reassured that if you follow the rules, CNESST will
likewise act as a shield for you (against injury litigation) and not just a source of obligations. The
key is to engage with the system positively — pay your dues, respect your workers' rights, and use the
tools available (like appealing decisions or seeking guidance) when needed.
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Common Challenges for Small Businesses and How to Address
Them

Running a small business in Quebec means wearing many hats — and CNESST compliance can feel
daunting. Here are some common challenges small business owners face regarding CNESST and
practical ways to address them:

¢ 1. Keeping Up with Complex Regulations: The scope of CNESST - covering labor standards,
safety, pay equity, and compensation — means there's a lot of information to absorb. Small business
owners often struggle with knowing all the rules (especially if French is not their first language).
Solution: Take advantage of official resources and guides. CNESST provides bilingual pamphlets,
online FAQs, and even info sessions. The CNESST “Labour Standards in Québec” guide concisely
explains key employment standards (Source: cnesst.gouv.gc.ca). Industry associations or the CFIB

often publish checklists specifically for small businesses. Educaloi (a legal information site) also has
plain-language articles in English on Quebec employment laws. Making a binder or digital folder of all
relevant CNESST guides (minimum wage updates, a summary of the Labour Standards Act, an OHS
checklist) can serve as your quick reference. Additionally, consider designating a specific time (say, a
few hours each quarter) to review any updates on CNESST's website or newsletters (Source:
cnesst.gouv.gc.ca) — laws do change, and staying informed prevents surprises.

¢ 2. Language Barrier: Quebec’s official language is French, and most CNESST resources and forms
are primarily in French. Non-francophone small business owners can feel at a disadvantage. Solution:
CNESST does offer English materials for many topics (look for the “English” toggle on their website
(Source: cnesst.gouv.qc.ca)). They also have bilingual staff reachable via phone. Don’t hesitate to

call CNESST's information line — you can usually get service in English or be called back by an
English-speaking agent. Another strategy is using tools like Educaloi (which provides English
summaries of Quebec laws) or engaging a bilingual HR consultant on a part-time basis to help with
translating and explaining requirements. As a long-term plan, investing in some French-language
training or translation of internal documents might be worthwhile, since day-to-day communication
with CNESST (especially during inspections or claims) will often involve French. Remember that
according to law, employers must provide certain communications (like the harassment policy,
safety training) in French(Source: cnesst.gouv.gc.ca), but providing an English version alongside

can aid understanding for anglophone staff.

¢ 3. Administrative Burden and Paperwork: For a small business with no dedicated HR department,
tasks like registration, preparing a pay equity report, filing the annual CNESST wage statement,
maintaining an accident register, etc., add to the owner's workload. Missing deadlines or making
errors can have consequences. Solution: Streamline and calendarize these obligations. Use
technology where possible: e.g. CNESST's online portal for filing the wage statement (it does a lot of

Page 22 of 30


https://www.cnesst.gouv.qc.ca/sites/default/files/documents/labour-standards-quebec.pdf#:~:text=The%20Act%20respecting%20labour%20standards,remedies%20available%20to%20an%20employee
https://www.cnesst.gouv.qc.ca/en#:~:text=The%20best%20way%20to%20find,out%20everything%20about%20labour%20matters
https://www.cnesst.gouv.qc.ca/fr/organisation/documentation/lois-reglements
https://www.cnesst.gouv.qc.ca/en/node/1146861/laws-and-regulations/act-modernize-health-safety-system#:~:text=Important
https://2727coworking.com/?utm_source=pdf
https://2727coworking.com/articles/cnesst-quebec-small-business-guide

CNESST Compliance for Small Businesses in Quebec

the math for you). Mark critical dates in your calendar (Annual wage report due March 14, CNESST
premium remittances due the 15th of each month, etc.) so you get reminders. If you use a payroll
service or accountant, they often can handle CNESST remittances and even the annual filing — ask
them to integrate this. For record-keeping like the work accident register and first aid log, keep a
simple notebook or spreadsheet and instruct employees to report incidents to you so you can jot
them down immediately (this prevents scramble if an inspector asks). Regarding pay equity for
those with ~10 or more employees: this can be complex, but CNESST has a software tool (called
“Progiciel” in French) to guide you through the pay equity exercise. Alternatively, hire a consultant or
use guides from CNESST/CFIB which break down the step-by-step process to evaluate job
categories and wage gaps. Although it seems burdensome, once you complete the initial pay equity

exercise, maintaining it (required every 5 years) is easier (Source: mercer.com).

e 4, Financial Strain of Compliance: Some small businesses worry that complying with CNESST rules
will be expensive — e.g. paying higher wages for overtime or holidays, buying safety equipment,
potential premium increases after an injury, or paying fines. Solution: Budget proactively for
compliance costs. For instance, when bidding a project or setting prices, factor in statutory holiday
pay and vacation, just as you would factor in raw material costs. That way, paying those benefits
doesn't feel like an unexpected loss. Safety equipment and training should be seen as an investment
- not only do they keep employees safe, they can prevent costly accidents and even reduce your
insurance premiums. CNESST offers financial support in some cases (for example, reimbursement
for safety training for first aiders, or subsidies for ergonomic improvements through partnerships
with occupational health clinics). Check if you qualify for any grants or rebate programs -
sometimes sectors like manufacturing or farming have funded prevention programs. Also, consider
joining a prevention mutual (mutuelle de prévention)(Source: nortonrosefulbright.com): by pooling

with other small companies, you might get a rebate on your premiums for good performance,
effectively cutting your CNESST insurance costs. Finally, the cost of potential fines or legal penalties
vastly outweighs the cost of compliance — a single fine for a serious offense can be thousands of
dollars, whereas basic compliance (like buying a $300 guardrail or paying an extra $50 in overtime)
is minor by comparison.

e 5. Navigating Workplace Injuries: When an employee gets hurt, small businesses can feel
overwhelmed by the claims process and anxious about the impact (losing a worker, dealing with
CNESST paperwork, and fear of premiums rising). Solution: Have a plan before injuries happen.
Even if you have few employees, establish simple procedures: e.g. if someone is injured, first provide
first aid and/or arrange transport to a clinic, then immediately document what happened (this helps
in filling out forms), and notify CNESST if required. Use CNESST's resources: their website has a
section "What to do if you have a work accident” that outlines employer and worker steps (Source:
cnesst.gouv.qgc.ca). Keep the required forms (employer notice, worker claim) on file so you can fill

them promptly. For the financial impact: if an injury does occur, look into CNESST programs like
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"assignation temporaire” (temporary assignment) — by bringing the worker back on light duties, you
continue to utilize their contribution and potentially reduce the indemnity costs. Also, if the injury was
caused by a third party (say a supplier’'s defective equipment), inform CNESST - they may pursue
recovery from that third party, which can relieve your cost burden. One more tip: if you have
concerns about your premium rate after an accident, contact CNESST's employer services; they can
explain how it will affect you and whether you fall under any protection mechanisms for small
employers. Knowledge often reduces anxiety.

e 6. Balancing Employee Relations and Compliance: In a small business, employees and the owner
often work closely, almost like a family. It can be challenging to enforce certain rules (like tracking
hours for overtime) or handle complaints formally. Some owners worry that strict compliance (e.g.
paying overtime, giving required breaks) might be taken advantage of, or conversely, being informal
might violate laws. Solution: Foster open communication and set clear policies from the start,
even if your workplace feels informal. For example, have a simple employee handbook (it can be just
a few pages) that outlines work hours, breaks, time-off requests, harassment policy, etc. — this
shows you are committed to fair practices and makes expectations clear to employees, which can
prevent misunderstandings. Train your team on safety and their rights and responsibilities (workers
also have duties to work safely and not abuse rights). Often, employees are reasonable and will
respect rules if they know them. If you do face a complaint or conflict, approach it in good faith and
work with CNESST or mediators to resolve it — addressing issues early can prevent escalation. Also,
remember that most CNESST standards are minima - treating your employees better than the
minimum (e.g. offering flexible schedules or slightly higher pay) can build loyalty and deter them
from feeling the need to complain externally. Investing in a positive workplace culture is a compliance
strategy, too: content employees are less likely to file complaints or get injured, as they feel part of
the team’s success in safety and fairness.

e 7. Recent Regulatory Changes: Laws evolve, and a common challenge is simply staying current
with changes (which we discuss in the next section). Small businesses may not have legal counsel on
retainer to brief them on new rules. Missing a change — say, a new leave entitlement or a higher
minimum wage - could lead to unintentional non-compliance. Solution: Subscribe to updates.
CNESST has a newsletter (Source: cnesst.gouv.gc.ca), and the Quebec government often issues

press releases when employment laws change (e.g. minimum wage announcements, new statutory
holidays, etc.). You can also follow reputable news sources or industry newsletters. For example, in
2018 when major labour standards changes took effect (Bill 176), many business associations sent
bulletins summarizing the changes. Make it a habit each year to check if there were amendments to
the labour standards or OHS laws. The CNESST website's “Laws and Regulations” section even

summarizes recent amendments (Source: cnesst.gouv.gc.ca)(Source: cnesst.gouv.gc.ca). By staying
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informed, you can adjust your policies in advance (for instance, when the law changed to require 3
weeks' vacation after 3 years instead of 5, you'd know to update your policy accordingly (Source:

educaloi.gc.ca)).

In tackling these challenges, networking with other small business owners can also be invaluable.
They may have faced similar issues and can share how they coped (for example, another business owner
might recommend a great OHS trainer who works on contract, or a payroll software that automatically
calculates CNESST premiums). Remember, compliance is not meant to be punitive - it's about leveling
the playing field and protecting everyone in the workplace. With the right mindset and tools, even a very
small enterprise can manage CNESST obligations effectively.

Recent Changes and Updates to CNESST Regulations

Employment laws are dynamic, and the years 2018-2023 in particular saw significant changes in
Quebec’s CNESST-related legislation. Small businesses should take note of the following recent
changes or updates to ensure they remain compliant in 2025 and beyond:

¢ Modernization of the OHS Regime (Bill 59, 2021): After decades without major updates, Quebec
overhauled its occupational health and safety system with Bill 59, which received assent in October
2021 (Source: blakes.com). This law amended both the prevention (AOHS) and compensation
(AIAOD) aspects. Key changes include expanding prevention requirements to all sectors:
previously, only priority industries needed formal safety committees and programs, but now every
employer, depending on size and risk, will be gradually required to implement prevention
mechanisms(Source: blakes.com). Concretely, as of 2022, any establishment with =20 workers must
have a Health & Safety Committee and a written Prevention Program (Source: blakes.com)(Source:
blakes.com). Smaller establishments (e.g. 10-19 workers) will need to designate a safety
representative and eventually have a lighter prevention program, with phasing-in by regulation. This
is a big shift, especially for small businesses in low-risk sectors who never had such obligations - it's
advisable to monitor CNESST communications on when your size category must comply. Bill 59 also
introduced an explicit duty for employers to address workplace violence, including domestic
violence situations that could affect the workplace(Source: blakes.com). This means you should
incorporate a protocol for handling violence or threats as part of your OHS and harassment policies.
On the compensation side, Bill 59 updated the list of occupational diseases (adding some
presumptions, e.g. for PTSD in certain jobs, and more diseases for firefighters, etc.) (Source:
blakes.com). It also extended the right to return to work for injured workers — even after the
standard re-employment period expires, there's now a presumption an employer can reinstate a
recovered worker unless it causes undue hardship (Source: blakes.com). This effectively encourages
employers to take workers back whenever possible, even beyond the old 1-2 year limit. Additionally,
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Bill 59 made administrative processes more efficient (e.g. requiring a standard form for temporary
assignment offers (Source: stikeman.com)). Impact on small businesses: You should review your
OHS setup - if you have around 20 employees, get ready to form a safety committee and write a
prevention plan; if you're smaller, stay tuned for when you might need a representative. Update your
training and policies to include violence prevention. These changes, some effective already and
others by 2023-2024, aim to improve worker safety culture across all workplaces.

e Labour Standards Amendments (2018, 2019): The Act Respecting Labour Standards had a series
of amendments effective June 2018 and January 2019 (via Bill 176 and related). Notable updates:

o Vacation: The threshold for 3 weeks’ vacation was lowered from 5 years to 3 years of
continuous service (Source: educaloi.gc.ca). So since 2019, employees get 3 weeks after 3 years
at the same employer (this change should already be reflected in your practices by now).

o Paid Personal Leave: Introduction of 2 paid days (out of the 10 days of personal/family leave)
for employees with 3+ months service (Source: myshyft.com). This effectively meant small
employers had to budget for a couple of paid absence days each year per employee (in addition
to statutory holidays and vacation).

o Overtime Refusal for Family Reasons: Employees gained the right to refuse overtime when
they have certain family or caregiver obligations, as long as they took reasonable steps to find
alternatives (Source: nortonrosefulbright.com). This right is subject to conditions (they must

notify you of the reason). It's a work-family balance measure; as an employer, you need to
accommodate such refusals within reason.

o Differential Treatment Ban: Employers cannot have disparities in working conditions (wage,
benefits, etc.) based solely on employees’ employment status (e.g. part-time vs full-time) or
hiring date if they perform the same tasks (Source: cnesst.gouv.gc.ca). This means you

shouldn't, for instance, offer a lower hourly rate to a part-timer doing the same job as a full-timer
(proportionally), nor can you grandparent older employees with better conditions while denying
newer hires without a valid reason. Many small businesses had to adjust policies like group
insurance eligibility or bonus schemes to ensure parity between full/part-time staff as a result.

o Harassment Policy Requirement: A direct response to growing awareness of workplace
harassment was the requirement (since June 2019) that every employer must adopt a
psychological harassment prevention and complaint processing policy(Source:
nortonrosefulbright.com). If you haven't formalized one yet, you are technically not in

compliance — CNESST can demand to see your policy. It doesn’t have to be long, but it must
include a definition of harassment, a statement that everyone is entitled to a harassment-free
workplace, and the procedure for reporting, investigating and resolving complaints. Moreover, an
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update in 2022-2023 specified that by September 2024, the policy must include certain
prescribed elements (likely details on sexual violence, etc.) (Source: nortonrosefulbright.com).

Check CNESST or legal update sources to ensure your policy meets the newest criteria.

o Independent Contractor Test: Though not a change in law per se, CNESST and Revenue
Quebec have been increasingly vigilant about misclassification of workers as “contractors”.
Small businesses should be aware that if you use freelancers but treat them like employees,
CNESST might consider them your employees (meaning you owe contributions for them and
they have rights to benefits). The factors include control, integration, financial risk, etc. (Source:
myshyft.com). There's a continuing effort to educate employers on this to prevent evasion of
labour standards.

¢ Minimum Wage Increases: Quebec has been raising the minimum wage annually. For example, May
2018 saw a significant jump, and by May 2022 it reached $14.25, then May 2023 to $15.25. It's
expected to continue rising modestly each year. Small businesses must adjust their payroll when
these changes occur (often announced a few months in advance). CNESST's site always lists current
minimum wage rates (Source: cnesst.gouv.qc.ca). Remember to also adjust related things like the

wage paid during statutory holidays or vacation pay calculations if they were at min wage.

e Covid-19 Measures (2020-2022): The pandemic brought temporary measures: CNESST issued
workplace sanitary guidelines for different industries (masking, distancing, etc.) (Source:
cnesst.gouv.qgc.ca), and introduced a temporary “COVID-19 Payout” where they covered costs of
certain quarantine periods as occupational illnesses in some cases. Most of those have been wound

down as of 2023, but one lasting effect is heightened awareness of respiratory infectious disease
prevention(Source: cnesst.gouv.qc.ca). CNESST has added resources on managing infectious

disease risk (e.g. encouraging sick employees to stay home, ventilation best practices) — not
mandated by specific regulations yet, but possibly a point of future standards.

e Pay Equity Maintenance (2019 amendments): The Pay Equity Act was amended in 2019 after a
Supreme Court decision. Now, employers must perform pay equity audits every 5 years to ensure
no new wage gaps have arisen, and importantly, if a gap is found, pay adjustments are retroactive to
the date the gap appeared (not just going forward) (Source: mercer.com). Employers also have to
post the results of their pay equity audit and send a report (DEMES) to CNESST. For a small business
hovering around 10-15 employees, it's crucial to know that once you've done your initial pay equity
exercise (within 4 years of reaching 10 employees (Source: educaloi.gc.ca)), you have to consistently
update it every five years. CNESST enhanced its oversight of this by sending reminder letters when
you register 11+ employees in the Quebec business registry (Source: educaloi.gc.ca).

e Upcoming/Expected Changes: While not yet in force, there are discussions on the horizon that
small businesses should watch. For example, there have been calls to extend certain labour
standards to more workers (like domestic workers reforms, or gig economy workers). Also, Quebec is
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periodically reviewing the Charter of the French Language impact on workplace documentation —
CNESST itself reminds employers to operate in French (Source: cnesst.gouv.gc.ca), so we might see

stricter enforcement there. It's also worth watching any developments in telework regulations, as
remote work became common; CNESST might issue guidelines or standards for home offices (e.g.
ergonomic requirements) in the future.

In conclusion, the legal landscape is always evolving. Small businesses must stay agile and informed.
A good practice is to do a yearly compliance audit: check if any laws changed that year, and if so,
update your policies and employee communications accordingly. For instance, if you did one in late 2021,
you'd have caught the new need for a formal harassment policy and started preparing for prevention
program requirements from Bill 59. If in doubt, consult with an HR professional or CNESST directly — it's
better to proactively adapt to changes than to be caught off guard in an inspection or complaint. By
incorporating the recent updates into your operations, you ensure that your business remains on the right
side of the law and that your employees continue to be protected in line with the latest standards.

Sources:

e CNESST official website — Mandate and history, labour standards, OHS, and compensation guides

(Source:  frwikipedia.org)(Source:  cnesst.gouv.qc.ca)  (Source: cnesst.gouv.gc.ca)(Source:
cnesst.gouv.gc.ca).

e Educaloi legal information — Employer obligations for pay equity(Source: educaloi.qc.ca)(Source:
educaloi.qc.ca).

e CFIB (Canadian Federation of Independent Business) — Guides for small businesses on CNESST
registration and compliance(Source: cfib-fcei.ca)(Source: cfib-fcei.ca) (Source: cfib-fcei.ca).

e CNESST Labour Standards in Québec publication — details on wages, hours, vacations, etc. (Source:
cnesst.gouv.qgc.ca)(Source: cnesst.gouv.gc.ca).

e CNESST Income Replacement Indemnity — First 14 days — explanation of employer’s obligation to pay
90% net for 14 days (Source: cnesst.gouv.gc.ca)(Source: cnesst.gouv.gc.ca).

e Myshyft “Quebec Labour Laws: A Comprehensive Guide” — summary of key Quebec employment
laws with references (Source: myshyft.com)(Source: myshyft.com) (Source: myshyft.com)(Source:
myshyft.com).

¢ Norton Rose Fulbright “Doing Business in Quebec — Labour and Employment Law" — detailed legal
commentary (sections on prohibited practices, harassment, prevention mutuals, etc.) (Source:
nortonrosefulbright.com)(Source: nortonrosefulbright.com) (Source: nortonrosefulbright.com).
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e Blakes LLP Bulletin on Bill 59 (2021) — summary of OHS modernization changes (Source: blakes.com)
(Source: blakes.com).

e CNESST "“Lois et réglements” page - historical notes on laws and CNESST formation (Source:
cnesst.gouv.gc.ca)(Source: cnesst.gouv.gc.ca).

e Quebec Government announcements — minimum wage adjustments, labour law amendments

(Source: cnesst.gouv.gc.ca)(Source: educaloi.gc.ca).

All information is drawn from authoritative sources to ensure accuracy and relevance for Quebec small
businesses.

Tags: cnesst, quebec labour law, small business compliance, labour standards, pay equity, workers compensation

About 2727 Coworking

2727 Coworking is a vibrant and thoughtfully designed workspace ideally situated along the picturesque Lachine
Canal in Montreal's trendy Griffintown neighborhood. Just steps away from the renowned Atwater Market,
members can enjoy scenic canal views and relaxing green-space walks during their breaks.

Accessibility is excellent, boasting an impressive 88 Walk Score, 83 Transit Score, and a perfect 96 Bike Score,
making it a "Biker's Paradise". The location is further enhanced by being just 100 meters from the Charlevoix
metro station, ensuring a quick, convenient, and weather-proof commute for members and their clients.

The workspace is designed with flexibility and productivity in mind, offering 24/7 secure access—perfect for global
teams and night owls. Connectivity is top-tier, with gigabit fibre internet providing fast, low-latency connections
ideal for developers, streamers, and virtual meetings. Members can choose from a versatile workspace menu
tailored to various budgets, ranging from hot-desks at $300 to dedicated desks at $450 and private offices
accommodating 1-10 people priced from $600 to $3,000+. Day passes are competitively priced at $40.

2727 Coworking goes beyond standard offerings by including access to a fully-equipped, 9-seat conference room
at no additional charge. Privacy needs are met with dedicated phone booths, while ergonomically designed offices
featuring floor-to-ceiling windows, natural wood accents, and abundant greenery foster wellness and productivity.

Amenities abound, including a fully-stocked kitchen with unlimited specialty coffee, tea, and filtered water.
Cyclists, runners, and fitness enthusiasts benefit from on-site showers and bike racks, encouraging an eco-
conscious commute and active lifestyle. The pet-friendly policy warmly welcomes furry companions, adding to the
inclusive and vibrant community atmosphere.

Members enjoy additional perks like outdoor terraces and easy access to canal parks, ideal for mindfulness breaks
or casual meetings. Dedicated lockers, mailbox services, comprehensive printing and scanning facilities, and a
variety of office supplies and AV gear ensure convenience and efficiency. Safety and security are prioritized
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through barrier-free access, CCTV surveillance, alarm systems, regular disinfection protocols, and after-hours
security.

The workspace boasts exceptional customer satisfaction, reflected in its stellar ratings—5.0/5 on Coworker, 4.9/5
on Google, and 4.7/5 on LiquidSpace—alongside glowing testimonials praising its calm environment, immaculate
cleanliness, ergonomic furniture, and attentive staff. The bilingual environment further complements Montreal's
cosmopolitan business landscape.

Networking is organically encouraged through an open-concept design, regular community events, and informal
networking opportunities in shared spaces and a sun-drenched lounge area facing the canal. Additionally, the
building hosts a retail café and provides convenient proximity to gourmet eats at Atwater Market and recreational
activities such as kayaking along the stunning canal boardwalk.

Flexible month-to-month terms and transparent online booking streamline scalability for growing startups, with
suites available for up to 12 desks to accommodate future expansion effortlessly. Recognized as one of Montreal's
top coworking spaces, 2727 Coworking enjoys broad visibility across major platforms including Coworker,
LiquidSpace, CoworkingCafe, and Office Hub, underscoring its credibility and popularity in the market.

Overall, 2727 Coworking combines convenience, luxury, productivity, community, and flexibility, creating an ideal
workspace tailored to modern professionals and innovative teams.

DISCLAIMER

This document is provided for informational purposes only. No representations or warranties are made regarding the
accuracy, completeness, or reliability of its contents. Any use of this information is at your own risk. 2727 Coworking shall not
be liable for any damages arising from the use of this document. This content may include material generated with
assistance from artificial intelligence tools, which may contain errors or inaccuracies. Readers should verify critical
information independently. All product names, trademarks, and registered trademarks mentioned are property of their
respective owners and are used for identification purposes only. Use of these names does not imply endorsement. This
document does not constitute professional or legal advice. For specific guidance related to your needs, please consult
qualified professionals.
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