
Preliminary Canada–U.S. Tariff Impact Assessment 
for Ontario Electrical Contractors 

Purpose and status 

This preliminary note identifies potential exposure for Ontario electrical contractors following the 

breakdown of Canada–United States trade negotiations. It is not a prediction of final tariff impacts and is 

not legal, customs, or tax advice. 

Until the Government of Canada releases the detailed countermeasure schedule—including applicable 

Harmonized System (HS) classifications, country-of-origin rules, effective dates, exclusions, and any 

remission process—the sector-specific effects remain uncertain. ECAO’s preliminary assessment is that 

Ontario electrical contractors are unlikely to face an immediate, uniform 50% cost increase. The principal 

near-term risk is a fast-moving procurement and pricing shock: U.S.-origin steel, electronics, appliances, 

equipment, and components imported into Canada could become more expensive once the final Canadian 

retaliatory measures are known and take effect. 

At present, the industry remains in an evidence-gathering and scenario-planning phase. Contractors 

should avoid assumptions based solely on broad sector labels or media reporting; the final tariff schedule, 

specific HS codes, origin rules, and available exclusions will determine direct product exposure. 

Potential exposure areas 

Contractor exposure Likely effect 

Electrical distribution 

equipment 
Switchgear, panelboards, breakers, controls, UPS equipment, and related electronics may face cost 

increases or re-pricing if U.S.-origin goods are covered. UPS equipment means uninterruptible 

power supply systems: equipment that provides immediate short-term backup power and power 

conditioning for critical loads while standby generation starts or power is restored. Canada has 

identified electronics and appliances as target sectors, but the definitive product and HS-code list 

has not yet been published. 

Steel- and aluminum-

intensive systems 
Cable tray, strut, supports, enclosures, poles, raceways, structural mounting systems, and certain 

lighting components could remain exposed. U.S.-origin steel and aluminum products can be 

affected even when purchased through a Canadian distributor if their customs origin remains U.S. 

Long-lead electrical 

gear 
Suppliers may respond to tariff uncertainty through shorter quotation-validity periods, escalation 

clauses, deposit demands, allocation limits, re-pricing, or product substitutions. This is particularly 

material for large institutional, transit, data-centre, industrial, and infrastructure projects. 



U.S. export-oriented 

contractors and 

manufacturers 

Firms performing work for, or supplying Canadian-made equipment into, U.S. projects may 

encounter weaker demand or reduced competitiveness. Reported U.S. measures include electrical 

equipment among potentially affected Canadian products; the definitive U.S. product and HS-code 

list will need to be confirmed. 

Project delivery and 

contracts 
Fixed-price tenders that have not yet locked in equipment pricing are especially vulnerable. Tariff 

uncertainty can disrupt quotations, approvals, owner budgets, and delivery schedules before any 

individual duty is fully understood. 

Existing contracts and 

public-procurement 

obligations 

The ability to recover a tariff-driven increase may depend on change-in-law, tax/tariff, escalation, 

force-majeure, substitution, notice, and schedule-relief provisions. Under fixed-price contracts, 

recovery may not be available unless applicable provisions and notice requirements are engaged 

promptly. 

Distributor inventory 

and replacement 

pricing 

Material already held in Canadian inventory may not face the same direct import-duty effect as 

future imports. However, distributors may still reprice inventory based on expected replacement 

cost, constrained availability, or broader market conditions. 

Cash flow and 

bonding 
Early procurement, deposits, expanded inventory, storage, insurance, and site-security 

requirements can shift costs forward, increase working-capital needs, and affect project cash flow 

or bonding capacity. 

 

Why Ontario is especially exposed 

Ontario’s concentration of manufacturing, machinery, electronics, steel, automotive supply chains, and 

cross-border logistics suggests that the economic effects could be more concentrated in Ontario than in 

many provinces. The direct trade measures cover only a portion of Canadian exports, but they add 

pressure to existing metal, lumber, automotive, and related supply-chain restrictions. 

For electrical contractors, exposure is often indirect. Areas of concern may include: 

• A U.S.-made breaker or control component incorporated into a Canadian-assembled package. 

• A Canadian wholesaler carrying inventory sourced from U.S. plants or U.S. warehouses. 

• A non-U.S. manufacturer increasing Canadian prices because it reallocates inventory or experiences 

higher North American component costs. 

• General contractors and owners deferring capital projects when budgets become uncertain, even if 

the electrical scope itself contains no directly tariffed item. 

• Owner-specified or proprietary products that become more expensive, less available, or difficult to 

replace without a formal substitution process. 



Immediate actions for contractors 

1. Build an exposure register. Ask key distributors and manufacturers to identify country of origin, 

manufacturing location, U.S. content where known, importer status, inventory position, booked 

orders, lead times, and expected pricing impact for the 20–30 material categories with the greatest 

project exposure. 

2. Differentiate current inventory from replacement supply. Confirm whether quoted materials 

are already in Canadian inventory, in transit, ordered but not imported, or subject to future U.S.-

origin imports. Ask whether suppliers intend to reprice existing stock on a replacement-cost basis. 

3. Separate origin from point of purchase. Purchasing through a Canadian distributor does not 

necessarily eliminate exposure. Confirm the customs origin of products, particularly steel, 

aluminum, controls, fixtures, cable-management products, enclosures, distribution equipment, and 

electronics. 

4. Review contracts and protect notice rights. Identify change-in-law, tariff, tax, escalation, force-

majeure, substitution, and delay provisions. Give timely written notice of potential price or schedule 

effects in accordance with the contract, and obtain legal advice where appropriate. 

5. Protect live bids. Use tariff-change, material-escalation, substitution, contingency, and extended-

procurement provisions. Avoid leaving long-lead equipment pricing open-ended and state the 

quotation-validity period clearly. 

6. Accelerate selected procurement decisions. Where design, approvals, financing, storage, 

insurance, and cash flow permit, consider early release or purchase of high-risk equipment. Do so 

selectively; a blanket inventory build is not warranted until the final product schedule is known. 

7. Maintain approved alternatives. Pre-qualify Canadian, non-U.S., and technically equivalent 

alternatives before a project requires an urgent substitution. Evaluate technical compatibility, 

manufacturer support, warranty, service capacity, spare-parts availability, lead time, and regulatory 

approvals—not merely purchase price. 

8. Coordinate with owners and general contractors. Encourage early equipment-selection 

decisions and seek agreement on documented tariff-related price adjustments, substitutions, and 

schedule implications. This is particularly important for public projects and owner-specified 

proprietary equipment. 



9. Track the final measures, not headlines. Monitor the final tariff list, applicable HS codes, origin 

rules, exclusions, effective dates, customs guidance, and any remission process. These details—not 

broad sector labels—will determine direct exposure. 

10. Obtain specialist confirmation where needed. Contractors should not attempt to determine 

customs classification or origin in complex supply chains without confirmation from the importer of 

record, supplier, customs broker, or trade counsel. 

ECAO advocacy priorities 

Essential-equipment relief 

ECAO, working with others in the construction industry, legal counsel, and lobbyists, will seek a time-

limited exemption or remission process for electrical products where an available Canadian alternative 

cannot meet required quantity, technical specifications, certification requirements, or delivery timelines. 

Priority examples include: 

• Medium- and low-voltage distribution equipment. 

• Switchgear, switchboards, breakers, protective relays, and protection/control systems. 

• Industrial automation and specialized control equipment. 

• Power-quality and backup-power systems. 

• Grid, transit, hospital, data-centre, water/wastewater, and other critical-infrastructure components. 

The ECAO position will emphasize that broad duties on constrained electrical equipment may delay 

housing, hospitals, transit, grid modernization, data-centre development, water/wastewater facilities, and 

industrial investment rather than meaningfully redirecting purchasing to Canadian production. 

Public-project flexibility 

ECAO, working with others in the construction industry, legal counsel, and lobbyists, will encourage 

public owners to adopt a consistent approach allowing: 

• Documented tariff-related cost adjustment. 

• Equivalent-product substitutions. 

• Reasonable schedule relief for verified supply-chain disruption. 

• Prompt review and approval where a specified product becomes unavailable or materially more 

expensive. 



This will be framed as protecting project delivery and public value, rather than insulating contractors 

from ordinary commercial risk. 

Evidence-led submissions 

ECAO will immediately conduct a short member survey to gather usable project-level evidence. 

Although participation cannot be guaranteed, a focused evidence-based submission to federal and 

provincial governments is likely to carry more weight than a general w  

  

Recommended ECAO approach 

ECAO’s immediate objective should be to help member contractors identify and manage genuine exposure 

while avoiding speculation or unnecessary disruption. At the same time, ECAO will collect project-level 

evidence quickly and advocate for targeted relief where tariffs would impair the timely delivery of 

essential electrical infrastructure and where equivalent Canadian supply is not reasonably available. 

The final tariff schedule, product classifications, origin rules, exclusions, and any remission process will 

determine the appropriate next steps. Until then, the priority is disciplined contractor communication, 

early supplier engagement, careful protection of contractual rights, and evidence-based advocacy. 

We will also continue to work with our lobbyists, legal counsel, and industry partners to provide updated 

information to our members. 


