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Canada’s Languages 

GENERAL 

Canada’s official languages are English and French. The Governments of 
Canada and New Brunswick are constitutionally bilingual with respect to 
nearly all of their operations, while the Governments of Quebec, Manitoba, 
and Ontario also provide many of their services in both languages. 
Approximately 20% of Canadians speak French as a first language, including 
about 80% of the population of Quebec and nearly 35% of the population of 
New Brunswick. Anyone doing business in Canada must take into account 
federal laws aimed at promoting bilingualism and, if doing business that 
relates to Quebec, must also be aware of Quebec laws that are generally more 
specifically designed to protect and promote that province’s mainly 
francophone character. 

PACKAGING 

Regulations under the federal Consumer Packaging and Labelling Act require, 
as a general rule, that product identity and the net quantity identification be in 
both French and English. The dealer identification declaration may be in either 
English or French but – again as a general rule – if the product is being sold in 
Quebec, both languages must appear (subject to limited exceptions). It is, 
therefore, usually easier to provide all of this information in both languages. 
Under federal law, optional information, such as a trademark of the product, is 
not required information and, therefore, does not have to be marked in French 
(subject, however, to Quebec legislation). The requirements apply to all 
consumer products marketed and sold in Canada, whether locally 
manufactured or imported, with very limited exceptions (e.g. products that are 
both manufactured and sold in a limited area). Goods marketed or sold in 
contravention of such requirements are subject to seizure and potentially to 
destruction by federal authorities. 

QUEBEC’S CHARTER OF THE FRENCH LANGUAGE 

General 

When doing business in Quebec, it is necessary to consider the 
requirements of Quebec’s Charter of the French Language (the “Quebec 
Charter”), which is designed to make French the everyday language of 
work, instruction, communication, commerce and business in Quebec. 
The Quebec Charter generally requires that all public signs, posters and 
commercial advertising in Quebec be in French, although another 
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language is permitted subject to certain restrictions as to prominence. 
There are a number of exceptions to this requirement in the regulations, 
as set out below. The website of a firm that has an address or 
establishment in Quebec is considered to be commercial advertising 
subject to the Quebec Charter and, therefore, everything on the website 
(subject to limited exceptions such as recognized trademarks) must be in 
French. Other languages may be used on a website as long as they are not 
more prominent than the French text. A business may also satisfy 
language requirements by have both a French version of its website and a 
version or versions in other languages and allowing users to choose their 
preferred language. The French version, however, must be equal in terms 
of content and prominence to any version in another language.   

Packaging 

The Quebec Charter also requires that every inscription on a product, 
container, wrapping and documents or objects supplied with the product, 
such as a warranty or directions for use, be in French. These may be 
accompanied by a translation as long as the French version is equally 
prominent. As a general rule, all catalogues, brochures and similar 
promotional materials distributed in Quebec must be in French, but may be 
distributed in English or in another language as long as a French version is 
equally available and of comparable quality. There are various exceptions to 
the French labelling, inscription and signage requirements, including: (i) 
products intended for use exclusively for a market outside Quebec; (ii) 
trademarks; (iii) educational and cultural materials; and (iv) greeting cards, 
calendars and agendas, if not used for the purposes of advertising. 

Business Names 

When an enterprise registers to do business in Quebec, the Quebec Charter 
requires that it register a French version of its name for use in Quebec, 
unless the statute under which it is incorporated does not permit such 
registration. The requirement may also be met by having a French business 
name. The general rule is that the French firm name is to be used in Quebec, 
subject to the possibility that, if the firm's English name is a recognized 
trademark, the firm can use the English-only trademark (since there is an 
exemption for trademarks under the Quebec Charter) on signs and 
advertising. The French version of the firm name may include certain listed 
non-French elements and a version of the name in another language may also 
be used following the rules for advertising set out above. The English version 
of the name can be used in documents permitted to be in English-only.  
Federally incorporated companies are likely permitted, as of right, to use the 
English version of their name anywhere in Canada, including Quebec.  
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Language of the Workplace 

Under the Quebec Charter, it is mandatory for business firms with 50 or more 
employees in Quebec to obtain a francization certificate in respect of their 
Quebec operations stating that the firm has properly implemented a francization 
program at each level of the organization (“francization” refers to the process of 
enhancing the status of French as the everyday language of one’s workplace). In 
addition, the Quebec Charter provides that, as a general principle, businesses 
operating in Quebec should communicate with Quebec customers in French 
unless a customer requests otherwise. 

Language of Contracts 

Under the Quebec Charter, Quebec contracts containing printed standard 
clauses or that are predetermined by one party must be in French unless the 
parties expressly request that they be in another language. Quebec consumer 
protection legislation similarly requires that consumer contracts be drawn up 
in French unless the parties agree to use another language. Parties wishing to 
contract in English may do so by including a clause expressly stating their 
consent. Contracts with the Government of Quebec or its agencies must be 
in French if the contract is concluded in Quebec. 

Language of Software and Certain Other Products 

There are special rules in Quebec respecting the sale of certain products such 
as games, toys and software. In particular, if a French version of a software 
product exists, the English (or other non-French) version can only be sold in 
Quebec if the French version is equally available in the Quebec market. 

Application of the Quebec Charter to Non-Quebec Corporations 

Absent a relevant exemption, all corporations, including non-Quebec 
corporations that do business in Quebec must comply with the provisions of 
the Quebec Charter as set out above. 



Canadian Business Law –
Worldwide
Stikeman Elliott is recognized nationally and internationally for the sophistication of 
its business law practice. The firm is a Canadian leader in each of its core practice areas
– corporate finance, M&A, securities, banking, corporate-commercial, real estate, tax,
insolvency, structured finance, competition, intellectual property, employment and
business litigation – and has developed in-depth knowledge of a wide range of industries.

Chambers Global identifies the firm as one of Canada's two top-tier
Corporate/M&A practices and it is frequently ranked among Canada’s
leaders in domestic and cross-border M&A league tables from Thomson
Financial, Mergermarket and Mergerstat Review. Stikeman Elliott is also
the leading adviser in Canadian securities offerings, ranking first from 2005

to 2009 (inclusive) in Bloomberg league tables in terms of overall volume,
as well as receiving top rankings from the Financial Post. The firm’s National

Litigation Group, whose specializations include class actions, securities litigation and
restructurings, has been ranked among the top three business litigation practices in
Canada by Lexpert. Among Stikeman Elliott’s other highly regarded practices are
competition/antitrust (named as a leader by the Global Competition Review),
taxation (highly ranked by Lexpert) and structured finance (widely considered to be
Canada’s foremost practice in that field).

The firm’s clients can expect a consistently high level of service from each of its eight
offices who work together on major transactions and litigation files, and regularly
collaborate with prominent U.S. and international law firms on cross-border
transactions of global significance. The firm has invested heavily in leading-edge
knowledge management systems in order to assure our clients of advice of the highest
quality, grounded in the accumulated expertise of Stikeman Elliott’s national and
international practice.
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