
At the Alliance for Healthier Communities, we are at the forefront of community-driven approaches 
for health equity in Ontario. Our Community Health Centres and other front line organizations are 
led by and work on behalf of Black, Indigenous, racialized and low income communities whose 
exclusion on the basis of occupation, geography, race or poverty has forced upon many of them the 
highest rates and risks of COVID-19 in the province. 

We have questions about a #SafeSeptember.

This week, parents and caregivers in many of these communities will be asked again whether they 
plan to enrol their children in person or online. But for most this is not a real choice. Without decent 
work, paid sick days, adequate spaces and supports for online learning, appropriate class sizes, 
province-wide mask policies for all grade levels, safe ventilation and sanitation facilities or clear 
guidance on the policies for school-related exposures or symptoms, it is an impossible choice.

We are pleased to see the federal government commit $2 billion toward safer school reopening 
across the country. Here are our questions for Premier Doug Ford, Education Minister Stephen Lecce, 
Health Minister Christine Elliott and Chief Medical Officer of Health David Williams about how they 
plan to spend it in the communities we serve in Ontario; the communities who need it most:

•	 Will you mandate smaller class sizes to reduce COVID-19 transmission risk?

•	 Will you invest in school boards that have mortgaged their future by being forced to spend 
current reserves on COVID-19-related facilities, staffing and space? 

•	 Will you increase provincially-mandated paid sick days to allow parents and caregivers 
to meet required periods of isolation when their children are symptomatic or exposed to 
COVID-19?

•	 Will you empower educators and communities to ensure equitable remote learning 
strategies such as access to spaces, supports and connections for online learners including 
children at home during limited periods of COVID-19-exposure or symptom-related 
isolation?

•	 Will you commit to clear policies and clear communications, and enrol trusted local peers 
to communicate in appropriate ways?

•	 Are you prepared to further postpone school openings until comprehensive strategies are 
in place?
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Schools in Ontario are set to re-open in two weeks. 
We are deeply concerned about the proposed 
strategy. As it stands, Ontario’s back to school plan 
leaves significant gaps, unanswered questions 
and it creates vulnerabilities. We cannot afford 
uncertainty and confusion at this critical juncture 
in the pandemic. We urge the province to address 
concerns raised by communities and experts. Our 
children and communities should not be exposed 
to increased risk due to absent or inadequate 
protections. The province must act to ensure a 
#SafeSeptember for all. 

As planning begins for the second wave of the 
pandemic, many communities are still dealing 
with the effects of the first COVID-19 wave. 
Without strong plans in place, the mistakes of 
the first wave will be repeated in the second. The 
pandemic has disproportionately impacted Black 
and racialized communities, people living on low 
incomes and marginalized communities. It has 
exacerbated and amplified existing inequities, 
largely because systemic and structural factors 
producing these inequities were not adequately 
addressed.  Effectively addressing COVID-19 means 
addressing the social determinants of health, (the 
social and structural conditions that create the 
conditions producing inequitable health outcomes 
between groups). The proposed Back to School 
Strategy heightens existing inequalities and creates 
pathways for further disenfranchisement of already 
marginalized communities. The same communities 
located in schools with the least access to 
resources to implement refurbishments in time 
to meet the 2 week deadline (such as upgraded 
ventilation systems to reduce transmission risk in 
enclosed spaces) are also the same communities 
dealing with a disproportionate COVID-19 burdens. 

COVID-19 is a health crisis. As such, Ontario’s 
response to the crisis must be grounded in 
evidence based health policy. The proposed 
back to school strategy is not aligned with the 
recommendations of experts and leaders in 
health response to COVID. Early in the pandemic, 
Public Health released guidelines limiting in-
person gatherings. Crowded conditions in 
enclosed spaces create ideal conditions facilitating 
COVID transmission. Current back to school 

policies are not in alignment with these expert 
recommendations. The failure to mandate smaller 
classrooms across schools (from elementary all 
the way through to high school) and the failure 
to prioritize investment in the education sector 
to ensure smaller class sizes expose children and 
our communities to risk. While the province has 
mandated the use of masks for older students, 
they have not integrated strategies ensuring 
physical distancing into the Back to School 
strategy. Physical distancing is effective. Sustainable 
strategies must be put in place for educational 
boards allowing them to ensure physical distancing 
is upheld.

Additionally, the current strategy does not 
adequately address digital and Wi-Fi equity for 
children who need to stay home to mitigate 
risks. The proposed strategy has not articulated if 
additional funds will be available to support families 
facing these circumstances. Here too, Ontario’s 
strategy must integrate a social determinants 
of health lens. A recently released report from 
the Decent Health and Work Network shows 
precarious circumstances for low income workers 
with no access to paid sick days to care for their 
children and families in the event of increases 
COVID cases during the second wave. In many 
cases the most impacted will be women and 
racialized people. The province must consider long 
term impacts on gender and racial equity resulting 
from the proposed Back to School strategy. These 
plans must not put additional burdens on already 
under-resourced communities. 

The Alliance calls on the province to take a 
lead role in in creating safety for our children 
and our communities. A #SafeSeptember for 
all means smaller class sizes, better ventilation, 
comprehensive rotation strategies, viable remote 
learning options and adequate supports for 
educators, parents and families.

Ontario must act now for our children, our families, 
and our communities. 

#SafeSeptember Background

https://www.decentworkandhealth.org/beforetoolate

