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Executive Summary:   
  

 

The COVID-19 pandemic has disproportionately impacted Canadian seniors, with outbreaks in Long-Term 

Care (LTC) homes accounting for 69% of all deaths from Covid-19 as of March 2021.1 In view of this, there is 

an urgent need to examine our Canadian LTC system and address the underlying problems this pandemic has 

exposed.   

  

Conditions that Exposed LTC for Failure:  

  

Pre-pandemic, the western provinces of British Columbia, Alberta, and Saskatchewan displayed differences in 

their operation of LTC homes.   

  

● Business models: Private for-profit homes experienced more outbreaks and higher levels of 

deaths than not-for-profit and public homes. British Columbia has the most for-profit care homes 

followed by Alberta. Saskatchewan has only a few.   

● Room design: Older care homes often have shared bathrooms and bedrooms, causing high rates 

of infection. The issue is prevalent in Alberta, where half of all residents share a room.   

● Staffing levels: Homes in each province were understaffed, with none reaching the 

recommended average of four hours of care per resident per day. All provinces had underpaid 

staff working at multiple locations to make an adequate income, resulting in high transmission 

rates and outbreaks spread by staff to different care homes.   

● Seniors advocate role: British Columbia has a Seniors Advocate whose role is to investigate and 

report on older adult issues. Alberta and Saskatchewan do not have such an advocate, indicating 

that vulnerable seniors' needs in these provinces might not be clearly expressed.   

  

Response Times a Significant Factor for Outcomes in LTC 

  

Quicker response times were a significant factor in ensuring the best outcomes for seniors in LTC homes.   

● British Columbia was able to clearly communicate with the public and implement policies 

quickly, prohibiting staff from working at multiple locations, and implementing visitor 

restrictions. They were able to control outbreaks and spread of cases effectively, especially in the 

second wave.   

● All provinces had issues securing personal protective equipment (PPE) and implementing proper 

infection protocols in the beginning stages of the pandemic.  
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Family Presence  

  

Controlling outbreaks and rising COVID-19 cases in the second wave resulted in a long period of isolation for 

older adults who faced strict family presence restrictions. This led to seniors experiencing declining mental 

health and cognitive function, not because of the virus itself, but because their quality of life declined, lacking 

social stimulus and family support.  

  

 Recommendations for LTC:  

  

● National standards: In order to ensure the best quality of care for seniors in LTC, national standards of 

care should be established. This could be achieved by bringing LTC under the Canada Health Act.  

● Curtailing privatization: The poor outcomes in for-profit homes make it evident that the trend toward 

privatization of LTC needs to end. For-profit LTC is no more acceptable for LTC than for hospitals.   

● Increased staffing levels: Staffing levels need to be increased to allow adequate hours of care for 

residents. Permanent changes to one-work site policies (limiting LTC employees to work at only one 

facility) and higher wages to support staff should be implemented alongside these recommendations.   

● Adequate PPE: Proper infection control in care homes should be maintained with a sufficient supply of 

PPE as well as trained staff who are knowledgeable in the use and implementation of these protocols.   

● Quality of Life: This is critically important in the delivery of care for seniors. Seniors' mental health and 

social needs were neglected when they were left in isolation with a declining mood and worsening 

mental health. Isolation causes a decline in health, even if they do not contract COVID-19.   

● Recognize importance of family presence: Family support needs to be recognized for its essential value 

and family members, if willing, should be included as part of the care team and case management.  

● Increased investment in home care: In view of the coming seniors’ demographic crisis, Canada should 

consider more emphasis on home care services. No older adult wants to enter LTC and most wish to 

remain at home as long as possible. A much expanded and redesigned home care system would allow 

them to remain a part of their community and be more cost effective.   

  

There are a multitude of ways that LTC can be improved, but ultimately, it has to start with a change in attitude 

to the way we view seniors in our society, and in the role that they play in our communities. With the aging 

population growing, we cannot afford to allow existing problems in LTC to continue. Immediate action is 

needed in order to ensure that LTC homes provide residents with the care they need and deserve.  
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LTC in Canada  
  

Since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic in February 2020, seniors have been disproportionately 

affected in terms of case numbers and deaths, with up to 81% of deaths in Canada coming from LTC in the 

early stages.2 By June, 2021, this number dropped to 69%.1 However, this statistic varies between provinces, as 

different responses to this pandemic have yielded different outcomes.  

  

Although British Columbia, Alberta and Saskatchewan managed the virus in LTC differently, they have similar 

underlying issues that contributed to LTC outbreaks and a general decline in the quality of life of the residents. 

These provinces had differences in their LTC sectors prior to the pandemic. They also had differences in how 

they led the response, which includes how they implemented protocols and how they managed the outbreak 

during each wave.    

  

  
Data taken from Canada Health Infobase showing the number of deaths caused by COVID-19 between different 

age groups. As of May 19, 2021, seniors above 80+ make up 66.5% of deaths in Canada.   

  

  

LTC homes are facilities for individuals to reside in when they can no longer live independently. These include 

seniors who require support with daily activities, or who require nursing and personal care. The Canada Health 

Act covers publicly funded insured health services in Canada including doctors and hospitals. However, LTC 

homes are not covered by the Canada Health Act. Instead, LTC policies and frameworks are the responsibility 

of the individual provinces.   

  

In British Columbia, LTC operates under the Community Care & Assisted Living Act,3 and in Alberta, LTC is 

regulated by the Nursing Home Act.4 In Saskatchewan, LTC homes, also known as special care homes, are 

operated under The Regional Health Services Act and privately-owned homes fall under The Personal Care 

Home Act.5  

  

Although LTC exists beyond the scope of federally insured health services, all provinces allocate public funding 

to LTC, and residents also make partial payments as well. In a report from the Canadian Institute for Health 
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Information, an average 73% of services are paid through public funds. The remaining 27% is paid for by 

residents through private insurance or other forms of payment.6   
  

In British Columbia, there is an overall coordinated integration of LTC and the health care sector in the five 

health regions that deliver public health services, including hospitals and LTC. Alberta also has an integrated 

health care system with Alberta Health Services (AHS) delivering services throughout the province including 

hospitals, clinics and continuing care facilities. In Saskatchewan, the Saskatchewan Health Authority (SHA) 

operates most LTC homes. LTC has always lacked consistent standards between provinces, so there were 

important differences between these provinces within this sector even before the pandemic began.   

  

  

1. Profit status  

  

In Canada, ownership of LTC homes can be either public or private. Private LTC homes can be categorized 

further into for-profit and not-for-profit facilities. Extensive published research indicates that the business 

model of a care home affects the spread of COVID-19 and the number of deaths that follow. The Ontario Health 

Coalition found that the number of deaths were significantly higher in for-profit homes compared to their not-

for-profit counterparts.7 For-profit ownership is generally characterized by lower staffing levels that lead to 

poorer health outcomes.8 These organizations maximize profit by paying their staff lower wages and providing 

only part-time hours. The risk of infection is increased when staff must work at multiple locations to make an 

adequate income. The study also found that the death rate was higher in for-profit homes (28.5%) compared to 

not-for-profit homes (14.2%), indicating poorer infection control in for-profit homes.   

  

In British Columbia, there are 293 care homes and 34% are for-profit.9 In Alberta, there are 176 care homes and 

25% are for-profit. Saskatchewan has 159 LTC homes, the majority of which are publicly owned. 75% are 

public care homes, 5% are private for-profit organizations and 21% are private not-for-profit organizations.   

  

  

2. Room design   

  

The layout of a room may help facilitate infection spread of COVID-19 between residents. Some rooms are 

shared by multiple residents, usually two or four occupants, while others are single occupancy rooms. Multiple 

occupancy rooms place infected residents in close contact with each other, which increases the spread of 

infections and the mortality rate. A recent study examined the relationship between nursing home crowding and 

the incidence and mortality of COVID-19 in Ontario.10 Homes with higher levels of crowding had more cases 

(9.7%) than homes with lower levels of crowding (4.5%). The homes with higher levels of crowding also had an 

increased mortality rate.   

  

In British Columbia, 76% of residents occupy single bedrooms.11 In Alberta, only 50% of residents have their 

own room.12 There is no such statistic for Saskatchewan. However, the province’s Extendicare homes with four 

residents per room may have been a contributing factor to the outbreaks seen in private LTC. They have since 



 

8  

implemented a two-person limit per room for the duration of the pandemic and discussions regarding 

government funding to LTC homes to create more single bedroom facilities are underway.13  

  

  

3. Care hours  

  

A higher number of RN (registered nurse) hours of resident care is linked to better resident outcomes, including 

fewer hospitalizations.14 Recently, studies have also shown that increased number of caregiver staff (nurses and 

care aides) hours leads to a lower chance of experiencing a COVID-19 outbreak, and a decreased mortality 

rate.15 In British Columbia, the Ministry of Health and Regional Health Authority provide guidelines for the 

minimum hours per day of care for each resident, although there is no mandated standard. Each home is funded 

to provide a specific number of care hours, however, this can vary significantly between LTC homes. The 

average number of hours per day per resident (hprd) funded to a care home is 3.16. Government care homes 

deliver 3.40 hprd and non-government care homes deliver less at 3.01 hprd. In 2017, the British Columbia 

government created a goal of an average of 3.36 hprd to be met by 2021. However, currently 86% of care 

homes are funded below this guideline.16  

  

Alberta does have a minimum standard of 3.6 hprd under Alberta’s Nursing Homes Operations Regulations. 

Under the 2007/10 Accountability Guide for Alberta’s regional health authorities, the goal is 3.8 hprd.  

However, the same pattern exists as in British Columbia where public care homes deliver more direct care hours  

(4.0) compared to for-profit homes (3.01) and not-for-profit (3.0), neither of which meet the minimum 

standard.16  

  

The SHA has stated that it does not provide nor track information regarding the average number of care hours 

per day for the LTC system as a whole. Four hours of care per day per resident is the internationally 

acknowledged gold standard for LTC. Various Saskatchewan private care homes have indicated that they would 

like to be able to move from their current 2.8 -2.9 hprd to 4 hours of care per day.17 It is widely acknowledged 

that this can only be achieved through an increase in funding.  

  

 

4. Chief Medical Health Officers  

  

The Chief Medical Health Officer’s role (CMHO) is to provide expertise to the government in order to promote 

good population health. They give their own independent suggestions and guidance on public health issues to 

public officials and government ministers. This includes suggesting policies or legislation related to public 

health that would improve the overall wellness of the province.   

  

This means that in handling the COVID-19 pandemic, government officials of British Columbia, Alberta, and 

Saskatchewan rely on the advice of the CMHOs to construct proper mandates to control the virus and maintain 

public health. They essentially lead their province’s responses to the COVID-19 pandemic, and also work with 

the Center of Disease Control (CDC) for their provinces as well. The CMHO of British Columbia is Dr. Bonnie 

Henry, who has been serving in this role since 2018 and who has received international accolades for her 
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work.18 Alberta’s CMHO, Dr. Deena Hinshaw, was appointed to this role in early 2019.19 The CMHO for 

Saskatchewan is Dr. Saqib Shahab, one of Canada’s longest serving officers, appointed in 2012.   

  

There are also Deputy Chief Medical Health Officers for these provinces, whose role is to support the CMHO in 

their duties. Additionally, the CMHOs gave their guidance of LTC homes near the beginning of the pandemic, 

when public health orders were put out in each province acknowledging that LTC homes posed a special threat 

for the transmission of COVID-19.  

  

  

5. Provincial Seniors Advocates  

  

A Seniors Advocate acts as a voice for older adults, and provides awareness to the public regarding issues 

affecting seniors in order to improve their wellbeing. Advocates can make recommendations to the government 

about improvements in housing, income and transportation services for seniors. They also have the ability to 

report and investigate independently in cases of LTC abuse. British Columbia appointed Canada’s first Seniors 

Advocate, Isobel Mackenzie, in 2014 and she has been serving as British Columbia’s Seniors Advocate since 

then. She has been very involved in advocating for seniors and has been known as the “most efficient Seniors 

Advocate in Canada”.20 Mackenzie has made several suggestions to improve seniors' lives during the pandemic. 

She has looked for ways to relax visitor restrictions, expand the 211 phone line that helps connect socially 

isolated seniors,21 and released reports exposing care homes that were not meeting the standards of care for 

residents.22   

  
Alberta appointed a Seniors Advocate, Sheree Kwong See in 2016. However, when her term ended in 2019, the 

government of Alberta revealed that they would be discontinuing a single Seniors Advocate role, and instead, 

combined the position with the Health Advocate office.20 This was expected to save up to $500k each year.  

However, Alberta’s former Seniors Advocate disagreed with this decision, and predicted that the Health  

Advocate office would not be able to handle all of her previous duties. Saskatchewan has never had a Seniors 

Advocate. There are a number of non-profit volunteer organizations in Saskatchewan that advocate for seniors 

and offer programming. The Saskatchewan Seniors Mechanism (SSM), notes that Saskatchewan is one of the  

only provinces in Canada without a “comprehensive seniors care strategy”.23 

    
 

 

 

 

 

 

  

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1RJEuQU-h7aL2WqzLzEO-ssOOAP-P0LGQ4ISyc9Ric8c/edit#bookmark=id.eb10lrnawo8v
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6. Timeline of Pandemic Response for LTC in British Columbia, Alberta and Saskatchewan:  

  

Cumulative number of reported cases, deaths and hospitalizations, retrieved from COVID-19 Tracker Canada, 

as of June 17, 2021  

  

Province  Total Cases  Total Deaths  Cases/100K  

British Columbia  146,794  1,739  2,853  

Alberta  231,008  2,280  5,217  

Saskatchewan  48,220  561  4,094  

  

  

What were the provincial differences in LTC once the pandemic started?  
  

British Columbia was more successful than the other provinces in handling the pandemic, especially in the early 

months, as seen by their quick response which kept case numbers low. They were able to flatten the curve and 

managed not to overwhelm hospitals despite early projections. Alberta was also able to quickly contain the 

number of cases, unlike Ontario and Quebec that had steadily increasing infection rates. However, in the second 

wave, Alberta’s case numbers started to rise significantly, and by early December, they had the highest case 

count of all provinces in Canada. Despite having only 12% of Canada’s population, Alberta had over 25% of 

country’s cases.24 As of January 5, 2021, British Columbia had 54,147 cases and 954 deaths whereas the 

Alberta had 106,708 cases and 1,168 deaths.25 Saskatchewan at this time had 16,520 cases with 165 deaths.25  

  

A report that examined the effect of COVID-19 on LTC homes found that British Columbia had half the 

number of COVID cases within LTC compared to Alberta.26 As of June 2020, 55% of deaths came from LTC 

in British Columbia, compared to 76% in Alberta. Saskatchewan took early efforts to protect LTC homes in late 

March, and did not experience cases in LTC until the end of April 2020. As a result, only 42% of Saskatchewan 

deaths came from LTC, as of early January, 2021.27  

  

  

1. Clear and organized communication  

  

In the early months of the pandemic, British Columbia, Alberta, and Saskatchewan took swift and consistent 

steps to stop outbreaks in LTC homes. The provincial health officers of British Columbia in particular have 

been very clear in their communication with the public and reporting on cases in care homes is transparent. Due 

to fewer case numbers in Saskatchewan, the Province did not report on LTC infections and deaths on the 

government website until later in the pandemic. The ability of a province to control and manage outbreaks is 

highly influenced by timing. The sooner that a protocol for infection control and prevention is implemented, the 
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fewer the cases. British Columbia benefited from its quick response to outbreaks and managed to change 

policies and regulations before most other provinces.   

  

  

2. Policy changes regarding staffing  

  

LTC workers often work part-time at multiple locations due to a lack of full-time employment. Staff moving 

from one location to another was found to be a significant cause for the spread of COVID-19 infections between 

care homes. On March 26, 2020, British Columbia announced a single site order which restricted staff from 

working at multiple locations.28 However, Alberta’s Chief Medical Officer of Health did not order one until 

April 10, 2020.29 A single site order in Saskatchewan was made effective on April 28, 2020, after the SSM and 

health care workers urged the province to follow the lead of British Columbia, which had restricted staff 

movement weeks prior.30  

  

3. Wage Boosts for Staff  

  

Many provinces chose to compensate staff with increased wages to support overburdened staff working in LTC. 

Near the end of May 2020, British Columbia announced a $4/hour raise that applied to almost all health care 

aides.31 
 

  

In Alberta, Health Minister Tyler Shandro promised workers at public LTC facilities, as well as privately owned 

continuing care facilities, a $2/hour raise on April 20, 2020, as well as an extra $7.3 million to increase the 

number of staff at LTC facilities.32 In both British Columbia and Alberta, there was poor communication with 

staff working in LTC with regards to how and when these increased wages would be implemented, which left 

many workers confused.31, 32   

  

Saskatchewan chose to compensate LTC workers through a temporary wage supplement program using federal 

funds, introduced on June 4, 2020. Eligible workers could receive a temporary wage supplement of $400 every 

four weeks for up to 16 weeks.33 However, similar to Alberta, requirements were strict, and many LTC workers 

were excluded. Over the next few months, this program was gradually expanded to accommodate a larger variety 

of staff.34, 35  

  

 4. Visitor (Family Presence) regulations  

  

Enforcing new visitor regulations was another key step in protecting seniors inside care homes from COVID-19 

infections. British Columbia ordered new visitor policies on March 16, 2020,36 which included allowing only 

one essential visitor and mandatory health screening for these visitors. Alberta ordered similar restrictions on  

March 20, 2020.37 Although Saskatchewan did not experience any outbreaks in LTC until late April, the  

province had already imposed visitor restrictions on March 16, 2020.38   
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Family members of LTC residents often give extra help by providing essential services such as assistance with 

meals. Restrictions on visitors meant that staff, who were already overburdened, had to take their place. This 

resulted in seniors feeling depressed and lonelier than before.39 Many argue that a balance between social 

distancing and allowing relatives to visit their loved ones is essential to ensure that residents continue to have 

family support.  

  

5. Infection prevention  

  

The lack of personal protective equipment (PPE) was a major issue for all of Canada when the pandemic was 

declared. It is the duty of each province to maintain their own stockpile of medical supplies, and no province 

was fully prepared. However, the Canadian government also has a role to play in maintaining the National 

Emergency Strategic Stockpile (NESS), which it failed to do after throwing away $2 million worth of expired 

N95 masks in 2019, without replacing them.40   

  
British Columbia had only half of the required medical supplies such as N95s, surgical masks, gloves, and hand 

sanitizer when COVID-19 hit. In 2013, medical equipment stockpiles in British Columbia were worth more 

than $5.7 million, yet by 2020, they had decreased by more than half to $2.07 million as the supplies expired or 

were donated, and not replaced, similar to the NESS stockpile. Four out of five of British Columbia’s health 

authorities had significantly less supplies in 2020 than in 2013.41 British Columbia accumulated most of its PPE 

from the non-profit SafeCareBC which collected and distributed PPE for each care home, compared to some 

other provinces like Ontario and Quebec, which had delays and consequently higher rates of infection.42  

  

In Alberta, due to the lack of medical masks initially, health care workers were urged to use non-medical masks.  

Dr. Joe Vipond, an ER physician in Calgary stated, “I know in B.C. on March 25 every single hospital and 

every single LTC facility were mandated to wear masks in all situations, in order to avoid pre-symptomatic and 

asymptomatic spread.” He then added, “In Alberta, that decision came a good three weeks after.” 43 Although 

Alberta had a low supply of certain specific protective masks and N95 respirators, they did have a large 

stockpile of other PPE due to the Pandemic Influenza Plan that was introduced in 2014.44 The AHS planned to 

send large amounts to other provinces like Ontario, Quebec, and British Columbia, which included 250,000 

N95 masks to each province.45   

  

Saskatchewan was also affected by the national shortage of PPE. Front line health care staff were advised to 

order low quantities of PPE due to limited inventory.46 In early May 2020, the SHA decided to make use of a 

stockpile of expired N95 masks that the province purchased during the H1N1 outbreak in 2009-2010.47   
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Safety in Second Wave vs. First Wave  
  

Compared to the first wave, the second wave was met with challenges about how to keep seniors and staff safe 

while also maintaining the social wellbeing of the residents. Provinces had different strategies to try to stop 

future outbreaks with British Columbia performing better than Alberta and Saskatchewan in the second wave.  

  

British Columbia  

  

On June 30, 2020, Provincial Health Officer, Dr. Bonnie Henry announced the relaxing of some visitation rules 

in LTC homes. Prior to this announcement, visits were limited to only one essential visitor. The new rules on 

visitation were made possible by a full stockpile of PPE in addition to the flattening of the curve for the first 

wave. They allowed a designated visitor to meet in a specified area of the care home and the visits were to be 

booked in advance.48   

  
However, the frequency and duration of these booked visits were inconsistent and varied between care homes, 

which drove British Columbia’s Seniors Advocate, Isobel Mackenzie to create a survey near the end of August 

2020 that examined the impact of visitor restrictions on residents and family members. The report, released in 

November 2020, revealed that the visitor restrictions seemed to be harming seniors, with families demanding 

more relaxed visitor restrictions.49 Seniors need contact and support with their family and loved ones but with 

the heightened visitor restrictions likely to last another year, seniors were facing a worse quality of life, likely 

damaging to their mental health.   

  

The report revealed that seniors began to use more antipsychotics and antidepressants during this time and more 

than half of family members reported seeing a decline in cognitive function and worsening mood. If there is 

adequate PPE and social distancing is enforced, then visitation should increase so that support for older adults 

can be maintained through the pandemic. The report also revealed that, compared to the earlier months of the 

pandemic, LTC homes in British Columbia were experiencing fewer active outbreaks and decreased 

hospitalizations for seniors, indicating that measures introduced in the earlier months, such as staffing changes, 

and social distancing were working. British Columbia also announced a $1.6 billion pandemic plan in 

September to prepare for the second wave, which included training and the cost of tuition for 7,000 new care 

aides to work in the LTC sector.50  

  

On April 1, 2021 British Columbia greatly eased visitation rules for LTC, as vaccination rates within LTC 

increased. The changes included increasing the number of visitors to a maximum of two and allowing friends 

and family to visit privately in the residents' rooms. The most notable change however, allowed physical contact 

between visitors and residents, provided that appropriate measures such as hand hygiene and masks are taken. 

This meant that friends and family could safely enjoy simple gestures like holding a resident's hand, and 

allowing them to assist their loved ones in a plethora of ways without staff help, a huge improvement for the 

emotional and physical health of the residents. Dr. Bonnie Henry responded to these changes, agreeing that  

“Now that the most vulnerable among us have received a vaccine, we are safely amending restrictions to give 

people in LTC greater opportunities to connect with the people they love.” 51  
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Alberta  

  

Alberta LTC homes suffered similar challenges in maintaining senior welfare in the beginning stages of the 

pandemic due to the heavy visitor restrictions in place. Additionally, alongside these restrictions, services were 

also reduced for older adults in some care homes. One care home in Edmonton deemed assisted showers as a 

nonessential service, which posed massive challenges for seniors with medical problems that made them unable 

to properly bathe themselves.52 As the curve of the first wave began to flatten, Dr. Deena Hinshaw announced 

several new protocols to help improve the livelihood of seniors in care homes that were suffering the 

consequences of being socially deprived. On May 19, 2020 the government of Alberta announced $170 million 

going towards senior facilities across the province.53 The money went to support things such as staff and 

cleaning supplies for LTC homes and senior lodges, as about 75% of COVID-19 deaths in Alberta at this point 

were from LTC facilities.26 Starting in October 2020, new confirmed cases started to quickly increase again. In 

November 2020 a full second wave of the virus was present which was even more severe than the first, with 

hundreds of new confirmed cases daily, reaching over one thousand new cases every day in the following 

month of December.   

  

A different risk-based approach was taken in the second wave.54 The order by Dr. Hinshaw required that 

residents at risk or showing symptoms should be transported to a private space in the building. However, 

depending on the layout of the facility, this was not always possible, and a large number of COVID-19 

outbreaks still occurred in LTC homes during the fall. On December 2, 2020, the number of care facilities with 

COVID-19 outbreaks in Alberta had tripled from that three weeks prior, with 123 residents in care homes 

confirmed with active COVID-19 cases.55 Staffing shortages in LTC during the second wave were worse than 

in the spring, and a challenge that was never fully solved. Staff shortages meant that many staff members were 

still working in multiple sites, further increasing the risk of COVID-19 exposure to both the staff and seniors at 

the care homes.56 By December 13, Alberta managed to “flatten the curve”.57  

  

As most staff and residents in Alberta’s LTC centres had become fully vaccinated, the province announced an 

easing of a few visitor restrictions that became effective on May 10, 2021.58 The notable changes included up to 

four family or support individuals, designated by the resident to assist their mental and physical health, and 

opening up outdoor gatherings to include up to 10 people where space permitted. In addition, indoor gatherings 

with up to four same-household visitors were allowed. This change finally authorized seniors to meet with 

family and friends that they had previously had to isolate from for over a year.59  

  

Saskatchewan  

  

After a relatively stable summer in 2020, Saskatchewan like other prairie provinces experienced yet another rise 

in cases during the second wave. While other provinces went into full lockdowns, Saskatchewan implemented 

moderate restrictions throughout the winter, keeping businesses and other activities open. As of March 30, 

2021, Saskatchewan led the country for the highest rate of cases as the COVID variants continued to spread 

across the province. Despite this, Saskatchewan did not experience a similar increase of cases in LTC. As of 

February 3, 2021, there were 117 deaths in LTC due to COVID, the majority being in private care homes.  
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Extendicare, a for-profit LTC facility in Regina, was responsible for 38% of all deaths in LTC,60 which led to 

discussions regarding for-profit homes and whether the government should seize control over them. In March, a 

class-action lawsuit was launched against Extendicare, which claimed that negligence led to the wide outbreak 

that lost many lives.61 An investigation was also ordered by the provincial government to look into infection 

control practices, adherence to public health orders and other measures to deal with COVID cases at Parkside, 

an Extendicare LTC.   

  

Starting April 29, 2021, LTC restrictions were loosened to allow visitations from two family members at a time 

inside and four members at a time outside, given that 90% of residents had been vaccinated. These new rules 

came after a five-month lockdown on LTC visits in Saskatchewan, which led to many residents relieved to 

finally receive family support again.62 However, many LTC homes retained stricter guidelines.   

  

  

Vaccines  
  
British Columbia planned its Phase 1 of immunization to take place between December 2020 and February 

2021, with a focus on protecting the highest risk population that would be the most vulnerable to severe illness 

from COVID-19. This meant that their priorities in Phase 1 had an emphasis on immunizing residents, staff, and 

essential visitors to LTC facilities, and assisted living residences.63 The first person to receive a vaccination in 

British Columbia was a 64 year old residential care aide on December 14,64  and by December 30, the province 

had given out 11,930 first doses of the Pfizer and Moderna vaccines.65 In February 2021, British Columbia 

reached the target of 70,000 residents and staff in LTC settings being given their first dose vaccinations, in 392 

LTC and retirement homes. By February 11, there was an 80% reduction of COVID-19 cases in LTC homes in 

British Columbia compared to the beginning of January, indicating the effectiveness of the vaccine in protecting 

seniors.66   

  

Alberta’s LTC residents started receiving Moderna vaccines on December 30, 2020, when a batch of 17,000 

vaccines was shipped to the province. More shipments were delivered in early January, with the Phase 1-A goal 

to immunize residents and staff of LTC, and designated supportive living facilities under contract with the 

government first.
67

 However, other residents in supportive living were excluded from this plan, even if other 

seniors in the same facility received their first dose of the vaccine. This left many families and residents upset at 

the way the vaccination plan was laid out.   

  

Private facilities were also upset that their facilities were being skipped, claiming that the AHS was 

discriminating against private facilities.68 Despite this, Premier Jason Kenney announced on January 18, 2021, 

that Alberta had accomplished a great milestone by completing the first dose of vaccinations across all LTC and 

designated supportive living facilities, even though many facilities were still waiting for their first dose.69 On 

the same day, it was revealed that Alberta was running out of vaccines so there would be a temporary delay in 

new first dose appointments, to allow residents to complete their second dose. This lack of transparent 

communication with the public left many residents, families and staff confused about the procedures for the 

rollout plan. By mid-January, Alberta was the first province to complete first doses of vaccines in all LTC 
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homes. By the end of February, active cases in LTC homes had dropped 92% since December,70 which 

indicated great progress in the protection of seniors.   

  

Saskatchewan went through a similar process as Alberta and British Columbia. However, before its Phase 1 

began, a Pilot project was undertaken in the beginning of December, with the intention of practicing the 

shipping, storage, and delivery of the Pfizer ultra-frozen vaccine. 1950 doses of the vaccine were received and 

administered to health care workers in ICUs, Emergency Departments and COVID units at the Regina General 

and Pasqua Hospitals, as well as other testing and assessment centres.   

  

Phase 1 began on December 22, 2020, and ended in March, with immunization prioritized to vulnerable 

populations including LTC and personal care home residents.71 By March 17, Saskatchewan had already 

administered 112,764 doses of the COVID-19 vaccine which was quicker than the SHA had anticipated.72 “The 

implementation of the online and telephone appointment booking system has enabled the rapid deployment of 

vaccinations across the province,” said Health Minister Paul Merriman. Due to the province’s quick start with 

the online booking system, Phase 2 started sooner than expected on March 18.73    
  

  

Proposals for Improvement in LTC  
  

LTC homes are known to have issues such as low paid staff working at multiple locations, no consistent 

standards within provinces regarding care hours or staffing levels, and an overall lack of coordination between 

LTC and the health care in general. COVID-19 was a stress to LTC shining a light on many issues that leave 

seniors vulnerable and at risk. Considering that the majority of deaths from COVID-19 in Canada were from 

LTC, there are a number of recommendations that should be considered for future improvements in LTC.  

  

1. Increase staffing levels  

  

LTC homes in British Columbia are understaffed. British Columbia’s 2017 goal was to bring the average 

number of care hours per day (hprd) up to 3.36 by 2021. This is below the recommended average calculated by 

many studies of 4.0 hours per day.74 This is a goal that needs to be accomplished and there should not be any 

significant variation between private and public homes. As mentioned, for-profit homes have less direct care 

hours than public and non-profit homes which resulted in poorer health outcomes for older adults. Private care 

homes have consistently been shown to have the worst conditions for seniors and through the pandemic, they 

have had higher death rates and numbers of cases. Extendicare’s outbreak in Saskatchewan clearly shows this, 

as the majority of deaths in LTC in the province came from Parkside. Increased provincial funding to improve 

staffing levels is needed to meet the demands of the residents. Family representatives have previously stated that 

Parkside receives funding to meet just 2.8-2.9 hprd.17 The Province needs to track hprd and there needs to be 

enforceable standards of minimum care hours, not mere guidelines that individual facilities are left to interpret.  
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2. Establish national standards  

At present, the standards of care to which LTC facilities are held vary from province to province, and often 

amount to vague guidelines.  There is a growing consensus that clear national standards are needed to ensure the 

best quality of care for seniors in LTC. As described in a recent report, these could include requiring LTC 

homes to be accredited, standards for caregiving hours, a move to single bedroom facilities and training for 

infectious disease control.75 This goal could be achieved by bringing LTC under the Canada Health Act, which 

establishes national standards for other forms of health care.   

3. Determine the role of Privatization in the LTC system  

There are conflicting opinions regarding the role of privatization in the LTC system. Some consider the for-

profit status to be inherently detrimental to the lives of seniors, and propose that this model be removed from 

the LTC framework completely. The claim is that privatization values profit over seniors’ lives, to the detriment 

of their quality of life. An increase in staffing levels and facility renovations in private LTCs would resolve the 

problem, but there is scepticism that the for-profit model can deliver quality health care while maintaining a 

viable return on investment. For this reason, many seniors’ groups, including the Saskatoon Community Clinic's 

Seniors Advisory Council, have called for an end to private LTC.  

At a minimum, an effort should be made to reverse the trend toward privatization. There may also be room for 

new models. An independent commission report on the impact of COVID on Ontario’s nursing homes suggests 

one such approach. This model is based on the principle that the for-profit companies who build the facilities 

should not be in charge of delivering care. Contracts would be awarded to private sector developers to construct 

the actual buildings, but the building would be owned by the province, which would allow residents to receive 

care from “mission focused” providers who are not focused on profit. Dr. Sinha, Director of Geriatrics at the 

University Health Network discusses this recommendation and says “It might be a path forward so that we 

actually get better quality care when we don’t force for-profit providers to do what they don’t want to do and 

frankly, what some of them can’t do very well.” 76  

  

4. Deliver Mental Health Support for Residents and Staff  

  

Mental health care should be available for residents. Throughout the pandemic, seniors in LTC have 

experienced declining mental health due to isolation and lack of support from family caregivers who normally 

aid in their care. A minority of residents are those living with severe mental health conditions, as well as 

dementia, which is more common among residents. An increase in trained mental health professionals in care 

homes is needed to account for this and to ensure that the senior’s quality of life does not deteriorate further 

during the pandemic. Even after the pandemic, it is important to have the proper resources to diagnose and treat 

mental health disorders among residents, especially in case of another pandemic and in order to improve quality 

of life.  

  

Mental health support should be provided for staff working in LTC. Throughout the pandemic, especially in the 

beginning, homes were understaffed and staff were chronically overworked as they faced a high risk of COVID 

transmission, which increased stress levels. In a position paper written by the Canadian Academy of Geriatric 

Psychiatry and the Canadian Coalition for Seniors Mental Health, the value of LTC staff is recognized and they 



 

18  

suggest that staff and caregivers receive education on stress management, anxiety and depression as well as 

caregiver burnout.77 Other permanent changes such as a higher living wage and benefits including sick leave 

should be added in order to support LTC staff.   

  

5. Ensure Adequate Supply of PPE  

  

Another important recommendation is to ensure the stockpile of PPE is always maintained. The delay in 

obtaining PPE was a big problem that Canada faced early in the pandemic, and many outbreaks in LTC had 

already occurred before the province had a chance to secure PPE. Staff should also be trained in the proper use 

of PPE and infection control. There should be separate isolation rooms designated within the LTC home for 

residents when infected. There should be an overall approved plan for infectious disease outbreaks in every care 

home that can be implemented without delay, should another outbreak occur.   

  

6. Permanent change to One Work Site Policy  

  

Early in the pandemic, a one work site policy was implemented banning staff from working at multiple 

locations. As mentioned, staff usually need to work at multiple care homes in order to make a living wage. 

Throughout the pandemic, many provinces have given a pay raise to LTC workers, which should be made 

permanent. Staff working in LTC homes should have full-time work with an adequate salary. This would also 

include making the one work site policy a permanent change as well, which would not only support the staff, 

but also prevent the introduction of viruses into the homes from multiple sources.   

  

7. Upgraded Room Designs   

  

Future LTC homes should be designed with flexible living options that allow the homes to easily isolate sick or 

vulnerable residents away from the others. The COVID-19 pandemic caused many outbreaks in LTC homes 

where the virus spread among residents of multiple occupancy rooms. Improving the room design is essential in 

preventing future rapid spread of viruses. Facilities should be upgraded to end designs that allowed multiple 

residents (up to four) per bedroom. This older room design is present in many for-profit model homes, such as 

Parkside, which must have contributed to the large and deadly outbreak.   

  

8. Implement Family Presence/Caregiver Role in LTC  

  

The role of family presence needs to be carefully considered in the operation of LTC homes. The pandemic 

taught us that family support is crucial to the wellbeing of seniors in LTC. Lockdowns that lasted for months at 

a time led seniors’ general condition and their mental health to deteriorate because they were missing such a 

huge component of their care and presence from family. According to a CIBC poll in 2017, 33% of Canadians 

have parents (65 or older) that regularly require assistance.78 Evidence from many studies show that the 

presence of family caregivers leads to many benefits for residents, such as improved medication adherence, 

prevention of declining cognitive abilities, fewer falls and decreased anxiety during procedures.79 Despite the 

important role that caregivers have in promoting the wellbeing of residents, this has been overlooked throughout 

the pandemic, with lockdowns prohibiting family members from visiting, for months at a time. The rules for 

LTC seem to contrast with the rules for the public which were in effect at the same time. While LTC banned all 
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visits (except for compassionate reasons), family bubbles often allowed up to 10 people to be in contact with 

each other. Clearly, blanket visitor restrictions are not the most effective way of keeping older adults safe and 

healthy. More thoughtful approaches should be considered, such as distinguishing between a general visitor and 

a family caregiver, who should be recognized as an essential partner in care. Additionally, family caregivers 

should be given a voice and should work together with staff to make a proper plan on how to deliver the best 

care possible.   

  

9. Improve Quality of Life within LTC  

  

Residents have faced tremendous social isolation in the year since the pandemic began, and this led residents to 

experience worsening moods, increased anxiety and depression. It is important to improve quality of life within 

care homes, especially in the case of a pandemic where lockdown prevents residents from visiting with family 

members. An increased number of recreational therapists, spiritual staff and care aides in a home, would bring 

many benefits to residents. In a 2016 report by British Columbia’s seniors advocate, Isobel Mackenzie, stated 

that many positive outcomes result from recreational therapy such as good balance, mobility and muscular 

strength that lead to a lower risk of depression in elderly patients with dementia.80 Another study, by the Alberta 

Continuing Care Association (ACCA), found that self-esteem and enjoyment of physical activity increased after 

recreational therapy and agitation and passive behaviour also improved.81 However, some provinces, such as 

British Columbia, still lag behind in implementing recreational therapy services, with barriers such as a lack of 

knowledge on how to deliver these programs prevent their implementation.  

  

10. Improve Inspection Process  

  

The COVID-19 pandemic showed that inspections must be taken more seriously, be more rigorous, and 

consistently applied in LTC homes and facilities to properly ensure safety and cleanliness in the establishments. 

While Provincial governments spent money, resources, and time on protecting LTC homes during the 

pandemic, there is evidence to show that the inspection process in certain locations was not improved at all. On 

September 29, the Ford government in Ontario announced $500 million in funding dedicated to protect LTC.82  

The plan outlined using the money to employ more staff, get more equipment, and prevent infections. However, 

it failed to include any measures for improving the inspection process and did not show any action on the 

enforcement of safety regulations. Inspections should be carried out by an independent agency. This lack of a 

thorough inspection process during these first critical months of the pandemic may have endangered residents in 

care homes and was also a contributing factor to the widespread outbreaks in LTC homes.   

  

11. Invest in Home Care  

  

A key aspect of care delivery is being able to provide care based on the needs of seniors, in an environment that 

is most comfortable to them. Home care services encourage this by allowing older adults to live independently 

in their community while still receiving the types of care they require. Home care services offer the benefit of 

allowing seniors to continue providing for themselves, rather than being confined to an LTC home unless 

completely necessary. Investing in home care would also be less expensive, as there would be no costs to 

maintain a LTC facility, including the numerous staff. Currently, the proportion of Canadians who receive home 
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care services is 18%.83 Compared to Norway (28%) and Sweden (33%), Canada is on the lower end of the 

spectrum, suggesting that there should be more emphasis on these services.   

  

Moira Welsh, a Canadian Journalist and author of the book Happily Ever Older: Revolutionary Approaches to 

LTC, spoke at the Saskatchewan Senior Mechanism (SSM) conference on May 19, 2021 about a similar 

approach. She suggested that smaller households, with a dedicated group of staff, offer a more comfortable 

space with a sense of security and safety for seniors. An example of this is The Green House Project, a non-

profit organization that offers improved alternatives to traditional nursing care home facilities.84 The Green 

House Project created small homes with only ten residents each that are still connected to larger nursing homes. 

These homes offer a better sense of comfort and security for residents and introduce a sense of family that is 

absent in traditional LTC homes. They also give the residents the freedom of choice in their daily plan instead 

of predetermined tasks and activities. While the Green House Project remains a type of LTC structure, it 

highlights the importance of a home environment and residents being able to make independent choices, instead 

of being in an institutional system.   

  

12. Improve Integration between LTC and the Health Care Sector  

  

The Integration of LTC and the health care sector is an important consideration in improving and strengthening 

the link between public health and elder care. In British Columbia, Saskatchewan and Alberta, LTC homes are 

overseen by regional health authorities that also oversee hospitals. However, in other provinces such as Ontario, 

LTC homes are overseen by a separate Ministry of LTC, whereas hospitals are overseen by the Ministry of 

Health. A September 2020 article in the Canadian Medical Association Journal highlighted the continuum of 

care between hospitals, LTC homes and public health in British Columbia as a factor in the better outcomes for 

the province.85 When health and LTC sectors are connected, it allows outbreak protocols and preventative 

measures such as COVID-19 screening to be put in place before being provincially ordered to do so.  

  

  

The Future  
  

Canada is facing a substantial increase in demand for LTC as our middle-aged population ages over the coming 

decades. According to the Conference Board of Canada, the country will need an additional 190,000 beds for 

LTC by 2035, which is nearly double the current capacity.86 Alberta has a proportionally much younger 

population than other provinces, so the province would not have as much of an early demand for LTC beds 

relative to other provinces. British Columbia on the other hand has one of the highest demands for LTC beds. It 

should be noted that centenarians are already the relatively fastest growing demographic in Canada.  

  

The total number of senior housing units in Canada is decreasing. This is troubling given that the older adult 

population of the country is increasing, and foreshadows more problems for seniors in the future if this is not 

addressed. One potential pitfall is that this large demand for LTC poses as a large business opportunity for 

private LTC business owners, leading to a possibility that the future of LTC in Canada could become dominated 

by subpar for-profit care homes.   
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Furthermore, if more LTC homes are built with the current standards remaining in place, they would not be able 

to provide adequate care in situations such as another pandemic. But for change to take place, federal and 

provincial governments must acknowledge the issues with the current LTC systems in the country and take 

responsibility. Even though many voices and statistics show that there are numerous flaws, little to no action is 

being taken. Why might this be?  

  

John Sheard, Co-Chair of the Saskatoon Community Clinic, Senior Advisory Council, describes the failure to 

act as "ageism." He observes that "once people retire, they are not seen to be contributing to society and 

somehow that translates into not taking proper care [of them] when it comes to LTC homes.”   

 If the issues of this already overburdened system are not addressed, and our attitudes toward the elderly and our 

growing aged population remain the same, a pandemic in the future, with double the numbers of people in LTC, 

could prove to be much more devastating.  
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