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INSIDE: The story of CERB – How an effective opposition worked to protect your family 
and shaped the government response to the pandemic.

Dear Neighbour,
As this is my first Report to Constituents since the last 
election, I want to begin by expressing my thanks for 
the honour of serving a second term as the Member of 
Parliament for Elmwood-Transcona. I hope this message 
finds you and your family in good health and good cheer.

The COVID-19 pandemic is undoubtedly the defining 
feature of 2020 and the response of our community is 
inspiring.

Many organizations, and the volunteers behind them, are 
working hard to support our seniors, people living with 
disabilities and other vulnerable people. 

Workers in healthcare, food supply, transportation, child-
care and other essential services stepped up, at a risk to 
themselves, to make sure we had what we needed during 
the initial lockdown.

Others stepped up by staying home; working from home 
while home-schooling children, confronting the challenge 
of social isolation, making do with less income than usual 
in order to obey public health orders.

These unusual circumstances and the challenges that 
come with them will be with us, in some shape or form, for 
some time to come.

Thank you to everyone who has risen to the occasion and 
is doing what they can to reduce the harm of COVID-19 in 
our community.

No one could have predicted the pandemic during the 
election held last fall. It struck just as the new parliament 
was getting off the ground and Canada’s reaction to 
COVID-19 quickly defined both the subjects and the pro-
cess of debate in the House of Commons.

One central commitment that I made in the last election 
was to work collaboratively across party lines to help 
make a minority parliament get better results for real 
people. That commitment, above all, has guided my work 
since the election.

Prior to the pandemic, I supported motions by other oppo-
sition parties to establish a special committee to exam-
ine Canada’s relationship with China, to have the Auditor 
General investigate the Liberals’ poorly delivered infra-
structure program from the last Parliament and a motion 
to extend Employment Insurance (EI) sick leave to 50 
weeks of coverage.

I was also able to leverage my role as the NDP Trade Critic 
during the CUSMA debate for a commitment to make 
Canada’s trade process more open and democratic, as I 
believe that the more we can get trade deal talks out from 
behind closed doors, the harder it will be for governments 
to betray the interests of working people.

Since the pandemic, as the NDP’s Employment and 
Workforce Development Critic, I have been at the centre 
of negotiations about EI and the Canadian Emergency 
Response Benefit (CERB). The stories and struggles of 
people in Elmwood–Transcona have informed my work 
and helped to make a real difference for working and 
vulnerable people across the country.

This report highlights some of that work as it stood at press 
time in July. I hope you find it interesting and informative.

Yours truly,

CoViD-19 REPORT



How bad can it get? – Focusing on 
Canadian families
From the beginning, NDP MPs were focused on the eco-
nomic impact that COVID-19 would have on everyday 
Canadians. We remembered how, following the 2008 
financial collapse, big banks and multi-national corpora-
tions got bailed out while real people were left to fend for 
themselves.

As early as March 9, New Democrats were raising ques-
tions about financial support and access to sick days in 
the House of Commons.

Despite clear signals that an unprecedented economic 
interruption was on the way, Liberals were focused on 
tinkering with an EI system that only covered 40% of the 
work force. It was a fixation that delayed the develop-
ment of CERB, costing precious time in a fast-developing 
situation.

What’s fair? – Pushing for a Universal 
Basic Income
On March 13, the Liberal government announced mea-
sures for the corporate sector and big banks, but offered 
nothing for real people. Meanwhile, New Democrats were 
focused on bailing out people, not corporations, and call-
ing for direct financial support to Canadians. 

What followed was a national debate about how best to 
make sure Canadians could keep food on the table during 
the lockdown. The Conservatives were conspicuously ab-
sent from that debate. While they had plenty of criticism 
of what was happening, they had very few proposals about 
what to do instead.

The NDP approach was different. We knew the tinkering 
proposed by the Liberals would not be enough and we 
wanted to make positive proposals that could work. That 
is why we were already pushing for direct financial support 
to Canadians.

On March 18, the government seemed to take notice, but 
their announcement included two income support pro-
grams with different rules. There was a real risk that com-
plicated bureaucracy was going to confuse people and 
delay getting money out the door.

The NDP countered with the idea of a universal approach 
and went public with our plan to pay everyone $2,000 per 
month (plus an additional $250 per child) on March 23. 
This was the surest way to reduce bureaucracy and make 
sure everyone who might need help would get it.

The benefit would have been taxed back from those who 
did not need the help, but at the end of the tax year. That 
would give time for government to see how the pandemic 
played out and warn Canadians well in advance of the 
income level at which the whole benefit would be taxed 
back.

The Liberals were very clear, both in public statements in 
private negotiations, that they did not support a universal 
approach. They wanted a limited program that would only 
replace income lost to those who ceased working due to 
COVID-19, despite the strain on groups like seniors, stu-
dents and people living with disabilities.

By March 25, public and private pressure by the NDP 
caused the Liberals to redesign their income support plan 
and the Canadian Emergency Response Benefit (CERB) 
was born.

Just trust us – How the Liberals 
addressed the inadequacies of their 
program
The Liberal rejection of a universal approach meant 
that CERB was deliberately designed to exclude a lot of 
people. 

Canadians had to attest that they met the criteria to re-
ceive CERB and, even without any exceptional penalties for 
falsely declaring, MP offices were flooded with Canadians 
needing help. They were not sure if they met the exact 
criteria and did not want to falsely declare.

Rather than fix the problems with CERB eligibility, a num-
ber of Liberal MPs publicly stated that people should just 
apply if they needed the help, whether they met the criteria 
or not.

The Story of
The CaNaDa eMergeNCY reSpoNSe beNeFiT (Cerb)

House of Commons – March 9, 2020

Mr. JAGMEET SINGH 
(Burnaby South, NDP)

“ Mr. Speaker, people are deeply 
worried about the spread of the 
coronavirus, and they want to do their 
part. The Liberal government has 
suggested that people who might be 
infected should self-quarantine and 
stay at home from work. That is very 
difficult for workers who do not have 

sick leave. How are they going to pay their bills? How will 
they make that difficult decision?
People want to do their part to stop the spread of the 
coronavirus, but without sick leave, they cannot do so.

Will the government help people stay home? ”Hon. CHRYSTIA FREELAND (Deputy Prime Minister 
and Minister of Intergovernmental Affairs, Lib.)

“ Yes, Mr. Speaker, we will. We know that we must support 
Canadians who may not be able to work because of illness 
or quarantine. We have already reduced the EI waiting 
period from two weeks to one week, and we are committing 
to extending EI benefits to 26 weeks. We are planning for 
worst-case scenarios, as is prudent and correct for our 
government to do, and we are preparing further measures to 
support Canadian workers and our economy. ”



This put the NDP in a difficult position. We wanted a uni-
versal approach to income support, but felt it was wrong 
to make people lie to get help. We pushed the government 
to come clean on what its program was really about.

Our efforts finally led to a motion passed with unanimous 
consent in the House on April 11 with a commitment: “that 
those who have applied in good faith for and received 
benefits through CERB or other programs to support them 
through this crisis will not be unjustly penalized”.

Left behind – A long list of Canadians 
CERB won’t help
Even with a promise not to punish people who applied in 
good faith, there were still so many people that simply 
and clearly did not fit the eligibility criteria.

A quick list of people left behind that the NDP fought for 
include:

• Seniors; who were facing increased costs for prescrip-
tion drugs and deliveries without any additional income

• People living with disabilities; who faced challenges 
similar to those of seniors

• Students; who were depending on a summer job to pay 
their rent and/or tuition costs but now had little chance 
of getting summer employment

• Parents who depend on child support payments; they 
may not have ceased working due to COVID-19, but lost 
their principal source of income anyway

• Unpaid interns; who were working toward a job in the 
spring that never came and because they made no 
income, were not included in CERB.

These are just some examples of how exclusive CERB 
criteria made it difficult for people to get help. While the 
NDP was able to force government to offer help to some 
of these people, others continue to struggle with no finan-
cial help at all.

The pandemic also created problems in the EI system 
that government were slow to fix, or simply did not fix at 
all. 

Expectant mothers who lost employment have to worry 
about not having enough EI hours to access their mater-
nity leave benefits. The government continues to deny 
workers with Supplementary Unemployment Benefit 
(SUB) plans access to those benefits, even though it costs 
government nothing.

Misdirection – The false debate 
around CERB fraud
After months of scrambling to address all the cracks in the 
CERB program, the deadline for the program was looming. 
People who had begun collecting the benefit as of March 
15 were looking at having their financial lifeline severed as 
June drew to a close.

On June 10th, rather than announcing an extension to the 
program, the government introduced legislation that would 
establish a whole new set of penalties for people who 

received CERB payments but were not eligible.

The public debate that unfolded in the media, driven by 
both Conservatives and Liberals, was all about the need 
to crack down on CERB fraudsters, but this was a false 
debate.

By just reading the paper you might have thought the de-
bate was about who supports fraud and who doesn’t, but 
that is ridiculous. No one supports fraud.

There are already laws against fraud and over 361,000 
CERB payments have been voluntarily repaid by Canadians 
who received them but were not eligible.

The measures in Bill C-17 would have allowed the Minister 
to decide who committed fraud and insulated those deci-
sions from the courts. The Minister could make decisions 
retroactively to March 15. Penalties would include punitive 
fines and jail time.

The real question was: Why do we need this new draco-
nian regime when rules against fraud already exist and 
the overwhelming majority of people are acting in good 
faith?

MP offices immediately began receiving calls from people 
worried that their CERB application could land them in jail.

The Liberals began a fear campaign to scare people back 
to work, and it was working.

Is it safe? – How do we get people 
back to work?
The NDP’s position is simply that people need to feel safe 
going back to work. 

Instead of being scared back to potentially unsafe work-
places, the government should be leading a conversation 
between employers and employees about what safe work 
looks like in their particular workplace.

The government hints at this in Bill C-17 when they say 
that a person will only lose CERB if they have a “reason-
able” offer to return to work. The problem is, they do not 
say what counts as reasonable. 

House of Commons – May 28, 2020

Mr. DANIEL BLAIKIE  
(Elmwood–Transcona, NDP)

“ Mr. Chair, I think the issue here 
is that Canadian workers really 
need some certainty about what the 
federal government would consider 
an adequate employment offer, or an 
offer to come back to work, so that 
they wouldn’t be on the CERB. Can 
Canadians be confident that they can 
stay on the CERB whether they go back to work or not, 
whether their employer makes them an offer or not? I think a 
lot of people have anxiety about this and it’s a difficult time.

When is the government going to release some formal 
guidance on how people go about refusing unsafe work? ”
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Instead, working Canadians would have to make that judge-
ment themselves and risk the consequences. If the govern-
ment decides later a worker made the wrong choice, it is 
the worker who would be on the hook for jail time or fines.

What does the alternative look like? It looks like spelling 
out what the employer has to do to make their job offer 
“reasonable”. That offer would consider questions like:

1. Does the worker have children that are not in school or 
childcare?

2. Does the worker take care of a person who is especially 
vulnerable to COVID-19?

3. Has the employer presented the employee with a safe-
work plan that deals with issues like: physical distanc-
ing, sanitization and PPE requirements?

4. Are the hours on offer comparable to what they had 
pre-COVID-19 and will the employee be able to make a 
living if the work disqualifies them from CERB?

Having a plan that addresses these questions makes it 
clear whether an employee can reasonably return to work 
or not and, in the case that they refuse, it gives them con-
fidence that they won’t be punished later for making the 
right choice now.

The Liberal government has chosen to abdicate their re-
sponsibility for leading this discussion across the country, 
putting all the onus on employees (who have to make an 
attestation about how reasonable their job offer is) and no 
responsibility for employers (who are not required to do 
anything to show they are doing their best to make a safe 
work environment).

There is a better way and we are pushing to make it happen.

An uncertain future – Working on the 
CERB extension
Beyond the rules about who can access CERB and what 
penalties there are for falsely claiming it, there is also the 
question of how long CERB will last. 

Clearly, as summer approached, it was not time to cut off 
the CERB. Nevertheless, the Liberal government would not 
commit to extending it, despite many questions from the 
NDP on the matter.

Finally, with a confidence motion before the House, the 
Liberals agreed to extend CERB as a condition of NDP 
support on their “supplementary estimates”. That will 
help many people get through the summer as our econ-
omy begins to find its feet again, but deciding when 
to end CERB and how to provide appropriate income 
support through Employment Insurance or some new 
program is one of the most important questions that 
Parliament will have to focus on in the near future.

ESSEntIaL WORkERS!
DANIEL BLAIKIE  MP

Elmwood–Transcona

House of Commons – June 16, 2020

Mr. DANIEL BLAIKIE  
(Elmwood–Transcona, NDP)

“ Madam Chair, Krystal is a 
community worker in Winnipeg. She 
has been working from home since 
late March, taking care of her child, 
who is out of school, and caring for 
her father, who is living with her and 
vulnerable to COVID-19. Her employer 
called her up recently and asked her to 

physically return to work or to take a leave.
As a parent and a care provider to a vulnerable person, she’s 
not comfortable with physically returning to work. Service 
Canada won’t give Krystal a straight answer as to whether 
going on leave and collecting CERB would count as refusing 
“a reasonable job offer.” With Bill C-17 looming in the 
background, Krystal is worried about jail time and fines if she 
does right by her child and her father by applying for CERB.
Can Krystal reasonably refuse to go back to work and collect 
CERB, or will she be considered a fraudster? That’s my 
question for the minister that is specific to Krystal’s case.
As well, what is the minister doing to provide clear direction 
to Canadians and to Service Canada agents so that people 
can get a clear answer before making their decision about 
returning to work? ”


