
	

	

 
 

July 9, 2020  
 
Hon. Christine Elliott 
Ontario Minister of Health 
777 Bay St, 5th Floor 
Toronto ON  M7A 2J3 

Dr. David Williams  
Ontario Chief Medical Officer of Health  
393 University Ave, 21st Floor 
Toronto, ON  M5G 2M2

 
 

Re: A Provincial Plan for COVID-19 Testing and Proactive Responses to Protect Vulnerable 
Communities   
 
 
Dear Minister Elliott and Dr. Williams:   

 
I am writing to you today on behalf of the Toronto Board of Health, regarding motions that were 
recently approved by the Board and Toronto City Council.  
  
Disease preys on poverty – public health experts have long understood this. The social 
determinants of health, like income, race and ethnicity, and housing, affect who gets sick and who 
does not. That is why it is so important to know how vulnerable groups are being affected by 
diseases like COVID-19. We need to work together in order to address the roots of the social 
determinants of health, and to contain the spread of COVID-19 in Ontario. 
 
Since the beginning of the pandemic, Toronto Public Health has been collecting and analysing 
area-based data to track the impact of COVID-19 on different communities. Last month, the City of 
Toronto began publicly releasing Neighbourhood Profile Maps, which illustrate the distribution of 
COVID-19 cases across the city. These maps show a consistent pattern of which communities are 
disproportionately impacted by this virus. The highest case rates are found in neighbourhoods 
where more people experience structural barriers, including racism and discrimination, and have 
lower household incomes. Many of these areas also have reduced access to amenities and 
services that are concentrated in the downtown core. In some communities in northwest Toronto, 
rates of COVID-19 are over 10 times higher than in other parts of the city.  
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Increased Access to Testing 
 
We need to act swiftly to limit the spread of COVID-19 and protect residents in these communities, 
and that begins with testing. On behalf of the Board of Health, I am asking the Ministry of Health to 
provide the necessary resources and supports for proactive testing in high-incidence 
neighbourhoods, including northwest Toronto, and for demographic groups suspected of being at 
higher risk due to the social determinants of health, including occupation. Testing approaches 
should include an increase in mobile testing options.  
 
Space for People to Safely Isolate from their Families 

 
Testing is just the first step to identifying cases, understanding the problem, and protecting 
everyone from the virus. Communities that are disproportionately impacted by COVID-19 also 
require additional protections tailored to their needs. Public health data has demonstrated that 
neighbourhoods with high rates of the virus also experience more household overcrowding – 
meaning homes that do not have enough bedrooms for the size and composition of the household. 
Our data shows that COVID-19 rates are almost four times higher in neighbourhoods where more 
people live in overcrowded households. The Board of Health is now calling on all levels of 
government to support the creation of voluntary accommodation options for people who have 
COVID-19 but cannot safely self-isolate at home.  
 

 
 
 
Social Determinants of Health Data Collection and Sharing  
 
Access to detailed, comprehensive public health data must continue to inform both our local 
response and the Ontario Government's response going forward. Toronto Public Health has begun 
collecting individual level data on race, income, household composition, and occupation.  
 
Last month, after requests from community leaders, public health experts, and local public health 
units, the Ontario Government announced that it is working towards provincial reporting 
requirements for COVID-19 data on race, income, language and household size. It is critical that 
the Province share this information with both local public health units and with affected 
communities, to help analyze and understand its implications. Data collection is not an end in itself, 
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but rather a necessary step in a pro-active response. By aligning our data strategies, we will have 
more access to information to understand and be better able to work together to defeat this virus.  
 
Protecting Vulnerable Workers 
 
Early analysis of Toronto Public Health’s data indicates that people working in certain occupations 
are at a higher risk for COVID-19, including sales and service, trades and transportation, and 
manufacturing. Many employees in these industries are classified as essential workers and 
therefore have not been able to work from home.  
 
We need support from the Province to move quickly to identify all the workplaces where employees 
are at higher risk, and to quickly put in place measures to protect people from virus spread in the 
workplace, including workers in the manufacturing sector who are contracted through temporary 
employment agencies.  
 
Expediting and Reporting Provincial Lab Test Results 
 
Toronto Public Health has hired hundreds of new staff to do case management work, which means 
connecting with people who have tested positive for COVID-19, identifying their close contacts who 
may be at risk of catching the virus, and reaching out to those people in an effort to stop 
transmission. Toronto Public Health is exceeding performance targets: in the last week of June, 
95% of newly-reported positive cases were reached within 24 hours, and 100% of close contacts 
were reached within 24 hours. 
 
However, the system of reporting test results from provincial laboratories continues to present a 
challenge. From the time that a person is tested for COVID-19, only 31% of positive results are 
reported to Toronto Public Health within 24 hours. And after 48 hours, the number increases to 
only 62%.  
 

 
 
 
In order to contain the virus, provincial lab results need to be reported to local public health units 
more quickly. City Council has voted to request the Ministry of Health to create and implement an 
efficient and fully automated system of transferring information from laboratories to public health 
units, including functionality to alert public health units when individuals with high risk 
characteristics (e.g. resident of a long-term care home, personal support worker, child under four 
years old, shelter resident) are reported. I look forward to an update form the Province on the 
development of this system.  
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Working Together to Protect People  
 
Over the past six months, Ontarians have had to work together in ways unseen before this crisis. 
This collaboration has made it possible to flatten the curve and reduce transmission across our 
province. However, the burden of this virus is not equally distributed. We may all be in this 
together, but how it impacts our families, our jobs, and our communities are not the same. 
 
Now is the time for partnership and collaboration. On behalf of the Toronto Board of Health, I am 
asking you to help us stop the spread of COVID-19 in vulnerable and impacted communities, and 
to address the social determinants of health that have created deep health inequities.  
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Councillor Joe Cressy 
Chair, Toronto Board of Health 
Ward 10, Spadina-Fort York 
416 392 4044 
councillor_cressy@toronto.ca 


