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Introduction

As we mark the fifth year anniversary of the COVID-19 pandemic, several years since lockdowns ended, 
and following millions of Canadian cases and tens of thousands of Canadian deaths, we have yet to see 
any comparable governmental urgency or effort to dispassionately and comprehensively examine the 
successes and failures of Canada’s pandemic response.

An eagerness to move on from the long COVID-19 years is understandable. But not investigating at the 
highest governmental level how we got here, what we learned, and how to move forward is irresponsible.

Others have attempted to fill the vacuum,1 but no royal commission has been struck or national inquiry 
ordered and no comprehensive federal report has been written. While producing such a report is clearly 
beyond the scope of this article, the following essay aims to contribute to our understanding of Canada’s 
pandemic experience and our collective response. In particular, it profiles five key statistics telling five key 
stories from the COVID-19 pandemic, five years on.

1 Livio Di Matteo, “Global Aftermath: The Economic and Fiscal Effects of COVID in Canada and the World,” Fraser Institute, 2023,  
https://www.fraserinstitute.org/sites/default/files/files-2023/global-aftermath-economic-and-fiscal-effects-of-covid-in-canada-and-world.pdf. 

https://www.fraserinstitute.org/sites/default/files/files-2023/global-aftermath-economic-and-fiscal-effects-of-covid-in-canada-and-world.pdf
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27.3 Million:  
An Immense Loss of Life

Worldwide deaths and cases

In terms of how many people were infected by COVID-19, the WHO reports2 a cumulative total of over  
770 million confirmed global cases as of February 2025. Canada has had 4.8 million total cumulative cases, 
while the U.S. has had over 103 million.

When it comes to calculating or representing pandemic deaths, various forms of measurement exist.  
Total cumulative deaths are reported deaths caused by probable or confirmed COVID-19 cases. The death 
rate is the amount of people who died from COVID-19 relative to a given population. The crude mortality 
(or case fatality) rate measures the risk of dying of COVID-19 if one contracts the disease.

Estimating the exact number of deaths caused by COVID-19 is not a straightforward task given the 
difficulties in gathering accurate data from every country on earth. For instance, while the WHO only 
reports 122,398 total cumulative COVID-19 deaths from China, a CDC study3 estimates that approximately 
1.4 million people from China died from the disease between December 2022 and February 2023 alone.

Overall, the WHO reports4 that 7.1 million people worldwide have died from the disease (as of August 2024).5

The United States claims the top spot in total reported cumulative deaths, at 1.2 million. Rounding out the 
top five are Brazil (702,000), India (534,000), Russia (404,000), and Mexico (335,000).6 This should not 
be taken to mean that the U.S. truly led the world in COVID-19 deaths. These rankings, while informative 
to some extent, are also a function of reporting quality. As outlined above, the actual number of deaths in 
countries with poorer or less reliable data, such as China, will be underrepresented while countries with 
more reliable data, such as the U.S., are overrepresented.

In Canada, the WHO reports 55,282 deaths, which represents the 25th-highest number of total reported 
cumulative COVID-19 deaths in the world.

The Canadian government reports7 slightly higher numbers than the WHO, at 60,871 total deaths  
(as of September 2024).8

2 “COVID cases, World,” World Health Organization online, https://data.who.int/dashboards/covid19/cases?m49=001&n=o. 

3 Zhanwei Du, Yuchen Wang, Yuan Bai, Lin Wang, Benjamin John Cowling, and Lauren Ancel Meyers, “Estimate of COVID-19 Deaths, China, 
December 2022–February 2023,” Emerging Infectious Diseases 29, no. 10 (2023): 2121-2124. 

4 “COVID-19 deaths,” World Health Organization online, https://data.who.int/dashboards/covid19/deaths. 

5 From the WHO: “A COVID-19 death is defined for surveillance purposes as a death resulting from a clinically compatible illness in a probable 
or confirmed COVID-19 case unless there is a clear alternative cause of death that cannot be related to COVID-19 disease (e.g. trauma). 
There should be no period of complete recovery between illness and death.”

6 Compared to other epidemics and pandemics, COVID-19 ranks fifth in terms of death toll, behind the 1918 Flu (1918-20; 17-100 million dead), 
the Plague of Justinian (541-49; 15-100 million dead), HIV/AIDS (1981-present; 44 million dead), and the Black Death (1346-53; 25-50 million).

7 “COVID-19 epidemiology update: Current situation,” Government of Canada online, October 1, 2024,  
https://health-infobase.canada.ca/covid-19/current-situation.html?stat=num&measure=deaths_total&map=pt#a2. 

8 Elderly Canadians in long-term care facilities were initially hit the hardest. As of December 2021, long-term care residents accounted  
for 3 percent of cases and represented 43 percent of deaths, according to the Canadian Institute for Health Information.

https://data.who.int/dashboards/covid19/cases?m49=001&n=o
https://data.who.int/dashboards/covid19/deaths
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_epidemics_and_pandemics
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The true number of deaths from the pandemic, however, is estimated to be much higher than the officially 
reported figures. An AI model developed by The Economist 9 and used to calculate the global estimated 
excess mortality10 finds that between 19.2 and 36.3 million people died (as of June 2024), with 27.3 million 
being the central estimate—or 3.9 times the official number of recorded deaths.11

Figure 1: Estimated Cumulative Excess Deaths During COVID-19
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Source: The Economist (2024) – processed by Our World in Data

Using this model’s central estimate, Canada suffered over 86,000 excess deaths while, comparatively,  
the U.S. suffered 1.47 million.

In terms of the death rate, Canada saw 146 people die per 100,000, according to the WHO,  
and 152 per 100,00, according to the Government of Canada.

While Oxford’s Our World in Data platform12 calculates estimated cumulative excess deaths per 100,000 
at a slightly higher rate, Canada comes out relatively well in comparison to its peers. 

The country’s rate of 225 per 100,000 is in line with several European countries such as Norway (222), 
Ireland (247), and Sweden (249). When compared to our fellow G7 countries, Canada ranks first, ahead  
of France (244), Japan (277), Germany (354), the U.K. (409), the U.S. (434), and Italy (519).

9 “The pandemic’s true death toll,” The Economist online, October 25, 2022,  
https://www.economist.com/graphic-detail/coronavirus-excess-deaths-estimates. 

10 “Estimated cumulative excess deaths during COVID,” Our World in Data online, 2024,  
https://ourworldindata.org/grapher/excess-deaths-cumulative-economist?country=CHN~RUS~USA~CAN~OWID_WRL. 

11 “Excess deaths” is simply the difference between reported deaths and the number of deaths that would have been expected to have 
occurred in the absence of the pandemic. The model estimates excess deaths for 223 countries and regions for every day since the 
pandemic began and is based both on official excess mortality data and on more than 100 other statistical indicators.

12 Edouard Mathieu, Hannah Ritchie, Lucas Rodés-Guirao, Cameron Appel, Daniel Gavrilov, et al, “COVID-19 Pandemic,”  
Our World in Data online, 2020, https://ourworldindata.org/coronavirus/.  

https://www.economist.com/graphic-detail/coronavirus-excess-deaths-estimates
https://ourworldindata.org/grapher/excess-deaths-cumulative-economist?country=CHN~RUS~USA~CAN~OWID_WRL
https://ourworldindata.org/coronavirus/
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By COVID-19 crude mortality rate, however, Canada did much worse, ranking second-highest compared to 
38 other advanced economy peers.13 Canadians had a 1.1 percent chance of dying from COVID-19, just 
behind America at 1.2 percent.14 Iceland was the lowest of these advanced economies at 0.1 percent.15

Figure 2: Count of Total COVID-19 Deaths by Province as of September 21, 2024
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Using the Government of Canada’s Health Infobase to zoom in on Canada,16 the highest total number of 
confirmed deaths by province occurred in Quebec, which saw nearly a third of Canada’s total reported 
deaths at 20,553. By death rate, Quebec suffered 232 deaths per 100,000 people. Ontario was not far 
behind in total deaths at 18,873, but middle of the pack in terms of death rate, at 121 per 100,000. Prince 
Edward Island had the fewest number of deaths among provinces at 129, as well as the fewest among the 
provinces in terms of death rate at 74 per 100,000.

13 Di Matteo, “Global Aftermath: The Economic and Fiscal Effects of COVID in Canada and the World.”

14 This mortality rate is calculated by taking total deaths from COVID-19 by June 2022 and dividing by total cases of COVID-19 by June 2022.

15 While there is no single definition, advanced economies are typically classified as having a high level of per capita income, a varied export 
base, and a financial sector that’s integrated into the global financial system.

16 “COVID-19 epidemiology update: Current situation.”
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Figure 3: Rate of Total COVID-19 Deaths per 100,000 Population by Province  
as of September 21, 2024
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Vaccines

President Donald Trump’s Operation Warp Speed and the development of mRNA vaccines represented 
the beginning of the end of the COVID-19 pandemic.17

Research published in The Lancet 18 finds that in the first year of vaccine availability alone, COVID-19 
vaccines are estimated to have saved 20 million lives across the world—a global reduction of 63 percent 
in total deaths. This includes 15.5 million deaths directly averted19 by the vaccines and 4.3 million deaths 
indirectly averted.

17 All told, the U.S. government is reported to have invested at least $31.9 billion USD in developing, purchasing, and producing these vaccines.

18 Oliver J. Watson, Gregory Barnsley, Jaspreet Toor, Alexandra B. Hogan, Peter Winskill, and Azra C. Ghani, “Global impact of the first year of 
COVID-19 vaccination: a mathematical modelling study,” The Lancet Infections Diseases 22, no. 9 (2022): 1293-1302.

19 Saloni Dattani and Lucas Rodés-Guirao, “17 key charts to understand the COVID-19 pandemic,” Our World in Data online,  
November 18, 2024, https://ourworldindata.org/key-charts-understand-covid-pandemic. 

https://ourworldindata.org/key-charts-understand-covid-pandemic
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Figure 4: COVID-19 Vaccine Doses Administered  per 100 People, G7 Countries 
All doses, including boosters, are counted individually
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Canada’s initial vaccine rollout, however, was anything but smooth, beginning with an ill-advised Chinese 
partnership20 to receive a CanSino vaccine that was never ultimately delivered and cost millions of  
wasted dollars. Further delays in procuring vaccines put us in line behind peer countries such as the  
U.K. and the U.S., which only prolonged restrictions and economic disruption.

Canada finally began vaccinating its population in December of 2020. As of June 2024, 107,216,820 
vaccine doses have been administered in the country, according to21 the federal government. Overall,  
81.1 percent22 of the population has received at least one vaccine dose.

20 Scott Anderson, Rachel Ward and Bob McKeown, “How a failed deal with China to produce a made-in-Canada COVID-19 vaccine wasted 
months and millions,” CBC.ca, October 14, 2021, https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/cansino-deal-canada-nrc-fifth-estate-1.6208241. 

21 “COVID-19 vaccination: Doses administered,” Government of Canada online, July 12, 2024,  
https://health-infobase.canada.ca/covid-19/vaccine-administration/. 

22 “COVID-19 vaccination: Vaccination coverage,” Government of Canada online, July 12, 2024,  
https://health-infobase.canada.ca/covid-19/vaccination-coverage/. 

https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/cansino-deal-canada-nrc-fifth-estate-1.6208241
https://health-infobase.canada.ca/covid-19/vaccine-administration/
https://health-infobase.canada.ca/covid-19/vaccination-coverage/
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$360 Billion:  
The Cost of Government Support

From the outset, Canada followed much of the developed world’s playbook in fighting the pandemic: 
implementing public health protocols such as masking, social distancing, public and private gathering 
restrictions, non-essential business closures, and, eventually, vaccine mandates.

Of its advanced economy peers, Canada had23 the third-highest stringency score24 in terms of the level  
of pandemic restrictions, behind only Italy and Greece.25

At the provincial level,26 Ontario and Quebec consistently had the highest stringency scores throughout 
the pandemic, while the prairie provinces had the lowest average scores.

Figure 5: COVID-19 Public Health Mandates Stringency Scores by Province
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Locking down society to such an extent was devastating for Canadian businesses and workers, requiring 
hundreds of billions of dollars in relief spending. Ultimately, Canada’s federal COVID-19 spending totalled 
nearly $360 billion through programs such as the Canadian Emergency Wage Subsidy—$100.7 billion—and 
the Canadian Emergency Response Benefit—$100.4 billion. Of this, the Fraser Institute estimates that,27 at 
minimum, 25 percent, or nearly $90 billion, was wasted in poorly targeted spending and overpayments.

23 Di Matteo, “Global Aftermath: The Economic and Fiscal Effects of COVID in Canada and the World.” 

24 “COVID-19 Government Response Tracker,” University of Oxford online,  
https://www.bsg.ox.ac.uk/research/covid-19-government-response-tracker. 

25 As measured by Oxford University’s COVID-19 Government Response Tracker.

26 Jaclyn Layton, “The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the proportion of youth not in employment, education or training:  
A regional analysis and international perspective,” Statistics Canada online, October 18, 2022,  
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/81-599-x/81-599-x2022001-eng.htm. 

27 Jake Fuss and Tegan Hill, “Essay Six: Fiscal Waste During the Pandemic in Canada and the United States,” Fraser Institute, 2023,  
https://www.fraserinstitute.org/sites/default/files/covid-19-essay6-fiscal-waste-during-the-pandemic-in-canada-and-us.pdf. 

https://www.bsg.ox.ac.uk/research/covid-19-government-response-tracker
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/81-599-x/81-599-x2022001-eng.htm
https://www.fraserinstitute.org/sites/default/files/covid-19-essay6-fiscal-waste-during-the-pandemic-in-canada-and-us.pdf
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The federal government was not alone in this. The provinces also emptied their pockets in the fight against 
COVID-19, a significant amount of which was also wasted—Ontario’s auditor general, for instance,  
found28 that the province had given out $210 million in pandemic relief funds to ineligible businesses.

The federal debt accumulation during the pandemic was substantial. Prior to COVID-19, the fiscal year of 
2019-20 ended with a deficit of $39.4 billion, bringing the federal debt to $721.4 billion. In 2020-21, as a 
result of the pandemic spending, the deficit surged to $327.7 billion, increasing the federal debt to over 
$1 trillion for the first time, reaching $1,048.7 billion. In 2021-22, the federal government ran another large 
deficit of $90.2 billion, further raising federal debt rising to $1,140.0 billion. By the end of 2021-22, federal 
debt was more than 50 percent higher than it was before the pandemic.

Meanwhile, another report29 found that of 33 industrialized countries, Canadian governments—including 
federal, provincial, and local—borrowed more money during the pandemic than any other country. This 
borrowing has added $8.3 billion to present-day interest costs at the federal level.

Large increases in government spending during the pandemic contributed to Canada’s soaring inflation 
rate,30 jumping from 0.7 percent in 2020 to 3.4 percent in 2021, 6.8 percent in 2022, 3.9 percent in 2023, 
and 2.4 percent in 2024.

Overall, as Hub contributor Livio Di Matteo has documented,31 Canada fared rather poorly across several 
key measures in terms of COVID-19’s economic impact:

• Canada saw its gross debt-to-GDP ratio increase by nearly 25 percentage points from 2019  
to 2021, the 15th-largest increase in the world.

• The country’s unemployment rate in 2020 (9.6 percent) was higher than the world average  
(9.2 percent), the G7 average (6.6 percent), and the average of the IMF advanced economies  
(6.3 percent).

• In terms of the IMF’s inflation estimates for 2021, Canada was mid-ranked at 19th-highest amongst 
38 IMF advanced economies.

• Canada also had, from 2019 to 2022, the second-worst employment drop of the IMF advanced 
economies at 5.1 percent.

Was the economic pain of Canada’s pandemic measures worth it in terms of safeguarding public health? 
That conclusion32 remains in dispute; one meta-analysis study found that global lockdowns had little effect, 
only bringing about a 3.2 percent reduction in deaths. And, when incorporating collateral damage from the 
lockdowns (such as people missing medical appointments or treatments), further research shows33 that 
they may have in fact increased all-cause mortality.34

28 “Ontario gave $210M in COVID-19 support to ineligible businesses, auditor general’s report finds,” CBC.ca, December 1, 2021,  
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/toronto/ontario-ag-report-dec-1-1.6269168. 

29 Jake Fuss and Tegan Hill, “Essay Six: Fiscal Waste During the Pandemic in Canada and the United States.”

30 “Inflation Rate, Canada and Yellowknife,” NWT Bureau of Statistics online,  
https://www.statsnwt.ca/prices-expenditures/cpi/historical_cpi/index.html. 

31 Di Matteo, “Global Aftermath: The Economic and Fiscal Effects of COVID in Canada and the World.”

32 Douglas W. Allen, “Essay Five Lockdown: A Final Assessment,” Fraser Institute, 2023,  
https://www.fraserinstitute.org/sites/default/files/covid-19-lessons-essay5-lockdown-a-final-assessment.pdf. 

33 Sam Williams, Alasdair Crookes, Karli Glass and Anthony J. Glass, “COVID-19 mortalities in England and Wales and the Peltzman offsetting 
effect,” Applied Economics 53, no. 60 (2021): 6982–6998. 

34 Another study finds that as an instrument, they may have been too blunt, with mandated behavioural changes accounting for only 9 percent 
of the total effect on the growth of the pandemic stemming from behavioural changes while the remaining 91 percent of the effect was due to 
voluntary behavioural changes.

https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/toronto/ontario-ag-report-dec-1-1.6269168
https://www.statsnwt.ca/prices-expenditures/cpi/historical_cpi/index.html
https://www.fraserinstitute.org/sites/default/files/covid-19-lessons-essay5-lockdown-a-final-assessment.pdf
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3764553
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35 percent:  
The Impact on Canada’s Youth

The pandemic did not impact everyone equally. While the virus did physically affect older and physically 
vulnerable populations, young people were asked to bear a disproportionate burden of the pandemic 
measures relative to their own risk.

The proliferation of learning loss among youth is a representative example of this. Though the virus was 
far less deadly for kids and youth, school closures to prevent the spread meant they lost out on learning 
and socializing that will be difficult if not impossible to ever make up.

A UN policy brief35 found that school closures were estimated to have affected 95 percent of the world’s 
student population in 2020.

As to the effects of these closures, a 2023 meta-analysis36 published in Nature reviewing studies from  
15 countries found that students lost the equivalent of over one-third (35 percent) of a school year’s 
worth of learning during the pandemic. In Canada, the Fraser Institute finds37 that K-12 schools were 
closed for a minimum of 10 to 27 weeks, depending on the province. Ontario students lost the highest 
number of days, at 135, while B.C. students lost the fewest at 50.

A 2020 Statistics Canada study38 found that 57 percent of postsecondary students had academic work 
placements or courses either delayed, postponed, or cancelled.

School, however, is for more than just learning. A 2021 study39 by the SickKids Hospital in Toronto found 
over 70 percent of school-aged children reported a deterioration in their mental health across at least 
one of six domains, including increased levels of depression, anxiety, and irritability.

The same study found that before the pandemic, 58 percent of youth participated in school sports  
and/or other extracurriculars, while during the pandemic that number fell to only 27 percent for sports 
and 16 percent for extracurriculars.

35 Bastian A. Betthäuser, Anders M. Bach-Mortensen and Per Engzell, “A systematic review and meta-analysis of the evidence on learning  
during the COVID-19 pandemic,” Nature Human Behaviour 7 (2023): 375–385.

36 Ibid.

37 Paige MacPherson and Kenneth P. Green, “COVID school closures across Canada lasted 50 to 135 days minimum depending on province; 
imposing life-long costs on children,” Fraser Institute, September 8, 2023, https://www.fraserinstitute.org/studies/assessing-the-possible-
benefits-and-serious-cost-of-covid-19-school-closures-on-canadian-children. 

38 Layton, “The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the proportion of youth not in employment, education or training: A regional analysis  
and international perspective.”

39 “SickKids releases new research on how COVID-19 pandemic has impacted child and youth mental, physical health,” SickKids online,  
July 8, 2021, https://www.sickkids.ca/en/news/archive/2021/research-covid-19-pandemic-impact-child-youth-mental-physical-health. 

https://www.fraserinstitute.org/studies/assessing-the-possible-benefits-and-serious-cost-of-covid-19-school-closures-on-canadian-children
https://www.fraserinstitute.org/studies/assessing-the-possible-benefits-and-serious-cost-of-covid-19-school-closures-on-canadian-children
https://www.sickkids.ca/en/news/archive/2021/research-covid-19-pandemic-impact-child-youth-mental-physical-health
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Additionally, the government documented40 that pandemic measures vastly increased the rate of  
youth not in employment, education, or training (NEET), particularly in Quebec and Ontario, which had  
the highest stringency of public health measures in the country.41 The annual NEET rate increased by  
14 percent for youth aged 18 to 24 across OECD member countries between 2019 and 2020, while  
Canada, comparatively, saw a 46 percent jump over the first year of the pandemic.42

40 Layton, “The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the proportion of youth not in employment, education or training:  
A regional analysis and international perspective.”

41 In Quebec, the NEET rate for youth aged 25 to 29 increased from 12 to 16 percent between 2019 and 2021, while Ontario saw 20.7 percent  
of youth in NEET in 2021 compared with just 14.6 percent in 2019.

42 Beyond schooling, the government also admits that “in Canada, youth may have been comparatively worse off due to their relatively high 
concentration in industries that were hit hard by public health measures.”

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/81-599-x/81-599-x2022001-eng.htm
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24 Days:  
The Political Impacts of a Pandemic

It may have been the enduring lockdowns and heavy-handed mask43 and vaccine mandates44 that got 
the wheels rolling, but it was the incompetence—at all levels of government—that kept the Freedom 
Convoy’s45 semi-trucks pitched up in downtown Ottawa for approximately 24 days.46

And it was the Trudeau government’s seismic legislative solution to this problem that will be studied 
and debated47 for decades to come, long after most other particulars of the pandemic have faded. The 
invocation of the Emergencies Act48 and the furthest-thing-from sunny ways “Canadian authoritarianism”49 
it represented will undoubtedly be a defining feature of Justin Trudeau’s political legacy.

Whether it is this widespread declining trust50 in institutions,51 governments, and experts52 or the 
persistent rise53 of populist political movements or the global backlash54 against incumbent governments 
or the growing rates of vaccine skepticism55 or the vibe shift,56 we are still riding out the aftershocks of the 
pandemic era.

43 Joanna Baron and Christine Van Geyn, interview with Sean Speer, The Hub Podcasts, podcast audio, April 23, 2024,  
https://thehub.ca/podcast/audio/joanna-christine-civil-liberties/. 

44 Joanna Baron, “The vaccine mandates have proved to be one of the enduring legacies of the COVID-19 pandemic,”  
Canadian Constitution Foundation online, June 6, 2024,  
https://theccf.ca/the-vaccine-mandates-have-proved-to-be-one-of-the-enduring-legacies-of-the-covid-19-pandemic/. 

45 Rudyard Griffiths, Sean Speer and Stuart Thomson, The Hub Podcasts, podcast audio, January 27, 2023,  
https://thehub.ca/podcast/audio/hub-roundtable-one-year-later-does-the-freedom-convoy-still-matter-in-canadian-politics/. 

46 The caravan of trucks and protestors began arriving on January 28, and the Emergencies Act was implemented on February 14. By Feburary 21 
the last of the protestors had moved on. On February 23, Prime Minister Trudeau revoked the use of the act, claiming it was no longer needed.

47 Howard Anglin, “Civil liberties are more vulnerable now that the Emergencies Act has been invoked,” Thehub.ca, February 16, 2022,  
https://thehub.ca/2022/02/16/civil-liberties-are-more-vulnerable-now-that-the-emergencies-act-has-been-invoked/. 

48 Emergencies Act (R.S.C., 1985, c. 22 (4th Supp.)), https://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/acts/e-4.5/page-1.html. 

49 Joanna Baron, “Don’t forget about the Emergencies Act when assessing Trudeau’s legal legacy,” Thehub.ca, January 17, 2025,  
https://thehub.ca/2025/01/17/joanna-baron-trudeaus-handling-of-the-freedom-convoy-is-the-darkest-blemish-on-a-messy-legal-legacy/. 

50 “Trust in Canada: Recent trends in measures of trust,” University of Waterloo: Trust Network,  
https://uwaterloo.ca/trust-research-undertaken-science-technology-scholarly-network/sites/default/files/uploads/documents/trust-in-
canada-recent-trends-in-measures-of-trust-april-2024.pdf. 

51 Heather Bastedo and Taylor Jackson, “DeepDive: New polling shows government funding of the news industry could further erode Canadians’ 
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Social Survey study found that less than a third of Canadians reported a good or great level of confidence in the federal Parliament (32 
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12.5 Percent: How Permanent Were 
Labour Market (and Other) Changes? 
It’s Too Early to Tell

That being said, whether it’s the massively sped-up advancements57 in biohealth and vaccines or some 
other factor that seems entirely utterly irrelevant to our eyes now, what the most consequential and 
enduring impact of the pandemic will turn out to be remains to be seen—much as Chinese premier  
Zhou Enlai is purported to have said about the impact of the French Revolution when asked about it in 
1972: “It’s too early to tell.”58

For instance: the pandemic shaped the whole of society in drastic ways, but especially in how Canadians 
worked. Prior to the pandemic, remote work was a rare occurrence—in 2016, only 7 percent of Canadian 
workers worked from home most of the time. By necessity, remote work exploded in 2020,59 rising to 
about 40 percent at its peak in April.

Surprisingly, however, this trend did not persist as strongly as had been expected during the pandemic, 
when the in-person office was feared dead.60 By November 2023, only 20 percent of Canadians were  
still working primarily from home. One year later, that number had fallen61 to a mere 12.5 percent, while  
11.5 percent had a hybrid arrangement.

It’s a reminder that the received wisdom of how the world will look in the post-pandemic era is difficult  
to precisely nail down, even now.

57 Stephan Benzkofer, “Pandemic sparked key innovations, experts say,” Stanford Medicine online, November 24, 2021,  
https://med.stanford.edu/news/all-news/2021/11/pandemic-puzzle-innovation-technology.html. 

58 While this print-the-legend anecdote is apparently a victim of mistranslation, the point still stands.

59 “Working from home in Canada,” Government of Canada online, January 18, 2024,  
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/240118/dq240118c-eng.htm. 

60 “Hub editorial: The case for getting back to the office,” Thehub.ca, September 7, 2022, https://thehub.ca/2022/09/07/hub-editorial-taking-
pride-in-work-is-honourable-and-noble-our-withdrawal-from-work-is-the-opposite-of-that/. 

61 “Labour Force Survey, November 2024,” Government of Canada online, December 6, 2024,  
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/241206/dq241206a-eng.htm. 
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0: We Were Not Ready

You were promised five key stats, but here’s a bonus one, and perhaps the most important. It’s the one 
mentioned at the very beginning of this essay: zero. The Canadian government has not yet launched 
a national inquiry into the pandemic; there has been no comprehensive federal report examining the 
country’s pandemic response. What, for instance, were the origins of this pandemic? It matters if it 
originated in a wet market, or as increasingly looks likely62 (and was a plausible hypothesis from the  
start) if it was the result of a lab leak and gain of function research gone wrong. What, no matter how  
well-intentioned, did we get wrong in our response?

The COVID-19 era was filled with remarkably painful lessons. The least we can do is learn from them.

The federal government’s final SARS report ends63 with the following:

What the SARS outbreak showed, perhaps more than anything else, is 
the power of public health. The best current evidence is that without 
effective public health measures, SARS would have eventually sickened 
millions of people on this shrinking planet, causing not hundreds of 
deaths, but countless thousands. The next outbreak, however, may be 
even more insidious than SARS. Canada may have to deal with a deadly 
airborne virus, or a virus transmitted via droplets but with such a long 
incubation period that quarantine would be worthless. Will we be ready?

We were not ready. Now in the aftermath of COVID-19, that warning remains, and that question still stands. 
The next outbreak could be even more devastating than what we just faced. Will we be ready?

62 Holly Honderich, “CIA says lab leak most likely source of Covid outbreak,” BBC.com, January 25, 2025,  
https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/cd9qjjj4zy5o. 

63 “Chapter 2: Learning from SARS: Renewal of public health in Canada – SARS in Canada: anatomy of an outbreak,”  
Government of Canada online, November 8, 2004, https://www.canada.ca/en/public-health/services/reports-publications/learning-sars-
renewal-public-health-canada/chapter-2-sars-canada-anatomy-outbreak.html#Epilogue. 
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