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Would a vaccination mandate cause labour shortage?

Province concerned workers may quit, but experts say it's needed in health care, schools

Amy Dempsey Toronto Star

n less than two weeks, the unvac-

cinated workers who care for

95-year-old Wanda Oko in her
Toronto nursing home won't be allowed
to dine in a restaurant or go to the
movies. But their jobs with vulnerable
residents will continue uninterrupted, an
alarming contradiction for families who
watched COVID-19 rampage through
the home once before.

Only 64 per cent of staff at Oko's home
are fully immunized against COVID-19,
despite an education campaign and an
outbreak last year in which 22 residents
died. Though Oko and 98 per cent of
Ontario long-term-care residents are
vaccinated, recent outbreaks have
shown the risk of breakthrough infec-
tions for seniors and people with under-

lying medical conditions.

"It feels like we're a ticking time bomb,"
said Mary Oko, Wanda's daughter.

The provincial government is facing
growing criticism for its decision to im-
pose mandates on non-essential spaces
but not health-care facilities and
schools, a move critics say represents a

failure to protect vulnerable people.

As of Sept. 22, unvaccinated individuals

won't be allowed in casinos and bingo
halls, but they can still work in emer-
gency departments or cancer treatment
centres. They can't enter strip clubs or
concert halls, but they can teach a class-
room full of elementary schoolchildren

who are ineligible for vaccination.

The Ontario government has repeatedly
cited concerns about workplace man-
dates triggering labour shortages, espe-
cially in the health-care sector.

But many believe the issue is political,
and that potential staff losses are a sec-
ondary concern to the damage that could
be caused by further outbreaks and the
burden of a prolonged pandemic.

The policy stands in contrast to
provinces like Quebec, which is requir-
ing all health-care staff get vaccinated
by October, and B.C., which has man-
dated vaccines for long-term-care staff
and signalled that a broader health-care
mandate is coming. And it puts the onus
on employers to mandate their own poli-
cies, a challenge for smaller operations
that fear legal action or being targeted

by protesters.

On Friday, Copernicus Lodge, the not-
for-profit nursing home where Wanda
Oko has lived through three waves of

As mobile clinics target the unvaccinated,
experts are pushing the province to make
shots mandatory for health-care workers -
a move that Mary Oko says would ease
concerns about her mother, Wanda, who
lives in a long-term-care home in Toronto.
Paige Taylor WhiteToronto Star file photo

COVID-19, took the extraordinary step
of announcing its own vaccination man-
date, requiring all workers to receive a
first dose by Oct. 4 and be fully immu-
nized by Nov. 4, or face a temporary
unpaid leave of absence or suspension
of privileges - a move that few smaller
long-term-care homes have been willing

or able to make.

"I commend them for doing this to best
protect their residents and staff, but I
think it's highly unfortunate that individ-
ual LTC homes are needing to assume
risk of legal action," said Dr. Nathan
Stall, a Toronto geriatrician. "Many
smaller homes may not be able to afford
to do this. The government needs to lead
here."

In a statement, Copernicus said the man-
date was a necessary and reasonable
move: "It is our duty to care for and
protect our residents and tenants who
are at greater risk of health complica-

tions, hospitalizations and death due to
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COVID-19."

With 36 per cent of the home's staff cur-
rently unvaccinated, the possibility of
losing workers was a consideration, but
Copernicus runs the risk of staff losses
with or without an immunization re-
quirement, the statement said. "A vac-
cine mandate means staff may leave.
However, if they become ill, that would
make us vulnerable to staff loss."

Mary Oko was grateful to hear the news
about her mother's home, but remains
frightened for the fall.

achieve full vaccination until Novem-

"We won't

ber, and we're in wave four. There's no
guarantee we're going to come out of
this without more needless deaths," she
said.

"Copernicus shouldn't have had to make
this move on their own. It should not
be a patchwork of different policies. The
government needs to show true leader-

ship."

Colleen Flood, research chair in law and
health policy at the University of Ot-
tawa, said that at this point in the pan-
demic, "there's really no excuse not to
have a vaccine requirement," to protect

vulnerable people.

"Normally, what we would want to do is
educate, cajole, do whatever we can to
get people there without having to have
a mandate," Flood said. "But we're start-
ing a fourth wave and it's a very danger-

ous time."

In February, Flood and colleagues de-
livered advice on vaccine mandates in a
policy analysis published in the Cana-
dian Medical

"Provincial and territorial governments

Association Journal:

should set clear rules for vaccination of

health-care workers across public and

private settings and not leave this task to
individual employers."

Flood said a provincewide vaccination
mandate would reduce the overall bur-
den of COVID-19 on the health system,
protect individual employers from legal
challenges, and ensure rules are consis-
tent with the best public health evi-
dence.

Eighty-four per cent of eligible Ontari-
ans have now received two doses of the
vaccine, but health officials say that lev-
el won't be enough to slow rising case
counts in a fourth wave largely driven
by the unvaccinated. Dr. Kieran Moore,
Ontario's chief medical officer of health,
has said we must aim to surpass 90 per

cent.

Instead of a vaccine mandate, Premier
Doug Ford's government in August im-
posed a policy requiring health-care and
education workers who choose not to
be vaccinated to complete an education

module and agree to regular testing.

Moore described that policy as the "bare
minimum" that must be done to protect
vulnerable people in high-risk settings,
and said he supported individual hospi-
tals and workplaces that had gone fur-
ther.

The provincial government and some
organizations opposed to vaccine man-
dates have cited concerns about poten-
tial labour shortages sparked by workers
choosing to quit rather than get vacci-

nated.

Stall, the Toronto geriatrician, said con-
cerns about staff attrition are worth con-
sidering, but should come secondary to
protectingthe health and well-being of
older people, immunocompromised in-

dividuals and schoolchildren too young

to be vaccinated.

"I really believe that we have a moral
obligation to be using the strongest
available tools to protect this popula-
tion," said Stall, who is running as a
Liberal candidate forToronto-St. Paul's
in the June provincial election. "We
shouldn't be imposing policies that are

the bare minimum."

Research on the impact of vaccine man-
dates is limited, but two studies suggest
fears of mass staff losses may be un-
founded.

A 2014 systematic review published in
the American Journal of Preventive
Medicine examined 12 studies on in-
fluenza vaccine mandates in the U.S.
and concluded that making immuniza-
tion a condition of employment led to
vaccine rates above 94 per cent with
very rare occurrence of termination or

voluntary resignations.

An August 2021 study examining the
impact of a mandatory COVID-19 vac-
cination policy in one U.S. nursing
home found that it resulted in "high staff
vaccination rates and minimal staff
turnover." Ninety per cent of workers
complied, while seven per cent - 18 staff

members - chose to resign.

A spokesperson for the Ministry of
Health did not respond directly to ques-
tions about what research the govern-
ment has considered regarding the
labour shortage concern.Instead, the
spokesperson pointed the Star to com-
ments made by Michael Hurley, presi-
dent of CUPE's Ontario Council of Hos-
pital Unions, in an Ottawa Citizen story.
Hurley praised the government's plan
and noted that a hospital in Texas lost al-
most five per cent of its staff over a vac-

cine requirement.
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A growing number of hospitals across
Ontario have imposed mandates that re-
quire vaccination as a condition of em-
ployment, with penalties ranging from
unpaid leaves to termination: the Uni-
versity Health Network, which includes
Toronto General, Toronto Western and
Princess Margaret hospitals; the Hospi-
tal for Sick Children; the Centre for Ad-
Health; Unity
Health; Holland Bloorview Kids Reha-
bilitation Hospital; the Children's Hos-

pital of Eastern Ontario; and more.

diction and Mental

Deadlines at most hospitals are in Octo-
ber.

"To date, we have not seen any in-

creased attrition related to our
COVID-19 vaccination policy," said
Sick Kids spokesperson Sarah Warr.
"We will continue to work with staff to
ensure they receive the answers and sup-

port they need to make their decision."

"We have not seen any indication that
the policy will impact staffing levels at
Holland Bloorview," said Julia Hanigs-
berg, the hospital's president and CEO,
in a statement. The policy "was not our
first choice, nor was it an easy one to

make," she said.

Sick Kids and Bloorview noted that 70
and 71 per cent, respectively, of the pa-
tients they serve are under 12 and not

yet eligible for vaccination.

Gillian Howard, a spokesperson for
UHN, said it's too early to tell what im-
pact their policy may have on staffing,
"beyond saying that it is the right thing
to do for patients and our staff and that
we are currently at 95 per cent vacci-
nated," with a goal of reaching 100 per

cent.

"A provincial mandate would help,"
Howard added, "but there is much

progress being made without that man-
date."

Flood said Ontario may lose more
health-care workers to burnout than vac-
cination mandates. "Health-care profes-
sionals are exhausted and tired. If we
don't control this fourth wave, I think we
face a much higher risk of our health-
care professionals as a whole getting

burnt out, vaccinated or not."

Dr. Michael Warner, medical director of
critical care at Michael Garron Hospital,
said he doesn't expect vaccine mandates
to lead to staff shortages, "especially if
all health-care organizations have the
same policy." He believes the risk of
losing staff to COVID-19 infections is a
bigger concern.

"The more unvaccinated health-care
workers you have, the more likely it is
that they will get infected. There's al-
ready a shortage of health-care workers.
The system cannot tolerate large groups
of health-care workers being off work
for 14 days or longer as they quarantine

(and) recover from illness."

In late August, five major for-profit
long-term-care home operators, includ-
ing Chartwell, Extendicare and Revera,
together announced their intention to re-
quire that staff be fully vaccinated by
October or face an unpaid leave of ab-

sence.

But many smaller homescannot afford
to take on potential legal action that may
ensue without legislation. AdvantAge
Ontario, which represents not-for-profit
and municipal homes in Ontario, has
called on the provincial government to
mandate vaccinations across the health-
care sector to "level the playing field"
and avoid staffing instability.

Summer outbreaks in nursing homes
with low staff vaccination rates have
been triggering for long-term-care res-
idents and their family members, who
remain traumatized from the fear, un-
certainty and isolation they have experi-

enced during the pandemic.

Two residents died in an August
COVID-19 Labdara
Lithuanian Nursing Home in Etobicoke,

outbreak  at

leaving some families fuming about the
home's low staff vaccination rate: only
51 per cent of Labdara workers had re-
ceived a single dose by Aug. 19, the
home acknowledged in a letter to fami-
lies, far below the provincial average of

91 per cent with two doses.

The home's board of directors blamed
the government. "Labdara cannot force
staff to get vaccinated," the board wrote
in a letter posted on the home's website,
noting that management had done
everything it could to increase vaccina-
tion rates. "You are encouraged to write
and direct any anger or frustration to-
wards government officials who have
failed to protect the residents of long-
term care homes by not mandating
COVID-19 vaccination for health-care

workers."

Last week, two residents died in a
COVID-19 outbreak at an Oshawa long-
Hillsdale

where 95 per cent of residents and 83

term-care home, Estates,
per cent of employees were fully vacci-

nated.

That outbreak worries Mary Oko be-
cause Hillsdale's staff vaccination rate,
while below the provincial average of
91 per cent, is much higher than the cur-

rent rate at her mother's home.

Oko's mother, who loves to sing Polish
folk songs and rode a bicycle well into
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her 70s, has been fortunate not to con-
tract the virus, but Oko fears the impact
of the fourth wave, both on her mom and

on her own mental health.

For Oko, who works as an accountant,
leads the Copernicus family council, ad-
vocates for long-term-care residents and
staff, and visits her mother several times
a week, it has been a long 18 months.

"If we have another outbreak, I know,
probably, that I'm going to lose it men-
tally."

CORRECTION: Some 78 per cent of el-
igible Ontarians have now received two
doses of the vaccine. The percentage
was misstated in a Sept. 12 article ex-
amining whether a vaccination mandate
could cause a labour shortage. (Septem-
ber 13, 2021, page A2)
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