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Ideas, Issues, Insights 

Personal-care homes require rigid regulation

A
BOUT a year before COVID-19 turned 
several Canadian personal-care homes 
into pandemic death traps, a University of 

Manitoba study outlined a common-sense way to 
evaluate and improve such institutions.

The study urged the province to develop an 
online report card that would give the public a 
window into personal-care homes, which are also 
known as nursing homes. Each home would be 
publicly assessed on 12 indicators, including how 
each facility is staffed, what daily life is like, 
medical criteria such as the prevalence of bed 
sores and untreated depression, the use of physi-
cal restraints and toileting plans, and the levels of 
satisfaction of both residents and their families.

The criteria were developed by researchers 
from the university’s Manitoba Centre for Health 
Policy, who interviewed care-home administrators 
and doctors and nurses who specialize in care-
home patients. Variations of such report cards 
already exist in Alberta, British Columbia, New 
Brunswick, Ontario and in 23 U.S. states. But, in 
Manitoba, there is currently no reliable way for 
the public to compare the quality of care homes.

Entrusting a loved one to a care home, a deci-
sion that often rests with the adult children of 
the elderly person, is already a deeply emotional 
stage of family life. It only gets tougher when 
the families don’t have trustworthy information 
about which home will give high-quality care to 
their vulnerable parent or grandparent.

The pandemic has exposed the fragility of care 

homes. Federal statistics show that, as of last 
week, 79 per cent of Canada’s 2,700 COVID-19 
deaths have been residents of seniors’ homes and 
long-term care facilities.

These are people who are particularly suscep-
tible, housed in close quarters and often with 
higher rates of diabetes and respiratory prob-
lems. One would hope this vulnerability would 
prompt authorities to give the strongest possible 
protection to care-home residents, but that hasn’t 
always happened.

At the Lynn Valley Care Centre in North Van-
couver, at least 18 residents died of COVID-19 
complications. When care aides got sick, replace-
ment personnel were scared to come to the facil-
ity. Without adequate aides, residents were left in 
wet diapers, crying incessently for help, accord-
ing to family members.

At the Pinecrest Home in Bobcaygeon, Ont., 
the virus killed 28 of the residents of the 65-bed 
facility. Some rooms housed four residents, cur-
tains providing the only barriers between people 
who had the virus and those who didn’t. There 
was no place to segregate people who got sick — 
although, after so many died, there was finally 
enough room to isolate some survivors.

At Résidence Herron in Dorval, Que., the virus 
killed about 31 residents. Many staff deserted 
the facility, leaving residents lying in soiled beds, 
dehydrated and without having been fed.

“There were (two) patients who were dead in 
their beds,” a source told the Montreal Gazette. 
“There were patients who had fallen on the floor. 
There were patients who hadn’t had any basic 
care for a number of days, diapers that hadn’t 
been changed for three or four days, excrement 
that was covering their skin and patients who 
hadn’t been fed.”

Manitoba has so far avoided the care-home 
clusters of COVID-19 that devasted some homes 
in other provinces. Thanks partly to geographical 
isolation, and partly to a later arrival of the virus 

that let us learn from the mistakes of other plac-
es, officials locked down Manitoba care homes at 
an early stage and minimized the risk.

Commendably, local officials took further 
preventive action last week, even though a large-
scale tragedy hasn’t happened here. Manitoba 
banned care-home staff from working at multiple 
facilities, so they won’t transport viruses by mov-
ing between institutions.

This restriction on the employment of care staff 
may be necessary, but it’s also important for the 
province to address the underlying reasons why 
care aides were working at multiple homes. Many 
of them can only get part-time work, earning little 
more than minimum wage with few or no benefits.

Another deficiency exposed in the Manitoba 
care-home industry was a lack of personal protec-
tive equipment (PPE) for care staff. If we expect 
care staff to stay at their posts when a pandemic 
hits, instead of abandoning the residents when 
they are most needed, the employer is obliged to 
provide staff with PPE such as medical-quality 
masks and sterilizing equipment.

Even after the pandemic has subsided, Mani-
toba’s care-home industry will be tested more 
than ever as the oncoming bulge of baby-boomer 
seniors will need places to rest.

A welcome step would be to adopt the online 
evaluations recommended by the U of M team in 
its study, titled Strategies for Developing a Per-
sonal Care Home Report Card in Manitoba, which 
was presented to the provincial government in 
March 2019.

It’s been 13 months since the report was de-
livered. I asked Manitoba Health for an update 
on whether it plans to begin the report card. A 
spokesman told me they are still reviewing the 
recommendations.

carl.degurse@freepress.mb.ca

Carl DeGurse is a member of the Free Press editorial board.

Bill 44 deserves much closer review

BILL 44 was presented to the legislature by the 
government of Manitoba on March 19 as The Pub-
lic Utilities Ratepayer Protection and Regulatory 
Reform Act. It was given first reading along with 
a number of other bills.

Fast-forward to April 15; on that date, the 
government was attempting to advance Bill 44 to 
second reading with only limited debate, along 
with nine or 10 other emergency bills required to 
allow the government to deal with the coronavi-
rus outbreak.

Appropriately, the emergency bills were fast-
tracked through the legislative process, going 
from first reading to royal assent in a single 
day. But there is no similar need to accelerate 
Bill 44. If Bill 44 passes essentially unchanged, a 
distinct possibility given the government’s safe 
majority, it will strip the Public Utilities Board 
(PUB) of the power it has enjoyed since 1913.

Cabinet will exercise greater control over Man-
itoba Hydro, Efficiency Manitoba and Manitoba 
Public Insurance. The changes are major and 
should not be rushed, especially at a time when 
the legislature is sitting at one-third strength as a 
response to the coronavirus outbreak.

In fairness, there are some changes in Bill 
44 that are worthy of support. For example, it 
envisions a Manitoba Hydro that could, of its own 
volition or as directed by cabinet, deviate from its 
monopoly in the sale of electric power. This could 
facilitate the generation and resale of electric 

power by landlords and condominiums for re-
charging electric vehicles and for other uses.

It could also accommodate the generation, dis-
tribution and sale of electricity in other limited 
circumstances. These provisions would encour-
age Manitoba Hydro to begin what most other 
North American power utilities have been doing 
for a while now in adapting to disruptive changes 
that are sweeping the industry.

To illustrate, in some U.S. states, consumers 
are now producing and storing electricity with 
direction from their local transmission utilities 
and state public utilities commissions. These 
“prosumers” of electricity are, in many cases, 
distributed and they market among themselves 
and to the utilities to which they usually remain 
connected. Their energy costs stay low and they 
are less prone to local blackouts. Bill 44 could 
move Manitoba in that direction.

However, in setting a four per cent cap on an-
nual rate increases beyond a four-year transition 
period, Bill 44 tells Manitobans more than the 
government realizes about how poorly it under-
stands the financial risk under which Manitoba 
Hydro currently operates. Under Bill 44, cabinet 
itself will set rate increases during the transition, 
presumably at less than four per cent.

With a PUB-mandated deferral account for an 
already commissioned Bipole III about to run 
out of funds in a few years, and with the cost of 
Keeyask coming online next year, the govern-
ment appears not to understand that the beast has 
to be fed. Nor does it appear to have fully grasped 
that the non-competitive generation of new hydro-

electricity can not be profitable in an industry in 
which there are new ways to generate and market 
clean energy at lower cost.

Most worrisome is that the central thrust of 
Bill 44 is to pull authority from the PUB and 
concentrate it in cabinet. A legislative framework 
that transfers this responsibility to cabinet, in-
volving the PUB only by default, will not produce 
the best results for ratepayers, taxpayers and the 
economy. The board’s authority to confidently en-
gage the best minds available to assist in regulat-
ing the production, distribution and consumption 
of electricity will be a casualty of Bill 44.

A strong PUB would listen to consumers of 
electricity who require more say in electricity 
development and marketing, not less. The way 
to ensure sound regulation of electricity is to 
appoint a strong Manitoba Hydro board and a 
strong PUB, to listen to these boards when they 
ask for consultation, and to trust their judgment 
when they exercise it. Bill 44 goes in the wrong 
direction.

Has the government forgotten how we got to 
this situation, with both the PUB and Manitoba 
Hydro manipulated by the party now in Op-
position? Has it also overlooked the reality that 
governments come and governments go? Has it 
considered the field day another political party 
would have sitting where the government now 
sits, under the legislative framework that Bill 44 
will create?

Garland Laliberte and Dennis Woodford are members of the Manitoba 
Energy Council.
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Canada lags 
in confronting 
online giants

CANADA’S news organizations are in mortal 
peril, and it’s time for the federal government 
to take on the two marauding tech giants that 
are largely to blame.

Facebook and Google have pillaged the 
Canadian digital advertising market over 
the past decade. Between them, they have 
scooped up the vast majority of the revenue 
in Canada’s $6-billion-plus online advertising 
market — and advertising has long been the 
chief source of revenue for Canadian media 
organizations.

The online giants use content that is cre-
ated by those organizations to do so, and they 
don’t pay a cent for it. Their actions have 
been one of the main causes of carnage in the 
Canadian media landscape.

What kind of carnage? In the last decade, 
more than 250 Canadian newspapers have 
shut down, depriving people across the coun-
try of vital information about what is happen-
ing in their communities.

The COVID-19 pandemic has made the dire 
situation even worse – forcing newspapers 
that were already struggling over the edge, 
the closure of 50 publications and the loss of 
2,000 jobs, according the Canadian journal-
ism website J-Source. More than 100 news 
outlets have been forced to make cuts, includ-
ing recent cuts at the Toronto Star.

Last week, Postmedia left communities 
across Canada without a source of local news, 
shutting down most of the community papers 
it owns in Manitoba and gutting the media 
landscape in communities around Windsor 
as it closed 15 newspapers and laid off 80 
workers.

None of this is unique to Canada. In fact, 
Facebook and Google are serial offenders. 
News organizations around the world are in 
crisis in the face of the same greedy duopo-
ly. The difference is that other countries are 
beginning to stand up to them.

France’s competition bureau told Google 
three weeks ago that it must start paying me-
dia outlets for displaying their content, and 
gave it three months to work out a revenue-
sharing deal with French publishers.

Australia was next, telling Facebook and 
Alphabet Inc., Google’s parent company, they 
have to share advertising revenue with local 
media companies. The decision, on April 
19, followed an investigation by Australia’s 
competition watchdog that proved the tech gi-
ants were instrumental in keeping Australian 
publishers from being paid for the content 
they create.

Ireland will no doubt soon be making its 
own move after outgoing Prime Minister 
Leo Varadkar last week called Facebook and 
Google “free riders on costs incurred by 
other people” and said the next Irish gov-
ernment was looking at ways to force them 
to share advertising revenues with media 
outlets there.

Others are acting. What is Canada waiting 
for?

Five years ago, Unifor started a #savelocal-
news campaign. As part of that initiative, we 
called on the federal government to level the 
playing field by requiring that Google and 
Facebook contribute to news funding. The 
situation is even worse now. The pandemic 
that has paralyzed the Canadian economy is 
taking a heavy toll on our news organizations.

Businesses are closed. Sports and enter-
tainment events have shut down. That means 
they aren’t advertising, another blow to 
revenue streams at those news outlets. Print 
publications at other media companies have 
gone on hiatus. Some of them will likely not 
return.

Canadians are starving for accurate, trust-
worthy information about COVID-19, and 
consuming more local news than ever before.

France and Australia have shown you can 
take on Facebook and Google and create a 
sustainable future for local media organiza-
tions.

Now it’s our turn. Our federal government, 
like those in France and Australia, should act 
to give media outlets in our country a fighting 
chance to survive.

Jerry Dias is the national president of Unifor, Canada’s largest 
private-sector union.
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Postmedia closed eight community papers in 
Manitoba.
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Flowers are shown outside Résidence Herron, a long-term care home in the Montreal suburb of Dorval, Que.
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