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ALL SYSTEMS FAILED 

 
Many of us will remember watching in horror as two planes hit the World Trade 

Centre and another the Pentagon on September 11th, 2001 – exactly 20 years ago 

today.  We will remember feeling sympathy for the families of the 2977 people 

lost, and we will also remember America going to war in two Middle Eastern 

countries not long afterwards. 

There was outrage and there was sorrow. 

Last year 15,459 residents became infected with COVID-19 in long term care 

facilities in Ontario.  3793 residents and 13 staff died.1  

Since then, there have been no press reports of any police investigations into 

families’ allegations that residents were left to die of dehydration and malnutrition. 

Nor have there been any reports of criminal investigations of details outlined in the 

military report that would appear to fall under the Criminal Code.2   

The Chief Coroner failed to call inquests into residents’ deaths, so there are few, if 

any coroners’ reports.3   

Many residents were not transferred to hospitals in order to save their lives.4   

                                                      
1 Please see: https://covid-19.ontario.ca/data/long-term-care-homes 
 
2 As of summer, 2021, more than a year after the military report was made public, police were still “weighing” 
whether or not they would conduct criminal investigations of even the most grievous examples of alleged neglect 
including dehydration detailed in the report.  Police forces had been notified of these conditions: “According to 
one detective assigned to the file, "the Durham Regional Police, the Ontario Provincial Police, the Peel Regional 
Police and the Toronto Police Service to name a few," were "notified of deaths attributed to or related to COVID-
19 at long-term care homes within their respective jurisdictions.” https://www.qpbriefing.com/2021/06/09/police-
services-weighing-investigations-into-long-term-care-as-families-wait-for-justice/ 
 
3 https://www.theglobeandmail.com/canada/article-canadians-died-of-covid-19-in-long-term-care-by-the-
thousands-so-why/ 

4 Simon Nisbet saved his mother by insisting she be transferred to hospital over Orchard Villa’s objections. “In 

early May, terrified, Nisbet phoned Lakeridge Health, the hospital that took over the home’s response to the 
outbreak, to ask if staff there had access to his mother’s patient care files. They did. When he asked what his 
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Medical doctors were reported to have abandoned their patients.5   

Inspectors did not enter the facilities6 and even when they did, the Inspection 

Branch failed to bring sanctions with teeth against operators irrespective of the 

seriousness of care-related violations of the Long Term Care Homes Act.7   

Staff refused to come to work because of the dangerous conditions and staffing 

shortages were rampant.8   

Families and essential care givers were barred from entering the facilities for 

months.9  Even before the pandemic, facilities were keeping vocal family members 

out of their institutions using trespass orders, and the government did nothing to 

stop it.10   

Government then shielded long term care operators from lawsuits by families by 

raising the bar for a lawsuit to gross negligence with their introduction of Bill  

                                                      
mother had had to eat and drink in the last 48 hours, the voice on the other end of the phone said: “Get her out of 
there now. Despite Doreen’s rapidly worsening condition, Orchard Villa did not proactively send her to hospital. 
Nisbet says if he hadn’t insisted the home call an ambulance for his mother, “she would have been one of the 
dead.” https://www.thestar.com/news/gta/2020/12/06/only-a-fraction-of-long-term-care-residents-killed-by-
covid-19-were-taken-to-hospital-a-mount-sinai-doctor-says-the-system-shut-them-out-with-beds-available.html  

5 Medical doctors refused to enter long term care facilities during the pandemic in spite of repeatedly being asked 
to help.  Various bodies are asking for “incentives” for them to do so. 
https://www.thestar.com/news/canada/2020/09/19/nursing-home-doctors-were-repeatedly-asked-to-visit-
residents-during-the-covid-19-outbreak-they-didnt-come-as-virus-resurges-ontario-considers-new-rules.html 
 
6 Inspectors were alleged to have feared for their own safety, abandoning long term care residents to their fate 
during the pandemic. https://globalnews.ca/news/7001445/inspectors-long-term-care-homes-ontario-
coronavirus/ 
 
7 At least one former inspector went public with her concerns. “The former inspector, who left the ministry months 
before the pandemic began, is sounding the alarm over the state of inspections in Ontario’s nursing homes. The 
person described a system that is understaffed and overworked, and where inspectors lack crucial tools, like the 
ability to issue fines, when attempting to correct substandard care.” 
https://globalnews.ca/news/7816011/ontario-long-term-care-inspections-covid-19/ 
 
8 https://toronto.ctvnews.ca/staffing-shortages-absentee-leaders-linked-to-high-mortality-in-ontario-long-term-
care-homes-1.5345280  and  
https://globalnews.ca/news/7482855/coronavirus-psw-shortage-ontario-long-term-care/ 
 
9 https://www.ctvnews.ca/health/coronavirus/advocates-demand-family-caregivers-be-given-access-to-long-term-
care-homes-1.4987129 
 
10 https://www.cbc.ca/news/business/seniors-trespass-family-banned-1.5365231 
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218.11  In spite of the Premier’s assurances that the “bad actors” would not be let 

off, the government made it more difficult for families to sue them.12 

Thousands of long term care residents were abandoned and left to die horribly.  

Yet long term care companies continued to make money, paying their shareholders 

and senior company executives bonuses.13 14  

The government continued to fund them for beds left empty by those who had 

died.15  

Many of these same operators received additional public funding to renovate, build 

new facilities, and expand the beds in the ones they owned, even after high death 

rates 16 and a failure to install air conditioning over a period of decades.17  

85% of Ontario nursing homes do not meet the requirements of the Act.18  

All Systems Failed 

The Ontario Human Rights Commission informed SSAO in private 

correspondence that it lacked the resources to conduct an inquiry into SSAO’s 

concerns about systemic violation of human rights caused by mass 

institutionalization of elders and people with disabilities.   

                                                      
11 https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/toronto/bill218-liability-ontario-long-term-care-1.5798256 
 
12 https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/toronto/bill218-liability-ontario-long-term-care-1.5798256 
 
13 https://www.thestar.com/news/gta/2020/12/26/big-for-profit-long-term-care-companies-paid-out-more-than-
170-million-to-investors-through-ontarios-deadly-first-wave.html 
 
14 https://www.theglobeandmail.com/business/article-long-term-care-home-operators-pay-2020-performance-
bonuses-to-top/ 
 
15 “Ontario long-term care homes will be funded in full through the end of the summer regardless of how many 
residents they have or how badly they were hit by COVID-19, after the provincial government quietly extended an 
occupancy agreement due to expire at the end of March.” 
https://www.thestar.com/business/2021/04/20/private-long-term-care-homes-primed-to-profit-from-pandemic-
as-ford-government-extends-extra-funding.html 
 
16 https://www.qpbriefing.com/2020/07/16/orchard-villa-among-long-term-care-homes-in-line-for-
redevelopment-money/ 
 
17 https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/toronto/air-conditioning-long-term-care-1.6039532 
 
18 https://www.cbc.ca/news/marketplace/nursing-homes-abuse-ontario-seniors-laws-1.5770889 
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Neither the Patient Ombudsman19 nor the Auditor General of Ontario20 have 

expressed concerns publicly about this government’s continued rewarding of long 

term care operators responsible for facilities where thousands died.  Nor have they 

raised an alarm about whether a policy of mass institutionalization that has been 

criticized by economists as financially unsustainable and by international 

academics as a human rights concern should continue to be the mainstay of long 

term care policy and funding in Ontario.21   

Even the Commission charged with the responsibility of determining what went 

wrong and how it might be fixed decided to tamper with symptoms of the problem 

rather than confront the underlying problem of mass institutionalization itself and 

the subsequent dehumanization of residents.22 

                                                      

19 All the Patient Ombudsman did was say that complaints were up and issued “recommendations” to “help the 

sector manage rising case counts”. “Ontario's Patient Ombudsman says complaints about long-term care homes 
shot up by over 370 per cent from March 1 to June 30 — and is now issuing recommendations to help the sector 
manage rising case counts of COVID-19.”  These include wanting LTC facilities to have a partner organization to 
support infection prevention and control, as well as staffing, that visitors not be entirely restricted, that the 
province fund “resource” to facilitate communication between facilities, patients and families, and that 
whistleblowers be given enhanced protection.  Nothing involved holding long term care facility operators 
accountable for actual conditions in their facilities. https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/toronto/patient-
ombudsman-long-term-care-covid-19-report-1.5754251  

20 In a penetrating glimpse of the obvious, the Auditor General said that long term care homes were ill prepared for 
the pandemic, their infection control procedures were not “consistently practiced” etc. Increased fines or penalties 
for non-compliance with the Act were called for. 
https://www.auditor.on.ca/en/content/news/specials_newsreleases/newsrelease_COVID-19_en202104.pdf 
 
21 Please see report by Queen’s University economists – “…the measly 0.2 percent of GDP Canada spends on home 
care is one of the lowest allocations to home care in the OECD. And even worse than that, the ratio of more than 6 
dollars spent on institutional care for every dollar spent on home care is one of the most imbalanced resource 
allocations in the developed world.”   Pg. 4 
https://www.queensu.ca/sps/sites/webpublish.queensu.ca.spswww/files/files/Publications/Ageing%20Well%20Re
port%20-%20November%202020.pdf 
 
And a report by academics at the London School of Economics:  “Given the abundance of evidence about how 
institutions blight the lives of the individuals who live in them, it is both astounding and scandalous how many 
persons with disabilities and older persons live in settings of this kind.” Pg. 3 
https://www.lse.ac.uk/cpec/assets/documents/CPEC-Covid-Desinstitutionalisation.pdf  
 
22 Please see: https://d5bb3c6f-31a3-47ef-a85b-https://d5bb3c6f-31a3-47ef-a85b-
5c06ab03f844.filesusr.com/ugd/50033d_7874c5447ee547b9b219f91d17dc6e4b.pdf 
 
5c06ab03f844.filesusr.com/ugd/50033d_7874c5447ee547b9b219f91d17dc6e4b.pdf 
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Not only has Ontario mass institutionalized over 70,000 people while failing to 

introduce what elders and people with disabilities have requested for years - 

services in their own homes and communities – but it plans to segregate, exclude, 

and institutionalize 30,000 more people – and use our tax dollars to pay for it.23 

Older adults and people with disabilities have literally nowhere to turn.  All of the 

systems that were supposed to protect them have failed to do so – the police, 

coroners, the Inspection Branch, the medical profession, the Ontario Human Rights 

Commission, the Patient Ombudsman, the Auditor General, and the Government of 

Ontario. 

None of these systems have responded effectively even a year after a human 

tragedy that killed thousands of elders and people with disabilities unfolded before 

all of our eyes – a tragedy that took more lives than those lost on September 11, 

2001.   

Who did step up? 

It was crusading reporters who took up the cause and shone a light on the 

widespread abuses.  Unfortunately long term care has not stayed in the news, and 

people are now conveniently forgetting what happened – except for the families of 

the dead. 

Canada’s military saved whoever they could in the facilities to which they were 

sent.  They also documented the atrocities they found.24  But what follow-up has 

there been to that report? 

A couple of principled Medical Officers of Health, first in Durham Region, then in 

Ottawa area stepped up to protect the lives of residents in their areas by requiring 

                                                      
23 https://news.ontario.ca/en/release/49111/30000-more-long-term-care-beds-for-seniors 
 
24 Read the Military Report here https://www.tvo.org/article/covid-19-read-the-canadian-forces-report-on-long-
article-care 

https://news.ontario.ca/en/release/49111/30000-more-long-term-care-beds-for-seniors
https://www.tvo.org/article/covid-19-read-the-canadian-forces-report-on-long-article-care
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long term care facilities to work with hospitals to enhance the care and protection 

of the residents who lived in them.25 26 

The question is why did all these other systems, established to protect people and 

hold the responsible parties accountable, fail?   

Why has there not been an effective response to one of the worst human tragedies 

ever to occur in this province? 

Why have the long term care operators responsible not been held accountable?  

Why have they been rewarded with even more beds from the Ontario government 

and their executives paid healthy bonuses? 

Are elders and people with disabilities so devalued in this society that their deaths, 

however tragic and horrible, mean nothing?   

Do they not deserve what they have long been asking for – to age with dignity and 

support in their own homes and communities? 

Have elders paid taxes all of their lives only to be abandoned by the very systems 

they have paid for that were intended to protect them and others? 

The people of Ontario, their government, and all of the systems that failed older 

adults and people with disabilities and that continue to do so by not holding anyone 

accountable for the tragedies that unfolded during the 2020 pandemic in long term 

care facilities have a great deal to answer for. 

Where is the outrage?  Where is the sorrow for the thousands who died needlessly 

in these facilities?   

More importantly, where is the action so that this never happens again? 

                                                      
25 “On April 21, Durham Region Medical Officer of Health, Dr. Robert Kyle, issued an Order under the Ontario 

Health Protection and Promotion Act to Orchard Villa in Pickering to address the immediate risk of COVID-19 to 

residents and staff of this home. The Order indicates that a communicable disease outbreak exists at this facility, 

which presents a risk to the health of residents and staff in the home. Working with Lakeridge Health, which will 

lead monitoring, investigating and responding to the outbreak, the Order requires Southbridge Care Homes Inc 

(operating Orchard Villa), to enhance measures for the protection of residents and staff…” 
https://www.durham.ca/en/news/durham-region-medical-officer-of-health-issues-an-order-to-orchard-villa-and-to-

lakeridge-health-to-.aspx  
26 “Medical officer of health Dr. Vera Etches has ordered The Ottawa Hospital to take over management of two 
long-term care homes in the city that are experiencing large second-wave COVID-19 outbreaks: West End Villa and 
Laurier Manor. Both homes are operated by Extendicare.” https://ottawacitizen.com/news/local-news/public-
health-orders-hospital-to-take-over-management-of-long-term-care-homes 
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