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Health During the COVID-19 Pandemic: 
COVID-19’s Exposure of Canada’s Mental Healthcare Failures 
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ABSTRACT: Mental health has been a widely dis-
cussed topic throughout the pandemic as a result of  
TWKSLW_V[�IVL�W\PMZ�+7>1,��!�UMI[]ZM[��?QLMVQVO�
cracks in Canadians’ mental health during the pan-
demic demonstrate that Canada has long had a largely 
inaccessible mental health care system, showcasing 
Canada’s lacking adequate public coverage, which 
was especially detrimental to Canadians during the 
XIVLMUQK��<PQ[�XIXMZ�LQ[K][[M[�\PM�VMML�NWZ�KWUXZM-
hensive mental health coverage, among other trans-
formations, as part of  Canada’s public health system, 
[XMKQÅKITTa�LZI_QVO�WV�UMV\IT�PMIT\P�ZM[MIZKP�NZWU�
+IVILI¼[�M`XMZQMVKM�_Q\P�\PM�+7>1,��!�XIVLMUQK��
.]Z\PMZUWZM��\PQ[�XIXMZ�PQOPTQOP\[�\PM�LQٻK]T\a�QV�QV-
stating mental health coverage in Canada, even during 
COVID, due to a backslide to residualism and a refusal 
to expand the welfare system under Canada’s neoliber-
IT�TMILMZ[PQX�IVL�OW^MZVUMV\IT�^IT]M�[a[\MU�
_______________________________________
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Substance use disorders involve psychological depen-
LMVKM��+MV\ZM�NWZ�)LLQK\QWV�IVL�5MV\IT�0MIT\P�V�L���
IVL�IZM�¹UMV\IT�CLQ[WZLMZ[E�\PI\�CIٺMK\E�I�XMZ[WV¼[�
brain and behaviour, leading to a person’s inability 
to control their use of  substances” (National Institute 
WV�,Z]O�)J][M�����J���<PM�WXQWQL�KZQ[Q[�WZ�MXQLMU-
ic refers to “the [mass] misuse of  and addiction to 
opioids” which has led to thousands of  deaths and 
hospitalizations (National Institute on Drug Abuse 
����I���<PM�WXQWQL�KZQ[Q[�QV�+IVILI�\WWS�\PM�TQ^M[�
WN ���� � �XMWXTM�JM\_MMV�2IV]IZa������IVL�5IZKP�
�����IVL�PW[XQ\ITQbML��������QV�\PM�[IUM�\QUM�XMZQ-
WL��8]JTQK�0MIT\P�)OMVKa�WN �+IVILI��������?PQTM�
¹!�
�WN �WXQWQL�ZMTI\ML�LMI\P[�IZM�IKKQLMV\IT�º�
(Canadian Centre on Substance Use and Addiction 
2021) substance use addictions can both contribute 
to and result from other mental disorders (National 
1V[\Q\]\M�WV�,Z]O�)J][M�����J���<PM�PIZU[�WN �[]J-
stance use disorders are often mitigated with harm 
ZML]K\QWV�XWTQKQM[�IVL�XZIK\QKM[��

According to Harm Reduction International, “harm 
reduction refers to policies, programmes and practic-
es that aim to minimize negative health, social and 
legal impacts associated with drug use, drug policies 
IVL�LZ]O�TI_[º��V�L����0IZU�ZML]K\QWV�XZIK\QKM[�
and policies are aimed at “respecting people who 
use drugs,” following evidence-based approaches, 
and avoiding stigma (Harm Reduction International 
V�L����?Q\P�\PQ[�LMÅVQ\QWV�IVL�IQU�QV�UQVL��PIZU�
reduction includes developing safe consumption 
and overdose prevention sites, bolstering access to 
counselling and mental health services, the provision 
WN �NZMM�VITW`WVM�SQ\[��IVL�U]KP�UWZM�

Neoliberalism is a political and economic ideology in 
_PQKP�XMWXTM�IZM�KWV[]UMZ[�ÅZ[\�IVL�KQ\QbMV[�[MKWVL#�
it holds the idea that market solutions are always 
[]XMZQWZ�\W�X]JTQK�WZ�XTIVVML�WVM[��5WVJQW\��������
Under neoliberalism, “inequality is recast as virtu-
ous” as “the market ensures that everyone gets what 
\PMa�LM[MZ^Mº��5WVJQW\��������6MWTQJMZITQ[U�NI^W]Z[�
decreased government spending and increased indi-
vidualism as opposed to government dollars support-
QVO�XMWXTM�\PZW]OP�X]JTQK�IVL�_MTNIZM�[a[\MU[��1V�
\PM�KWV\M`\�WN �PMIT\PKIZM��\PQ[�PI[�UMIV\�LQٻK]T\a�
in expanding public healthcare to fund things like 
UMV\IT�PMIT\PKIZM��LMV\IT�KIZM��IVL�XPIZUIKM]\QKIT[��
Furthermore, under neoliberalism, provinces have 
seen a push by governments, especially conservative 
ones, to privatize aspects of  the healthcare system in 
order to reduce public expenditures (Press Progress 
����#�0]LM[��������5WZMW^MZ��]VLMZ�VMWTQJMZITQ[U��
ideas and terms of  reform are “co-opted by the in-
\MZM[\[�WN �KIXQ\ITº��<PWUI[��!! �I[�KQ\ML�QV�+IZVMa�

Introduction  
In spring 2021, Statistics Canada reported that 1 
in 4 Canadian adults “screened positive for symp-
toms of  depression, anxiety or post-traumatic stress 
disorder” with rates of  depression and anxiety 
rising 4 and 2 percentage points, respectively, and 
��XMZKMV\IOM�XWQV\[�MIKP�QV�aW]VO�IL]T\[�NZWU�NITT�
����������������.]Z\PMZ��!�
�WN �+IVILQIV[�_PW�
screened positive for one of  these mental health 
conditions “reported being negatively impacted by 
\PM�XIVLMUQKº��;\I\Q[\QK[�+IVILI�����������5WZM-
over, the opioid crisis and substance abuse as a whole 
_MZM�M`IKMZJI\ML�L]ZQVO�\PM�+7>1,��!�XIVLMUQK�
(Canadian Centre for Addiction and Mental Health 
�������)TT�WN �\PM[M�_QLMVQVO�KZIKS[�LMUWV[\ZI\M�\PI\�
Canada has long had a largely inaccessible mental 
health care system, lacking adequate public cover-
age, which was especially detrimental to Canadians 
L]ZQVO�\PM�XIVLMUQK��?PQTM�I�V]UJMZ�WN �XWTQ\QKQIV[�
IVL�X]JTQK�ÅO]ZM[�QV�+IVILI�TIUJI[\ML�TWKSLW_V[�
over their supposed concerns for the mental health 
of  citizens, mental health access and coverage made 
QV[]ٻKQMV\�XZWOZM[[�NZWU����!�\W�������;UIZ\�����#�
5QTTMZ��������1V�\PQ[�XIXMZ��1�_QTT�LMUWV[\ZI\M�\PM�
need for comprehensive mental health coverage, 
among other transformations, as part of  Canada’s 
X]JTQK�PMIT\P�[a[\MU��[XMKQÅKITTa�LZI_QVO�WV�UMV\IT�
health research from Canada’s experience with the 
+7>1,��!�XIVLMUQK��.]Z\PMZUWZM��1�IZO]M�\PI\�
\PM�LQٻK]T\a�QV�QV[\I\QVO�UMV\IT�PMIT\P�KW^MZIOM�QV�
Canada, even during COVID, is due to a backslide 
to residualism and a refusal to expand the welfare 
system under Canada’s neoliberal leadership and 
OW^MZVUMV\IT�^IT]M�[a[\MU�

,MÅVQ\QWV[ 
Mental health is something that we all have and 
LWM[�VW\�MY]I\M�\W�UMV\IT�PMIT\P�Q[[]M[��-^MZaWVM�
has a level of  mental health just as everyone has a 
TM^MT�WN �XPa[QKIT�PMIT\P��1\�ZMNMZ[�\W�¹\PM�[\I\M�WN �aW]Z�
psychological and emotional well-being” (“About 
Mental Health” 2020) and is “more than the absence 
WN �UMV\IT�LQ[WZLMZ[º��?WZTL�0MIT\P�7ZOIVQbI\QWV�
��� ���5MV\IT�LQ[WZLMZ[�IZM�¹CLQ[\]ZJIVKM[E�QV�aW]Z�
\PW]OP\��XMZKMX\QWV�IVL�MUW\QWV[�\PI\�IٺMK\�aW]Z�
ability to think, make decisions, and function on a 
day-to-day basis” (Mood Disorders Society of  Cana-
LI����!���-`IUXTM[�WN �UMV\IT�QTTVM[[M[�QVKT]LM�UWWL�
disorders such as depression and bipolar disorder, 
anxiety disorder, personality disorders, schizophre-
nia, and substance use disorders (SUDs) (National 
1V[\Q\]\M�WV�,Z]O�)J][M�����J���
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indirect costs refer to those “absorbed by the econ-
omy” such as costs to employers due to absenteeism 
of  employees, disability insurance, unemployment 
insurance, lost tax revenue, and “costs incurred by 
caregivers” (Mental Health Commission of  Canada 
�����������4QSM_Q[M��[]J[\IVKM�][M�LQ[WZLMZ[�KWUM�
_Q\P�M`\ZIWZLQVIZa�MKWVWUQK�KWV[MY]MVKM[��1V������
ITWVM��[]J[\IVKM�][M�KW[\�+IVILI��� ���JQTTQWV�QV�
lost productivity, healthcare costs, criminal justice, 
and other direct costs (Canadian Substance Use 
IVL�0IZU[�;KQMV\QÅK�?WZSQVO�/ZW]X���� ������
Moreover, while Canada’s public healthcare system 
is applauded for preventing people from paying 
UI[[Q^M�W]\�WN�XWKSM\�NMM[�NWZ�UMLQKIT�[MZ^QKM[����
�
WN �\PM��!���UQTTQWV�\PI\�+IVILQIV[�[XMVL�M^MZa�aMIZ�
WV�KW]V[MTTQVO�[MZ^QKM[�Q[�W]\�WN�XWKSM\��*MVMÅ\[�
+IVILI���� ��

*MaWVL�\PM�ÅVIVKQIT�KWV[MY]MVKM[�WN �+IVILI¼[�_MIS�
mental healthcare system, thousands of  people visit 
the hospital or die every year as a result of  mental 
illness and substance use disorders (Public Health 
)OMVKa�WN �+IVILI����!I#�;XMKQIT�)L^Q[WZa�+WU-
UQ\\MM�WV�\PM�-XQLMUQK�WN �7XQWQL�7^MZLW[M[��������
According to the Public Health Agency of  Cana-
da, 11 people die by suicide per day, amounting to 
IZW]VL�������XMWXTM�M^MZa�aMIZ�����!J���\PM�VQV\P�
leading cause of  death in Canada in 2016 (Public 
0MIT\P�)OMVKa�WN �+IVILI��������<PM�LM[\Z]K\QWV�
wrought by substance use disorders, namely as a 
result of  the opioid crisis in recent years, is similarly 
IXXITTQVO��1V�NIK\��QV������\PM�ZI\M�WN �WXQWQL�ZMTI\ML�
deaths was also around 11 per day (Health Canada 
���!���QVKZMI[QVO�\W�IJW]\����XMZ�LIa�NWZ�I�\W\IT�
WN ����!��WXQWQL�ZMTI\ML�LMI\P[�QV�������+IVILQIV�
+MV\ZM�WV�;]J[\IVKM�=[M�IVL�)LLQK\QWV��������<PM�
vast majority of  these deaths were accidental, but 
many were nonetheless resultant of  mental health 
issues as unmet mental health needs can often con-
tribute to opioid abuse (Cruden & Karmali 2021; 
6I\QWVIT�1V[\Q\]\M�WV�,Z]O�)J][M�����J���.]Z\PMZ��
the overlap of  negative outcomes from substance use 
LQ[WZLMZ[�IVL�UMV\IT�QTTVM[[M[�Q[�[QOVQÅKIV\�I[�W^MZ�
��������XMWXTM�^Q[Q\ML�\PM�MUMZOMVKa�ZWWU�JM\_MMV�
�����IVL���� �NWZ�UMV\IT�QTTVM[[�WZ�ILLQK\QWV�ZM-
TI\ML�Q[[]M[�_Q\P���
�WN �\PW[M�^Q[Q\[�JMQVO�UILM�NWZ�
I�KWUJQVI\QWV�WN �\PM�\_W�KI\MOWZQM[��8IT[\MZ�M\�IT��
����������

Marginalized people and people who exist in inter-
sections of  multiple marginalized groups are more 
likely to develop mental illnesses and substance use 
disorders, creating a socioeconomic gradient of  
UMV\IT�PMIT\P��1V�I������ZMXWZ\��\PM�5MV\IT�0MIT\P�
Commission of  Canada noted that

��� ��������<P][��_PQTM�\PM�TIVO]IOM�WN �¹LMQV[\Q\]-
tionalization, mainstreaming of  mental health, and 
KWUU]VQ\a�JI[ML�KIZMº��+IZVMa���� �������[W]VL[�
appealing, under neoliberalism they are utilized to 
R][\QNa�\PM�ZML]K\QWV�WN �[\I\M�N]VLQVO�IVL�\PM�WټWIL-
QVO�WN �ZM[XWV[QJQTQ\a�\W�KWUU]VQ\QM[�IVL�QVLQ^QL]IT[��

This insistence on the ideal of  individualism and 
market solutions, then, can be seen as a return to a 
residualist welfare system, a pre-welfare state system 
“which maintains that assistance should be provided 
only when traditional means of  meeting daily needs 
�M�O��NIUQTa�WZ�\PM�TIJW]Z�UIZSM\��NIQT�\Wº��2IKWJ��
?QTTQ\[����2MV[MV��!!���������<PQ[�IXXZWIKP�\W�[WKQIT�
welfare emphasizes “work, individualism, localism, 
IVL�XZQ^I\M�ZI\PMZ�\PIV�X]JTQK�[WT]\QWV[º��������)�
direct ancestor of  neoliberal ideology, residualism 
holds that “socioeconomic disadvantage is somehow 
\PM�QVLQ^QL]IT¼[�NI]T\º��2IKWJ��?QTTQ\[��IVL�2MV[MV�
�!!���������:M[QL]ITQ[\�_MTNIZM��I[�LMÅVML�PMZM��Q[�
what is being sought after by neoliberals who see it 
I[�IV�QLMIT�[a[\MU�
 
Mental Illness and Substance Use Disorders 
in Canada 
In Canada, the number one cause of  disability is 
mental illness (Center for Addiction and Mental 
Health as cited in Mood Disorders Society of  Cana-
LI����!�������)KKWZLQVO�\W�;\I\Q[\QK[�+IVILI����QV���
people living in Canada will experience a mental ill-
ness or substance use disorder at some point in their 
lives (Statistics Canada as Cited in Mood Disorders 
;WKQM\a�WN �+IVILI����!�������5MV\IT�QTTVM[[M[�IVL�
substance use disorders have led to billions of  dollars 
of  economic burden and increased unnecessary pres-
[]ZM�WV�\PM�IK]\M�PMIT\PKIZM�[a[\MU¸\PM�¹JZIVKP�
of  healthcare where a person receives active but 
short-term treatment for a severe injury or episode 
of  illness, an urgent medical condition, or during re-
KW^MZa�NZWU�[]ZOMZa�º��)TJMZ\I�0MIT\P�;MZ^QKM[�V�L���
IVL�KWV\ZQJ]\ML�\W�\PW][IVL[�WN �TQ^M[�TW[\�M^MZa�aMIZ��

Mental illnesses, while not always visible or immedi-
ately evident, create profound economic burdens on 
industry, government, and individuals -- especially 
when not adequately covered by publicly funded 
UMV\IT�PMIT\PKIZM��)�ZMXWZ\�Ja�\PM�5MV\IT�0MIT\P�
Commission of  Canada showed mental illness in 
Canada costs the Canadian economy upwards of  
����JQTTQWV�IVV]ITTa������������<PM�MKWVWUQK�J]ZLMV�
in Canada due to mental illnesses consists of  both 
direct and indirect costs (Mental Health Commis-
[QWV�WN �+IVILI������������,QZMK\�KW[\[�IZM�\PW[M�
“incurred in providing services and supports in the 
illness treatment, care, and recovery process” while 
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relocation, loss of  lands, creation of  the reserve system, 
banning of  Indigenous languages and cultural practices, 
and creation of  the residential school system” as well as 
“unaddressed intergenerational trauma” (Public Health 
)OMVKa�WN �+IVILI����!I���<PM[M�KWTWVQIT�XZWKM[[M[�IZM�
not isolated from the past but are both historical and 
WVOWQVO�
Lack of  Mental Illness and Substance Use 
Disorder Resources in Canada 
?PQTM�+IVILI�WN\MV�JWI[\[�IJW]\�\PM�I[XMK\[�WN �
its healthcare system that are public and universal, 
there are a number of  branches in the healthcare 
system, including mental healthcare, that remain 
two-tiered and thus inaccessible to many people 
�*IZ\ZIU�����!���)[�5IZa�*IZ\ZIU�_ZQ\M["� 

        under this two-tier system, two-thirds of   
        Canadians are estimated to have access to  
��������MUXTWaUMV\�JI[ML�JMVMÅ\[�\PI\�XZW^QLM�I\� 
        least some degree of  coverage for non- 
        physician mental health services such as  
��������X[aKPW\PMZIXa��<PM�ZMUIQVQVO�\PQZL�MQ\PMZ� 
        seek services that are available to varying  
        degrees through publicly funded clinics across  
        the country, pay out-of-pocket despite being 
���������TMI[\�TQSMTa�\W�JM�IJTM�\W�IٺWZL�\W�LW�[W��WZ� 
��������OW�_Q\PW]\�����!���!���� 

As Bartram explains, one tier of  Canadians must 
rely upon whatever, often inadequate, employer or 
publicly-funded options that are available to them, 
pay expensive private prices to the best of  their 
IJQTQ\a��WZ�[]ٺMZ�_Q\PW]\�KIZM�����!���<PM�W\PMZ�\QMZ�
WN �+IVILQIV[����\PW[M�_PW�KIV�IٺWZL�\W�XIa�PQOP�
prices for private mental healthcare -- have their 
mental health issues addressed and receive care (Bar-
\ZIU�����!���<PQ[�LaVIUQK�KZMI\M[�_PI\�_M�SVW_�I[�
+IVILI¼[�\_W�\QMZ�UMV\IT�PMIT\PKIZM�[a[\MU��.WZUMZ�
+IVILQIV�;MVI\WZ�IVL�ÅZ[\�KPIQZUIV�WN �\PM�5MV\IT�
Health Commission of  Canada, Michael Kirby, has 
also argued that Canada needs to reform its mental 
health system, at least for youth, calling Canada’s 
youth mental health system “the ultimate example 
of  two-tier medicine,” arguing that “the single most 
important thing to be done in children and youth 
mental health is to start paying for services,” and ac-
knowledging that “if  you could treat [mental health] 
problems early then the serious problems disappear” 
�+ZI_NWZL��������

Although mental health issues continue to increase 
QV�XZM^ITMVKM�IKZW[[�+IVILI��WVTa��
�WN �+IVILI¼[�
annual healthcare budget is attributed to it (Bar-
\ZIU�IVL�4]ZQM�����������<PM�TIKS�WN �X]JTQK�N]VLQVO�

        “Some populations are more likely than the          
        general population to be exposed to the social  
        determinants that increase the likelihood of   
        developing a mental health problem or illness,  
        such as food insecurity, inadequate housing,  
        unemployment, low income, racism, and  
        poor access to healthcare” (Mental Health  
��������+WUUQ[[QWV�WN �+IVILI����������� 

People who experience these social determinants are 
also less likely to be able to access mental illness and 
substance use disorder treatments due to cost, geog-
ZIXPa��M�O���LQٻK]T\a�OM\\QVO�\W�IXXWQV\UMV\[�L]M�\W�
lack of  access to a private vehicle in automobile-de-
pendent cities, lack of  access to mental health ser-
vices in rural and isolated Indigenous communities 
�*WS[I��2WWJMZ��IVL�3QZUIaMZ��������������TIVO]IOM�
JIZZQMZ[��IVL�UWZM��.]Z\PMZ��¹UMV\IT�QTTVM[[�PW[XQ\IT-
QbI\QWV�Q[�����\QUM[�PQOPMZ�IUWVO�+IVILQIV[�TQ^QVO�
in the most materially and socially deprived areas 
than among Canadians living in the least materially 
and socially deprived areas” (Public Health Agency 
WN �+IVILI����!I��

Indigenous people in Canada face many of  these social 
determinants that lead to mental health and substance 
IJ][M�Q[[]M[�IVL�UWZM��<PQ[�Q[�¹I�LQZMK\�ZM[]T\�WN �KWTW-
nial policies and practices that included massive forced 
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\W�R][\QNa�NM_MZ�OW^MZVUMV\�UIVLI\ML�+7>1,��!�
XWTQKQM[��\PMa�[\ITTML�QV�UISQVO�MٺMK\Q^M�QUXZW^M-
ments to mental healthcare and substance abuse 
[MZ^QKM[��8ZM[[�8ZWOZM[[�����#�0]LM[��������1V�NIK\��
throughout the pandemic, Alberta went so far as to 
cut substance use disorder options, namely safe injec-
\QWV�[Q\M[��8MZZQV��������<PM�KWV[MY]MVKM[�WN �\PM�
governments’ inaction and attacks were predictable 
IVL�LMILTa��

Compared to years prior to the pandemic, Cana-
LQIV[�WN �M^MZa�IOM�OZW]X�PIL�[QOVQÅKIV\Ta�TW_MZ�
self-perceived mental health in 2020, with young-
er age groups reporting the lowest levels (Findlay 
��)ZQU��������<PW[M�_PW�VMMLML�\W�Y]IZIV\QVM�
during the pandemic due to contact or infection 
_Q\P�+7>1,��!�_MZM�UWZM�TQSMTa�\W�PI^M�_WZ[MVML�
UMV\IT�PMIT\P��,ITa�M\�IT���������?PQTM�UMV\IT�
health declined across the board for Canadians, 
IKKM[[�\W�UMV\IT�PMIT\PKIZM�_WZ[MVML�[QOVQÅKIV\Ta��
The Canadian Psychological Association reported 
\PI\�L]ZQVO�+7>1,��!�W^MZ�PITN �WN �+IVILQIV[�_PW�
ZMKMQ^M�X[aKPWTWOQKIT�[MZ^QKM[�NW]VL�Q\�UWZM�LQٻK]T\�
\W�IKKM[[�\PMU��V�L����

?PQTM�UIVa�[\]LQM[�WV�UMV\IT�PMIT\P�L]ZQVO�
+7>1,��!�]ZOML�XWTQKaUISMZ[�\W�¹JITIVKM�\PM�ZQ[S�
of  infection with the deterioration […] in mental 
PMIT\Pº��+W[\�M\�IT���������VMWTQJMZIT�XWTQKaUISMZ[�
such as Alberta Premier Jason Kenney co-opted this 
TIVO]IOM�QV�WZLMZ�\W�ZM[Q[\�+7>1,��!�UMI[]ZM[�
without pushing for increased accessibility and  
MY]Q\a�WN �UMV\IT�PMIT\PKIZM��3MVVMa��������<PQ[�
co-opting led to much debate in Canada over the 
JMVMÅ\[�WN �TWKSLW_V[�I\�\PM�KW[\�WN �UMV\IT�PMIT\P�
without much push to better the mental health  
system, thus playing into neoliberal hopes of  reduced 
public COVID measures and a residual mental 
PMIT\PKIZM�[a[\MU��

In Canada, opioid-related overdoses and deaths 
reached their highest point yet in the midst of  the 
+7>1,��!�XIVLMUQK��/W^MZVUMV\�WN �+IVILI�
�������.]Z\PMZUWZM��_PQTM�LMI\P[�IVL�W^MZLW[M[�
rose, Alberta’s UCP government repeatedly un-
leashed unfounded attacks on substance use disorder 
harm reduction solutions, including a major report 
falsely linking the presence of  safe consumption 
[Q\M[�\W�QVKZMI[ML�KZQUM��4Q^QVO[\WV��������<PM�=+8�
government closed a number of  safe injection sites 
including Calgary’s only safe injection site and froze 
N]VLQVO�\W�I�V]UJMZ�WN �W\PMZ[��;UQ\P��������+]\\QVO�
this funding correlated with a steep rise in opioid-re-
TI\ML�W^MZLW[M[�QV�)TJMZ\I�

means that Canada’s two-tier mental healthcare 
system creates inequitable access to psychotherapy, 
medication, and other treatments for mental illness-
M[��)[�I�TIZOM�XMZKMV\IOM�WN �+IVILQIV[�IZM�NWZKML�
to pay out-of-pocket for mental healthcare, failing 
to provide comprehensive public coverage creates 
a system of  class-dependent gatekeeping of  mental 
PMIT\PKIZM��LQ[XZWXWZ\QWVI\MTa�IٺMK\QVO�\PW[M�_PW�
KIVVW\�IٺWZL�\W�XIa�\PM[M�M`XMV[M[��8MWXTM�QV�TW_MZ�
socioeconomic, racialized, and other marginalized 
groups are both more at risk of  developing mental 
illnesses and less likely to be able to access support if  
\PMa�LW��
?PQTM�\PM�UQVWZQ\a�WN �XZQUIZa�KIZM�XPa[QKQIV[�
feel “well prepared to care for patients with severe 
mental health problems” or “substance use-related 
Q[[]M[�º� �
�WN �+IVILQIV[�[MMS�UMV\IT�PMIT\P�PMTX�
from them (Canadian Institute for Health Informa-
\QWV����!�������.]Z\PMZ��IKKM[[�\W�[XMKQITQbML�KIZM�
is strained as, in the case of  psychiatrists, “demand 
[…] in Canada continues to exceed the supply” 
�+IVILQIV�8[aKPQI\ZQK�)[[WKQI\QWV�V�L����;]XXTa�UIa�
decline even further due to cultural and geographic 
JIZZQMZ[��+IVILQIV�5MV\IT�0MIT\P�)[[WKQI\QWV���� �
I[�KQ\ML�QV�5WZWb��5WZWb�IVL�,¼)VOMTW�������� ����
As with other healthcare occupations, “fewer mental 
health workers [operate] in rural areas” (Canadian In-
[\Q\]\M�NWZ�0MIT\P�1VNWZUI\QWV����!�������4IVO]IOM�IVL�
cultural barriers provide yet another challenge (Moroz, 
5WZWb��IVL�;WT^QVMK�������� ����

Given the vast social and economic impacts of  
mental health and substance use issues and the 
inequality inherent in two-tier mental healthcare 
systems, Canada must invest more heavily in mental 
PMIT\P�[MZ^QKM[�IVL�UW^M�\W_IZL�I�]VQ^MZ[IT�[a[\MU��
Further, the indirect costs of  mental illnesses and 
[]J[\IVKM�][M�LQ[WZLMZ[�KIV�JM�Wٺ[M\�Ja�QV^M[\QVO�QV�
“evidence-based direct services and upstream inter-
ventions” (Mental Health Commission of  Canada 
�����������6MWTQJMZIT�[WT]\QWV[��PW_M^MZ��LW�VW\�
ITTW_�NWZ�[]KP�XTIVVML�\I`�N]VLML�WX\QWV[��6MWTQJ-
eral ideologues call for market-based, individualistic 
[WT]\QWV[��M^MV�I[�\PMa�\MVL�\W�JM�TM[[�MٺMK\Q^M�QV�
both outcomes and cost (Mental Health Commission 
WN �+IVILI�����#�5WVJQW\������

How Has COVID-19 made Mental Illness and 
Substance Abuse Worse? 
?PQTM�+IVILQIV[�PI^M�TWVO�LMIT\�_Q\P�\PM�KWV[M-
quences of  a weak mental healthcare system, the 
WV[M\�WN �\PM�+7>1,��!�XIVLMUQK�QTT]UQVI\ML�IVL�
M`IKMZJI\ML�\PMU��?PQTM�UIVa�VMWTQJMZIT�XWTQ\QKQIV[�
were quick to co-opt the language of  mental health 
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Preparing Canada’s Mental Healthcare Sys-
tem for the Future 
In order to prepare Canada’s mental healthcare sys-
tem to avoid the failures that were witnessed during 
\PM�+7>1,��!�XIVLMUQK��XWTQKaUISMZ[�IVL�\ZMI\-
ment providers must work to make treatment more 
accessible and equitable, and work to address the 
causes of  mental illness and substance abuse instead 
WN �[QUXTa�ZMIK\QVO�_PMV�\PMa�_WZ[MV��

First and foremost, the province of  Alberta must 
ZMQV^M[\�N]VLQVO�\W�[INM�QVRMK\QWV�[Q\M[��?PQTM�\PQ[�Q[�
VW\�I�Å`�ITT�[WT]\QWV��\PM[M�[Q\M[�IZM�XZW^MV�\W�[I^M�
lives and prevent overdoses and neglecting them kills 
people with substance use disorders (Rapid Response 
;MZ^QKM�����#�6O��;]\PMZTIVL��IVL�3WTJMZ��������
Given that Alberta has one of  the highest opioid-re-
lated overdose rates in the country, it is paramount 
that these services be reinstated and appropriately 
funded immediately (Special Advisory Committee on 
\PM�-XQLMUQK�WN �7XQWQL�7^MZLW[M[�������

The lack of  mental health professionals is not an 
unheard-of  problem in Canada as residents have 
TWVO�[\Z]OOTML�\W�ÅVL�NIUQTa�LWK\WZ[�NWZ�UIVa�WN �\PM�
[IUM�ZMI[WV[�\PI\�\PMa�[\Z]OOTM�\W�ÅVL�UMV\IT�PMIT\P�
[]XXWZ\��7VM�[WT]\QWV�\W�\PQ[�Q[[]M�Q[�\W�\ZIQV�XZQUIZa�
care practitioners accordingly to feel well prepared 
in dealing with patients with mental illnesses and 
substance use disorders (Moroz, Moroz, and Slovinec 
������� ����/Q^MV�\PI\�UW[\�+IVILQIV[�_Q\P�\PM[M�
issues will seek help from primary care physicians for 
\PM[M�Q[[]M[�IVL�¹WVTa����
�WN �\PM�XWX]TI\QWV�_Q\P�
a mental health disorder requires access to special-
\a�KIZM�º��5WZWb��5WZWb��IVL�;TW^QVMK�������� ���
primary physicians should be able to deal with less 
KWUXTM`�UMV\IT�QTTVM[[�IVL�[]J[\IVKM�IJ][M�Q[[]M[��

One improvement to the mental healthcare system in 
+IVILI�I[�I�ZM[]T\�WN �+7>1,��!�_I[�\PM�M`XIV[QWV�
WN �^QZ\]IT�KW]V[MTTQVO��;MZ^QKM[�LMTQ^MZML�QV�\PQ[�NI[P-
ion have the potential to decrease both geographic 
and cultural barriers by connecting patients with a 
more diverse selection of  mental health profession-
IT[��0W_M^MZ��UW[\�+IVILQIV[�_PW�[MM�I�X[aKPWTWOQ[\�
noted that they still preferred face-to-face counsel-
TQVO��+IVILQIV�8[aKPWTWOQKIT�)[[WKQI\QWV�V�L����<P][��
_PQTM�\PQ[�[MZ^QKM�KIV�JM�QVKZMLQJTa�JMVMÅKQIT�\W�
some populations and should continue to be utilized, 
it also has the potential to decrease the quality of  
KIZM�NWZ�W\PMZ[��<PMZMNWZM��IN\MZ�+7>1,��!��UMV\IT�
health professionals should keep providing virtual 
services to clients while ensuring that they do not 

ZMTa�WV�^QZ\]IT�W^MZ�QV�XMZ[WV�IXXWQV\UMV\[��

As the pandemic has revealed, younger age groups’ 
UMV\IT�PMIT\P�TM^MT[�IZM�LQ[XZWXWZ\QWVI\MTa�IٺMK\ML�
by events such as pandemics that reduce socializa-
\QWV��4WILM[�M\�IT���������<P][��MV[]ZQVO�\PI\�UMV\IT�
healthcare is available and accessible to younger 
XMWXTM�QV�+IVILI�Q[�M[[MV\QIT��<PM�ÅZ[\�[\MX�QV�\PQ[�
direction must be the education of  young people on 
the importance of  mental healthcare while they are 
QV�[KPWWT��5ITTI�M\�IT����� ����!���<PQ[�KIV�_WZS�\W�
eliminate stigma as well as to build healthy mental 
PMIT\P�ZMTI\QWV[PQX[�MIZTa�QV�TQNM��

As I have noted, social determinants that can lead to 
mental illness and substance use disorders dispro-
XWZ\QWVI\MTa�IٺMK\�TW_MZ�[WKQWMKWVWUQK�KTI[[M[�IVL�
marginalized people (Mental Health Commission of  
+IVILI������������<PMZMNWZM��Q\�Q[�VMKM[[IZa�VW\�WVTa�
to transform and improve the mental healthcare sys-
tem in Canada, but to also address causal factors for 
UMV\IT�QTTVM[[�IVL�[]J[\IVKM�][M�LQ[WZLMZ[��-V[]ZQVO�
IKKM[[�\W�PW][QVO��PMIT\Pa�NWWL��KPQTLKIZM��ÅVIVKQIT�
support, school, and other necessities (Gadermann et 
IT������������ITWVO[QLM�UMV\IT�PMIT\PKIZM�Q[�VMKM[-
sary to reduce levels of  mental illness and substance 
use disorders and give people more equitable access 
\W�UMV\IT�PMIT\PKIZM�_PMV�Q\�Q[�ZMY]QZML��

In order to address the disproportionately high rates 
of  mental health and substance abuse issues among 
Indigenous people living in Canada, the Federal and 
Provincial governments must move towards recon-
ciliation in accordance with the Truth and Recon-
KQTQI\QWV�+ITT[�\W�)K\QWV��;XMKQÅKITTa��OW^MZVUMV\[�
must work to address health-related Calls to Action, 
KITT[�� �\PZW]OP�����<PQ[�QVKT]LM[�J]\�Q[�VW\�TQUQ\ML�
to funding research to close gaps between Indigenous 
and non-Indigenous communities, providing funding 
for Indigenous healing centres and practices, and 
increasing the training of  Indigenous healthcare 
professionals (Truth and Reconciliation Commis-
[QWV�WN �+IVILI�������������0W_M^MZ��ITT�!��+ITT[�\W�
Action must be met as the health and well-being of  
Indigenous people residing in Canada continues to 
JM�VMOI\Q^MTa�IٺMK\ML�Ja�\PM�KI][IT�NIK\WZ[�WN �^QWTMV\�
colonial practices and policies (Public Health Agency 
WN �+IVILI����!I���5WZMW^MZ��1VLQOMVW][�^WQKM[�
and knowledge holders must be centred and upheld 
moving forward in addressing mental health and 
[]J[\IVKM�IJ][M�Q[[]M[�

?PI\�+7>1,��!�PI[�ZM^MITML�IJW]\�+IVILI¼[�UMV-
tal healthcare system most of  all is that the current 
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\_W�\QMZ�[a[\MU�Q[�QVMٺMK\Q^M��QVMٻKQMV\��IVL�QVMY]Q-
\IJTM��-^MV�JMNWZM�\PM�WV[M\�WN �\PM�XIVLMUQK��+IV-
ada faced a mental health crisis that a public-private 
[a[\MU�\PI\�ZMY]QZML�+IVILQIV[�\W�XIa���
�W]\�WN�
XWKSM\�_I[�VW\�[]Q\IJTM�\W�[WT^M��*MVMÅ\[�+IVILI�
��� ���1V�WZLMZ�\W�IJWTQ[P�\PM�\_W�\QMZ�UMV\IT�PMIT\P�
system and provide accessible and equitable mental 
health care, a fully public, universal system is neces-
[IZa��)�]VQ^MZ[IT�[a[\MU�_W]TL�PMTX�\W�MTQUQVI\M�\PM�
cost barrier of  mental healthcare, ensure that all Ca-
nadians, regardless of  socioeconomic class, receive 
the same level of  mental healthcare, and help to pro-
^QLM�UMV\IT�PMIT\PKIZM�\W�]VLMZ[MZ^QKML�XWX]TI\QWV[��
Above all, providing equitable and accessible mental 
healthcare to all Canadians will save countless lives 
once we begin to return to normal and in the event 
WN �IVW\PMZ�XIVLMUQK��

Conclusion  
In order to begin addressing the mental health and 
opioid crises in Canada, the country must make 
M`\MV[Q^M�KPIVOM[�\W�Q\[�UMV\IT�PMIT\PKIZM�[a[\MU��
?M�U][\�ÅZ[\�ZMRMK\�\PM�VMWTQJMZIT�^IT]M[�WN �ZM[QL]-
ITQ[U�IVL�UIZSM\�[WT]\QWV[�NWZ�PMIT\PKIZM��.]Z\PMZ��
Canada must embrace the idea of  harm reduction, 
look to address the root causes of  mental illness and 
substance use disorders, and expand access to mental 
PMIT\P�XZIK\Q\QWVMZ[��+IVILI�U][\�IJIVLWV�Q\[�K]Z-
rent inequitable two-tier mental healthcare system in 
NI^W]Z�WN �I�\Z]Ta�]VQ^MZ[IT�[a[\MU��*a�UISQVO�\PM[M�
systematic and critical changes, the past failures of  
Canada’s two-tier mental healthcare system can be 
I^WQLML�
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