
 

 

COMMUNIQUE 
 

TO:  First Nation Leadership and Leadership Council  
FROM: Chiefs of Ontario Health, Social, Education Sectors 
DATE:     September 17, 2020  
RE:        COVID-19 WEEKLY UPDATE 
 

 
 
Greetings from the Health, Social and Education Sectors of the Chiefs of Ontario 
Secretariat. We are resuming our bi-weekly communiques to you and your communities 
regarding specific COVID-19 related issues. As this virus continues to evolve and 
concerns increase about a second wave, we will continue to share technical highlights 
from each of our sectors. 
 

HEALTH SECTOR UPDATES: 

 
Potential Second Wave 
 
Canada’s Chief Public Health Officer, Dr Theresa Tam, has acknowledged that COVID-
19 will be with us for some time until there is an effective vaccine or treatment. With the 
rising COVID-19 case count in Ontario, it is more important than ever to continue to use 
good public health measures including: physical distancing, not gathering in groups, 
staying within your bubble, wearing of masks, washing hands with soap and water 
frequently, using hand sanitizer when the washing of hands is not possible, not touching 
hands to face and disinfecting high-touch surfaces such as handles, tables, phones, 
electronics devices and light switches. We do know, through the first wave, that by 
using these actions, the spread of the COVID-19 virus can be lessened. More 
information on stopping the spread of COVID-19 can be found on the following 
websites: 

Public Health Agency of Canada: www.canada.ca 
Public Health Ontario: www.publichealthontario.ca 

 
ADDITIONAL PUBLIC HEALTH NURSES: Return to School 

On July 30, 2020, the Province of Ontario announced funding for 500 additional school-
focused public health nurses who will provide support to schools and boards of 
education in facilitating preventative measures including screening, testing, tracing and 
mitigation strategies for a safe return to school policies during COVID-19. On August 
26th, 2020, the federal government announced additional funding to support the  

http://www.canada.ca/
http://www.publichealthontario.ca/
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reopening of schools, specifically $12.5M to support the province of Ontario’s response 
to funding additional public health nurses.  

The Chiefs of Ontario Heath and Education Sectors are working to gain additional 
information to provide clarity as to the process for accessing these additional nursing 
resources for First Nation schools and communities. Given that we have learned from 
the Ministry of Health that all 500 Public Health Nurses have been allocated to 34 Public 
Health Units, it is imperative that there be no barriers to First Nations schools accessing 
these resources and that they may be made available to First Nations Communities 
upon request. The vital role of having culturally safe, community health nurses within 
the school environment is central to: educating, teaching, training and communicating 
COVID-19 related public health measures and information to students, parents, 
teachers and the extended community. 

 

COO NIHB NAVIGATORS: COVID-19 Update Information 

 
1) NIHB clients now have the option of creating a secure, web-based personal client 
account through the Express Scripts Canada NIHB website. 
 
Having an account will enable clients to view their benefit claims history, check pending 
benefit requests, submit client reimbursements and appeals online, and receive NIHB 
communication directly by email. To create a web account, go to the Express Scripts 
Canada website: https://nihb.express-scripts.ca/NIHBProvider/benefits/client and select 
‘Create Web Account’. If you need assistance, you can contact the NIHB Client Call 
Center at Express Scripts Canada at 1 888-441-4777. 
 
2) The COO NIHB Navigators continue to assist First Nations communities and citizens 
with NIHB Benefits and access issues related to COVID-19.  If you need to reach the 
COO NIHB Navigators, please contact: 
            
Miryan Rutledge,              Jennifer Shisheesh,  Emily King, Northern Navigator 
Southern Navigator            Northern Navigator             and Jordan’s Principle Liaison 
416-522-7459         647-548-9581  416-573-7611 
 
 
MENTAL HEALTH: COVID-19 Mental Wellness Funding 
 
On August 25, 2020, ISC announced $82.5M nationally to address the immediate 
mental wellness needs in Indigenous communities related to COVID-19, approximately 
$10.6M of which will be allocated to Ontario.  
 
These funds are intended to support adaptation of mental wellness services in the 
current COVID-19 context, which will include: 
            …/3 
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o Support for culturally competent services such as on the land 
activities, community-based health supports, and mental wellness teams; 

o Expanding mental health services to meet increasing demand (e.g., 
virtual counselling, crisis line surge capacity); and, 

o Supporting Indigenous partners to develop innovative strategies to 
address substance use and improve access to treatment services. 

 
These funds are a one-time release for fiscal year 2020-2021, therefore ISC is looking 
for the most expedient way to disburse to communities so that they can be utilized by 
March 31, 2021.  COO facilititated a discussion with the Health Coordination Unit on 
September 11, 2020, where we discussed options for distribution of funds.  ISC has 
indicated they will be contacting PTOs and the IFNs as they would like an opportunity to 
hear your input on how you would recommend accessing the Mental Wellness COVID-
19 funds in Ontario region, i.e. needs-based funding, formula allocation, or proposal-
based.  ISC will take unexpended resources within Contribution Agreements into 
consideration as well, so that these funds can address unmet needs at the community 
level.  COO will assist in facilitating these discussions, as needed, but will not be 
accessing any of these funds.  
 

Link to full new release:  https://www.canada.ca/en/indigenous-services-
canada/news/2020/08/government-of-canada-is-responding-to-immediate-indigenous-
mental-wellness-demands-during-the-covid-19-pandemic.html  

 
 
FIRST NATIONS DIGITAL HEALTH UPDATE 
 
The First Nation Digital Health Advisory Committee is coordinated through AFN who are 
currently working on three key prioriy areas: 
 

1. An Information Technology Review which is being spearheaded by NIITA 
(National Indigenous Information Technology Alliance) based out of 
Saskatchewan. 

2. Digital Health Costing RFP to be submitted to FNIHB/ISC which will examine 
respective needs of each of the regions in Canada. 

3. Broadband/Connectivity Initiative being proposed to further investigate gaps, 
current capacity and future needs of First Nations across the country.  
 

All of these files are still underway with no specific deadlines yet identified by AFN. 
COO has been in contact with First Nation Digital Health Ontario (FNDHO) to ensure  
that all future progress is respectful and responsive to the unique needs and 
requirements of our member nations in Ontario, as they have been dealing directly with 
various Health Providers, Leadership and clients at the community level. 
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https://www.canada.ca/en/indigenous-services-canada/news/2020/08/government-of-canada-is-responding-to-immediate-indigenous-mental-wellness-demands-during-the-covid-19-pandemic.html
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EDUCATION SECTOR UPDATES: 

 
Federal Funding for First Nation Schools 

On August 26, the Federal government made a commitment of $112M nationally to 
support a safe return for elementary and secondary schools on-reserve.  The  
announcement specifies that funding is to address increased pressures for schools due 
to the COVID-19 pandemic.  This can include additional compensation for teachers and 
bus drivers, access to technology, purchase of e-learning software and the development 
of take-home materials.  It can also support schools with the necessary retrofits required 
to follow public health guidelines and to respect adequate physical distancing.   
Although few details are known at this time regarding the funding distribution, it was 

made clear during a call with Ontario First Nation Leadership and Minister Marc Miller 

on September 10, that Ontario’s share of the funding will be $24.3M with the funds 

flowing directly to First Nations with no proposal requirement.  First Nations can expect 

to receive this funding by the end of September.  

Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) for Schools 

ISC-NIHB has provided First Nations with funding for COVID-19 related PPE and 
cleaning supplies for First Nation schools.  The funding was to support the first four 
months of the school year with additional funding to come for the remainder of the year. 

 
The provincial Indigenous Education Office (IEO) also facilitated a process between 
EDU and the Ministry of Government and Consumers Services to supply Personal 
Protective Equipment (PPE) to First Nation and Federally Operated Schools. They have 
the following products available, at no cost: surgical masks, face shields, gloves, 
cleaning supplies and hand sanitizer. To request an order form, please reach out to 
Taunya.Paquette@ontario.ca 
 

Brightspace Virtual Learning Environment 

With the demand for online learning, the provincial Minister of Education has offered 
their Brightspace platform for virtual learning free of charge to any First Nation school or 
educator that would like access.  Brightspace is a learning management system for 
creating, hosting and editing online learning resources and allows for the creation of 
custom content. 

The Ministry shares internally developed education resources through the platform as 
well.  The Mentally Healthy Return to School Toolkit developed by School Mental Health 
Ontario is posted on Brightspace.  This includes a full day slide deck for Mental Health 
& Well-Being, The First 10 Days (and Beyond) resources, and Five Things You Need to 
Know for School Leaders. 

            …/5 
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If any school or educator in your community would like access to the Ministry 
Brightspace platform for virtual learning, please send an email to 
Taunya.Paquette@ontario.ca 

 

Staying Safe At School 

To further help students, parents and teachers stay safe as they start the school year, 
EDU released some educational resources developed in partnership with TVO and TFO 
along with the Hospital for Sick Children and the Children’s Hospital of Eastern Ontario, 
following the advice of Canada’s leading medical and scientific experts − including the 
Chief Medical Officer of Health:  

 

o For parents: Doctor Cohen’s tips on how to stay safe at school 

o For elementary students: Staying safe at Ontario Elementary Schools 

o For secondary students: Staying safe at Ontario Secondary Schools 

 

SOCIAL SECTOR UPDATES: 

 
Child Care 
 
As of September 1, 2020, child care centres may return to maximum group sizes as set 
out under the Child Care and Early Years Act (i.e., licensed age groups prior to the 
COVID-19 outbreak). Child and Family programs may also reopen beginning 
September 1, 2020. All programs must adhere to strict health and safety measures 
including: 

 Grouping children and limiting interactions between groups; the requirement of 
medical masks and eye protection for all adults in the program and the 
requirement of non-medical or cloth masks for children in grades 4 and above; 

 Screening, limiting visitors, and recording attendance for contract tracing;  

 Developing COVID-19 health and safety protocols; and enhanced cleaning  
 
The Ministry of Education has additionally released two guidance documents including: 

 Operational Guidance During COVID-19 Outbreak: First Nations Child and 
Family Program Re-Opening (attached) 

 Operational Guidance During COVID-19 Outbreak – For First Nations: Child 
Care Re-Opening (attached)  

 
To support healthy and safe reopening of early years and child care programs, a supply 
of face coverings is being procured through Ontario to be delivered to licensed child 
care centres and home child care agencies, EarlyON Child and Family Centres, and  
 
            …/6 
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First Nation Child and Family Programs. The province will provide medical masks and 
eye protection for staff working in these settings. 
 
A back up supply of non-medical or cloth masks will also be provided for school age 
children in child care in case they cannot bring one from home. Delivery of face masks 
will be made directly and will reoccur monthly. For child care operators that have not yet 
reopened, the Ministry of Education will need two weeks advanced notice of plans to 
reopen for the shipment of supplies to arrive prior to reopening. Please email  
childcare_ontario@ontario.ca to provide advance notice of reopening dates. Face 
coverings for staff and cloth masks for children may be delivered separately.  
 
The Government of Canada has provided federal Safe Restart Funding (SRF) to 
Ontario to ensure safe child care is available as the province reopens. In Ontario, the 
SRF will provide $234.6M in new funding. The funding will be provided directly to First 
Nations for child care and child and family programs on reserve and directly from the 
Ministry of Education for child care centres without a purchase of service agreement. 
The funding will be used for the procurement of face coverings and additional personal 
protective equipment, enhanced cleaning, and additional staff.  
 
Child Family Services 
 
The Ministry of Children, Community and Social Services has extended policy directive: 
CW004-20 Supporting Consistency of Care for Youth whose Care Arrangements are 
Scheduled to Expire During the COVID-19 Pandemic to December 31, 2020. These 
arrangements include: 
 

 Youth in the extended care of a society whose in-care status will expire on their 
18th birthday; 

 Youth in the interim care of a society whose in-care status will expire on their 18th 
birthday; 

 Youth cared for under a customary care agreement immediately before their 18th 
birthday, where the customary caregiver received a subsidy pursuant to the 
Ontario Permanency Funding Policy guidelines; and 

 Youth who entered into a Voluntary Youth Services Agreement (VYSA) whose 
agreement will expire on their 18th birthday. 

 
We remain committed to working together with all of you in keeping our Nations 
protected, supported and embraced. While not possible physically, then with our spirit, 
as we do everything possible to combat COVID-19 and its impacts. 
 
Be Well. 

mailto:childcare_ontario@ontario.ca
http://www.children.gov.on.ca/htdocs/English/professionals/childwelfare/cyfsa/policy_directive_CW004-20.aspx
http://www.children.gov.on.ca/htdocs/English/professionals/childwelfare/cyfsa/policy_directive_CW004-20.aspx

