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C anada’s safety record during the 
coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-
19) pandemic has exposed long-

standing systemic injustices plaguing our 
society. Knowing that the pandemic and 
response to it have not affected people 
equally, we raise the questions: What 
keeps us safe and who is kept safe during 
this pandemic?

Does policing people who are system-
atically oppressed and facing multiple 
survival challenges (only one of which is 
COVID-19) keep people safe? Who has the 
privilege of distancing, whether that 
means access to a home, car or protective 
supplies, or the ability to work from 
home? These questions highlight not only 
pre-existing social and economic inequi-
ties, but also setbacks to achieving a 
socially just pandemic response.

As medical and public health profes-
sionals and members of the People’s 
Health Movement, we believe that every-
one deserves safety, a foundational deter-
minant of health. In this article, we use an 
intersectional race, class and gender lens 
and consider multiple threats to safety to 
examine safety in the home, in commun
ities and across borders.

The pandemic of violence 
against womxn: Is the home 
safe?

Globally, people have been encouraged 
to stay home, implied as the site of safety 
during this pandemic. Indeed, staying 
home, thereby minimizing contact, has 
helped limit the spread of COVID-19 in 
Canada. But what happens when home is 
not safe? We have been in a long-standing 
pandemic of violence against womxn; in 

2016, there were 93 000 reported cases of 
intimate partner violence in Canada, with 
unreported cases l ikely exceeding 
reported ones.1 COVID-19–related lock-
downs and economic shutdowns have 
drastically exacerbated violence against 
womxn globally.2 For example, Vancouver’s 
Battered Women’s Support Services has 

seen a 300% increase in calls.2 In Canada, 
1 in 10 womxn are concerned about vio-
lence and do not feel safe at home during 
COVID-19.2 These staggering numbers 
merit questioning of patriarchal defini-
tions of safety, which have been subject 
to long-standing feminist critique: the 
conflation of home and safety invisibilizes 

violence against womxn, most of which 
occurs in the home.3

Feminist activists have long called for 
multifaceted, community-based solu-
tions to address the complex root causes 
of violence against womxn, including 
providing adequate shelter spaces and 
affordable housing through strategies 

such as subsidized units, co-op housing 
and co-housing; addressing attitudes, 
behaviours and practices that enable 
toxic masculinity; and investing in com-
munity support and safety measures, 
including child care, transformative jus-
tice and mutual aid networks. The intensi-
fication of violence against womxn during 
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Achieving safety for all.
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COVID-19 offers an urgent opportunity to 
act on these calls3 to promote the safety 
of womxn.

The epidemic of 
criminalization: Does 
increased policing make us 
safer?

On Apr. 4, a Black father was punched and 
fined $2010 by an Ottawa bylaw officer 
while in his own neighbourhood with his 
daughter.4 In Quebec and Ontario, people 
experiencing homelessness have been 
fined for being unable to physically dis-
tance in public spaces.4 In Ontario, 2 con-
cerning COVID-19–related expansions of 
policing powers include an order that 
enables provincial offences officers to 
require people to produce identification 
(ID), with fines up to $1000 for failure to 
do so, and a decision to provide police 
with access to identifying information and 
COVID-19 test results.5

Although physical distancing recom-
mendations may not be followed for vari-
ous reasons, decades of research has 
made clear that those living at intersec-
tions of poverty, racialization and/or Indi-
geneity, among other forms of marginal-
ization, bear the brunt of policing and 
criminalization.6,7 Privileged rule-breakers 
are not punished in the same way, and 
measures such as fines do not impose the 
same burden.8

A long history of police violence 
against Black and Indigenous people and 
criminalization of poverty in Canada can-
not be ignored simply because we are in a 
pandemic. The recent police killings of 
D’Andre Campbell,  Chantel Moore, 
Rodney Levi and Ejaz Ahmed Choudry — 
all racialized and Indigenous people — 
demonstrate the tragic, racist violence 
inherent to Canadian policing. Expanded 
COVID-19 policing promises to continue 
racial profiling and violence, crippling 
punishments for those living in poverty, 
and criminalization of mental health, 
addiction and those with precarious 
immigration status. These groups may 
not logistically be able to have ID with 
them, or they may be low-wage workers 
in essential services or street-involved 
with no safe place to go. Rather than 
being supported in their manufactured 

marginalization, they live with com-
pounded vulnerabilities of economic 
insecurity, COVID-19 and punitive enforce-
ment, which makes all people less safe 
from COVID-19. Furthermore, with the 
criminalization of Black and Indigenous 
communities having led to disproportion-
ate rates of incarceration,6,7 those rele-
gated to prisons are now forced into living 
conditions optimal for disease transmission, 
demonstrated by outbreaks in Quebec’s 
and British Columbia’s prisons.9

Solutions lie in antiracist and antico-
lonial calls for the defunding of punitive 
measures and criminalization, with redi-
rection of resources to upstream sup-
ports for communities and transforma-
tive justice processes, rectifying the 
social circumstances under which harm 
is likely to occur.

The crisis of forced 
displacement: Whose 
movement is essential?

On Mar. 20, the Canadian government 
announced it would turn back refugee 
claimants crossing the United States–
Canada border. “Irregular” migrants 
undertaking land crossings are among the 
most marginalized refugees: those who 
cannot afford a plane ticket or do not 
have international agency support. The 
US continues to detain and deport people 
at alarming rates, thereby exporting the 
pandemic to countries with minimal 
health infrastructure.10

Although limiting nonessential travel 
can be good physical distancing practice, 
seeking asylum — fleeing poverty, conflict 
and violence — is arguably the most 
essential form of travel. Every person has 
the right to safety (from the aforemen-
tioned threats and from the pandemic), 
regardless of where they live in relation to 
colonial borders. Both migrants and resi-
dents of Canada would be safer if the 
resources allocated to increased border 
enforcement were instead directed 
toward screening and quarantine proced
ures for migrants upon arrival.

During this pandemic, Canada and 
other wealthy countries that benefit from 
the impoverishment and displacement of 
people in the Global South through vari-
ous political-economic mechanisms have 

a duty to expedite acceptance of migrants. 
This is not only because crises of global 
displacement are worsening, with 
79.5  million people forcibly displaced in 
2019,11 but also because people in refugee 
camps and immigration detention are 
especially vulnerable to COVID-19, with lit-
tle access to water, space or health care.

Who is safe, who is essential 
and who is sacrificial? 

COVID-19 has spread rapidly among 
migrant farm workers, meat-packing 
workers and marginalized health care 
workers. These jobs, despite being essen-
tial to keeping us fed and cared for, are 
done by highly vulnerable workers.

Canadian temporary foreign worker 
programs force migrant workers into 
precariousness through lack of secure 
immigration status, enabling their 
exploitation: temporary foreign workers 
do difficult work that most Canadians do 
not want to do; live in appalling condi-
tions and earn meagre wages; and have 
diminished employment rights and no 
access to services or redress when 
abuses occur.12 Amid widespread COVID-
19 outbreaks among migrant workers in 
Ontario, 3 farm workers have died from 
COVID-19, with activists highlighting pre-
existing labour and immigration policies 
responsible for these unjust deaths.13

The Alberta Cargill meat-packing 
plant outbreak, linked to more than 
1500  people with COVID-19 among low-
wage, mostly racialized immigrant work-
ers, exposed unjust labour practices and 
prioritization of profits by the corpora-
tion.13 Furthermore, in Quebec, most 
workers in long-term care homes are 
racialized womxn, and in Montréal, thou-
sands of refugee claimants work in long-
term care homes — many of them 
undocumented, living in crowded hous-
ing and facing poverty.14 This combina-
tion of front-line vulnerability and pre-
existing inequality  resulted in an 
outbreak in the low-income Montréal 
North neighbourhood.14 Not only are 
such front-line workers vulnerable to 
COVID-19, but grave risks are posed to 
those for whom they care.

Although such workers are so essential 
to society’s functioning that they must 
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continue to work, they are paid so poorly 
that they cannot afford to take a sick day, 
and many do not have access to health 
care, child care or benefits. Despite filling 
essential jobs, the workers themselves 
are treated as disposable.

Various campaigns are advocating for 
living wages, secure immigration status, 
paid sick leave, child care, health care for 
migrants and adequate housing, all of 
which are key to reducing manufactured 
inequalities.

Redefining safety for all

Accepting state-defined pandemic safety 
measures that do not consider multiple 
real threats to safety can insidiously lead 
us to accept systems of patriarchal, 
racist and economic oppression, exacer-
bating socioeconomic inequities in Can-
ada. Therefore, we must redefine the 
meaning of safety ourselves and invest 
in support for all. We must replace 
oppressive institutions with equity-
affirming ones, with the success of soci-
ety measured by the well-being of its 
communities. Directing resources away 
from punitive measures and toward 
upstream supports offers the best way 
forward in achieving safety for all, 
through this pandemic and beyond.
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