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COVID-19 AND RACIALIZED COMMUNITIES

A panel discussion hosted by the Wellesley Institute and the Mental Health Commission
of Canada Moderator: Dr. Kwame McKenzie, CEO, Wellesley Institute

The Wellesley Institute and Mental Health Commission of Canada (MHCC) came together in 2020 to
study how inequitable experiences of the COVID-19 pandemic have affected the mental health and well-
being of adults from racialized communities in the Greater Toronto Area (GTA). On March 30, 2022, the
two organizations brought together frontline community organizations for a virtual presentation and panel
discussion about the topic.

STARTING POINT: THE RESEARCH

To frame the discussion, Sarah Sanford of the Wellesley Institute and Mauriene Tolentino of the MHCC
presented key findings from the joint research study, The Impact of COVID-19 on Mental Health and Well-
Being: A Focus on Racialized Communities in the GTA, which was based on qualitative interviews with
individuals from racialized communities in the GTA during the first three waves of the pandemic. They noted
that the experience of inequities along with social and economic factors such as job loss and income insecurity,
discrimination and racism — including the race-motivated violence of George Floyd’'s murder and anti-Asian
racism — were mental health stressors for many participants. In addition to these stressors, many people faced
barriers to mental health services.

PANEL PRESENTATIONS

Aseefa Sarang is the executive director of Across Boundaries, which has provided mental health and addiction
services exclusively to Toronto’s racialized and Black communities for 28 years, grounded in anti-racism, anti-
oppression and resisting anti-Black racism frameworks. She explained that:

+ People lacking access to digital technologies or digital skills could not be supported through virtual care
during the pandemic. This highlighted the broader issue of digital inequity impacting racialized, Black and
Indigenous communities.

e Gaps in access to technology-dependent services must be closed through innovative programs and
supports specifically for racialized communities — for example, partnerships between the non-profit,
government and tech sectors to develop digital strategies that address the divide.

« Funders must contribute to equity by designing funding models that enhance the infrastructure, capacity
and sustainability of organizations and the community — otherwise, existing disparities will persist and
increase, further harming already vulnerable communities.

“ We have to think about digital access, yes, but also about digital
literacy and a digital framework for supporting racialized communities. ”

— Aseefa Sarang
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Liben Gebremikael is executive director at TAIBU Community Health Centre, which provides access to
primary care, health promotion and disease prevention programs in a culturally affirming environment. TAIBU
is committed to addressing the impact of anti-Black racism on the health and well-being of Black communities.
Liben noted that:

* Race-based data collection is important to promote equitable access to funding and resources such as
those needed for recovery responses.

« Communities that were already facing significant inequities in access to care, appropriate services,
underlying systemic problems and intergenerational inequities were hit hardest by the pandemic.

« Community-based programs and engagement for groups such as students, seniors, families and adults
with underlying health conditions were key to helping them cope with the effects of the pandemic.

« True community engagement and empowerment will be vital to pandemic recovery and to addressing
disparities because communities know best how to tackle the challenges that they face.

66 We can collect race-based data... but unless [it] is used
for accountability purposes and implemented to drive
action, it is not going to be enough. We have to use the

data in a community-engaged way to find solutions. ”

— Liben Gebremikael

Mithi Esguerra is a program coordinator at Migrants Resource Centre Canada, which provides services,
community education and training to migrant workers. The organization pivoted to provide emergency
support during the pandemic, adjusting its education and training programs to help migrant workers navigate
COVID-related special policies and changes to employment standards. Mithi commented that:

« For migrant workers, concerns about employment security are connected to those of immigration status,
and that protecting workers’ protecting’ rights and promoting adequate work conditions are important for
mental health and well-being.

« Migrant workers depended on community organizations and individuals for material essentials during the
pandemic, such as food, PPE and information kits.

« Any form of assistance should foster a sense of empowerment, allowing communities to be part of the
change, advocate for themselves and have a voice.

« Mutual aid systems can provide culturally specific, community-based and collaborative services.

66 We recognize the importance of community and
grassroots organizations to create change and give a
voice to marginalized communities. ”

— Mithi Esguerra
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DISCUSSION

The panellists engaged in a discussion about social determinants of health and the barriers to mental
health that racialized and marginalized groups continue to encounter. Race-based data was deemed
essential to understanding where we are today and if improvements are being made, and to drive action
and accountability in a community- engaged way. Community members need to be involved in data
analysis to ensure their realities are reflected and represented accurately. The impact of the pandemic was
also discussed in terms of the need to address burnout for staff members of community organizations.
Other key discussion points included:

« Communities adapt faster than institutions and systems, so ongoing advocacy, engagement and
awareness-raising are necessary to make real change happen among government policymakers and
funders.

« Food insecurity is something most racialized and marginalized communities struggle with. Prices are
going up, but wages are not increasing at the same pace, creating disparities. The emergency financial
benefits programs provided during the pandemic were temporary, but the need to address food
insecurity is not.

e Virtual and hybrid models should be considered as ways of removing barriers to access to care,
however access to technology must be factored.

« Canada needs a network of collaborators focused on racialized, Indigenous, Black and immigrant
communities to continue building momentum and amplifying voices.

CLOSING

The COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted and exacerbated pre-existing inequities — avoidable differences
between populations — in Canada. Reducing inequities going forward requires authentic community
engagement, action on the social determinants of health and sustained funding for racialized communities.
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