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As Canada forges a COVID-19 recovery strategy, 
Children’s Healthcare Canada and the Pediatric Chairs 
of Canada believe children, youth and families must be a 
central focus. More importantly, Canadians agree. 

In a very recent study (August 18, 2021), Abacus Data 
found that 

“81% of Canadians believe a national 
child and youth health recovery 
strategy would be helpful for 
themselves (if they are parents) or 
helpful for children and youth in 
Canada overall (among non-parents).”

Among parents, three quarters (73%) say a national child 
and youth health recovery strategy would be helpful for 
their own family. 

Even before the global COVID-19 pandemic, Canada 
was lagging behind many rich countries with respect to 
child and youth health and wellbeing outcomes. In fall 
2020, UNICEF Report Card 16 revealed Canada ranks 
30th of 38 wealthy countries in children’s mental and 
physical health, education, and social development. The 

pandemic has almost certainly worsened this ranking. 
There can be no doubt that making children, youth, and 
their families a priority today means a brighter, healthier, 
more vibrant future for all Canadians.

This federal election presents an opportunity for all 
party leaders to commit to bold and brave leadership on 
behalf of Canada’s eight million children and youth. 

While health service delivery is a provincial responsibility, 
national leadership is required to address complex, 
longstanding challenges in our healthcare systems. Now 
is the time for federal leaders to commit to working with 
provinces and territories to apply a pan-Canadian lens that 
balances the needs and nuances of regional contexts with 
the need for greater equality, consistency in standards and 
access to care, no matter where a child lives. 

Our children and youth must be a non-partisan priority 
and central to every recovery policy plan, at all levels 
of government. Whether Canadians cast a vote to 
“Build Back Better,” for “Ready for Better” or to “Secure 
the Future,” investing in our nation’s long-term socio-
economic health and security requires investing in and 
prioritizing child and youth recovery. 

A STRONG RECOVERY DEPENDS ON A ROBUST 
NATIONAL CHILD AND YOUTH HEALTH STRATEGY
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To realize this vision, Children’s 
Healthcare Canada and the Pediatric 
Chairs of Canada call on all federal 
party leaders to commit to taking 
urgent action on the following 
immediate and long-term policy 
priorities: 

Policy Commitments for Today

1. Commit to a national strategy with a clear timeline to 
 prioritize the health and safety of unvaccinated
 children and youth under 12 
2. Commit to funding a child and youth mental health
 strategy 

Policy Commitments for Tomorrow

1. Commit to investments in child health research 
2. Commit to the implementation of a child and youth
 impact assessment to evaluate all federal policy  
3. Commit to the execution of a robust, national   
 Health Human Resources strategy 

Many of our priorities are closely aligned with the 
recommendations issued in the Inspiring Healthy Futures 
report, and in lock-step with priorities identified by other 
children’s advocacy organizations (UNICEF Canada, the 
Canadian Paediatric Society and Children First Canada). 
Together, these priorities will advance our collective desire 
to measurably improve health outcomes for children, 
youth and families living in Canada.

https://6aa2a7aa-0aec-4e20-adee-06a0f2e1babd.filesusr.com/ugd/6142ee_4da13b594d4e405093ad0ae75ddbff69.pdf
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Policy Commitments for Today

LET’S EXPLORE EACH IMMEDIATE  
POLICY COMMITMENT

Commit to a national strategy with a 
clear timeline to prioritize the health 
and safety of unvaccinated children  
and youth under 12 

1.

A recent study (August 18, 2021) by Abacus Data confirms 
what we all know to be true: Canadians are concerned 
about the impact of COVID variants on children. The 
polling results show 

“76% of Canadians are concerned 
about the health impacts of COVID-19 
variants on unvaccinated children 
under 12 in Canada. Concern is higher 
among parents at 78%.”

Canada urgently requires a vaccination plan that 
prioritizes the health of children and youth. The 
voting public considers this a vital concern. 

Until we have a safe and effective vaccine approved by 
Health Canada, and children under 12 are immunized, we 
must prioritize the vaccination of the ‘circle of protection’ 
surrounding children and youth in Canada. 

Children’s Healthcare Canada and the Pediatric Chairs of 
Canada are looking for federal party leaders to commit to 
a national strategy that secures the health and safety of 
children and youth under the age of 12. 

To do this, we recommend that a new national child 
and youth vaccination strategy include specific 
commitments to:

✓  Work to improve vaccine confidence for those who
 are eligible. 
✓  Double down on efforts to vaccinate eligible 
 Canadians experiencing vulnerabilities with particular
 care and attention to racialized, rural, low-income
 communities and people with disabilities. 
✓  Exercise leadership to support provinces pursuing
 mandatory vaccination in key areas of public service
 to children and youth.
✓  Ensure mass procurement of rapid testing device
 access for provinces to ensure tests are easily
 accessible and can be quickly distributed in child and
 youth-focused settings (daycares, schools, camps,
 sports centres, etc.).
✓  Leverage existing national clinical trial infrastructure
 to support the development of safe and effective
 COVID vaccines for children.
✓  Incentivize domestic COVID-19 vaccine
 manufacturers to expedite pediatric data collection
 during clinical trials to ensure the ongoing availability
 of a safe and effective vaccine for children and youth.
✓  Ensure an expeditious approval process through
 Health Canada.
✓  Guarantee sufficient procurement of vaccine doses
 for Canada’s 6 million children under 12.
✓  Proactively communicate a national strategy for
 ensuring quick and accessible distribution of vaccines
 to kids under 12 once approved.
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Commit to funding a child and youth 
mental health strategy 2.

Our children, youth and families need a transformational 
vision and commitment to address the mental health 
crisis that existed pre-pandemic and continues to 
worsen. 

The Government of Canada, working in close 
collaboration with public health officials, has 
responded to the COVID-19 pandemic at record speed, 
adapting policies and investments to ever-changing 
circumstances. But one key group continues to be left 
behind: our kids. 

While it’s true that children are amongst the least likely 
to fall gravely ill due to COVID-19, the mental health 
of Canada’s 8 million children and youth has suffered 
tremendously over the past 12 months. For many, the 
effects of this pandemic will last a lifetime. 

Children, youth and families across this country are 
facing unparalleled stress and anxiety related to the 
COVID-19 pandemic and associated public health 
measures to limit the transmission of the virus. In a 
2020 study of 350 youth aged 10 to 18 years old, over 
70% reported severe symptoms of depression, anxiety, 
irritability, reduced attention span, hyperactivity, or 
obsessions1. 

Children’s hospitals and other health delivery 
organizations serving children and youth are seeing a 
surge of visits and admissions related to mental health 
concerns. Even prior to the onset of COVID-19, children 
and youth were experiencing unacceptable delays 
accessing appropriate mental health services. As of 
December 2019, nearly 90,000 children were waiting 
for mental health services across Canada. For some 
families, the wait was upward of 30 months. 

Federal leadership is required to urgently build system 
capacity to address the decades-long mental health 
crisis now exacerbated by COVID-19. 

1SickKids, “New Research Reveals Impact of COVID-19 Pandemic on Child and Youth Mental Health” (26 February 2021),  
online: https://www.sickkids.ca/en/news/archive/2021/impact-of-covid-19-pandemic-on-child-youth-mental-health/  

To do this, Children’s Healthcare Canada and the 
Pediatric Chairs of Canada recommend that a federal 
government-led child and youth-focused mental health 
strategy accomplish the following: 

✓  Expand access to publicly funded mental health and
 addictions services for children and youth, 
 particularly those with special needs and/or medical
 complexity.
✓  Augment crisis support and ensure it is easily
 accessible to children, youth, and their families to
 avoid emergency department visits. 
✓  Develop a long-term child and youth mental health
 workforce strategy to ensure timely access to
 appropriate mental health services close to home.
✓  Study the benefits of publicly funding mental health
 services within the context of the Canada Health Act. 

Of children identifying as visible minorities, 
approximately 28% are reporting poor mental 
health symptoms, and 30% are experiencing 
symptoms consistent with “moderate” or 
“severe” generalized anxiety disorder. 

In some regions, there has been a  
60% reduction in mental health beds 
for children, leaving emergency rooms 
as the only option for families.

https://www.sickkids.ca/en/news/archive/2021/impact-of-covid-19-pandemic-on-child-youth-mental-health/
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Policy Commitments Today for Tomorrow 

LET’S EXPLORE EACH LONG-TERM 
POLICY COMMITMENT

Commit to investments in child health 
research 1.

The link between a nation’s economic health and the 
health of its citizens is well established. Health research 
saves lives and eases children’s suffering. Research 
improves the efficiency of our healthcare systems 
serving children and youth, and often makes them more 
affordable. In the context of COVID-19, health research 
has played an important role in mitigating the impact 
of this virus and minimizing transmission, particularly to 
vulnerable children and youth. 

Over the past 18 months, Canada’s children’s health 
research enterprise, led in large part by children’s hospital 
research institutes, swiftly pivoted their focus to better 
understand COVID-19 and its related impact on children 
and youth. As a result, we have gathered and continue 
to explore evidence to inform policy interventions in the 
best interests of children, youth and families. 

Canada has historically achieved significant success 
contributing to children’s health and disease outcomes 
internationally. We must not lose momentum.

Children’s Healthcare Canada and the Pediatric Chairs of 
Canada recommend that a federal government-led child 
and youth-focused research and innovation agenda 
include investments in: 

✓  Research to underpin the delivery of policy, programs
 and services to address physical and mental health
 priorities and nurturing relationships with adults and
 mentors.
✓  Research focused on addressing early childhood
 mental health in the context of family, community
 and culture. Key research that may be addressed 
 includes embedding an early years mental health
 focus into early learning and childcare settings,
 equitable access to culturally safe programs and
 services, the scale-up of existing evidence-based
 programs, and enhanced understanding of adverse
 childhood events and their impacts.
✓  Facilitation of the Canadian Health Survey of Children
 and Youth (CHSCY) conducted by Statistics Canada.
 The CHSCY includes data on a nationally
 representative sample of approximately 45,000
 children and adolescents based on the Canadian Child
 Benefit File (the most comprehensive sampling frame
 for children available in Canada). CHSCY will provide
 urgently needed high-quality data to inform policy
 responses to COVID-19, direct critical resource
 allocations and assess the efficacy of existing tactics.
✓  Improve data and outcomes monitoring of child and
 youth health and mental health and wellbeing,
 including disaggregated data to track inequities and
 a national, longitudinal survey, ensuring that the
 people affected are involved in the design and
 respecting Indigenous data sovereignty. 
✓  Develop a comprehensive open, accessible data
 strategy across research communities. 
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Commit to the implementation of a 
child and youth impact assessment to 
evaluate all federal policy  

Commit to the execution of a robust, 
national Health Human Resources 
strategy 

2. 3.

The COVID-19 pandemic exposed deep inequities 
amongst children and youth in Canada and underscored 
the need for national leadership to close these growing 
gaps and advocate for policies and investments in the 
best interests of children, youth, and families.

Throughout this pandemic, we have repeatedly seen 
that every single policy decision we make as a country 
has an impact on children, youth and families. 

For this reason, Children’s Healthcare Canada and the 
Pediatric Chairs of Canada want to see federal party leaders 
commit to including a child and youth impact assessment 
lens to policy and programming, working across federal 
departments and across Canadian jurisdictions.

Further to the implementation of a child impact 
assessment, Children’s Healthcare Canada and the 
Pediatric Chairs of Canada recommend that a federal 
government:

✓  Establish a non-partisan federal accountability office
 or National Commissioner for Children and Youth,
 who is independent with clearly defined powers
 and duties, in accordance with the UN Committee
 on the Rights of the Child and the Paris Principles for
 Independent Human Rights Institutions. 

“71% of Canadians agree that Canada’s 
at-risk children and youth would 
benefit from a national children’s 
advocate.” Abacus Data, January 2020 

To ensure all children, youth and families have timely, 
simple access to an integrated, family-centred system of 
physical and mental health-related services and benefits, 
flexible to each family’s needs, Canada needs to 
undertake a national Health Human Resources strategy.

The pandemic has exacerbated the Health Human 
Resources shortage that existed long before COVID. 
Recent statistics show that job vacancies in healthcare 
and social assistance went up by 36,400, or 56.9 
percent, during the last quarter of 2020 – a record high2.  

To ensure we have a long-term and strong pipeline 
of healthcare workers to support children and youth, 
Children’s Healthcare Canada and the Pediatric Chairs 
of Canada strongly encourage federal party leaders to 
commit to:

✓  Develop an action plan to address this shortage to  
 ensure we have a predictable pipeline and the right
 mix of healthcare providers to facilitate timely access
 to health services for children and youth. 

The UK, Ireland, Australia, Norway, Sweden, 
and New Zealand have all established 
Children’s Commissioners with evidence 
demonstrating their effectiveness in amplifying 
and advancing children’s rights and wellbeing. 
In most cases, and as would be desired in the 
Canadian context, the Office is responsible for 
monitoring and promoting legal protection 
for vulnerable children within racialized, 
Indigenous, immigrant and refugee, and 
LGBTQ2S+ communities. 

2Statistics Canada

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/210323/dq210323b-eng.htm
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