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Bruce Arthur: Migrant farm workers left exposed and vulnerable to COVID-19. How Ontario is biting the
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Maybe you remember the time Ontario let people work with COVID-19. Back in April, as the coronavirus ravaged
long-term-care homes, chief medical officer of health Dr. David Williams allowed LTC workers who had tested
positive but were asymptomaticto continue to work. But only, he said, “if it was really critical and agreed on by all
parties.”

It was seen as a life-and-death emergency, and this week it happened again. Except this time it was about fruits
and vegetables, wine and flowers. It was about migrant workers and farms.

“In April, we felt like all hell was going to break loose, and the levee was going to break,” says Dr. Abdu
Sharkawy, an infectious disease specialist and ICU doctor at Toronto Western Hospital. “But what's the
emergency here? What is the emergency with the supply chain involving fresh produce that is putting these
workers at risk?”

On Wednesday this week, the province of Ontario arrived at a solution for its migrant workers problem, or at
least a solution for some. Expanded on-site testing after local testing programs flopped, primarily because farm
owners wouldn't let migrant workers be tested. Access to benefits programs, in theory. With migrant workers,
access to workers' rights have always resided, for the most part, in theory.

And Williams decreed that migrant workers who test positive for COVID-19 but are asymptomatic can continue
to work. That was what was bargained.

“I started crying,” says Syed Hussan, the executive director of the group, Migrant Workers Alliance For Change.
“It's just this level of frustration.

“Canada's the world's sixth-largest exporter of agri-food right now. The vast majority of food produced here is
actually exported. There's food, there's flowers, there's wine. And you can argue maybe that's essential, but I'm
not saying it's more essential than life. It's not about the food chain; it's about the profit margin of a few very rich
people. They didn't ask a single migrant worker. They didn't ask their advocates. This was a conversation
between big business, and big government, and their funders.”

More than 600 migrant workers have been infected in Ontario, andthree have died; some stopped breathing,
alone, in a rented hotel room. Now, asymptomatic workers will in theory be kept separate in their work, and be
given separate lodging, bathrooms, places to eat. Public health units can demand plans for separate living
quarters, and some will add screeners for everybody coming onto the farm to detect symptoms and ensure
access to adequate health care. It is widely seen as public health figuring out what to do after provincial guidance
was given, like always.

“If employers say I'm not getting them tested, and workers don't ask for it, we're flying in the dark,” said one
public health source. “We lack a mechanism to even see if something is happening. Now we can be looking.”
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But what was bargained was the right of workers to work while sick, in an industry where workers hold almost
no power.

“The lack of understanding and humanity that underpins this public health guidance is atrocious,” says Dr. David
Fisman, an epidemiologist at theUniversity of Toronto. “I'd say we're better than this, but I'm not sure we are.”

Indeed, inadequate, cramped housing arrangements are an essential part of the migrant worker story in Canada,
so how will workers be properly isolated? As the Star's Nicholas Keung reports, a local public health rule
designed to protect migrant workers was struck down by an Ontario tribunal Thursday. Even agricultural lobby
groups point out the virus was transmitted to migrant workers by domestic Canadian farm workers who
acquired it in Canadian communities, and then it raced through the bunkhouses.

“This virus isn't a migrant worker issue, it's a human issue,” says Keith Currie, the president of the Ontario
Federation of Agriculture. “The risk is obviously higher (for them).

“And unfortunately, the public is looking at this as a migrant worker problem, and they're getting shamed and
getting terribly racist comments against them for something that's not their fault.”

Currie says most farm operators have done a fantastic job, and maybe that's true. But this will rely on
inspections and regulations of a system built to glide past inspections and regulations. And as one public health
source says, “some of this clearly relies on farmers to do the right thing.”

These are theoretical rules, and the same extreme power imbalance that we have all ignored for decades is in
place. Hussan says hundreds of workers have been confined to their farms, or even their bunkhouses, since
media attention began. There's a long history of them not having access to workers' rights, or even medical care.
The federal and provincial governments were warned about migrant workers and the pandemic by advocacy
groups, while industry groups warned the farmers.

And here we are.

“Workers' care is mediated by employers,” says Dr. Susana Caxaj, an assistant professor at Western University
in London who has done extensive research with migrant workers, and is part of the Migrant Worker Health
Expert Working Group. “Who gets to decide who is asymptomatic or not? We keep making more rules, and
making more suggestions, and sending more emails to employers, and that doesn't translate to better working
conditions, or living arrangements, for migrant workers.

“Some of that onus is on the oversight mechanisms, but where is the guidance and coaching for employers?
They don't have a health care background. We've been developing recommendations ... and these are complex
issues. So the idea that we're going to leave it up to an employer who is first and foremost concerned about
their crop, and thinking they're going to develop a thorough process to make sure that migrant agricultural
workers aren't going to spread the virus among each other is absurd.

“It's already hard for workers to refuse unsafe work. And now employers are feeling the pressure, because
they're behind on their crop. And workers are being told they can work if they're asymptomatic.”

Caxaj points out some migrant workers didn't have translators when they died. An old friend once told me,
everything's a guilty pleasure if you think enough about it. So most of us think about the pleasures, not the guilt.

Well, the pandemic is a mirror, and it shows us who we care about, now and ever. And who we don't.

Bruce Arthur is a Toronto-based columnist for the Star. Follow him on Twitter: @bruce_arthur

Workers pick ripe tomatoes by hand at a farm near Leamington in 2016. More than 600 migrant farm workers
have tested positive for COVID-19 in Ontario and three have died.A migrant worker waves from a bunk house
deemed a quarantine area on a Leamington-area farm. A sign on the door reads, 'QUARANTINE AREA -
COVID-19 - NO VISITORS, NO VENDORS' in both English and Spanish.
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