
Two pandemics in one: The opioid crisis versus COVID-19 in northern Ontario 

By: Danielle Dupuis 

SAULT STE. MARIE, Ont.  —  Cami Coutu parks her car in the empty parking lot, bracing 

herself for another quiet day at work. Since COVID-19, the Canadian Mental Health Association 

(CMHA) Algoma Branch has had to close its doors and limit access to the facility. 

Some resources have remained opened, but one of the branch's biggest priorities has been to 

keep its clients safe, which means shutting the doors even when some resources have still been 

deemed essential. 

 

“It’s been varied based on your classification of essential versus non-essential services—even 

essential services that were deemed essential for mental health and addiction here [Sault Ste. 

Marie],” Coutu said.  

 

“So as much as we are an essential service, we aren’t able to keep our doors open during 

lockdown because we had to make sure we protected our clients.” 

 

Face-to-face group sessions such as 

Alcoholic Anonymous (AA) and Narcotics 

Anonymous (NA), peer support groups, 

and counselling sessions have all been put 

on hold because of the pandemic. 

Something crucial to the recovery progress 

is physical interaction, says Coutu. 

 

A typical day for Coutu, the program 

supervisor, includes engaging with clients 

and those seeking mental health and 

addiction treatments. She’d witness the 

impact face-to-face communication had on 

those suffering and how vital addiction 

services are needed in the community. 

 

“We’re seeing a lot of people suffering 

from mental health and addiction issues, and not being able to get in-person access and face-to-

face is really important, especially for counselling,” said Coutu. 

 

Not only are physical interactions significant, but Coutu also explains that by closing the doors to 

CMHA Algoma Branch, the social network hub for individuals is gone. 

 

“Our clubhouse is their network, and when we have to close it down because of lockdown, it 

impacts a lot. We’ve had a lot of struggles in the community because of social isolation,” she 

said.  
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“The clubhouse for members. It’s a lifetime membership for $20, and they can come to hang out. 

Have access to food, warm food. It increases their social time with other people. We have 

temporary employment. We can help with resumes and things like that,” Coutu said.  

With no in-person sessions, CMHA Algoma Branch introduced the virtual world to its clients to 

accommodate their needs. In Sault Ste. Marie, the population for those struggling with mental 

health and addiction, readily has tools compatible with the virtual world. 

 

“We’re dealing with people on the street who are from what we’re seeing are the clients who 

probably are in the lower socioeconomic range. This virtual world that we are trying to promote 

during this COVID-19 era is just not practical for them,” Coutu said.  

 

“Number one, they don’t have phones; number two, they don’t have internet. Even if we did 

think outside the box and provided some creative solutions, they don’t meet the needs of 

everybody,” she said.  

 

She says that although the younger generation may enjoy the virtual world, the older generation 

struggles with the new reality. There has been a conversation about providing clients with burner 

phones. Still, without applying case management and one-on-one interactions with the clients, it 

is challenging and a factor in the increase in opioid-related deaths. 

 

The year 2020 is when deaths increased alarmingly due to the COVID-19 pandemic. When the 

province went into a state of energy on March 11, 2020, physical distancing was a top priority to 

eliminate the virus’s spread. Unfortunately, it has negatively impacted the mental health and 

addiction community. 

 

“From my observations and from the literature I’ve read as well supporting that. It [COVID-19] 

has negatively impacted them [addicts] primarily what we are finding is social isolation is 

leading to a bunch of other problems,” Coutu said. 

  

Coutu explains that CMHA Algoma Branch has seen an increase in depression, general anxiety 

disorder, drugs and alcohol usage, and other addictions like gaming and gambling. She also 

explains the CMHA Algoma Branch is having a hard time getting its message out to clients, 

especially during the pandemic.  

  

“Unfortunately, what we’re not seeing is any progress to a healthier lifestyle. We are trying to 

get that messaging out, but it’s just not attaching to people. And fairly because this [COVID-19] 

is unprecedented,” she said. 

 

The messaging CMHA Algoma Branch is trying to get out to individuals is even more 

challenging. Unfortunately, during this time, the facility does not have the recourses and capacity 

to help further, Coutu explains.  

 

“What we’re not seeing is them [addicts] grabbing onto the messaging that we’re trying to put 

out about healthier living, staying connected, exercising because unfortunately there isn’t much 

else we can do. We don’t have the capacity to take on an increase or influx of people dealing 

with depression and general anxiety disorder and addiction issues,” she said. 



 

During the pandemic, Coutu has noticed an increase in the homeless population in Sault Ste. 

Marie. When shelters had to close their doors, apartments could not showcase viewings that left 

many to turn to the streets. 

 

“Another thing is a lot of things like housing, food security, and a lot of those areas have seen a 

decrease in available services. We’ve had to step in and do a lot of outreach in those areas,” she 

said.  

 

“It was really hard at the beginning of the pandemic because no one was showing apartments. 

We had homeless people in the streets with mental health and addiction issues that we could not 

house. And same with food security,” Coutu said. 

 

In the past year Sault Ste. Marie’s homeless population has increased, according to Luke Dufour, 

social services. The areas affected the most have been the downtown core and two 

neighbourhoods within the city. Steel Town and Jamestown are struggling the most with mental 

health and addiction. 

 

“Last summer was a difficult one, particularly in our downtown. Homelessness became 

noticeably more visible as regular business traffic slowed considerably. Businesses that were 

struggling because they followed public health orders were also faced with more folks on the 

street who obviously needed help,” he said. 

 

The CMHA branches have been struggling to aid individuals with mental health and addiction 

issues. Sault Ste. Marie, a northern Ontario community of 75,000 people located at the Great 

Lakes’ crossroads, has been in its own crisis before the pandemic. The opioid crisis has been 

running large in the city since 2015 and is getting worse. 

 

According to Public Health Ontario, opioid-related death numbers have been increasing steadily 

in the province. In 2016, 867 people died from an opioid overdose, an increase from 2015 when 

728 people died. In 2017, the numbers became noticeably higher at 1,265 deaths. In 2018, 1,473 

deaths and 2019, 1,517 deaths. 
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Sault Ste. Marie is one of the communities that has had a steady increase in opioid-related 

deaths. Even before the pandemic, the cities death rate is one of the highest in the province of 

Ontario. 

 

COVID-19 and The Rise of Fentanyl 

Ontario saw numbers increase 

drastically within the first 15 

weeks when the pandemic first 

began. The report ‘Preliminary 

Patterns in Circumstance 

Surrounding Opioid-Related 

Deaths in Ontario during the 

COVID-19 Pandemic’ produced 

by The Ontario Drug Policy 

Research Network, OCC/OFPS, 

Public Health Ontario and 

Centre on Drug Policy 

Evaluation reported 695 deaths 

averaging 46 deaths per week. 

The opioid-related death rate 

rose by 38.2 per cent. 

 

The report includes an increased 

presence of fentanyl, which is a 

significant contributor to these 

deaths. These deaths are classified as accidental. The study indicated that accidental deaths were 

higher in men ages 25-44. 

 

 Another barrier for mental health and addiction individuals is once the majority of shelters were 

closed, and social distancing took effect. Individuals started to die more on the streets and 

outdoor areas, such as parks, that the study identified. Post-pandemic, the outdoor locations of 

incidents doubled to 7.8 per cent. With that in mind, the percentage of reports of opioid-related 

deaths in public indoor spaces dropped by 2.4 per cent from 3.1 per cent pre-pandemic. 

 

By not having access to indoor facilities such as shelters and safe injection sites for a medical 

professional to come in and intervene, Public Health Ontario reported 75 per cent of opioid-

related deaths individuals were alone, and no one was present to step in. 

 

Since COVID-19, Coutu has seen an increase in opioid-related deaths in the Algoma District. An 

increased amount of fentanyl on the streets, and many drugs such as cocaine and heroin are being 

cut with fentanyl. As lockdown and isolation took effect, she says addicts relied on substances to 

cope, not realizing what the drug may be laced with. 

 

“What we’ve seen in the area is an increase in the amounts people are using because of the 

addictive nature of the drug and with fentanyl being added. Another thing that we are seeing is 

higher poisonings,” she said. 
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 “Drugs being laced generally 

with fentanyl. And some people 

are taking their regular amount 

of drugs thinking everything is 

going to be fine, and then, in 

fact, they are falling under a 

potential poisoning. It increases 

hospital visits and deaths as 

well,” Coutu said. 

 

Coutu explains that the trend of 

opioid deaths was reported to be 

the most in the time frame 

between Nov. 2020 to Jan. 2021. 

  

“November, December, January 

has been our highest counts of 

suspected opioid poisoning,” she 

said. 

 

  

 

 

A Cry For Help 

 

The COVID-19 pandemic has also placed a strain on other mental health and addiction areas, 

such as resource availability. In communities already struggling with resources, it sets up an even 

larger barrier. In recent weeks, Sault Ste. Marie Mayor Christian Provenzano called on the 

province to assist with funding towards the opioid crisis and indicates that in the wake of the 

pandemic, the rise in opioid-related deaths is higher compared to those who have died from 

COVID-19. Currently, the Algoma Public Health Unit has only reported four deaths. 

 

On March 9, the northern Ontario NDP MPPS wrote a letter to Premier Doug Ford to stop 

neglecting the opioid crisis and start taking steps to prevent deaths and allows individuals to stop 

suffering. 

 

In an attempt to help those suffering from mental health and addiction, Sault Ste. Marie will be 

introducing its mobile outreach bus in the first week of spring, said Annette Katajamaki, 

executive officer at the CMHA Algoma Branch. 

 

“We have a plan to hit the streets in the first week of April. Right after Easter with whatever it 

looks like. Social services gave us a decommissioned ambulance, and we’re going to use that as 

the home base,” Katajamaki said. “It offers options. An opportunity for folks who aren’t 

connected to primary healthcare of any kind to have access to some primary health care.” 
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Katajamaki explains it gives individuals additional aid and provides an opportunity for 

individuals to seek addiction help. 

 

“It will provide a way to engage with folks who aren’t necessarily looking to encourage with 

more formal services but to offer them opportunities to be more well,” she said. “Either 

physically or mentally, or just to have access to supplies that they need. Do they need water? Do 

they need cleaning supplies? A warm blanket?" 

 

The first-ever Community Wellness Bus will assist those struggling within the community, 

primarily the downtown core. The bus will offer medical assessments, early detection of health 

care needs, referrals to primary care, mental health and addictions services, or social services.  

 

The bus will also offer counselling, case management, and crisis planning, explained Erik 

Laundriault, director of integrated care with the Algoma Ontario Health Team, during his 

discussion with city council members on Jan. 25. 

 

 

“The Community Wellness 

Bus is meant to provide an 

outreach service, including 

primary, mental health and 

addictions, and preventative 

care, directly to 

underserved community 

members located in the 

downtown core. Particularly 

for primary care-based 

services, community health, 

and mobile harm 

reduction,” he said.” 

 

 

Both Katajamaki and Laundrault are hopeful this will assist and build a stronger community 

relationship. As Katajamaki explains, the system has not been kind to those suffering from 

mental health and addiction problems and meeting their needs today will build a pathway to 

recovery. 

 

“Assessing their needs that day, meeting their needs that day hopefully that will start down the 

road to engaging with that person over time. Most of these people don't have trust in the system 

anymore. They have been screwed over so many times that we have to show them that we are 

listening,” she said.  

 

“And we can meet their needs to the best of our ability. We’ll do whatever needs to happen. 

Hopefully, we will meet their needs today and establish some trust and, over time, really help 

them get to what they need,” Katajamaki said. 
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Dufour from social services has partnered with the Community Wellness Bus and anticipates 

challenges with the bus but remains hopeful that the community will support one another.  

 

“I fully expect there to be challenges with the Wellness Bus, just as there will be with every 

other initiative we are planning to help address the needs of our community’s mental health and 

addiction struggles,” he said.  

 

“There is a reason this work is difficult. It is a challenging population to serve because the needs 

are complex and vary from person to person. You can’t just design a program or a bureaucracy 

that will solve it. It takes an entire team effort, from those with political influence to the frontline 

workers, to make the difference that our community needs. This is not glamorous work, and that 

is why we need our community to stand with us,” Dufour said. 

 

Some individuals in the community of Sault Ste. Marie are skeptical that the bus will assist those 

with mental health and addiction issues. After speaking with a few individuals who did not want 

to be named to protect their identity, they agreed that the bus “won’t do anything” and “won’t 

reach the individuals who are sickest.” 

 

Many of the individuals agreed ‘It’s too little, too late.” 

 

One solution is not the answer 

 

Coutu states that there are multiple things that need to be done to address the problem, and most 

importantly, she says one solution may help someone, but it won’t assist everyone. 

 

“I think there is a little bit of despair because the solutions are not simple, and they are multi-

vectorial; they are complex. One solution doesn’t meet the needs of everybody. So when we 

think we have to get a treatment centre, everyone will be fixed. It's not going to happen,” she 

said.  

 

“What we need is multiple solutions to meet the diverse needs of our community and their 

mental health and addiction issues. We need to stop thinking that one way is the only way, we 

need to think outside the box, and we also need to start thinking, not telling them, but we need to 

think more client-centred and empower them to make their own decisions in their recovery,” she 

said. 

 

Coutu hopes individuals are staying connected as best as they. Recovery is not an easy progress, 

she explains, and relapse is present.  

 

“They need to stay connected socially, with the best of their ability, and that’s hard. Relapse is 

there. They [addicts] are struggling more so now.” 
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