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Experience of emergency childcare centres suggests reopening daycares could require far greater resources
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The Ontario government has yet to release guidelines for the reopening of childcare centres, expected to begin during the next stage of its
reopening plan. But the experiences of emergency daycares open to children of eligible essential workers suggest centres will require
significant additional resources to operate safely during the pandemic.

The City of Thunder Bay’s Algoma Street centre, which is offering emergency care, has upped its staffing levels despite operating at about
half its usual capacity. Andrea Morrison, a community services manager who oversees daycare operations, said that was necessary to meet
guidelines developed by the Thunder Bay District Health Unit and District Social Services Administration Board (DSSAB).

Protective measures at the Algoma location include reduced child to staff ratios, keeping age groups separated, additional cleaning, and
the removal of some hard-to-clean items. Children are also spending more time outdoors, Morrison said.

Children and staff are screened daily before entering the centre, including a temperature check, and parents are not allowed inside the
building.

Maintaining physical distancing is not always possible in a daycare setting, but Morrison said the centre has taken steps like adding more
space between napping cots to encourage it when possible.

“There’s going to be interactions, especially with younger kids,” she said. “With the fewer kids per room, we try to encourage them to stay
separate, and there’s a lot more outdoor play.”

It's a model that requires significantly more money, staff, and space on a per-child basis - and one that could be challenging for daycares to
implement on a full-scale basis.

“It definitely will be a big change to our operation, and we have to address that before reopening,” said Morrison. “It would present some
challenges, for sure - staffing is a big one. It’s definitely at an increased cost.”

A city-run emergency daycare in Geraldton reports similar experiences. Tatum Blanchette, daycare manager with the Municipality
of Greenstone, said the centre is already at capacity given the reduction in mandated child to staff ratios.

“In order to bring in more children, we would need more qualified staff,” she said. “So if they reopen to other families, I'm not sure what that
would look like.”

While the model may prove difficult to scale up, both municipalities said it had proved workable.

“I think there was some fear coming back initially, but as they've been back in, the experience has been more and more positive,” said
Morrison.

Blanchette echoed that sentiment.

“I think there was a lot of initial anxiety going into it, just reopening after being closed,” said Blanchette. “But there were very clear
protocols laid out by the health unit as well as the ministry of education. | think once we got into the routine of screening and cleaning, it
was a lot easier.”

The new protocols were tested when one child at the Geraldton centre developed symptoms consistent with COVID-19. One group of
children and staff had to self-isolate for a week before a test came back negative, but the separation of age groups allowed the centre to
continue operating.
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