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The Southwestern Public Health Board of Health is comprised 
of municipal appointees and provincially appointed Order in 
Council positions. 

The Board is accountable to the Ontario Ministry of Health and the communities  
of Oxford County, Elgin County and City of St. Thomas to ensure we deliver quality, 
responsive programs and services under the Ontario Public Health Standards as 
regulated by the Ontario Health Protection and Promotion Act.
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2020 Audited Financial Statements
The School Nutrition and Learning Program 
is a funded partner of United Way Oxford.

Revenue
City of St. Thomas  $731,307.00 

Clinics  $20,728.00 

County of Elgin  $941,063.00 

County of Oxford  $2,083,797.00 

Interest  $25,878.00 

Other fees and recoveries  $80,111.00 

Province of Ontario  $17,007,766.00 

Public Health Agency of Canada  $45,987.00 

Student Nutrition  $239,956.00 

Total Revenue  $21,176,593.00 

Expense
Cost-shared general programs 
and services

 $9,331,835.00 

COVID-19  $7,311,765.00 

100% Ministry funded programs  $844,181.00 

Other programs and expenses  $3,531,737.00 

Total Expenses  $21,019,518.00 

On February 13, the Oxford County Community Health Centre (OCCHC) officially opened 
its new dental clinic that brings innovative dental care to low income adults in the region, 
thanks to collaborative private and public partners and donors. A key program offered 
at the clinic is the Ontario Seniors Dental Care Program – a new government-funded 
program available through public health to give eligible, low-income seniors access to 
basic dental services. Southwestern Public Health is among the first in the province to 
start operating the program in partnership with the OCCHC under the Government of 
Ontario’s new funding model.

Ontario Seniors’  
Dental Care Program

Southwestern Public Health financial picture, 
year ending December 31, 2020

https://www.swpublichealth.ca/en/about-us/resources/Board-Financial-Statements/OESTHU-Financial-Statements---December-31-2020-SIGNED-20210401.pdf


Southwestern Public Health (SWPH) entered 2020 with a new vision and a new strategic plan.  
We anticipated working in novel ways with new partners to lead the way in protecting and 
promoting the health of the residents of Oxford County, Elgin County, and the City of St. 
Thomas. In January we were on the cusp of launching our Seniors’ Dental Program, anticipating 
shared work with primary care providers, further enhancing our social media presence in our 
region, building deeper connections with the unique communities within our region, and 
exploring how the work of public health in Ontario would be designed and delivered in the 
future. At the end of January, the World Health Organization declared the novel coronavirus a 
Public Health Emergency of International Concern. On March 11, WHO officially declared this 
new virus a pandemic.

Within SWPH we instituted our first Incident Management System (IMS) to guide our response 
to the demands of a pandemic. Externally, we came together with public sector, private sector, 
and non-profit partners to discuss roles, responsibilities, and the local landscape as it related 
to the virus. The momentum was palpable everywhere we turned as simply everyone rolled up 
their sleeves to support public health’s critical work.  

Message from CEO Cynthia St. John

Healthy people in  
vibrant communities.

The innovation demonstrated by local businesses and service providers was inspirational 
during this time. Outdoor, online, and curbside service options blossomed. Grassroots 
community collaborations collected personal protective equipment for those that needed  
it and neighborhoods organized meal programs for individuals and families required to  
self-isolate. Drive-by parties marked all of life’s transitions from birthdays to graduations.

The innovation and resilience I observed externally was also evident within our own team. 
Everyone – from parent resource workers to public health inspectors, to dental hygienists 
– had to stretch, grow and pivot over many long days and nights of responding to the 
needs of this community.  They dealt with tight timelines, supply shortages, and rapidly 
changing guidance while simultaneously juggling the demands of the pandemic on their own 
households. This incredible team is driven each day to prevent cases, stop the spread of the 
virus and lessen illness, disability, and death. 

To keep track of these cases, thousands of you visited our online dashboard each day. Never 
has the work of our epidemiologists been more in focus! I would be remiss, however, if I did 
not publicly recognize that these numbers do not just reflect cases – but lives. Neighbours. 
Friends. Family. In 2020, 1434 area residents were infected with the COVID-19. 70 were 
hospitalized. 15 died. These individuals are continually in our hearts. 

We wrap up 2020 with the hope that 
accompanies our first shipment of the Pfizer 
BioNTech vaccine. This is right now being 
administered to local high-risk health care 
providers at the Western Fair Agriplex. As we 
gear up for the biggest immunization event in 
public health’s history, we remain grateful for the 
exceptional individuals and organizations who 
over the course of the past nine months have 
done what it takes to protect the community 
they love. 

With gratitude,

Cynthia St. John, CEO
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The SARS-CoV-2 virus particle is incredibly small with a very simple design, comprised of a small 
amount of genetic material wrapped up in a fatty membrane. It comes from a sizable family with 
hundreds of members, most of which are found in animals and four of which cause the common 
cold. That infectious nature as well as its largely unusual ability to transfer from an animal to 
humans is the basis for how the SARS-CoV virus spread very easily between persons.  Basically, 
the virus makes contact with our nose or mouth (via infected respiratory or aerosol droplets 
circulated by talking, singing, shouting, coughing, or sneezing), hijacks the machinery of our cells, 
and proceeds to make millions of new copies of itself.  Because the virus had not been previously 
seen in humans, it is called a novel virus (from the Latin word novus meaning new).

During the first quarter of 2020 we saw the virus sweep across the globe leading the World Health 
Organization (WHO) to proclaim a pandemic on March 11, 2020. COVID-19 was the name given 
to the illness caused by the virus, an illness that not only affected the upper respiratory tract 
(similar to the common cold) but affected multiple parts of the body, often resulting in rapid and 
life-threatening health outcomes.  

Message from the Medical Officer 
of Health Dr. Joyce Lock

United in our fight 
against COVID-19.
Bringing each other safely through a global health crisis.

For instance, it causes a pneumonia that easily leads to severe illness and death among vulnerable 
populations, especially the elderly and those with comorbidities. 

Novel viruses historically present many challenges for public health and so it was with the 
COVID-19 pandemic. At the start we had little in the way of data-driven, evidence-based studies 
on how the virus spread, how it impacted our bodies, and how to treat it. We know from past 
pandemics that, once a virus is unchecked, cases mount up exponentially.  The heartbreaking 
lesson we learned from other countries throughout Asia and Europe who were further ahead in 
their battle against COVID-19 was the crucial importance of preventing our health system (our 
hospitals, doctors, nurses, labs, etc.) from being overwhelmed, and ensuring there was sufficient 
capacity and supplies to deal with those who were sick.  

Public health keeps track of the progression of the number of ill people over time and depicts this 
with an epi curve (a visual display of the number of cases associated with an outbreak).  A key goal 
throughout the year was to ‘flatten the curve’, a catchphrase which captured the pressing need to 
keep the number of new cases low by slowing the spread of the virus and reducing the number 
of people ill at the same time. To flatten the curve required (and continues to require) everyone’s 
participation. 

‘Public Health Measures’ became another common catchphrase 
as many learned that such interventions were critical in the 
prevention of COVID-19 transmission. Throughout 2020, public 
health reiterated the importance of practising good hand 
hygiene, staying home when ill, physically distancing, getting 
tested if exposed or symptomatic, wearing a mask, and working 
from home when possible. At times, the guidance for Public 
Health Measures was modified rapidly and frequently as more 
studies and evidence-driven insights emerged alongside the 
additional complexities resulting from following emergency 
measures such as moving from lockdown to colour-coded stages 
back to lockdown in efforts to reduce the rate of transmission 
throughout the province. Moreover, the alarming emergence 
and greater infectiousness of variants of concern (mutations of 
the original virus particle) in the latter part of 2020 warranted a 
cautious and measured approach that recognized the risks of an 
uncurbed virus.  By the end of 2020, it was through our collective 
efforts to adhere rigorously to practices such as infection 
prevention and control (IPAC) that our hospitals were able to 
remain open and deaths were minimized.  

At a regional level, managing the pandemic required all of 
us – our health unit staff, our municipal leaders, our health 
system partners, our various communities, our businesses, and 
our schools – to pivot quickly and frequently as guidance and 
regulations changed. Supply shortages such as medical masks, 

Since the novel coronavirus was declared a 
pandemic on March 11, you have changed nearly 
everything about the way you live. 

It has been hard. You have stayed away from family 
and loved ones, missed your place of worship, 
closed your business, lost your job, missed school, 
cancelled trips, and stopped participating in sports 
and other activities you enjoy. You have washed 
your hands dozens of times a day, stayed home 
while you were sick and actively stayed away from 
others while out in the community. 

These are all the right things to do and they will 
continue to be the right things to do until the 
restrictions are lifted. At the time of writing, your 
commitment to containing the spread of COVID-19 
has stopped our health care system from being 
overwhelmed. It has prevented illness and  
saved lives.

We want to express our gratitude for all you are 
doing. You have followed the recommendations 
of public health and you’ve also showed much 
generosity and kindness by helping out elderly 
neighbours, donating personal protective 
equipment, sewing masks for neighbours, and 
recognizing the important work of all of our 
essential workers during this time.

We urge you to keep it up. 

With gratitude, 

Dr. Joyce Lock, Medical Officer of Health

What you are 
doing matters. 

COVID-19 Hotline: 1-800-922-0096 x 9 
www.swpublichealth.ca



testing resources, and ICU beds required all of us to work together, inside and outside the health 
system, resulting in heartwarming community efforts such as the donation of much-needed 
personal protective equipment (PPE) in the spring of 2020 from local communities and businesses 
and other health system organisations.  Our modes of communication, collaboration, and 
partnership became stronger and more supportive 
as we united in our fight against COVID-19, working 
together to bring each other safely through the 
global health crisis. 

Nevertheless, the pandemic has impacted all of 
us – with some affected more greatly than others. It 
has taken its toll on our seniors, our mental health, 
our social connectedness with our community 
and with each other, our businesses, workplaces, 
schools, and students. The pandemic saw increased 
rates of substance use (indicators of prolonged 
exposure to stress), decreased household incomes, and cancellations of non-urgent health visits 
and interventions.  A Public Health Ontario report noted that social determinants of health such 
as gender, socioeconomic position, race/ethnicity, occupation, Indigeneity, homelessness, and 
incarceration, play an important role in the risk of COVID-19 infection, particularly when they limit 
an individual’s ability to maintain physical distancing. Once again, this pandemic reinforced our 
understanding of how addressing the social determinants of health is key to achieving a vibrant 
and healthy community.

20/20 is the term given to optimal vision. During the year of 2020, our vision of the future was 
fuzzy at best.  This uncertainty, along with the multitude of public health measures (which were 
largely alienating and undesirable behavioural adjustments for much of the general public) 
led to a variety of negative emotions: loneliness, boredom, anxiety, frustration. Yet 2020 also 
demonstrated our resilience on an individual as well as a collective, community level.  We 
remembered the saying, “this too shall pass” and carried on, using technology to keep in touch 
at work and home.  As public health measures were rapidly adopted, we found new ways to 
celebrate our special days – for instance, birthday car parades and innovative ideas such as candy 
tubes & spouts during Hallowe’en reflected our innate desire to gather and celebrate with our 
community and loved ones but it was also done in an effectively safe manner that prevented 
transmission. 

Community resilience to withstand the pandemic starts with knowing, understanding, and 
helping one another. Social bonds and social cohesion are key to getting through a tough time.  
As we look beyond the pandemic and toward a phase of revitalization, we know that the key to 
our recovery will be in bridging the gap of so many months of isolation to rebuild connections at 
work, revive sports and recreation, celebrate our faith communities, and return to our schools. I 
am confident, that by working together, the communities served by Southwestern Public Health 
have what it will take. 

With gratitude,

Dr. Joyce Lock, Medical Officer of Healthyce Lock)

When you become Chair of one of Ontario’s 34 public 
health units you understand that the work of  public health 
is complex and sometimes unpredictable. But until you’ve 
experienced it, it’s very difficult to grasp the enormity of the 
role of local public health in a world-wide public health crisis.

Every single resident of Oxford County, Elgin County and the 
City of St. Thomas was impacted by COVID-19. Southwestern 
Public Health served them all. Municipalities, school boards, 
businesses, health care institutions and individuals benefitted from this health unit’s proficiency in 
infection prevention and control, case and contact management, and health promotion. Our staff 
worked an astonishing number of hours ensuring stakeholders had the guidance they needed 
to keep their clients, patients, residents, and customers safe during very difficult circumstances. 
In addition to this organizational support, our COVID-19 Call Centre responded to more than 
20,000 calls and emails from individuals looking for support and information. Our Environmental 
Health team responded to 1778 complaints and inquiries, a 76% increase over the previous year.

In the context of all the work responding to the pandemic, the Board of Health also discussed 
‘regular’ public health work.  They made a submission to Health Canada on the Proposed 
Vaping Products Promotion Regulations, endorsed Alcohol Policy and Climate Change Position 
Statements, and responded to the draft environmental assessment for the Southwestern Landfill 
proposed by Walker Environmental Group. 
 

2020 was heavy lifting and more is to come in 2021. 
It is imperative that we vaccinate a large proportion of our community as quickly as possible and 
protect our most vulnerable. As a Board, we have our eye on the health of the community, and 
how public health will need to support community recovery beyond COVID-19. We are aware 
that COVID-19 disproportionally impacts those with a lower income, racialized communities, and 
the elderly and want to be a part in removing the barriers to health within our communities.  

I thank our CEO, Cynthia St. John, our Medical Officer of Health, Dr. Joyce Lock, my fellow Board 
of Health members and all the employees at Southwestern Public Health for your professionalism 
and tireless service to our community during an exceptionally difficult time. Not everyone gets to 
see the inner workings of public health as I did in 2020 and I could not be more proud of how this 
team, this Board and this community has risen to meet such tremendous challenge.

Sincerely, 

Larry Martin, Chair

A year of tireless  
community service.



1,434 
people tested 
positive for 
COVID-19

15 deaths

70 hospitalizations

31 Intensive Care 
Unit admissions

Supplies

Early in the pandemic, 
Southwestern Public Health  
was responsible for ensuring 
our Long-Term Care Homes 
and Retirement Homes had the 
supplies they needed to test  
their residents for COVID-19.

Communication  
& Information

20,924 
calls and emails to 
the SWPH COVID-19 
Response Centre

650,000+ unique 
visitors to COVID-19 
webpage
137 e-Newsletters issued  
to 2500+ subscribers

1778 
Infection Prevention 
and Control Complaints 
and Inquiries:
(an 800% increase  
over the previous year)

Testing

108,634 
tests performed on 
people from the 
Southwestern Public 
Health region
 

70,550 
tests performed by 
Assessment Centres 
in the SWPH Region

COVID-19 and our response in Oxford County, Elgin County, and the City of St. Thomas

The World Health Organization declared 
COVID-19 a pandemic on March 11, 2020.

Cases

300+ requests for interviews 
from local, provincial, and 
national journalists

Total Swabs 
distributed: 9460



March 11 – Novel coronavirus 
declared a pandemic by World 
Health Organization 

March 13 –Emergency Operations Centre initiated 

March 23 – First case of 
COVID-19 identified in 
Elgin County

March 25 – First case of 
COVID-19 identified in 
Oxford County

March 31 – First COVID-19 associated 
death reported in SWPH region

April 16 – Work begins with local growers to  
bring back migrant workers safely

May 21 – First regional LTCH COVID-19  
outbreak declared

July 9 – Class order issued to protect farm  
workers from COVID-19

Timeline of Events

Results are usually available within 24 – 48 hours.
If you have symptoms, you must self-isolate at home until you get your test results. Don’t leave 
your home. Disinfect commonly used surfaces often (doorknobs, light switches, phones, keyboards, 
remote controls, faucets and counter tops). Have a friend or family member drop groceries and other 
essential items at your front door. If you don’t have symptoms you don’t need to self-isolate while 
waiting for your test results unless public health has specifically asked you to.   

You can check for your results online: https://covid-19.ontario.ca. If this link doesn’t work, please  
try a different web browser. 

If your symptoms worsen, call your primary care provider or Telehealth Ontario. If your symptoms 
become SEVERE please go to your nearest emergency department or call 911.

Oxford County. Elgin County. City of St. Thomas.

You have been tested for COVID-19. 
Now What?

July 23 –Second class order issued to ensure 
compliance with self-isolation instructions 

July 30 – Letter of 
instruction issued to 
mandate face coverings in 
enclosed public spaces

September 28 – First case of COVID-19 within 
an elementary school setting

November 3 – 40 farm workers test positive  
for COVID-19 in Bayham

December 8 – Health Canada approves the Pfizer 
BioNTech Covid-19 vaccine for use in Canada 

December 18 – London Health Sciences Centre 
receives Pfizer vaccine on behalf of Southwestern 
Public Health, Huron Perth Public Health and 
Middlesex-London Health Unit for use by health care 
workers and essential caregivers in high-risk settings

December 21 – SWPH region Shuts Down for  
28 days due to surging cases

December 31 – Largest single day increase in  
cases reported for the year (71) 

October 1 – Protect the 
Community You Love 
campaign launched
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Oxford School  
Nutrition and 
Learning Program

distributed to 146 families 
through our COVID-19 Food 
for Families program

This program is a funded 
partner of United Way Oxford

Healthy Growth  
and Development

2416 live births  
in region
2270 post-partum screens 
completed

11,383 
nursing and parent 
support visits

Harm Reduction

9 Opioid Alerts 
issued

4060 
client interactions through 
the needle exchange 
program

36.8% reported 
being smoke free 
at their 30-day 
follow-up
10.9 average decrease in 
cigarettes smoked per day 
in clients who were still 
smoking at 30 day follow up

Influenza

43,815 
flu doses 
distributed to 
area health care 
providers

Smoking  
Cessation

285 
clients supported

NON-COVID-19 Program Activities in 2020

1182 
produce boxes

1396 
flu doses 
administered 
through 89 SWPH 
flu clinics

3396 

complaints/inquiries 
processed

76% increase over previous year

Environmental Health

289 
migrant farm inspections 
completed

  215 for licencing

  20 re-inspections

53 complaints, consultations,  
and on-demand work requests



Nora Shantz is a Public Health Nurse and one of many staff redeployed 
to new roles during the COVID-19 pandemic. For six months, she was a 
calming voice on the end of the line at our COVID-19 Response Centre 
before starting a position as a nurse on the school health team. 

Today, she shares her story of what it has been like as a member of our school team and as a mom 
of school-aged children during the pandemic.  

Since the pandemic arrived the role of the school Public Health Nurse has changed and is heavily 
focused on managing all things COVID-19-related in the school setting. This is very different 
than the traditional school Public Health Nurse role which involved teaching youth about 
healthy relationships and eating. The job now requires us to be experts on the latest COVID-19 
information and management of COVID-19 cases in the school setting. This can be challenging 
with the amount of information that is constantly changing as the pandemic evolves. I have also 
transitioned from working in the office to working at home full time. Despite the challenges, it is 
rewarding to play an active role in responding to the pandemic and giving back to the community. 

Nora’s Story
How roles change in a public health emergency. 

Personally, the pandemic has taken a big toll on my family and me. Like so many other 
families, we do not see our extended family like we did pre-pandemic. We come from a 
large family so traditions like birthdays, Christmas etc. have been cancelled for now. We 
also did not go on our annual family week at the cottage with everyone this year because 
of our large family size.

“When Coronavirus is over, can we…?”
I have young children which has made this situation very difficult for all of us. A common 
phrase in our house lately from the kids is “when the coronavirus is over can we…” or 
“remember before the coronavirus when we used to…”. 

We have struggled with childcare with schools closed. My husband and I are the teachers 
supporting virtual learning in our house. Participating in virtual learning with young 
children has not been easy especially when trying to work a full-time job as well. Normally 
my children are involved in swimming, skating, piano lessons but that has not been 
possible recently. I lead the 1st Woodstock Sparks group which has been particularly 
challenging this year as we have met virtually and missed out on camping trips. Even the 
selling of our Girl Guide cookies was very different this year. 

It has been an exhausting juggling act, but the work of  
Public Health must go on.
Flexible work hours help me care for my family needs during the day and work in the 
evening when my husband is home. Many of us have had to work countless weekends and 
change our vacation plans due to the high demands of the work COVID-19 has created. 

I have found it hard to distance myself from work, but it is beneficial to have a young family 
that provides a distraction from the “work.” I am part of a great work team.  We are all in 
this together and support each other. I also really enjoyed going to spin classes at the gym 
so recently purchased myself a spin bike and taken up spinning again from the safety of my 
home. This has greatly improved my stamina and well-being. This winter, for the first time, 
my husband built us a skating rink in our back yard which we have spent many hours on as 
a family. It is a great way to get exercise and fresh air. 



St. Thomas Site 
1230 Talbot St.
St. Thomas, ON
N5P 1G9

Woodstock Site
410 Buller St.
Woodstock, ON
N4S 4N2

1-800-922-0096

We remain grateful for the exceptional individuals and organizations 
who have done what it takes to protect the community they love.


