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Facing the Human and Economic 
Costs of Fighting COVID-19
This commentary is based on an analysis provided on March 21, 2020, to policy-makers, including 
governments, trade associations and think tanks. 

Rob Wildeboer

Today we live in a time of pandemic and economic recession in Canada and elsewhere. And both may get 
worse. There are tough choices to make, and we need to strike a balance so that measures taken today do 
not have even more devastating consequences in the future. 
  
In dealing with a crisis, we need the correct facts, we need to do a rational cost-benefit analysis, and we 
need to understand and work through our biases, to make proper policy and achieve the best result for all. 
    
We need to fight the pandemic appropriately with social distancing practices as a new way of life; we 
need to continue to use measures to alleviate the strains, current or coming, to our limited health care 
resources; we need governments to provide leadership to fight the disease, to support the financial system 
and economy, to alleviate the pain of economic disruption; and we need to keep the economy moving and 
get the economy moving again as soon as possible because of the economic and social tragedies that will 
come if we don’t. People need to work; they need to be productive to take care of themselves and their 
families, and that too is great social policy. 
  
The cure to the COVID-19 threat must not be worse, short-, medium- or long-term, than the disease. At some 
point, we have to restart the broader economy. A tipping point to do that will come, and I believe needs to 
come as soon as possible. 
  

The author of this document has worked independently and is solely responsible for the views presented here.  
The opinions are not necessarily those of the Macdonald-Laurier Institute, its Directors or Supporters.



COMMENTARY:  Facing the Human and Economic Costs of Fighting COVID-192

This is a human tragedy, one which we must tackle with vigour and intelligence, and the efforts of so many 
are to be applauded. Our front-line workers are heroes. Kudos to all those trying to do their best to fight 
COVID-19. Health care workers, firefighters and first responders, legislators and regulators, and companies 
that are stressing safety for their people in ways that we have never seen. And our workers everywhere, who 
continue to provide essentials such as food and drink, electricity, and goods and services our society needs, 
and wants. 

Unfortunately, while asking so many to sacrifice, we are operating in the dark to a great degree, in large part 
due to a lack of testing capacity in Canada and elsewhere, but also because this is such a new virus and the 
situation is changing rapidly. The data we are seeing typically only includes known cases, cases that have been 
tested. It does not include people who may have the virus but were never tested, or who had it and got better, 
or who were exposed to it and were asymptomatic. 

These figures are certain to be many times higher than the 
confirmed cases. The incidence of the disease as presented 
is much too low. And the fatality rate as presented is too 
high. Canadians need to have this perspective if they are to 
properly understand the hard choices we need to make. We 
need the right facts. We need to avoid a biased representation 
of the facts, conscious or otherwise. And we need to accept 
the reality than an exaggeration of the crisis simply creates 
over-reactions, whether in public perception or government 
response. 

I understand that current lockdown policies have been taken 
to try and delay the coming “surge” in cases so that we do 
not overwhelm our health care services, whether treating 
COVID-19 cases or other conditions. That makes sense at this 
time. Our health care systems, in Canada and many other 
places, are not ready, and maybe logically could never be 
ready, for a pandemic surge. 

But we must ask what comes next, and understand the impact of a prolonged period of lockdown policies 
without a plan to start to get back to life and work.

The costs of the public health response 
It has been an incredible three months. Borders have been closed, businesses have been shut down, government 
money has been promised like never before, stock markets have seen declines seldom seen in history. I am 
only going to touch on a few areas, and more to point out the costs that need to be considered in a cost-benefit 
analysis in making public policy. 

I believe that one has to balance the benefits of dealing with the spread of COVID-19 with the costs of shutting 
down economic and social activity, and that while right now the balance is in favour of the “health view,” at 
some point we are going to see a tipping point, where we will live with the costs of the virus while getting on 
with needed economic activity. 

“ We need to 
avoid a biased 
representation of 
the facts, conscious 
or otherwise.”
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The most popular argument for imposing lockdowns and social isolation is to flatten the curve so we can limit, 
or manage, the demands on our health care system, not just to save lives of COVID-19 infected patients who 
will eventually need the system, but to ensure the system can handle the demands of other patients, dealing 
with cancer, etc. This makes a lot of sense. We don’t want the death rate to be higher in any category than it 
otherwise would normally be. 
  
But I believe we cannot shut down for a prolonged period because of a health crisis, even a pandemic. We are 
at war with the virus to be sure. But we must eventually continue to function as a society in the face of peril. 
  
I fully agree that any life lost prematurely for any reason is tragic. This is true whether from a disease or a flu-
related condition. But economic depression costs lives, too, and we must consider that. 

    
I am not a social scientist or an expert in psychology, or an economist. But I am privileged to be a leader in a 
great company whose vision is to make peoples’ lives better by being the best we can be in the products we 
make and the services we provide. That means that at the top of the list is a mission to take care of our people, 
and their loved ones, and our communities. Safety comes first. We have 17,000 wonderful people working for 
our company, in nine countries on five continents, and people who have experienced the COVID-19 crisis first 
in China, but then also in Germany, Spain, Slovakia, Brazil, Mexico, the US and Canada. 

  
Since this crisis has started, we have been extremely active 
in safety measures, including social distancing, people 
working from home and so forth. Indeed, the entire auto 
industry, the world’s largest manufacturing industry, has 
been extremely focused on safety. We have plants in China 
so by the time the virus came to Europe and North America, 
we had some good experience. 

  
As of March 29, we had four employees we knew of 
worldwide potentially having the virus; all are isolating 
themselves and are I believe doing well. Knock on wood. 

  
Our people have remained upbeat, positive and frankly very 
mature about the virus. People are smart, and they know 
how to deal with things. I am very proud of our team. 

  
We have had to announce layoffs, severe throughout the 
company, as most of our customers have shut down their 
operations, which was a very sad event. We hate doing this, 
but we need to survive any downturn. 

  
We appreciate EI and other government support programs. While our premiums go into EI to fund the program, 
no one wants their employees to use them. 

  
Our people are worried about their futures, and I worry with them. One study shown to me shows that 60 
percent of all workers in the US live paycheque to paycheque; they don’t have six months of savings in the 
bank to weather a layoff. In a very short time, if not already, they are going to worry about paying debts, 
buying food, buying medicine. We cannot pay them forever, or we go bankrupt – we have no revenues coming 
in. And frankly the government cannot pay them forever either, and if they try to, money has to come from 
somewhere, and our ability to pay as an economy will dry up. 

  

“ One study shown 
to me shows that 
60 percent of all 
workers in the US 
live paycheque to 
paycheque; they 
don’t have six 
months of savings 
in the bank to 
weather a layoff.”
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If people cannot work and cannot get paid, all kinds of things happen, really fast. Debts don’t get paid. People 
stop buying things. The economy grinds to a halt. We are already in a recession I believe. 

  
The social issues grow rapidly. Of course, the worry, stress and often depression that comes with an inability 
to make ends meet, or the expectation of that, can be enormous. And what we will see at some point, is the 
pressure of a whole group of workers to reopen the system, to get back to work, placed on governments, 
companies and otherwise. There will/could be a great deal of social unrest.  

Right now, the OEMs (Original Equipment Manufacturers) in the auto industry have had plant shutdowns for 
a few weeks. Even as demand falls, there will be enormous pressure to restart in the relatively near future. Or 
we will start to see our largest manufacturing industry in peril. 

The fact is the government has to be the leader on health care 
provision, closing borders, etc, especially in a place like Canada 
where health care is publicly provided. It is absolutely clear 
that we have to get the best health care we can, and that means 
using the means at our disposal to meet the crisis. We may not 
have been very ready for this, but we can do the best we can 
now. 

That means, for example, more ventilators. I note that people 
in the auto industry have offered to assist where possible to 
increase supply. We have talked with several manufacturers 
to work together and a company in which we are the largest 
shareholder is producing parts for ventilators in Europe, 
and obviously ramping up production. We are working with 
companies in the industry such as General Motors to make 
parts for ventilators. Our people in Spain are making masks for 
doctors.

The government also is passing regulations for quarantines, 
closing of bars and restaurants, etc. They have declared in many 
places a state of emergency until a certain date. The result of this 
is a significant lessening of economic activity, but a significant 
amount of economic activity has also been reduced voluntarily 
by industry for safety reasons or lack of demand. 

  
So far, Canada and the various provinces have been quite 
mature in addressing the issues, whether one agrees with every 
decision or not. I would commend the way it seems different 
governments and their leaders have been working together. 

However, at some point, the government will meet that tipping point I mentioned, and will have to ease up 
on the regulation, and react to public pressure to open up the economy again. That day will certainly come; 
the question is when. If the pandemic has eight weeks to run, there will be enormous pressure to open up, 
regardless of whether the COVID-19 numbers keep going up. I believe that people, especially younger and 
less vulnerable people, are going to push for a “return to normalcy” before then, and it will not be pretty. 

“ And what we will 
see at some point, 
is the pressure 
of a whole group 
of workers to 
reopen the system, 
to get back to 
work, placed on 
governments, 
companies and 
otherwise. There 
will/could be 
a great deal of 
social unrest.”
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The costs of the economic response

We are in uncharted waters when it comes to policy measures to keep the economy from seizing up completely, 
and getting going again when the crisis is relieved. The US emergency stimulus package was US$2.2 trillion and 
no doubt more is on the way. Canada is spending hundreds of billions. 

  
I believe the support for the financial system to keep money in the system is warranted. We learned some 
good things, and some bad, in 2008-9. I had the privilege of being an advisor to our finance minister in those 
days and the government provided good support to our banking system, which came through as the strongest 
in the world. Governments also agreed to be lender of last resort. Canada agreed also to a big short-term 
infrastructure commitment. 

  
Today’s fiscal measures are welcomed currently by the public for the most part, and of course by every recipient 
of a cheque. 

  
The governments here and in the US have offered a ton of 
support to industry, for example the airline industry, and 
apparently the oil industry. They will presumably be there 
(again) for the auto industry if needed. And they have offered 
to pay all kinds of individuals. On that score, by the way, 
there may be a case for a guaranteed basic income, at least 
during the crisis, which may be easier to roll out than other 
financial relief; I am normally not a big fan of that, but in 
times of crisis one looks at every option. 

  
But be careful. Keep your head when everyone around us is 
losing theirs. 

  
The fact is that all the money being spent today means future 
payments from somebody, and that’s us, the individuals 
and companies that pay taxes, whether income, corporate, 
payroll, etc. 

  
A long-term recession is no good for anyone. A deep recession or depression is worse. And the quicker the 
economy can get back to work the more limited the cost to government, which means the more limited 
the cost to us all. We will need to have economic activity to provide jobs, money, security and health to our 
workers. The government cannot do that. As a business-person, I know how to take care of people that work 
for us, but I have to be in business to do that. 

  
So, my thought here is to view government spending as a limited time, short-term thing to the extent possible. 
It will be better to spend money investing in modernizing the health care system and getting more nurses, for 
example, than in paying laid off industry workers. 

“ My thought here is 
to view government 
spending as a 
limited time, short-
term thing to the 
extent possible. ”
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Some long-term benefits of dealing with coronavirus 
In conclusion, we should keep in mind that there are a number of lessons learned and potential benefits that 
can come out of this pandemic threat and how we deal with it: 

  
a)	 This took us by surprise. It shouldn’t have as we have had pandemics before. Bill Gates was talking 

about it five years ago, and he is an influencer. We were in retrospect stupid for not investing in our 
health care system in places where it matters. Popular demand should have supported the right kind 
of investment. Canada and the US are behind many other countries. We also didn’t take this seriously 
enough in early stages, and many are too cavalier today, such as March Break party goers. So, let’s be 
ready and invest in the right things. This is like a 9/11 event, but for health not security. 

b)	 This will affect behaviour in many positive ways. Cleaning, safety, and appropriate care on distancing 
will become normal. Also being aware of the hopes, fears and challenges of our fellow citizens. These 
are good things and we see good signs everywhere. 

c)	 Our economic systems are going to change. For Canada 
and North America, the need for domestic (i.e., North 
American) supply chains is and has long been evident to 
me. We have three countries in North America that can 
work together to create a wonderful 21st century as we 
all have things the others need and want. We will bring 
back work from China and probably others big time. On 
the negative though, we will likely see a less connected 
world in terms of tourism and some other things. 

d)	 In times of trouble and panic, people tend to think of 
deeper things. Many soldiers in a foxhole under fire 
called on God. I think people are going to focus more, 
for a time, on the meaning and purpose of life, on the 
brevity of life, on the importance of health, on the 
simple pleasures of having a job, on the ability to move 
around freely, on how to help our more disadvantaged, 
on thinking about our elderly and those that need our 
health care system, and toilet paper . Maybe a little less 
thought on entertainment and sports teams, on global 
warming, on gender identity as the priorities of the day. They are all issues, but they are not the most 
important things in life. God is in control, we are not masters of the universe and people of faith will 
find great comfort in that. This has been a reminder and a reckoning. As one of our guiding principles 
in our company says, “Challenges make us better.” I believe that is true. 

  

“ We should keep 
in mind that there 
are a number of 
lessons learned and 
potential benefits 
that can come out 
of this pandemic 
threat and how 
we deal with it.”
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Critically Acclaimed, 
Award-Winning Institute
The Macdonald-Laurier Institute fills a gap in 
Canada’s democratic infrastructure by focusing 
our work on the full range of issues that fall 
under Ottawa’s jurisdiction.

•  One of the top five think tanks in Canada and 
No. 1 in Ottawa according to the University of 
Pennsylvania.

•  Cited by five present and former Canadian Prime 
Ministers, as well as by David Cameron, the 
British Prime Minister.

•  First book, The Canadian Century: Moving out 
of America’s Shadow, won the Sir Antony Fisher 
International Memorial Award in 2011.

•  Hill Times says Brian Lee Crowley is one of the 
100 most influential people in Ottawa.

•  The Wall Street Journal, the Economist, the 
Globe and Mail, the National Post and many 
other leading national and international 
publications have quoted the Institute’s work.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Where You’ve Seen Us

Ideas Change the World

Independent and non-partisan, the 
Macdonald-Laurier Institute is increasingly 
recognized as the thought leader on national 
issues in Canada, prodding governments, 
opinion leaders and the general public to 
accept nothing but the very best public policy 
solutions for the challenges Canada faces.

“The study by Brian Lee Crowley and Ken Coates is a 
‘home run’. The analysis by Douglas Bland will make many 
uncomfortable but it is a wake up call that must be read.” 
FORMER CANADIAN PRIME MINISTER PAUL MARTIN ON 
MLI’S PROJECT ON ABORIGINAL PEOPLE AND THE NATURAL 
RESOURCE ECONOMY.



What Do We Do?
When you change how people think, you change 
what they want and how they act. That is why thought 
leadership is essential in every field. At MLI, we strip away 
the complexity that makes policy issues unintelligible 
and present them in a way that leads to action, to better 
quality policy decisions, to more effective government, 
and to a more focused pursuit of the national interest of 
all Canadians. MLI is the only non-partisan, independent 
national public policy think tank based in Ottawa that 
focuses on the full range of issues that fall under the 
jurisdiction of the federal government.

What Is in a Name?
The Macdonald-Laurier Institute exists not merely to 
burnish the splendid legacy of two towering figures 
in Canadian history – Sir John A. Macdonald and Sir 
Wilfrid Laurier – but to renew that legacy. A Tory and 
a Grit, an English speaker and a French speaker – these 
two men represent the very best of Canada’s fine political 
tradition. As prime minister, each championed the values 
that led to Canada assuming her place as one of the world’s 
leading democracies. We will continue to vigorously uphold 
these values, the cornerstones of our nation. 

Working for a Better Canada 
Good policy doesn’t just happen; it requires good 
ideas, hard work, and being in the right place 
at the right time. In other words, it requires MLI. 
We pride ourselves on independence, and accept no 
funding from the government for our research. If you 
value our work and if you believe in the possibility 
of a better Canada, consider making a tax-deductible 
donation. The Macdonald-Laurier Institute is a 
registered charity.

For more information visit: www.MacdonaldLaurier.ca

Our Issues

The Institute undertakes 
an impressive program of 
thought leadership on public 
policy. Some of the issues we 
have tackled recently include:

•  Aboriginal people and the 
management of our natural 
resources;

•  Making Canada’s justice  
system more fair and efficient;

•  Defending Canada’s  
innovators and creators;

•  Controlling government debt  
at all levels;

•  Advancing Canada’s interests 
abroad;

•  Ottawa’s regulation of foreign 
investment; and

•  How to fix Canadian health 
care.

About the Macdonald-Laurier Institute



Oldest Profession or Oldest Oppression? 

CONTACT US:   Macdonald-Laurier Institute 
323 Chapel Street, Suite #300 

 Ottawa, Ontario, Canada 
 K1N 7Z2

TELEPHONE:  (613) 482-8327

WEBSITE:  www.MacdonaldLaurier.ca

CONNECT  
WITH US: @MLInstitute

www.facebook.com/ 
MacdonaldLaurierInstitute
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What people are saying 
about the Macdonald-
Laurier Institute

In five short years, the institute has 
established itself as a steady source of 
high-quality research and thoughtful 
policy analysis here in our nation’s 
capital. Inspired by Canada’s deep-
rooted intellectual tradition of ordered 
liberty – as exemplified by Macdonald 
and Laurier – the institute is making 
unique contributions to federal public 
policy and discourse. Please accept my 
best wishes for a memorable anniversary 
celebration and continued success.

THE RIGHT HONOURABLE STEPHEN HARPER

The Macdonald-Laurier Institute is an 
important source of fact and opinion for 
so many, including me. Everything they 
tackle is accomplished in great depth 
and furthers the public policy debate in 
Canada. Happy Anniversary, this is but 
the beginning.

THE RIGHT HONOURABLE PAUL MARTIN

In its mere five years of existence, the 
Macdonald-Laurier Institute, under 
the erudite Brian Lee Crowley’s vibrant 
leadership, has, through its various 
publications and public events, forged a 
reputation for brilliance and originality 
in areas of vital concern to Canadians: 
from all aspects of the economy to health 
care reform, aboriginal affairs, justice, 
and national security.

BARBARA KAY, NATIONAL POST COLUMNIST

Intelligent and informed debate 
contributes to a stronger, healthier and 
more competitive Canadian society. In 
five short years the Macdonald-Laurier 
Institute has emerged as a significant 
and respected voice in the shaping of 
public policy. On a wide range of issues 
important to our country’s future, 
Brian Lee Crowley and his team are 
making a difference. 

JOHN MANLEY, CEO COUNCIL


