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The arrival of COVID-19 has been by far the most significant test of our healthcare system, both locally and
globally. In large urban centres like Toronto, we are fortunate to have many healthcare resources, but we are
faced with the challenge of communication between so many different groups.

The brand new Ontario Health Teams were formed just prior to the emergence of the pandemic with the goal of
connection and integration of care for patients. They have much potential to provide the collaboration that is
required to address this pandemic.

The Sunnybrook Hospital Department of Family and Community Medicine together with the North Toronto
Ontario Health Team (NT OHT) looked at leveraging the resources available through larger partners and the
hospital to assist community primary care providers and their patients. However, with well over 200 providers in
the area, one of the first challenges to address was understanding their needs. Would they benefit from access
to clinics that offered in-person assessments of patients they could not see, assistance with personal protective
equipment or additional staff to call at-risk patients? What type of care were they able to provide in the current
context? The NT OHT did a significant amount of outreach to all community partners, through individual
communication, newsletters, surveys and weekly COVID-19 video conferences. This allowed for on-going
dissemination of information, particularly about infection control, as well as for planning and implementing new
initiatives. Going forward, perhaps it would be possible to build on this and to leverage available technology to
have a centralized two-way communication system where providers could input information regarding the status
of their practice, request extra resources or PPE and directly respond to initiatives of the OHT. Building this type
of system would require collaboration and engagement from all sides, but once in existence, this could provide
the unifying element that is critical to the success of large organizations.

A second challenge in communication that was noted was in reaching patients. An important consideration
during COVID-19 has been addressing the needs of patients who are not connected with a primary care
provider or who may have a provider who is unable to provide care at this time. From clinics for unattached
patients, device drives for those without access to technology, to field tents, there have been many innovative
solutions by many different groups. However, even when these initiatives were known through the university,
hospital or physician community, many could not be readily found online by patients or community providers.
There are dedicated, easily accessible websites regarding COVID-19 from every level of government. The goal
is to also have a centralized, accessible and evidence based resource for patients seeking essential primary
care. The Ontario Health Teams are well positioned to provide a direct access point for this type of information
for both patients and providers - if they know where to look for it.

Regardless of our "new normal", this pandemic could be the impetus to develop effective new communication
channels between primary care providers, community care partners, hospitals and patients.
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