
 

December 31, 2020 

2020 Year End Review 

Dear Colleague, 

At the outset, I would like to express sincere condolences to those of you who lost loved ones or 

suffered any way during this very difficult time of the Covid-19 pandemic. 

The Past 

During our Inaugural Disaster Psychiatry training course, April 21, 2018, we did not expect 2 days later 

the tragic van attack on Toronto’s Yonge Street leaving 10 dead and 16 injured, and a city in shock. The 

shooting on the Danforth, July 22, further traumatized the city. 

Since that time we have been active (see Year End Reviews 2018 and 2019) focusing on providing high 

quality CME credited training in various aspects of disaster psychiatry with welcome in kind support 

from the Ontario Medical Association (OMA). Particularly well received was the interactive simulation 

exercise led by Drs. Laurie Mazurik and Jodi Lofchy during the 2019 training course. Our past courses 

have emphasized collaboration with and participation by Canadian military, veterans, indigenous, and 

first responder services: 

Mission/Vision of Disaster Psychiatry Canada 

 

To develop and maintain well trained, dedicated specialists, able to serve the mental health needs 
of people and communities affected by disasters, in collaboration with emergency and public 
health responders. Reduction and prevention of post-disaster mental illness, and fostering of 

resilience, are also our goals. 

 

We have also been appreciative of the support of psychiatric leaders constituting our 38 member 

Canadian-US Advisory Board. 

The Present 

Our plans for our 3rd training course, June 6, 2020, were well advanced, anticipating attendance beyond 

the 160 registrants at our 2019 training program. Arrival of the SARS-CoV-2 pandemic led us to pivot 

into a virtual format, again with the valued support of the OMA. Our 4½ hour webinar with 18 

presenters attracted some 2,000 registrants from 19 countries. As our previous courses, this was also 

video recorded, and is available on the Disaster Psychiatry Canada website, along with informative 

reference materials. A detailed article on the webinar was published in the Ontario Medical Review Jul-

Aug 2020 issue. 

• On February 6, 2020 we had a productive, in person bridge building meeting with Toronto first 

responder representatives, CAMH and OMA staff.  

• Early in the pandemic we called for volunteers to join our newly formed Rapid Response Team (DPC 

RRT). Some 40 colleagues responded and have been providing invaluable rapid services to first 

responders and health care workers affected by overwhelming demands of fighting Covid-19. 

Additional volunteers are most welcome. 

https://dpc2018.files.wordpress.com/2019/01/disaster-psychiatry-canada-2018-year-end-report.pdf
https://dpc2018.files.wordpress.com/2020/12/dpc-2019-year-end-report.pdf
https://dpc2018.wordpress.com/
https://dpc2018.files.wordpress.com/2020/09/julyaug-2020-omr.pdf
https://dpc2018.files.wordpress.com/2020/09/julyaug-2020-omr.pdf


• During the year I have continued attending the information sharing weekly Zoom meetings of the 

American Psychiatric Association Disaster Committee.  

• We were selected by CPA to present a 3 hr training course in Disaster Psychiatry during the 2020 

Virtual Annual Conference. This was ably accomplished by a faculty comprised of Drs. Janet Ellis, Jodi 

Lofchy, Anthony Ng, Andrea Tuka, and Frank Sommers. 

• The Faculty of Medicine, University of Toronto inaugurated on November 9, 2020 in the 2nd medical 

year core curriculum: Physicians, Human Rights, and Civil Liberties: Lessons from the Holocaust. We 

supported this initiative, organizing and participating in the webinar (Nov 10/20): Medicine and the 

Holocaust – it’s time to teach. The Lancet editorial’s (Vol. 396, Nov 21/20) strong endorsement 

followed: Holocaust education—a medical imperative. University of Toronto Dean Trevor Young’s 

important, inspiring message may be viewed here: Cultivating Moral Courage. 

The Future 

• Plans for our next training course are forming but the format will be subject to the ever-shifting 

Covid-19 realities. 

• With a solid base of past CME level training, we would like to work towards the goal of including 

disaster psychiatry knowledge and skills into our post graduate training programs. The timeliness 

and utility of executing on this objective are given enormous impetus by the tragic costs of the 

current Covid-19 pandemic. While the physical toll, (December 29, 2020, World: infected 

80,453,105, deaths 1,775,776; Canada infected: 565,506, deaths 15,378) is shocking in 

unprecedented ways, the grief, suffered by individuals, families, communities and nations, along 

with other mental health effects of this pandemic are yet to fully emerge, and must be planned for. 

Final words 

The terrible times we are living through are forcing all of us to be ‘disaster psychiatrists’. We were 

fortunate to have been able to get somewhat ahead of the Covid-19 pandemic with some helpful 

training, benefiting many colleagues, first responders and communities. In this journey I’d like to express 

special appreciation to my colleagues in the University of Toronto Department of Psychiatry and its 

chair, Dr. Benoit Mulsant, whose support from the beginning has been unwavering. Special appreciation 

also goes to my fellow trainer colleagues in Canada and the US whose expertise forms the backbone of 

our course offerings. 

At this professionally and personally very challenging time of Covid-19, it remains so important that we 

support each other and fellow care providers while attending to our calling and remaining mindful of 

own well being. 

I plead we cultivate optimism that we will emerge from this current darkness into a bright tomorrow, 

illuminated by our caring humanity, ethics and professional expertise. 

With all good wishes for the New Year, and 

Kindest Regards, 

Frank Sommers 

Frank G. Sommers, MD, FRCPC, DLFAPA, DFCPA  

Founding Chair, Section of Disaster Psychiatry, Canadian Psychiatric Association  
and Disaster Psychiatry Canada  

Department of Psychiatry, University of Toronto 

http://daradocs.org/webinar/
http://daradocs.org/webinar/
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(20)32468-5/fulltext
https://medicine.utoronto.ca/news/cultivating-moral-courage

