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TWO Winnipeg restaurant owners say 
they’ve been left scrambling, after 
the province informed them custom-
ers and staff may have been exposed 
to the highly contagious B.1.1.7 variant 
of COVID-19 — minutes before the in-
formation was made public.

On Thursday, Manitoba health offi-
cials said probable carriers visited the 
Winnipeg eateries — Silver Heights 
Restaurant at 2169 Portage Ave. and 
Chicken Chef at 3770 Portage Ave. 
— March 5 from 5 p.m. to 7 p.m. and 
March 6 from 5 p.m. to 7 p.m., respect-
ively.

Garden City Hairstylists, in the Gar-
den City Shopping Centre, was also list-
ed as a possible exposure site from noon 

to 12:30 p.m. on March 6.
Silver Heights owner Tony Siwicki 

said he was blindsided by the news, 
receiving a phone call from a regional 
health nurse 10 minutes before the 
province made the announcement.

Within minutes, the restaurant’s 
phone began ringing off the hook.

“The notice was 10 minutes, there’s 
really nothing to absorb,” he said. “I’m 
still trying to figure out what to do 
next and how to protect the restaurant 
from any kind of backlash if any comes 
around, and I have to inform my em-
ployees and staff, of course.”

Unicity Chicken Chef owner Lori Lu-
cas said she received a similar phone 
call around 10:45 a.m. Thursday.

“I should’ve been notified right away 
I think, and for other business — to call 
and give us 45 minutes before they’re 
publishing it for the public. I’m not con-
cerned with the publishing, I’m con-

cerned about how it was handled,” she 
said.

The restaurant remained closed as 
Lucas rushed to text employees of the 
potential exposure.

“It would have been nice to be able 
to give them more of a heads-up, abso-
lutely... Anyone else that got blindsided, 
I totally feel for them,” she said.

The B.1.1.7 variant, first detected in 
the United Kingdom, is significantly 
more contagious than ones commonly 
found in Manitoba; however, both Lucas 
and Siwicki said they weren’t told in the 
initial phone call the exposure was a 
probable variant case.

Positive COVID-19 tests require sec-
ondary analysis to suggest they may 
be a variant strain and they are only 
counted as positive cases of the vari-
ant after they are sent to the Winnipeg-
based National Microbiology Lab for 
confirmation.

A spokesperson for the province con-
firmed the three exposures were linked 
to two people who had been diagnosed 
as probable cases of B.1.1.7, and there 
was no evidence of widespread com-
munity transmission.

“Public health officials strive to noti-
fy affected individuals or businesses 
of possible exposures as soon as they 
can, depending on the results of pub-
lic health investigations,” the spokes-
person said in an email

Health officials did not report any 
new confirmed cases caused by vari-
ant strains. There have been 22 con-
firmed cases of variants of concern 
that first appeared in the U.K. and 
South Africa.

On Thursday, the province reported 
91 new cases of COVID-19 and three 
more deaths: a Winnipeg woman in her 
60s; a woman in her 90s connected to an 
outbreak at Actionmarguerite St. Boni-

face; and a man in his 70s from North-
ern Health.

New COVID-19 cases were reported 
in all health regions. Northern Health 
posted 50 new infections, followed by 
Winnipeg at 31, Southern Health at sev-
en, Prairie Mountain at two, and one in 
Interlake-Eastern.

As of Thursday morning, 156 people 
were being treated in hospital for 
COVID-19, including 22 in intensive 
care. Fifty-four were still considered 
infectious.

The provincial five-day test-positivity 
rate was 3.7 per cent, and 2.7 per cent 
in Winnipeg. A total of 2,116 COVID-19 
swabs were processed by provincial 
laboratories Wednesday.

The death toll stood at 911 in Mani-
toba.

Outbreaks have been declared over at 
St. Boniface Hospital unit A5 and Seven 
Oaks General Hospital 3U1-3.

Province issues alert to possible variant exposures in city
Pair of restaurant owners 
say they’re left scrambling

COVID-19 AT A GLANCE

Cases:
MANITOBA

Confirmed: 32,509
Resolved: 30,394
Deaths: 911
Active: 1,204

CANADA

Confirmed:  899,757
Resolved: 846,714 
Deaths: 22,371

(As of  6:30 p.m. Thursday)

The latest from Manitoba:
● The province reported 91 new cases of COVID-19 
and three deaths Thursday — a Winnipeg woman in 
her 60s, and a Winnipeg woman in her 90s connected 
to the outbreak at Actionmarguerite St. Boniface and a 
man in his 70s from the Northern Health region.

The latest from elsewhere:

● British Columbia’s provincial health officer is 
allowing outdoor gatherings of up to 10 people. Dr. 
Bonnie Henry says restrictions on indoor gatherings 
and rules for restaurants, bars, retail stores and other 
venues remain in place. Provincial health orders pro-
hibit social gatherings of any size at residences beyond 
those in a household, which meant no gatherings in 

backyards or elsewhere on someone’s property. Henry 
is also restricting liquor sales at bars and restaurants on 
St. Patrick’s Day from 8 p.m. to the following day at 9 
a.m. She says while the infection curve of the pandemic 
is trending down on Vancouver Island and in the Interior 
and Northern health regions, COVID-19 is still circulat-
ing in communities, particularly in the Lower Mainland. 
She announced 569 new cases Thursday and three more 
deaths, pushing the death toll in the province to 1,397. 

● Canadian health authorities are keeping a watchful 
eye on European investigations of the Oxford-Astra-
Zeneca vaccine after reports of blood clots following 
inoculations, but say there is no evidence they were 
caused by the vaccine. At least nine European countries 
hit pause on their use of AstraZeneca’s doses — some 
entirely, and others only on specific batches — pend-
ing further investigation of blood clots, though none 

suggested there is a link between the clots and getting 
the vaccine. Canada’s first 500,000 doses of AstraZen-
eca are being put to use just this week, and officials in 
several provinces said Thursday they don’t intend to 
stop the rollout. 

● Sweden’s King Carl XVI Gustaf and his wife Queen 
Silvia held a church ceremony Thursday to honour the 
victims of the coronavirus. The memorial service was 
held at the chapel of the Drottningholm Palace, just 
outside Stockholm, on the one-year anniversary of the 
first death of the pandemic in the Scandinavian nation. 
The royal couple participated, but Crown Princess 
Victoria and Prince Daniel could not attend as they both 
tested positive for COVID-19 earlier in the day. The royal 
court said in a statement that the Crown Princess and 
her husband have mild symptoms and “are feeling well 
considering the circumstances.” Sweden has stood out 

for its comparatively mild response to the pandemic. 
The country avoided lockdowns and relied instead 
on citizens’ sense of civic duty to control infections. 
As of Thursday, more than 13,100 people had died of 
COVID-19 in the country, far more per capita than in 
Sweden’s neighbours but fewer than in other European 
countries that did implement strict lockdowns or 
curfews.

Quote:
“For families and close ones, each death has a before 
and an after. Since the great wars of the 20th century, 
there is a sentence we often evoke, and it’s a sentence 
that we can bring back for those that we lost this year 
during the pandemic: We will remember them.”

— Prime Minister Justin Trudeau
Download the COVID Alert app:

wfp.to/covidapp

D
OCTORS and pharmacists re-
assured the public they will be 
ready to administer COVID-19 

shots, one day after being caught by 
surprise by the province’s announce-
ment that vaccines would be shipped to 
them imminently.

Ryan Chan, owner of Exchange 
District Pharmacy on McDermot Av-
enue, said he has been allocated 100 
shots.

“We are anticipating getting the shots 
Friday or Monday. So we’re booking ap-
pointments for Tuesday.”

Chan said, unlike the annual flu shot 
campaign, a lot more questions must be 
asked to determine who qualifies for 
the vaccine at this time.

“This one is a lot longer,” he said. 
“Manitoba Health provides us with the 
distribution and the requirements... It is 
all about trying to be fair.”

A provincial spokesman said a video 
call would be held Thursday night in 
which Dr. Joss Reimer, medical lead of 
the province’s vaccination task force, 
would answer questions from physi-
cians and pharmacists about the Astra-
Zeneca vaccine, which they will admin-
ister.

“Allocations of this vaccine to phar-
macies and medical clinics was based 
on a variety of factors such as their 
health region, historic flu vaccination 
volume and capacity-related factors 
obtained from the respective site,” the 
spokesman said.

“Vaccine age eligibility continues to 
evolve and move downward. However, 
age restrictions are in place for this pi-
lot project rollout: general population 
50 to 64 and 30 to 64 for First Nations 
people, with priority given to those with 
one or more medical condition(s) from 
the list, or those 18 to 64 who are al-
ready eligible.”

The province announced on Wednes-
day that the AstraZeneca vaccine was 
available, and it put out an eligibility 
list as well as a map showing the medi-
cal clinics and pharmacies that would 
have it. The province did that before 
clinic staff had been told what to tell 
patients.

On Wednesday, Doctors Manitoba 
spokesman Keir Johnson said that 
sparked a lot of confusion. One day lat-
er, Johnson said it’s a matter of explain-
ing to Manitobans who is eligible for 
the vaccine. Doctors are getting  a lot 
of calls from seniors who wonder why 
they are left out.

“We’ve heard from people who are 65 
to 79 and who also have the (medical) 
conditions on the priority list,” he said. 
“They feel it is unfair, but we are tell-
ing them it is because of who can get 
the different vaccine products.

“It is all complicated and that’s what 
makes it difficult for people to under-
stand.”

Currently, Manitobans aged 80 and 
older, or are First Nations people 60 
and older, are able to get either the 
Pfizer or Moderna vaccines at special-
ized clinics set up by the province. On 
Wednesday the province announced 
AstraZeneca would be available to 
Manitobans aged 50 to 64, and First 
Nations people aged 30 to 64, as long as 
they also have a high-risk condition on 
a priority list. That list includes includ-
ing Down syndrome, end-stage kidney 
disease, severe COPD, cystic fibrosis, 
or severe obesity with a body mass in-
dex equal to or greater than 40.

Health officials have said the Astra-
Zeneca vaccine wasn’t tested on enough 

seniors by the manufacturer to get 
safety information so most health regu-
lators around the world recommend it 
only be given to people under the age of 
65.

Johnson said seniors left out of cur-
rent vaccine priorities will get vacci-
nated soon.

“I think it is just a couple of months of 
really challenging guidelines, but then 
we should have enough supply by May 
or June for everybody to get them,” he 
said.

Bhargav Desai, manager of Peguis 
Pharmacy at 1065 Portage Ave., said 
they’ll get 50 doses soon.

“We will take appointments based on 

the prioritization,” said Desai.
“We’ve had people asking for it since 

(Wednesday). I’m letting people know if 
they don’t qualify. We’ve been getting 
many calls.”

Meanwhile, Chan said while he’ll be 
ready to begin giving the vaccine to 
people, there’s one person he knows 
who qualifies who hasn’t got it yet: him-
self.

“I personally have not had my shot 
yet. I just need to find the time to get 
out to get it,” he said chuckling.

“I’m hoping to get it before next 
week.”

kevin.rollason@freepress.mb.ca

Ready, willing and able, pharmacists say
KEVIN ROLLASON

Primed to give shots, despite lack of notice

JOHN WOODS / WINNIPEG FREE PRESS

Ryan Chan, owner of Exchange District Pharmacy on McDermot Avenue, says he has been allocated 100 shots. He says the vaccines require many questions to determine who qualifies.
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