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Lessons Learned From the COVID-19 Pandemic  
in NL (2020–2021)

Objective

To examine the epidemiology of the COVID-19 
pandemic in NL. 

Practice Points

1. COVID-19 was first diagnosed in NL on 14 March 
2020. A super spreader event occurred at a funeral 
home in St. John’s from 13–15 Mar 2020.

2. The Coronavirus is spread by respiratory 
transmission. Management of clusters depends on 
social isolation, physical distancing, masks, and 
contact tracing. 

3. Importation of cases can be ameliorated by 
banning travel, 14-day isolation on arrival and 
testing for the virus at the border, with a second 
test done 5–10 days before or after arrival.

4. Physical distancing to more than two meters can 
be enhanced by a combination of working from 
home, limiting workplaces to essential services, 
closing restaurants and bars, closing schools, and 
limiting the number and size of gatherings.

5. Mortality from COVID-19 can be prevented by 
shielding the vulnerable, especially long-term care 
residents, and having hospital and ICU beds 
available during community transmission.

Methods

1. Data on incidence of new cases were obtained 
from media presentations by Public Health from 14 
Mar 2020 – 24 Feb 2021. 

2. Quality of Care NL defined (a) flattening of the 
curve as <10 cases/1,000,000 population/day for  
1 week, and (b) eradication of the virus as no new 
cases for >14 days (excluding travel-related cases).

Results

Legend: SOE: Public Health State of Emergency (Lockdown) (March 18); 
AL4: Alert Level 4 (May 11); AL3: Alert Level 3 (June 8); AL2: Alert Level 2 (June 
25); RR1 SM: Some restrictions re-imposed (St. John’s Metro area) (February 
8); CB SM: Circuit Breaker for St. John’s Metro area (February 10); MSMO SM: 
Modified Special Measures Order for St. John’s Metro area (February 11); 
MSMO NL: Modified Special Measures Order for All NL (February 11); AL5: 
Alert Level 5 (Entire Province) (February 12)

Figure 1. Incidence of New Cases 

First Wave

 • Peak incidence of daily cases occurred within 11 
days of first case.

 • The virus was eradicated within 48 days of first case.

 • No community acquired cases were detected from 
mid-Apr 2020 until mid-Nov 2020.

Cluster Control of Four Community Outbreak(s):

1. On 17 Nov 2020, the first community case in more 
than seven months was identified in Grand Bank 
(Eastern Health). Nine cases were connected to the 
cluster. Three of these cases were residing in a long-
term care residence. The last case was identified on 
28 Nov 2020. Local restrictions were applied.

2. On 20 Nov 2020, a case was identified in Deer Lake 
(Western Health). Seven cases were connected to 
the cluster and one individual tested positive in 
Alberta.  The cluster was linked to travel with no 
evidence of wide-spread community transmission. 
The last case was identified on 26 Nov 2020. Local 
restrictions were applied.
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3. On 5 Dec 2020, a case was identified in Harbour 
Breton (Central Health). Three cases were linked to 
the first case with the last case identified on 10 
December 2020. Individuals living in Harbour 
Breton and surrounding areas were asked to take 
extra precautions — stay home as much as possible 
and avoid holding or attending social gatherings. 
The source of the cluster was eventually linked to 
travel outside the province.

4. On 27 Jan 2021, a case was identified in St. John’s 
(Eastern Health). Five additional cases were linked 
to this case.

Second Wave

 • On 6 Feb 2021, a case was identified in Mount Pearl 
(Eastern Health). On 7 Feb 2021, another case was 
identified in Mount Pearl. 

 • On 8 Feb 2021, it was announced there were three 
non-epidemiologically linked clusters of 11 cases in 
Eastern Health signalling community transmission. 
Transmission was facilitated by high school 
attendees and by sports. Group and team sports, 
recreation activities and cultural activities were 
suspended in the St. John’s and Metro area. 

 • On 10 Feb 2021, a 2-week ‘circuit breaker’ was 
announced for the St. John’s and Metro area. All K–12 
schools and post-secondary institutions closed. 

 • On 11 Feb 2021, 99 new cases were reported in 
Eastern Health. A modified special measures order 
was issued for the entire province (group and team 
sports, recreation activities and cultural activities 
suspended). The NL English School District (NLESD) 
closed all schools on the Avalon Peninsula. 

 • On 12 Feb 2021, it was announced that a variant of 
concern (B.1.1.7 variant) had been identified in NL 
and cases had occurred in other regions. All 19 
samples sent to the National Microbiology Lab since 
5 February had the B.1.1.7 variant. The entire 
province moved to Alert level 5 (Lockdown).

 • Peak incidence of daily cases occurred within five 
days of the first case. Flattening of curve occurred 
within 32 days . Eradication of the virus occurred 
within 47 days.

Lessons Learned

1. Rapid lockdown and adherence to restrictions 
during the first wave eradicated the virus 48 days 
after the first case.

2. Restriction of visitors and 14-day isolation of visitors 
prevented community transmission.

3. Four local epidemiologically linked clusters were 
controlled by local restrictions.

4. Young people with asymptomatic or mild disease in 
environments not conducive to social distancing 
contributed to the rapid transmission of a more 
transmissible variant of COVID-19. 

5. It is unlikely that sentinel testing of at-risk 
environments (such as long-term care homes or 
hospital workers) would have identified the 
pandemic earlier. 

6. It is also unlikely that testing of sewage for the virus 
would have provided an earlier diagnosis date in a 
situation with a more transmissible virus in a more 
transmissible environment than previous.

7. It is unclear whether the New Zealand strategy of 
lockdown on diagnosing new non-epidemiologically 
linked COVID-19 cases or the Canadian strategy of a 
circuit breaker of more limited restrictions was the 
better initial policy. 

8. Peak incidence of new cases in Eastern Health 
occurred before lockdown was ordered, implying 
that the circuit breaker was already having a 
beneficial effect.


