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August 24, 2020 
 
 
Attn: City Councilors,  
 
 

Mandatory Masking on Public Transit and Saskatoon City Facilities 
 
SARS CoV-2 the virus that causes COVID-19 disease is known to spread through small respiratory 
droplets (<5 µm) which can travel up to 2 meters distance when a person sneezes or coughs (1). There is 
also increasing concern regarding asymptomatic and pre-symptomatic transmission of COVID-19 
infection (without development of symptoms) (2 -4). This concern further poses a challenge to the control 
of the spread of infection and warrants consideration of mandatory masking (from here on presented as 
face covering or FC) to minimize risk of transmission. The objective of this written statement is to make 
recommendations regarding mandatory FC use on Saskatoon city transit and facilities with consideration 
given to its associated potential benefits and harms. 

Context 

In order to curb the transmission of COVID-19 in the community; WHO has provided guidance to 
decision makers using a risk-based approach for the use of masks in areas with community transmission 
of COVID-19 when physical distancing is difficult (Appendix) (5). From this guidance document, WHO 
recommends the use of non-cloth masks in settings where individuals are unable to keep a physical 
distance of at least 2 metres (e.g public transportation) (5). The Public Health Agency of Canada (PHAC) 
has also indicated that wearing a non-medical (cloth) mask in the community has not been proven to 
protect the person wearing it, however, it can be an additional measure to protect others around you, 
and might be useful in situations where physical distancing is not possible (e.g., public transportation, 
workplaces necessitating close proximity to other workers or the public, or when entering and exiting 
public buildings) (6). 
Community mask use is now either encouraged or mandatory in over 80 countries, with many 
jurisdictions encouraging but not mandating the use of cloth masks (7). In Canada, cities like Ottawa, 
Toronto, Hamilton, Guelph and recently Regina have mandated non-cloth masks on City transit. These 
cities state that they plan to focus more on education than penalties (8 - 9). 
 A study done on 1269 respondents resident in Saskatoon between June and July by University of 
Saskatchewan researchers revealed that; 484 (38%) participants said they wore a mask all or most of the 
time when they couldn’t physically distance, 103 (8%) said some of the time and 259 (20%) little or none 
of the time. 423 (33%) said they didn’t leave home or didn’t answer the question. This survey shows that 
more than half of Saskatoon residents have adopted the new practice of wearing a FC all or most of the 
time (10).  

Office of the Medical Health Officers 
Idylwyld Centre 

204 - 310 Idylwyld Drive North 
SASKATOON  SK   S7L 0Z2 

P: 306-655-4612 | F: 306-655-4723 



Version: August 2019    Letter | 2 

 

Assessment 

The main theoretical benefit of masks during the COVID-19 pandemic would be preventing the infected 
wearer (asymptomatic, pre-symptomatic or symptomatic) from transmitting the virus to others, thus, 
minimizing the spread of the virus. Evidence reveals that systematic reviews of randomized clinical trials 
fail to show significant benefit with medical mask use in community settings, more observational and 
case-control studies (both at higher risk of bias), have suggested that masks are protective in community 
settings (11). This protective benefit is likely to be more significant in settings with higher risk of 
transmission (i.e bus transit, closed settings and areas with increased community cases with no known 
exposures).  

Recommendation 

In light of the current evidence of spread of COVID-19, uptake of masking by most Saskatoon residents 
and applying the precautionary principle (re: complete evidence of a potential risk is not required before 
action is taken to mitigate the effects of the potential risks); we support mandatory masking on 
Saskatoon city transit and facilities. For this policy to be successfully implemented focus should be on 
the following: education rather than punitive measures, communication to avoid risk compensation 
behaviours (i.e continue to maintain 2 metres physical distancing and hand hygiene), messaging on 
optimal mask construction & “mass etiquette” (re: the need to not touch the mask, to replace when 
soiled or wet and ensure appropriate laundering) and barrier-free access to face coverings to individuals 
who do not have access for any reason. In addition, non-medical masks or cloth face coverings should 
not be placed on young children under age 2, anyone who has trouble breathing, or is unconscious, 
incapacitated or otherwise unable to remove the mask without assistance. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
 
 
Dr. Jasmine Hasselback 
MD, MPH, FRCPC 
Interim Lead Medical Health Officer – Saskatoon  
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APPENDIX  

WHO advises decision makers to apply a risk-based approach focusing on the following criteria when 
considering or encouraging the use of masks for the general public: 
1. Purpose of mask use: if the intention is preventing the infected wearer transmitting the virus to 
others (that is, source control) and/or to offer protection to the healthy wearer against infection (that is, 
prevention).  
2. Risk of exposure to the COVID-19 virus:  
- due to epidemiology and intensity of transmission in the population: if there is community 
transmission and there is limited or no capacity to implement other containment measures such as 
contact tracing, ability to carry out testing and isolate and care for suspected and confirmed cases.  
- depending on occupation: e.g., individuals working in close contact with the public (e.g., social workers, 
personal support workers, cashiers).  
3. Vulnerability of the mask wearer/population: for example, medical masks could be used by older 
people, immunocompromised patients and people with comorbidities, such as cardiovascular disease or 
diabetes mellitus, chronic lung disease, cancer and cerebrovascular disease.  
4. Setting in which the population lives: settings with high population density (e.g. refugee camps, camp-
like settings, those living in cramped conditions) and settings where individuals are unable to keep a 
physical distance of at least 1 metre (3.3 feet) (e.g. public transportation).  
5. Feasibility: availability and costs of masks, access to clean water to wash non-medical masks, and 
ability of mask wearers to tolerate adverse effects of wearing a mask.  
 

REFERENCES 

1. Yuan L, Zhi N, Ming G, Yingle L, Nirmal KG et al (2020). Aerodynamic analysis of SARS CoV-2 in 

two Wuhan hospitals. https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/32340022/ Accessed Aug 22, 2020. 

2. Bai Y, Yao L, Wei T, et al. Presumed asymptomatic carrier transmission of COVID-19. JAMA. 

2020. https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/32083643 . doi: 10.1001/jama.2020.2565.  

3. Chan JF, Yuan S, Kok K, et al. A familial cluster of pneumonia associated with the 2019 novel 

coronavirus indicating person-to-person transmission: A study of a family cluster. The 

Lancet. 2020;395(10223):514-523. http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(20)30154-9 . doi: 

10.1016/S0140-6736(20)30154-9 

4. Kimball A, Hatfield KM, Arons M, et al. Asymptomatic and presymptomatic SARS-CoV-2 

infections in residents of a long-term care skilled nursing facility — king county, washington, 

march 2020. MMWR. Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report. 2020;69(13). doi: 

10.15585/mmwr.mm6913e1. 

5. World Health Organization (WHO). Advice on the use of masks in the context of COVID-19. 

https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/advice-on-the-use-of-masks-in-the-community-

during-home-care-and-in-healthcare-settings-in-the-context-of-the-novel-coronavirus-(2019-

ncov)-outbreak 

6. The Pan-Canadian Public Health Network (Special Advisory Committee on COVID-19) re: Use of 

non-medical cloth masks or face coverings in community settings. http://www.phn-rsp.ca/sac-

covid-ccs/wearing-masks-community-eng.php   Accessed Aug 21, 2020 

7. What countries require masks in Public or recommend masks? https://masks4all.co/what-

countries-require-masks-in-public/  Accessed Aug 21, 2020 

8. https://www.cbc.ca/news/health/mandatory-masks-1.5615728 

9. Masks to be mandatory for Regina city bus passengers 

https://www.620ckrm.com/2020/08/20/masks-to-be-mandatory-for-regina-city-bus-

passengers/ 

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/32340022/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/32083643
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(20)30154-9
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/advice-on-the-use-of-masks-in-the-community-during-home-care-and-in-healthcare-settings-in-the-context-of-the-novel-coronavirus-(2019-ncov)-outbreak
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/advice-on-the-use-of-masks-in-the-community-during-home-care-and-in-healthcare-settings-in-the-context-of-the-novel-coronavirus-(2019-ncov)-outbreak
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/advice-on-the-use-of-masks-in-the-community-during-home-care-and-in-healthcare-settings-in-the-context-of-the-novel-coronavirus-(2019-ncov)-outbreak
http://www.phn-rsp.ca/sac-covid-ccs/wearing-masks-community-eng.php
http://www.phn-rsp.ca/sac-covid-ccs/wearing-masks-community-eng.php
https://masks4all.co/what-countries-require-masks-in-public/
https://masks4all.co/what-countries-require-masks-in-public/
https://www.cbc.ca/news/health/mandatory-masks-1.5615728
https://www.620ckrm.com/2020/08/20/masks-to-be-mandatory-for-regina-city-bus-passengers/
https://www.620ckrm.com/2020/08/20/masks-to-be-mandatory-for-regina-city-bus-passengers/


Version: August 2019    Letter | 4 

10. Nazeem Muhajarine and team. Social contours and COVID-19: Using metrics and data to guide 

the reopening and reintegration process in Saskatchewan. https://spheru.ca/covid-19/covid-19-

results.php 

11. Alberta Health Services. Rapid Review: Effectiveness of wearing masks to reduce spread of 

COVID-19 in the community. https://www.albertahealthservices.ca/assets/info/ppih/if-ppih-

covid-19-sag-mask-use-in-community-rapid-review.pdf   Accessed Aug 21, 2020. 

 
 

https://spheru.ca/covid-19/covid-19-results.php
https://spheru.ca/covid-19/covid-19-results.php
https://www.albertahealthservices.ca/assets/info/ppih/if-ppih-covid-19-sag-mask-use-in-community-rapid-review.pdf
https://www.albertahealthservices.ca/assets/info/ppih/if-ppih-covid-19-sag-mask-use-in-community-rapid-review.pdf

