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POSTAL HISTORY OF THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC IN CALGARY, ALBERTA
by  Dale Speirs

In late 2019, news began filtering out of China concerning a novel coronavirus severely afflicting humans unfortunate enough to be infected
with it.  In early 2020 the virus, now named COVID-19, began spreading rapidly through the world.  Although the actual numbers of infected
humans at that time were not even one percentage point of the population, the virus had a 10% fatality rate.  In March, governments around
the world, including Canada, began locking down their citizens and dynamiting their economies.  

By July, the infection rate seemed to be leveling off, and step by step governments allowed businesses to open.  There was a second wave
by October which caused reversals of the re-openings.  There was no consistency whatsoever in local and provincial government responses
in Canada.  Some jurisdictions required face masks as mandatory wear inside buildings while others didn’t.  Gatherings were restricted to
arbitrary numbers such as a maximum of 10, 50, or 100 people, with no consistency between one municipality and the next.  

The economic impact on Canada was worse than the Great Depression.  Canadian unemployment insurance applications were normally about
27,000 per week in a country with 37 million citizens.  In late March, 2 million Canadians applied for unemployment benefits during a two-
week period.  Economic activity fell by 30% and unemployment soared into double digits.  The federal government deficit was about $20
billion in 2019.  For the 2020 calendar year, it was over $400 billion, an unprecedented leap exceeding even the sudden spending when World
War Two was declared.

Essential businesses were allowed to continue operating, one of which was Canada Post.  This article looks at the response of Canada Post
and how businesses restarted, as illustrated with Calgary as an example.   In particular, many businesses desperate for customers began
sending unaddressed householder mail, a category often neglected by philatelists, yet of greater importance than letter mail, which was almost
extinct because of the Internet.

The time frame covered is to the end of 2021.
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INITIAL RESPONSES

On March 11, the World Health Organization officially declared the COVID-19 virus a pandemic.  On March 27, the Alberta government
declared a state of emergency and shut down schools, sports events, public gatherings, and non-essential businesses.  However even before
then many businesses had been responding by setting up social distancing measures to keep customers 2 metres apart inside the premises.
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Canada Post.

I get my mail at the Central
Post Office downtown at 6
Street SW and 5 Avenue.
I n i t i a l l y ,  l i k e  mo s t
businesses and government
agencies, jury-rig signs were
put up. 

I took this photo on March
17 showing the front door to
the CPO.  An enlargement of
the text is on the next page.
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A week later, Canada Post corporate
headquarters ordered reduced hours
for post offices, as seen by the new
signs on the door on March 24. 

Canada Post announced on March
23 that undelivered parcels would
not be returned to sender.  Signature
services were replaced by Knock,
Drop, and Go, where the letter
carrier or courier would not stop for
a signature [1].
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On March 25, I saw a clever use of mail bins to ensure social distancing by placing them across the front of the counters.  Customers had to
reach across to do their business.  These were soon replaced by tape marks on the floor, and transparent plastic shields were placed on the
counters. 
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Unfortunately I could not get a good photo of the
transparent shields for obvious reasons.  If you look
closely you can see the reflection of part of the shield
and the two white strings from the ceiling holding the
shield.
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THE EPOCH TIMES was an anti-Communist newspaper of the Falun Gong
organization distributed in Canada, normally as free copies in street boxes.
The newspaper management attempted to distribute a special 6-page issue via
the mails in the last week of April.  

A Toronto local of the Canadian Union of Postal Workers objected to the issue
on the grounds it was hate literature and refused to deliver it.  However the
ruling was that the issue wasn’t hate against Chinese but a political newspaper
criticizing the Chinese Communist Party about its handling of the virus  [4].

At left is the copy I received in my mail in Calgary.  Apparently the Calgary
CUPW local did not object.
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The following month another issue of THE EPOCH TIMES was sent, this time
without complaint.   I received my copy in the Calgary mail in the last week of May.

The problem re-occurred in 2021 January when two Regina posties were suspended
for refusing to deliver a subsequent issue [5].

In the first week of May, six cases of COVID-19 cases were reported amongst postal
workers at the Calgary Mail Processing Plant [2].  The CMPP continued to operate
with heightened sanitation and social distancing.  Because the facility was not
designed for it, this put a crimp in operations sorting and delivering speed.  All time-
sensitive guarantees were waived due to force majeure.  

The lockdown of businesses triggered a massive surge in online orders.  On May 19,
Canada Post had set an all-time record for parcel deliveries, 2.1 million parcels in a
day, exceeding even the Christmas rush [3].
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LATER RESPONSES

Canada Post.

Beginning in 2020 May, Canada Post began using a spray-on slogan as shown below.
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Calgary City Council
passed a bylaw mandating
compulsory face masks
inside non-residential
buildings and public
transit, which came into
effect on August 1, 2020.

The action was far too late
for any good it might have
done but nonetheless
Canada Post complied.  

T h i s  s i g n  w a s
photographed on August 5
showing the front door of
the Central Post Office.
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Jumping ahead, the provincial government removed
COVID-19 restrictions as of 2021-07-01, however the
City of Calgary delayed changes until four days later.
Confusingly, the City made masks still mandatory for
public transit but optional for businesses.  

The sign shown at left was photographed at the Central
Post Office on 2021-07-12.  Compare the text of the sign
with the sign on the previous page and note the subtle
difference.
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Floor markings at
Calgary Central Post
Office in June 2021.
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On 2020-08-24, while I was picking up my mail at the Central Post Office, a clerk asked me if I wanted to order any stamps between then
and December.  Because I buy large quantities to mail out the CALGARY PHILATELIST, as well as other items, she knew me as a regular.

She said that stamp supplies were no longer automatically shipped from the head office.  Accordingly we went over the stamp issue schedule
and I booked my orders with her for the rest of 2020. The schedule she had was a computer screen printout from an internal source, not the
publicly released information.  Canada Post’s public announcements were months behind.

Since the lockdown, I had been stockpiling commemoratives because they disappeared after a couple of weeks.  Yes, they could still be
ordered online, but that was a cumbersome process, with slow delivery.  The difficulties of stamp supplies were part of the invisible postal
history of the pandemic as supply lines broke down.

Another part of the Canada Post system that broke down was its bulletin DETAILS, which announced forthcoming stamp issues.  It was
normally published as both an online pdf and two different print versions, one mailed to past customers and the other distributed at post office
counters.  The latter were bilingual issues while the mailed versions were in the language preferred by the customer.

The April and May bulletins, numbers 3 and 4, were published only online as pdfs.  No print versions exist.  There followed a gap until late
August when a special unnumbered edition was issued in both pdf and print which recapitulated the two previous bulletins.  All the stamp
announcements were repeated and some additional text added.  I received a copy of the print version on August 25, although I saw the pdf
version online a few days prior.  There were no bilingual print versions set out on the counters.  The subscribers received a unilingual copy.

The next three pages show the covers of these three bulletins, as well as an explanatory message on page 2 about the situation from Jim
Phillips, Director of Stamp Services.
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The September issue followed the new pattern of an online pdf
version and a subscribers-only print version. The opening
message confirmed what was already obvious to philatelists, that
the stamp distribution network was running on one cylinder.

Some of the temporary changes made to the stamp program and
the way we distribute new issues to postal outlets remain in
effect until further notice.

The November issue once more repeated the message that the
only print copies would be the unilingual subscriber issues.
However, during the third week of November, the bilingual
version appeared in postal outlets across Calgary.  The bilingual
version contained the self-contradictory message that it wouldn’t
be published.
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The January 2021 issue of DETAILS indicated a slow return to
normality.
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The City Of Calgary.

The 2020 property tax bills were mailed out on June 1.  In addition to the bad news about taxes, the envelopes contained a brochure about
the pandemic.
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I live in Ward 11 of Calgary and received on April 2 an unaddressed householder mail item, both sides shown here and next page, a postcard
from a City councillor.
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Nursing Homes.

The majority
of COVID-19
fatalities were
initia l ly in
n u r s i n g
homes.  

This one, a
few blocks
f r o m  m y
house, sent out
unaddressed
householder
mail in middle
June.  

I t  w a s
designed to
look like a
postcard, with
a faux stamp
and cancel.
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RE-OPENING FOR BUSINESS

In July, the Alberta government initiated a complicated series of re-
opening protocols, often contradicted by municipalities.  There was
no single unified plan to restart the economy and it is impossible to
say that a particular date was the partial return to business.

Unaddressed householder mail was widely used by Calgary
businesses to announce themselves as back in operation.  On the next
several pages are examples of postcards received at my house in the
mail during 2020 July.
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This postcard showed the ugly effects of the pandemic on Calgary real estate.  Nationally, the situation was no better.
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Hotels.

During the pandemic, hotel vacancy rates ranged from 95% to 100%.  Most shut down.  During the re-opening phase, many hotels sent out
unaddressed postcards to solicit new business, as shown on the next few pages.



29

The hotels in the mountain parks adjacent to Calgary were desperate for business, and sent this unaddressed postcard to Calgarians. Note the
righthand side of the postcard.  The front side of this postcard is shown on the next page.
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THE SECOND WAVE

Schools re-opened in September 2020, which caused a minor increase in COVID-19 cases.  However, the second wave began in middle
October after Thanksgiving.  Despite warnings from health authorities, there were numerous gatherings of extended family and friends who
assembled from afar for turkey dinners.  Halloween parties at the end of the month further increased the infection rate.  By the third week of
October, a second wave was underway in Alberta, exceeding the counts of the first wave by a large margin.  The provincial government had
relaxed standards for social gatherings but on October 26 issued a ban on gatherings larger than 15 people, including family groups. 

A case example was demonstrated by the Calgary Philatelic Society.  Its monthly meetings and those of its study groups had been suspended
in March but replaced by Zoom meetings beginning in September.  The CPS also had a monthly auction.  When it seemed reasonable, the
auctions became the only live events of the club, held in September and October, using social distancing rules and face coverings.  The new
restrictions cancelled the November and subsequent auctions.

On the very day the ban was announced, the editor of the CALGARY PHILATELIST (myself), had just finished stuffing and sealing 170
envelopes of the November issue, which contained an announcement of a forthcoming auction.  It was unrealistic to open 170 envelopes to
slip in a cancellation notice and then re-seal them.  I resorted to an old Trodat rubber stamp kit I hadn’t used in years and put the cancellation
notice on the envelopes, as shown on the next page.  

I always mail a copy of each issue to myself with the rest so as to verify the speed of postal delivery.  The November issue was mailed October
28 at a Calgary retail postal outlet.  I received my copy the next day, as did other CPS members.  This indicated that despite the pandemic
Canada Post was back to normal speed.
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International mail slowed
to a crawl.  Here is a cut
piece from a parcel mailed
from England on October
24 by airmail, but not
received in Calgary until
December 17.  I suspect
that most of the delay was
at the British end.
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Regulations of the second wave required that
all businesses reduce their customer capacity
to 15% of rated capacity by the Fire Marshal.
This photo and closeup show the effect on the
Calgary Central Post Office.



35

PROTESTORS

The lockdown of the first wave had some people squawking but objections were largely minimal.  However, during the second wave the fringe
elements, egged on by Internet social media, began protesting and defying regulations.  The next two pages show the two sides of an
unaddressed postcard delivered to Calgary homes.

In 2020 November, the following unaddressed postcard was distributed in Calgary by a group opposed to masking.  As by then COVID-19
cases were soaring, the statistics were out-of-date but the fact that mandatory face covering bylaws made no difference to the second wave
was noticeable to the general public.  Nonetheless compliance with the bylaw was quite high in Calgary.
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CANADA POST: VANS AND BOOKLETS

This van was
seen on a
C a l g a r y
r e s i d e n t i a l
street in 2020
June.
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Canada Post began efforts in late 2020 to boost the morale of its employees by giving  each of its 68,000 employees two booklets of thank-you
stamps, not sold elsewhere.  Below left: the cover of the booklet.  Below right: the interior with 12 stamps.
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 In addition Canada Post painted some of its delivery vans in a similar style to the booklet.  I photographed this van outside the Central Post
Office on December 24.
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CANADA POST:  SPECIAL ISSUE POSTAL CARDS

Canada Post produced some postal cards during the pandemic which did not directly refer to the pandemic but were obviously related.  Some
were for communication by the organization, while others were for encouragement of letter writing by the general public.  It was noted by
Canada Post that non-philatelic sales of stamps increased as the pandemic progressed.  Since almost all parcels and express packages were
mailed with computer-printed labels, the conclusion was that the stamps were being used for letter mail.
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Canada Post sends out a Christmas postal card to its philatelic customers each year.  The 2020 card did not explicitly mention COVID-19
but the oblique references in the text of the greeting were clear to anyone receiving the card.
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In March 2021, Canada Post distributed a free prepaid postal card to every residential address in the country.  This was part of its campaign
to boost letter writing.  There were six basic designs, each in two variations of English inscription over French translation and vice versa,
making a total of 12 postal cards.  The cards were attached to publicity material and rouletted to be torn off for mailing.  The complete card
and text were 41 cm long by 12.5 cm high.  The reverse sides were the same for all the designs, as shown below.  The designs are shown on
the next six pages.
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Complaints were received in Calgary and elsewhere in Canada that homeowners did not receive the free postal cards.  I was one such
individual who never got a card.  With minimal publicity, Canada Post announced on a page buried inside its Website that residents who did
not get a card could apply for one as per the screenshots below.
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I received a postal card at my house on May 11, enclosed in a 8.5 x 5.5 envelope with a bilingual letter (both sides shown on next page).
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THE THIRD WAVE

The third wave of COVID-19 began in 2021 April and was worse than the two previous waves.  Both the federal government and the Alberta
provincial government stumbled about with arbitrary rules and vaccine distribution problems.  By early spring however, mass vaccinations
had started and the percentage of immunized population began ramping up.  Shown on this and the next page are the two sides of a postcard
sent by the Alberta government as unaddressed householder mail and received at my house on May 11.
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THE FOURTH WAVE

The third wave began fading in late June.  As was becoming a typical pattern, governments relaxed precautions in July.  As a result, the fourth
wave began in late August.  However, the difference was that the victims were almost entirely the unvaccinated.  Even though they were by
now a minority of the population, they quickly filled hospital beds.  Yet another emergency was declared and restrictions re-imposed.  

The Alberta government dithered but finally established a proof of vaccination programme, rolled out onto smartphones.  Citizens had to
register with their health care numbers and photo identification online.  As a check against fraud, the activation code for the certificates was
sent by real mail in September to the address of record.  The codes were mailed in envelopes as shown below.
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Health Canada decided to take advantage of the pandemic to scare the general public.  This unaddressed postcard was received by Calgarians
during the third week of November 2021.

<<<<   note COVID-19
             reference.
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PHILATELY

A flood of postage stamps were released by postal administrations around the world.  They are beyond the ken of this paper.  As did other
philatelists, I began collecting them as a topical.  I took the opportunity to create some philatelic covers to help illustrate the pandemic.

The Calgary Stampede is the world’s largest rodeo, with 1.4 million paid admissions in 2019.  Like many Calgary philatelists, I collect
Stampede postal history dating back to the first rodeo in 1912.  I was determined not to have a gap for the year 2020, so I created the cover
shown on the next page.  The Stampede Station postmark refers to a retail postal outlet next to the Stampede LRT station, not the actual
grounds themselves.

Additional covers are shown on subsequent pages and are self-explanatory.
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