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The COVID-19 Pandemic and SMEs: A Chronology of Developments 

The Canadian Federation of Independent Business (CFIB) has taken quick and vigorous action with 
respect to COVID-19 and its impact on SMEs. We are front and centre when it comes to sharing the reality 
facing small and medium-sized enterprises and self-employed workers.  

The actions we have taken and the outcomes we have achieved are outlined below in chronological 
order. 

Last update: March 26, 2020 

February 24 
 
As of February 24, CFIB was asking the Quebec government to provide emergency assistance for 
businesses that were already feeling – and that would be feeling – the impacts of the rail blockades and 
COVID-19.  
 
February 25  
 
Following the demands of various economic groups, including CFIB, the Quebec government's Minister 
of Economy and Innovation says he is ready to quickly launch a “911 loan” program. CFIB welcomes this 
good news. 
 
March 6 
 
CFIB writes to the Premier of Quebec and the Prime Minister of Canada to share the growing concerns 
of small business owners about the direct and indirect impacts of the COVID-19 virus. We made the 
following demands to the Premier of Quebec: 
 

 Provide relief from penalties and interest for late remittances of GST/HST and QST, and of health 
services fund (HSF) and CNESST premiums. 

 Press pause on routine audits. This process is already stressful for small business owners. 
 Set up a hotline to provide assistance to small businesses who may have to shut down temporarily 

or even permanently so that their employees can receive Employment Insurance (EI) benefits. 
 Consider additional relief measures for those experiencing significant impacts as with any other 

natural disaster. 
 

https://www.journaldemontreal.com/2020/02/24/de-laide-pour-les-entreprises-encore-demandee
https://www.journaldemontreal.com/2020/02/25/coronavirus-fitzgibbon-pret-a-lancer-un-programme-de-prets-911
https://www.journaldemontreal.com/2020/02/25/coronavirus-fitzgibbon-pret-a-lancer-un-programme-de-prets-911


 

March 11 
 
CFIB recognizes the steps taken by the federal government to support the economy and the provinces 
and territories in their fight against coronavirus. It should be noted that expanded access to the Work-
Sharing program and credit eligibility for struggling businesses was the government’s response to a CFIB 
demand. 
 
CFIB is active in the media and presents the economic impacts of COVID-19. On this same day, CFIB 
spokespersons appeared on two news programs: 24-60 and LCN. Both interviews can be seen online in 
their entirety; click here for 24-60 and here for LCN. 
 
March 12 
 
The Quebec government initiates daily public updates on COVID-19 and the measures it has adopted. 
 
CFIB sends letters to all provincial First Ministers and the Prime Minister of Canada informing them of its 
demands, particularly vis-à-vis COVID-19, and making the following recommendations: 
 

 Provide relief from penalties and interest for late remittances of GST/HST and QST and workers’ 
compensation premiums and other tax obligations. 

 Put planned increases of CPP/QPP on hold.  
 Press pause on routine audits. This process is already stressful for small business owners. 
 Continue to provide assistance to small businesses who may have to shut down temporarily or 

even permanently.  
 Consider additional relief measures for those experiencing significant impacts as with any other 

natural disaster. 
 
March 13 
 
The Quebec government announces the following measures: 
 

 Cancellation of all gatherings of more than 250 people; 
 Mandatory 14-day isolation for all civil service employees returning from a trip; 
 Voluntary 14-day isolation for everyone returning from a trip; 
 Closing of all educational institutions for two weeks.  

 
CFIB initiates a survey to determine the economic impact of COVID-19 on SMEs. 
 
March 14 
 
The Quebec government announces several new measures: 

https://www.cfib-fcei.ca/en/media/cfib-statement-federal-covid-19-funding-announcement
https://twitter.com/AMarieDussault/status/1237883925898211333
https://ici.radio-canada.ca/tele/24-60/site/episodes/457977/coronavirus-covid-19-trump-quarantaine
https://www.tvanouvelles.ca/emissions/le-19h/video/6140652963001
https://www.cfib-fcei.ca/en/media/small-businesses-issue-list-priorities-first-ministers
https://twitter.com/francoislegault/status/1238600729553711105/photo/1
https://twitter.com/francoislegault/status/1238907728170496000/photo/1


 

 
 Designation of the COVID-19 pandemic as a health emergency throughout the province; 
 A ban on visits to residential and long-term care centres and hospitals. 

 
March 15 
 
The Quebec government announces more new measures: 
 

 The closing of a number of businesses (including bars and gyms) and gathering places; 
 The closing of daycare centres, early childhood centres and schools; 
 A limitation of restaurant capacity to 50 per cent; 
 Public distancing (1 metre and, when symptoms are present, 2 metres). 

 
CFIB reacts by requesting emergency financial assistance. 
We ask the government to provide support to SMEs, self-employed workers and workers affected by the 
pandemic, and we underscore the importance of implementing the government measures to keep the 
virus from spreading further. Our demands receive media coverage. 
 
March 16 
 
The Quebec government announces help for people who have no safety net. It also asks employers to 
encourage teleworking and not to require employees to produce a doctor’s note. 
CFIB reacts positively because we had been asking for help for people with no social safety net. We 
reaffirm the importance of assisting SMEs and self-employed workers. 
CFIB signals the growing economic impacts of COVID-19 and the importance of government assistance. 
On this same day, CFIB spokespersons appeared on 24-60 and LCN. Both interviews can be seen online 
in their entirety; click here for 24-60 and here for LCN. 
 
March 17 
 
CFIB releases the results of its preliminary survey on COVID-19. Twenty-five percent of small firms are at 
risk. The economic assistance programs are reaffirmed. Explanations are presented in the media. 
The Quebec government announces business relief measures that meet CFIB’s demands: 
 

 A new deadline for submitting tax returns; 
 No penalty on deferred amounts owing; 
 Deferral of instalment payments that are due on June 15. 

 
CFIB welcomes this fiscal relief announcement. We ask that QST payments be included in these measures 
and that the government announce aid for SMEs and self-employed workers as soon as possible. 
CFIB asks the municipalities to adopt measures aimed at helping businesses. 

https://twitter.com/francoislegault/status/1239284521603936257/photo/1
https://www.cfib-fcei.ca/fr/media/covid-19-fermeture-des-lieux-de-rassemblement-la-fcei-implore-le-gouvernement-du-quebec
https://www.journaldemontreal.com/2020/03/15/aide-aux-entreprises--la-fcei-demande-a-quebec-dagir-rapidement
https://twitter.com/francoislegault/status/1239667548330823681/photo/1
https://twitter.com/francoislegault/status/1239687893272203264/photo/1
https://www.cfib-fcei.ca/fr/media/covid-19-le-programme-daide-temporaire-aux-travailleurs-en-isolement-salue-par-la-fcei
https://twitter.com/RadioCanadaInfo/status/1239698987281723394
https://ici.radio-canada.ca/tele/24-60/site/episodes/458306/coronavirus-covid-19-entrevue-frontieres-economie
https://www.tvanouvelles.ca/emissions/le-19h/video/6142135194001
https://www.cfib-fcei.ca/en/media/half-small-firms-report-drop-sales-due-covid-19-quarter-say-they-wont-survive-month-big-drop
https://www.tvanouvelles.ca/2020/03/17/un-quart-des-pme-pourraient-disparaitre-a-cause-de-la-covid-19
https://twitter.com/francoislegault/status/1239941674966581248/photo/1
https://www.cfib-fcei.ca/fr/media/covid-19-assouplissement-fiscal-du-gouvernement-de-quebec-enfin-un-peu-doxygene-pour-les-pme
https://www.cfib-fcei.ca/fr/media/covid-19-taxes-foncieres-la-fcei-demande-de-la-flexibilite-aux-municipalites


 

Our demands are picked up by the media. 
 
The responses of the municipalities are swift and positive: 
 

 Laval  
 Lévis 
 Quebec City 
 Longueuil 

 
March 18 
 
CFIB releases the results of its Business Barometer, reporting that small business confidence has taken 
its biggest tumble since the 2008 economic crisis. We reaffirm the importance of the economic measures. 
 
CFIB asks for relief measures regarding immigration and temporary foreign workers in the agricultural 
sector. These demands receive media coverage. The Premier of Quebec supports such relief measures 
and subsequently announces steps to implement them. The federal government announces a major plan 
for the economy and workers. 
 
CFIB is also pleased with the government’s announcement of a wage subsidy of 10 per cent of wages 
over the next 90 days, up to $1,375 per employee or $25,000 per employer. Unfortunately, the level of 
the subsidy needs to be far higher in order to help – closer to the 70-90 per cent levels announced in 
many European countries. 
 
On this same day, Gopinath Jeyabalaratnam appeared on CBC Radio One Montreal. This interview can be 
seen online; click here.  
 
March 19 

The City of Montreal introduces support measures to help SMEs cope with the COVID-19 crisis. 

 Deferral of the last tax instalment from June 1 to July 2; 
 A six-month moratorium on loans received through the PME MTL fund; 
 Creation of a $5 million emergency assistance fund to supplement financial help from other levels 

of government, and one-time assistance for the hardest hit small businesses; 
 The launch of a dedicated small business hotline as of March 20: 514-394-1793. 

 
CFIB comments these measures and uses the opportunity to ask other cities to follow suit. 

The Quebec government announces a program to help businesses cope with the crisis. It launches the 
Concerted Temporary Action Program for Businesses (PACTE), which offers a low interest rate loan or 
loan guarantee on a minimum funding amount of $50,000. 
 

https://www.journaldequebec.com/2020/03/18/covid-19-report-des-paiements-des-taxes-municipales-a-la-ville-de-quebec
https://courrierlaval.com/report-du-compte-de-taxes-et-fin-du-stationnement-alternatif/
https://www.ville.levis.qc.ca/accueil/salle-presse/actualite/article/des-actions-immediates-pour-les-citoyens-les-entreprises-et-les-organismes/
https://www.journaldequebec.com/2020/03/18/covid-19-report-des-paiements-des-taxes-municipales-a-la-ville-de-quebec
https://www.lecourrierdusud.ca/longueuil-reporte-dun-mois-les-paiements-de-taxes-municipales/
https://www.cfib-fcei.ca/en/media/business-barometerr-small-business-confidence-tumbles-amid-covid-19-outbreak
https://journalmetro.com/actualites/national/2430441/la-confiance-des-entreprises-canadiennes-au-plus-bas-depuis-2008/
https://www.cfib-fcei.ca/fr/media/covid-19-le-quebec-besoin-de-ses-travailleurs-agricoles-temporaires
https://www.lesaffaires.com/bourse/nouvelles-economiques/covid-19-l-upa-inquiete-des-travailleurs-bloques-aux-frontieres/616616
https://www.cfib-fcei.ca/en/media/cfib-statement-federal-covid-19-aid-measures-workers-and-businesses
https://www.cbc.ca/listen/live-radio/1-102-radio-noon-quebec/clip/15766373-the-federal-government-promises-help-and-one-outremont-resident-has-started-helping-others-too
https://montreal.ca/en/articles/covid-19-support-measures-montreal-businesses
https://journalmetro.com/actualites/montreal/2431005/montreal-reporte-le-versement-des-taxes-municipales/
https://www.cfib-fcei.ca/fr/media/covid-19-un-premier-pas-satisfaisant-de-montreal-pour-ses-pme-fragilisees
https://www.economie.gouv.qc.ca/ministere/actualites/actualites/?no_cache=1&tx_ttnews%5Btt_news%5D=24497&cHash=547f01ef12a92f6df43fbe005a393daf
https://www.investquebec.com/quebec/en/financial-products/all-our-solutions/Concerted-temporary-action-program-for-businesses.html


 

SMEs with an existing credit history can contact their banking institutions to take advantage of this 
program and will have a one-year time period before repayment is due. 

All government assistance is welcome in the current crisis. CFIB thanks the government for its sensitivity 
and proactivity and reiterates the measures that are needed to support SMEs. 

CFIB posts a page on its website dedicated to SMEs; this page lists support resources and describes the 
actions that we and the government are taking. 

March 20 

The CNESST announces relief measures for employers, giving them until August 31, 2020 to pay the 
CNESST premiums indicated on their Statement of Account. In addition, no penalties or interest will be 
charged during this period. CFIB had repeatedly called for government departments and agencies to 
adopt such flexibility. 

March 22 
 

Hydro-Québec announces that it will stop applying late fees for unpaid bills for all customers. This 
announcement follows a request made by CFIB on March 19. 
 
In an effort to further contain the spread of COVID-19, the Premier of Quebec announced the closing of 
all shopping centres, restaurant dining facilities and personal service businesses (hair and beauty salons). 
 

CFIB reiterated its requests for business assistance and proposed some new ideas. Specifically, it  pointed 
out the importance of adopting stronger economic support policies to help SMEs get through these 
weeks of lost income in order to avoid permanent business closings and job losses. 
 
March 23 
 

The Quebec government announces that all non-essential businesses must close for a two-week period. 
CFIB reacts swiftly to reaffirm its demands for government support to small and medium-sized 
enterprises; its reaction receives media coverage. 
 
March 24 
 

CFIB releases the results of its second COVID-19 survey. Sixty per cent of small firms have seen a 
significant drop in sales, with more than one in three reporting a reduction greater than 75 per cent. 
Explanations are given in the media. 
 

CFIB advocates for a 75 per cent wage subsidy for all employers, up to $5,000 per month per employee. 
A wage subsidy will also enable employers who have staff working at home to continue to pay them, 
even if business income is insufficient to cover wages. Such a subsidy would also help businesses survive 
and be ready to resume normal operations from the first day of recovery. 

https://montrealgazette.com/business/quebec-unlocks-2-5-billion-to-help-companies-weather-covid-19-storm/
https://www.lapresse.ca/affaires/economie/202003/19/01-5265515-quebec-annonce-un-plan-daide-durgence-de-25-milliards.php
https://www.lapresse.ca/affaires/economie/202003/19/01-5265515-quebec-annonce-un-plan-daide-durgence-de-25-milliards.php
https://www.newswire.ca/fr/news-releases/mesures-d-assouplissement-de-la-cnesst-pour-les-employeurs-et-les-travailleurs-dans-le-contexte-de-la-covid-19-893122865.html
http://news.hydroquebec.com/en/press-releases/1598/hydro-quebec-is-doing-more-for-its-customers/
https://www.cfib-fcei.ca/fr/media/covid-19-les-mesures-annoncees-par-quebec-soulageront-les-pme-vulnerables
https://www.journaldequebec.com/2020/03/22/en-directfrancois-legault-fait-le-point-sur-la-pandemie
https://www.journaldequebec.com/2020/03/22/en-directfrancois-legault-fait-le-point-sur-la-pandemie
https://www.journaldemontreal.com/2020/03/22/les-gouvernements-doivent-en-faire-plus-selon-la-fcei
http://www.fil-information.gouv.qc.ca/Pages/Article.aspx?aiguillage=diffuseurs&listeDiff=2&type=1&idArticle=2803232494
https://www.cfib-fcei.ca/fr/media/covid-19-il-faut-agir-maintenant-pour-sauver-les-pme
https://www.lapresse.ca/affaires/202003/24/01-5266156-fermeture-des-entreprises-non-essentielles-un-remede-qui-fait-mal.php
https://www.cfib-fcei.ca/en/media/nearly-third-small-businesses-may-close-within-month-without-more-covid-19-relief
https://www.tvanouvelles.ca/2020/03/24/compagnies-canadiennes--covid-19--sans-aide-additionnelle-ce-sera-lhecatombe
https://www.lesaffaires.com/secteurs-d-activite/general/la-subvention-salariale-federale-prevue-jugee-insuffisante--/616720


 

 
March 25 
 

CFIB releases its Business Barometer. March 2020 has turned out to be a month like no other in Canada’s 
economic history, with Canadian SMEs registering their lowest optimism levels since the Barometer was 
created 32 years ago. This level dropped from 60.5 in February to 30.8. Quebec experienced the sharpest 
drop in optimism this month, falling 44.5 index points to 15.7. CFIB reiterated the importance of 
governments providing more support to SMEs so that optimism can be restored once the crisis is over. 
 

The Government of Canada announced the establishment of a Canada Emergency Response 
Benefit (CERB) that will provide $2,000 per month to workers who have lost their jobs, including the self-
employed. CFIB welcomed the announcement and reiterated the urgency of adopting a wage subsidy to 
help SMEs, as has been done in a number of jurisdictions. Our reaction receives media coverage. 
 
March 26 
 

Constantly advocating for SME owners and managers, CFIB again brought pressure to bear on the issue 
of rents. It also stressed the importance of implementing programs that can be easily accessed by SME 
leaders. 

https://www.tvanouvelles.ca/2020/03/25/indice-de-confiance-des-pme--les-patrons-broient-du-noir-1
https://www.cfib-fcei.ca/en/media/cfib-statement-canada-emergency-response-benefit
https://teams.microsoft.com/dl/launcher/launcher.html?url=%2f_%23%2fl%2fmeetup-join%2f19%3ameeting_YTdiNDhiY2ItZjNjZC00Mzc2LWFiMTQtYmI5YjlkZDFiOWQ5%40thread.v2%2f0%3fcontext%3d%257b%2522Tid%2522%253a%25223e9a5a52-2258-4bbf-89b6-7c133edf9ef6%2522%252c%2522Oid%2522%253a%25225ed281bb-3f80-4e41-a58c-024cc9fd9f90%2522%257d%26anon%3dtrue&type=meetup-join&deeplinkId=d7c7b5f4-d8f6-4f63-97a5-a759a7921544&directDl=true&msLaunch=true&https://globalnews.ca/news/6733276/montreal-business-owners-struggle-coronavirus/=true&suppressPrompt=true
https://journalmetro.com/actualites/national/2432882/coronavirus-des-commercants-peineront-a-payer-le-loyer-du-mois-davril/
https://journalmetro.com/actualites/national/2432882/coronavirus-des-commercants-peineront-a-payer-le-loyer-du-mois-davril/
https://www.ledevoir.com/economie/575754/coronavirus-ces-pme-qui-ont-du-s-ajuster-en-un-temps-record

