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“We were facing an extremely complex biological challenge 
that had such far-reaching impacts for all countries, for our 
families, for the way we work, for everything essentially,” 
says Jennifer McCrank, Director of the COVID-19 Secretariat. 

The COVID-19 Secretariat supports the efforts of the  
ADM/DG Task Team, a group of ADMs and DGs who have 
volunteered to steer the department’s COVID-19 response. 
Both the ADM/DG Task Team and the Secretariat have been 
involved directly in key decision-making since the start of 
the pandemic, and still continue to play a critical role. 

Formerly the Director of Greening and Environmental 
Programs, Jennifer assumed the leadership role with 
ECCC’s COVID-19 response in the spring of 2020. 

“My background in science and health policy has helped 
me integrate diverse scientific, public health and policy 
information so that we can be proactive and stay ahead  
of potential issues,” she explains. “This work speaks to my 
core values of making decisions based on facts, protecting 
those I care about, and doing what is morally right.” 

Since the spring, Jennifer has led a small diverse team with 
experts in emergency management and policy, which has 
been at the epicentre of the department’s internal 
response to the pandemic. 

When asked what she was most proud of in relation to her 
work with the Secretariat, Jennifer was quick to point out 
the hard work and dedication of her colleagues. 

“It was truly an impressive collaborative effort with people 
stepping up to volunteer their time, experience, and 
expertise to support their colleagues,” she beams. “I am 

proud to work at ECCC because we have the opportunity 
to use science to understand complex issues, and provide 
policy based on sound evidence.”  

According to Jennifer, ECCC’s approach is evidence-based, 
draws on current public health advice, is inclusive of all 
branches, and above all – focused on the well-being of  
our #ECCCFamily.

“All of the decision-making has been focused on health 
and safety, in line with the most recent public health 
advice from our colleagues in Public Health Agency of 
Canada, Health Canada, Treasury Board, the Privy Council 
Office, and the provinces and territories as well as 
international advice. Employee safety is always the  
base line,” she asserts. 

“Of course, there were tough decisions,” she admits.  
“The potential impact was so widespread. Decisions had 
the potential to affect people’s entire lives and that of their 
families, so we had to be cautious, and involve all parts  
of the department in the decision-making.”

Whether keeping abreast of the ever-changing COVID-19 
context, and applying it to policy or collaborating with 
Health Canada and subject-matter experts at ECCC, 
Jennifer’s work with the Secretariat has been multi- 
faceted and complex. 

In addition to supporting the ADM/DG Task Team, the 
Secretariat is also the key link between the branches, 
working groups and senior leadership. 

“We are very fortunate to have competent leaders here. 
Our leadership supported us, and people really rallied  
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for the cause,” Jennifer says. “I was moved to see so many 
people willing to help their work family, and to dedicate 
their days, nights and weekends to keeping them safe.  
No complaints, just action.”

She found the experience very humbling: “Everyone at 
ECCC takes their jobs so seriously, I have personally been 
amazed by the critical services staff who have been going 
into their worksites across Canada since the start of  
the pandemic.”

Despite her success in her new role, Jennifer, like many of 
us, has struggled with the transition to working from home 
and the accompanying isolation. 

“As a social person and extrovert, I had a hard time with 
the disconnect,” she confesses. “It was difficult not seeing 
people in the halls, not being able to have regular chats, 
but it is a very small price to pay and you have to see the 
bright side! Now, there is a core group of people that I’ve 
come to know in different ways than I would have in the 
office. Plus, I get to see their kids and their pets during 
online meetings and calls!”

In addition to forging new kinds of bonds with her 
colleagues, Jennifer’s two dogs have helped her cope  
with the new work setting.  

“You know, I’ve always wondered what it would be like to 
have my dogs in the office, sleeping under the desk, but I 
brought the office to them,” she says with a chuckle. 

When asked about her hopes for the future, Jennifer said 
she hopes we stay safe as an entire workforce, and prays 
for the health of our families. She wishes for us that we can 
stay motivated, and see the light at the end of the tunnel.

“We’re going to make it,” she says with a smile. “For me,  
it all depends on your outlook. You’ve got to stay positive, 
one step at a time, and take care of what you can control. 
That’s how you cope. Even though what we deal with is 
very serious, you have to smile and stay positive.”

Furthermore, she iterates that “much remains to be done 
in the year ahead, we must not let our guard down. We are 
seeing new variant strains emerging in the United Kingdom 
and South Africa. We are committed to continuing to get 
the best public health advice to ensure the safety and 

health of our staff. We have a great opportunity ahead  
of us to learn from this event, and be even more ready  
for the next public health emergency. From new ways  
of working to applying our lessons learned, we can never 
be prepared enough!”

Lastly, we asked Jennifer what she has learned in  
this new role.

“This experience has been invaluable and very rewarding 
from a personal perspective,” she tells us. “The folks I’ve 
met have shown me that rising to the occasion comes 
naturally when your colleagues and friends need 
protecting. I have a sincere appreciation for our critical 
services staff, Human Resources, Communications, and 
Corporate Services. I am privileged to work with a team 
that accomplished so much in such a short time under the 
pressure and stress of a pandemic. And I think that applies 
to most people in the department. I’m honoured to be a 
part of it.”

“And, one more thing,” she added. “A special thanks to  
my bosses, who often don’t get any thanks, but very much 
deserve it. They are up at night thinking about us and how 
to keep us safe.”

Editor’s note: With Jennifer going on maternity leave in 
March 2021, we would like to wish her good luck, health 
and happiness for the baby that is on the way.

Got a COVID-related story that you think we should feature?
Write to us at ec.communicationsinternes-internalcommunications.ec@canada.ca
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