Blocking Pain Without
Breaking Lives

By Diana Gifford
| hear paternal grumbling at what I’'m about to say. Dr. Gifford-
Jones often warned we are a “nation of wimps” when it comes
to pain. He believed we were losing the toughening effect that
Wordinary aches and setbacks once gave us. Furthermore, any-
“None who has run a marathon, climbed a mountain, or given birth
knows that discomfort can be part of life’s great achievements.
But we can agree that when pain becomes relentless, disabling, or overwhelming, medicine
should do better.
Here’s a familiar story. Mrs. B. arrived in the recovery room after surgeons repaired a frac-
tured hip. The operation was textbook. The pain was not. The medical team’s routine treat-
ment was an opioid. Within an hour Mrs. B. was comfortable. A few days later she was calling
for refills. Soon she was taking more than prescribed, feeling anxious when she tried to stop,
and sleeping poorly.
Older people may remember a time when pain was treated with what now seem like modest
tools: aspirin, codeine, local anesthetic, ice, rest, even hypnosis. None were perfect, but none
carried the dangerous seduction of modern opioids. When drugs such as oxycodone and
hydrocodone arrived, they were welcomed as miracles. They work by attaching to opioid
receptors in the brain and spinal cord, muting pain but also activating the brain’s reward sys-
tem, the same pathway that leads to craving and dependence.
What followed became one of the great public-health disasters of our time. Prescription opi-
oid use exploded in the 1990s and 2000s, fueled by aggressive marketing and the false belief
that these drugs were safe when prescribed by doctors. They were not. By 2017, about 2.1
million Americans were living with opioid use disorder, and nearly 48,000 died from overdos-
es in a single year. The economic cost exceeded a trillion dollars in health care, lost produc-
tivity, and broken families. Numbers like that cannot capture the grief of parents who lose a
child or the despair of people trapped by addiction that began with a prescription.
Last year, the U.S. Food and Drug Administration approved a new drug — suzetrigine — the
first truly new kind of painkiller in decades. It is not an opioid. It does not act on the brain.
Instead, it blocks pain at its source by targeting a protein on pain-sensing nerves called the
NaV1.8 sodium channel.

To explain, pain travels along nerves like electricity through a wire. Sodium channels are the
switches that allow that signal to fire. The NaV1.8 channel is found almost exclusively in
peripheral pain-sensing neurons, not in the parts of the brain that produce euphoria, addic-
tion, or breathing suppression. By blocking this channel, drugs like suzetrigine prevent pain
messages from ever reaching the brain, without the high or sedation.

Clinical trials show that suzetrigine reduces post-surgical pain compared with placebo. It
does not erase pain the way high-dose opioids do, but it takes the edge off in a way that
allows healing to begin. Side effects have mostly been mild itching or muscle spasms, not the
nausea, constipation, confusion, and addiction risk so familiar with narcotics. Other sodium-
channel blockers are now in development, including those that could quiet pain for weeks
after a single injection.

These new drugs may be costly. Insurance coverage may lag. They may not work for all
needs. And we may yet discover side effects. There is also the risk that a shiny new “non-
opioid” label could distract us from the value of physical therapy, exercise, and other non-drug
approaches.

Still, this is science worth watching. And hopefully of better help to people in need.

This column offers opinions on health and wellness, not personal medical advice. Visit
www.docgiff.com to learn more. For comments, diana@docgiff.com. Follow on
Instagram @diana_gifford_jones

Prioritizing Labour Market Needs Through 2026
International Student Application Allocation

TORONTO — In response to the federal government’s decision to further reduce the number of inter-
national students permitted to study in Canada in 2026, the Ontario government is continuing to allo-
cate Provincial Attestation Letters (PALs) to programs that prepare graduates for in-demand jobs and
strengthen Ontario’s workforce.
“Now more than ever, our government is focused on building a dynamic, highly skilled workforce that
will protect and drive our economy,” said Nolan Quinn, Minister of Colleges, Universities, Research
Excellence and Security. “As we have been since the beginning, we will continue to work alongside
our colleges and universities to ensure they can keep delivering the world-class education that
Ontario is proudly known for, enabling students to launch good-paying, rewarding careers that our
province needs to remain the most competitive jurisdiction in the G7.”
For 2026, Ontario has been allocated 104,780 PALs, which is capped at 70,074 permits for students
intending to study at Ontario’s postsecondary institutions. This marks a 42 per cent reduction from
2025, and the third straight year that Ontario’s allocation has been reduced. Starting this year, grad-
uate students at publicly assisted colleges and universities will not require a PAL but will be counted
under Ontario’s total cap for international study permits.
In determining its 2026 allocations, Ontario continues to prioritize programs that produce the gradu-
ates Ontario’s key industries need to thrive. As in previous years, publicly assisted colleges and uni-
versities will receive 96 per cent of the allocations, with the remaining 4 per cent going to Ontario’s
language schools, private universities and other institutions. Following the success of the midyear
voluntary return of unused PALs this year, Ontario will continue this practice in 2026, ensuring max-
imum usage of the province’s allocation.
Amid federal policy changes that continue to destabilize Canada’s postsecondary sector, the Ontario
government is making record setting investments into the province’s colleges, universities, and
Indigenous Institutes, including nearly $1 billion through Budget 2025 to fund over 100,000 more
seats in programs such as construction, teaching, nursing, and STEM. The government is also cur-
rently working alongside Ontario’s postsecondary partners to modernize the funding model into a
more responsive, sustainable, and future-ready framework.
Building on its 2025 allocation methodology, Ontario is protecting the integrity of the postsecondary
education system by ensuring the province is attracting the best and brightest students who will
make a positive impact in Ontario’s critical, economy driving sectors during their careers.

For 2026, Ontario has been allocated 104,780 PALs, a 42 per cent reduction from 2025, with a
cap of 70,074 permits for international students.

In 2025, Ontario was allocated 181,590 PALs, with a target of 116,740 permits.

In 2024, Ontario was allocated 235,000 PALs, with a target of 141,000 permits.

As of 2026, master’s and doctoral students applying to public colleges and universities are exempt
from the PAL requirement but will be included in overall cap allocation. Graduate students applying
to private institutions will continue to be subject to PAL requirements.

To acquire an attestation letter to study in Ontario, students should contact the admissions office
at the Ontario postsecondary institution where they have accepted their offer of admission and intend
to enrol.
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Government Supporting
Innovative Programs and Services in Ajax

AJAX — The Ontario government is providing two non-profit organizations in Ajax with $193,700
in funding this year through the Ontario Trillium Foundation's (OTF) Seed grant stream. The fund-
ing will help provide local residents with better access to the critical programs, services, activities
and spaces that make Ajax a great place to live, work and play.

“Our government believes local non-profit organizations enrich the lives of people in Ajax and play
an important role in building a strong and supportive community and prosperous economy. That
is why our government is proud to support these program and service providers through OTF’s
Seed grants, said Lorne Coe, MPP for Whitby and Parliamentary Assistant to the Minister of
Colleges, Universities, Research Excellence and Security, and Children, Community and Social
Services. “Organizations such as ASE Community Foundation and Big Brothers Big Sisters South
Durham and Northumberland are pillars of our community. This support will enable them to deliver
essential programming and better serve the people of Ajax, making a positive difference for years
to come.” OTF’s Seed grants help organizations build resilience and enhance their ability to deliv-
er programs and services that directly benefit community members. Grantees can use their fund-
ing to support organizational planning, pilot a new program and/or build their organizational
capacity to plan for future programs and services for the people of Ajax.

In Ajax, organizations receiving funding include:

» ASE Community Foundation - $99,300

- Big Brothers Big Sisters South Durham and Northumberland - $94,400

“In Ajax and all across Ontario, non-profit organizations are delivering critical programs that
empowers people to learn new skills, pursue rewarding careers and build meaningful connections
with their community,” said Stan Cho, Minister of Tourism, Culture and Gaming. “With this funding,
Ontario is protecting and supporting communities, while helping to ensure these non-profits can
strengthen their foundations and prepare for the future, so they can continue meeting the evolving
needs of Ontarians now and for years to come.”

The Ontario government has invested more than $792 million in over 7,300 projectssince 2018.
These investments have created more than 9,490 full time jobs and generated over $1.1 billion
in economic benefits for communities across the province.

"Thanks to this generous funding from Ontario Trillium Foundation, we can begin filling a critical
gap in our services by offering group programming for youth ages 6-10 on our waitlist. With rising
demand and long wait times for mentorship, this support means up to 45 children will have access
to the positive guidance and connection they’ve been waiting for. We are truly grateful for your
commitment to helping young people thrive."

- Melanie Stewart, Executive Director, Big Brothers Big Sisters of South Durham and
Northumberland

“We are grateful for the Ontario Trillium Foundation’s commitment to strengthening outcomes for
Black neurodivergent youth. This investment allows us to put our research into practice by build-
ing Black disability-affirming families, developing confident young leaders, and creating pathways
that dismantle the systemic barriers highlighted in our study.”

- Liza Arnason, Founder & Chair, Board of Directors, ASE Community Foundation

= The Ontario Trillium Foundation (OTF) is an agency of the Ministry of Tourism, Culture and
Gaming. Its mandate is to build healthy and vibrant communities across Ontario by investing in
community-based initiatives and strengthening the impact of the province’s non-profit sector.

= OTF programs support the arts, culture, heritage, sports and recreation, human and social serv-
ices, and environment sectors across the province.

New Programs and Services in Whitby

WHITBY — The Ontario government is providing three non-profit organizations in Whitby with
$172,800 in funding this year through the Ontario Trillium Foundation's (OTF) Seed grant stream.
The funding will help provide local residents with better access to the critical programs, services,
activities and spaces that make Whitby a great place to live, work and play.

“Our government believes local non-profit organizations enrich the lives of people in Whitby and
play an important role in building a strong and supportive community and prosperous economy.
That is why our government is proud to support these program and service providers through
OTF’s Seed grants,” said Lorne Coe, MPP for Whitby and Parliamentary Assistant to the Minister
of Colleges, Universities, Research Excellence and Security, and Children, Community and
Social Services. “Organizations such as L'Assemblée des communautés francophones de
I'Ontario, Durham-Peterborough, Sunrise Developmental Support Services and The Participation
House Project (Durham Region) are pillars of our community. This support will enable them to
deliver essential programming and better serve the people of Whitby, making a positive difference
for years to come.”

In Whitby, organizations receiving funding include: « L'Assemblée des communautés francopho-
nes de I'Ontario, Durham- Peterborough - $84,500 « Sunrise Developmental Support Services -
$13,100¢ The Participation House Project (Durham Region) - $75,200

OTF’s Seed grants help organizations build resilience and enhance their ability to deliver pro-
grams and services that directly benefit community members. Grantees canuse their funding to
support organizational planning, pilot a new program and/or build their organizational capacity to
plan for future programs and services for the people of Whitby.

“In Whitby and all across Ontario, non-profit organizations are delivering critical programs that
empowers people to learn new skills, pursue rewarding careers and build meaningful connections
with their community,” said Stan Cho, Minister of Tourism, Culture and Gaming. “With this funding,
Ontario is protecting and supporting communities, while helping to ensure these non-profits can
strengthen their foundations and prepare for the future, so they can continue meeting the evolving
needs of Ontarians now and for years to come.”

The Ontario government has invested more than $792 million in over 7,300 projects since 2018.
These investments have created more than 9,490 full time jobs and generated over $1.1 billion
in economic benefits for communities across the province.

“Thanks to the Ontario Trillium Foundation’s support, Sunrise will be able to build the internal
capacity needed to meet rising demand for our services. This funding allows us to create a
thoughtful strategic plan and modernize our policies and procedures, ensuring our programs
remain responsive, person-centred, and accessible. This investment directly strengthens our abil-
ity to support individuals with developmental disabilities today and well into the future.”

- Amber McKinley, Executive Director, Sunrise Developmental Support Services

"We are deeply grateful to the Ontario Trillium Foundation for their generous investment in our
Step-by-Step Parenting Program. Their support ensures parents with cognitive challenges will
have the opportunity to build confidence, develop skills, and thrive in their role as caregivers,
making a lasting difference in lives of these families.” - Michelle Brooks — Executive Director, The
Participation House Project (Durham Region)

“L’Assemblée des communautés francophones de I'Ontario, Durham-Peterborough, is grateful to
the Government of Ontario for this strategic support provided through the Ontario Trillium
Foundation’s Seed Grant. This funding represents a vital investment in strengthening access to
high-quality French-language services and supporting the vitality and well-being of the francoph-
one community in Whitby and the Durham Region. With this investment, our organization will be
able to expand its capacity, develop innovative programming, better meet the needs of the fami-
lies we serve, and continue advancing our commitment to building an inclusive, dynamic and
resilient community. We extend our sincere appreciation to MPP Lorne Coe and our partners for
their trust and continued support of Ontario’s francophone community.”

- Achille Fossi, PhD Chair, Assemblée des communautés francophones de I'Ontario Durham-
Peterborough



