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Republicans have argued that the measures taken to slow the spread of COVID-19 will 

create economic consequences too serious to justify the number of lives saved. Are they right? We 

do the math.  

The lieutenant governor of Texas Dan Patrick believes older people would rather put their 

lives at risk than cause a shutdown which will affect the economy. In an interview with Tucker 

Carlson, he stated:  

Let's get back to work. Let’s get back to living. Let’s be smart about it. 

[…] 

 And those of us who are 70 plus, we’ll take care of ourselves. But don’t sacrifice 

the country.1 

Patrick’s comments echo those of President Donald Trump, who stated:  

We can’t have the cure be worse than the problem 

[…] 

We have to open our country because that causes problems that, in my opinion, 

could be far bigger problems.2 

Are they right?      

 
1 See Paul J Weber, “Texas' Lieutenant Governor Says US Should Get 'Back to Work'”, ABC News (24 March 

2020), online: <abcnews.go.com/Health/wireStory/texas-lieutenant-governor-us-back-work-69764597> . 

2 See By Jill Colvin, Josh Boak & Ricardo Alonso-Zaldivar, “Trump: 'We Can't Have the Cure Be Worse Than the 

Problem'”, RealClearPolitics (24 March 2020), online: 

<www.realclearpolitics.com/articles/2020/03/24/trump_we_cant_have_the_cure_be_worse_than_the_problem_1427

50.html> . 
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The Value of a Human Life 

 How much is a human life worth? This is a fundamental question, and asking it makes 

many uncomfortable. Yet the law and economics movement has long been able to place at least an 

approximate value on human life. While this is not a forum to review the literature on these points, 

it is worth mentioning that a robust law and economics framework which values human lives and 

is applied thoughtfully and humanely can help eradicate discrimination and particularly benefit 

those who have been historically marginalised.3 Such a framework can also provide an apolitical, 

objective justification for government regulation which saves and betters lives.4 Canadian and 

American government regulators routinely assign a value to human life to decide whether the 

benefits of a proposed regulation outweigh its costs.5 Former President Barack Obama tapped Cass 

Sunstein, a professor at Harvard Law School (and the most cited legal scholar in modern history),6 

 
3 See generally Cass R Sunstein, Valuing Life: Humanizing the Regulatory State (Chicago: University of Chicago 

Press, 2014). 

4 See generally Cass R Sunstein, “Cost-Benefit Default Principles” (2001) 99:7 Mich L Rev 1651. 

5 See generally Cass R Sunstein, “The Value of a Statistical Live: Some Clarifications and Puzzles” (2013) 

Regulatory Policy Program Working Paper RPP2013-18 at 3-4 and “An Estimation of the Economic Impact of 

Spousal Violence in Canada, 2009”, online: Department of Justice Canada <www.justice.gc.ca/eng/rp-pr/cj-jp/fv-

vf/rr12_7/p43.html> . 

6 See Brian Leiter, “Ten Most-Cited Law Faculty in the United States for the Period 2013-2017” (14 August 2018), 

online: Brian Leiter's Law School Reports <leiterlawschool.typepad.com/leiter/2018/08/ten-most-cited-law-faculty-

in-the-united-states-for-the-period-2013-2017.html> . 
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to lead his regulatory efforts during his first term in office.7 Sunstein is a strong proponent of 

putting a value on human life. 

 On this topic, Sunstein recently stated:  

[I]n this regard that the Department of Transportation, building on that literature, 

adopted a revised VSL [value of a statistical life] estimate of $9.1 million in 2013, 

with suitable adjustments for future years. That estimate fits with existing      

understandings in the technical literature, which has become increasingly refined 

over time.8 

This amounts to approximately 10 million US dollars in 2020. Let us use this figure in our 

calculations. 

Cost-Benefit Analysis 

 How many lives will be saved by the measures adopted by the United States government? 

Sophisticated modelling by Imperial College suggests some 2.2 million Americans could die under 

a “do-nothing” scenario.9 Current projections from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 

 
7 See “White House Author: Cass Sunstein”, online: The White House: President Barack Obama 

<obamawhitehouse.archives.gov/blog/author/cass-sunstein> . 

8 See Sunstein, “The Value of a Statistical Live: Some Clarifications and Puzzles”, supra note 4 at 3-4. 

9 See Mark Landler & Stephen Castle, “Behind the Virus Report That Jarred the U.S. and the U.K. to Action”, The 

New York Times (17 March 2020), online: <www.nytimes.com/2020/03/17/world/europe/coronavirus-imperial-

college-johnson.html> . 
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suggest up to 240,000 Americans could die with the current prevention measures.10 This leaves us 

with approximately 2 million lives saved.  

 2 million lives saved, valued at 10 million dollars per life, is an aggregate benefit of 20 

trillion dollars. The stimulus plan enacted by Congress to combat the effects of the pandemic is 

valued at some 2.2 trillion dollars, or 10% of GDP.11 The cost of boosting the economy during the 

business closures and the impact of the other measures taken to combat the pandemic is much 

lower than the aggregate benefit. Upon subtracting the value of the stimulus plan from that of the 

lives saved, we are left with a net benefit of just under 18 trillion dollars.  

 Even if we accept that, as some have argued, at least another similar-sized capital injection 

will be necessary,12 we are left with a significant aggregate net benefit of 16 trillion dollars. Finally, 

while the value of the bill may act as a proxy for the significance of the projected economic 

consequences, it is not an exact mirror of these consequences.      Nonetheless, the bill is triple the 

size of the stimulus bill enacted in 2008-09.13 Additionally, even if we take into account further 

economic consequences, we will be left with net aggregate benefits. The economy would need to 

unrealistically slow down for these benefits to disappear. Indeed, the United States gross domestic 

 
10 See Justine Coleman, “CDC Director Predicts Lower Death Toll Than Previously Forecasted”, The Hill (7 April 

2020), online: <thehill.com/policy/healthcare/public-global-health/491546-cdc-director-predicts-lower-death-toll-

than-forecasted> .  

11 See Phil Lord & Lydia Saad, “Tackling the COVID-19 Pandemic” (2020) SSRN Working Paper, online: 

<ssrn.com/abstract=3554436> at 9-10. 

12 Ibid at 18. 

13 Ibid at 9-10.  
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product is some 22 trillion dollars. Some have argued that the economy could slow down by 24% 

of GDP in the second quarter of 2020,14 yet we would need to observe a slowdown of over 80% 

through 4 quarters to wipe out the aggregate net benefits. 

Applying this Model to Canada 

The same is true in Canada. Under a no-action model, the virus could affect 70% of 

Canadians.15 In a country of almost 38 million,16 this represents 26.6 million people. Assuming a 

death rate of 3.4%17 and 20,000 deaths if strong measures are taken,18 some 885,000 lives would 

be saved. Canadian regulators often use VSL estimates from the United States in their 

calculations.19 Using an exchange rate of .72 USD to CAD, each life saved is worth some 14 

 
14 See Alexandra Scaggs, “The U.S. Economy Could Contract by 24% Next Quarter, Goldman Sachs Says”, 

Barron’s (20 March 2020), online: <www.barrons.com/articles/u-s-economy-could-contract-by-24-next-quarter-

goldman-sachs-says-51584713292> . 

15 See Sharon Kirkey, “Coronavirus Could Infect 35 to 70 Per Cent of Canadians, Experts Say”, The National Post 

(10 March 2020), online: <nationalpost.com/news/canada/coronavirus-could-infect-35-to-70-per-cent-of-canadian-

population-experts-say> . 

16 See “Population and Demography Statistics”, online Statistics Canada <www.statcan.gc.ca/eng/subjects-

start/population_and_demography> . 

17 See Nidhi Subbaraman, “Why Daily Death Tolls Have Become Unusually Important in Understanding the 

Coronavirus Pandemic” (9 April 2020), online: Nature <www.nature.com/articles/d41586-020-01008-1> . 

18 See Amanda Connolly, “With Strong Controls, Canada Could See 11,000 to 22,000 Coronavirus Deaths: 

Officials”, Global News (9 April 2020), online: <globalnews.ca/news/6798818/coronavirus-national-model-

canada/> . 

19 See e.g. “An Estimation of the Economic Impact of Spousal Violence in Canada, 2009”, supra note 5. 
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million Canadian dollars. This gets us an aggregate benefit of just under 12.5 trillion Canadian 

dollars. Since the stimulus plan in Canada is worth some 202 billion Canadian dollars,20 the 

COVID-19 containment measures generate significant net aggregate benefits. Under this model, 

the Canadian economy, with a gross domestic product of just under 2 trillion Canadian dollars, 

could not slow down enough to wipe out these benefits. 

President Donald Trump and other prominent Republicans were therefore categorically 

wrong to suggest that the measures taken to slow the spread of COVID-19 will create economic 

consequences too serious to justify the number of lives saved. While all of the numbers used here 

are estimates, there is significant consensus in the literature regarding the approximate cost of a 

human life. Even if any of the data used is significantly inaccurate, the margins that make the 

benefits of the measures outweigh their costs are too large for any doubt to linger. 
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20 See Lord & Saad, supra note 10 at 9. 
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