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OTTAWA PEOPLE'S COMMISSION

Overview

“There was so much that went wrong and
was overlooked during this occupation.
There was so much hate and violence on
display. It was upsetting for our elders to
see such disrespect for our ceremonies
and for the protocols that are to be
followed in our territory. There was so
much misinformation. Communication
was poor and people were so fearful. This
should not have happened. We must learn
from this experience. We must listen

to the people who went through it. We
must make changes so that we do not go
through something like this again.”

— Sheldon Kiishkens Ross McGregor, Kitigan Zibi

Anishinabeg First Nation'
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OCCUPATION AND HUMAN RIGHTS
ABUSE

Throughout most of February 2022, the thousands
of people who live and work in downtown Ottawa
endured several weeks of widespread human rights
abuse, amidst a climate of threats, fear, sexual
harassment and intimidation marked by racism,
misogyny, antisemitism, Islamophobia, homophobia,
transphobia, and other expressions of hate and
intolerance. The impact was, inevitably, greatest on
the most vulnerable individuals and communities.

All of this was the consequence of a self-described
Freedom Convoy of protesters, many of whom
arrived and remained in big rig trucks, pickups and
other vehicles and took over and blocked the streets
and neighbourhoods of downtown Ottawa for much
of the month. It was by any measure unprecedented;
nothing remotely similar had ever before occurred

in the city. The United We Roll pro-pipeline protest
in 2019, which had similarly brought trucks to
Parliament Hill, stayed in the capital for two days and
had nowhere near the same disruptive impact.

On Saturday, January 29, 2022, hundreds of
Freedom Convoy vehicles and thousands of
protesters converged on downtown Ottawa. Convoy
participants had come from communities across
the country, initially motivated by opposition to the

' Sheldon McGregor is an apprentice in the Sacred Fire Ceremony and works with Algonquin Nation elders in transmitting
knowledge through traditional processes. He offered a welcoming prayer at the first public hearing of the Ottawa People's

Commission on the Convoy Occupation on September 21, 2022.



COVID-19 vaccine mandate for commercial truckers
crossing the Canada/US border. Trucks had been
making their way to Ottawa for about ten days
before they arrived, gathering more participants and
supporters as they advanced across the country.
While convoy organizers claimed there was diversity
among the participants and supporters, and that
was true to a limited extent, it is clear that the
overwhelming majority of people involved in the
protests were white males.

As the national capital, Ottawa is accustomed to
frequent protests and major outdoor public events
such as Canada Day celebrations, including many
that are large and disruptive. Residents and local
businesses accept and even welcome that. As the
Freedom Convoy assembled in central Ottawa,
focused on Parliament Hill and the surrounding area,
Ottawa police indicated that like other large-scale
protests they were anticipating this one to continue
through that weekend and then to largely dissipate.
That proved to be far from the case, an outcome that
was likely foreseeable given the information that had
been circulating on various social media channels

in advance of the convoy's arrival. Instead, an
entrenched occupation had begun.

A large swath of the city's downtown core, extending

to other parts of the city as well, would remain overrun

for more than three weeks, under circumstances that
many residents described as a siege or occupation.
As the convoy evolved, its demands grew beyond
opposition to cross-border vaccine mandates for
truckers to include a wide range of issues related to
COVID public health protocols and other grievances.
While the protest was directed at the federal
government, many of the demands related to matters
more relevant to provincial governments. There was
even a memorandum of understanding released

by some convoy leaders calling on the federal
government to be replaced by a combination of
convoy organizers, opposition parties, the Senate and
the Governor General.

Ottawa is located in the unceded and unsurrendered
lands of the Algonquin Anishinabeg people. However,
convoy organizers did not reach out to or consult
with Algonquin elders about their plans to occupy the
city’s downtown core. Indigenous and non-Indigenous
participants in the convoy carried out various
ceremonies, in Confederation Park and elsewhere.
But they did not first consult with or respect the ways
of local elders. Members of local First Nations and
other Indigenous peoples who live in the Ottawa area
were particularly upset to see slogans and symbols
that are sacred or important to Indigenous peoples,
including posters and flags carrying the message of
“Every Child Matters’; visibly displayed on trucks and
elsewhere in the convoy.

It did not take long before many streets were
completely blocked by trucks and were entirely
unnavigable. Driveways and entrances to residential
parking garages were inaccessible. Essential public
transport throughout the area, including the vitally
important Para Transpo used by the elderly, and
people with disabilities and other mobility limitations,
was either cancelled or substantially reduced.

Residents expected and assumed that they would
be protected and assisted by police and other public
officials. Instead, they felt abandoned. They watched
as trucks were directed into the downtown or to

the parking lot at the City-owned baseball stadium
on Coventry Road in Overbrook. They looked on as
police and bylaw officers took no action to enforce
noise, parking and various public safety bylaws or

to intervene in or follow up on reports of incidents
involving threats, racism and assaults. They witnessed
friendly exchanges between some members of the
police and convoy participants, while their own
approaches to police for assistance were often met
with indifference or an indication that they could do
nothing as they were awaiting orders.



Instead, residents were left to cope with a chaotic and
dangerous situation largely by relying on their own
resources, mobilizing to support each other through
friendships and neighbourhood networks, bolstering
public safety through community walks and patrols
and even hiring private security, and organizing their
own counter-protests to dissuade or block more
trucks from entering the downtown core and joining
the occupation. Pro-bono lawyers worked with

the community to bring a court application for an
injunction to halt the blaring of truck horns.

Many people were forced to make difficult choices
between not going outside, and virtually imprisoning
themselves in their home, or leaving their home

and neighbourhood to stay with friends and family
elsewhere if that was an option. Those choices were
most acute for those facing the greatest vulnerability
or heightened risk of abuse, including people with
disabilities, people dealing with mental health
challenges, the elderly, and women, racialized, and
2SLGBTQIA+ individuals.

Not only did residents feel abandoned, they found

it difficult if not impossible to obtain reliable official
information providing updates about the constantly
evolving security situation, so that they could make
informed decisions about whether and where it was
safe to go out, and what to expect next. Even business
owners and staff with the Business Improvement
Areas that support them were unable to obtain
accurate, meaningful and current information from
officials, to help them make appropriate decisions
about whether to remain open and how best to ensure
the safety of customers and employees.

Instead, residents and business owners had to piece
together their own information through media reports,
social media channels, informal community networks,
and word of mouth. Many people were left feeling
uninformed about what was happening, adding to the
anxiety and confusion they were experiencing.

Over the weeks of the occupation residents and
businesses had to contend with incessant blaring

of truck horns at harmful decibel levels, noxious
diesel fumes from idling truck engines, verbal and
physical taunts and assaults for wearing masks in
public settings, racist, homophobic, transphobic and
misogynist threats and insults, and exposure to flags,
banners and signs with hateful, antisemitic and racist
symbols, including swastikas and Confederate flags,
and obscene messages such as F__ Trudeau. They
lived in fear about the dangers posed by propane
tanks in close proximity to open fires, barbecues and
fireworks, and the uncertainty of knowing whether
firearms or other weapons were hidden in any of the
trucks.

The disruption to people's lives was extensive. Vital
support agencies working with vulnerable groups,
including people with disabilities, the elderly, and
street-involved populations, suspended or scaled
back their operations. Churches and other religious
institutions assisting homeless populations suspended
or scaled back programs because of concerns about
the safety of their clients, volunteers and staff.

A significant number of grocery stores, pharmacies
and other businesses offering essential services
closed. That had implications for people's ability to
get food and renew prescriptions. Deliveries were
also cancelled and curtailed, which had serious
implications, for example, for people depending on
home delivery of oxygen supplies. Many people had
to cancel medical and other crucial appointments,
either because offices were shut or it was impossible
or too frightening and intimidating to travel to the
appointment. More widely, a substantial number

of restaurants, shops and other businesses had to
close due to the combined impact of access to their
premises being blocked and concerns about public
safety.



Many residents in the area have been working from
home or are university and college students attending
online courses during the COVID-19 pandemic. They
found it virtually impossible to take part in online
meetings and classes, particularly given the noise
from the horns.

There was an alarming impact on the mental health

of residents throughout central Ottawa. People
experienced dramatically heightened levels of anxiety
and depression, particularly from the combined impact
of being trapped in their home, the incessant noise, a
menacing and dangerous atmosphere on the streets
around them, and feeling abandoned by authorities.
All of that built on existing mental health challenges
arising from COVID-related public health restrictions
and social isolation over the previous two years. Many
people had thoughts of and even attempted suicide.

The occupation had serious implications for the safety
and well-being of children and young people. Convoy
participants demonstrated in front of a daycare.

Nazi flags were seen on display near schools. Some
schools had to close because of safety concerns. The
exhaust from trucks parked very close to the windows
of one school gave rise to serious health concerns for
students and teachers inside. And a truck laden with
fuel and combustible materials parked adjacent to a
high school constituted an even greater threat.

The impact extended as well to the health and
well-being of people’s pets, for whom the noise

and the inability to go outside became a source of
disorientation and stress. That was cruel and harmful
for the pets, and also a source of considerable anguish
for their owners, often adding to mental health
challenges.

All of this, yet residents describe being repeatedly
gaslighted about their experiences. Numerous public
officials, including senior police officers, frequently
referred to the protests as being peaceful or mainly
peaceful. There were many comments in social media
and elsewhere suggesting that anyone who chooses

to live in downtown Ottawa should expect and be
ready to cope with the disruption of protests in the
nation's capital.

Convoy organizers insisted it was unfair to blame
them and other protesters for any “unauthorized”
racist or hateful flags or banners displayed at the
protests. They instead described the protests as being
overwhelmingly positive and marked by a spirit of
celebration and unity. To the extent that organizers
recognized some detrimental impact on downtown
residents they insisted the blame lay not with them
but with the federal government for having imposed
vaccine mandates and refusing to meet with protest
leaders.

Other Freedom Convoy blockades and protests
followed in other parts of the country, particularly at
Canada/US border crossings. That included blocking
the Ambassador Bridge, linking Windsor, Ontario

and Detroit, Michigan, between February 7 - 13, and
the border crossing between Coutts, Alberta and
Sweetgrass, Montana between January 29 - February
15.

As it became clear that the police, particularly
Ottawa's municipal police, were unprepared and
unable to respond to the magnitude of the threats
associated with the convoy and as concerns mounted
about the economic consequences of blocked border
crossings, Prime Minister Justin Trudeau took the
extraordinary step of invoking the federal Emergencies
Act on February 14. It was the first time that legislation
had been used since its adoption in 1988.

A mass policing operation, involving the RCMP,
Ontario Provincial Police, the Ottawa Police Service,
and other police forces, began concerted enforcement
action on February 17 and by the evening of February
19 protesters had been largely dispersed in downtown
Ottawa. On February 21, the House of Commons
approved the government’s earlier decision to invoke
the Emergencies Act. The Act was subsequently lifted
by the Prime Minister at 5 pm on February 23.



ESTABLISHMENT AND MANDATE OF
THE OTTAWA PEOPLE'S COMMISSION

The Ottawa People’s Commission on the Convoy
Occupation (OPC) was launched in June 2022,
motivated by a widely felt need for healing and
accountability in the aftermath of the convoy
occupation. As community members came together,
it became clear that there was still extensive trauma,
stemming from the harms people had experienced
and their feeling of having been abandoned. There
was also frustration that official reviews launched by
governments did not offer a space for community
members to share their experience and provided little
opportunity to hold governments to account for their
failure to protect the rights of residents, workers and
business owners.

OPC has operated as a program of the Centretown
Community Health Centre (CCHC), which has worked
with local residents to bring this vision of a People’s
Commission to life.

The OPC's mandate is to provide local residents with

a venue to share their personal experiences of the
convoy's impact on their lives and livelihoods and to
offer recommendations as to steps that would avoid or
minimize the risk of a similar ordeal in the future.

The OPC does not officially oppose or support the
Freedom Convoy itself. As such, Commissioners
made it clear to people making presentations that
there would be no debate about vaccine science and
mandates, or about masking and other public health
protocols. The Commission required individuals
providing information to be members of the Ottawa/
Gatineau community who were impacted by the
convoy occupation, and asked that they focus on
that community impact in their presentations and
submissions.

The OPC's four Commissioners, Leilani Farha, Monia
Mazigh, Alex Neve and Debbie Owusu-Aykeeah,
began to hold public sessions in September,

continuing through to mid-December. Over the course
of 14 hearings and eight community meetings, held
both online and in person, they have heard from and
engaged with over 200 people, including more than

75 written submissions. Most sessions were open

to the public. While the overwhelming majority of
individuals who provided testimony, commentary and
submissions described the convoy's harmful impact, a
number of people also spoke of ways that they felt that
impact had been positive and beneficial to them.

The OPC differs from other bodies established to
review the response to the convoy, including the
Public Order Emergency Commission (the Rouleau
Inquiry), Parliament’s Special Joint Committee on the
Declaration of Emergency, and the Convoy Protest
Audits being carried out by the Office of the Auditor
General of the City of Ottawa. Those reviews are

all underway pursuant to legislation, namely the
Emergencies Act itself, or motions passed by Ottawa's
City Council and Police Services Board.

Unlike those official processes, the OPC cannot
oblige governments to respond to its findings and
recommendations. It does not have the legal authority,
powers or resources available to those bodies, such
as the power to issue subpoenas and compel the
disclosure of documents.

Yet given the OPC is a community-generated initiative,
offering an analysis of the impact of both the convoy
and the response of police and government to the
harms arising from the convoy from the unique
perspective of the city’s residents and business-
owners who lived through that experience, it is

our expectation that governments will review this
report closely and give serious consideration to the
recommendations it contains.



THE FAILURE TO TAKE A HUMAN
RIGHTS APPROACH

Unlike the Rouleau Inquiry, Parliamentary Committee
and Auditor General, the OPC has not examined

how operational decisions were made about police
deployment, decision-making processes in place
municipally, provincially and federally, or the funding
and organization of the convoy. We do not have the
powers, mandate or resources to do so. We also

do not take a position on whether or not it was
appropriate and justified to resort to the Emergencies
Act, although we note that many residents described
to us the relief they felt when that step was taken.

The OPC has remained focused on the people of
Ottawa's experience of the convoy and its impact

on their daily lives. In doing so, the OPC has used

a human rights framework which upholds the
importance of the right to peaceful protest while also
recognizing that a wide range of human rights of
residents, workers and business owners in Ottawa and
Gatineau were at stake during the convoy occupation.

We have concluded that there was a wholesale
failure on the part of all three orders of government to
respond to the convoy in a manner that recognized
their responsibilities to uphold the human rights

of people living and working in the impacted
communities. We acknowledge and strongly affirm the
importance of respecting rights related to protest, in
particular the freedoms of expression and peaceful
assembly. But there are recognized limits on those
rights, notably when it comes to public safety and
respecting the rights of other people, particularly the
safety and rights of the most vulnerable members of
the community.

Significantly, protest rights, crucial as they are, do not
stand apart from or override the rights of people living
and working in the area impacted by protest. The
essential right to equality and non-discrimination of
community members, and other rights such as those
related to housing, health, food, livelihood, education
and security of the person, must be respected at

all times, whether a protest is underway or not and
regardless of how disruptive a protest may be.

That is where we have seen a colossal abdication

on the part of the municipal, provincial and federal
governments. It is starkly evident that none of those
governments have developed an overarching human
rights framework to guide decisions about programs
and services for residents of downtown Ottawa, nor
do they conduct a regular assessment to identify and
understand the human rights needs of the diverse
communities who call central Ottawa home.

Without a solid human rights approach in place, it is
therefore not surprising that when faced with a crisis
situation like the convoy occupation, human rights
considerations did not figure prominently, if at all, in
the response from governments or police. That lies at
the heart of the feeling of abandonment poignantly
described by so many residents.

This report is organized around the themes of
occupation, violence, abandonment and community
mobilization. Those themes correspond to human
rights obligations, guaranteed in international law,
the Charter of Rights and Freedoms, and federal and
provincial human rights laws.

In Canada, the responsibility to uphold those rights

is shared by all orders of government. However, the
mechanisms for ensuring meaningful and well-
coordinated human rights implementation among
those governments have long been ineffective. The
response to the convoy occupation has starkly
demonstrated that to be the case, as there was little
evidence of collaborative action by the municipal,
provincial and federal governments, even in the midst
of a crisis, to ensure the rights of Ottawa residents
were being upheld. The complexities of federalism
and jurisdictional jealousies or disagreements among
governments can never be an excuse for failing to
uphold human rights. But far too often, including
during the convoy occupation, that has been the case.



The OPC is presenting its final report in two parts.
This first part is primarily a reflection of what we have
heard during the course of our hearings, community
consultations and meetings, and through written
submissions. As such Part | of our report very
importantly and appropriately is primarily in the words
of the people who shared their experiences and
insights with us?. Part I, which we expect to release in
late March, 2023 will offer fuller analysis and propose
relevant recommendations.

2 OPC has verified the identities of all those who are quoted. To protect their privacy, some have chosen to use only first
names or remain anonymous.



OTTAWA PEOPLE'S COMMISSION

What we heard

IT WAS AN OCCUPATION

Many terms have been used to describe what played
out on the streets of downtown Ottawa, starting at
the end of January and continuing through much of
February 2022.

= Organizers and participants who came to
the city from all parts of the country talked
enthusiastically about the Freedom Convoy or
more generally a truckers’' convoy. They describe
it as a festive gathering along the lines of the
annual Canada Day celebrations on Parliament
Hill.

« The police, other authorities and the media often
spoke of those taking part as protesters involved
in a demonstration, sometimes specifying it to be
an anti-vaccine protest, other times describing
it as a wide-ranging protest against a variety of
government measures, including but extending
beyond public health measures associated with
COVID. Some of those descriptions insisted,
incredibly, that it was a peaceful or mainly
peaceful protest.

« A number of commentators have questioned
whether it was tantamount to sedition,
particularly in reference to the manifesto released
by some convoy organizers calling for the
Trudeau government to be replaced by some sort
of amalgam of the Governor General, the Senate,
opposition parties and convoy leaders.

PART | - WHAT WE HEARD

The testimony we have heard and submissions we
have read makes it clear that for the residents of
Ottawa this was much more than a benign convoy,
and was very different from a peaceful or even
legitimately provocative and disruptive protest or
demonstration. Consistently people describe what
they went through as an occupation, and that they
felt invaded and under siege.

People felt occupied in that their communities were
taken over by force and without their agreement,
both physically by way of blocking streets with

large trucks and other vehicles, and by accosting
people for wearing masks, as well as psychologically
through such methods as blaring horns and
displaying symbols and messages of hate, racism
and discrimination.

It became clear to residents that the occupying
individuals and groups, some of whom had installed
themselves directly in front of homes or businesses,
or were blocking access to their driveways or parking
facilities, were intent on shutting down mobility and
access in downtown neighbourhoods, making it
impossible for people to live their normal, daily lives.
People felt trapped and imprisoned in their homes,
fearful to go out on the streets.

A large number of businesses, including the entire
Rideau Centre, were forced to close for much of or
even the duration of the occupation, because access
to their premises was blocked, supplies could not be
delivered or it was unsafe for customers and staff.



And significantly, it quickly became clear to residents
that the convoy was not leaving. This was not a normal
demonstration on Parliament Hill which disperses at
the end of a long day of protest. People had come to
stay - 24 hours per day, week after week, sleeping

in their trucks, and often bringing their entire family
with them - seemingly ready to remain for as long

as it would take to satisfy their demands. In this

sense residents felt as if they were pawns, being held
hostage by an occupying force.

Occupation is admittedly a loaded and highly-charged
term. But the People’s Commission considers it to

be an apt and accurate description of what people
endured.

The ordinary dictionary meaning of an occupation is
the “act of moving into a country, town, etc. and taking
control of it using military force.” What we heard from
people were indeed numerous descriptions of a force
moving into downtown Ottawa and taking control of
the area.

The convoy was obviously not a military force in the
sense of being part of a country’s armed forces and
it was not constituted with enlisted soldiers and
recruits under a military command structure. Yet with
time it became clear to many people that there was
a quasi-militarized structure behind how the convoy
was organized, and how its participants were being
supplied from staging areas. Residents witnessed
that firsthand and described to us how, for instance,
the efficiently organized process of distributing

fuel, seemed similar to what would be expected in
maintaining supply lines for a military force. People
also repeatedly talked of their fear that convoy
participants could at any time exert dangerous and
even lethal force, be it using the trucks as weapons,
the risk of propane explosions or the fear that there
might have been firearms in some of the trucks.

Under international law, in military terms an
occupation describes a situation when territory is
taken over and essentially comes under the authority

of a foreign power. There is clear recognition that this
is a situation ripe for abuse and exploitation, so much
so that international treaties, particularly the Fourth
Geneva Convention of 1949, have been agreed to

by states, including Canada, to deal with the many
human rights and safety concerns that arise during
an occupation. That is not to suggest in any way that
this was equivalent to a military occupation or was
governed by international humanitarian law; but some
of the underlying parallels are certainly there.

In Canada, to talk of occupation resonates powerfully
and directly with the situation faced by Indigenous
peoples, whose lands and territories have indeed
been taken over and come under the authority of

an external force, particularly the large parts of the
country, including Ottawa, which have never been
ceded or surrendered by First Nations, Inuit or Métis
people through a treaty.

As such it is important to understand what happened
in Ottawa as effectively being the occupation of
already occupied lands. The affront and distress of
such an experience, therefore, carries double the harm
for Indigenous peoples in the city and surrounding
territories. We heard from Indigenous elders, activists
and community organizations about how troubling
that was. Local and regional Indigenous leaders and
elders were not consulted by convoy organizers or
participants, nor was their traditional welcome sought.
Protocols around Indigenous ceremonies were not
respected or followed, and Indigenous banners and
messages, such as the powerful “Every Child Matters”
mantra, were co-opted and misused.

Downtown Ottawa was indeed occupied by the
convoy. Residents describe the nature and impact of
that occupation in very powerful and personal ways.

A video compilation of testimonies OPC heard is
available here.


https://youtu.be/cbG1K5FrnI4

“This was not a protest anymore, it

was just saying we can do this and
there i1s not a darn thing you can do
about it so live with it."

— Sue
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Street every morning to get the lay
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neighbourhood living in fear.
— Allan
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he freedom of all people, yet brazenly
ignored the voices of others. What
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o simply exist without encountering
violence and hate?”

— Anonymous
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— Amanda
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| will never be able to look at the
anadian flag the same. Whether people
it, now, for me, it's
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ooking men in pickup trucks racing

o the back, ISIS-style. For most, this
unlawful activity probably seemed
harmless, pointless, and maybe
) t
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hose whose property was vandalized
or displaying rainbow flags, for example,

his should have never been allowed to
et out of hand.’
— Allan
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| really call them weapons, those trucks.
've been quite direct in saying that.
— Mathieu Fleury

— Jessica
— Stephanie
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| noticed how organized and well-
unded the protest was. Every morning
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rotesters, listening to a man wielding

information like ‘get your laundry here
y 11 AM every morning so it could be
one the next day, ‘fuel will be delivered
us know,
lease avoid engaging in debates over
he rally to avoid any negative news. This
information was delivered like a military
riefing.’
— Cliff
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incessant noise and odours from the

)

diesel from all the vehicles. And | had

me asking for help, asking
o escalate reports to Ottawa Police
ervices because clients have called
o file complaints and report about
incidents that had happened to them
ing an
calls back from OPS to respond to the
many incidents of harassment, violence,
and defacement of their buildings.’
impact in the same way.’

— Michelle Hurtubise
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idly by and did nothing,
so the first night | went out to protest
one on the Hill. A group of police
‘'we know you're up here trying to spea
our mind against all this, but if you sta
ere any longer, we can't guarantee
our safety. | told him that | had the
t
e moving away. They casually stood at
he corner watching everything happen,
ith the
. This blew my mind.
his made me feel alone, and reinforced
he general community sentiments of
residents that OPS had completely lost
control of the situation and could no
onger properly enforce the law.’
— Mat
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What we heard

IT WAS VIOLENT

The right to peaceful protest lies at the very heart of
a vibrant democracy. It stems from such essential
rights as the freedoms of expression, opinion, peace-
ful assembly and association, all of which are guaran-
teed under the Charter of Rights and are enshrined in
the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and other
international human rights instruments binding on
Canada.

Downtown Ottawa is no stranger to protest. It comes
with being the national capital and thus home to
Parliament, the Prime Minister’s Office, the offices

of MPs and Senators, government departments and
numerous embassies. Any and all of these locations
may serve as the site for protest, such as the expan-
sive lawn in front of Parliament where recent pro-
tests have focused on Indigenous rights, racism and
the environment, or the target for protest, such as
protests at the US Embassy in opposition to former
President Trump's “Muslim Travel Ban’, the Russian
Embassy with respect to Ukraine, or the Chinese Em-
bassy regarding that country’s treatment of Uyghurs.
Protests in Ottawa may also, as is the case with any
large city, focus on such local concerns as policing,
racism, and homelessness. City Hall and the head-
quarters of the Ottawa Police Service, both centrally
located, are a frequent site of protest. Also centrally
located, beside City Hall, is the Canadian Tribute to
Human Rights, known as the Human Rights Monu-
ment, where demonstrations and vigils are often held

and where protest marches frequently begin or end.
Demonstrations may draw a handful of protesters, or
many thousands may turn out. They may last for less
than one hour, a full day or extend over several days.
They may be held in one location or move from one
place to another. They may have sought necessary
permits in advance or may go ahead without authori-
zation from relevant officials. They may have little im-
pact on people living, working and passing through
downtown Ottawa, or may be disruptive, including
when streets are closed or intersections blocked to
traffic.

And very significantly, protests may deal with issues
that are controversial and contentious, and may in-
volve the expression of unpopular or upsetting views.
Over and over again, we heard from local residents
that they are ardent champions of the right to protest
and frequently organize or take part in protests them-
selves. They recognize and are even proud of the fact
that so many protests take place in downtown Otta-
wa, in their neighbourhoods.

They emphasized however that the right extends to
peaceful protest. It may be loud, edgy, confrontational,
provocative and disruptive. It may or may not have of-
ficial authorization. But ultimately, it must be peaceful.
That is precisely what is protected and upheld under
the Charter and international human rights standards.
Many people stressed how upsetting it was for them
to hear police and other public officials commend
convoy participants for not resorting to violence and
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describe the protests as largely, generally or mainly
peaceful. They asked how safe it could be for individ-
ual residents when armed police did not believe they
were safe to intervene except in overwhelming num-
bers.

They were also deeply hurt by reporting that focused
on the supposed fun side of the convoy, such as
bouncy castles, hot tubs and music; or descriptions of
the unity and diversity of the participants.
Overwhelmingly, the community’s experience of the
convoy was anything but peaceful. We heard instead,
extensive descriptions of violence. Physical and psy-
chological violence that was pervasive, harmful and
frightening. Acts of violence and threats of violence.
Violence that many described as terrorizing and trau-
matizing.

In these accounts we have heard of people being vio-
lently assaulted and accosted on the street, including
people with disabilities and in wheelchairs. We have
heard of violent incidents associated with COVID-19
mask requirements, such as aggressive threats and
angry slurs against people wearing masks, forcefully
ripping masks from people’s faces, and numerous
heated exchanges when convoy participants were
asked to wear masks in stores, coffee shops and other
establishments. We have heard of the ugly and insid-
ious violence of misogyny, homophobia, transphobia,
anti-Black, anti-Asian and anti-Indigenous racism,
antisemitism, Islamophobia, slurs against people with
autism and disabilities, and other discrimination and
hate. This hate was often expressed in flags, banners
and posters displayed by convoy participants, includ-
ing Nazi and Confederate flags. Or it was expressed
through the violence of hatefully defacing residents’
and small businesses’ property, such as pride flags
and posters. We have heard of rampant violence
through hateful messages and doxing on social media.
We have heard of residents being followed unreason-
ably closely by trucks or by people walking behind
them, in a manner meant to intimidate them. And we
have heard of angry and violent confrontations against
journalists.

We heard also of how violent the main tactic of the
convoy - bringing large trucks and other vehicles into
the downtown core - was for residents. We heard
several accounts of trucks accelerating and rushing
towards residents as they crossed a street, in what ap-
peared to be acts of violent intimidation. The constant
blaring of horns, for hours on end, at decibel levels
that cause excruciating pain and may lead to tinni-

tus and loss of hearing, was experienced as violence.
The effect of diesel fumes from trucks left running in
residential areas was similarly experienced as violence,
particularly for people with asthma and other respira-
tory problems.

The constant threat of explosion posed by the combi-
nation of propane tanks, jerrycans of fuel, large trucks,
open fires, barbecues and fireworks in enclosed spac-
es, was experienced as violence. The uncertainty as to
whether convoy participants had guns in their vehi-
cles was experienced as violence. And the menacing
possibility that large trucks and other vehicles could
at any time be used as weapons, was experienced as
violence.

This was not just inconvenient and upsetting for peo-
ple. For many people the impact of this violence had
serious mental health consequences. The OPC heard
numerous accounts from people who experienced
mental health crises during the convoy, including
anxiety and depression, which for some people led to
thoughts or even attempts of suicide.

People were so concerned about the violence that
they had to take extraordinary steps to stay safe. Jour-
nalists covering the convoy hired security guards for
protection while they were doing their job; something
that seasoned reporters told us they have never before
had to do in Canada. Condominium buildings hired
security firms to patrol their lobbies and parking areas.
Community walks were set up to accompany vulner-
able individuals. Many people who had the option

to leave downtown Ottawa and stay with family and
friends outside or in other parts of the city did so. Most
people, however, had no choice other than to remain
and many described to the OPC that they became vir-
tual prisoners in their homes, too fearful to go outside.



While this happened one year ago, the impact of the
violence continues. Numerous people described to the
OPC that they continue to suffer hearing and res-
piratory problems associated with the convoy. Many
people made it clear that they are still fearful, easily
triggered by the sound of a horn, or seeing a Canadian
flag on a passing truck. That has certainly been the
case when protests associated with the convoy have
returned, such as Rolling Thunder in May, or been
rumoured to return, as was the case with Canada Day
or talk of a Convoy 2.0 follow-up protest to mark the
first anniversary.

In the Commission’s view, none of this is a commu-

nity's normal experience of or response to a peace-
ful protest. This is a community's experience of and

response to violence - violence rooted in extremism
and hate. And those at greatest risk of this violence,
therefore, were the most vulnerable members of the
community.

For more privileged members of the community, it was
perhaps the first time they had ever felt unsafe in their
own neighbourhood. But for others, this was not their
first experience of violence, hate, racism and other
human rights abuses. In fact, many individuals living in
central Ottawa experience such human rights harms
on an ongoing basis as they navigate an environment
filled with threats, often from police as much as fel-
low residents. Given that reality, the intensified and
inescapable climate of violence they faced during the
convoy occupation was all the more traumatizing.

A video compilation of testimonies OPC heard is
available here.


https://youtu.be/bdpE8Og6YJA
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while outdoors was non-stor

— Pat

“A truck is a means of moving from one
destination to another and during the
convoy, the trucks were a nuisance,
blocking the downtown turning our
scenic capital into an eyesore but it was
more than that. Trucks can be used for
ransporting objects. Trucks are heavy.
Here's the thing that for me separated
he convoy from peaceful acts of civil
disobedience. During the occupation, |
never knew what was in those trucks.
We didn't know at the time how it was
going to end. Were there materials in
hose trucks that could hurt somebody?”

— Andrea

— Fareed

“The convoyers and their supporters
were drunk and drinking in the streets,
cooking on open fires. Fireworks going
off on Rideau Street, fuel containers all
over the streets. The streets completel
blocked by trucks including laneways.
The constant noise was exhausting
nerve racking. It was lawless.’
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| went to the corner store and this lady
olding a sign went behind me and
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owards the intersection.’
— Troy

— Portia
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| was operated on and my friends
rought me back on the 29th, up
icholas, went to turn left on Laurier

nd the streets were closed. | walked six
locks afterwards. While | was on the
ridge, | also had protesters coming at
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If I walk too close to a fuel tank, m
oxygen could become an accelerant,
ossibly leading to an explosion. There
was danger from matches, barbecues,
stoves, space heaters, candles, etc,
o say nothing of smoking. There's
anger from pumps, engines, fires and
ressures. | could be killed through
hese explosions. Clearly the streets o
ttawa were a danger for me during the
occupation so | was imprisoned for the
uration, at home. And home was not
safe. Exhaust and diesel fumes belched
up into my apartment. My home became
angerous for my breathing along with
ing rubber
long with the incessant blaring of air
orns. It affected all aspects of living:
leeping, eating, reading, working,
hearing, thinking, conversation... onl
ear thrived.
— Audrey
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was awoken by the sounds of a truck
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ruck was repeatedly honking at 7 AM
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was coming off the overnight shift. The
ruck was causing me to be unable to
eep but unfortunately | couldn't call in
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was petrified the entire night that

eprivation.’
— Mathew

— Paul



“On my way to Bank Street, three

rotestors stopped me on the sidewalk

nd requested that | “do the dragon

ance’. | did not comply, prompting

hem to verbally issue me the options o

or being beaten. When

ried to force myself past, | instead had

o endure an assault that included blunt

' (I think one was a bat and one
have been a pipe) to a background
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visible bruising on my face, arm, and side,
hat took a week to heal. In the aftermath
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March, which was later rejected.
ave not had the mental or emotional
ngth to follow up on this.’

— Justin
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"My 89-year-old father was at the
eneral Hospital ER and | couldn't ge

out of my parking garage to get to him
ecause it was blocked with trucks.’

— Anonymous
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Mobile) van and the food van could no
get downtown to deliver food, medica
, giene products
o community members who are living
or working on the street.
Minwaashin Lodge staff being harassed
white men was triggering and
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in Centretown, | was afraid to go to
I

eard many stories of my friends and

arassment and intimidation they were
[ ) oung women,
IPOC persons, and our LGBTQ+
ity members.’
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owntown core were used as gathering
laces for drinking and honking at all
ours (e.g. Lansdowne).’

— Anonymous
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remove
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, t
would quickly come and tell me to

instance. In one instance, as a man was
elling me to take it off, he was reaching
or my face to remove it himself. That
apartmen
d.

— Evelyn

— Portia



“The constant noise, smoke, and often
rightening horn blasts wreaked havoc
is greatly impacted
mental illness. | understand that the
eople with better financial situations
t
hat they suffered, but the disadvantaged
ave no options for escape, none. The
ad no other place to go
— Cliff
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affected Knox Church’s weekly take-out
meal distribution for our neighbours in
need on the Saturdays of January 29,
February 5, 12 and 19. Approximately one
hird of our guests did not show up, we
presume due to anxiety and fear about

he protests.’

—Jim
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intonburg, took down her Trans flag.

ick-up trucks with regalia had been
block all weekend and she

idn't want to draw attention to herself.

o

— Pierre

Every Child Matters
imagery and posters was distressing and
. The attempt

o link this anti-government occupation

with the discovery of the unmarked

graves of Indigenous children was
isgusting.’
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Isewhere. Even though we were gone,
my feeling of “fight or flight” was in full
effect. | was still on high alert for violent
confrontations everywhere we went. It
ook months for this feeling to fade away.’

— Anonymous
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said they were helpless to do anything
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— Dawn

) y
fear and anger and

almost blacked out. That is just one
ine from text messages that were
oing back and forth between friends
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| live on Parkdale Avenue which is
-off ramp. I'm an
intensive care nurse who has worked
of COVID and other
. Parkdale Avenue
as a lot of health care workers that live
in that area and during the initial phase
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heir horns the entire first weekend.
hey were driving on sidewalks, with no
t
. | only work night
ing that weekend
zero sleep going
into work with those incessant horns.
t's not so much about me. The patients
hat | cared for got a nurse that was
ing in sick was not an
age so | wen
in. | was probably 36 to 40 hours without
leep caring for critically ill patients.’
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— Evan Solomon
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off at the level

of my balcony between high-rise
uildings. That was not okay. There

re three people with disabilities in m
uilding: one blind person, two people
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' of the 22 days
hat they occupied. The blind person
as to navigate this world using hearing.
have the privilege that | went out and
ought the most expensive set of noise-

e didn't have that privilege. That was
not okay.’

— Paul
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— Dawn

“There was a grave concern about havin
o deal not only with sexual harassment
ut sexual assault. | know there are a lot
of women downtown who experienced
sexual harassment from these occupiers.’

— Erica Ifill
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verbal or non-verbal. It can be yelling or
hysical intimidation without actuall
[ thing. It can be doing the
ing a mask and still
eeling afraid that you'll be harassed and
elittled.’

— Anonymous
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hat's happening. In this scenario, |

Al E
o 1>
(¢) ON (o)
—+ f—l-m
= = b
D D
= 12
Q. = =3
= o |l©
D ~+lo
(@]
—~ 2
S |s [=]®
J>|ln
2 DJlc
— Q« IS
S 2'8
9‘. ('DU)
8 = 1D
=l (ol
(@]
=+ S|=
< o |°
S\
~ |
2[5

f
intimate partner violence and coercive

ismissed and ignored by police. Often
he police actually advised them to do
hings like ‘don’t wear masks if you don't
, like ‘don’t upset
him if you don't want to be hit’ or ‘did
hey actually pull your mask off, did

hey actually hit you?' The class action

oflo s |s
g o|o
=|3|E |
3 N [}
5 O-(/)
— @ |S
oy ~ [Q
® J|Q
=5 ® | D
- D |~
D O | ~+
Sl<|c|3
S <2
—+ Q
(7] =0
o =
—h ~+ |
<. ols
o B
2 [2[5]2
—
O :".ﬁ'
D Bg
s 7
) ol®
e
D

=
Q
>
—
—
@]
(on
D
-
Q
—
Q
9]
9]
9]
o
=
(¢

t
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o forward with a court case. We live
in a western society and that society is
rounded in victim blaming.’

— Anonymous
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0 get a sense of what was happening,
here were issues immediately. We were
ing masks and took them off after
block of walking because of
eople yelling at us. My partner is of
ebanese descent so he has darker skin,
ing things at us like
‘'vou better watch your back, ‘you better
ake care of her, ‘'what is she doing with
ou?. We approached police officers
afterwards asking if anything was going
o be done with all the people yelling
hings at us and they told us again, as
as that first weekend, that the
ing to be doing much because
hey didn't want to instigate or further
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— Anonymous
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logan written on its body. It was parked
here for days. My neighbourhood is

ome to many queer persons and seeing
his kind of hate speech, it was extreme

n

“

c
O
(%2]
D
—~+
=t
>
®

— Dawn

— Paul

. But if you
, often that was a

mask, in that neighbourhood, in that red

h
often we would
so take off our masks not to be at risk.
remember the look in people’s eyes
, something I'll never
orget, that fear when we would make
' 'd take o

ou a target. That was a neighbourhood
hat had been set up in a way that they
just couldn’t win.’
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— Anonymous

— Megan .
9 really stuck with me as an

immigrant myself and from the

“My Jewish neighbour discovered
newcomers,

arbage bags of human waste dumped
on the snow atop of her small front
arden, right in front of her living room

window. Nobody else on our street had
such a thing of that type occur.
— Stephanie
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— Anonymous

"My 13-year-old neighbour was
, waiting for the bus to bring
er back home. There were a few girls

somethings
egan yelling out at the girls to 'take
it off, take it off!'" The girls who wear
n the context of the way the twenty-
ing, it was more
'stripping’, period! Once the bus
he truck stayed alongside - and the
somethings continued to
arget and yell at these young girls (even
hough they had boarded the bus)."

— Stephanie
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— Rachel




— Cliff

“You need to see us. Because we have
been left behind. This occupation is

White Supremacy on steroids - and you

have left us to lanquish in their torrent of
ate and violence.’
— Amy

i

— Clayton

“Seeing that Nazi flag being flown and
hearing people say “oh it's only one flag,
why are you making such a big deal

out of it for?” From a Jewish person’s
erspective and the history that we have,
t's very alarming that it's being flown

on Parliament Hill and that the people
here seem to be completely comfortable
with it. And the police were just standing
around not doing anything. It's a symbol
of hatred and genocide, and it struck fear
in my heart.”

— Susan




OTTAWA PEOPLE'S COMMISSION

What we heard

THE PEOPLE OF OTTAWA WERE
ABANDONED

The responsibility of governments to uphold and
respect human rights is by no means limited to the
crucial obligation to refrain from directly committing
human rights violations. Governments also have

an essential responsibility to take steps to keep
people safe from human rights abuses committed by
private groups and individuals. It is an expectation
and a duty that goes to the heart of the relationship
between governments and people. And it carries
both proactive and reactive dimensions.

It is painfully clear that all three orders of government
- municipal, provincial and federal - and the police
forces within their respective jurisdictions, abysmally
failed to live up to that core obligation to keep people
safe from human rights abuses during the convoy
occupation.

It is an obligation often referred to as the duty of due
diligence. It does not mean that government efforts
will always be successful. Even when governments
and police forces take all possible efforts, they

will not always be able to prevent human rights
abuses and other harms from being committed by
private groups and individuals. Nor will it always be
straightforward to bring such abuses to an end when
they are occurring. But there is a good faith duty to
take all reasonable steps to do so; and an expectation
that governments will try their hardest and do their
very best to keep people safe.

FART | - WHAT WE HEARD

When governments abdicate their responsibility to
keep people safe or fail to take that responsibility
seriously, they have essentially abandoned their core
human rights obligations, and they have abandoned
the communities to whom they are accountable.
Throughout our hearings and community meetings,
the OPC has heard wrenching and anguished
accounts of precisely that: abandonment.

The sense of abandonment began in the days leading
up to the occupation, as plans for the convoy were
being shared on social media and trucks were
assembling across the country and starting to travel
towards Ottawa. Many residents were aware of and
following these reports with growing alarm, and
were disconcerted to hear police and government
officials appear to be either unaware and uninformed,
or dismissive and unconcerned, about the mounting
threat.

People were then stunned as they watched a truly
vast number of vehicles, including large rig trucks,

be directed, by police, to use recommended exits off
Highway 417, which transverses the city, onto streets
that took them directly into Ottawa's downtown core.
And to then essentially be allowed to park where they
liked, regardless of parking bylaws, even when doing
so was blocking streets to the point of making them
impassable, and obstructing driveways and access to
residential parking facilities. Residents in Vanier and
Overbrook were incredulous as the large parking lot
at the baseball stadium on Coventry Road was turned
over to truckers to essentially use as a base camp
and staging area.



People's outrage grew as they witnessed firsthand or
saw accounts on social media of encounters between
some police and convoy participants in which officers
were expressing enthusiastic support for the convoy
and posing for selfies.

Not surprisingly, once trucks and other vehicles were
entrenched in these locations, essentially turning
them into encampments, the challenge of removing
them became a daunting one. All of this took place

in the midst of winter in Ottawa, when mobility on
streets and sidewalks, and access to driveways and
parking lots, are already considerably constrained and
challenged by snowfall, snowbanks, snow clearance
and cold weather.

All of this happened without any consultation
with residents or local councillors and seemingly
little regard for the needs of people living in these
neighbourhoods. The OPC heard repeatedly that
this police strategy to essentially welcome and
accommodate the truckers, seemingly with no
restrictions, left residents feeling as if they did not
matter.

The sense of and reality of abandonment both
deepened rapidly.

Downtown residents heard constant warnings from
police and other officials, posted on social media and
repeated in radio and television broadcasts, urging
people to “avoid downtown Ottawa.” The advice
seemed to forget that for thousands of people they
could not avoid the area, as it was home. It carried
such a strong message of abandonment.

Residents, rightfully, expected police and bylaw
officials to take action to punish and curtail criminal
acts and to enforce parking, noise, idling, fire and
other public safety bylaws. They assumed that they
would see a strong and decisive response from
governments to what had quickly become a major
crisis. But that was not the case. They had been
abandoned.

The OPC heard an extraordinary number of accounts
from people about efforts to report infractions and
offences committed by convoy participants. People
engaged directly with police or bylaw officers on the
street and in parks, including while an assault was
happening or in the immediate aftermath, when racist
threats had been uttered, while horns were blaring,
when jerrycans of fuel were being visibly transported,
when open fires were blazing, or when people were
threatened, intentionally struck or nearly struck by
vehicles from the convoy. They reported death threats.
People tried to make reports to police or bylaw officers
through online forms, phone calls or even going into
the Ottawa Police Service headquarters.

Almost without exception, in all of these attempts

to encourage police to act on criminal complaints,

or bylaw officers to enforce municipal bylaws, the
response was inaction. Often people simply received
no response. Many people were told by police that
they were not taking enforcement action in the red
zone and were waiting for further orders. They were
told that the police did not have sufficient resources
to respond, or that they were not doing so because
there was concern that taking action against convoy
participants risked inflaming the situation. Bylaw
officers asked people to describe the vehicles that
they were concerned about and when it became clear
that it was, for instance, a truck taking part in the
convoy, people were told that was a police matter. But
when people then followed up with police, they were
referred back to bylaw officers.

Some residents were actively dissuaded or
discouraged from pursuing complaints when they
attempted to do so. Police would point out that they
had not been physically hurt or would question
whether there was sufficient photographic or
eyewitness evidence. This was also the experience

of people who received wellness visits from police
responding to calls from people concerned that
someone they knew was having a mental health crisis
and might be suicidal. In one such case the police



did respond but were aggressive and impatient with
the person concerned, leaving an impression that the
matter was unimportant to them. In those instances
described to the OPC in which residents did succeed
in lodging an official report, generally there was no
follow up unless and until the complainant again
contacted police to request an update, sometimes
many weeks later.

The OPC was particularly alarmed to hear of what
appears to have been a near total absence of
community policing during the occupation. At a time
when the dangers and harms faced by residents,
businesses and organizations in central Ottawa,
particularly in the red zone, were obvious, police
should, at a minimum, have been regularly checking
on those who were at heightened risk. That would
have been expected for instance with apartment
and condominium buildings where a high number of
elderly, disabled, low income or racialized individuals
live. It would have been expected with organizations
and agencies working with street-involved and
homeless populations, 2SLGBTQIA+ youth, women
escaping situations of violence and abuse, and other
vulnerable groups. But there appears to have been

a total collapse of any effort to do so. We heard from
some residents and community advocates, who

did have prior connections with police community
liaison officers, who were told by those officers that
they had been redeployed to focus on the situation
on Wellington Street, in the immediate vicinity of
Parliament Hill. Some of those officers reportedly
checked in with their community contacts in their free
time, as they were not allowed to do so while on duty.

The abandonment of particular communities had
specific impacts. The Muslim community, which had
planned to mount a solemn in-person vigil on January
31to mark the fifth anniversary of the terrorist attack
at a mosque in Quebec City, was told that police
could not assure the security of the event and that it
should be cancelled. It was held online instead, to the
community’s considerable disappointment.

The residents of downtown Ottawa were not only
abandoned by police, but by their governments.

Of serious concern is the impact on people with
disabilities of the widespread cancellation of a range
of essential programs and services, including Para
Transpo. Members of the disabled community were
distressed by a seeming disregard for the impact of
suspending or scaling back these supports and the
apparent failure to explore alternatives, including with
police assistance if necessary, to keep such programs
and services running.

A particularly glaring failure on the part of both police
and government, which contributed significantly to
the feeling of abandonment, was the lack of regular
information updates and advice. People repeatedly
told the OPC that they needed and expected a
steady flow of official information, particularly at
municipal level, but instead had to turn to media,
social media and other unofficial sources in order to
understand what was happening, carry out their own
risk assessments, and make daily decisions about
whether or not it was safe enough to go to a medical
appointment or the grocery store.

People expected to hear from the municipal
government about a plan for marshalling a community
response to the occupation; but that was not
forthcoming. They expected to hear about when and
how the City's emergency response protocols would
be activated; but that did not happen. Many people
also stressed how upsetting it was to hear little if
anything from the provincial government.

The OPC also heard of the City's stunning degree

of disinterest in and lack of support for the class
action lawsuit launched in the name of courageous
downtown resident Zexi Li, mounted by a tireless pro
bono legal team from Champ and Associates. That
lawsuit, which was the basis for an injunction that
was issued against the incessant and harmful blaring
of truck horns, received no support from City lawyers
or officials. The City of Ottawa ultimately sought and



obtained its own broader injunction, dealing as well
with parking concerns, several days after Zexi Li's
legal team had already done so.

Many people told us how relieved they were when
the Emergencies Act was invoked by the federal
government on February 14, more than two weeks
after the occupation had begun. At the same time,
many people told us that it was not lost on them that
the primary motivation for doing so appeared to have
been the economic impact of the blockade of the
Ambassador Bridge between Windsor and Detroit,
more so than the human rights abuses and public
safety concerns faced by those in downtown Ottawa.

People did not, by any stretch, tell us that they do

not want protests to occur in downtown Ottawa, nor
even that participants in the convoy should not have
been allowed to protest in the city. Quite the contrary,
many people ardently described how important the
right to protest is, and recognize how vital it is that it
be defended and respected. They do not understand,
nor do they accept, however, that protesters should
be allowed to terrorize and traumatize a community,
or be able to abuse the human rights of people

living in neighbourhoods where they mount their
protest, and that there should be no accountability or
consequences for doing so. Many people referenced
with incredulity the statements from former police
chief Peter Sloly in the early days of the occupation,
asserting that the Charter of Rights protected a
seemingly unhindered freedom of movement for
people driving large trucks.

Residents told the OPC they do not accept that a
community should be abandoned to its own fate and
devices when something as harmful and traumatizing
as the occupation occurs. Many of them have,

notably, experienced, witnessed or heard about swift,
aggressive and even violent police enforcement action
with respect to other protests, in Ottawa or elsewhere,
which may have been disruptive or even temporarily
slowed down or blocked traffic, but did not in any way

involve the hate and human rights abuses on display
during the convoy occupation. Those protests, often
involving racialized and marginalized communities,
raising such concerns as anti-Black racism, disrespect
for Indigenous peoples, homelessness and the climate
crisis, have been handled very differently, leaving a
troubling apprehension of double standards which
served only to intensify the feeling of abandonment
experienced during the convoy occupation.

There were some exceptions. The OPC heard, for
instance, from residents and business owners who
were deeply appreciative of the responsiveness of
downtown City councillors, particularly Catherine
McKenney and Mathieu Fleury, as well as Ottawa
Centre MPP Joel Harden. Catherine McKenney was
singled out for praise both for their responsiveness
to calls for assistance, but also their proactive efforts
to organize community walks and other initiatives

to keep people safe. Mathieu Fleury's initiative to
organize daily briefings with government, police and
business representatives was very much welcomed
by downtown Business Improvement Areas. Notably,
in our sessions with Catherine McKenney and
Mathieu Fleury, they both repeatedly used the

word abandonment to describe what happened

to the people of central Ottawa during the convoy
occupation. The People’'s Commission very much
agrees.

A video compilation of testimonies OPC heard is
available here.


https://youtu.be/LHTns89HZeM

“Trapped, isolated, abandoned are

the words that come to mind.’

— Anastasia

"“| have never felt so unsafe and stressed

in my life. | felt completely abandoned by
our police force.

— Anonymous

“The condo’s board decided to hire
private security after calls to police led to

— Evelyn

"It literally felt a lot longer than three or
four weeks. It was living hell. | couldn't
go to the grocery store, | couldn’t go to
work because | had no way to get there
and my fear was that something would
happen and they'd cancel the bus routes

— Troy




— Amy

olice Services did nothing. They did not
issue noise violations for blaring horns
, they joined
in to have selfies taken with protestors.
urther to that, they were handing out
arking tickets to people who were
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— Evelyn

omeless communities with the force

eople living at the edge of society and
eople struggling on a day-to-day basis

n

=
—+
>
&
o
Q.
0O
=
(@)
-
7
&
S
Q
3
®
-
pr)
QO
=3
®
7
7

IFICI A il =
=53
=l 1 B
3 —
- (—). ,_j'.
. b} D
S
® o
— (@)
3
s =
)
wn (@]
®lo |3
o 2|5
21=|o
- 5- o)
| ——— 3
c
S Q
=+
¢ o
o
—
(@)

— Allan

— Mario

| was shocked to see basic planning in
ity, and
he mitigation of the protest impact was

streets.’

— Diane

-
N

It was a three-week invasion. | saw

olice cars escorting the trucks
owntown and joking with the invaders.
one of the aggressive and offensive
ehaviour was stopped, except by citizen
action.’

— Judy
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— Anonymous
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ignore residents, with media reporting
‘ protesters, despite
reporting excessive noise,
elling, harassment, and antisocial
ehaviour like urinating in public. Again,
t felt like the City, police, and media
were ignoring the people who lived
ere and had no choice in the event, to
y
hose who were able to choose to come
arty and then leave as they wished.’

— Lisa
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elivery, groceries. There's no money to
ake an Uber, so people are left scraping
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wish that was hyperbole but it's not.”
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| no longer have any trust in any of our
olice forces. | no longer have a feeling
of safety in my community.’

— Beth

O




— Jessica

t
of the event left me feeling
ignored and as if the City
t
hat people live downtown. Messages
rom the City and police to “avoid
owntown" focused on people driving

ol |a (= |
8_ 8_ o8 =3
%CD
2 HEEE
(@) = S |0
S Q ol [
D 8 Q
o e Q.
o = 5
3 % Q
> D 9-"
(@] o (@)
= o) c
o 3 g_
= @ =
9) =1
) D) ®
D =} =
- -~
HaHAS HE
: g
@ Q
o)

here was no consideration of what
eople who live here could do, or what

—

or residents. It seemed the City and
olice were more concerned with
minimizing traffic disruptions than

= R EE
— (@)
> =
9__ o
7 o
2 @
O o
= o
> >
(@) D
= o
D
— 3.
= =3
» 3
2 >
3 =
: g
ol c
2 =
S o
>
()

residents.”

— Lisa

unprotected and
in danger. It maddened me that unti

SEESEEE .
JHREE :
3 o 5
o

O <

SEHEEE
- - = o
28 (ol o P [e &
ol <3 o|°®
I = E
Zlelz 2|8
=" D |+
I = Wl ||=2
S| o
o< o
gl 3
o | )
%U) w
X |= o
HEEEE
s <
oz @

<

513 )
o |2 =

ridges, no level of government, federal,
rovincial or municipal, cared about
what was happening to the citizens
iving in downtown Ottawa other than

O

aily walked the streets. More concern

]

Ols 2] [=
Dm (@)
O ln o
olw e
SHHE
D
=
SHHRE
o2 ]=]3
) e S
~+|o o
oS |F o
ol |2
~+ > (@}
> ko (@]
O C
> >
Ug 0.
D =
ol|> ®)
O |S v
o|13|2]s
@ -0
]
— (@)
w

t was a horrific experience. | have
lost faith with our elected

n

N 9]
S |o
Q|3
O T
9.2
Q10
eyt
=R
0.
o
)
~+
o
-~
)
®
i}
3
1)
»
S
Q
@

— Judy



OTTAWA PEOPLE'S COMMISSION

PART | - WHAT WE HEARD

— Paul

-
=

| left my home twice (with my pets

in tow) due to fear, anxiety, and
eelings of helplessness, as | watched
It

‘
| o3 53 [72] Al [
m
=,
(2]
Q
=
—

3
<
>
L
Q
2>
(on
©)
=
=
oy
o
o
o
—+
=
Q
>
(2]
—
®)
=
3
—y
@

J

hought were there to keep us safe and
rotected.’
— Mary

O )]
(on
Q
>
Q.
©)
>
D
o
oy
‘<
—
>
D
O
o
e
D
2
>
o -
®)
>
O
D

— Tim

-
N

| don't think the police have a resource
roblem, they have a resource allocation
roblem. As I've said before, Black
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stopped during the occupation,
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lot of police dollars going to hate.
..) It all goes together and connects.
o | started feeling abandoned, too.
gain, the Ottawa police, even out o
his, continues to abandon its citizens
ecause | pay taxes to them, too.’
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— Terry

“What was the point of reporting
anything? | just kept seeing them
police] and they were looking at the
rucks. They just never seemed to be
ooking at residents.’

“

— Andrea
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ays into it. There were three community
olice officers along Slater whom m
riend stopped to ask questions such as
nd including, “Why aren't the police
oing anything?’. First, they said there
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if someone was calling 3-1-1 and
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instance on a sidewalk in Lowertown,
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uestion: “please describe the vehicle'.
have never heard that in 12 years. You
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It was not okay that the police directed
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\Watson allowed this to continue.’

— Paul

—Jim

report were relayed to various
PS members who often parked there.
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— Dawn

]

Metcalfe, the fumes were choking from the
uge trucks and the blaring horns were
eafening. There were no police in sight.
group of truckers entered the grocery
heir way through the store. A shopper

harass her.
went to get the store manager who told
ing, the police
were not responding to any of his calls.’
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OTTAWA PEOPLE'S COMMISSION

What we heard

THE COMMUNITY MOBILIZED

As is often the case when a community faces
hardship, during the convoy occupation Ottawa
residents came together in a wide variety of ways

to provide each other with assistance, support,
protection and a sense of solidarity. The OPC heard
repeatedly that for many people this remarkable, and
often courageous, community mobilization was the
only encouraging bright spot during the occupation.

The impetus to mobilize and to assist each other
came as a direct response to three other dimensions
that have been covered earlier in this report:
occupation, violence and abandonment. Given

that neighbourhoods had been occupied to the
extent that streets were impassable, frightening and
dangerous, given that people anticipated and were
experiencing various forms of violence, and given
that residents and business owners felt that they
had been abandoned by police and government
officials responsible for upholding the law; it was
understandable and inevitable that community-level
mobilization sought to fill that void, so as to provide
both reassurance and practical support to those in
need.

Many people launched or became involved in
initiatives to provide protection to people who
were at risk. This took the form of well-publicized
community safety walks, including some that were
organized by downtown City councillors, as well
as unofficial and spontaneous accompaniment for

PART | - WHAT WE HEARD

people who were fearful or nervous about walking
through areas occupied by the convoy. People also
made an effort to check in on neighbours who they
knew were particularly vulnerable, including the
elderly and people with disabilities.

Among the most serious challenges and concerns
faced by many people during the convoy occupation
was simply being able to access and obtain groceries
and other necessities, including prescriptions and
other critical health supplies from pharmacies. Most
stores in Centretown were closed or operating with
significantly reduced hours. The Rideau Centre was
closed throughout the entire occupation, which

was unprecedented in their forty-year history. It

was intimidating and often not physically possible

for many people, especially those with mobility
limitations, to reach the few locations that remained
open or to travel to other parts of Ottawa to obtain
what they needed. Para Transpo, which is relied

upon by many people with disabilities and the elderly,
suspended its operations during the occupation.

People banded together, therefore, to assist those
who were not readily able to access food, medicines
and other essentials. That included remarkable
efforts within the disability community to prepare
and distribute meals to other people with disabilities.
Within condominium and apartment buildings
residents spearheaded informal arrangements to
essentially share provisions with each other.



Many people were concerned about what they
perceived to be a failure by authorities to properly
assess and document human rights abuses and

other harms associated with the convoy occupation.
Alongside the coverage of the convoy by journalists
from mainstream media outlets, who were often
threatened, insulted and accosted while reporting, we
heard about important community-level initiatives

by journalists who focused on ensuring that the
experiences of overlooked and marginalized residents
received attention. We heard from people who spent a
considerable amount of time monitoring social media,
taking photos of the licence plates of illegally parked
trucks, and documenting what was happening on the
streets. The OPC has in fact been able to review and
assess some of that information and found it to be
very helpful.

Many people mounted or took part in protests about
or even against the convoy. Some people did so in
small numbers and even on their own, courageously
standing in the heart of occupied areas near
Parliament Hill or other locations in downtown Ottawa,
with signs expressing opposition to the occupation.
We heard from people who regularly protested in

front of the headquarters of Ottawa Police Services,
seeking to draw attention to the lack of enforcement
action by police.

Community Solidarity Ottawa, which brought together
activists from labour unions and community groups,
organized a march from Lansdowne to the edge of
Centretown that attracted thousands on February 12,
and other events and rallies on subsequent weekends
to resist the occupation and promote solidarity.

We also heard from a number of people who were
involved in what came to be known as the “Battle of
Billings Bridge” protest on February 13, a remarkable
example of community mobilization that blocked

a significant number of vehicles from entering the
downtown core and joining the occupation.

Many programs and services offered by community

organizations were suspended or scaled back during
the occupation because of safety concerns and also
the inability of staff and volunteers to be able to reach
the premises. We did hear, however, about determined
efforts by some organizations to continue to offer
some of their programs, particularly for vulnerable
members of the community. Notably, they did so

with little or no support or protection from police or
government.

There was also community mobilization in the

legal sphere. A truly herculean initiative to initiate

a daunting class action lawsuit, in a very short
timeframe, which served as the basis of a court
application for an injunction to stop the blaring

of horns, was a particularly inspiring example.
Courageously led by a young woman, Zexi Li, on
behalf of downtown residents, the case was brought
by a small group of pro bono lawyers at Champ
and Associates, located in Centretown. We heard
of the many ways in which community members
and volunteers assisted the legal team, including
distributing information directly to truckers, offering
help with legal advice and research, and even
providing security patrols for the law office.

Amidst the trauma and harms that came with the
occupation, violence and abandonment associated
with the convoy, these many examples truly stand

out as reminders of the considerable potential,
tremendous value, and concrete impact of community
mobilization.

A video compilation of testimonies OPC heard is
available here.


https://youtu.be/ngRn356I9bQ
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“For the duration of this occupation, |

had my phone on 24 hours a day. | was

scrambling to get food to people who

| ] [ ] ”

were afraid to leave their home.

— Troy

“| need you to understand that
Centretown is not a bunch of empty
office buildings. It is full of people.”’

— Amy

— Allan

“My building is full of seniors so some
of us residents got together to offer any — Stephanie
sort of assistance we could to fellow

neighbours, like picking up meds or food

— Anonymous
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he space to have that story shared.
eople were dying to speak to someone
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ours and 45 minutes because we jus
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— Judy

— Paul Champ

-
N

| had to regularly cross the red zone
on foot so | made it a habit to record
thing | could see and posted it
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ime, | acquired a rather large following
ich relied on my posts to understand
if it was safe for them to work and
reporters
hemselves could not provide footage.
receiving a lot of comments and
messages from residents, particularl

ike myself, who were thanking me for
keeping them informed.’

— Mathew

— Paul
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[On the Battle of Billings Bridge] | think

lack of action by government, by the lack

of action and complicity of the police
in all of this. We're taking a stand and

enough is enough. And | truly feel

like that was the domino that knocked
everything over, that led to the end of

his occupation.

— Andrea



OTTAWA PEOPLE'S COMMISSION

What we heard

THE CONVOY WAS NOT WITHOUT ITS
SUPPORTERS

The OPC heard from Ottawa residents who were
supportive of the convoy. Indeed, two hearings were
devoted specifically to convoy supporters. As well,
two witnesses in other sessions misled Commission
staff in advance of their appearance, falsely indicating
they were convoy critics, as they believed we would
not be willing to hear from convoy supporters. Yet
that was not the case.

The OPC's mandate is not tied to opposition to the
convoy. We have been tasked with examining the
impact of the convoy on affected communities in
Ottawa. That includes not only detrimental impact,
but the possibility of positive impact as well.

Supporters were urged to focus their comments and
submissions on the question of the impact of the
convoy on the community. The OPC’s mandate does
not extend to debates about vaccine science or the
validity of COVID-19 masking and other public health
protocols.

Convoy supporters generally described that the two
years of COVID-19 restrictions, leading up to the
arrival of the convoy, had been very difficult for them.
Because of their opposition to vaccines, masking and
other rules, they may have lost their jobs, suffered
financially, faced difficulties operating their business,
been required to keep their children home from
school, been barred from various public events and
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establishments, been unable to conduct research
required for university studies, or been alienated from
family, friends and neighbours. One convoy supporter
said that she felt she had become a pariah.

As such, convoy supporters told the OPC that the
arrival of the convoy in Ottawa felt akin to liberation
for them, and that they were uplifted by the fact

that a significant number of people in the city were
actively and publicly expressing views similar to their
own. They felt welcomed, after two years of feeling
excluded. Many convoy supporters described the
atmosphere in downtown Ottawa as being similar to
Canada Day celebrations, referring for instance to
times when a crowd of people would spontaneously
sing O Canada. They stressed that children were
welcome and that many families took part.

Convoy supporters generally disagreed with
assertions that the convoy had harmful impacts on
the community. They said their own experiences

of taking part in the convoy were uniformly festive,
celebratory and inclusive. They rejected suggestions
that the tone of the convoy was in any way
aggressive, racist or violent. Some indicated that they
had welcomed convoy participants into their own
homes.

Such concerns as the impact of impassable streets
and incessant horns were generally dismissed as
inconveniences or annoyances which should be
expected in the downtown of the nation’s capital - or
that paled in comparison with their own suffering



during two years of COVID lockdowns. When asked
about the impact of Confederate and Nazi flags, and
other banners and posters with racist or hateful
messages, convoy supporters said those were
exceptional occurrences not reflective of the views of
the majority of convoy organizers and participants.

To the extent that some convoy supporters agreed,
to a limited degree, that conditions may have been
difficult for some downtown residents, they generally
insisted that the blame for that lay not with the convoy
but with government officials for imposing COVID-19
vaccine and masking mandates in the first place,
and for refusing to meet with convoy leaders once
the convoy was underway. Most convoy supporters
expressed strong disagreement with the invocation
of the Emergencies Act and the subsequent police
enforcement that led to the dispersal of convoy
participants and the removal or departure of trucks
from the downtown core.
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“Myself, | lived in fear for two years, | was
discriminated against for two years and |

feel that the truckers freed me from all that.”

— Christine

“| know that there were many protests
before January but they were totally
ignored by the media. That is why
people like me were frustrated. We were
not being heard. | believe that people
cheered on the trucks, by the side of

he road in the dead of winter, because

welcome them to Ottawa. | wish | could
have done more.”

— Anonymous

“The trucks were loud, and it was very

hard to sleep, | will admit that... I'm sure
hat having trucks parked outside of
your building honking, even through the
day, even if it's not while you're sleeping
but the other 18 hours of the day, I'm
sure that that is jarring to your sense of
life while you sit at home. I'm sorry that
all those people in the downtown core
got caught in the crossfire between the
government and people not being able

— Zachary
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| am also very sorry to the residents
of Ottawa who had their lives turned
f

he convoy, who had their homes filled

he truckers arrived, it was loud and
hese people looked into my eyes and
hey told me ‘you have value, you do.
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he Convoy as a result was part of the
healing for me.”
— MBL
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Commissioner’s Reflections

MONIA MAZIGH: INVISIBILITY

At the OPC's first day of public hearings, an Ottawa
resident emotionally recounted to the audience some
of her experience with the convoy. | remember being
stuck with one short story she shared with us.

| was very moved by this story. What happened to
that man? Was he supported by some mental health
services during those three long weeks? Was he
scared or intimidated by the new environment that
had “occupied” his neighbourhood? Where did he
disappear?

| will likely never know what happened to this
man, nor would the woman who lived in his
neighbourhood and was used to seeing him on a
daily basis. But | know very well what happened to
me.

On February 13, 2022, | was scrolling my Twitter
feed and trying to figure out how the ongoing
“Ottawa occupation” by hundreds of truckers was
being handled by City officials, police officers and
politicians. One of the tweets mentioned that some

residents were about to join a protest near the
Billings Bridge shopping centre at the intersection of
Bank Street and Riverside Drive.

| was tempted to join the protesters. In the last two
decades, as a resident of Ottawa, | have joined many
protests in the streets of downtown Ottawa. Some of
them were more tense than others. But even when
police officers would follow us and take pictures of
us, | never felt intimidated. Even when we chanted
solidarity slogans in front of the US Embassy with
the RCMP officers surrounding us in their patrol
cars, | didn't feel scared. In one of those protests, a
few steps from Parliament Hill near the Centennial
Flame, | vividly remember being shocked at seeing
parliamentary security forces holding military guns
and staring at us. But even that didn't prevent me
from continuing the protest with my fellow citizens.

But that day in February, sitting on my living

room couch and reading the tweets about
protesting, aware of the presence of the trucks, and
contemplating the idea of joining them, | felt scared.
What if the headscarf that | wear as a visibly Muslim
woman was interpreted by some of the truckers as
a provocation? What if | was physically or verbally
attacked?

After a long hesitation, | decided to stay home. |
wasn't sure | would be safe. Taking a personal and
difficult decision, | erased my presence from the
public. | became invisible. | deliberately disappeared
from the public space.

59



This idea of “"disappearance” from the public space
came to haunt me after | heard the story of the
schizophrenic man who disappeared from his
neighbour’s sight.

Whether against his will, for his own safety, or whether,
like me, of his own free will, the convoy had made, not
only him but literally thousands of people “disappear’,
scared to go out, feeling like a hostage in their own
home, or deciding to temporarily move to stay with
family or friends in other parts of the city.

Although | don't live in Centretown or Lowertown

or any parts of the red zone, or in other impacted
neighbourhoods like Vanier or Overbrook, and even
though | consider myself to be privileged, | didn't want
to be “visible" Deep inside me, | understood that my
presence wouldn't be welcome. | had to stay home.

The Ottawa occupation forced many residents to take
themselves out of the public space so they could feel
safe. But at what cost?

Between the end of September and mid-December
2022, | had the privilege and the honour to hear many
stories from Ottawa residents who were severely
impacted by the convoy of truckers. Several of those
testimonies were resonant with this sense of “self-
erasure’, with disappearance.

Meanwhile, the streets which used to be shared

by different people from different socio-economic
backgrounds or diverse ethnic groups became
populated by people who behaved like they were
entitled to live in and occupy the surrounding
neighbourhoods without the consent or approval of
the residents.

This “occupation” gave rise to a sense of lawlessness.
Many times, residents told us about “not leaving their
apartments” or cancelling their medical appointments
or not going for their daily walk. If they dared to go out
and walk to the grocery store to quickly grab some
milk or bread, they would be inevitably followed by a
group of protesters, on foot or driving their terrifying

trucks, who would mock them for wearing masks or
frighten them with speeding trucks and dangerous
moves. | recall one resident telling us “it felt like they
owned the place” “They” referred to the protesters
who spent three weeks occupying the streets,
dangerously setting fires, drinking during all hours
of the day, and defecating and urinating in the snow
and on private properties (even on the National War
Memorial).

I"

The “usual” consequences for such unacceptable
and abhorrent behaviour were not enforced by any
level of policing: not by the Ottawa Police, the OPP,
or the RCMP. The civic expectations that we grow up
learning about, regarding obeying the laws, sharing
the public space, and respecting others were gone.
Those norms also disappeared. Worse, when some of
the residents tried to reach out to institutions like the
Ottawa Police Service, by-law officers or politicians,
they rarely received any response or assistance. They
very rarely felt heard.

The convoy occupation did not only have huge
impacts on people living and working in those
central neighbourhoods, but Ottawa businesses also
suffered too. We heard from Mathieu Fleury, former
City councillor for the Rideau-Vanier ward. He talked
of the fact that the Rideau Centre, an iconic Ottawa
commercial centre that is usually open all year round
had to be closed throughout the entirety of the
occupation. This forced closure made the centre’s
many employees, shoppers and visitors, and even the
“homeless people” who rely on it as a place of warmth
and company, all “disappear” from the city.

What | first thought was a personal impact, due to my
own visibility, stopping me from joining the Billings
Bridge protest, was in fact the norm for countless
residents of Ottawa who became “invisible” overnight,
all because another group of Canadians decided that
they deserved to be seen and deserved to be heard
very loudly with air and train horns emitting noise in
the range of 100 to 150 decibels.



The experience gives rise to so many questions. How
can we live in a democratic country and accept each
other’s divergent opinions and points of view without
infringing on each others' rights? What should be
considered a “state of emergency” such that the City
of Ottawa triggers its comprehensive emergency
preparedness plan, as it normally does in cases of
flooding or other natural disasters? What is considered
to be a “peaceful protest” and what is a disturbance

of public order? How can we ensure that our City
officials communicate efficiently with police services
and with affected residents? And finally in the capital
region of a federal country, like Ottawa, how can we
make sure that the relevant agencies work together

to protect the “reasonable” right of those who protest
while also upholding the right of residents to live freely
and peacefully?

These are fundamental and crucial questions that
our report will try to address. | certainly continue

to reflect on these questions, keeping in mind what
we have heard from those who lived it firsthand. We
will eventually present recommendations, based on
the wisdom and experience of downtown residents,
in hopes of preventing similar protests and events
degenerating in the same way, keeping thousands of
residents invisible, imprisoned and trapped in their
own homes.
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ALEX NEVE: THE ABANDONMENT OF
HUMAN RIGHTS

We do not matter. We do not count, We have been
abandoned.

That is likely the most common sentiment we have
heard, over and over, during these past months of
hearings and community consultations. Abandoned. |
would not be able to count how many times that has
come up.

We have heard that from the residents of Centretown,
Lowertown, Vanier and Overbrook. We have heard
that from the downtown business community. We
have heard that from the City councillors who
represented them.

And every time we have heard it, | have been struck
how deeply that sentiment speaks to a failure of
human rights. Over the course of more than three
decades of frontline human rights research | have
carried out across Canada and around the world,
that anguished and raw sense of abandonment

is what | have universally heard expressed, as |

have investigated unjust imprisonment, forced
displacement, armed conflict, discrimination and
inequality, torture, and other human rights violations.

That is no surprise. After all, it truly goes to the heart
of human rights. Human rights are, at their core, a
reflection of human dignity. To have one's rights
recognized and upheld is to feel acknowledged and

respected. It is to feel dignified and included. To
have one's rights trammeled and violated is to feel
disregarded and dismissed. It is to feel stripped of
dignity. It is absolutely to feel abandoned.

That is certainly so when authorities themselves
commit the human rights violations. Could there be
any more glaring example of contempt for human
dignity and abandonment? But it is equally true
when the abuses are committed by private groups
and individuals, and officials do not care or try hard
enough to provide protection. In both instances, the
state is responsible for upholding human rights.

In both instances, the failure to do so callously
abandons people and communities to their own fate.

It is a sombre realization, to know that thousands

of people, only a 15-minute walk from where | live,
not only felt but truly were completely abandoned,

in the face of what for many of them was the most
disruptive, threatening and fearful experience of their
lives. Abandoned by police, by government, by public
officials and, in a sense, abandoned by society at
large.

In some ways, for many people being abandoned
was more galling and upsetting than the harms and
violence of the convoy itself. It was unfathomable.

People were not abandoned because they did not
look for assistance and support. They were not
abandoned because they remained silent and were
somehow complacent.



Far from it.

They repeatedly approached police and bylaw officers
on the street. They submitted numerous complaints
about harassment, assault and public safety concerns
by phone, online and by going directly to the

police station. They took to social media, and were
interviewed by journalists. They mounted their own
public protests or counter-protests. They pleaded for
help from their elected representatives: municipal,
provincial and federal. They made calls to the social
service agencies they normally rely on for support.
And they turned to each other, especially when it
became clear that authorities were not going to assist.

A few officials did heed these urgent pleas. We have
heard that in particular with respect to the downtown
City councillors at the time, particularly Catherine
McKenney and Mathieu Fleury. Some agencies
valiantly stayed open and did their best to provide
assistance.

But overwhelmingly, almost universally, these requests
for help and calls for action went unheard and were
ignored; abandoning a community of thousands,
residents and business owners alike, to cope on their
own.

| was so struck by the stark example, described to us
by Michelle Hurtubise, the Executive Director of the
Centretown Community Health Centre, of the stunning
response she received to a compelling request for
police assistance. The Centre was carrying out an
important COVID vaccination clinic for children
between the ages of 5 to 12 on the second Saturday
during the occupation. However, as that Saturday
morning came around, convoy participants had set
up on the street and sidewalk in front of the centre,
where they parked their vehicles, lit an open fire with
propane tanks nearby, and were drinking beer.

Understandably worried about the evident safety and
security concerns, with dozens of young children
soon to show up, Michelle made a phone call to ask

the police to intervene. Her request was inexplicably
rebuffed and she was told that because the centre was
situated within the red zone, they would not be taking
action. The police's absurd position seemed to be that
those who were most likely to need their support were
the ones expressly excluded from receiving it, because
of geography. Abandoned. It was only after Michelle
took to her personal twitter account that the police,
likely feeling rather embarrassed, did send someone to
assist.

If dozens of children could be abandoned, who could
count on being protected?

The Centretown Community Health Centre’s
experience played out similarly for many other
individuals and organizations who made repeated
requests to police or bylaw offices for assistance,
including when they had been assaulted or threatened.
What they consistently heard back, however, was
that police were waiting for their orders, were on
standby, were just observing, and did not want to risk
provoking the convoy participants and inflaming the
situation. All of that against a backdrop of reports of
truckers being directed and even escorted into the
downtown by police, and of some officers having
chummy conversations, laughing and even taking
selfies with convoy participants.

We had focused sessions with residents in various
apartment and condo buildings at the very heart of the
occupied section of downtown, who were clearly extra
vulnerable. Many were elderly, with limited mobility.

A significant number were living with disabilities and
faced challenges buying groceries, filling prescriptions,
and using accessible transportation. Many of the
people living in Centretown and Vanier are racialized
or from the 2SLGBTQIA+ community, and of course
easily half of the area’s residents are women; all of
whom were at heightened risk of being targeted for
harassment and abuse by some convoy participants.

We asked whether they had heard proactively from
police? Had community police officers reached out



to ensure they were safe, and to ask whether they
had any pressing security needs? We kept asking
the question, perhaps hopeful that someone would
describe a positive experience. None did. All talked
instead of being abandoned because they clearly did
not matter enough to the powers that be.

| absolutely realize and accept that the convoy
occupation presented police and government with
complex and unique challenges. No matter how
complicated or unique, however, there is no excuse
for overlooking human rights responsibilities. In fact,
those are precisely the times when a commitment to
human rights is more important than ever.

What has become distressingly evident to me,
however, is that human rights were simply not in the
frame at all as plans for anticipating, responding to
and resolving the convoy crisis were being developed
and operationalized.

Yet, when officials abandon human rights, they
abandon people. | have heard, witnessed and
documented that abandonment in communities
around the world. It is never understandable and
definitely never acceptable, anywhere. Certainly not in
Ottawa.
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DEBBIE OWUSU-AKYEEAH:
HYPOCRISY

Having lived in Ottawa for over a decade, | have
become accustomed to the various stereotypes

of our beloved “government town" Stereotypes

that this is a quiet city, very individualistic, and
lacking imagination, which often push young people,
creatives and activists to move to other cities. From
the outside looking in, it might be hard to imagine
community-centricity being a part of the culture here
- let alone during times of crisis.

Looking back at the multitude of stories we heard
during the OPC's first phase, | cannot help but
reflect on the many accounts from residents of the
hypocrisy they witnessed from decision-makers. But,
also Ottawa residents’ direct, or indirect, response
to the hypocrisy by showing in SO many ways that
community keeps people safe - even in our quiet
government town.

“As the 'convoy' settled into downtown
Ottawa, it was difficult not to notice

the troubling differences in the way
police welcomed these 'protesters'

and the militarized speed of police
responses to BIPOC-led protests and

to the confrontational way the RCMP
approaches land-defenders including the
Wet'suwet'en First Nation.”

When | look at my initial reaction to the occupation,

| couldn't help but think about the stark difference
between municipal decision-makers’ (specifically
our mayor and Ottawa Police Service) response

to what was a “protest” to the many actions | have
participated in in this city and have even helped
organize. Actions that other young Black, Indigenous,
and marginalized folks participated in. It wasn't that
long ago we witnessed the OPS response to Black
and Indigenous organizers protesting police brutality
by shutting down Laurier Avenue through a sit-in.
Not for a month, but for a couple of hours. There
was a much more direct and aggressive disruption
of that form of dissent by OPS compared to what we
witnessed during the occupation in February. This

is one of MANY instances of this form of dissent
being met with more brute police force. The fact that
this example, but also the general comment around
how this city treats different forms of dissent, was
mentioned so frequently in the stories we heard
shows that there is a collective sense and deeper
understanding that these institutions fail us by
intention and design.

| think it's important to draw the connection between
the hypocrisy and the communities’ response to it. It
was a common theme with much to unpack.



"Doesn't escape you what their politics are
and what their adjoining beliefs are."

We heard from so many different residents from
many different backgrounds. What was clear from
their narratives was that occupation impacted people
differently based on their social location. What we
heard, and this report, weaves together how those
stories connect.

For example, the focus groups with members of
Ottawa's 2SLGBTQIA+ communities. As a queer
person myself, | felt really connected with the people
who shared their perspectives, as they resonated

so closely with mine. We heard stories and analysis
from 2SLGBTQIA+ people, specifically those already
tapped into monitoring rhetoric and ideology that
may have surrounded the occupation. People who
have been steps ahead of even our decision-makers
when it came to the intelligence and ideological
discourse that surrounded the occupation. Queer

and trans community members were at the forefront
of documenting and sharing it online. It was very
important to hear how queer and trans people reacted
to the hypocrisy and inaction they witnessed, on top of
the homophobia and transphobia that permeated the
occupation, with community response and mutual aid.

"Disabled people being told their lives don't
matter."

This also brings me back to the session we had with
community members with disabilities. A session that
will forever impact me when | look back and think
about how the occupation - similar to the pandemic -
opened a curtain to the systemic issues and barriers
that already exist within our city. Where the most
marginalized people, impacted by physical access
barriers and health challenges, required specific
attention, service delivery, and information. They were
abandoned in a specific way that shows how our
municipal institutions are designed to be intentionally
ableist. It forced these community members who

were navigating their specific access and barriers
challenges, magnified by the physical occupation of
the city, to support other disabled people to get food
and counselling support. This all while experiencing,
as one resident shared with us, “intensification of
legislative violence against disabled people”. It's

why after this session | shared publicly that anyone
running in the municipal election, they should pay
close attention to the recorded testimonies of these
incredible residents. There were so many fundamental
policy lessons to be learned about how we should
respond and how we care about the most vulnerable
people in our communities in times of crisis.

"I will never forgive any of those guys."

We heard from Paul Champ, a human rights lawyer
whose firm is representing downtown residents in
the convoy class action lawsuit. | was shocked at
how emotional his account was. | still feel sadness
and anger when | look back at it. He told a story
about not only local but cross-country mobilization
of information and support to respond to the inaction
and hypocrisy of City officials. From the submission
of heartbreaking stories by Ottawa residents that
fueled the urgency to lawyers as far as Alberta
volunteering to provide legal research - communities
came together in so many different ways to support
each other in collectively responding to what was, and
wasn't, happening during the occupation.

What shocked me about his account was what | have
personally coined my, “ah-ha” moment: all the work
that Paul and his team put into getting an injunction
to end the honking was met with vindictiveness from
City of Ottawa officials. It showed a further disconnect
of City officials with residents that was intentionally
driven by those with political power. The City froze
Paul's team out of the initial stages of the legal
process and acted in counter-purpose by withholding
information. It seemed as if the City, incredibly, felt
they were in competition with the community. This
vindictiveness that targets community leaders and



groups who, through their activism, hold a mirror

to the municipal decision-makers is not new. It is

a pattern | have seen time and time again. It stifles
positive action for the community and is driven by a
toxic culture that exists “at the top” of decision-making
in Ottawa. This is what caught me by surprise: If a
respected white male lawyer can receive the same
disdain and vindictiveness experienced by other
progressive and marginalized community leaders,
what does that say about the willingness of the City to
learn from the mistakes of February 2022?

Ottawa is absolutely community-driven, resilient, and
passionate about caring for each other - and yes, all
while living in a “government town" The stories of the
occupation unearthed so much about the power of
collective remembering; about how we can inform
change through our stories and collective power.
What's needed, which this process and the final report
will hopefully achieve, is accountability at the top to
match the passion of the people.

Elected officials and senior municipal bureaucrats
must recognize that residents of Ottawa are not their
enemy or competition. They are not a nuisance or
inconvenience. They are in service to residents and
constituents. When decision-makers treat citizens
working to make their city better with contempt, what
we get is the utter failure of leadership we witnessed
during the convoy occupation.

In reflecting on this, | can't help but think about
the opportunities that are now presented to our
newly elected City council and mayor. What is the
commitment to real cultural change with the new
leadership when, during the election, far too many
citizens were treated like the enemy? One way to
measure that will be through the response to the
recommendations that come out of this People's
Commission.

Time and a lot of advocacy will tell. | am cautiously
optimistic.



OTTAWA PEOPLE'S COMMISSION

PART | - WHAT WE HEARD

Commissioner’s Reflections

LEILANI FARHA: OCCUPATION

One of the things | love about Ottawa is the overall
friendliness of the people who live here. You're in

a line up at the grocery store and suddenly you're
trading socials with the person in front of you; you
have a household emergency and meals start arriving
on your doorstep. | have taken up residence in a few
cities in my life, and I'd say, Ottawa is pretty much
unparalleled in this respect®. Protests - which are
common here - have never disrupted that for me.
Until Saturday 29 January 2022, when the trucker
convoy arrived.

Almost immediately the city felt decidedly different to
me, even in those first days where my only exposure
to the protest was through social media, horn blaring
heard from afar, and the putrid fumes on the Ottawa
Parkway, near my home. It may sound flakey to say
there was suddenly a different “vibe’; but, there was
suddenly a different vibe, even in my neighbourhood.
Hostility, anger, violence and divisiveness became an
overlay to the city as a whole. The easy friendliness
was somehow tempered. Spontaneous conversations
with strangers that invariably occur, became
constrained, a little uneasy - whose side are they on?
Do they support the convoy or are they opposed to
it?

After about a week, the “vibe" morphed into a

daily reality, with hostility and anger on our city
streets becoming an entrenched feature and media,
government officials and local residents referring to
the trucker protest as an “occupation’. This caught
my attention. | am an Arab-Canadian human rights
lawyer with deep connection to Palestine, and |

have spent a great deal of both my personal and
working life thinking about and advocating against
occupation. | have visited the Occupied Palestinian
Territories several times. When “occupation” was
used to describe what was happening in Ottawa, |
admit, | was skeptical. | have seen Israel’s ruthless
occupation of the West Bank and Gaza up close:

the taking over of streets by occupying forces;

the erection of checkpoints at major crossings
prohibiting travel and severing one part of a region
from another; physical threats and humiliation

of the local population by occupying forces; the
closing down of shops and economic activities

and other obstructions of daily life and violations of
fundamental rights of the local population such as
access to food, medicines, healthcare, education and
social supports; the disappearance of people; and an
edgy atmosphere - that at any moment the situation
could escalate and real harm could be perpetrated by
the occupiers against the occupied.

? | recognize this may not be everyone's experience of Ottawa, especially not for those members of disadvantaged and

marginalized groups including Indigenous people, those from racialized communities, people living in homelessness and
poverty, 2SLGBTQIA+, particular groups of women, migrants, persons of colour, etc.



| am mindful not to draw false comparisons or to
overstate similarities between what the Palestinians
suffer and what happened to Ottawa residents during
the convoy last year. The situation in the Occupied
Palestinian Territories is a 55 year+ occupation with
grave implications for international humanitarian and
human rights law.

That being said, having visited the downtown core
several times during the “protest’, and having
listened to many testimonies at the Ottawa People’s
Commission, “occupation” is not an unreasonable
description of what unfolded for three weeks in the
nation's capital.

The testimonies at the OPC hearings revealed some
hallmarks of an ‘occupation; in particular for those
living in the red zone, and for others as well.

Takeover of an area. We heard that main arteries

in the core, as well as many residential streets, were
completely taken over by trucks and their owners
who had not only moved their vehicles into the area
but who had set up food halls and open fires on street
corners.

Controlling movement. Many testified that mobility
into and within the red zone was almost impossible,
with trucks even blocking apartment building parking
entrances, and that public transportation - including
for persons with disabilities - to the downtown core
had been suspended.

Intimidation and violence, especially of the already
vulnerable. Trucks and truckers were at intersections,
on the streets and in stores intimidating local
residents including through hateful and menacing
commentary, and acts of violence, especially against
those wearing masks and those who could be
identified as from marginalized groups.

Shutdowns. Shops were forced to shutter, some for
the entire three weeks. Where they remained open,
workers reported being intimidated and harassed by

members of the convoy.

Significant obstructions to daily life and violations
of socio-economic rights. We heard countless
reports of obstructions to daily life. Some reported
finding it difficult to get to and from medical
appointments, others were held hostage in their
buildings, afraid or unable to leave, and thus could
not access necessary medicines, or even food for
themselves and their pets. Low-income residents
living outside the downtown core including in Vanier,
could not reach the city’s three drop-in centres, all
of which are in the red zone, preventing them from
accessing necessary social supports including daily
meals they rely upon for survival.

Disappearances. We heard that members of Ottawa's
unsheltered homeless population were displaced from
the public locations where they reside and some have
not been seen since.

Constant threat of violence. We heard repeatedly
that within the red zone residents and those working
there experienced anxiety and had a constant sense
of unease; that violence and more lawlessness could
erupt at any time. Many wondered and worried every
time they stepped outside their home, “what's in those
trucks?’, “what’s in those jerry cans?"

The idea that government officials and police would
allow Ottawa to be occupied in such a fashion is
astounding.

Even more astounding, perhaps, is that at no time
did any government officials, save two or three City
Councillors, bother to inquire let alone address the
needs of everyday residents of Ottawa caught in the
cross-fire.

How difficult would it have been for government
officials to map the downtown core to identify
marginalized groups who might be living there

and develop a protection plan; to determine which
community services are located in the red zone and



create a plan to ensure they could be accessed; to
ensure access to transportation so that those living in
the red zone could attend medical appointments and
undertake grocery shopping?

The bend-over-backward approach by all orders of
government and the police to protect the right of

free expression for convoy protesters, which reached
absurd heights, stands in stark contrast with the utter
failure by governments to ensure that the basic social
and economic rights of local residents - particularly
marginalized groups - were met. This was a complete
abdication of governments’ international socio-
economic human rights obligations.

Sadly, from my vantage, this is government policy on
repeat.

And so, as is often the case in the Canadian context,
it was piecemeal, individual acts of charity that filled
some of the gaps created by governments failing to
meet their human rights obligations to the residents
of Ottawa. We heard many stories of how in the
vacuum of social support by any level of government,
neighbours and friends supported each other, and
strangers lent a hand. A volunteer food network was
established, to ensure those who couldn't reach a
grocery store had enough to eat; friends and family
members outside of the red zone offered those
trapped downtown alternative accommodation;
resident-led safe-walking groups were established to
help people get to appointments and buy supplies.

These acts of kindness restore my sense of ‘friendly
Ottawa:. But they do little to restore my confidence

in our government officials to do what governments
are supposed to: ensure human well-being and basic
human rights, especially in a time of crisis.



OTTAWA PEOPLE'S COMMISSION

Findings

Over the course of four months, the OPC has heard
from over 200 people, through public testimony,
community consultations, private meetings and
written submissions. We are grateful and appreciative
for the valuable input we have received. We are
cognizant that the public space for discussing the
convoy, and public health and other issues related to
the convoy, can often be exceptionally polarized and
toxic. It is no overstatement, therefore, to say that it is
courageous to speak out in that context.

This Part | of our final report offers a compilation
of what we have heard from Ottawa residents,
organized under four broad themes that have
emerged, as well as reflections from the four
Commissioners. Part Il will build on this and
offer deeper analysis of what we have heard and
recommendations going forward.

The Commissioners have identified a number of
themes that came up frequently in what we have
heard, leading to initial findings that will be explored
more fully in Part Il of our report. Those findings are
fourfold:

« The convoy was indeed an occupation of
downtown Ottawa, distinguishing it from
conventional protests that are commonplace
in the city. The occupation proceeded in
disregard of and disrespect for the leadership
and protocols of local First Nations, in land
and territory that has never been ceded or
surrendered. This characterization of the convoy

PART | - WHAT WE HEARD

as an occupation has implications for how it
should have been handled from the outset, and
how the consequences for residents, workers and
business owners in central Ottawa should have
been understood and addressed.

The convoy was unquestionably violent. It was
not a peaceful, or mainly peaceful, event as has
often been asserted. The strategy of using big
rig trucks to blockade streets, and blare horns
incessantly at harmful decibel levels, was a
violent underpinning to the entire experience.
Convoy participants assaulted and accosted
residents for wearing masks, intimidated,
threatened and insulted with racist, misogynist,
Islamophobic, homophobic, transphobic and
other taunts, and displayed antisemitic and racist
flags, banners and posters. This conduct, and
other similar activities constituted violence. A
pervasive atmosphere of hate, anger and fear
of a truck accident, propane explosion or other
catastrophic event, added to the violence.

The people of Centretown, Lowertown, Vanier
and Overbrook were undeniably abandoned

by police and government. Amidst a strategy
that appeared to be designed to offer maximum
leeway to the convoy and was focused on
avoiding confrontation with convoy participants,
for several weeks, police and bylaw officers
virtually stopped enforcing the law. At the same
time, residents and business owners were
provided little or no information about conditions



on the ground and plans for resolving the crisis.
This stands in sharp contrast to the swift and
often aggressive enforcement action that marks
police responses to other disruptive, yet peaceful,
protests, and the strong communication from
police and government during other crises or
disruptive, large-scale public events.

In the absence of police protection and bylaw
enforcement, and faced with the cancellation
or dramatic reduction of many essential public
services and programs, there was exceptional
community mobilization to address basic
concerns about safety, and to help vulnerable
community members access food, medical
supplies and other necessities.

The Commission has also heard from some Ottawa
residents who welcomed and even participated in the
convoy. After two years of feeling ostracized because
of their opposition to COVID-19 vaccine, masking

and other public health protocols, the convoy'’s

arrival bolstered their spirits. While their views and
experience were clearly in the minority, their input

is reflected in Part | of our report and will be further
considered in Part II.

Our conclusion that the people of downtown Ottawa
were abandoned by police, government and some
politicians in the face of a violent occupation of

their neighbourhoods, requiring community level
mobilization to address safety concerns and provide
basic needs, leads to our overarching assessment that
the convoy and the response to the convoy represent
a clear human rights failure.

We have heard dimensions of that human rights failure
that are attributable to all three orders of government,
municipal, provincial and federal, extending to both
police and public officials. We have heard of a glaring
failure to provide people with timely and reliable
information about what was happening. We have also
heard that the lack of clarity of roles and ineffective
coordination among governments and police forces

contributed significantly to this human rights failure.
Residents and business owners witnessed that
incoherence and felt its consequences firsthand.

The applicable human rights framework and related
recommendations to ensure greater regard for human
rights obligations by governments and police in the
future will be discussed in Part Il of our report.

The People's Commission is, at the end of the day, of
and for the people of downtown Ottawa. And the work
of the OPC has therefore only been possible because
of what people have brought to this important
initiative. That includes the tremendous work of our
staff, the enormous contributions of our Steering
Committee and other volunteers, the generosity

of donors and supporters, the assistance from
community partners and, above all, the courage of
everyone who has come forward to share their views
and experience. We are particularly appreciative of
the role played by the Centretown Community Health
Centre, the Commission’s home.

The Commissioners have been honoured and humbled
to have been asked to take on this role of hearing from
the community about the impact of the convoy on
their lives and livelihoods, and we are deeply grateful
to everyone who has made it possible.
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