
Politics, protesters and mental health
Just as 2022 was lifting off, residents of Ottawa watched with curiosity and then growing dismay
as a parade of large, honking transportation trucks moved into the city's centre. The trucks were
soon joined by a flock of smaller but no less noisy vehicles and before citizens could quite grasp
what was happening, an occupation was unfolding in the heart of the city.
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Just as 2022 was lifting off, residents of Ottawa watched with curiosity and then growing dismay
as a parade of large, honking transportation trucks moved into the city’s centre. The trucks were
soon joined by a flock of smaller but no less noisy vehicles and before citizens could quite grasp
what was happening, an occupation was unfolding in the heart of the city.

Many suburban dwellers and those living outside of Ottawa saw the event as a distant novelty.
For the inhabitants of the core of the city, business owners, and employees of the retail outlets
and restaurants closed by the protesters, it was the beginning of a frustrating and often
frightening invasion. Our environment plays an active role in our mental health and loud noises
like honking horns and firecrackers through the night can lead to anxiety and agitation. This
raises our cortisol levels and our stress.

To add insult to injury the police seemed unable or unwilling to act. Politicians did little more than
posture or worse still, approve the disruption. No one seemed clear about why the occupation
was happening, though certainly, frustration over COVID-19 and pandemic restrictions were at
the heart of the activity for many. Residents of Ottawa also managing through the many
constraints of COVID-19 on regular life were further assailed by the fear and uncertainty brought
on by the situation. As interpersonal conflicts escalated between protestors and residents,
unchecked by officials, feelings of isolation and abandonment exacerbated the feelings of stress.

Whatever may have prompted the convoy, it also brought with it unsavory elements that pointed
to a darker intent. From wearing swastikas and flying confederate flags, to urinating on the war
memorial and defecating in a restaurant entryway, these darker combatants soon tarnished all
the protesters. Idle curiosity turned to anger and many in the city saw the demonstrators and their
supporters as abusive invaders. The disconnect in perceived values between residents and
protesters served to enhance feelings of isolation and that in turn amplified feelings of depression
in many.

For those people already bearing the worst of the pandemic, such as racialized communities,
seniors, and those with pre-existing mental health issues, the introduction of an occupation was
an added weight. From the older woman found out in the cold waiting for a bus that could not
come, to those trapped in their homes in fear of the taunts and aggressive posture of protestors
in their neighborhoods, the convoy took its toll.
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So much anger, fear, and distrust soon blossomed into a riot of unhealthy symptoms. Residents
shared stories of sleeplessness, feelings of anxiety, and helplessness. Even after the occupation
was pushed out of the city, fear and distrust lingered. When the local children’s hospital received
a bomb threat, later determined to be a hoax, citizens speculated that the ousted occupiers were
behind the calls. When the police closed a local transit station because a suspicious package
was found, it was also quietly attributed to the truckers. No, this was not speculation in the media,
but by locals over coffee or a beer.

What qualifies as an extended period of trauma is very subjective, but for some people, three
weeks of protesters in their neighbourhoods was more than enough to bring on mental distress.
And it should not be surprising when you consider that the disruption had lasting financial
impacts on many. More than 1,500 people could not go to work for the three weeks the
protesters occupied Ottawa’s downtown. Their wages are unlikely to be fully replaced, nor are
business owners likely to recoup those lost revenues.

Whatever people in Canada may think about the protests and what led to them, it is important to
remember that Ottawa is not Parliament Hill. It is a city where regular people work and live. In
fact, only 20% of the residents of the city and the surrounding region have anything to do with the
federal government and fewer still have anything to do with partisan politics. It is not surprising
then that after 22 days of honking horns, diesel fumes, and tension, the citizens were relieved to
see the end of the disruption. It should also come as no surprise that feelings of anxiety and
stress persist. Twenty months of COVID-19, three weeks of uncertainty, fear, and anxiety
coupled with feelings of isolation are an excellent recipe for poor mental health.

If you are feeling distressed and are seeking assistance, you can text WELLNESS to 741741 at
any time or visit the Wellness Together site to access free mental health and substance use
support. If it’s an emergency, call 911 or visit your local emergency department.

If you would like tips on how you can build your resiliency or manage feelings of anxiety, please
see the links below.

Quick Tips to Reduce Anxiety
Cultivating resilience in the wake of COVID-19
A Post-Secondary Student’s Guide to Mental Health During Covid-19
What’s the difference between fear and anxiety?

Author: Debra Yearwood

A communications pro with more than 20 years of executive experience in the health sector,
expertly navigating everything from social marketing to crisis comms. When she’s not advising on
the boards of Health Partners or Top Sixty Over Sixty, she’s busy finishing her book on thriving in
later life (because why stop now?). Certified Health Executive by day, diversity advocate and
magazine contributor by night—Debra’s the one you call when things need fixing or explaining.

Mental Health Commission of Canada
https://mentalhealthcommission.ca/
350 Albert Street, Suite 1210 Ottawa ON K1R 1A4
Tel: 613.683.3755 | Fax: 613.798.2989
mhccinfo@mentalhealthcommission.ca

https://mentalhealthcommission.ca/resource/quick-tips-to-reduce-anxiety/
https://mentalhealthcommission.ca/resource/cultivating-resilience-in-the-wake-of-covid-19/
https://mentalhealthcommission.ca/resource/a-post-secondary-students-guide-to-mental-health-during-covid-19/
https://mentalhealthcommission.ca/resource/the-pandemic-and-your-mental-health-whats-the-difference-between-fear-and-anxiety/

