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The Leveller is branching out!
We are now accepting articles written in French for the next newspaper 
edition of the Leveller. These articles will be featured in the form of an 
insert.

Send your submissions to editors.the.leveller@gmail.com, and 
help us diversify!

Do you have experience editing in French? Drop us a line!

Le Leveller étend ses branches!
Nous acceptons actuellement des articles en français pour la 
prochaine édition du Leveller. Ces articles feront partie d’un cahier 
spécial.

Envoyez vos articles à editors.the.leveller@gmail.com, et 
aidez-nous à diversifier notre contenu!

Si vous avez de l’expérience dans la révision de textes en français, 
contactez-nous!

Pousse comme une 
mauvaise herbe.
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Two and a half years ago, it 
would have been hard to 
imagine. Even a few months 

ago, we might have thrust aside 
with disdain any crystal ball that 
predicted we’d spend the summer 
putting together a magazine.

“Spend my summer working on 
the Leveller? Are you kidding?! I want 
to feel sunshine. I want to see friends. 
I want my life back. I don’t want to 
see that damn paper ever again.”

Yet here, in your hands, is the 
result of what has been referred 
to these past few months as “The 
Leveller Special Magazine Extrava-
ganza,” or, for brevity’s sake, “The 
Leveller the Newspaper the Maga-
zine” and “It’s a newspaper! It’s a 
magazine! It’s the Leveller!”

The Leveller began as the proj-
ect of a few disgruntled Carleton 
University graduate students and 
alumni, who, after hearing others 
complain and doing a fair amount 
of complaining themselves, decided 
to do something about the media 
situation at the university and in the 
city of Ottawa.

At that time, in early 2009, teach-
ing assistants (TAs) at Carleton Uni-
versity were in contract negotiations 
and faced a hostile administration 
intent on reducing their take-home 
pay. Leading up to an important vote 
on whether to mandate the union 
to strike if necessary, it became clear 
that a lack of informed media cover-
age was hurting the union, and even 
TAs were at a loss as to how to un-
derstand the situation.

Equally deficient media cover-
age of strikes occurring with TAs 
at York University and bus drivers 
in Ottawa contributed to an atmo-
sphere of apprehension, and Car-
leton TAs cast ballots against their 
union, effectively voting against 
their collective long-term interests.

The lost vote became the cata-
lyst for the irreverent but hard-hit-
ting Leveller, a newspaper designed 
to fill a void in the campus and 
city mediascape. Leveller lore has 
it that within days a team of dedi-

cated writers, editors, and layout 
technicians – with the right balance 
of talent and bite – was assembled. 
This small cadre of passionate vol-
unteers worked hard to get the first 
issue out the door.

The Leveller’s founders, having 
a healthy interest in history, took 
the newspaper’s name from a loose 
group of troublemakers active dur-
ing the English Civil Wars. The 17th-
century Levellers were considered 
a threat to King Charles I and the 
established order because of such 
proposals as expanded suffrage and 
equality before the law, ideas now 
considered unremarkable and ba-
nal, but that were seen as radical at 
the time.

The founders of the Leveller 
also remembered the days when 
newspapers dug up dirt on the 
powers that be, engaged in produc-
tive muckraking, and didn’t pretend 
to be anything other than partisan.

Our efforts didn’t go unnoticed; 
right off the bat the paper caused a 
stir, both on campus and off. Some 
readers praised it for its sense of 
humour, its reclaiming of reporting 
ground given up by contemporary 
publications, and its endeavour to 
have one foot on campus and one 
in the surrounding communities.

Others took an immediate dis-
like to the Leveller’s provocative 
editorializing, which seemed to 
spill boundlessly across the pages, 
and its brazen acknowledgment of 
its biases, reiterated on page 2 of 
every issue and in several editorials.

They accused the Leveller of be-
ing “not a real newspaper” because 
it didn’t bother hiding its editorial 
stance behind a veneer of objec-
tivity and neutrality. A piece in the 
Charlatan described the Leveller as 
“barely having the requirements to 
line the bottom of a birdcage.” And 
according to some readers who sent 
us letters, the Leveller was the Fox 
News of the left, run by a “secretive 
cabal of crypto-socialist quasi-jour-
nalists.”

Since then the Leveller has 

struggled and thrived, then strived 
and struggled, then thrived some 
more. If one thing has remained 
consistent over the course of the 
Leveller’s development, it has been 
growing pains. The Leveller contin-
ues to depend on a small few, who 
put in countless unpaid hours to 
make each issue happen.

Readers always appear sur-
prised to hear about the quantity 
of blood, sweat, and tears required 
to make the Leveller happen, and 
it’s always surprising for us to hear 
other people’s surprise that we at 
all struggle to make the paper hap-
pen. We have, it seems, forsaken the 
veneer of objectivity and neutrality, 
only to replace it with a veneer of 
effortlessness.

Each issue that we manage to 
publish, spelling errors and all, is 
a feat. Countless invisible hours 
go into organizing story meetings, 
coordinating writers and photog-
raphers, and gathering for several 
consecutive days to edit pieces 
like mad before the print deadline. 
Sometimes it’s overwhelming.

And sometimes we feel like 
there’s so much we want to do, but 
just can’t find a way to get done 
given our limited resources. There’s 
always a lead we can’t get anyone to 
investigate, a scoop we can’t find a 
writer to cover, an editorial we wish 
we had time to draft.

We wish we had the financial 
means of other publications: that 
we could compensate the editors 
for their stalwart dedication; that 
we could maintain a contingent of 
reporters, ready to be dispatched 
or assigned a regular beat; that we 
could have a team of copy editors 
and proofreaders, intent on elimi-
nating those pesky writing errors 
that crop up.

We also wish that we could 
pay our part-time operations man-
ager – who manages our volunteers 
and our money, making sure we’re 
financially afloat enough to pay to 
print the next issue – and our pro-
duction manager – who receives a 

small honorarium for laying out the 
publication and making sure it’s 
pretty – what they deserve.

Right now neither is fairly com-
pensated for their work, and both 
go above and beyond to ensure the 
Leveller can keep going.

We have big dreams, circum-
scribed by reality.

It’s easy to get distracted by all 
the things we want to do but can’t, 
and to let our passion give way to 
disappointment. At those moments, 
it’s helpful to turn around and look 
back at all that we’ve accomplished 
despite the barriers we face.

We’ve published three well-re-
ceived volumes of the paper. We ran 
a successful levy campaign among 
Carleton graduate students, who 
voted in favour of institutionalizing 
the Leveller through a small levy, 
allowing us to hire our operations 
and production managers.

If we can take any credit for 
the tremendous turnaround in the 
fortunes of the Carleton University 
TA union, which received a strong 
strike mandate from its members 
in the fall of 2010 while facing a 
still hostile administration, then we 
have attained our goal of contribut-
ing to a more informed community.

And now Ottawa’s cheekiest 
paper has the opportunity to do 
something a bit different for loyal 
and new readers alike. As one of the 
recipients of the PROMdemonium 
Fund, established for local initia-
tives that do not have ready access 
to mainstream funding, the Level-
ler presents Ground Level, our first 
magazine issue, made with Ottawa 
on our minds and with much affec-
tion. We hope you enjoy it.  

Erin Seatter, long-time Leveller 
and soon-to-be editor emerita, on 
behalf of the editors

THE LEVELLER 
PRESENTS

Two years of Levelling Ottawa

Send us letters of love or hate to 
editors.the.leveller@gmail.com
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The Leveller is a publication covering news and culture in Ottawa and elsewhere. It is intended to provide readers 
with a lively portrait of their community and of the events that give it meaning. It is also intended to be a forum for 
provocative editorializing and lively debate on issues of concern to Ottawa residents.

The Leveller leans left, meaning that it challenges power and privilege and sides with people over private property. 
It is also democratic, meaning that it favours open discussion over silencing and secrecy. Within these very general 
boundaries, the Leveller is primarily interested in being interesting, in saying something worth saying and worth 
reading about. It doesn’t mind getting a few things wrong if it gets that part right.

The Leveller has a very small staff, and is mainly the work of a small group of volunteers. To become a more 
permanent enterprise and a more truly democratic and representative paper, it will require more volunteers to write, 
edit, and produce it; to take pictures; and to dig up stories.

The Leveller needs you. It needs you to read it, talk about it, discuss it with your friends, agree with it, disagree with 
it, write a letter, write a story (or send in a story idea), join in the producing of it, or just denounce it. Ultimately it 
needs you—or someone like you—to edit it, to guide it towards maturity, to give it financial security and someplace 
warm and safe to live.

The Leveller is an ambitious little rag. It wants to be simultaneously irreverent and important, to demand responsibility 
from others while it shakes it off itself, to be a funhouse mirror we can laugh at ourselves in and a map we can use 
to find ourselves and our city. It wants to be your coolest, most in-the-know friend and your social conscience at the 
same time. It has its work cut out for it.

The Leveller and its editors have no phone or office, but can be contacted with letters of love or hate at 
editors.the.leveller@gmail.com
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US & (THEM) US,” a coffee-
house art show aimed at 
levelling the artistic play-

ing field, saw Ottawa street art-
ists and students come together 
at La Petite Mort Gallery in mid-
April 2011. Wood carvings, paint-
ings, drawings, photographs, and 
sculptures were displayed for 
sale, and free refreshments were 
served during poetry and musical 
performances.

With over 150 attendees, 
an estimated $1,200 was raised 
through donations and works 
sold. After artists were compen-
sated for purchased art, the pro-
ceeds went to the Ottawa Street 
Art Collective, which provides art 
supplies for street artists other-
wise unable to afford them, and 
the Carleton University Naviga-
tors, a student group involved in 
planning the event.

Curator Kaite Burkholder ex-
pressed hope that the show would 
inspire attendees to engage “with 
people in the street in a real way, a 
way that respects dignity and recog-
nizes that everybody has things to 
learn from each other.”

In bringing together a diverse 
group of artists, students, and gallery 
patrons, the show was also “meant 
to challenge entrenched concep-
tions we have about people on both 
sides of the poverty line,” she said.

Burkholder said that art shows 
and other events that involve this 
kind of engagement are part of “cre-
ating a political will” and motivating 
people to partake in anti-poverty ad-
vocacy surrounding issues not taken 
seriously enough by politicians.

“It is political, it is activism, it is 
a statement of trying to just get peo-
ple to wake up and see that there 
are so many different reasons why 
people end up where they’re at.”

For some artists, the event was an 
opportunity to showcase their bur-
geoning talent for the first time, while 

others have had experience present-
ing their works. John Blakely, who 
had several wood carvings for sale 
at the show, often shares his poetry 
with patrons of shelters and drop-in 
centres. He described his attitude to-
wards his work by saying, “It came for 
free, so I give away for free.”

Another poet, Roger Pottie, 
writes about life on the street and 
in shelters, and has made enough 
money through panhandling and 
selling his poetry to print his works 
for sale from his own apartment.

Graphite artist Matthew Mas-
sago said he gains “a sense of seren-
ity” from the creation of his draw-
ings, a sentiment shared by several 
artists who claimed that expressing 
themselves through their works 
was a self-healing experience, while 
connecting with others through 
their work was an empowering one.

La Petite Mort Gallery opened in 
2005 on Cumberland Street in the 
ByWard Market district. Guy Bérubé, 
the director and owner, believes it 
was “fate” that resulted in the gal-
lery’s location on a corner that regu-
larly sees a diversity of drop-in cen-
tre and shelter patrons walk by.

Other galleries, Bérubé said, 
may not understand his attraction 
to confronting subversive or contro-
versial issues “that are supposed to 
be kept hidden,” such as street life 
and addiction in exhibits.

For him, it’s about being in-
volved with the surrounding com-
munity: “You can either ignore it 
or you take part in it.” Bérubé has 
found quite a few artists who sell 
their works on the street and notes 
that “they’re happy to be here” 
when they have the opportunity to 
display their art in the gallery.

Roger Babin, an artist and rep-
resentative of the Ottawa Street Art 
Collective, which is funded in part 
by the Ottawa Panhandlers’ Union, 
said that while some artists partici-
pating in “US & (THEM) US” had 

previously sold works in galleries, 
one thing all the artists have in com-
mon is their status as outsider art-
ists, “which is to say that these are 
people who are self-taught – they 
don’t have a formal arts education 
– and the art is absolutely amazing.”

Also in attendance at the show 
was Ottawa Panhandlers’ Union 

spokesperson Andrew Nellis, who 
noted, “What you’ll see in the art-
work here is that it’s very raw, it’s 
very truthful.” He said it is referred 
to as outsider art “because the con-
text it’s produced in is entirely out-
side the industry.”

What the show offered, he 
claimed, was “an opportunity for 

ART FROM THE 
MARGINS

A glimpse inside the world of  
Ottawa’s “outsider” street talent

OUTSIDER ART:  

“The creative work of artists who are self-taught and/or ... fortunately 

impervious to being taught how to make art. ... The strong appeal of 

all this work seems to be rooted primarily in its otherness. It brings us 

the surprising, the unexpected and the fresh. Our mainstream cultural 

hierarchy has become so refined and self-referential that we have 

developed a deep-seated longing for truly fresh, honest and original 

creative expression.”  

– Robert Comings, Nada Farm Museum of Archetypes

“Brain on Drugs”  Alana Roscoe



6       Ground Level The Leveller Presents   2011 

people in Ottawa to see what kind 
of artwork they’re being denied by 
the policies of City Hall,” which for-
bids the sale and display of art on 
the street.

Babin echoes Nellis’ frustra-
tion with laws that make it tech-
nically illegal to sell art on the 
street, saying that “the artist is a 
prime target” for police. Although 
Babin blames artists’ difficulties 
on the policies of City Hall rather 
than the police themselves, he 
argues that the laws are enforced 
inconsistently and unfairly against 
street artists of all types.

Certain artists considered to 
be a benefit to tourism are gen-
erally left alone, he says, while 
“the more marginal artists who 
have more controversial art are of 
course picked upon, and anyone 
who’s making any kind of politi-
cal statement with their art is go-
ing to be a target, because City 
Hall doesn’t like them. And if City 
Hall doesn’t like them, the police 
get told to roust them.”

Strongly influencing the poli-
cies of City Hall and the actions 
of police, claims Nellis, are Otta-
wa’s Business Improvement Areas 
(BIAs). According to the City of Ot-
tawa’s website, the BIAs are groups 
of local business and property own-
ers aiming “to improve, promote, 
and undertake projects that will 
result in a stronger and more com-
petitive commercial main street or 
business district.”

Nellis argues that, in pursuit of 
this mandate, these groups want 
“poor people to be cleansed from 
the downtown core.” Babin agrees 
and says that Sparks Street, for ex-
ample, “used to be a tourist attrac-
tion, a living street with buskers, 
street artists, portrait painters,” 
but now “is very dead,” an effect 
of bylaws and policies restricting 
street performers and vendors.

The Safe Streets Act (SSA) and 
Vending on Highways Law were two 
pieces of legislation that motivated 

activists in 2003 to form the Ottawa 
Panhandlers’ Union as a shop of the 
Industrial Workers of the World, 
which fights “for the rights of ALL 
people to access and use public 
space.” Ottawa’s 2005 Vending on 
Highways Law prohibits busking, 
street theatre, and street sales of arts, 
crafts, flowers, and newspapers.

The SSA, passed by Ontario in 
1999, was criticized by the Panhan-
dlers’ Union for being vague in its 
definition of aggressive panhan-
dling, leading to it being arbitrarily 
or unreasonably enforced by some 
police officers.

In a 2004 article on the SSA’s 
criminalization of poverty, the 
Globe and Mail reported that anti-
poverty and civil liberty groups had 
called the act unnecessary and “too 
harsh,” while former Liberal MPP 
Michael Bryant once described it as 
the “sweep-it-under-the-rug act.”

Artists who are ticketed under 
the SSA usually win if they go to 
court, as they are often ticketed il-
legally, according to Babin. “Police 
don’t know the law,” he says. “They 
don’t have to.”

In recent years, a group of 
volunteers, law students, social 
workers, and anti-poverty activists 
formed the Ticket Defence Program 
to aid persons charged under the 
SSA, but Babin says the program 
had to be formally dropped due to 
a lack of qualified legal advisors.

Protests organized by the Otta-
wa Panhandlers’ Union in previous 
years have targeted the SSA and the 
Vending on Highways Law, as well 
as BIAs said to be complicit in un-
fairly targeting the poor.

A peaceful 55-day Homeless Ac-
tion Strike in 2004 was successful 
in prompting the establishment of 
an official task force. This task force, 
consisting of street delegates and 
homeless advocates, as well as rep-
resentatives from City Council, the 
Ottawa and District Labour Council, 
social service agencies, the business 
community, and police, produced a 

list of recommendations for City Hall 
regarding homelessness and the SSA.

It called for repeals to laws pre-
venting people from earning a small 
living by selling on the street and 
distributing not-for-profit newspa-
pers, and for police training aimed 
at curbing harassment and unjust 
enforcement of laws against the 
poor. It also recommended the cre-
ation of permanent street market 
sites operated by local artists and 
street people.

The task force noted that it fo-
cused on consultations with the 
homeless community, in contrast 
to gathering input from BIAs, mer-
chant associations, and community 
associations, which had led to the 
development of the City’s vending 
regulations.

Despite the task force’s claims 
that the recommendations were 
“widely supported by City staff,” 
many of them, including a recom-
mendation to repeal or change the 
SSA, were subject to review by the 
Ottawa Police Service and stake-
holders in the business community 
and were ultimately rendered inef-
fectual.

More recently, the Ottawa Bus-
kers Association has been fighting 
licencing fees for street performers 
in the ByWard Market. Arguing that 
street entertainers add to the ambi-
ance, life, and culture of the city, 
critics of the licensing bylaw insist 
the $50 annual fees and $10 daily 
permits for busking, up to a maxi-
mum of $200, are too expensive.

Perhaps oblivious to the possi-
bility that some talented entertain-
ers may find the fees prohibitively 
high, the City argues that the bylaw 
has resulted in better performances 
and allows buskers to be separated 
from panhandlers.

Pottie, a member of the Ottawa 
Panhandlers’ Union who partici-
pated in “US & (THEM) US,” says 
that when selling his poetry on 
the street, he does not encounter 
harassment from the police. He 

explains that etiquette and careful 
adherence to the SSA’s restrictions 
on aggressive panhandling have al-
lowed him to maintain a civil rela-
tionship with and even sell works to 
police officers and security guards.

“If you’re kind, polite, courte-
ous, and if you move out of peo-
ple’s way,” he argues, “people go by, 
they don’t have to go around. That’s 
what the cops look for.”

Burkholder and Bérubé hope 
to organize more shows and work-
shops for street artists in the future, 
but there have also been initiatives 
allowing street youths to hone and 
display their artistic talents. The 
BeadWorks program, supported 
by the City and the ByWard Market 
BIA, allows homeless and at-risk 
youth to craft and sell jewellery.

It operates out of Operation 
Come Home, a youth drop-in cen-
tre in Centretown. In addition, Ot-
tawa Innercity Ministries, an inter-
denominational Christian charity, 
held its fourth annual art show, fea-
turing paintings and performances 
by street youth, at Club SAW in late 
June of this year.

According to Babin, the Ottawa 
Panhandlers’ Union has tentative 
plans to hold a street art auction in 
the coming months.

While acknowledging that 
April’s “US & (THEM) US” show was 
good exposure for artists, Nellis says 
that the Ottawa Panhandlers’ Union 
would rather see art displayed and 
sold on the street. “When you take 
the art and you put it in a gallery, it 
removes the art from the context in 
which it was created,” he said.

“People have a need for authen-
ticity in their art, which is not be-
ing satisfied by the professional art 
community,” added Nellis. “What 
they’re looking for are people who 
are speaking the truth through their 
art and not necessarily working on 
some ephemeral theory of art or 
philosophy.”

Alana Roscoe

Outsider Art for sale Alana Roscoe
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Street, and the encroaching West-
boro look and feel.

I wish I had studied urban plan-
ning and knew how to intelligently 
articulate a vision of sustainable 
economic and social development, 
the kind that doesn’t lead to gen-
trification, unaffordability, and ho-
mogeneity. Luckily though, some 
people have pretty innovative ideas 
about how this kind of develop-
ment and planning can be spurred.

The executive directors of four 
social and health service agencies 
got together in June 2009 because 
they were looking to expand their 
programs and services, and the 
Somerset West Community Health 
Centre (SWCHC) was actively look-
ing for clinic space in Hintonburg. 
Through meetings and brainstorm-
ing, they began to hatch a plan for 
a different kind of development. 
The project is called the Hinton-
burg Hub, and it brings together 
four community organizations fo-
cusing on health, social, and hous-
ing policy for the community. The 
involved partners are the SWCHC; 
Centretown Citizens of Ottawa 
Corporation (CCOC), a non-profit 
housing provide; Citizen Advocacy 
of Ottawa-Carleton, an organization 
that supports and advocates for 
people with disabilities; and Family 
Services à la Famille Ottawa, a chari-
table organization that provides 
counselling and support services. 
These partners seek to create a hub 
of services – health, social, and af-
fordable housing – in a neighbour-
hood that is increasingly lacking all 
three.

Based on the support and en-
ergy of residents and partners at the 
two public meetings hosted by the 
Hintonburg Community Association 
– the first on April 4 and the second 
on June 1 – it is clear that the com-
munity sees the benefits of the ini-
tiative: localizing services; bringing 
them closer to home; and fostering 
seamless, holistic, and integrated 

health and social services. With the 
SWCHC at capacity, with a long and 
often closed waiting list, the hub 
would bring much needed primary 
health care services to Hintonburg.

According to the City of Ottawa 
Neighbourhood Profile for Hinton-
burg-Mechanicsville, the propor-
tion of Hintonburg residents who 
reported having a regular medical 
doctor is 74.9%, which is signifi-
cantly lower than the Ottawa aver-
age of 88.3%. Hintonburg residents 
also face “higher rates of hospital-
ization for Ambulatory Care Sensi-
tive Conditions (conditions such as 
asthma, diabetes, cellulitis, angina, 
and hypertension) – well above the 
City of Ottawa average.” SWCHC cli-
ent data support this picture, show-
ing that clients in the area frequent-
ly present with hypertension, stress, 
and anxiety.

As for the housing component, 
the Neighbourhood Profile identi-
fies that “significant proportions 
of the population live at both the 
high and the low end of the in-
come scale”: 13.8% of families earn 
less than $20,000 per year, while 
13.8% earn over $80,000. This sug-
gests a depth of poverty in the area, 
which is manifested in another find-
ing. Housing is unaffordable for a 
high number of residents, who are 
forced to spend more than 30% 
of their income on shelter, which 
is well above the city average. The 
profile also cites overcrowding and 
housing in disrepair as major con-
cerns for the neighbourhood.

The City of Ottawa’s Neigh-
bourhood Plan for Hintonburg and 
Mechanicsville says that “there is 
now a critical mass that is contrib-
uting to the overall gentrification 
throughout the community.” It adds 
that “stabilizing existing affordable 
housing, owner-occupied housing, 
and rental housing is essential. Re-
taining and properly maintaining 
the existing affordable housing be-
comes even more important as the 

At the beginning of June, I took 
advantage of the Hintonburg 
community garage sale to 

cycle through my neighbourhood. 
I stopped to chat with friends and 
friendly strangers, and zigzagged 
through parks and narrow Mechan-
icsville side roads to check out the 
best table: on Armstrong Street, 
two six-year-olds were selling their 
stuffed animals. After emptying 
my change purse I set off for the 
Enriched Bread Artists building 
on Gladstone Avenue, open to the 
public through the Doors Open Ot-
tawa event. Then I ventured to the 
ground floor to visit the Gladstone 
Clayworks Cooperative, where kind 
co-op members showed me around 
and told me about the eighteen 

years that folks have been splitting 
the cost of rent to work clay to-
gether.

This is an area where heteroge-
neity creates artful intersections be-
tween urban living and community 
building, between entrepreneur-
ship and edge.

That said, I’m worried.
I’m worried because of the 

intensification and gentrification 
that’s taking place – the develop-
ment of a mass crop-up of condos 
and chains, the expropriation of a 
row of houses on Westmount Av-
enue to widen the 417 highway, 
the atrocious proposal of a 36-story 
monster on the Carleton Tavern’s 
block on Parkdale Avenue, the clos-
ing of the iconic KFC on Wellington 

TRANSITIONS AND 
GROWING PAINS

On community, the Hintonburg Hub, and 
sustainable urban development

These partners seek to create a hub of services 

– health, social, and affordable housing – in a 

neighbourhood that is increasingly lacking all three.

Salvation Army’s Bethany Hope Centre, hopeful site for the Hintonberg Hub Tan Tu Van



We are looking for people like you to write critical and inspiring articles about issues and events 
important to residents of Ottawa and surrounding communities. Story themes and ideas may include:

• City Council and municipal governance • Unions and the labour movement  
• Development and/or gentrification • Art, film, food, music • Indigenous sovereignty
• Gender and women’s issues • Food politics • Canadian politics • Environmental politics
• International issues • Alternative culture/counter-culture

CALL FOR CONTRIBUTORS

Develop new skills, learn more about issues you care about, be 
supported in your efforts while supporting the efforts of others, and 
be an active part of the community you live in.
If you’re interested in working with others – with us! – to build a 
healthier, more vibrant and just community, this is your opportunity.
Help get the word out through writing, photography, drawing/
cartooning, and/or through all the ‘behind the scenes’ work that is 
part of producing the Leveller.

Want to write an article but not 
quite sure of an idea? Come 
to one of our monthly story 
meetings (advertised through 
facebook.com/leveller.ottawa). 
For more information or to submit 
a pitch or an article, contact  
editors.the.leveller@gmail.com.

Your Community.
Your Narrative.

Your Opportunity.
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the land,” she said. The clock is tick-
ing, as the Salvation Army needs to 
sell the property.

In a June 27 communiqué, the 
hub partners stressed that they “re-
ally appreciate the support com-
munity residents have expressed 
for the Hintonburg Hub” and asked 
that individuals “please continue to 
make representation to elected rep-
resentatives, to Mayor Jim Watson, 
MP Paul Dewar, MPP Yasir Naqvi and 
City Councillor Katherine Hobbs 
seeking their financial support for 
this project.”

We will be hearing more about 
the escalating cost of health care 
with the upcoming provincial elec-

tion in October. Let’s hope that 
homegrown and community-based 
initiatives to address community 
health will get the financial sup-
port they need to become reality. 
Communities that create their own 
community design plans and advo-
cate for affordable housing need to 
be granted the economic means to 
put sustainable urban development 
into practice.

In the meantime, as community 
members we should push to make 
the hub happen. Check out www.
swchc.on.ca for more info, or look 
for “Hintonburg Hub” on Facebook.

Josée Madéia

chasm between gentrifying proper-
ties and poorly maintained housing 
widens.” The Hintonburg Hub aims 
to incorporate a healthy mix of mar-
ket rent and rent-geared-to-income 
housing, which will bring much 
needed affordable social housing 
stock to the neighbourhood. This 
will go a long way towards meet-
ing the housing needs of lower-end 
income earners who are currently 
paying high market rents in the 
area.

More than this, the sharing of 
space will also link primary health 
care with community health servic-
es and social services. In these ways, 
the project is a community builder, 
but it is also a money saver because 
it’s couched in prevention, health 
promotion, education, and chronic 
disease management. From an en-
vironmental standpoint, it is close 
to clients and fosters a walkable, 
livable environment. The hub will 
provide a space where key aspects 
of the social determinants of health 
can be addressed.

At the last community meeting, 
everyone was on board – the com-
munity, the hub partners, MP Paul 
Dewar, and MPP Yasir Naqvi – but 
the issue is funding. Money is need-

ed to buy the chunk of land on Wel-
lington Street at Rosemount Avenue 
where the Salvation Army’s Bethany 
Hope Centre is currently located. 
Some creative ideas have been put 
forward, but so far the municipal, 
provincial, and federal govern-
ments have not stepped up.

However, there is a plan. The 
hub partners recently confirmed 
in an open letter that they will con-
tinue to look for private and public 
grant money for land purchase and 
will meet with community leaders 
to share ideas about moving the 
project forward. They and com-
munity leaders will explore ways in 
which the recent federal-provincial 
Affordable Housing Program fund-
ing could help in this bid. One way 
could be to set up a legal partner-
ship among them for the purpose 
of owning and managing a joint 
property.

Further, “the recently an-
nounced Infrastructure Ontario 
money will help with the develop-
ment of the hub,” said Vicky Small-
man, community leader and SW-
CHC board member. However, she 
continued, this money will not help 
with the land purchase. “We’re still 
looking for grants to help secure 

Tan Tu Van

NOT A WRITER? NOT A PROBLEM.  
THERE ARE MANY WAYS YOU CAN BE A 
PART OF LOCAL, INDEPENDENT MEDIA!
CALL FOR LEVELLERS
 
Behind the scenes, we need people to help with proofreading, 
copy editing, photo management, design/layout, website/social 
media, business, and especially distribution. Help us expand 
the Leveller by distributing newspapers to local businesses and 
organizations in your neighbourhood.
Build your skills as you contribute to strengthening independent 
media in your community.
Get involved today! Contact operations.the.leveller@gmail.com 
or visit leveller.ca to learn more.

Internship: Marketing and Distribution Coordinator
The Leveller is offering a volunteer internship in each of the 
upcoming fall and winter semesters to assist with developing a 
business strategy in the areas of advertising, fundraising, and 
distribution, with the possibility of commission or an honourarium 
upon completion.
Contact operations.the.leveller@gmail.com to discuss this 
opportunity.
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DOORING
Getting hit by a door opening from 
a parked car is the biggest risk in 
traffic for cyclists on city streets. 
There are two ways to avoid this.

First, ride far enough away from 
parked cars so that you are out of 
reach of any opening doors. Other-
wise, not only might you suddenly 
get hit, but even if you miss the 
door you may end up veering into 
traffic suddenly without the time 
for the shoulder check required to 
change lanes safely.

When riding in your average 
parking lanes with lane markings, cyclists often ride in the middle of the space 
left between parked cars and the lane marking – this is too close. The recom-
mended distance is three feet away from cars.

If you don’t have a sense for how far into traffic that is, the next time you’re 
in Chinatown, ride along the [1] sharrows (double chevrons indicating the best 
path for cyclists) along Somerset Street near Booth Street – when your tires are 
hitting the middle of the sharrows, you’re three feet away from the average non-
SUV car.

If, however, a lane is very narrow, consider “taking the lane,” or riding in the 
middle of the lane with car traffic in your direction for that section of the road-
way, instead of hugging parked cars or the curb. Cars are allowed to move into 
the oncoming lane briefly in order to pass you.

Second, riding in a straight line is particularly important. If there are gaps be-
tween parked cars, do not veer into them so that you are riding next to the curb 
when there are no cars, and next to the cars when they are there.

If you suddenly pop up from behind a parked car in the two seconds be-
tween a parked driver checking for oncoming traffic and opening her door, those 
two seconds may land you right in front of an open door.

Dooring will almost always happen on your right; the exception is when rid-
ing in a segregated bike lane to the right of parked traffic such as the Laurier bike 
path, where dooring could happen on your left.

This is a particular risk for a new path, where car occupants are not used to 
checking for oncoming traffic before opening the passenger door. It is a good 
idea to ride along the right side of such bike paths when possible. As a bonus, 
this is a friendly invitation to faster cyclists to pass you without having to ring 
their bells at you.

CYCLE SMART

A practical guide to biking in Ottawa

Ottawa is a decent city for cycling. The downtown core is compact enough 
that it’s pretty easy to get from A to B if you don’t have any far-flung des-
tinations, and if your far-flung destinations are near a National Capital 

Commission cycling path, you’ll have a scenic ride.
The city has been making progress in its bike friendliness, which garnered it 

a silver-level Cycling Friendly Community designation at the 2011 Ontario Bike 
Summit.

Oh sure, there are lots of improvements that could still be made in terms of 
infrastructure, city planning, road maintenance, parking, and so forth – but the 
biggest thing Ottawa could use is more cyclists. Some drivers still act like clue-
less idiots sometimes because there are too few cyclists on the road for them to 
consistently think about us.

It is accepted wisdom in cycling-advocacy circles that more cyclists on the 
road leads to fewer collisions, as motorists adjust their behaviour. Numbers from 
jurisdictions like New York City bear this out, as collision numbers fall when 
ridership rises.

So even though worries about safety are a barrier to riding for many people, 
getting out there on your bike –  along with all your friends – will ultimately help 
you be safer on the street.

But what about in the meantime, you say? Until the drivers are used to see-
ing cyclists around? That’s where your cycling smarts come in. Familiarizing (or 
refreshing) yourself with some basic principles and techniques of collision avoid-
ance will help you stay safe in even the zaniest traffic.   

LIGHT IT UP
Good lights are a must. Ottawans seem to accept this fact more than cyclists 
in too-cool Montreal, who often glide unlit (and helmetless) through the 
dark, but still the lighting on the average bike around town is insufficient.

A tiny one-LED turtle light strapped to the front and back of your bike will 
just not cut it – another cyclist will barely see you after nightfall, let alone a 
driver who’s paying too little attention. Spend the $30 or so on a super-bright 
headlamp and a rear red light that has a least three LEDs; make sure your rear 
light is not obstructed by your seat, jacket, or bag or backpack.

Turn your lights on a half hour before dusk. Consider your side vis-
ibility as well, so that you can be seen by turning cars as you pass through 
intersections. You can attach reflective tape to your bike’s sides, or better 
yet, invest in a cool setup like MonkeyLectric’s Monkey Light if you do a lot 
of nighttime riding. If you have a dark jacket that you are loath to trade for 
a lighter one, consider throwing a reflective vest over it while you’re riding.

COMMON STREET PERILS FOR CYCLISTS
Here’s a description of the most common perils faced by cyclists in urban 
environments, and how to best avoid or deal with them.
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RIGHT-HAND TURNS
Another classic scenario is being stopped at a red light, and just as you’re 
starting up to go straight, a car whizzes into the intersection and nearly 
mows you down turning right. A few good habits can reduce the odds of 
this happening:

•Think about your stopping position. While waiting for the light, don’t 
sit right next to a car where they won’t notice you. The two best places 
to wait are either a little bit in front of a car, where they can see you 
waiting and you can be the first to clear the intersection, or behind a car 
in the middle of the lane.

•If you’re waiting in front of the car, you can make eye contact with the 
driver so that you’re sure you’ve been seen.

•If the car’s not flashing its turning signal, check the tires to see if they’re 
angled out – don’t assume the car’s not turning just because it’s not 
signalling.

•If you’re stopped behind several cars and you’re turning right too, 
don’t fly past them all on the right while the first one is waiting to turn 
right. The car alongside you may be turning right as well, and if the 
driver doesn’t see you coming, he or she may make too tight of a turn to 
leave you room. It’s always considered dangerous to pass on the right.

Another right-hand turn collision 
scenario is when you and a car both 
approach a green light, and the car 
tries to turn right in front of you while 
you are continuing straight. Drivers 
can underestimate a cyclist’s speed 
and think that they’ll clear the turn 
before you reach them. Riding farther 
away from the curb makes it harder 
for drivers to pass you in this way.

And if you are pulling a trailer, it 
is very important to have a flag on the 
trailer so that it is seen by right-turning 
cars as you pass through intersections. 
Otherwise, a driver might see that the 
cyclist has cleared the intersection, 
and will initiate the turn without real-
izing that the bike’s entirety has not 
yet cleared. Consider adding extra 
flagging tape to the flag that comes 
with your trailer.

LAST-MINUTE CAR LANE CHANGES
Cars that have nearly reached a red-light intersection, or who are already stopped 
and waiting for a green light, often suddenly switch lanes in order to change 
directions or take a lane they think will move more quickly. Experienced cyclists 
know that drivers pretty well never shoulder check in this situation: They know 
there are no approaching cars, but they don’t realize that an approaching or 
stopped cyclist might be in their way.

When approaching a stopped intersection, maintain some distance from the 
cars ahead of you, and keep an eye on cars who seem to be wavering a bit in 
their path – often small movements will give away a lane-switch intention a few 
precious seconds before it happens.

Practice the same stopping positions used to prevent a right-hand turn 
swipe, and you should be out of reach of the veering car. Give the driver a friend-
ly wave as you pass so that they realize you were there, and maybe they’ll think 
about that next time.

CYCLISTS MOVING FROM SIDEWALK TO CURB
While cyclists are supposed to ride on the street, even conscientious cyclists are 
known to occasionally take a sidewalk (riding slowly and respectfully, of course) 
–  to continue down a street section blocked off by construction, to turn left at an 
intersection instead of merging into a busy street, or to coast for a short stretch 
before parking.

It is important to remember, however, that cars are not expecting cyclists to 
cross intersections at a crosswalk. If a driver has checked for pedestrians and has 
initiated a turn, they will not anticipate a cyclist suddenly emerging in the inter-
section at a much higher speed and crossing their path. Be very careful when 
merging onto the street from a sidewalk and yield to all car traffic.

TWO LESS COMMON SCENARIOS
There are two other potential scenarios that are a source of cyclist stress, though 
less commonly a source of collisions. Luckily riding technique can mitigate both 
of them.

OBSTRUCTIONS
It’s a fact of life that pavement buckles 
in Ottawa’s winters, and the parts of the 
road that take the worst hit are along the 
sides where cyclists ride. Cyclist-unfriend-
ly road design and maintenance can lead 
to poorly constructed utility covers and 
sewer grates.

Breaks and dip in the pavement also 
create puddles after the rain. While nego-
tiating these road conditions can be stress-
ful for cyclists, the biggest danger is if you 
swerve into traffic in order to avoid them.

Teach yourself how to handle small road irregularities: pause in your pedal-
ling so as to better maintain balance when passing over bumps, install fenders if 
you don’t yet have them, and coast and lift your feet up when passing through 
deep puddles.

For major road irregularities, always shoulder check for car or bike traffic 
before moving sideways to avoid it. If you always ride farther from the curb, 
you’re more likely to be able to avoid an obstruction by swerving towards the 
curb rather than into traffic.

TURNING IN SLIPPERY WEATHER OR UNEVEN SURFACES
In heavy rain, or on gravel, black ice or rain-slicked leaves, roads are slippery and 
turns are harder to navigate, leading to the possibility of taking a spill in front of 
oncoming traffic. Slow down when approaching intersections, and try to take as 
wide a turn as possible with your body upright.

Brake mostly on your front tire; if your back tire skids out a bit, let off a bit 
(though if you’re going to fall at all, it’s better to have only your rear wheel slide 
out – you’ll land on your feet intact and will just have to adjust your bike again). 
I have heard that a 3:1 ratio of pressure on the front and back brakes is a good 
rule of thumb, which sounds about right.

GENERAL GOOD PRACTICE
In addition to always riding in a straight line at a good distance from the curb or 
parked cars, here are some other good riding practices:

•Shoulder check before moving sideways. This is as applicable to avoiding 
potholes on a street (by not veering into car or bike traffic) as it is to quickly 
moving sideways on a bike path (by not veering into a cyclist who was trying 
to pass you but didn’t ring her bell).

•Turn left appropriately. If you are in a street wider than two lanes, either 
move into the left lane to turn left or, if traffic is too heavy for you to con-
fidently do this, make a two-stage turn. Cross through the intersection and 
wait at the far side just before the sidewalk, turning your bike sideways; 
when the light turns green for the cross street, pass through. Do not cut 
across a lane to turn left from the curb lane.

•Don’t ride against traffic on a two-way street. Not only is it unsafe for cyclists 
who are riding on the right side who will have to swerve into traffic to avoid 
you, but also your chances of getting hit by cars making a right-hand turn 
into your lane from a cross street are much higher (as they will only be look-
ing for cars approaching from their left).

With some practice, these techniques will 
feel like second nature before too long – 
and you’ll be one more cyclist on the road 
making it safer for everyone else.

Samantha McGavin 
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Current labour struggles 
under the Harper majority 
government concern more 

than just workers’ rights to job se-
curity, health and safety, and ben-
efits and pensions; they are also 
about defending public services. 
Along with its offensive on pub-
lic and private sector unions, the 
federal government has pushed 
to privatize and sell off crown 
corporations such as Canada Post 
for years. With a Conservative ma-
jority in office, many workers fear 
a new dawn of anti-unionism and 
are nervous about what the next 
four years will result in for the la-
bour movement.

According to the Canadian 
Union of Postal Workers (CUPW), 
Canada Post plans to save $250 
million annually under its pro-
posed modernization program, 
and use the gains in productivity 
to cut 7,000 full-time positions 
from its payroll. It is not only the 
workers who will lose out. Gains 
in productivity often translate 
into a loss of quality of service af-
fecting hundreds of communities, 
mostly rural, across the country.

After seven months of unsuc-
cessful bargaining with the em-

ployer, postal workers began ro-
tating strikes last June in order 
to highlight the discriminatory 
two-tiered system of wages and 
benefits offered to them in the 
proposed collective agreement. 
Deepak Chopra, the CEO of Can-
ada Post, stated in a public mes-
sage that labour costs had to be 
reduced in order to make up for 
less funding from the federal gov-
ernment and the harsh economic 
climate. This type of rhetoric mis-
leadingly suggests that it was the 
union’s lack of fiscal understand-
ing and unreasonable wage de-
mands that were preventing the 
parties from reaching an agree-
ment.

CUPW has a history of fighting 
hard for decent wages and ben-
efits. In 1981 it became one of 
the first unions in Canada to win 
maternity leave for its workers. It 
showed the same fighting spirit 
in the most recent negotiations, 
where it was unwilling to accept 
major concessions for incom-
ing hires, which included a 30% 
rollback on wages. This rollback 
would open the door for further 
losses in the next round of bar-
gaining, as the two-tiered system 

would inevitably turn into one. 
Eventually, all Canada Post work-
ers would have lower wages, less 
job security, fewer benefits, and 
fewer rights – a vision embraced 
by the Harper government, which 
seeks to privatize public sector 
services and lower labour costs.

In an attempt to escalate the 
situation, Canada Post imple-
mented a partial lockout of two 
days a week, during which work-
ers would not be allowed into 
their workplace or get paid for 
the lost time. When CUPW re-
fused to take the bait, a full lock-
out was announced and workers 
were escorted from Canada Post 
premises by security. More sig-
nificant though was the response 
of the Conservative government. 
In an unprecedented act, the fed-
eral government announced that 
it would bring forward back-to-
work legislation for workers who 
had been locked out just the day 
before. This was a clear attack on 
the collective bargaining rights 
of CUPW, a union that has not 
been silent in its past opposition 
to the Conservatives’ corporate 
agenda.

Denis Lemelin, national presi-

dent of CUPW, stated in a press re-
lease, “The government is clearly 
willing to side with employers to 
grind down wages and working 
conditions. Its decision to use 
back-to-work legislation in the 
Canada Post and Air Canada dis-
putes was not neutral. The Con-
servatives have shown themselves 
to be very anti-worker after only 
two months of majority govern-
ment.” He added, “It appears that 
only markets and employers will 
have freedoms in this country.”

As part of the legislation, the 
federal government invoked the 
final offer selection process, in 
which the Minister of Labour gets 
to appoint an arbitrator of her 
choosing to settle the dispute. 
The arbitrator must choose one 
party’s offer over the other, with 
no compromise between the two, 
which means that postal workers 
either get CUPW’s offer or they 
get Canada Post’s. This arrange-
ment forces CUPW to add conces-
sions to its offer that it would not 
otherwise have agreed to, in the 
hopes of making the offer more 
attractive to the arbitrator.

On June 23, the New Demo-
cratic Party (NDP) began to fili-

FAILING TO DELIVER 
ON WORKERS’ 
RIGHTS

Canada Post, the Harper government and 
the assault on unions

Although actions like this will not directly improve issues such as benefits or pensions, 

nor will they result in a new collective agreement, they are integral to holding 

management accountable to workplace conditions and the needs of workers.

1965
Post workers strike even 
though they are not 
legally entitled to do 
so.  Strike leads to a 
Royal Commission into 
working conditions and 
sizable salary increases.  

1981 
CUPW wins paid maternity 
leave after a 42-day strike.  
The union is the first in 
Canada to win this right for 
its members.
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buster the back-to-work legisla-
tion, lasting 58 hours, in an effort 
to stall the passing of the bill and 
give CUPW more time to continue 
negotiations with the employer. 
But days later, on June 25, the bill 
became law, after which mediated 
negotiations ultimately failed and 
were sent to arbitration on June 
30, with arbitration dates sched-
uled from August into November.

Canada Post has been unre-
lenting at the bargaining table 
since the legislation was present-
ed, as it is effectively backed by 
the federal government. In this 
way, the Harper government has 
successfully secured control over 
this round of labour negotiations 
between an independent employ-
er and a union, which sets a very 
disturbing precedent for future 
bargaining. From here the situa-
tion will only escalate as Harper’s 
attacks on the collective bargain-
ing rights of unions become more 
severe.

Rank-and-file workers have 
pushed back throughout CUPW’s 
current labour struggle. A group 
of Winnipeg postal workers 
staged their own workplace ac-
tions while the union was still in 

negotiations with Canada Post. 
They had been the guinea pigs for 
Canada Post’s modernization pro-
gram, which had been underway 
there for months. They worked 
twelve-hour shifts with forced 
overtime, and letter carriers saw a 
substantial increase in injuries as 
they were forced to use the two-
bundle system, which adds extra 
weight to the carrier and is highly 
distracting for workers who need 
to watch their step while en route. 
Actions began with letter carriers 
sorting the mail manually (like 
they’ve always done) in place of 
using the new mechanized sorter. 
Management responded by sus-
pending the workers with the 
least seniority. Their co-workers, 
including those arriving for the 
following shift, refused to work. 
Other workers soon followed suit 
as letter carriers exercised their 
right to refuse to work in unsafe 
conditions.

It was assumed these actions 
were instigated by the union 
executive and not the workers 
themselves, and the union ex-
ecutive was locked out of the 
postal depots by management. 
Of course, this did little to stop 

the actions from happening. 
Rank-and-file CUPW workers in 
Edmonton expressed solidarity 
by organizing a black armband 
campaign, which saw workers 
wearing black armbands to work 
to demonstrate symbolic support 
for the workers in Winnipeg and 
spreading the word about what 
was happening there, which 
they did without asking permis-
sion from the union executive. 
Although actions like this will 
not directly improve issues such 
as benefits or pensions, nor will 
they result in a new collective 
agreement, they are integral to 
holding management account-
able to workplace conditions and 
the needs of workers.

Labour unions are facing a 
critical moment as they are being 
forced to redefine their strate-
gies and contribution to a much 
needed militant labour move-
ment. They would be foolish to 
think that a single political party, 
in isolation, can stop the contin-
ued cuts to public services and 
attacks on workers’ rights. As 
Michael Hurley and Sam Gindin 
express in the Bullet, “No party 
is committed to a fundamental 

challenge to financial and corpo-
rate power. No party is arguing 
that in a society that is so much 
richer than it was a generation 
ago, workers should be raising, 
not lowering, their expectations. 
No party is looking to develop 
the working class into a powerful 
social force. No existing political 
party will save us.”

It is becoming more apparent 
that unions must go beyond their 
narrow reliance on the norms of 
electoral politics and their role 
as mediators of struggle between 
workers and management, as pri-
vate employers seek to maintain 
profit rates and governments cut 
public spending to balance bud-
gets. This will require them to 
step outside of their own mem-
bership and offer support to the 
broader community of worker-
ing-class people, which includes 
the unemployed, non-unionized 
labour, migrant labour, the poor, 
and those with disabilities. The 
willingness of this community 
to resist the broader attack on 
unions will be key to the future of 
organized labour in Canada.

Priscillia Lefebvre

Sam Ponting

1992
CUPW negotiates an 
education fund, which it 
uses to educate workers 
on issues pertinent to 
social justice.

1994
CUPW participates 
in the international 
campaign to bring 
down South African 
apartheid

1995
Union takes control of the 
$2 million child care fund 
from Canada Post. The fund 
is used to aid members with 
greatest difficulty finding 
care for their children

2003
CUPW joins in mass 
protests against Canada 
sending troops to 
fight in the US-led war 
against Iraq.

2008
CUPW joins the 
international campaign 
against Israeli apartheid. It 
is the first nation-wide union 
to do so in North America.
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Ah, a good trade show. The flu-
orescent lighting, the smell of 
freshly cleaned carpets, extrav-

agant displays of the latest technolo-
gies, and fellow trade enthusiasts 
create a feeling of being at some-
thing much larger than oneself. The 
opportunity to hear from renowned 
practitioners and industry leaders 
only inflates this sense of grandeur.

But there’s one annual trade 
show in Ottawa that does not elicit 
such feelings of excitement, but 
rather nausea, despair, and anger: 
CANSEC, billed as Canada’s largest 
defence and security trade show. 
This private, international exhibi-
tion of war, surveillance, and polic-
ing technologies has sparked much 
controversy and protest.

FROM ONE ARMS SHOW...
There’s nothing new about Ot-

tawa’s involvement in arms exhi-
bitions like CANSEC. In 1983, the 
Department of National Defence 
(DND) hosted the first bi-annual 
ARMX exhibition. Its original pur-
pose was to exhibit training and 
simulation equipment for the Cana-
dian Forces and enhance relation-
ships within the industry. ARMX 
quickly morphed into a much larger 
event, providing space for arms and 
military tech companies to promote 
their products to Canadian and for-
eign governments.

As the exhibition’s focus be-
came more controversial, the DND 

distanced itself. In 1986, the coor-
dination of the event was privatized 
and awarded for one dollar to now 
defunct Defence Publications Ltd., 
a division of Baxter Publishing. The 
following year, the show landed on 
public property at Lansdowne Park 
in Ottawa. The venue’s size and 
proximity to government agencies, 
over a hundred foreign embassies 
and high commissions, high-tech 
firms, industry associations, and 
lobbyists made it an ideal location 
for military companies to exhibit 
their defence hardware to the world 
– so ideal, in fact, that ARMX ’89 
saw 464 national and international 
exhibitors, 15,000 military and civil-
ian visitors, and 215,000 square feet 
of display space for submarines, 
torpedoes, missiles, assault rifles, 
howitzers, tanks, and various police 
equipment.

Alarmed by the spectacle of 
war technology, concerned citizen 
groups, politicians, and networks, 
such as the Coalition to Oppose 
the Arms Trade (COAT), helped ral-
ly 3,000 people outside of Lansd-
owne to protest Canada’s burgeon-
ing arms trade and complicity in 
international war crimes. In 1989, 
Ottawa City Council passed a 20-
year resolution banning the use of 
municipal public property for arms 
exhibitions. After being re-branded 
as Peacekeeping ‘93, ARMX moved 
to Washington, DC.

 … TO ANOTHER
Alas, the tireless efforts of the 

war industry meant the void would 
not last for long. Throughout the 
1990s, arms exhibitions and con-
ferences were held in Ottawa by 
organizations such as the Canadian 
Defence Preparedness Association, 
which eventually became the Cana-
dian Association of Defence and Se-
curity Industries (CADSI).

CADSI is a relatively small but 
growing representative of military 
and security industry interests in 
Canada. With over 860 members, 
it generates $10 billion annually in 
military and security sales, and an 
additional $20 billion in other tech-
nology-based products. Membership 
includes all of Canada’s “Top 40” 
war manufacturers, as ranked by Ca-
nadian Defence Review magazine, 
most of which exhibit at CANSEC. 
One of CADSI’s primary functions is 
to market products to Canadian and 
foreign governments through lobby-
ing, policy reports, and events such 
as CANSEC.

With increasing post-9/11 de-
mand for military products, smaller 
Ottawa exhibitions have been over-
shadowed by the CADSI main-event 
CANSEC. Increased military spend-
ing has brought Canadian expendi-
tures to an estimated $22.3 billion 
in 2010-2011, representing a 54% 
increase since 9/11. Worldwide 
military spending has also risen 

substantially, and almost half of the 
increase can be accounted for by 
the United States, which is Canada’s 
largest arms trading partner. The ex-
act number of total exports to the 
United States is impossible to track 
because of an agreement between 
the two countries allowing arms 
exports without permits, but Proj-
ect Ploughshares estimates a 2003-
2005 value of $4 billion. Exports to 
all other countries during the same 
period totalled $1.76 billion. CADSI 
has worked with the Canadian gov-
ernment to enhance the export of 
arms and related technologies; be-
tween 2006 and 2008 the Depart-
ment of Foreign Affairs and Interna-
tional Trade (DFAIT) awarded CADSI 
$191,554 in export grants.

Given this business-friendly en-
vironment, it is not surprising that 
CADSI desires a large space in its 
primary market of Ottawa. When 
CANSEC’s new home at the Ot-
tawa Congress Centre underwent 
renovations, the show had to move 
again. Lansdowne Park not only 
suited its needs, but also provided 
50% more space and the opportu-
nity for outdoor exhibits. The only 
remaining obstacle was the City 
resolution banning the use of mu-
nicipal property to exhibit arms. But 
Lansdowne Park had been sold in 
1999 to the Regional Municipality of 
Ottawa-Carleton, and in 2008 Rick 
O’Connor, the City’s chief solicitor 

CANSEC UNDER  
FIRE

Exposing Ottawa’s arms exhibition

The inaccuracy of DFAIT’s risk assessment was demonstrated last March, when Saudi Arabia, 
a major buyer of Canadian arms, sent Canadian-made armoured vehicles and other military 
equipment to Bahrain to aid in the violent crackdown of political protests.
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and city clerk, gave his legal opinion 
that this exempted the space from 
City policies. Ottawa’s premiere ex-
hibition space was now open to the 
weapons industry, and CADSI took 
advantage, as did business-friendly 
elected officials. Chief among them 
was Mayor Larry O’Brien, founder of 
Calian Technologies and member of 
its Board of Directors. A division of 
Calian Technologies, SED Systems, 
was an exhibitor at CANSEC 2009.

Even when City Council mem-
bers didn’t stand to benefit financial-
ly, most were unwilling to uphold 
the ban. Shortly after CANSEC 2009, 
the Corporate Services and Econom-
ic Development committee unani-
mously voted against Councillor 
Alex Cullen’s motion to uphold the 
ban and passed a new motion stat-
ing that as Canada’s capital, Ottawa 
effectively has a duty and responsi-
bility to host such arms exhibitions.  

CANADIAN WAR PROFITEERING
The decision by Ottawa City 

Council is symptomatic of the much 
larger issue of justifying war profi-
teering by arguing that the arms in-
dustry is good for business, security, 
and relations abroad. With the influ-
ence of companies that profit from 
military interventions and regime 
changes, as well as the rhetoric of 
human rights, democracy, and se-
curity and defence, it becomes easy 
for those pushing an arms agenda to 
thrive unchecked.

The arms industry claims that 
it offers economic advantages, 
such as high-value employment. 
Over 200 security and defence 
companies in Ottawa employ ap-
proximately 20,000 people. In-
deed, DFAIT’s Report on Exports 
of Military Goods from Canada 
2007-2009 asserts that “Canada’s 
defence industry makes a valu-
able contribution to the nation’s 
prosperity.” However, in terms of 
employment, high-tech military 
industries are capital intensive. 
According to a 2007 study by the 
Institute for Policy Studies, a $1 bil-
lion state expenditure in the Unit-
ed States can create 50% more jobs 
in home construction and health 
care, 100% more jobs in educa-
tion, and 250% more jobs in mass 
transit than in the arms industry. If 
American figures are suggestive of 
the situation in Canada, then pub-
lic spending in this sector to create 
jobs is not optimal.

As for the ethical implications 
of advancing Canada’s manufactur-
ing and trade of weapons, the re-
ality of the country’s involvement 
in the arms trade is not just one of 
self-defence and public safety. The 
vast majority of arms exported from 
Canada go to countries involved in 
major conflicts. Figures released by 
DFAIT for 2007-2009, along with 
estimates from COAT, indicate that 
96% of Canadian military exports 

went to countries fighting wars 
in Afghanistan and Iraq, while 1% 
went to 14 other countries at war 
such as Colombia, Russia, Israel, 
and Sri Lanka.

Canada has also exported to 
Lebanon, China, Egypt, and Saudi 
Arabia. Yet DFAIT claims that it close-
ly controls sales to countries “whose 
governments have a persistent re-
cord of serious violations of human 
rights of their citizens, unless it can 
be demonstrated that there is no rea-
sonable risk that the goods might be 
used against the civilian population.” 
The inaccuracy of DFAIT’s risk assess-
ment was demonstrated last March, 
when Saudi Arabia, a major buyer of 
Canadian arms, sent Canadian-made 
armoured vehicles and other military 
equipment to Bahrain to aid in the vi-
olent crackdown of political protests.

VIOLATING INTERNATIONAL LAW  
IN THE GLEBE

Although not reaching the num-
bers of the 1989 protest, CANSEC 
has been met with steady opposi-
tion. The Spring Nuremburg Action 
Group (SNAG) recently formed to 
highlight the annual arms bazaar’s 
violation of international law. SNAG 
argues that CANSEC organizers, ex-
hibitors, and participants are in vio-
lation of the Nuremburg Principles, 
an international code governing 
war crimes. In particular, they say, 
CANSEC violates the crimes against 
peace portion of the principles, 

which forbids the “planning, prepa-
ration, initiation or waging of a war 
of aggression or a war in violation of 
international treaties, agreements or 
assurances.”

In June 2011, while CADSI rep-
resentatives were meeting behind 
closed doors with Peter MacKay, 
Rona Ambrose, Julian Fantino, and 
General Walter Natyncyk, anti-war 
activists assembled outside Lansd-
owne Park and an 8-foot-high fence 
that had been erected for the exhi-
bition. They attempted to enter the 
site in an effort to get CANSEC orga-
nizers to sign on to the Nuremburg 
Principles, but were refused entry as 
police closed and locked the gate. 
Demonstrators then held a sit-in.

While the arms trade continues 
to prosper, meaningful conversa-
tions and actions towards disarma-
ment and peace are pushed off the 
agenda. The Canadian government 
recently announced it was boycot-
ting the UN Conference on Disarma-
ment and cut $4 million in funding 
to Nova Scotia’s Pearson Peacekeep-
ing Centre, which is closing its doors 
as a result. In such a climate, CAN-
SEC dissenters will have to rethink 
their approach to next year’s fair. 
CADSI has already booked space for 
CANSEC at a new 150,000-square 
foot exhibition centre being con-
structed near the Ottawa airport. 

Edward Zvekic with Andy Crosby

CADSI took advantage, as did business-friendly elected officials. 
Chief among them was Mayor Larry O’Brien, founder of Calian 
Technologies and member of its board of directors.
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When it comes to our cli-
mate policy, Canadians 
don’t live in a democra-

cy: at least not a functioning one.
Don’t believe it?
In November of last year, Prime 

Minister Stephen Harper leaned on 
the unelected Senate, which he’s 
been steadily filling with Conservative 
senators since his first election, to kill 
a bill passed by elected members of 
the House of Commons. Bill C-311, 
the Climate Change Accountability 
Act, would have required the govern-
ment to prepare regular plans to re-
duce Canada’s greenhouse gas (GHG) 
emissions according to targets set out 
by the Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change. Instead, the Senate 
voted it down without deliberation or 
debate, a first in almost 70 years.

Still not convinced?
Look at this past June. During the 

lead-up negotiations to December’s 
global climate summit in Durban, 
South Africa, Canada’s unelected ne-
gotiators declared they would not 
commit to the Kyoto Protocol, the only 
binding global agreement on GHG re-
ductions, once its first phase ends in 
2012. The new Conservative major-
ity – won with only 39.6 per cent of 
voters thanks to Canada’s antiquated 
first-past-the-post electoral system – is 
apparently what made this possible.

“Now that we’ve finished our elec-
tion we can say now that Canada will 
not be taking a target under a second 
commitment period of the Kyoto Pro-
tocol,” said Judith Gelbman, a Cana-
dian delegate. Canada’s abandonment 
of Kyoto followed reports that the 
Harper government had attempted 
to obscure a 21 per cent rise in emis-
sions from the Alberta tar sands in an 
annual GHG inventory report to the 
United Nations.

This isn’t a new trend. Since 2007, 
the Harper government has effectively 
muzzled its scientists with a policy 
barring them from discussing their 
findings with the media without prior 
approval. Requests for such approval 
have often been ignored. The policy 
has had the desired effect: a steep de-
cline in media coverage sourcing En-
vironment Canada scientists, as they 

stopped putting themselves through 
the humiliating procedure of asking 
for permission to talk and as reporters 
with tight deadlines became frustrated 
with the process. An Environment 
Canada document obtained by the 
Climate Action Network in 2010 indi-
cated that, “media coverage of climate 
change science, our most high-profile 
issue, has been reduced by over 80 
per cent.” The result? Canadians are 
getting less information on how cli-
mate change will affect us.

So, no, Canada is not a healthy de-
mocracy. But it’s going to have to be 
to solve the climate crisis. It’s worth 
having a look at the past five years of 
Harper minority government climate 
policies because they say a lot about 
how things will look under the new 
Harper majority.

RECOGNIZING THE CON
At the federal level, the Conserva-

tives will probably stick to the same 
strategy they’ve developed: do noth-
ing significant about climate change, 
but make it look like you are. It started 
in 2006 with the Conservatives’ at-
tempt to introduce the Clean Air Act, 
which aimed to reduce GHG emis-
sions by 45 to 65 per cent by 2050, 
relative to 2003 levels. That might 
seem impressive at first glance, but it 
was based on tricks. The first wily ma-
neuver was to shift the baseline year to 
2003 from Kyoto’s significantly lower 
1990 emissions baseline. The second 
was to push the target date from Kyo-
to’s 2012 to 2050, far enough into the 
future to strip the Act of all urgency.

The do-nothing strategy cropped 
up again the next year in the Conser-
vatives’ Turning the Corner regulatory 
framework, which professed to ad-
dress GHG output by targeting “emis-
sions intensity.” The stunt? Intensity 
targets sound good, but don’t actually 
cap total emissions. Total GHG emis-
sions from, say, a growing tar sands 
sector could still rise even with lower 
emissions intensity, because there 
would be more units of production 
overall.

More recently, we saw this strat-
egy in the Conservatives’ 2010 pledge 
–and the current basis for Canadian 

climate policy –to reduce GHG emis-
sions 17 per cent from 2005 levels 
by 2020. This is the same sleight-of-
hand used in the Clean Air Act: push 
the baseline and target years forward. 
And this time, the Conservatives were 
able to say that they were only match-
ing Canada’s policy target with that of 
the US. But the US target is low partly 
because it was crafted to appease the 
Republican Party, which is currently 
wallowing deeply in climate change 
denial. So by harmonizing with the 
US, the Conservatives have managed 
to give the Republicans an indirect, 
but significant role in shaping our 
climate policy. On top of all that, the 
Conservatives’ plan to meet its re-
ductions goal through cumbersome 
sector-by-sector emissions regulations 
looks unpromising. In a recent analy-
sis, the Pembina Institute came down 
hard on the government’s Automo-
bile and Light Truck Greenhouse Gas 
Emission Regulations, which effec-
tively promises to do very little about 
emissions reductions. Do nothing 
significant about climate change, but 
make it look like you are.

So that’s the pattern we should ex-
pect to see even more of at the federal 
level under a Conservative majority. At 
the international level, the Conserva-
tives have an even uglier pattern. It 
goes like this: obstruct progress on 
any global agreement that would es-
tablish binding emissions reduction 
targets for industrialized countries. 
Since Harper was elected in 2006, 
negotiators appointed by the Conser-
vative government have attempted to 
undermine global climate talks with 
an array of tricks: calling for voluntary 
targets; pushing for extremely weak 
targets; agreeing to binding targets un-
der the condition that countries in the 
Global South, which have contributed 
little historically to global emissions, 
do so too – all of which would kill the 
Kyoto Protocol.

Using an unelected Senate to kill 
a bill approved by the elected Com-
mons, cutting environmental bud-
gets, muzzling government climate 
scientists, crafting federal policy to 
give the false appearance of cutting 
GHG emissions, sending unelected 

negotiators to undermine global cli-
mate talks, letting Republican climate 
zombies infect our climate goals – 
these things don’t happen in a func-
tioning democracy.

That’s because in a meaningful, 
more intensive, more participatory 
democracy, we would have oppor-
tunities to create our climate change 
policy, instead of hoping every few 
years that a political party will bother 
to include a genuine one in its plat-
form. We would have the opportunity 
to choose our environment minister 
and the delegates who speak for Can-
ada at global climate talks, instead of 
having them appointed. In the midst 
of extreme phenomena like droughts, 
mega floods, and wildfires that have 
struck across the world this past year, 
we would have the ability to decide 
whether Canada should continue to 
open up a huge supply of dirty oil. We 
would find a meaningful way to take 
into consideration the interests of oth-
ers – future generations, the Global 
South, and non-human ecosystems – 
who have no voice in our politics but 
who are now seriously threatened by 
them.

We don’t have that. Instead, we 
have a majority government voted 
in by a minority of Canadian voters, 
a government that wants Canada to 
do nothing about the most signifi-
cant danger facing the world, a gov-
ernment that is blocking every other 
country from doing what needs to be 
done about it.

Right now we need a lot of ideas 
and a lot of action.

BRINGING DEMOCRACY BACK
There probably won’t be another 

federal election for another four or 
five years, so much of the struggle 
needs to shift to other levels, including 
the provincial and municipal spheres.

On the immediate horizon is 
the Ontario provincial election slat-
ed for Oct. 6. Progressive Conserva-
tive leader Tim Hudak has promised 
that if elected he will kill governing 
Liberal Premier McGuinty’s Green 
Energy Act. At stake is the future 
of Ontario’s entry into a regional 
cap-and-trade system, as well as 

CHANGING 
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the feed-in tariff policy that would 
guarantee high prices to renewable 
energy producers when a portion 
of their equipment is produced in 
Ontario. As far as energy acts go, 
it’s hardly radical, but it could bring 
jobs to workers in parts of Ontario 
in serious need and could create a 
base for an expansion of renewable 
energy. The questions then would 
be how to ensure these green jobs 
are good jobs and how to bring 
these sources of renewable energy 
under more democratic control. On 
the other hand, it might lock in a 
hard-capitalist approach to provid-
ing clean energy. Meanwhile, the 
Ontario New Democrats have been 
quiet and will need public pressure 
to make renewable energy a key 
part of their platform.

But voting is the weakest option 
we have. At the city level there are 
more and more examples of people 
starting to organize around climate 
change. Two communities in Toronto 
just kicked off campaigns to go carbon 
neutral. Funded by the City of Toron-
to’s Live Green program, the organiz-
ers are looking at home retrofitting 
projects, community shares in wind 

turbines and electric car share pro-
grams. And there are of course the var-
ious Transition Town initiatives across 
the world, including Ottawa, that are 
seeking local solutions to the triple 
challenge of climate change, peak oil 
and the financial crisis.

Of course, none of these projects, 
at these scales, will be enough. Not 
even close. There are other struggles 
to consider.  

One question worth asking before 
the December climate talks in Durban 
is whether Ottawa should be allowed 
to continue sending its negotiators 
to global climate talks. The delegates 
are unelected and have tried year af-
ter year to kill the Kyoto Protocol’s 
binding targets for rich countries. In 
other words, these are people who 
have little real democratic legitimacy 
and are actively obstructing interna-
tional efforts to deal with the greatest 
threat facing the world. Their mere at-
tendance does more harm than good. 
So let’s find a way to block them from 
getting to the talks.

The most difficult challenge is the 
Alberta tar sands venture, which is at 
the heart of the Conservatives’ refusal 
to act on climate change. The energy 

resources opened by these projects 
can make Canada a major geopolitical 
player, something the Conservatives 
want badly. The tar sands are therefore 
well protected and nurtured by Harp-
er. Just this past May the Dominion 
broke a story about a hushed federal 
government campaign to aggressively 
promote the tar sands over in Europe, 
where the European Union is moving 
to discourage imports of the dirty fuel.

Shutting these projects down is 
a moral duty. We owe it to the rest of 
the planet. It won’t be enough to avert 
climate change, but it is absolutely 
necessary. The oil deposits are just 
too vast to fully unlock if we want to 
preserve a livable earth. If these proj-
ects are not shut down, “it’s essentially 
game over,” warns leading climatolo-
gist James Hansen.

One of the groups leading the 
charge against the tar sands, and one 
deserving much more support, is 
the Indigenous Environmental Net-
work, which has been campaigning 
for banks and oil companies to divest 
from the projects. And from Aug. 20 to 
Sept. 3, there will be a major civil dis-
obedience campaign in Washington, 
DC to stop the Keystone XL pipeline 

from being built and connecting the 
tar sands to refineries in Texas. Its or-
ganizers – people like Bill McKibben, 
David Suzuki, Maude Barlow, and 
Naomi Klein – are calling for sympathy 
demonstrations in Canada, particular-
ly in Alberta and Ottawa. It’s shaping 
up to be the biggest and most impor-
tant battle for the climate yet.

And we’ll have to keep thinking 
from there. We could take a cue from 
those who acted for striking Canada 
Post workers and decided to occupy 
the offices of Conservative MPs, who 
had violated the postal workers’ dem-
ocratic right to strike. We could take a 
cue from the people of Wisconsin who 
occupied their state Capitol after their 
governor attacked workers’ rights. Or 
maybe we should look to those fight-
ing for democracy in the Arab Spring.

The new Harper majority has dras-
tically altered the political climate, and 
the task before Canadians now is to 
figure out new ways of organizing to 
avert the most drastic changes to the 
Earth’s climate. The struggle to make 
Canada into a functioning democracy 
has never been more urgent.

Aaron Saad
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In California’s prison system, 
inmates placed in solitary con-
finement are kept in what are 

known as Security Housing Units 
(SHUs), where they can spend years 
of isolation in tiny, windowless cells 
for close to 23 hours a day.

Participation in job training, 
educational programs, and reli-
gious services is often forbidden, 
and medical care is greatly limited. 
While prison officials say that SHUs 
are necessary for segregating dan-
gerous inmates, prisoner advocates 
suggest that the conditions are in-
humane and amount to psychologi-
cal torture.

After a mass hunger strike be-
gan on July 1, 2011, in the D-Corri-
dor of the SHU at Pelican Bay State 
Prison, it quickly spread to 6,600 in-
mates at 13 of California’s 33 state 
prisons. The strike was triggered 
when prisoners in the D-Corridor, 
which has the highest level of re-
stricted confinement in California, 
started refusing state-issued meals 
in protest of what they argue is a 
cruel and particularly brutal form of 
punishment.

Todd Ashker, one of the strike 
organizers, said in a statement, “We 
believe our only option of ever try-
ing to make some kind of positive 
change here is through this peace-
ful hunger strike… And there is a 
core group of us who are commit-
ted to taking this all the way to the 
death if necessary.”

According to a 2008 study by the 
American Friends Service Commit-
tee (AFSC), there are over 14,600 
people in long-term lockdown on 
any given day in California. For 
years, prisoners caged in SHUs have 
been subject to unusually harsh 
conditions, in particular, long bouts 
of isolation. Many inmates have 
been kept in isolation for decades, 
with some approaching the 30-year 
mark.

Although the US Supreme 
Court ruled earlier this year that 
overcrowding in California’s pris-
ons violates constitutional protec-
tions against cruel and unusual 
punishment, and ordered the state 
to reduce the prison population 
by 46,000 over the next two years, 
it failed to mention the inhumane 
treatment of prisoners held in 
SHUs.

Officials at Pelican Bay State 
Prison are happy to let the public 
believe they have only put violent 
gang members into isolation. But 
the reason these prisoners have 
been kept in isolation so long is 
because of the prison’s draconian 
debriefing policy. Under this policy, 
prisoners are forced to provide in-
formation on other prisoners’ gang 
activity in order to be let out of 
isolation. As a result, much of the 
information provided is fabricated.

As reported in the LA Times, 
these conditions create “a vicious 
cycle in which people are forced to 
admit gang membership to get out 
of the SHU,” said Carol Strickman, 
an attorney for Prisoners with Chil-
dren. Inmates who do give informa-
tion put their families and other 
prisoners at risk.

As one prisoner described in a 
2004 statement, “Many prisoners 
locked up... have been in one lock-
up after another, not so much for 
what they had done, but for what 
they choose to believe. For not 
relinquishing their beliefs, these 
prisoners have been marked by the 
prisoncrats as gang members and/
or associates.”

Solitary confinement has intense 
short and long-term psychological 
effects. Although isolation is often 
viewed as a temporary punishment 
for breaking prison rules, the AFSC 
explains in Buried Alive, a 2008 re-
port on long-term isolation in Cali-
fornia prisons, that isolation units 

like the SHU are being used more 
and more as regular sentences.

The report states that although 
forms of punishment such as segre-
gation and solitary confinement are 
thought to involve sensory depriva-
tion, often “they constitute a senso-
ry overload, with yelling, clanging 
of doors, loud commands shouted 
by staff, etc.”

Furthermore, the report says, 
“Conditions in these units also in-
volve severe loss of privileges, such 
as access to phones, showers, and 
outdoor recreation. The difference 
is that administrative segregation is 
now being used over extended pe-
riods of time (six months to several 
years), sometimes for the person’s 
entire sentence.”

When it comes to SHUs, the 
idea that prison is a place for re-
form and rehabilitation is com-
pletely thrown out the window. As 
one California prisoner put it in the 
AFSC report, “Living behind these 
walls is a nightmare that never goes 
away. Many prisoners behind these 
walls are going crazy in record 
numbers, and are becoming more 
violent than they have ever been in 
their lives.”

Forced debriefing, long-term 
solitary confinement, inadequate 
food, and lack of programs or 
study opportunities have made 
SHUs unbearable. The conditions 
are so intolerable that the prison-
ers have started to overcome class 
and racial divisions to risk their 
lives and bring to light the horrible 
reality of SHUs.

The hunger-striking prison-
ers made five core demands, as 
reported by Montreal Contre les 
Prisons. The first three are to put 
an end to the use of group pun-
ishments, the debrief policy, and 
long-term solitary confinement. 
The next is the provision of qual-
ity and adequate food. The final 

is the provision of privileges for 
indefinite SHU inmates, such as a 
weekly phone call and opportuni-
ties “to engage in self-help treat-
ment, education, religious and 
other productive activities.”

Although thousands of inmates 
have since ended their protest, the 
strike has inspired solidarity ac-
tions across North America, with 
a number of groups showing their 
support. The Prison Law Office, an 
organization that works to improve 
conditions in California’s prisons, 
said that it “supports the Pelican 
Bay SHU prisoners’ demands for 
a more effective and fair means to 
address criminal gang activity and 
individual responsibility.”

A spokesperson for the Prisoner 
Hunger Strike Solidarity coalition, 
Molly Porzig, was quoted in the San 
Francisco Chronicle as saying of the 
prisoners, “They are protesting con-
ditions that they say are torturous 
and inhumane.”

“They feel the Department of 
Corrections and Rehabilitation will 
not make any meaningful or long-
term change until they start dying, 
and they’re willing to take it there,” 
Porzig added, “It’s not just Pelican 
Bay, the prisoners in California are 
showing solidarity… It really shows 
that across the state, prisoners are 
in similar conditions.”

In Canada, activists have been 
inspired by the hunger strike and 
have participated in a number of 
solidarity actions, an indication that 
the prisoners’ message has been 
heard and is spreading. Montreal-
based protesters supported the 
strike by organizing a noise demo 
at the Laval prison, disturbing the 
daily routine there.

On July 8, activists from the 
newly formed Montreal Hunger-
strike Support Committee demon-
strated in front of the US Consulate. 
The Toronto chapter of the Anar-
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chist Black Cross hosted several 
letter-writing nights, where partici-
pants drafted messages of encour-
agement in an attempt to break 
down the isolation the hunger strik-
ers felt inside the prison walls.

The solidarity actions in Canada 
are particularly timely given the Ca-
nadian government’s eagerness to 
emulate the prison model in the US, 
the country with the highest incar-
ceration rate in the world.

As the Ottawa Citizen reports, 
since the Harper government took 
over in 2006, the cost of the fed-
eral prison system has risen 86 per 
cent, with an estimated 5,745 new 
staff hired at Corrections Canada. 
Under the Conservatives, the the 
cost of the federal penitentiary 
system is expected to double by 
2013-2014 in order to compensate 
for a growing prison population of 
4,500 more inmates.

According to data compiled by 
Justin Piché, a PhD candidate at 
Carleton University studying pris-
on expansion, at present, federal 
and provincial-territorial govern-
ments are in the process of estab-
lishing 10,600 new prison spaces 
with an infrastructure cost of close 
to $4 billion.

Meanwhile, managing and op-
erating these spaces costs the prov-
inces and territories, on average, an 
additional $59,057 and the federal 
government nearly $118,000 per 
prisoner every year. Since 2007, Ot-
tawa has divulged plans to build 34 
new additions to existing facilities, 
while the provinces and territories 
have announced the construction 
of 16 new additions and 22 new pe-
nal institutions.

It seems that perpetuating the 
tough-on-crime and security-ob-
sessed state is good for business, 
with the prison-industrial complex 
offering a reliable stimulus during 
the latest economic crisis.

Meanwhile, those who suf-
fer from unemployment and the 
slashing of the social safety net 
are often criminalized. Against 
the backdrop of disproportionate 
incarceration rates among poor 
and racialized populations, it ap-
pears that the Conservative gov-
ernment is seeking to criminalize 
the poverty engendered by its own 
austerity measures and right-wing 
economic policies.

“Our prisons have become 
dumping grounds for the poor, 
Aboriginal peoples, other margin-
alized groups, and those suffering 
from drug addiction and mental 
illness,” said Piché. “We allocate al-
most 100 times more money for our 
prisons at the federal level than we 
do for the victims of crime.”

“The road we are taking is not 
one that leads to enhanced safety 
in our communities. It is rather an 
approach that will lead to more vic-
timization in the name of victims, to 
communities stripped of social servic-
es in the name of public safety, and a 
deepening of inequality in Canadian 
society in the name of justice.”

All of this acts as a funnel 
through which bodies are drawn 
into the prison industry; people 
are put behind bars or paid to 
keep the key.

The hunger strike in California 
has the potential to become the 
most significant event in US prison 
reform in the last decade. However, 
the strike is not unrelated to the 
daily experiences of prisoners here 
in Canada.

At a time when the federal gov-
ernment is determined to further 
expand prisons, the protests in Cali-
fornia provide valuable insight into 
the kinds of anti-prison activism 
we might expect to see in Canada’s 
near future. 

Elke Dring and Mat Nelson

“We believe our only option of ever trying to make 

some kind of positive change here is through this 

peaceful hunger strike… And there is a core group 

of us who are committed to taking this all the way to 

the death if necessary.”

PROMdemonium Fund Recipient 2011



According to a Toronto Police Service report, 
geographical areas of responsibility included the 
Interdiction Zone, demarcated by the security fence, 
and the Outer Zone, which extended as far north 
as Bloor Street. As the summit raged, police used 
powers granted under wartime legislation to search, 
identify, and detain individuals throughout the Outer 
Zone, even as far as three kilometres from the fence.
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The facts and figures are 
now widely known: tens of 
thousands of military, po-

lice, and private security person-
nel propped up by a billion-dollar 
budget and granted special police 
powers under a 71-year-old piece 
of wartime legislation; an inte-
grated security unit (ISU) led by 
the RCMP with a mandate to sur-
veil, infiltrate, and disrupt protest 
groups; officers from over two 
dozen police departments across 
the country sent to train and gain 
experience in crowd control.

The result was a global spec-
tacle of militarization in a heavily 
populated urban centre, complete 
with brigades of riot police inflict-
ing widespread and indiscriminate 
violence on an unarmed popula-
tion, an unprecedented mass arrest 
of 1,118 people in Canada, and the 
suspension of civil liberties guar-
anteed by the Canadian Charter of 
Rights and Freedoms.

All this so that the leaders of the 
G20 countries could meet in Toron-
to in June 2010 to discuss the new-
est round of austerity measures. 
The pageantry and symbolism were 
no different from the usual annual 
gathering, nor was the routine 
construction of heavily securitized 
landscapes in the name of protect-
ing international delegates, mani-
fested by a $5.5-million, 3.5-kilo-
metre-long, 3-metre-high barricade 
erected in the heart of downtown 
Toronto.

The difference on this occasion 
was the extraordinary powers de-
manded by police to control pub-
lic space around the summit site, 
drawing attention to the measures 
the state is willing to employ to dis-
suade and crush protest, but also 
the limits of the security apparatus 
in controlling space.

Like elsewhere in recent his-

tory, protest groups mobilized to 
confront what was viewed as an 
undemocratic and unaccountable 
gathering of elites. In Toronto, tens 
of thousands demonstrated over a 
myriad of issues, chief among them 
the G20 leaders’ austerity agenda, 
which included bank bailouts and 
high interest loans to failing econo-
mies at the expense of jobs, pen-
sions, and wages. These measures 
are widely viewed as serving to line 
already wealthy pockets, while fur-
ther burgeoning the income gap on 
a global scale.

Although some protest groups 
use international summits as a plat-
form to voice opposition and reach 
a wider audience, others rely less 
on media coverage and seek to ac-
tually disrupt the meetings. This is 
what occurred at the World Trade 
Organization meetings in Seattle 
in 1999, when large street protests 
and coordinated actions were effec-
tive in blocking delegates’ access to 
the meetings.

This event is recognized as a 
turning point in the way security 
forces deal with crowd control at 
urban summits. Police have since 
devised a series of tactics, all of 
which were employed during the 
G20 Summit in Toronto and have 
been the subject of controversy.

Prior to the summit, the ISU infil-
trated and put activist groups under 
surveillance, raided houses at gun-
point, and laid conspiracy charges. 
During the summit, crowds in the 
designated protest zone in Queen’s 
Park and elsewhere throughout the 
city were attacked by police, who 
used snatch squads, mounted units, 
tear gas, rubber and plastic bullets, 
pepper spray, and kettling – boxing 
in crowds on all sides for detain-
ment or mass arrest. These actions 
have resulted in the filing of hun-
dreds of complaints against police, 

A POLICE STATE IN 
PUBLIC SPACE

“This ain’t Canada right now. . . . There’s no civil rights here in this area.” 
– York Regional Police Sergeant Mark Charlebois, responding to a man questioning the legality of being searched at 
King Street West and University Avenue, one block from the G20 Summit security fence, June 27, 2010

“For the citizens of Toronto, the days up to and including the 
weekend of the G8/G20 will live in infamy as a time period where 
martial law set in [on] the city of Toronto leading to the most 
massive compromise of civil liberties in Canadian history.”  

– André Marin, Ontario’s ombudsman, December 7, 2010

Heavily armed riot police stand ready in downtown Toronto Tan Tu Van
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along with scathing criticism from 
some prominent Canadian figures.

Clayton Ruby, member of the 
Order of Canada and renowned 
constitutional, criminal, and civil 
rights lawyer, described the police 
violence as inevitable in an inter-
view with the Real News Network. 
The “idea of what is normal Toronto 
policing is not based primarily on 
any value system the police hold 
that respects individual rights to 
protest: they seem to have none. It’s 
based on limited budgets,” he said.  

For the G20, police were given 
enormous budgets for increased 
numbers of personnel and equip-
ment, showing that a police state 
“will come with money, and there’s 
nothing to stop it because those 
values of liberty and freedom and 
democracy are not cherished by the 
police department,” according to 
Ruby.

Expansive budgets and unlimit-
ed personnel (55 Ottawa police of-
ficers were called in for emergency 
duty at $2,080 each for one day’s 
work) enabled police to lay siege 
to Toronto, but it was the contro-
versial and secretly passed Public 
Works Protection Act (PWPA) that 
empowered police with the legal 
mechanisms to physically and psy-
chologically control the city.

The PWPA is a decades-old war-
time security measure, described 
by Ontario’s ombudsman André 
Marin as “a civil rights landmine 

from World War Two” that provided 
“extravagant, sweeping powers” to 
police that “would almost certainly 
be illegal and unconstitutional un-
der the Charter of Rights and Free-
doms.”

Police were empowered to ar-
rest anybody who did not present 
proper identification or refused 
to be searched, and according to 
Marin, this “created a legal land-
scape where people were detained 
by the police, compelled to identify 
themselves, answer questions, and 
submit to warrantless searches, 
even if they simply wanted to walk 
away.”

As the summit approached, po-
lice began arresting people outside 
the security fence, citing a five-metre 
rule that later turned out to be non-
existent. Police deliberately misin-
formed the public on the proximate 
details of the ordinance, which only 
applied to the area within the fence. 
During the summit, the PWPA was 
de facto applied throughout what 
the ISU deemed the Outer Zone, 
which saw people illegally searched 
and detained as far away as three ki-
lometres from the fence.

The fence, a strong symbol of 
separation and containment, is 
often used at high-level summits 
to safely secure delegates within 
while keeping others out. At the 
G20 Summit, the fence once again 
separated the elites from the peo-
ple their decisions would affect, 

materially reproducing the division 
between the powerful and the rest 
of us, and the barriers faced every 
day by marginalized peoples often 
rendered invisible in our cherished 
liberal democracies.

As part of a mass protest on June 
26, a convergence called Get Off the 
Fence was organized. A contingent 
of over a thousand or so protest-
ers called for a “militant, confron-
tational demonstration” seeking to 
“challenge the global apartheid and 
injustices the fence represents.”

Hundreds also participated in 
the black bloc tactic of dressing in 
black for purposes of anonymity 
and solidarity when carrying out 
confrontational or militant actions. 
Although ultimately unsuccessful in 
breaching the fence and disrupting 
the meeting, the group was better 
able to reclaim public space from 
police control.

They moved rapidly through 
the streets, torching cruisers near 
the fence, inflicting considerable 
damage on corporate storefronts, 
and attacking police headquarters 
on College Street. A police riot en-
sued as hundreds – protesters and 
bystanders alike – were gassed, 
shot, beaten, snatched, trampled, 
kettled, and arrested. 

In June 2011, the Toronto Po-
lice Service issued a G20 after-ac-
tion review detailing its version of 
events. Overall, the report conveys 
a ubiquitous dysfunctionality in 

police conduct surrounding com-
munications, intelligence, crowd 
control, and prisoner management.

In the report, police admit 
they were overwhelmed and ill-
equipped to deal with black bloc 
tactics, due to the “rapidity with 
which the crowds were able to 
move,” which made it “difficult to 
assemble a sufficient number of of-
ficers to safely contain large and ag-
gressive crowds.”

In an age of increasing austerity 
measures – defined by a sustained 
attack on workers, the poor, stu-
dents, and seniors through un-
popular privatization schemes, the 
rhetoric of fiscal prudence, and the 
reality of debt slavery – urban un-
rest will continue to grow.

Security agencies are prepar-
ing for public unrest and, if neces-
sary, will use an iron fist to stamp 
through the unpopular measures 
of their governments. In this con-
text, the struggle over public space 
is crucial. The G20 Summit had the 
effect of politicizing people and il-
luminating important questions 
about austerity and repression.

Clayton Ruby’s warning about 
an impending police state rein-
forces the pertinence of engaging 
in dialogue, building relationships, 
and working together around the 
politics of the street and for the cre-
ation of a more just world.

Andy Crosby

Security agencies are preparing for public unrest and, if necessary, will use an iron fist to stamp through 
the unpopular measures of their governments. In this context, the struggle over public space is crucial.

Scores of riot police guard police 
headquarters on College Street

Tan Tu Van
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Building upon the photo-
graphic invention of Joseph 
Nicéphore Niépce Louis-

Jacques-Mandé Daguerre in 1839 
announced the daguerreotype 
process, one of the first commer-
cially successful photographic 
processes, which used iodine, 
copper plates, and light exposure 
to develop a fixed image. This dis-
covery gave rise to a new vocation: 
the portrait photographer. Due to 
the long exposures required by 
the daguerreotype process, the 
London periodical Athenaeum 
published a report in 1839 pro-
posing the use of a headrest in 
portraiture, and posing chairs 
became a fixture in the studio. 
Cartoonists of the era took great 

pleasure in depicting them as in-
struments of torture, with the sub-
ject rigid and scowling in front of 
the camera. Although such depic-
tions of posing devices were gen-
erally unfounded, the stereotype 
has continued to this day.

RIGIDITY AND HOMOPHOBIA
In this series of photographs, the 

lore surrounding the photographic 
posing chair speaks symbolically to the 
often rigid societal restraints placed 
upon GLBTTQ individuals. While 
Canadians may experience a sense 
of freedom unfamiliar to many parts 
of the world, homophobia remains a 
pressing concern in our culture.

This project was conceived in 
response to hateful comments I 
experienced from fellow classmates 

while attending a local college. I 
have asked each sitter for a quote to 
accompany the photographs, to high-
light that while the Queer community 
is often perceived as a collective, it 
is composed of individuals, often 
categorized by unjust stereotypes and 
over-generalizations of identity.

The images published here are 
merely the beginning of what I hope 
will be an ongoing project, offering 
continuous insight into the vast di-
versity found within the community. 
The current representation is lacking 
in scope, as my selection was limited 
both racially and geographically. 
These photographs simply reflect 
the individuals in the Ottawa area 
who responded to my “casting call” 
and were open to revealing their 

identity.  As the spectrum of diversity 
is extraordinarily infinite, this series 
can never be seen as a complete 
body of work.

Presented here is a sliver of the 
larger picture; it is not a microcosm 
of the wider community. While 
sexuality is an intrinsic part of us 
all, it does not define us. I hope the 
viewer is able to see the images in 
context, not as a showcase for each 
person’s broader humanity. Through 
acknowledging the right one has 
to express one’s sexuality, I hope 
this work in progress will inform 
dialogue and encourage a greater 
acceptance of others across social, 
cultural, and personal boundaries. 

Jen Hladkowicz

The Posing 
Chair

Excerpt from For the Record: Outsides to Insides
I’m an Amazon // A warrior whose armor is silver // glitter cream eye shadow // lipstick // like an arterial gash and // taffeta
And I’ll trust in that // over Kevlar and army boots // any day // every day // even when it makes me invisible // to the eyes // I want most // to see me
What does it mean // to only be seen // when I don’t look //  like myself?
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It’s amazing what a haircut 
can do. I can look at myself 
in the mirror and see 
the real me. It gave me 
confidence to be myself. 
Like my outsides finally 
matched my insides.

Why is it that, as a culture, 
we are more comfortable 
seeing two men holding 
guns than holding hands? 
~Ernest Gaines



The Leveller Presents   2011      Ground Level 25

Always expect the 
unexpected.
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For many, the fall of the Berlin 
Wall symbolized the demise 
of the Cold War and the end 

of a bipolar world order divided 
between the Soviet Union and 
the capitalist democracies of the 
West. It was widely believed that 
the wall’s destruction would usher 
in an era characterized by the inte-
gration of national economies and 
the dissolution of global barriers 
to communication, transporta-
tion, and international trade.

But in today’s world, walls and 
fences are being erected just about 
everywhere – around borderlands, 
suburban communities, and the ex-
clusive gatherings of global elites.

And in Canada under the Harp-
er regime, expanding the most ex-
treme manifestation of walled space 
– the prison cell – is one of the new 
political-economic projects of the 
day. In spite of well-documented 
research showing the costly im-
plications of the tough-on-crime 
approach to law and order, more 
political and financial capital is be-
ing redirected by politicians to re-
inforce the cement and steel of new 
penal institutions.

The control of space is essential 
to the workings of power, and com-
munities work to bring down the 
physical and figurative walls that keep 
them divided. This theme arises con-
sistently throughout the articles in 
this issue. Fences and security barri-
ers – whether a line of riot cops physi-
cally blocking protesters from the 
G20 jamboree, or a physical blockade 
of the Gaza strip – are used to protect 
privilege and keep ordinary people in 
their place: at the margins.

The political control of people 
begins with physical control, and 
the physical control of people has 
dire economic consequences. As 

Andy Crosby writes in his piece on 
the the G20 Summit in Toronto, 
“the fence once again separated the 
elites from the people their deci-
sions would affect, materially re-
producing the division between the 
powerful and the rest of us.”

Community organizer Jaggi 
Singh recently faced criminal charg-
es for his involvement in the dem-
onstrations during last June’s G20 
summit. The charges against Singh 
stem from a speech he delivered at 
the security fence, in which he called 
for people to protest those “respon-
sible for the enormous misery in the 
world” and “to take down the fences 
and walls that separate us” – the 
substance of which differs little from 
the words of Ronald Reagan, who 
was praised by many for challenging 
Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev to 
“tear down this wall” during a 1987 
speech at the Berlin Wall.

As Edward Zvekic shows, the 
erection of a security fence was 
replicated last June at the CANSEC 
arms fair in Ottawa, where mili-
tary gurus and powerful statesmen 
flirted shamelessly with the world’s 
mighty arms dealers. But over the 
years, Canada’s largest arms ba-
zaar has been met with protest. 
One event called, “Don’t sit on the 
Fence. Decorate it!” saw people line 
the chain-link fence outside of the 
trade show with messages of peace.  

As public funds pour into the 
war industry, we may suffer materi-
ally from the draining of public ser-
vices, but it’s the victims of Western-
led military (mis)adventures that 
suffer the most. And while Canada 
may not be directly involved in each 
of the West’s military assaults, its 
economic and diplomatic maneu-
vering have made it a soft, friendly 
face for Western imperialism.  

While we see the struggle over 
space violently play out across large 
geopolitical regions – a struggle of-
ten consolidated by border security 
walls – we also see it at the ground 
level, whether between anti-immi-
grant vigilantes and migrants, or 
between hunger striking prisoners 
and their captors. It’s here, at the 
ground level, where we also see 
avenues for resistance. It’s at the 
ground level where restraints on 
movement are challenged head-on.

Inayat Singh points out in his 
article that the Canadian boat the 
Tahrir, which was part of the inter-
national Freedom Flotilla II that 
was to challenge Israel’s blockade 
by sailing to Gaza, faced numerous 
political barriers. Despite being pre-
vented from embarking for Gaza, 
the boat, along with the rest of the 
flotilla, has still challenged Israel’s 
walls of oppression.

Moving from the sea level to 
the ground level, we see that in 
great numbers, protesters have hit 
the streets in opposition not just 
to the physical security fences sur-
rounding the G20 ministers, but 
also to the economic project those 
fences emblematically protect. It’s 
at the ground level where street 
artists have hit the pavement and 
challenged not just the concept of 
exclusive art, but also the criminal-
ization of poverty.

While policies are often solidi-
fied in the concrete, socially con-
structed barriers have also played a 
significant role in keeping the mar-
ginalized at the margins. In Canada, 
the line that separates “us” from 
“them” is thickening in our coun-
try’s approach to migrants. A look 
at Canada’s increasingly hardline 
immigration policies, as Harper 
and the gang foster fear of human 

smugglers and “queue jumpers,” 
provides much insight into the 
many barriers to movement that im-
migrants and refugees face.  

Ajay Parasram notes in his ar-
ticle on Canadian refugee laws that 
“Canada has increased the number 
of slots available for refugees for-
mally protected and bureaucratized 
by the UNHRC, while simultane-
ously enacting policies that make it 
difficult for asylum seekers to reach 
Canada’s borders, a physical re-
quirement to legally claim asylum.”

As he highlights, these policies 
are closely linked to the image of 
migrants as security and economic 
threats, which is deeply embedded 
in the national psyche. Political fear 
mongering capitalizes on such per-
ceptions, ultimately serving a broad-
er securitization agenda supporting 
the erection of physical walls and 
fences, which are legitimized in 
part through the demonization of 
the protester and the migrant alike. 
Each faces assaults on their civil 
liberties, but it’s the migrant, like 
the prisoner, who has little say over 
when to opt in and opt out of the 
no-rights zone.

In this issue, authors have 
strived to expose some of the walls 
that divide us and the many valu-
able attempts to bring down these 
walls. And since sometimes a good 
offence makes for the best defence, 
this collection of articles has also 
explored some of the lines we cre-
ate that bring us strength – from the 
picket lines of postal workers, to 
the bonds of solidarity between the 
prisoner and the free, to the lines 
and contours of the street artists’ 
masterpieces. As we chip away at 
the bricks that keep many of us at 
the margins, let us use those bricks 
to build bridges.

EDITORIAL: 
GROUND LEVEL

It’s here, at the ground level, where we also see avenues for resistance. 
It’s at the ground level where restraints on movement are challenged head-on.
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A large group of people waits to 
enter what appears to be an 
immigrant processing centre 

or employment insurance office. Af-
ter up to 18 months of waiting, sim-
ply for the right to work and send 
money home to their families, they 
charge the desk en masse, smash-
ing the glass that divides those who 
wait from those who process. To-
gether, they break into dance.

The music video for “In Your 
Hands,” the opening track from 
British singer-songwriter Charlie 
Winston’s 2009 album Hobo, sends 
a powerful and revolutionary mes-
sage about destroying socially con-
structed barriers that divide rather 
than unite.

At the beginning of the video, 
the disciplined immigrants in the 
office dutifully go through the bu-
reaucratic processes that lend legal 
legitimacy to their existence as hu-
man beings. At the same time, they 
are not optimistic that whatever 
ruling they receive will be to their 
benefit. “And every time you prom-
ise me, ‘Not much longer now,’ I’ve 
had to put my whole world in your 
hands,” sings Winston.

The silent bureaucrats on the 
other side of the invisible barrier 
(an extension of the border) go 
about their work, safe in the be-
lief that if they perform their tasks 
obediently, the well-oiled bureau-
cratic machinery will fulfill the lib-
eral-democratic promise - that is, 
to achieve the greatest good for the 
greatest number. They avoid con-
versation with the Other on the op-
posite side of the barrier, for fear of 
contaminating their judgment with 
human emotion. As one character 
in the video explains to the silent 
bureaucrats, “Mister, please let me 
work somehow. You’ve kept me 
waiting 18 months. And still I’m not 
allowed.”

The distinction between 
“us” and “them” is as old as it is 
violent(The distincitions between 

“us” and “them” are not always vio-
lent, although it is an old distinc-
tion). The idea of the nation-state, 
which took form approximately be-
tween the 1500s-1920s was based 
largely on ethnic/religious com-
monalities.  More recently, it has 
been based on economic factors 
officially, yet one cannot ignore the 
degree to which highly industrial-
ized economies of the Global North 
rely on “illegal” migration to sus-
tain themselves.  The bureaucracy 
– the professional, (officially) apo-
litical permanent arm of the nation-
state today – is itself a functionary 
boundary that mediates (il)legality 
with respects to migration.

The bureaucracy creates and 
enforces the boundary that sepa-
rates the government pawns – the 
bureaucrats – from the impover-
ished global majority. While elite 
interests within states must control 
this boundary to maintain their 
privileged positions, by implicating 
these pawns in the process of state 
control, government employees 
can ignore the curious similarities 
between a necktie and a noose. And 
it is worth noting that the cliché 
“letting loose” is often demonstrat-
ed through the loosening of one’s 
necktie.

Conversely, this expression sug-
gests that the opposite, “tightening 
up,” is to bottle up one’s undisci-
plined self and conform to social 
expectations in order to excel and 
be a good member of society. The 
fear of the internal self and what 
it might be capable of thinking or 
doing is perhaps the foundation of 
why, as recounted in Adam Curtis’s 
classic documentary, The Century of 
the Self, the United States employed 
Freudian psychoanalysts in the af-
termath of World War II to create a 
conformist society.

After seeing a lot of “letting 
loose” during the war, the govern-
ment believed that the deliberate 
construction of a conformist soci-

ety with the help of psychoanalysts 
could suppress the inner “Commu-
nist” or “Nazi” deep within the hu-
man subconscious and protect free-
dom, democracy, and capitalism.

I appreciate Winston’s video 
because it could easily have told 
a downtrodden story, or a story 
of class struggle where one class 
dominates the other. It did neither. 
The human emotion and common 
human experience of caring for 
one’s family helps instigate a revolt 
against the dehumanizing process 
of applying for the right to work.  
Approaching the apex of the music 
video, a man exasperatedly leaves 
his place in line and knocks on the 
glass barrier separating the immi-
grant Other from the bureaucrats: 
“Mister, Mister, you say you’re try-
ing! But don’t you know, my broth-
er’s dying?! You say it won’t be long, 
but why am I so cursed for where I 
am born?”

When the immigrant Others in 
the waiting room hear this all-too-
familiar story, they charge the imagi-
nary barrier in a way that hurts no 
one.Together, they all pound their 
fists on the glass barrier and re-or-
ganize its molecules - that is to say, 
smash the physical, bureaucratic, 
and symbolic barrier that separates 
the immigrant Other from the Self. 
The fed up people grab the paper-
work, the physical record of their 
humiliating experiences, and tear it 
to confetti as they dance joyously. It 
is the joy of “letting loose,” the joy 
one finds in recognizing the human 
condition in another. It is the joy 
that comes from the dismantling of 
a bureaucratic process that says you 
are an Other and must prove your-
self worthy of the right to work to 
ensure your family survives.

This disruption of the bureau-
cratic process is reminiscent of the 
tactics of refugee and immigrant 
rights groups in Canada, including 
No One Is Illegal and the Ontario 
Coalition Against Poverty (OCAP). 

These groups express frustration 
with the prevailing immigration sys-
tem. On many occasions, they have 
sought to interrupt the administra-
tive normality and routine of the 
deportation process.

As OCAP member Stefanie Gude 
recounts in a 2003 article in Refuge, 
“We have a long-standing reputa-
tion for filling the offices, the back 
rooms, getting the security doors of 
offices open so that the office can 
no longer function. Bureaucracy 
relies on the fact that things will al-
ways go a particular way.”

According to Gude, “If you fill 
a room with 150 angry people, in-
cluding the back offices, business as 
usual is no longer possible. Bureau-
crats that sit with those files that 
have ID numbers only know people 
as an ID number, not as human be-
ings. We operate on the principle 
that people meet face to face.”

It is precisely the impact of that 
face-to-face, human meeting that 
marks the revolutionary moment of 
Charlie Winston’s video. Faced with 
a revolt by the immigrant Other, the 
silent bureaucratic pawns and their 
managers are confused. It begins 
with the woman who was the front-
line contact between the bureaucra-
cy and the immigrant Others, taking 
off her suit coat and throwing her 
paperwork in the air. She begins 
to dance with the Other, and her 
colleagues and supervisors quickly 
join the party, making confetti of 
their paperwork.They all dance to-
gether, as the barrier that once di-
vided them is levelled.They can all 
be human beings again. Perhaps 
the message is utopian, but it is no 
more utopian than the assumptions 
underlying a global system of distri-
bution that ensures three quarters 
of humanity live on virtually noth-
ing while less than a quarter live in 
luxury.

Ajay Parasram  
with files from Mat Nelson

“I’M GONNA PUT 
MY WHOLE WORLD 
IN YOUR HANDS”

Charlie Winston’s revolutionary message



28       Ground Level The Leveller Presents   2011 

The images of 2010’s ill-fated 
aid flotilla to Gaza are still 
all too clear. What started 

as a peaceful attempt to break the 
naval blockade of Gaza and deliver 
aid to the Palestinian people end-
ed with a violent confrontation 
with Israeli commandos aboard 
the boats, leading to the deaths 
of nine activists on the Mavi Mar-
mara, a vessel led by the IHH Hu-
manitarian Relief Foundation. A 
second aid flotilla organized for 
2011, “Freedom Flotilla II: Stay 
Human,” faced a different kind of 
hurdle: “A death of a thousand pa-
per cuts,” as Dylan Penner, a Cana-
dian delegate, put it.

This year’s flotilla, which in-
cluded a dozen boats with activ-
ists from 22 countries, was as-
sembled at ports in Greece and 
set to leave from there. The Greek 
government, however, faced with 
an economic crisis of its own and 
likely acting under Israeli pres-
sure, passed an edict prohibiting 
any boats headed to Gaza from 
leaving its ports. The Tahrir – the 
Canadian boat in the flotilla – was 
drowned in paperwork and other 
bureaucratic tricks, until the ac-
tivists were forced to give up and 
return home.

At issue here is the naval 
blockade of the Gaza strip by Is-
rael, which began in 2007 along-
side a land blockade, when politi-
cal party Hamas was elected as a 
majority in Palestine’s national 
legislature. Hamas has been des-
ignated a terrorist organization 
by Canada, the US, and the Euro-
pean Union.

The former ruling party, Fa-
tah, initially worked with the 
Hamas majority. Western nations 
have refused to recognize the le-
gitimacy of Hamas and stopped 
all financial aid to the Palestinian 
government, eventually leading 
to a violent conflict between Fa-
tah and Hamas, and a division of 
the Palestinian territories. While 
the two parties recently reached 
an agreement to form an interim 
government and fix a date for up-
coming general elections, since 
2007, Fatah has retained control 
of the West Bank while Hamas has 
controlled the Gaza strip and its 
1.6 million inhabitants.

Israel’s blockade ostensibly 
aims to block weapons from be-
ing supplied to Hamas, but has 
resulted in a shortage of food and 
other essential supplies within 
Gaza. Several human rights or-

ganizations have heavily criti-
cized Israel for the blockade, but 
most Western nations, especially 
Canada, have stood firmly by Is-
rael. In 2008, the UN’s 47-mem-
ber Human Rights Council passed 
a resolution condemning the 
blockade. While the US and Israel 
boycotted the Council and Euro-
pean nations abstained from vot-
ing, Canada was the only country 
that voted against the resolution.

“The Canadian government’s 
stance has been very disappoint-
ing,” said Ehab Lotayef, one of the 
main organizers of the Canadian 
boat to Gaza, “not just to this flo-
tilla, but in the way it sides with 
Israel no matter what.”

The New Democratic Party, 
Canada’s official opposition to 
the Conservatives, stopped just 
short of officially endorsing the 
boat’s activists. It called for their 
rights to be respected and their 
safety assured by the Israeli gov-
ernment. In fact, Jack Layton per-
sonally requested that the Israeli 
ambassador allow the Canadian 
boat safe passage.

Foreign Affairs Minister John 
Baird called on the activists to 
give up their mission, saying 
there are other, legitimate ways 

to get aid into Gaza. But as Lo-
tayef points out, both the UN and 
the Red Cross have called those 
other avenues inadequate. The 
International Committee of the 
Red Cross claims that the block-
ade has choked trade and the 
movement of supplies to the Gaza 
strip, as alternate avenues provid-
ed by the Israelis do not allow for 
enough goods to be transferred 
and have various security restric-
tions. Only about 80 types of 
goods are allowed into the strip, 
whereas before the blockade that 
number was 4000.

The Red Cross also claims that 
Gaza is facing severe electricity 
and fuel shortages, and its health 
care system is barely functioning. 
Palestinian farmers with land near 
the border have been driven away 
due to the conflict, with the Israe-
li government imposing a buffer 
zone around the border that eats 
up about a third of Gaza’s farm-
land and a large share of its live-
stock. As the blockade continues, 
the Red Cross says it is “choking 
off any real possibility of econom-
ic development” in the strip. The 
boat’s aim is not simply to deliver 
aid, but to generally protest the 
blockade, which activists allege is 

STAYING HUMAN 
ON BOARD THE 
TAHRIR

The Canadian boat to Gaza

“The Canadian government’s stance has been very disappointing,” said Ehab Lotayef, 
one of the main organizers of the Canadian boat to Gaza, “not just to this flotilla, but in 
the way it sides with Israel no matter what.”

“We are ready and determined,” said 

Lotayef.  “This is just a pause for us to 

regroup and reorganize.”
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unfairly punishing Gaza’s inno-
cent civilian population.

The Canadian mission has 
therefore become as much about 
protesting Western support for 
Israel as about protesting Israel’s 
actions. The Canadian boat was 
operating in very hostile territory 
without the support of its own 
government. The events of last 
year, where nine activists were 
killed while participating in an 
aid flotilla, have been on people’s 
minds. But this year’s activists 
were adamant that there would 
be no aggression, at least from 
their side.

“I want to be very clear about 
one thing, that it was the Israelis 
who initiated the violence last 
year,” said Wendy Goldsmith, an-
other founding member of the Ca-
nadian mission. “All our members 
are committed to non-violence.” 
Goldsmith and other participants 
in this year’s flotilla maintain that 
the activists aboard the Mavi Mar-
mara acted in self-defense.

After the incident, the Israeli 
government released its own vid-
eo of soldiers boarding the ship. 
It shows activists attacking sol-

diers with sticks and rods. How-
ever, Israeli soldiers confiscated 
the activists’ own videos and 
photographs. The government’s 
video has not stopped calls for 
an international inquiry into the 
incident.

One of this year’s delegates 
on the Tahrir is Kevin Neish, a 
BC-based activist who was on the 
Mavi Marmara when Israeli sol-
diers boarded it last year. He man-
aged to smuggle out his memory 
card and has posted online some 
of the photos he took during the 
raid. The photos show dead and 
wounded activists, many of whom 
were shot by the Israeli soldiers.

The fact remains that Israeli 
soldiers boarded the ship in in-
ternational waters.  A UN Human 
Rights Council fact-finding mis-
sion on the raid concluded that 
Israeli forces broke international 
law and there was enough evi-
dence to start prosecution over 
possible war crimes.

While not faced with physical 
force, this year’s flotilla encoun-
tered other barriers that stopped 
it from leaving Greek territorial 
waters.

“Greece is usually support-
ive of Palestine, but it has been 
both arm twisted and bribed by 
Israel,” claimed a frustrated Lo-
tayef. The activists, most of whom 
were in Greece after taking leave 
from their jobs, had to eventually 
give up their mission and return 
home after Greek port authorities 
dragged out customs and naval 
inspections and other procedural 
hoops in an ill-disguised effort to 
tire out the activists.

Although the majority of the 
ships that comprise the 15-ves-
sel international Freedom Flotilla 
II, including the Tahrir, were de-
tained in various Greek ports, the 
French boat Dignité Al Karama 
left the Greek island of Kastellorizo 
on July 16, after informing Greek 
authorities it was headed for the 
Egyptian port of Alexandria.

Instead, the Dignité Al Kara-
ma set sail for Gaza, and after 
ignoring warnings that it was 
approaching the blockade line, 
the ship was boarded by troops 
from Israel’s Shayetet 13 naval 
commando unit. The 16-mem-
ber crew, including activists from 
Canada, were then arrested, de-

tained and deported from Israel 
to their home countries.

In a public statement, the 
Paris-based organizers of the flo-
tilla ship described the raid as “an 
act of violence and an illegal act,” 
as well as “a new act of piracy 
against harmless people.”

Meanwhile, the Canadian del-
egates on the Tahrir have now re-
grouped and remain dedicated to 
reaching their goals. “We’re con-
tinuing to work with our interna-
tional partners and are meeting 
and talking about our next steps,” 
said Goldsmith.

Sandra Ruch, a Toronto-based 
delegate, is staying with the boat 
until she can have it moved to an-
other port. The boat is going to 
be kept ready for another attempt 
at reaching Gaza.

The activists maintain that 
their mission has not been com-
pletely in vain, and that they 
have managed to raise awareness 
about a very important issue. We 
are ready and determined,” said 
Lotayef. “This is just a pause for 
us to regroup and reorganize.”

Inayat Singh

Foreign Affairs Minister John Baird called on the activists to give up their mission, saying 
there are other, legitimate ways to get aid into Gaza. But as Lotayef points out, both the 
UN and the Red Cross have called those other avenues inadequate.

The Tahrir Docked at a Port in Agios Nikolaos, Greece Bob Lovelace
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My grade seven social stud-
ies textbook explained 
in detail how important 

boats were to the “discovery” of 
Nova Scotia, where I grew up: 
John Cabot (actually Giovanni 
Caboto) set sail from Europe and 
reached the “New World,” where 
the codfish were so plentiful off 
the coast that sailors could drop a 
bucket into the sea to fetch a meal 
– as the old Heritage Minute com-
mercial also reminds me. Then 
there’s Samuel de Champlain, the 
so-called father of “New France” 
who did his discovering while 
sailing up the St. Lawrence River. 
Since Cabot and Champlain, ships 
have been an important part of 
Canada’s historical imagination, 
from the core industry of build-
ing ships (such as the beloved 
Bluenose) during 18th- and 19th-
century pre-Canada, to the role of  
Canada’s navy in the World Wars 
of the 20th century, to the long 
but selective tradition of receiving 
immigrants and refugees at Hali-
fax’s Pier 21.

Although the boat is an impor-
tant symbol of Canadian national-
ism, not all boats are welcomed.  
Prime Minister MacKenzie King re-
fused entry to the SS St. Louis carry-
ing over 900 Jewish refugees from 
Nazi Germany in 1939. A generation 
earlier in 1914, 376 British-Indian 
subjects tried to land in British Co-

lumbia aboard the Komagatu Maru, 
but Canada’s immigration policies 
did not afford Indians equal status 
as subjects of the British Empire, 
and thus they could not enter. Not 
caring to differentiate between Hin-
dus, Sikhs, and Muslims, the Prov-
ince’s headline read “Boatload of 
Hindus on Way to Vancouver,” while 
other newspapers talked about the 
“Hindu Invasion.”

These boats were not in my 
textbooks.

Nearly a century later, the po-
litical context has changed, but the 
imagery of unwanted boat people 
remains embedded in the national 
psyche as a security and economic 
threat. Thinkers interested in the 
rights of refugees in Canada have 
repeatedly shown the widening 
gap between the logic of interna-
tional refugee law and the securi-
tization of refugees. According to 
the Supreme Court, foreigners are 
entitled to the same protections as 
Canadian citizens under the Char-
ter of Rights and Freedoms, except 
for the right to vote, run for office, 
and enter or exit the country with-
out restrictions. In 2002, these pro-
tections were extended to refugees, 
under a legal category called “peo-
ple in need of protection” intended 
to address the issue of deporting 
foreigners to a country where they 
may face torture.

Canada’s refugee laws must be 

contextualized by the experiences 
of refugees. The last 20 years have 
not been good for refugees world-
wide. The average length of time 
spent in exile is now about 18 years, 
disproportionately concentrated 
in the poorest regions on Earth. 
Though Canada and other Western 
states present themselves as lead-
ers in caring for refugees, steady 
legislative changes have been paint-
ing refugee and asylum seekers 
as “queue jumpers” and “security 
threats” since the global war on ter-
ror began in 2001. There is a perni-
cious politics at play here: Canada 
has increased the number of slots 
available for refugees formally pro-
tected and bureaucratized by the 
United Nations High Commissioner 
for Refugees (UNHCR), while si-
multaneously enacting policies that 
make it difficult for asylum seekers 
to reach Canadians borders, a phys-
ical requirement to legally claim 
asylum.

Canada’s Bill C-11 is designed 
to slow the flow of refugees and 
asylum seekers by designating 
whole states as “safe” and creating 
broad categories of refugees. It has 
received Royal Assent and will be 
implemented over the next year. 
The experience of safety is at the 
core of refugee policy, and allowing 
the government to designate whole 
countries as safe enables a crasser 
discrimination against claimants on 

this basis. This will, as the Canadian 
Council for Refugees notes, unduly 
affect women fleeing gendered op-
pression as well as people fleeing 
persecution due to their sexual ori-
entation.

It is worth remembering the de-
portation of Kulenthiran Amirthal-
ingam to his native Malaysia in 2008 
because Ottawa did not believe him 
when he argued he was gay. Before 
he had made his claim in Canada, 
Amirthalingam had been jailed and 
sexually assaulted in Malaysia be-
cause of his sexual orientation.  At 
the time of his hearing, Canada’s 
Department of Foreign Affairs had 
a travel advisory posted for Cana-
dians travelling in Malaysia: Homo-
sexuality is illegal and punishable 
by lengthy jail time and fines.

According to François Crèpeau, 
Director of the McGill Centre for Hu-
man Rights and Legal Pluralism, the 
motivation to demonstrate Canada’s 
hardline stance against potential se-
curity threats emanates from the ter-
rorist attacks on New York City and 
the fear of a prolonged border clo-
sure along the 49th parallel.  Unan-
nounced boatpeople are thus back 
in vogue, especially since ethnic 
Tamils fleeing the fallout of Sri Lan-
ka’s 26-year long civil war have been 
knocking at the door. Ottawa consid-
ers anyone who has made any con-
tribution to the Liberation Tigers of 
Tamil Eelam (LTTE) as a supporter. 

CANADA’S RED 
HERRING REFUGEE 
LAWS

What is at stake is the kind of refugee policy we want to see in Canada, 

whether one that recognizes that refugees can best assess their security, 

or one that treats refugees first and foremost as security threats and 

seeks to crudely homogenize whole countries as “safe” or “unsafe.”
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Because the LTTE once controlled 
almost 25% of Sri Lanka for over a 
decade, nearly anyone from a for-
merly LTTE-controlled region could 
be painted as a supporter.

The policy direction of the Con-
servative Party with respect to secu-
ritizing refugee and asylum seekers 
has been clear: There are good, law-
abiding refugees, and there are bad 
ones, who abuse Canada’s gener-
osity by paying smugglers to sneak 
them in illegally. As Carleton Politi-
cal Scientist James Milner explained 
to the Montreal Gazette, “Canada 
and other industrialized countries 
have enforced a number of mea-
sures to try and prevent asylum 
seekers from arriving on their ter-
ritory to claim asylum. In the case 
of Canada, this was done with visa 
requirements. What we’ve seen is a 
real race to the bottom. No country 
wants to be seen as the country with 
the most lax refugee laws.” Milner 
formerly worked as a consultant for 
the UNHCR.

The newly emboldened Con-
servative majority government has 
since re-introduced controversial 
Bill C-49 (explosively renamed “C-
4” in Parliament). Allegedly aimed 
at curbing human trafficking, this 
bill was harshly criticized by oppo-
sition parties, refugee protection 
groups, and academics when first 
introduced. Freshly minted Public 
Safety Minister Vic Toews sought to 
justify the C-4 approach by invoking 
the imagery of boats, specifically the 
Ocean Lady and MV Sun Sea ves-
sels, which carried to Canada hun-
dreds of Tamil refugees fleeing Sri 
Lanka in 2009 and 2010.

According to a 2011 UN report 

on accountability in Sri Lanka, the 
government heavily shelled civilian 
areas in no-fire zones and destroyed 
hospitals in well-known areas, while 
the LTTE stands accused of recruit-
ing child soldiers and executing ci-
vilians. People caught between the 
LTTE and the government in the 
devastating end of the 26-year civil 
war fled when they could.

After the war, thousands of Tam-
ils remained in government captiv-
ity in the northeast while the state 
sought to separate “terrorists” from 
“civilians.”  It is in this context that 
the few hundred refugees fleeing 
persecution from both the govern-
ment of Sri Lanka and the LTTE 
sought refuge in Canada, while Sri 
Lankan President Mahinda Rajapak-
sa called on Tamil-diaspora coun-
tries like Canada to find and deport 
LTTE sympathizers.  Focusing only 
on the means by which these refu-
gees escaped Sri Lanka, Bill C-4 
creates a category called “irregular 
arrivals,” subjecting unannounced 
asylum seekers like the Tamil boat 
people to mandatory incarceration 
of up to a year, pending their review 
by immigration and refugee officials.

It also exempts them from cer-
tain privileges, such as applying 
for residency or applying to bring 
family members to Canada. Refer-
ring to “human smugglers,” Toews 
told the CBC that “Canadians have 
been clear that we must protect our 
borders against those who abuse 
our generosity for financial gain, 
threaten the integrity of our immi-
gration system, and pose a risk to 
our safety and security.”Toews’ fears 
seem misplaced, not only because 
of how few refugees actually make 

it to Canada’s borders, but also in 
the tone of government policy that 
increasingly presents refugees as 
burdens and threats rather tahn 
considering the valuable contribu-
tions refugees can offer Canada’s 
evolving society.

There remains a curious ob-
session with boat imagery and the 
distinction between good and bad 
refugees. By focusing on the extra-
legal means through which many 
asylum seekers get to Canada, the 
government is steering the debate 
on refugee law reform away from 
the core issue of international le-
gal rights and toward issues of se-
curity. But the issue of smuggling 
is peripheral, and according to 
Canadian law foreigners ought to 
be protected under the Charter of 
Rights and Freedoms. Rather than 
rhetorically proclaiming Canadian 
generosity, it is perhaps more in-
structive to ask why Canada ac-
cepts so few refugees and asylum 
seekers compared with the world’s 
poorest regions.  

The logic of refugees and asy-
lum seekers trying to “jump the 
queue” is illogical, as there is no 
queue of refugees. Established bu-
reaucratic procedures for immi-
grants are fundamentally different 
from procedures for refugees, pre-
cisely because refugees have been 
understood since the 1951 Conven-
tion as people escaping exceptional 
circumstances. At this juncture in 
the public debate on refugee laws 
in Canada, we are witnessing the 
politicization of refugees based on 
grossly exaggerated security threats.

Canada’s red herring refugee 
laws are wrapped in a rhetorical 

commitment to help “real” refugees 
while blocking “fake” refugees and 
cracking down on human traffick-
ing. This rhetoric was part of the 
package that gave the Tories 39.4% 
of the popular vote and a majority 
government whose policy changes 
enable the rapid shipping off of 
“fake” refugees before they have 
enough time to seek legal aid and 
file an appeal.

It’s worth remembering one 
more Canadian Heritage Minute, 
which fondly recalls, “Between 
1840 and 1860, more than 30,000 
American slaves came secretly to 
Canada and freedom. They called it 
the underground railroad.” The les-
son here is one of (il)legality: it was 
perfectly legal for American whites 
to own slaves in this period and il-
legal for the slaves to flee. It is today 
legal for refugees fleeing violence to 
claim asylum in another country, but 
seemingly illegal to arrive by boat.

What is at stake is the kind of 
refugee policy we want to see in 
Canada, whether one that recogniz-
es that refugees can best assess their 
security, or one that treats refugees 
first and foremost as security threats 
and seeks to crudely homogenize 
whole countries as “safe” or “un-
safe.” A nation-state creates its his-
tory in part through the production 
of textbooks and the institution of 
schooling, which is why I began this 
story with my seventh grade text-
book and the imagery of boats. The 
history books need to be re-written. 
Without decisive changes, progres-
sive refugee policy will continue 
sailing away.

Ajay Parasram

Rather than rhetorically proclaiming Canadian 

generosity, it is perhaps more instructive to ask 

why Canada accepts so few refugees and asylum 

seekers compared with the world’s poorest regions.
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The issue of drug use in our 
society tends to induce ir-
rational moral panic, partly 

due to an outdated way of thinking 
that has helped sustain the failed 
war on drugs. That approach, 
which favours punitive penalties 
for drug use, has been a huge fail-
ure, resulting in increased harms 
to public health and increased 
rates of imprisonment, particularly 
for people from poor and racial-
ized communities. Rather than 
acknowledging the dignity and 
human rights of drug users, it has 
criminalized them in an attempt to 
eliminate illicit drug use.

By contrast, the harm reduc-
tion approach to drug use avoids 
criminalizing users and can help 
prevent easily avoidable deaths 
due to overdose. Harm reduction 
involves acting to minimize the 
harm associated with psychoactive 
drugs for people unable or unwill-
ing to stop using such substances. 
The focus is on the people who use 
drugs, and preventing harm rather 
than drug use.

Gerald Thomas, a senior policy 
analyst with the Canadian Centre 
on Substance Abuse, described 
the harm reduction model in a 
2005 paper as “a health-centred 
approach that seeks to reduce the 
health and social harms associated 
with alcohol and drug use, with-
out necessarily requiring that us-
ers abstain.” According to Thomas, 
it is “a non-judgemental response 
that meets users ‘where they are’ 
with regard to their substance use 
rather than imposing a moralistic 
judgement on their behaviours.”

A good example of harm reduc-

tion in practice is Insite, a super-
vised injection facility in Vancou-
ver, which opened in 2003 under 
an exemption to the federal Con-
trolled Drugs and Substances Act 
(CDSA). Insite provides clean nee-
dles for users and staff supervision 
for injections. Users also have ac-
cess to treatment and counselling. 
This initiative has been proven to 
better serve the drug-using com-
munity than prohibitionist policies 
by substantially reducing rates of 
overdose among those using the 
service. The facility has not seen a 
single death. In short, Insite saves 
lives.

THE WAR ON HEALTH
Unfortunately, current ap-

proaches to drugs and drug users 
in Canada are failing miserably. 
Although Statistics Canada data 
shows the crime rate is the low-
est it has been in 40 years, when 
addressing drug-related issues, 
criminalization continues to be 
the norm. All too often, drug poli-
cies are the product of knee-jerk, 
political reactions instead of well-
thought-out, evidence-based inter-
ventions.

Recent research, such as stud-
ies conducted by the International 
Centre on Science and Drug Policy, 
has shown that drug law enforce-
ment approaches actually lead 
to increased violence. Tough-on-
crime policies increase rates of 
incarceration and intensify the 
lack of health care for drug users, 
particularly marginalized commu-
nities such as street youth; people 
living in poverty; certain First Na-
tions, Inuit, and Métis peoples; 

and newcomers to Canada.
Prohibitionist policies are not 

only ineffective, but often harm 
public health, for example by in-
creasing the spread of HIV and 
hepatitis B and C through the use 
of shared needles. The loss of fund-
ing for needle exchange programs, 
which are constantly under attack, 
greatly increases health risks.

Based on data compiled by 
UNAIDS, it is estimated that injec-
tion drug use accounts for nearly 
one-third of new HIV infections 
outside of sub-Saharan Africa. And 
according to 2008 data compiled in 
the International Journal of Drug 
Policy, Ottawa has an estimated 
3,000 injection drug users, of which 
approximately 75.8 per cent have 
hepatitis C and 20.6 per cent have 
HIV. As these statistics clearly indi-
cate, Ottawa has a great need for a 
drug consumption facility like the 
one that currently exists in Vancou-
ver.

THE STORY OF INSITE
The Vancouver Area Network 

of Drug Users (VANDU) opened a 
consumption space on East Hast-
ings Street in 1998 in order to deal 
with drug overdoses and commu-
nity issues such as poverty and 
housing. According to its website, 
VANDU believes that “grassroots 
democratic organizing among peo-
ple who use illicit drugs” can build 
a movement to “fundamentally 
change drug policy.”

The organization “recognizes 
that the realities of poverty, racism, 
social isolation, past trauma, men-
tal illness and other inequalities 
increase people’s vulnerability to 

addiction and reduce their capac-
ity for effectively reducing drug re-
lated harm.”

VANDU’s safe site initiative ini-
tially did not have strong public 
support, but people soon began to 
see declining drug-related disease 
rates and the benefits of bringing 
users off the streets. Vancouver’s 
health authorities also took an 
interest in a harm reduction ap-
proach to drug use. The Vancou-
ver/Richmond Health Board had 
declared a public health emer-
gency in 1997, when the city was 
hit with an HIV epidemic that had 
spread at a pace unseen in most of 
the Global North. In 2003, a part-
nership between the community 
and health authorities led to the 
establishment of Insite in Vancou-
ver’s Downtown Eastside, an area 
with high rates of drug use and HIV 
infection.

Insite operates in a three-story 
facility. The first floor houses spac-
es for supervised consumption. On 
the second floor, health workers 
and counsellors offer rehabilita-
tion services for those who want 
to get healthy. The third floor con-
tains transitional housing, available 
for up to 90 days, which allows for 
further rehabilitation in a stable en-
vironment. According to a study in 
the Lancet medical journal, since it 
opened in 2003, the overdose rate 
within 500 meters of the facility 
has declined by 35 per cent, while 
overdoses in the rest of Vancouver 
have dropped by 9 per cent.

Mark Townsend, executive di-
rector of PHS Community Services 
Society, which co-manages Insite 
with the Vancouver Coastal Health 

GAINING INSITE 
INTO THE FACTS

The need for a drug consumption site  
in Ottawa

All too often, drug policies are the product of  

knee-jerk, political reactions instead of  

well-thought-out, evidence-based interventions.
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Authority, recently spoke in Ot-
tawa, where the Supreme Court 
is deciding Insite’s future. He said 
“the evidence is overwhelming” 
when it comes to assessing the suc-
cess rate of the facility. “You have 
40 peer-reviewed studies funded 
by the federal government them-
selves that says it saves lives, it 
saves money, its a useful part of a 
comprehensive strategy,” he said.

According to one of Insite’s ser-
vice users, Leanne, “The only sta-
tistic people need to know is there 
have been zero deaths here” at In-
site. “Can we say the same for the 
hotels and alleys?” she asked.

INSITE AND THE LAW
In May 2008, the BC Supreme 

Court ruled that Insite is protected 
by the Canadian Charter of Rights 
and Freedoms. Justice Ian Pitfield 
said that certain sections of the 
Controlled Drugs and Substances 
Act are unconstitutional when ap-
plied to harm reduction programs 
such as Insite, because they result 
in the denial of health interven-
tions.

“While there is nothing to be 
said in favour of the injection of 
controlled substances that leads to 
addiction, there is much to be said 
against denying addicts health care 
services that will ameliorate the ef-
fects of their condition,” wrote Pit-
field in his ruling.

“I cannot agree with the sub-
mission that an addict must feed 

his addiction in an unsafe environ-
ment when a safe environment that 
may lead to rehabilitation is the al-
ternative.”

Despite evidence-based re-
search that supports the benefits 
of Insite and other harm reduction 
initiatives, the Conservative gov-
ernment has sought to have Insite 
shut down for years. It challenged 
Justice Pitfield’s 2008 decision in 
the BC Court of Appeal, which 
upheld Insite’s right to operate in 
2010. The Conservative govern-
ment has now taken the case to the 
Supreme Court, where arguments 
were first heard in May 2011.

A CONSUMPTION SITE FOR OTTAWA
Ottawa is far behind other cit-

ies in Canada with respect to many 
of the issues that most affect drug 
users, including housing and harm 
reduction possibilities like needle 
exchanges. The need for a safe con-
sumption site is most evidenced 
by the number of reported cases 
of HIV and hepatitis C in Ottawa, 
which peaked in 2009 but continue 
to be a concern, according to a mu-
nicipal epidemiology report from 
April 2011.

Ottawa’s downtown continues 
to be controlled by its Business 
Improvement Areas (BIAs), formed 
by groups of business and property 
owners in a particular area who 
seek to work together to maximize 
their profits. The mandate of the 
BIAs has led them to attack the 

most vulnerable persons in the 
city. They often have drug users re-
moved via policing or other legal 
options such as red zoning, which 
involves banning drug users from 
particular streets and areas, even 
those where shelters and other ser-
vices are located.

It is important to recognize that 
the criminalization of drugs and 
users harm us all. Our streets be-
come more dangerous when drug 
law enforcement is intensified, 
and a supervised consumption site 
can help prevent overdoses and 
deaths, making Ottawa a safer and 
healthier community overall.

Similar to Vancouver’s VANDU, 
the Drug Users Advocacy League 
(DUAL) is a non-judgemental, 
peer-led organization in Ottawa 
that advocates for evidence-based 
drug policies. As DUAL approaches 
its first anniversary, the group’s 
chair Sean LeBlanc has expressed 
optimism about the prospects of a 
safer consumption site in the city. 
Commenting on the importance of 
the Insite case before the Supreme 
Court, LeBlanc recently noted, 
“We’re fighting an uphill battle in 
a conservative climate, but the out-
come here will provide a good case 
to get drugs off the street and help 
to those who use them,” according 
to an article on the Media Co-op 
website.

Members of DUAL are involved 
in several harm reduction commit-
tees and initiatives, including the 

Campaign for a Safer Consumption 
Site, whose goal is to create and 
maintain a government-funded safe 
consumption site that is accessible 
to all injection and inhalation us-
ers. The first stage of the campaign 
is the creation of public awareness 
surrounding drug user issues, such 
as the increasing number of over-
doses in Ottawa, homelessness, 
poverty, and the social stigma often 
faced by users. Supporters believe 
that drug use is a health issue best 
dealt with through evidence-based 
health practices, not a moral issue 
to be handled in the legal system 
and in the courts.

Working with local service pro-
viders and health centres for im-
proved harm reduction services, 
drug user groups and their allies 
are best suited to identify the par-
ticular needs of communities af-
fected by drug use and addiction-
related issues. Currently most 
approaches to drug enforcement 
fail to acknowledge the necessity 
of safe consumption sites. Groups 
such as DUAL argue that only the 
creation of such sites will help en-
sure safe and healthy living condi-
tions for all of Ottawa’s residents. 
The ultimate goal is that such ini-
tiatives will bring some rationality, 
peace, and empathy to an ineffec-
tive and expensive drug war.

Dan Murphy, Tara Lyons,  
and Catrina Procacinni

PROMdemonium Fund Recipient 2011
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Many advocates for the de-
criminalization of the prosti-
tution industry say we must 

listen to the voices of the experiential 
women, by which they mean women 
currently engaged in prostitution. 
They say we must listen to the wom-
en who are prostituted in back alleys 
or posh hotel rooms, the ones who 
advertise erotic massage on Craigslist, 
and the ones who dance naked for 
drunken men in bars.

This article is about a different 
kind of experiential women.  Namely, 
it is about women who have experi-
ence patching up the damage caused 
by men who buy sexual access to 
women’s bodies. These include men-
tal health workers, transition house 
workers, rape crisis counselors, and 
nurses. My experience comes from 
over twenty years of working as a 
mental health worker,My experience 
comes from over twenty years of 
working as a mental health worker, as 
well as working in a rape crisis center 
and in transition houses.

Anti-violence workers have heard 
the stories of desperation and re-
sistance. We have provided shelter, 
food, and some help negotiating with 
the state for a meager crisis grant; we 
have gone to court with women; we 
have talked to cops with them. Wom-
en have trusted us with their stories 
and their lives. We have taken their 
lead and we have listened to their 
voices.

Anti-violence workers and ac-
tivists can tell the stories of many 
women who cannot do it themselves 
because they are entrenched in the 
streets, addiction, madness – or be-
cause they are dead. At the Women’s 
Worlds conference held in Ottawa 
this past July, Vendita Carter spoke 
from her own experience in prostitu-
tion. “I don’t want to always tell my 
story. I am an expert. I want to be 
invited to speak about my expertise 
on the legal frameworks, about the 
johns, and what the women I work 
with need,” she said. Carter is the 
founder of Breaking Free, an orga-
nization in Minnesota that provides 
services to women and girls who are 

VOICES OF 
EXPERIENCE

Women resisting harm reduction

Editors’ note:  On September 28, 
2010, Justice Susan Himel struck 
down three Criminal Code provi-
sions governing prostitution in 
Ontario: communicating for the 
purposes of prostitution, living off 
the avails of prostitution, and oper-
ating a bawdy house. Broadly, there 
are three main positions on the de-
cision: (1) Decriminalization of all 
aspects of prostitution. Those who 
initiated the court challenge advo-
cate for the decriminalization of 
prostitution with a view to reducing 
the associated risks and increasing 
the safety of those who choose pros-
titution as a profession. Examples 
of this approach can be seen in Aus-
tralia and Holland; (2) Decriminal-
ization of some aspects of prostitu-
tion, with the understanding that it 
is a form of gendered, racial, and 
class-based oppression that should 
ultimately be eliminated. Abolition-
ists advocate for decriminalizing 
the supply (the women and men 
who are in prostitution) and crimi-
nalizing the demand (pimps, johns, 
brothel owners). Examples of this 
approach can be seen in Norway 
and Sweden; (3) Prohibition. This 
is a moralist-conservative position 
that sees prostitution as neither 
work nor inherently tied to system-
ic oppression, but as an immoral 
choice.  

victims of abuse and commercial sex-
ual exploitation. Frontline workers 
can tell the stories we know to pro-
tect women who may not be able to 
speak about what happened to them 
and to promote organizers like Carter 
as experts without leaving them over-
exposed. They are the experts, and 
we can sometimes be the storytellers.

Today, anti-violence workers are 
dealing with the ascent of harm re-
duction as the favoured approach 
to helping women in street prostitu-
tion. Prostitution has become a hot 
topic in Canada. In September 2010, 
Ontario Supreme Court Judge Susan 
Himel declared Canada’s solicitation 
laws in violation of the Charter rights 
of sex workers and called for the re-
peal of these laws. The year before, 
as Vancouver was preparing for the 
2010 Winter Olympics, there were 
calls to open a “cooperative brothel” 
as the city anticipated thousands of 
tourists coming to the city.

This proposed brothel is one ex-
ample of a harm reduction measure. 
Other measures offered to women in 
street prostitution include sandwich-
es, condoms, lube, clean needles or 
crack pipes, and a “bad trick” sheet 
that warns about known men with 
histories of violence. Also included 
are evening drop-in centres for wom-
en in the sex trade and mobile care 
units staffed by nurses and women 
formerly engaged in prostitution that 
drive around downtown overnight. 
These are considered harm reduction 
measures because they are meant to 
meet women in prostitution without 
judgment and help them engage in 
prostitution or drug use more safely.

Harm reduction is a response to 
the last decade’s many national news 
stories about horrific violence against 
women in impoverished neighbour-
hoods and women in prostitution. 
These include the recent trial in 
Vancouver of Robert Pickton, who 
was convicted of murdering six (and 
charged with the murders of 26) of 
about 60 women missing from Van-
couver’s Downtown Eastside (DTES). 
For years, Walk4Justice and the Sis-
ters in Spirit campaign of the Native 
Women’s Association of Canada have, 
with inadequate resources, drawn 
attention to the disappearances and 
murders of nearly 700 Aboriginal 
women, many entrenched in prosti-
tution, and called for accountability 
from government at all levels.

On the ground, women face hor-
rifying levels of violence and degra-
dation at the hands of men. Women 
working in transition houses, rape 
crisis centres, and on the streets are 
faced with trying to help more wom-
en who are addicted and mentally ill. 
According to a study by the Feminist 
Alliance for International Action, cuts 
to services and diminishing social 
supports mean more women have 
fewer resources to draw upon.

Here’s one woman describing 

the atmosphere in the DTES:

You go for weeks without realizing 
there’s a half-madhouse, half-refugee 
camp that you’re in the midst of, and 
people’s pain and people’s craziness 
and addictions, like, all of that be-
comes really normal sometimes.

According to anti-violence work-
ers, many women who report male 
violence later reveal their experi-
ences of prostitution. Though some 
women at first say they chose prosti-
tution, it becomes clear upon further 
investigation that it was a constrained 
choice. Here’s what one woman had 
to say:

It might start out like, “This is tem-
porary. It’s just a couple of times,” 
but it becomes a trap for all of them. 
It’s very hard to get away from the 
pimps, the johns, the drivers, the boy-
friends who know about it and take 
advantage – they want to be the new 
pimp or use it to attack her, to rape 
her, essentially.

Another woman who works at a 
transition house described two sce-
narios of women entering prostitu-
tion:

There are women who are prosti-
tuted on a regular basis. When they 
were fleeing a very dangerous pimp 
or john or had just had enough, 
[and] then came to [our organiza-
tion, [they] realized they could imag-
ine something else. This is one ver-
sion of prostitution that I’ve worked 
with… And the others have a more 
ordinary way of life, and sometimes 
at Christmas or when they can’t pay 
the rent or their kids need dental or 
some stuff for school, they will pros-
titute themselves one time with one 
man.       

One woman who worked in the 
DTES as a nurse to pregnant wom-
en said,“I think it’s easier for some 
women to slip into occasional ‘work’ 
– that’s ‘work’ in quotes – in order 
to afford some things they want or 
need.” She said that she saw women 
who were in prostitution because of 
the combination of incest or child 
sexual assault, poverty, and racism. A 
few became motivated to leave pros-
titution because they wanted to keep 
their babies. However, the nurse 
noted, when the state apprehended 
their children, many women could 
not sustain the motivation to stay out 
of prostitution.

It is often a long time before a 
woman living in a transition house 
will say that she was once a strip-
per, or that she turned a trick to get 
some groceries, or that her boyfriend 
pimped her out as well as beat her. 
One woman said,

It’s my experience that it is very 
hard for women who have been in 
prostitution to talk about it openly 
with other women [in the transition 
house]. If initially you can express to 
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a woman that you don’t blame her, 
that you don’t think of her as dirty 
or bad or a whore, or any of the neg-
ative associations . . . and that you 
believe that it is the men who buy 
that are the real problem, then often 
times she will speak more openly…
It seems, in the context of the transi-
tion house, that women who’ve been 
raped or battered seem comfortable 
talking about it, but women who 
were prostituted still try to protect 
themselves from the judgment of the 
other women.

Like Carter, some women were 
in prostitution before they become 
frontline anti-violence workers. One 
woman who was in prostitution in 
the mid- to late-1980s was out of “the 
life” for years before she could say 
how hard it had been for her:

I went through a few different jobs 
and never seemed to succeed any-
where… I had to make some pretty 
tough decisions… I ended up on the 
street, and I ended up in prostitu-
tion out of sheer necessity…We were 
the women who didn’t have pimps, 
and there was a high level of pride 
about that… I was higher than the 
women in the Downtown Eastside, 
and much higher than the women 
who had pimps…We were free. Some 

freedom, right?…The reality was I 
was stuck like all the others. I wish 
back then that I had realized how 
much I had in common with all the 
other women.

While waiting for the Himel court 
decision last fall, this woman woke 
up every night for a week because 
of nightmares, despite being out of 
prostitution for twenty years.

According to the Aboriginal 
Women’s Action Network (AWAN), 
harm reduction in regards to prosti-
tution is another form of colonization 
and does not address the gendered, 
racialized, and classed nature of pros-
titution. At a panel on harm reduc-
tion and prostitution at the Women’s 
Worlds conference, Cherry Smiley of 
AWAN said,

Native people call the DTES “the ur-
ban reserve” – it’s the poorest non-
reserve postal code in Canada. The 
neighbourhood is made up of, not by 
chance, a disproportionate number 
of Native people. That’s a result of…
trafficking, particularly of Aborigi-
nal women and girls [who are] often 
running away from the imposition of 
patriarchy on our home communi-
ties. I see harm reduction…as a tool 
of the state, used to keep Aboriginal 
people right where they are…[and] to 

interfere with the ability of …Native 
women and girls to organize politi-
cally… The message of harm reduc-
tion is, “This is as good as it’s going 
to get for you. I won’t make a judg-
ment.” I am asking a judgment to be 
made on the behaviour of men… We 
want harm elimination, not harm re-
duction; and we want safe, not safer.

Other women agreed that harm 
reduction is a limiting approach. One 
said,  “It costs much less, it numbs the 
public conscience, it’s disguised as 
choice.” When she was an outreach 
worker in the 1990s, this woman un-
derstood harm reduction as no more 
than a bandage:

We became acquainted with harm 
reduction as… an inadequacy. We 
… thought it perhaps even contrib-
uted to the entrenchment of street 
youth  [by providing] services that 
physically and perhaps morally 
said, “We’re okay with where you 
are right now,” rather than offering 
services that clearly said, “What’s 
happening to you is outrageous and 
…abusive, and how can we help you 
get outta there?”

She also noted that the concept 
of reducing harm is discriminatory, 
“because it implies that some harm 
is okay.” This leaves the question of 

who gets to decide which harms are 
acceptable for which people.  “No 
one would say that it’s alright for a 
12-year-old to be prostituted – but 
a 16-year-old? Well she’s there by 
choice. But who decides that?”

As for the liberatory potential of 
harm reduction, another woman said,

It’s in my way. It’s like telling battered 
women, “Just stay with your husband 
and he will hit you only three times 
a week.”…I do think if women have 
economic independence, they will not 
resort to prostitution, they will leave 
abusive men, they will build all kinds 
of alternative communities that are 
not relying on men, and so won’t, in 
general, fear violence.

Women in prostitution and 
those women who work closely with 
them understand that until all of us 
are free from gendered, racial, and 
class-based oppression, none of us 
are free. We need space and time to 
organize, to share responsibilities for 
each other’s well-being, to strategize 
about safety, to rebuild a women’s 
liberation movement. We all deserve 
much more than the hollow promise 
of “safer” that we hear from harm re-
duction proponents.

E. J. Graham
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Bicycle couriers are my idols. 
I see them as these elegant, 
mythical creatures, with 

long articulate limbs, stylish yet 
athletically functional clothing, 
and damn hot bikes. I’ve admired 
them from afar. I feel I don’t know 
enough about bikes and bike parts 
yet to start a conversation with 
them; it’s like the new kid trying 
to join the cool group of kids at 
school. But the bike courier sym-
bolizes something more: freedom. 
Swift, uninhibited freedom on 
wheels. My recent engagement 
with Ottawa bike culture, the 
city’s infrastructure, and the acci-
dent-ridden challenges I’ve faced 
while biking here, have given me 
some much needed insight into 
the freedom I seek.  

THE COMMUTE
Let me begin by acknowledging 

that Ottawa is a particularly well-en-
dowed city in terms of infrastructure 
for commuter and leisure cycling, 
provided your trip runs parallel 
to one of our waterways. I live in 
Sandy Hill and work in Nepean, so 
I thought I should give the cycling 
commute a try.

I set out on my maiden voyage 
to work, two hours in advance, to al-
low for unexpected roadblocks and 
any extra time needed to dry off my 
inevitable cyclist’s sweat.

I head out to work on a hot Sun-
day morning in July. I cycle down 
Rideau Street, empty except for a 
few cars parked in the bus lanes. 
Climbing Wellington Street, past 
Parliament, I breathe in the air-con-
ditioning-flavoured exhaust from 
early-bird tour buses. Down the 
hill, past the War Museum, I move 
through the roadblocks to the river-
side transit way; the expansive lanes 
of the highway feel strangely empty, 
in some post-apocalyptic sense. The 
transit way is shut down on Sundays 
for leisure biking and, for some like 
me, commuting.

On the way home I opted to take 
the newly-paved Laurier bike lanes. 
Creamy, smooth new asphalt be-

neath my tires. I have mixed feelings 
about them. They are indeed highly 
functional for commuters, but their 
design makes me wary. There’s just 
enough room to pass in these nar-
row lanes. It’s probably much safer 
to fall into single file and enjoy the 
lane as a thoroughfare rather than a 
drag strip.

What normally requires an hour 
of bus time under optimal condi-
tions took only 45 minutes each way 
by bike. The deal was sealed: I’m cy-
cling to work from now on.

At least that was my plan until 
a mid-June accident put an end to 
most knee-bending for the better 
part of three existentially devastating 
weeks.  It put a damper on my plans 
to dive into Ottawa’s cycling cul-
ture, but offered time for reflection 
on bike safety, and how places in 
the city can help riders engage with 
their bikes. My injury forced me to 
take public transit again after a long 
period of deliberate bus abstinence - 
a direct assault on my newly-claimed 
independence.

BUILDING AND REPAIRING BIKES
In another accident, at the end 

of March this year, I crashed my Ca-
nadian Tire-bought, hybrid-tyred, 
and lead-filled Supercycle in a St. 
Patrick’s Day-related incident.

That Supercycle kicked my ass. It 
was heavy, over-wide, creaky, barely 
able to shift gears, with too many 
plastic pieces on it.  One fateful eve-
ning after the crash, I made my way 
to ReCycles Bike Co-op on Bronson 
Avenue.

One way to build confidence 
is to understand your bike from 
spoke to seat post. There’s a certain 
freedom in building a sense of self-
reliance. At ReCycles, you can buy 
fully assembled bikes and various 
used bike parts. For $5 per hour you 
can use their shop for repairs and 
work. I was immediately impressed 
with the people, the shop, the bikes. 
Beyond the selection of assembled 
bikes, I passed through to the back 
to see the frames: a row of skeletons 
hanging from the ceiling. I was in-

timidated by the thought of assem-
bling my own bike from the frame 
up. But I took on the challenge.

The journey began with a yellow 
and chrome Baycrest frame and I 
haven’t looked back since. My bike 
cost me $100, excluding a higher-
end back wheel that was $250 for 
assembly and parts. If you can afford 
new parts, there are plenty of online 
outlets and parts and accessory plac-
es in Ottawa. Assembling your own 
bike from the ground up is a great 
way to learn what you want out of 
a bike, and how to keep it in good 
condition. And there’s a satisfaction 
in having a tangible object as a prod-
uct of your sweat and labour.

If you’re a student at the Univer-
sity of Ottawa, you don’t even have 
to go as far as ReCycles. The Lees 
campus is home to a bicycle co-op 
that operates out of the student 
union’s sustainable campus initia-
tive. They keep inviting me to work-
shops on brakes and gears, and rides 
for beginners. Non-students can fre-
quent the co-op for a $5 yearly mem-
bership fee.

On a Monday afternoon, I head-
ed in just to check out their digs. 
The Lees building is a charmingly 
run-down, one-storey facility. Crum-
bling ceiling tiles and drywall lean 
up against lockers in the hallways.

I rounded the corner and the 
fluorescent lights buzzed on. I imag-
ined a security control panel lighting 
up somewhere: “movement in Sec-
tor 2.” That post-apocalyptic sense 
I felt on the parkway struck again. I 
walked in and met a mechanic and 
asked about chain ring bolts. He of-
fered helpful advice. As it was almost 
the end of their business hours I 
took a quick perusal of their tools. 
All brand new, all wonderful. I fore-
see many unnecessary repairs just to 
get my hands on these.

SAFETY
Changing gears, let’s talk bicycle 

safety. I ride helmet-less, brake-less, 
and gear-less - none of which had 
any relation to my cycling mishaps. 
I understand that if I ever hit my 

head in an accident, it would likely 
result in a concussion or something 
equally serious. I try to cycle in con-
trol. I think that’s the best insurance 
against injury.

Statistically and experientially, 
I am convinced that the number 
one factor in ensuring cyclist safety 
is the behaviour of motorists. It’s 
somewhat obvious that large, fast 
pieces of metal on the road pose a 
danger. Statistical data indicate that 
countries like the Netherlands and 
Sweden are the safest for cycling, 
and this trend correlates to a higher 
cultural awareness of the needs of 
cyclists and resulting caution from 
motorists. I’ve had the fortune of 
encountering predominantly polite 
and self-aware motorists. Many have 
waited to make eye contact before 
taking a right turn ahead of me at a 
red light. But this is not the experi-
ence of my cyclist friends, who’ve 
been doored, cut off, forced off the 
road, and subjected to various vul-
gar exclamations.

FEELIN’ FREE
Now I’m back on my bike and 

I’m feelin’ free. And although I defi-
nitely substitute the freedom pro-
vided by my bike for other freedoms 
I lack in my life, I can say with con-
fidence that culturally, environmen-
tally, and physically, cycling is invalu-
able. Cyclists continue to enjoy more 
freedom in their urban ride than the 
average commuter. The freedom of 
mobility provided by a bicycle blows 
the automobile out of the water. It’s 
great to skirt past the cars downtown 
that are stuck behind people trying 
to turn left, or waiting for enough 
space on the other side of the traffic 
light. I get that added smug satisfac-
tion of being active and environmen-
tally friendly. The symbolic freedom 
embodied in a bicycle can out-sexy a 
car any day.  I’m not as slick as those 
elegant, mythical couriers just yet, 
but with a little elbow grease, I’ll be 
a full-fledged bike-snob in no time.

Liam Kennedy-Slaney

CONFESSIONS 
OF A BIKE-SNOB 
WANNABE





Lev•el•ler
noun

1 Historical: During the English Civil 
War (c. 1649), one who favoured the 
abolition of all rank and privilege. 
Originally an insult, but later embraced 
by radical anti-Royalists.

2 One who tells the truth, as in “I’m 
going to level with you.”

3 An instrument that knocks down 
things that are standing up or digs up 
things that are buried or hidden.


