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Prime Minister Justin Trudeau has taken the rare step of declaring a national public order
emergency to end what has become an antigovernment protest.

For weeks, Canadian protesters fighting vaccine requirements have paralyzed Ottawa and key
border crossings, inspired demonstrations around the globe and injected political instability into
the stunned top of Canadian government.

On Thursday, Canada’s patience had worn thin and the police began arresting protesters,
hoping to end weeks of gridlock. On Saturday, the police in Ottawa cleared the thoroughfare in
front of the Parliament building, arresting 170 people and removing 46 vehicles.

“It is high time that these illegal and dangerous activities stop,” Prime Minister Justin Trudeau
said. Earlier in the week, the protests, which had at first seemed small and disorganized, led
him to declare Canada’s first national public order emergency in half a century.

The weeks of protests have become one of the most visible, and contagious, eruptions of
anti-vaccine anger around the world. Similar caravans have clogged traffic on the streets of
Belgium, France, New Zealand and even Finland.

Who is behind the protests?

While truckers initiated the protests on Jan. 22, only a few of them are among a group of
self-proclaimed leaders involved in the organizing. Far-right activists and separatists from
Western Canada have also seized on the issue to air anti-government grievances, as have
former police officers and military veterans who many believe have used their expertise to help
organize the occupation.

The group’s public leaders have held regular news conferences. Organizers have hired a lawyer
to represent them in a nascent class-action suit. And they made sure the protesters on the front
lines of the border crossing were taken care of, distributing food, supplies and diesel fuel to the
trucks. The authorities called the fuel transports illegal, but they continued nonetheless.

The far-right People’s Party of Canada, which has no seats in the federal Parliament, was
strongly represented in the ranks of the Ottawa protesters. One of the key organizers of the
so-called Freedom Convoy in Ottawa, Tamara Lich, was previously an official with the Maverick
Party, which promotes breaking off Canada’s three western Prairie Provinces from the rest of
the country.

https://www.nytimes.com/article/canada-trucker-protests.html


Ms. Lich, 47, was among those who were arrested on Thursday, according to a spokeswoman
for the protest.

Another main organizer of the truck convoy is a group called Canada Unity, which initially
published a “memorandum of understanding” calling for the end of pandemic restrictions. The
group later withdrew the memo after it came under criticism in part for seeming to endorse the
toppling of the government.

How have the protests evolved?

The protests started on Jan. 22 when convoys of trucks departed from British Columbia en route
to Ottawa, Canada’s capital. The drivers were protesting new federal regulations requiring
truckers crossing into Canada from the United States to be vaccinated against the coronavirus.

They reached Ottawa on Jan. 28, and threatened to disrupt the economy and make life
miserable for residents until federal officials rolled back pandemic restrictions. They were
ambitious, issuing blanket demands for the lifting of all of the country’s pandemic restrictions
and the dissolving of the Parliament and the removal of Mr. Trudeau from office.

Mr. Trudeau initially dismissed the protesters as a “small fringe minority.” He had public backing:
About 90 percent of all truckers are vaccinated and a majority of Canadians say they support
public health measures intended to slow the spread of the coronavirus.

But the protesters, despite their small numbers, had outsize impact and their traffic-blocking
tactics spread to other Canadian cities, including Toronto, Quebec City and Calgary. For nearly
a week they jammed the Ambassador Bridge, a vital link for the automobile industry that
normally carries $300 million worth of goods a day and links Windsor, Ontario, to Detroit, in the
United States.

The disruption forced some automakers to run plants at reduced capacity and cancel shifts
because of delays. After getting a court order, officials reopened the bridge.

During the first 11 days of the protest in Ottawa, truck horns blasted up to 16 hours a day, and
some residents say they have been harassed on the street.

On Feb. 6, Ottawa’s mayor, Jim Watson, declared a state of emergency.

Why has it been so difficult to clear the protesters?

Mr. Trudeau eventually issued a national public order emergency that formally banned the
blockades in designated areas like border crossings and the city of Ottawa.



But many in Canada wondered what was taking so long. Such criticism led on Feb. 15 to the
resignation of Ottawa’s chief of police, Peter Sloly. But the frustration rose up to Mr. Trudeau’s
government.

On Feb. 16, the Ottawa police ordered protesters to leave or face criminal charges. In Alberta,
four protesters were charged with conspiracy to murder police officers in relation to what the
police described as a plan to respond violently to police efforts to break up a blockade in Coutts,
a village in southern Alberta bordering Montana.

Mr. Trudeau’s emergency order, which he called a “last resort” and in no way a limit on peaceful
assembly or freedom of expression, has real teeth.

It allows the police to seize trucks and other vehicles used in blockades. Tow-truck operators,
who have been reluctant to cooperate with the police, now must work with law enforcement
agencies or face arrest. Insurance companies will be required to revoke insurance on any
vehicles used in blockades. And banks can freeze demonstrators’ personal accounts.

On Thursday, the police began moving in to make arrests in downtown Ottawa.

Among those arrested that night was Ms. Lich, one of the main organizers of the protests.


