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A group gathered at city hall to participate in the March To Unmask in Ottawa on Sunday, July 19, 2020. ASHLEY FRASER / Postmedia

About 60 people gathered outside Ottawa City Hall on Sunday for an event called March to Unmask.

Some were skeptical about the evidence for making masks mandatory in indoor public spaces. Some argued that it’s a human rights issue.
Others were skeptical of government in general.
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None wore masks and some carried placards with messages like “Hugs Over Masks” and “I Exempt Myself.”

The march was one of 16 slated to be held in cities across Canada on Sunday.

Tania Khazaal said the issue is one of choice as far as she’s concerned.

“From the very beginning, I have never worn a mask. I have always questioned the system.”

Khazaal said she is careful to wash her hands and observe other COVID-19 prevention measures. People touch their faces more often when
they wear a mask, she said.

“If this was a crucial health issue, it would come down from the federal or provincial government. But it hasn’t,” she said.

“I feel we have to stand up for our rights,” said Kingston resident Jane Dauncey. She argues that while some people can claim an exemption
for wearing a mask for medical reasons, employees can’t refuse.

“People feel that they’re lucky just to have jobs.”

A number of groups and websites have sprung up around the masks issue, including Stand Up, The Line and Hugs Before Masks and Mothers
Against Distancing.
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A group gathered at city hall to participate in the March To Unmask in Ottawa on Sunday, July 19, 2020. ASHLEY FRASER/Postmedia

Miranda Remillard, one of the organizers of the Ottawa event, is among the people “occupying” the area around the National War Memorial
in tents.

“We have been demanding that all politicians step down,” she said. “We need a new government that is for the people, by the people.”

Under Ottawa Public Health guidelines, some people are exempt from wearing masks, including children under two, children under five who
refuse to wear a mask and can’t be persuaded by their caregiver, people with medical conditions such as breathing difficulties and those who
can’t remove a mask without help.

Someone who is deaf or hard of hearing may also require an employee to remove their mask.

Those who are exempt are not required to provide proof of exemption and they should not be turned away from indoor public spaces if they
are unable to wear a mask, said Ottawa Public Health.
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Some groups that object to masks have been offering official-looking “medical exemption” cards, which include a phone number to report a
“violation of disability rights.”

While the phone number on the cards belongs to the Canadian Rights Commission, the cards are fake and the human rights commission
recommends that Canadians don’t share or use them, said spokeswoman Véronique Robitaille.

“Being required to wear a mask does not violate your human rights when public health is at stake,” said Robitaille.

“If you can’t wear a mask for a reason that is protected by human rights law, such as a disability, you may be able to ask your employer or
service provider to accommodate you. However, if that accommodation will put others at risk, it may not be possible. If a person feels that
they have been discriminated against, they can file a complaint with the appropriate federal/provincial or territorial commission.”
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