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FRUSTRATION TO FUNCTION

WHAT DOES THIS MEAN?

• How to function as a BIA amidst all the chaos and the 
challenges that face our community and members

• Maintain a positive mindset

• Champion all the great things your destination have to 
offer the world

• Articulate the reality of your area in a way that 
resonates and creates the change you need

• Builds a sense of value and confidence within your 
membership that they appreciate

• Doesn’t feed a doom loop 

• Helps offset and counters barriers

• Celebrate the experience that you offer



FRUSTRATION TO FUNCTION

PRAGMATIC APPROACHES TO RECLAIMING THE MAIN STREET 
NARRATIVE AMIDST SOCIAL CHAOS

HISTORY

• RADICAL STEWARDSHIP: The narrative that we share with community that ties us to our history, 
helps create pride of place and a sense of purpose that will lead to positive change. 

MARKETING

• RADICAL OPTIMISM: The positive narrative we leverage for marketing that clearly 
communicates the unique value propositions of our destination to audiences to increase visitation.

RESEARCH

• RADICAL HONESTY: The narrative that is based on sound research that illustrates the significant 
challenges that serve as barriers, that harm reputation and limit our ability to attract audiences.



FRUSTRATION TO FUNCTION

WHAT WE WILL COVER

• History

• Rideau Today

• Challenges

• The Chaos Gap

• Research and the Ground Truth

• Changing the Narrative Through Strategic Marketing

• The Narrative and the Media

• Toolkit: Economic & Community Well-Being

• Q & A

We are not speaking about specific programs and 

solutions that address challenges directly. 



ADDRESSING CHALLENGES
1. Supportive housing and addiction programs

These interventions are essential because they provide stability and targeted care, addressing 

root causes rather than symptoms.

2. Coordinated service delivery
Alignment across agencies ensures people receive seamless support instead of falling through 

gaps created by siloed systems.

3. Harm reduction supported by wrap-around services
This approach recognizes the complexity of addiction and ensures individuals have access to 

comprehensive, non-judgmental care that improves long-term outcomes.

4. Greater distribution of support services across the entirety of the city
Spreading services more evenly reduces pressure on specific neighbourhoods and ensures 

equitable access for residents everywhere.

5. Better collection of objective and unbiased data
High-quality data enables evidence-based decisions and helps avoid policies driven by 

assumptions or incomplete information.



6. Enforce the law, safety and security is paramount
Upholding public safety builds trust, protects vulnerable people, and creates the conditions 

necessary for community-based solutions to succeed.

7. Proportional resource allocation
Directing resources based on actual need ensures fairness and maximizes the impact of public 

investments.

8. Measured outcomes that are tracked and assessed
Continuous evaluation allows leaders to understand what works, adjust quickly, and 

demonstrate accountability to the public.

9. Decisions based on the reality of the environment
Grounding choices in real-world conditions ensures policies are practical, responsive, and 

aligned with the lived experiences of residents.

MORE OF EVERYTHING

ADDRESSING CHALLENGES



LET’S START WITH 
THE POSITIVE



LET’S TELL YOU A LITTLE 
STORY ABOUT RIDEAU



RADICAL STEWARDSHIP





Two centuries ago, on the banks of the Kichi 

Zībī, a small, determined community began 

to take shape – rooted in resilience, guided 

by ambition, and defined by the people who 

chose to build a life here. 



Today, as we gather to commemorate 

Ottawa’s 200th anniversary, we’re not just 

marking the passage of time. 



We’re honouring a story of transformation: 

from a rugged canal town to the capital of a 

nation, from a government centre to a 

thriving, diverse, and creative city with a 

global outlook.



This anniversary invites us to pause and 

reflect on the legacy we’ve inherited. 



One shaped by Indigenous stewardship, 

visionary builders, public servants, 

entrepreneurs, artists, and generations of 

residents who believed in Ottawa’s potential 

long before its skyline took shape.



It also challenges us to look forward with 

the same courage and imagination that 

defined our past.



As we begin this presentation, we celebrate 

a city that has always been more than the 

sum of its institutions.



Ottawa is its neighbourhoods, its festivals, 

its green spaces, its innovators, its sense of 

place and its people.



It is a place where history and modernity 

meet, where community pride runs deep, 

and where the next chapter is already 

being written.



Today, we honour 200 years of progress 

and set our sights on the next 200 years of 

possibility.

























































Living and working in Canada’s capital gives 

each of us a rare and meaningful 

opportunity.



We’re not just witnessing the city’s evolution, 

we’re actively shaping it. 



Every idea, every collaboration, every small 

act of civic pride adds to a growing 

momentum that’s entirely within our control. 



Nothing is holding us back from imagining 

boldly and investing in what matters. 



Together we’re building a future that 

reflects the full potential of the people 

who call this place home. 



Ottawa’s Original Downtown



Ottawa’s Original Downtown



RADICAL OPTIMISM 



























































































































































RADICAL HONESTY 



IS THIS THE IMAGE WE 
WANT THE WORLD TO SEE 
OF OTTAWA’S DOWNTOWN?
GOOGLE STREET VIEW CAPTURED SEPTEMBER 17, 2025 



























































































SO WHAT DO WE DO?



IT STARTS WITH STRATEGY



1. ACKNOWLEDGE THE CHAOS GAP
2. RESEARCH: THE GROUND TRUTH
3. CHANGE NARRATIVE WITH MARKETING



THING ONE
ACKNOWLEDGE 
THE CHAOS GAP



ACKNOWLEDGE THE CHAOS GAP

The Shared Reality
• We aren’t just "managing BIAs" anymore; we are 

operating on the front lines of a national housing and 
healthcare crisis that has landed on our sidewalks.

The Chaos Gap
• The distance between the "vibrant destination" we 

market and the "complex reality" our members and the 
community face every single day.

The Pivot
• Don’t be a complainer in the eyes of City Hall and 

important decision makers – start being an architect of a 
functional downtown and destination.

VIBRANT 

DESTINATION

COMPLEX 

REALITY



THING TWO
RESEARCH AND

THE GROUND TRUTH



RESEARCH: THE GROUND TRUTH

The Data of Disruption
• Standard economic data often fails to capture the crisis. 

• We use different kinds of research to illustrate the challenges and move decision makers.

The Triple-Threat Audit – The Business/Property Owner
• Impacts illustrate the hidden tax of social disorder (repair costs, security fees, lost investment). 

• The Staff Perspective captures the trauma of frontline retail workers. If your staff feels unsafe, 
your destination is already dying.

• The Patron Experience goes beyond "I feel unsafe" to specific “threshold of avoidance" data.

The Method
• Leverage research to turn reality-based testimonials into evidence-based advocacy that helps 

drive a response.



RESEARCH
2025  Community Well-Being & Social Issues Survey Report

2025  Downtown Ottawa City-Wide Perceptions Survey Report  

2024  Foot Traffic Report for Rideau & ByWard Market 

2024 Resident Analysis – Primary Trade Areas

2024 Community Well-Being & Social Issues Survey Report

2024 Economic Well-Being Survey Report

2024 Parking Perceptions Focus Group Report

2023 Visitor Analysis

2023 Community Well-Being & Social Issues Survey Report

2023 Economic Well-Being & Social Issues Survey Report 

2023 Foot Traffic to Rideau & ByWard Market

2022 City-Wide Perceptions Survey Report 

2022 Economic Well-Being & Social Issues Survey Report 

2022 Community Well-Being & Social Issues Survey Report 

2022 Foot Traffic to Rideau & ByWard Market







87% of 

respondents believe 
Rideau is important 
to Ottawa’s identity. 



Crime, safety 
concerns, and 
homelessness 
were reported 

as the top 
barriers to 
visitation, 

followed by 
parking.

42% of respondents indicated that they had 
observed homelessness, open drug use, addiction, or 
public intoxication on their last visit to downtown 
Ottawa.

55% of respondents reported having witnessed or 
experienced an incident that made them feel 
unsafe in downtown Ottawa. 

41% of respondents indicated that their perception 
of safety has decreased when visiting downtown 
Ottawa in comparison to this time last year.

51% of respondents indicated that the 
Rideau/ByWard Market area is less appealing to visit 
in comparison to other parts of the core.



Nearly 25% of 

respondents say crime, 
homelessness and 
parking are top reasons 
for not visiting 
Downtown Ottawa.



NET ‘UnSafe’

17%

26%

40%

57%

SPARKS

BANK

BYWARD

RIDEAU



19% 54%
UNSAFE UNSAFE







148 RESPONSES

69% OF STOREFRONTS







81.6%

88.5%

With what 
frequency do 
street issues 
impact your 
business?



With what 
frequency do 
you find drug 
paraphernalia 
by your 
storefront?

66.2%

78.6%



58%

68.3%

Have you 
experienced 
vandalism in 
the past year?



Have you 
incurred costs 
as a result of 
street issues?

61.6%

73.3%



How 
frequently 
do staff 
express 
safety 
concerns?

77.9%

68.9%



How 
frequently 
do patrons 
express 
safety 
concerns?

70.9%

78.7%





THING THREE
CHANGE THE NARRATIVE

THROUGH STRATEGIC 
MARKETING



PLACE
DESTINATION
EXPERIENCE



CHANGE THE NARRATIVE

Offsetting Reputational Damage

• You cannot hide social disorder, but you can work to out-market it and speak to the 
experiences of the destination that help drive visitation. 

The Advocacy/Marketing Split

• Community-Facing: Radical Stewardship.

• Public-Facing: Radical Optimism. Highlighting the value propositions, the experience and 
the soul of the Original Downtown. 

• Government-Facing: Radical Honesty. Using research to highlight the reality of the 
situation and specific failures of the social safety net.

Storytelling as a Driver 

• Use business profiles and promotion to humanize the destination because it’s harder for the 
public to write off an entire area when they know the faces of the people fighting for it and 
delivering the experience. It is about connection and pride of place. 

THROUGH STRATEGIC MARKETING



WORDS + IMAGERY







366% 



61,362,392



BRAND & REPUTATION



INCREASING VISITATION



A WORD ABOUT THE MEDIA?



THE NEGATIVE DESTINATION TRAP

Destination Image
• This is the single greatest predictor of someone’s intent to visit. 

• When a BIA speaks to the media about the challenges, it unintentionally creates a 
Warning Label for the district.

The Cognitive Bias
• Visitors do not process nuanced advocacy – if they see a bad headline about the area, 

their brains categorize the entire area as Unsafe.

The Multiplier Effect
• Media coverage of violent or disorderly events has been shown to reduce aggregate 

spending because of the reporting of the event as opposed to the event itself.



DISPLACING THE CONSUMER STORY

• Every minute spent talking publicly social issues in conjunction with the destination we are supposed 
to champion, is a minute not spent talking about the value propositions and experiences:

• ​The 20M+ visitors who safely enjoy the CF Rideau Centre.

• ​The unique experiences of Rideau and the ByWard Market.

• ​The world-class arts and culture experiences found at cherished destinations including the Ottawa 
Art Gallery, the National Arts Centre, the National Art Gallery.

• The rich history of the area and its connection to the Canadian experience.

• The Rideau Canal, a UNESCO World Heritage Site

• ​The Result…

• If you provide a negative story, the media isn’t going to look for the positive one. 

• You become the source of your own reputational damage.



PUT ANOTHER WAY…

• “Speaking the truth" to the media can often be an act of accidental sabotage.

• As BIA leaders, we must be:

• Radically Honest with our partners to get resources and create change.

• Radically Optimistic with the public to keep our businesses alive. 

• When these two worlds collide in the media, the destination loses.

• Avoid positioning your destination as a victim of circumstances – no one wants to 
visit a victim because it’s depressing, heavy, and stagnant.

• By focusing on the positive experiences, you position your BIA as a steward of a 
vibrant reality and support your members.



DON’T CHASE HEADLINES
CHASE CUSTOMERS



ELECTED OFFICIALS
COMMUNITY ASSOCIATIONS







THE REALITY WE’RE FACING
Street Issues Have An Impact on our BIAs



THESE ARE COMPLEX 
SOCIAL CHALLENGES



BIAS CANNOT 
SOLVE THEM ALONE



SO WHAT CAN WE DO?



REPRESENT 
BUSINESS IMPACTS



MEASURE IMPACTS
TRACK TRENDS



EQUIP DECISION-MAKERS 
WITH DATA



ANEDOCTAL FEEDBACK 
IS NOT ENOUGH



WE NEED DATA
How Widespread? How Frequent? What are the Impacts?



COMMUNITY 
WELL-BEING AUDIT

Structured Business Survey, Measures Real Impacts



314 RESPONSES

66% OF STOREFRONTS

201 RESPONSES

43% OF STOREFRONTS



148 RESPONSES

69% OF STOREFRONTS



WHAT IT MEASURES



Operational 
Impacts

Environmental 
Conditions

Staff & Patron 
Experiences

Financial 
Impacts

WHAT IT MEASURES



OPERATIONAL IMPACTS













ENVIRONMENTAL 
CONDITIONS









STAFF & PATRON 
EXPERIENCES











FINANCIAL IMPACTS













KEEP IT SIMPLE
10 Minutes, Clear Questions, Repeatable





PARTICIPATION
= CREDIBILITY





THE DATA TELLS A STORY







FROM
INCIDENTS

TO 
PATTERNS



DATA + VOICES







DATA IS ONLY USEFUL IF YOU 
USE IT EFFECTIVELY



THREE PRONGED STRATEGY



RADICAL 
HONESTY

RADICAL 
OPTIMISM

+

RADICAL 
STEWARDSHIP





RADICAL HONESTY
Use Data Privately to Drive Solutions



USE THE DATA 
STRATEGICALLY





ADVOCACY ALONE 
IS NOT ENOUGH



RADICAL OPTIMISM
Balance the Narrative, Promote the Destination



BE AN UNWAIVERING

CHAMPION 
FOR THE DESTINATION





RADICAL 
HONESTY

RADICAL 
OPTIMISM

+

RADICAL 
STEWARDSHIP



HOW TO REPLICATE





KEY TAKEAWAY



RADICAL 
HONESTY

RADICAL 
OPTIMISM

+

RADICAL 
STEWARDSHIP



DOWNLOAD THE TOOLKIT

Andrew Peck, Executive Director

andrewpeck@downtownrideau.com

Colleen McIlquham, Operations Director

colleenmcilquham@downtownrideau.com
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