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Ideas, Issues, Insights 

MIKAELA MACKENZIE / WINNIPEG FREE PRESS 

Education Minister Cliff Cullen underestimated the still-growing resistance to Bill 64 when he referred to its opponents as ‘a vocal minority.’

Bill 64 opposition not just ‘vocal minority’

E
DUCATION Minister Cliff Cullen has charac-
terized the criticism of Bill 64: The Modern-
ization of Education Act, as a campaign of 

misinformation from “a vocal minority” (Win-
nipeg Free Press, June 15). Cullen’s comments 
imply the disapproval of Bill 64 is from a handful 
of ill-informed and mal-intended ragtags. But the 
resistance to Bill 64 is nothing of the sort.

In fact, it’s a perfect example of the values we 
uphold in our social democracy — values of politi-
cal engagement and critique, which represent our 
commitment to the public good of education.

First, there is nothing “minor” about this “vo-
cal minority” — who might more aptly be called 
dissenting citizens. In fact, the organizations that 
represent these dissenting citizens include the 
Manitoba Teachers’ Society, the Manitoba School 
Boards Association, the Manitoba Association 
of Parent Councils and the Canadian Centre for 
Policy Alternatives.

There are also local teachers associations, 
parent councils, Facebook groups, a coalition 
of the faculties of education in Manitoba, and 
community groups such as ProtectEdMB. These 
organizations and activities span urban and rural 
communities, central and suburban neighbour-
hoods. They include parents, teachers, trustees, 
researchers, students and community members.

And the actions of the dissenting citizens are 
numerous. Parents have been hosting local com-
munity events, such as the protest rally organized 
by the Waskada School Parent Advisory. Munici-
palities, such as the Rural Municipality of Taché, 
have passed resolutions formally opposing Bill 64. 

The Louis Riel School Division board of trustees 
hosted an online conversation about the bill, with 
more than 950 people registered.

At that meeting, a group of Grade 9 students 
presented their thorough and articulate critique 
of Bill 64 (which is available on their YouTube 
channel). There is a barrage of yard signs, letters 
to editors, hashtags, online toolkits, webinars, 
forums, rallies, and protest T-shirts. One petition 
circulating online has more than 15,000 signa-
tures.

These dissenting citizens see that Bill 64 gives 
enormous power and oversight to the yet-to-be-
created Provincial Education Authority Board, 
which will be comprised of the minister, six to 11 
appointed board members and a CEO. This body 
will have the authority to appoint all regional 
directors (one per region), “designate” school 
principals, and employ (and thereby choose to not 
employ some) teachers.

This means all current influence that parents, 
community members, educational leaders and 
trustees have will be lost, and all decisions will be 
subsumed into a partisan bureaucracy, which will 
change priorities to reflect the ideologies of the 
political party in power. It is important to note 
that the current education governance structure 
allows for relationships between parents, school 
boards and superintendents that are collaborative 
and reflective of democratic principles. Cur-
rently, these relationships are also rarely (if ever) 
partisan.

Dissenting citizens have identified other ele-
ments of Bill 64 that will erode the public good of 
education — too many to mention here. However, 
I will note that the non-elected Provincial Author-

ity Board will oversee decisions about closing 
local schools, charging school fees, determining 
educational programming and creating budgets. 
Again, these are currently decided by commu-
nity-elected officials, but under Bill 64 will be in 
the hands of a partisan few.

An additional concern is about students and the 
ways in which Bill 64 considers students to be a 
homogenous group whose main concern should 
be to “develop competencies” for “entry into the 
workforce.” Dissenting citizens want more for 
children than an education that is focused solely 
on creating compliant workers — we want more 
for our society, too.

There is a lack of acknowledgement in the bill 
about the diversity of students; that students are 
agentic; that they come from different families, 
communities and circumstances; and have dif-
ferent languages, races, ethnicities, abilities and 
interests. And deplorably, there is no recognition 
of the need for and importance of our collective 
commitment toward reconciliation.

In fact, there is no meaningful recognition of 
reconciliation or of Indigenous rights in Bill 64 
at all.

This is — in part — what Cullen has so poorly 
understood; the rejection of Bill 64 is not the 
perspective of a misinformed vocal minority. 
This movement is a passionate and dissenting 
citizenry that shares a collective commitment to 
public education — a public education that must 
remain free for all, non-partisan and committed 
to all children. 

Melanie Janzen is an associate professor at the University of Mani-
toba, a former public school teacher, and a dissenting citizen.

Police should be trained to intervene
THE George Floyd tragedy reached another mile-
stone last Friday: his killer, former Minneapolis 
police officer Derek Chauvin, was sentenced to 
22½ years in prison. That is a step toward justice; 
however, the family of George Floyd and those 
who witnessed the murder, including the children 
who bravely testified at the trial, will have to live 
with that injustice forever.

Contrast the devastation that Chauvin and his 
fellow officers have created with the actions of 
former Buffalo police officer Cariol Horne. In 
2006, Horne responded to a call to assist a fellow 
officer in making an arrest. When she arrived, 
she saw the arresting officer performing what 
she perceived to be a chokehold. She intervened to 
protect the arrestee from harm. For her actions, 
she was fired from the Buffalo Police Depart-
ment after 19 years of service — one year before 
her full pension would have vested.

In April, the New York Supreme Court, in an 
eloquent opinion, vindicated her actions and 
awarded her a full pension and back pay.

If only someone like Horne were present during 
the arrest of Floyd. Three other officers were on 
the scene as Chauvin arrested Floyd for allegedly 
passing a counterfeit US$20 bill. They did noth-
ing as Chauvin placed his knee on Floyd’s neck 
for several minutes. They did nothing as Floyd 
cried out that he could not breathe and stopped 
struggling. Indeed, they did nothing for several 
minutes after Floyd stopped moving altogether 

and as witnesses screamed out for Chauvin to 
stop hurting Floyd.

Arrests can be dangerous for officers. Officers 
must act together to bring the situation under 
control without danger to themselves or others, 
including the arrestee. Police departments teach 
de-escalation techniques to officers, and the 
Minneapolis Police Department has since altered 
some of its polices to emphasize de-escalation. 
In light of the deaths of Floyd and others, police 
departments have begun to teach officers to inter-
vene when they see a fellow officer acting in a 
manner likely to harm the public.

Last fall, the Buffalo Common Counsel passed a 
law, called “Cariol’s Law: the Duty to Intervene,” 
which imposes a duty on police officers to inter-
vene when they encounter dangerous behaviour 
by officers such as that which Horne witnessed.

Police departments need to make clear in 
training that an arresting officer is much better 
served by the assistance from someone who acts 
as Horne did than from that of the Minneapo-
lis officers. This may seem counterintuitive to 
leaders in law enforcement, who often promote a 
culture that expects police to “have the backs” of 
their fellow offers. But Horne had her colleague’s 
back when she intervened — more so, in fact, 
than the Minneapolis officers had Chauvin’s back 
when they failed to keep him from killing Floyd.

The most serious consequence from Horne’s ac-
tions was her wrongful termination. The arrestee 
was unharmed (and was later cleared of charges). 
Chauvin’s situation, by contrast, would have 

turned out dramatically differently if the other 
officers on the scene had stepped in. All it would 
have taken is for one of those officers to push 
Chauvin off Floyd’s neck and provide assistance 
to Floyd or to utilize the off-duty emergency 
medical technician who was at the scene and had 
begged the officers to let her render aid, to no 
avail.

Intervention would have meant no trial and 
conviction for Chauvin. No TV footage of Chauvin 
handcuffed and taken out of the courtroom to a 
jail cell. No sentence of Chauvin to 22½ years 
in jail. No arrest and prosecution of the other 
officers at the scene of the Floyd arrest — all of 
whom are scheduled to go to trial next year. No 
federal civil rights charges against Chauvin and 
the other officers. And most important, Floyd 
would still be alive.

President Barack Obama’s Task Force on 21st 
Century Policing, which I helped create and 
oversee, emphasized the need to train officers to 
adopt a guardian mentality rather than a warrior 
mentality. Horne exhibited that guardian mental-
ity during the arrest in Buffalo in 2006. Chauvin 
and the other officers at the Floyd arrest did not, 
with tragic consequences.

W. Neil Eggleston is a partner at Kirkland & Ellis LLP and former White 
House counsel for President Barack Obama. He was one of the lawyers 
to represent former police officer Cariol Horne pro bono in New York 
state litigation.

— The Washington Post

Disability benefit 
too important 
to leave to 
government

A LIFE with disability should not mean a life 
in poverty. Unfortunately, that’s the real-
ity for too many persons with disabilities in 
Canada. I should know. I’ve lived with chal-
lenging mental-health conditions for several 
decades, and while I’ve had periods of work, 
I’ve also had long periods of hospitalization, 
and I’ve relied on government benefits to eat, 
for shelter, to survive.

I eked out funds from casual contract work 
when I was well enough, and depended on 
gifts from friends in hard times. But persons 
with disabilities should do more than “just 
survive.” We want to contribute as creative 
and caring members of the community.

The 2021 federal government budget an-
nounced consultations for a new national 
Canadian Disability Benefit to ensure people 
with disabilities have a basic income. Last 
week, the federal government introduced a 
bill to design a Canada Disability Benefit.

This is groundbreaking news, at long last, 
and something to be celebrated. Now the hard 
work comes — making it happen. Persons 
with lived experiences should be at the table, 
working alongside government at every stage 
of the creation of this new benefit, to make 
sure it’s done in a way that helps those it is 
intended to.

The popular mantra “Nothing about us 
without us” is not just about engagement; it’s 
about making the benefit the best it can be.

People who live with disability and poverty 
bring an essential perspective to planning. 
Our perspectives are unique. A story from 
my past is a reminder of how easy it is for 
those who’ve never known poverty to be 
oblivious to its constant piercing presence in 
every decision and action a person makes.

In 1993, after repeated hospitalizations and 
a divorce, I found myself relying on benefits 
for survival. My total cheque was $864 per 
month for rent and living expenses. A psychi-
atric bed cost (at that time) about $1,000 per 
day. Every day I was not in hospital saved the 
government money, but left me in a state of 
poverty that prevented healthy living.

In 1994, Senate committee hearings were 
underway regarding changes in the now-
defunct cost-sharing scheme for social 
programs, the Canada Assistance Plan. Two 
national mental-health organizations asked 
me, a woman on social assistance, to make 
their presentation. The plane from Regina to 
Winnipeg did not connect as planned with the 
Ottawa flight. The Senate committee waited 
until 9:30 p.m. to hear my presentation.

Before I began the carefully worded 
speech, I apologized: “I never even thought 
of coming a day early. The hotel room costs 
more per night than I am allowed for a whole 
month of food and other needs after my rent.”

A Senator responded, “I never even think 
about the hotel cost... A whole month?” “Yes,” 
I responded. “For food, toothpaste, recre-
ation, transportation, gifts for my family…” 
He shook my hand and shook his head, and I 
went to the luxury (for me) of a prepaid hotel 
room for the night.

Ten years later, I worked casual contracts 
with non-profit organizations, never earning 
enough to pay income tax; no use applying 
for the non-refundable federal Disability Tax 
Credit. At another national planning meet-
ing, I realized the stark income difference of 
participants when my new friend mentioned 
over her glass of wine, “When I worked as 
deputy minister…”

I valued her experience as a person with 
mental illness who also understands govern-
ment processes. But I’m not sure she valued 
my poverty experience while brainstorming 
support systems.

In 2014, mental-health conference expenses 
were paid by agencies that invited me to par-
ticipate: $400 for airfare; $800 for four nights 
at the hotel, plus meals and taxi. Five days 
of conferencing cost more than my monthly 
benefit. Some participants were professors at 
universities — not “rich,” but not poor. Other 
participants were in deep poverty because 
of disability and unemployment or underem-
ployment, grateful for the lunch at the meet-
ing as their one meal of the day, worrying 
that they’d be homeless if their depression 
kept them from work for another month.

Together, we documented the failure of 
community services to meet the needs of 
people with disabilities.

People with disabilities living in poverty 
offer a perspective essential when planning 
social programs and income supports. We 
should be at every government table in every 
phase of planning and delivery. Any solution 
must involve the people who are most af-
fected, the population the program serves.

The Canadian Disability Benefit is too im-
portant to leave solely to government.

Jayne Melville Whyte is a member of the leadership team of Dis-
ability Without Poverty. She lives in seniors’ subsidized housing 
in Regina, Saskatchewan.
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