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Ideas, Issues, Insights 

NATIONAL TASK FORCE-WEST PHILIPPINE SEA VIA AP 

Chinese vessels are shown moored at Whitsun Reef in the South China Sea. The Philippine government said on March 31 that more than 250 Chinese vessels it believes are oper-
ated by militia have been spotted near six Manila-claimed islands and reefs. 

Danger ahead in the South China Sea
‘W

AR is God’s way of teaching Americans 
geography,” wrote Ambrose Bierce, 
whose bitter insights were shaped in 

large part by a terrible war. As a soldier in the 
Civil War, Bierce witnessed scenes of slaugh-
ter over what was, in important ways, a fight to 
control rivers. You can read it in the names of the 
great Union armies: the Army of the Ohio, the 
Army of the Potomac, the Army of the Tennes-
see, the Army of the Cumberland. The battle over 
slavery was also a battle to preserve free com-
merce from east to west on the Ohio River and 
from north to south on the Mississippi.

A defining question for the coming century is 
whether Americans can learn geography before it 
drags us into another potentially disastrous con-
flict. The place to start is the South China Sea.

Through this crowded waterway passes roughly 
one-third of the world’s international shipping, 
worth some US$5 trillion per year. From its 
fertile fisheries comes approximately 10 per cent 
of the world’s annual catch. The sea is the lifeline 
of multiple major economies, including China, 
Japan, South Korea, Taiwan, Indonesia, Malaysia, 
the Philippines and Singapore.

At its eastern edge, the sea connects Asia to the 
Americas; at its western edge, to the Middle East 
and Europe. Daniel Yergin, author of The New 
Map — a tour de force of geopolitical under-
standing — sums it up thus: “Those waters are... 
fraught with risk.”

Bai Meichu, an early-20th-century Chinese 
geographer, appreciated the power of his field. 
“Building the nation is what learning geography 

is for,” he explained. In 1936, he demonstrated 
that maxim by publishing a map of the South 
China Sea. Along with observable coastlines to 
mark national boundaries, Bai’s map included a 
theoretical line of nine dashes reaching out from 
China to scoop up the atolls, reefs and shoals 
speckling the sea — and, by claiming these, to 
assert control of surrounding waters.

Known as the “nine-dash line,” this cartographic 
blitzkrieg has come to be official Chinese policy. 
Beijing claims sovereignty over nearly the entire 
sea. And thanks to the nation’s extraordinary eco-
nomic growth, China is gaining the naval and politi-
cal power necessary to back up its claims.

Over the past dozen years, the South China Sea 
has been the scene of nearly constant friction. 
In December, while Americans were distracted 
by holidays and an attempt to hijack the election, 
China angrily charged the United States with vio-
lating its territory and boasted that its navy had 
chased a U.S. destroyer, the USS John S. McCain, 
out of disputed waters claimed by China east of 
Vietnam.

By all indications, the incident was entirely 
ginned up. The McCain was engaged in a “free-
dom of navigation operation,” in which the United 
States asserts rights of passage — not only for 
U.S. ships but for vessels from all nations — by 
sailing through international waters. Navy brass 
insisted the ship wasn’t expelled. It was just pass-
ing through.

But the timing and belligerence of China’s 
claim is an omen of danger ahead. While Ameri-
cans were involved in a domestic political crisis 
that would produce, days later, a mob assault on 
the Capitol, China bragged to the world that it had 

sent the U.S. navy packing. Beijing sees opportu-
nity in our overheated politics.

China’s many neighbors — and the world — are 
relying on the United States to maintain free pas-
sage through this critical waterway. China wants 
the United States out because that would tip the 
balance of regional power to China and put Bei-
jing in a position to assert authority over Taiwan.

God forbid we need a war to learn the impor-
tance of this hot spot. Our best hope to prevent 
that dreaded outcome is to build a solid inter-
national front in favour of an open sea. The 
mechanism exists: after decades of argument, 
the Senate must wake up to a changed reality and 
ratify U.S. membership in the UN Convention on 
the Law of the Sea.

Two generations of conservative senators have 
objected to the treaty as an overbroad limitation 
on U.S. sovereignty. That was fine when the U.S. 
navy was the only game in town. But China is 
building a navy capable of competing with the 
U.S. fleet, which means the time has come for 
the United States to secure as many partners and 
allies as possible.

U.S. ratification of the Law of the Sea treaty — 
formally aligning U.S. policy with the rest of the 
international community — would make clear 
that the rising conflict in the South China Sea is 
not simply a power play between China and the 
United States. It’s a confrontation between China 
and the world — a world that depends on a free 
and open South China Sea.

Geography teaches that. Nine dashes sketched 
on an old map cannot undo the lesson.

— The Washington Post

Cautionary tales from Nova Scotia’s education review

PUBLIC education is a public good that promotes 
well-being and citizenship for all. Efforts to 
improve public education should be done for this 
purpose. Manitoba has instead joined a concern-
ing trend across Canada demanding constant 
improvement in education with less and less 
resources, led by private consultants such as Dr. 
Avis Glaze.

Glaze has reviewed education systems in 
Prince Edward Island, Nova Scotia and most 
recently, Manitoba. The day the Glaze report was 
publicly released was also the day the province 
released Bill 64, the Education Modernization 
Act. The resultant changes would centralize 
control over education under the guise of cost-
savings, resulting in privatization and a loss of 
accountability to the public. 

Manitoba can look to Nova Scotia for the impli-
cations of abolishing school boards and replacing 
them with Parent Advisory Councils on Education 
(PACE). When school boards there were wiped 
out, historically oppressed groups lost representa-
tion as school trustee seats reserved for Indig-
enous and Black Nova Scotians disappeared.

Information about PACE is hard to come by for 
Nova Scotia parents — agendas and minutes hard 
to find and contact info for representatives is not 
available. Paul Wozney, president of the Nova 
Scotia Teachers’ Union, called the implementa-
tion of PACE by the department of education “an 
ocean of unkept promises.” Parents face barriers 
to participation in PACE and receive no training, 
and promised communications with the minister 
of education were not fulfilled.

Without school trustees, Nova Scotia parents 
have nowhere to turn. Parents on PACE do not 
have the training or time that school trustees had 
to advocate for and advise parents on the school 
system.

In some jurisdictions where school boards have 
been abolished, they have been brought back due 
to necessity — New Brunswick and P.E.I., for 

example. Research shows that replacing demo-
cratically elected school boards with alternative 
structures does not improve student achievement.

Here in Manitoba, local democratic oversight 
has been proven to foster innovation. For ex-
ample, in Winnipeg a new community hub model 
is improving educational outcomes and helping to 
address poverty in the Louis Riel School Divi-
sion. Abolishing school divisions does not advance 
inclusion and equity.

High child-poverty rates have plagued both 
Manitoba and Nova Scotia: Manitoba has the 
highest rate of child poverty and Nova Scotia the 
third highest in Canada. Economic insecurity is 
proven to impact educational outcomes: in Mani-
toba, 86 per cent of students perform as expected 
on standardized tests, based on socio-economic 
standing.

Research by the Manitoba Centre for Health 
Policy finds the results of the 14 per cent who 
do not perform at the expected level are related 
directly to poverty. Instead of addressing the 
conditions of poverty through social housing or 
better income transfers, however, neoliberal gov-
ernments attack the education system.

Standardized testing itself is a problematic 
measure. International experts have called for 
a moratorium on Programme for International 
Student Assessment (PISA) testing as it creates 
an illusion of education quality based on multiple-
choice questions and simple solutions to complex 
problems.

Standardized tests such as PISA are used by 
neoliberal governments to justify authoritarian 
top-down approaches under the guise of improv-
ing test results. The result is a race to the bottom, 
whereby the education system is judged by test 
results and is not about supporting well-rounded 
students in areas important to a healthy democ-
racy, such as history and social studies.

The Glaze report (titled Raise the Bar) in Nova 
Scotia led to the removal of administrators from 
the Nova Scotia Teachers’ Union (NSTU), and 
suggested the creation of a college of teachers 

as an additional level of bureaucracy for school 
accountability and to discipline educators. While 
administrators were removed from the NSTU 
membership, the NSTU fought against the college 
of teachers and won.

In Manitoba, Bill 64 would remove principals 
and vice-principals from their bargaining unit 
and introduce what amounts to business manag-
ers for schools. Like the aims of privatization 
— its overreliance on data, school success ac-
countability and neoliberal restructuring — each 
undermines the democratic process of public 
education as it moves away from collegiality and 
community and toward punitive performance-
based models of education.

The forced removal of school administrators 
from the NSTU supports the model of privatiza-
tion, since principals are no longer curriculum 
and learning leaders. In this model, administra-
tion exists first and foremost to enact disciplinary 
measures, carry out performance assessments on 
staff and report on school success data.

Such changes lessen teacher and administrator 
professional autonomy, and add greater reliance 
on strict structures to dictate how they will work 
in their own school communities. This has left ad-
ministrators in business models of leadership, in 
which they are gatekeepers for the department of 
education rather than educational leaders.

Nova Scotia’s K-12 education overhaul is a cau-
tionary tale for Manitoba. Removing democratic 
oversight makes public education less account-
able and more difficult for parents to navigate. 
Centralizing administration stifles innovation and 
local ability to respond to local needs. Poverty 
remains unaddressed when the system is run like 
a business focused on quantitative results only.

Public education is a public good — one that 
cannot be disruptively and quickly overhauled.

Molly McCracken is the Manitoba director of the Canadian Centre for 
Policy Alternatives. Pamela Rogers is director of research and profes-
sional learning at the Canadian Teachers’ Federation.
Attack on Public Education: Lessons for Manitoba is available for view-
ing at youtube.com/c/CCPAManitoba

Bill 37: 
fair process, 
fewer appeals

THERE has been much discussion in recent 
weeks around Bill 37, the Planning Amendment 
and City of Winnipeg Charter Amendment Act. 
This legislation sets out a solid framework for 
economic growth by creating a mechanism for 
ensuring that development decisions are timely 
and consistent across Manitoba.

Critics have suggested this legislation will 
erode the democratic process in local munici-
palities by overriding decisions and creating 
a backlog of frivolous appeals. Yet history has 
shown that undertaking a fair, open and trans-
parent appeal process results in fewer appeals 
and a more accountable planning system overall.

Planning appeals are already heard by the 
Municipal Board of Manitoba. Part of the 
recent discussion has focused on the fact that 
Municipal Board members are appointed, 
and therefore unaccountable. This is not only 
untrue, but wholly inaccurate.

The Manitoba Municipal Board has been 
in place since the late 1950s. Its purpose is to 
make decisions or recommendations about 
various matters under the Municipal Board 
Act, the Municipal Assessment Act, the Plan-
ning Act, the City of Winnipeg Charter, and 
various other acts. And while its members 
are appointed, as a quasi-judicial tribunal, the 
board is independent and not subject to direc-
tion by any minister, member of the legisla-
tive assembly or government official.

The current board has more than 70 years 
of combined experience in municipal gover-
nance, and all members have a clear under-
standing of the Planning Act. The board is 
made up of professionals from all across 
urban and rural Manitoba, including lawyers, 
engineers and planners, as well as former mu-
nicipal councillors, mayors and CAOs. These 
individuals have been selected based on their 
experience, knowledge and background.

Municipal Board hearings are transparent. 
All Manitoba planning hearings are open to 
the public, and in most cases are held in the 
community where the matters have arisen, 
ensuring the public has the opportunity to at-
tend. Parties appearing before the Municipal 
Board include the applicable planning author-
ity and appellant, as well as members of the 
public who may wish to make a representation 
on matters to be considered by the board. All 
Municipal Board hearings are recorded, and 
written minutes of the hearing are retained.

Rather than overriding local decisions and 
creating a backlog of appeals, as some have 
suggested, the new legislation will streamline 
the planning and approval process. It comple-
ments existing authority of Manitoba mu-
nicipalities to create, administer and enforce 
their own development plans, zoning and 
other bylaws respecting land use and develop-
ment in their municipality.

This means if municipalities undertake ef-
fective and timely decision-making processes, 
with up-to-date development plans and zoning 
bylaws, fewer appeals could result.

However, if local decision-making is not 
transparent, development plans and zoning 
by-laws unclear, or municipal officials are 
unable or unwilling to explain their outcomes 
to applicants, then there is a process in place 
to ensure a fair and unbiased decision is ulti-
mately made. This is the core of Bill 37.

No one can dispute that democratically 
elected municipal officials know their com-
munities best. However, in the absence of 
clear bylaws and local planning, partiality can 
result. Applicants expect and deserve a clear 
explanation of why their application is being 
denied. In the absence of this, the appeals 
process comes into play, during which the Mu-
nicipal Board will assess the decision based 
on all of the information available. It is criti-
cal for the municipality to be able to refer-
ence their local planning policies and bylaws 
in support of their decision. Handing down a 
“denied” decision without any explanation is 
often the catalyst for an appeal, and can have 
a negative impact on how long a hearing or 
decision can take.

Another concern raised has been that there 
will suddenly be a flood of thousands of ap-
peals. Coincidentally, in 2018 there existed 
just that scenario, when the current Municipal 
Board inherited a nine-year backlog of assess-
ment appeals on taxes. Property owners were 
frustrated, and municipalities were liable for 
interest owed on back taxes.

The Municipal Board developed a “made 
in Manitoba” framework for the assessment 
appeals process. Using case management, a 
mediation-driven process in which the parties 
come together and try to find resolution to the 
issues without going to a hearing, most of the 
backlog has been eliminated — and municipali-
ties will no longer be paying interest on busi-
ness assessments that are almost a decade old.

The Municipal Board’s outstanding work over 
the past three years is an excellent example 
of eliminating red tape and saving money and 
time for municipalities and their ratepayers. 
This is the very reason it is the appropriate 
body to ensure there is a transparent, timely 
and consistent appeals process in Manitoba.

Jeff Bereza is chair of the Manitoba Municipal Board and a 
former councillor for the City of Portage la Prairie.
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