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Ideas, Issues, Insights 
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U.S. President Joe Biden speaks about the coronavirus pandemic in the East Room of the White House in Washington, D.C., on Aug. 3.

Biden wrong to keep U.S. borders closed

M
ANY vaccinated Americans are delighted 
that they can visit Europe again, and will 
soon be able to drive into Canada as well. 

U.S. President Joe Biden, however, has thus far 
refused to return the favour, largely keeping in 
place restrictions to tourists from those regions. 
That’s a big mistake, both for the U.S. economy 
and U.S. foreign policy.

International tourism and business travel is 
important to our economy. International visitors 
spent more than US$181 billion in the United 
States in 2019, according to the World Travel and 
Tourism Council. That total plummeted to just 
US$42 billion in 2020, thanks to travel restric-
tions put in place during the pandemic. Hotels, 
restaurants and airlines would all benefit if travel 
were restored to prior levels, helping the economy 
recover.

It makes no sense for the United States to con-
tinue to restrict travel from the European Union, 
Britain and Canada (Canadians have been able 
to fly into the United States, but they are still not 
able to drive across the border). This is especially 
true since large numbers of people from those 
places are fully vaccinated.

Britain and Canada have now vaccinated a 
higher percentage of their populations than 
the United States, and vaccination rates in the 
European Union are now roughly equal to those 
here. Data continue to show that fully vaccinated 
people are much less likely to contract or spread 

the virus, and those who do suffer far less serious 
illness than people without the vaccine. Allowing 
fully vaccinated foreigners from these countries 
thus poses little risk to Americans’ health.

The administration’s refusal to lift travel 
bans on foreigners while permitting vaccinated 
Americans to travel to these destinations is also 
hypocritical. Americans are flocking to Europe 
now that the region has reopened its borders. The 
United States discourages this travel, but it does 
not ban it and allows U.S. citizens to re-enter the 
country upon presentation of a negative COV-
ID-19 test taken within 72 hours of departure.

There’s no medical reason why vaccinated 
Americans with a negative test can re-enter our 
country while vaccinated foreigners can’t.

This double standard also harms relations with 
our allies. They reopened their nations, often under 
pressure from the United States, despite lingering 
misgivings that doing so might endanger their citi-
zens’ health while many remained unvaccinated. 
Now they take the risks — and gain crucial eco-
nomic boosts — while their citizens remain barred 
from our country. That won’t help Biden as he tries 
to repair relations that were severely tested under 
former president Donald Trump.

This is especially true when it comes to our 
northern neighbour. Canadians accounted for 
roughly a quarter of all pre-pandemic spending 
by international visitors, and many of the econo-
mies in border communities rely on cross-border 
traffic. Prime Minister Justin Trudeau had in-
tended to keep the border closed until 75 per cent 

of his country’s population was fully vaccinated, 
but he bent under pressure to allow vaccinated 
Americans to visit starting Aug. 9. The admin-
istration’s refusal to follow suit now means that 
Canadian border towns can start to recover but 
U.S. border cities can’t. How does that make any 
sense?

Biden’s stance makes even less sense when 
one considers that international travellers tend 
to visit places that already have high vaccination 
rates. The top five U.S. destinations for foreign 
travel in 2018 were New York City, Miami, Los 
Angeles, Orlando and San Francisco. Each of 
these places has a higher rate of adult vaccination 
than the country as a whole, according to the Cen-
ters for Disease Prevention and Control. Keeping 
vaccinated foreigners from visiting relatively 
safe parts of the United States is utter lunacy.

Meanwhile, domestic travel is unregulated. Un-
vaccinated Americans can travel to other states 
without restriction or regulation, and they are 
doing just that as people try to get their lives back 
to normal. This flow surely does more to place 
lives and health at risk than letting vaccinated 
foreigners enjoy our country. No serious person 
wants to install domestic travel bans; the serious 
thing to do is to remove international ones.

Biden’s desire to protect Americans’ health is 
laudable. His refusal to reciprocate our allies’ move 
to resume tourism for vaccinated people is not.

Henry Olsen is a senior fellow at the Ethics and Public Policy Center.

— The Washington Post

We must move beyond suspicion

WHILE church and state are separated formally 
in Canada, signifi cant interaction carries on 
between these two entities of society. During the 
current pandemic, such interaction is manifested 
in the debating of issues such as freedom of 
worship, the legitimacy (or not) of government 
authority to impose restrictions, contested under-
standings of what constitutes the responsibility of 
the church to be a good citizen, and so on.

One prominent dimension of church/state rela-
tions is that of mutual suspicion. British academic 
and priest Oliver O’Donovan describes this 
two-fold suspicion: first, the church is wary of the 
corruption of morality by politicians; second, the 
state is suspicious that the church wants to cor-
rupt politics by co-opting political authority for 
the church’s own ends (e.g., dictating morality).

Such mutual suspicion surfaces regularly these 
days. The first suspicion is evident whenever 
churches defy government regulations by invok-
ing faith-based rationale for doing so. Vaccine 
hesitancy and/or opposition, while motivated by 
any number of reasons across the ideological 
spectrum, is sometimes seen as an expression 
of faith — for example, refusing to live in fear 
of the virus, since “perfect love casts out fear,” 
or, resisting what is considered an illegitimate 
exercise of political authority over the person and 
life of faith. A deep-seated suspicion of political 
authority has surfaced here.

Government authorities (and others) who ex-
press frustration with non-compliant churches ex-
press suspicion toward the church, seeing the re-
sistance to directives as the church’s illegitimate 
exercise of authority while ignoring legitimate 
government authority. This creates an oft-repeat-

ed scenario in which the government issues calls 
to dissenting churches, calls that emphasize what 
is believed ought to be a Christian understanding 
of what it means to be a responsible citizen.

There’s some evident irony here, wherein 
government or health officials offer theological 
advice to the church on the true nature of faith, 
even quoting the Bible as an authority, to instruct 
the church, for example, on just what it means “to 
love your neighbour as yourself.” (One also sees 
this displayed repeatedly in letters to the editor).

Is there a way to get beyond such mutual sus-
picion in which the church is presumed to be full 
of narrow, self-serving and irresponsible citizens, 
and in which the state is suspected of illegitimate 
power-mongering and seeking to corrupt and con-
trol the church? Perhaps the way beyond suspicion 
lies in attentiveness and discernment that includes 
self-critical reflection for both church and state.

The church needs to pay attention to its own dis-
tortions of what it means to express faith, being 
ever vigilant that its religious claims don’t serve 
as veneer for ideologies formed on other grounds. 
The state should be attentive to temptations to 
overreach or to dilute forms of democracy to 
which it claims to be committed. Such self-crit-
ical attentiveness is especially crucial in times 
of emergency, when authoritarian measures are 
put to use in ways that carry the temptation to 
exercise power supported by coercion, which can 
all-too-easily become toxic.

Governing is complicated; governing during 
times of emergency especially so. As the contro-
versial German thinker Carl Schmitt pointed out 
a long time ago, “Sovereign is he who decides on 
the exception.” To understate the case, governing 
during these exceptional times without turn-
ing sovereignty into something sinister calls for 

heightened attentiveness and discernment.
Mutual suspicion cultivates destructive prac-

tices. In a culture of mistrust, the church may 
assume, even before any government regulation 
is promulgated, that “No secular power is going 
to tell us what to do, because we deserve freedom 
of religion, and after all, we obey God rather than 
any human authority”; thus preventing the pos-
sibility of respectful co-operation with legitimate 
government measures.

A suspicious state may be tempted to assume a 
certain naivete, narrowness, lack of gratitude and 
dearth of understanding on the part of the church 
regarding what it means to be a good citizen. 
Thus, the stage is set for antagonism, precluding 
the constructive possibilities that exist within 
church/state relations without collapsing one into 
the other into a kind of amorphous civic religion.

Mutual attentiveness, including critical self-
reflection, can lead to the kind of constructive 
discernment that opens possibilities for a flour-
ishing society. A church that is not committed to 
a comprehensive suspicion of state authority will 
not decide beforehand to contest everything as a 
matter of faith, but will be open to co-operation, 
even initiative and support, while always reserv-
ing ultimate loyalty to God.

The state that does not suspect the church of 
pursuing only power and privilege for itself will 
resist the temptation to ignore the church or to 
exercise illegitimate coercive measures against 
it and will forego the assumption that the church 
is looking to put some version of theocracy into 
place. It’s time to move beyond suspicion to em-
brace a posture of attentiveness and discernment.

Paul Doerksen is an associate professor of theology and Anabaptist 
studies at Canadian Mennonite University.

Education
numbers
don’t add up
THE Manitoba public school system that cost 
$2.5 billion to operate in the 2019-20 school 
year will soon be hit with profoundly earth-
shaking changes — with no clue how much 
the province will provide as it approaches full 
funding, or how the money will be spent and 
divided across Manitoba.

The government’s own FRAME (Finan-
cial Reporting and Accounting in Manitoba 
Education, annual reports at https://www.edu.
gov.mb.ca/k12/finance/frame_report/index.
html) documents show provincial funding for 
public education has been all but frozen since 
the 2016 election — even though enrolment 
rose four per cent and Statistics Canada re-
ports Manitoba inflation was up 7.1 per cent.

By its penury, the province has been shifting the 
burden onto education property taxes — a source 
of revenue it’s about to phase out of existence.

Whenever someone would propose the prov-
ince take over full funding of public education, 
I would ask, “100 per cent of what?” There isn’t 
a clue what the education budget dollars will 
be. The province will pay for the entire public 
school budget, but ask for a definition of “entire 
public school budget” — and there’s nary a 
whisper about that from the Tories so far.

The Pallister government’s track record 
certainly suggests no one should expect an in-
crease in spending on education. So, will it be 
the same money, with the province replacing 
property taxes? Or less?

Ominously, FRAME lists more than $425 
million in current spending so inextricably 
tied to the existing system that how — or 
if — it gets spent or cut in future is a critical 
unknown. Keep holding your breath.

Manitobans will be utterly gobsmacked by 
local staffing/programming changes if the 
province decrees uniform per-student spend-
ing across its incoming 15 regions — divisions 
which, with their disparate assessment bases, 
now have a range of $5,536 per student from 
the low end to the high end. If you’ve been 
reading the paper, do five years of Tory gov-
ernment lead you to think they’ll go high end?

There are clues within FRAME, and the en-
dangered dollars jump off the page. In many 
categories, in which annual inflation was pre-
viously met or exceeded, more recently the 
dial barely moved: repairs, library services, 
maintenance, staff development, clinical ser-
vices and even transportation were less than 
inflation. Guidance is an exception.

In the four school years prior to the 2016 elec-
tion, the NDP responded to the surge in French 
immersion with an 11.7 increase in funding per 
student;  since then, there has been only 1.5 per 
cent more per F.I. student for that same ongo-
ing enrolment surge. Per-student spending in 
those final NDP years rose by 10.4 per cent; in 
these later Tory years only 2.8 per cent.

Don’t forget Manitoba is heading toward 
province-wide bargaining with teachers, the 
predominant education cost — but how many 
teachers will the Pallister government plan to 
employ, and how much will they be paid? Cue 
the sinister soundtrack.

So skewed is the reliance on assessed prop-
erty values, and so ineffective the funding 
formula, that successive governments have 
fiddled with injecting hundreds of millions 
of dollars to try to make it right, instead of 
scrapping the formula — until now.

The province pays out a staggering $290.6 
million in equalization to try to offset inequi-
ties among now-moribund divisions, equal to 
20.3 per cent of the provincial funding. Com-
mercial property assessment has been 
concentrated in barely one-third of divisions; 
Winnipeg School Division, for instance,  can 
fund so many specialized programs because it 
reaps 40 per cent of its assessment base from 
commercial properties — barrels of cash 
about which other divisions have only been 
able to dream. In the new educational world, 
WSD will effectively no longer exist.

Gone will be huge budget lines that guar-
antee divisions won’t lose money over the 
year before; gone too the NDP’s bizarre tax 
incentive grant that divisions were allowed to 
keep if they froze taxes for one year. Paying 
trustees is a pittance overall, but that money’s 
also disappearing, along with the far heftier 
bill for division administration.

Will all that money be redistributed? Does 
Finance Minister Scott Fielding look like 
Scrooge gleefully awakening on Boxing 
Day? By the way, Education Minister Cliff 
Cullen has been keeping mum about private 
schools. They get per-student grants equal to 
half of what is spent in the public division in 
which they’re located.

Awkward.
The big unknown: will Bill 64, the Educa-

tion Modernization Act, set a price tag and 
then design a budget-driven public education 
system to fit within the dollars? Or will Mani-
toba design a public education system meeting 
every student’s needs, with regional, ethno-
cultural and socioeconomic variations, and 
only then determine what public education 
will cost through collective bargaining agree-
ments and the market price of buses, fuel, 
heating, lighting, maintenance and chalk?

Nick Martin is a retired Free Press reporter who covered the 
education beat for many years.
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