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Council not representative
Re: Education minister seeks advice of 30 teens 
on school issues (July 9)

Minister Cliff Cullen is seeking advice, but will 
he really listen?

As a teacher and parent, I have always advo-
cated for student voices. More often than we care 
to admit, we adults do not, or cannot, understand 
the real impact of systemic changes on students, 
and engaging student voices provides a platform 
for real consultation in schools. However, I am 
dismayed that the proportional makeup of the 
Youth Council does not accurately represent our 
population.

First, Indigenous students are underrepresent-
ed. According to the 2016 census data, 18 per cent 
of Manitoba’s population identifies as Indigenous. 
Four students is only 13 per cent, and in northern 
communities, we have some schools with nearly 
100 per cent Indigenous students.

Second, visible minorities account for 17.5 per 
cent of Manitoba’s population, Manitobans with 
disabilities at 35 per cent, and the LGBTTQ* 
community is one per cent nationwide (I could 
not find data for Manitoba). Nineteen out of 30 is 
63 per cent, a 10 per cent overrepresentation of 
students who do not identify as a visible minority.

Third, 20 per cent of the council members are 
in private schools. While private schools are par-
tially funded by tax dollars, the experience of stu-
dents in private schools is vastly different from 
those in public school. Why are students who are 
not in the public system included on the council? 
And if you’re going to include them because they 
use Manitoba curriculum, what about representa-
tion for the 60 (or more) band-operated schools in 
Manitoba?

Finally, 26 members are from urban locations 
and represent only 17 out of 38 school divisions 
in Manitoba. While the majority of students in 
the province are in Winnipeg, I fail to see how 
students attending urban schools can comment 
on the challenges faced by truly rural and remote 
locations in the province. There are no students 
from Frontier, the single largest division in Mani-
toba, or students from remote locations with little 

or no internet connectivity.
I commend all students for putting their names 

forward, and I appreciate that you want to be, 
and should be, heard. However, once again the 
province has dropped the ball by creating a 
council that does not represent the public school 
student population of Manitoba — and by doing so 
is at best ignoring, and at worst, silencing student 
voices. In my experience, all divisions are work-
ing on the issues of poverty, reconciliation, acces-
sibility, LGBTTQ* representation, and supporting 
students with special needs as they pertain to 
their specific student populations and regions, 
getting direction from their parents and students. 
Is all that work to be tossed out? Are those voices 
now silenced?

The dissolution of local, democratic, arm’s-
length representation by school boards removes 
the existing local voices of students and parents. 
Replacing them with the Parent Council and 
Student Council, which are neither elected, nor 
inclusive, reminds me of Animal Farm — all 
students are equal, but some are more equal than 
others. And so I ask again, Mr. Cullen: are you 
listening?

GAILENE GLANFIELD
Gillam
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Vaccine rollout failed at-risk BIPOC population
M

ORE than half of eligible Manitobans are 
now double-dosed. While the COVID-19
vaccination rates are cause for celebra-

tion, the way we got here is not.
Manitoba’s vaccine task force appears to have 

failed to account for race-based risk factors when
determining vaccination eligibility, likely leading
to higher hospitalizations and worse outcomes for 
residents who are Black, Indigenous or people of
colour, according to data released last week.

During the third wave of the pandemic, inten-
sive-care admission rates were more than four 
times higher for BIPOC communities than for 
white residents. Racialized patients were also 
10 years younger, on average, than their white 
counterparts and many were not yet eligible for a
vaccine — an indication of the shortcomings of a 
rollout based on age alone.

The fact BIPOC communities are dispropor-
tionately affected by COVID-19 isn’t news. Public 
health has been collecting race and ethnicity data 
related to the pandemic since last year, and in 
March the province released a report showing
racialized Manitobans accounted for more than 
half of infections, while making up only 35 per
cent of the population.

Systemic barriers such as poverty, overcrowd-
ed housing and high-risk employment are major

contributors to the health disparity. None of this 
is news.

Previous race-based data could have been used 
to inform the vaccine rollout, and people have suf-
fered unnecessarily because it wasn’t.

If certain groups were at higher risk of con-
tracting the virus, those groups should have been 
afforded extra protection and an earlier shot in 
the arm. From the start, older Manitobans and
First Nation groups have been given immuniza-
tion priority because evidence tells us those co-
horts are more likely to experience severe illness. 
People of colour have not been afforded the same
consideration.

Between March and June, infection rates among 
Manitobans of southeast Asian descent were more
than 21 times that of white people. For African 
residents, infection rates were more than eight 
times higher. If racialized communities are dis-
proportionately affected by the pandemic, public-
health decisions are a major contributing factor.

The report released last Monday is a data-rich 
document that gives the public a more fulsome 
view of the health crisis. It’s also a damning
admission of the province’s inability to change 
course quickly based on the best information 
available. Public health has been collecting
third-wave hospitalization data since the end of 

March, but little has been done to meaningfully
address the racial inequalities outlined in this and
previous reports.

The vaccine rollout is well advanced and every-
one 12 years and older is now eligible for a shot. 
But the work isn’t done yet. Manitoba is likely to
experience a fourth wave fuelled by virus vari-
ants, and the vaccine task force needs to ensure 
those in BIPOC communities are protected from
becoming statistical outliers — again.

During a media briefing last week, Dr. Mar-
cia Anderson, medical lead of the First Nations
Pandemic Response Co-ordination Team, said 
that while equitable vaccine access should be a 
priority in the short term, more needs to be done 
to address the wider systemic issues contributing
to poor health outcomes among racialized people.

“We do have opportunities to invest in housing
and education and employment to promote… the
equal opportunity to be healthy,” she said.

As Manitoba gears up for a two-dose summer, 
those who have been hit hardest by the pandemic
deserve more than a return to normal. Systemic
barriers require systemic changes, and the
government has more than enough data to chart 
a path forward. We can celebrate how far we’ve
come when everyone has an equal opportunity to
be healthy.
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