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The health authority said she is also “maximiz-
ing the use of virtual meetings which have been 
a regular part of day-to-day work since the begin-
ning of the pandemic.” It said while her contract 
with the hospital allows her to travel to Eastern 
Canada on a weekly basis, “she will determine her 
travel frequency based on the situation here and 
at home.”

Asked for comment, Health Minister Cameron 
Friesen issued a one-line statement: “This mat-
ter is being addressed by the CEO of the WRHA 
(Vickie Kaminski), and the WRHA holds the ac-
countability for the St. Boniface Hospital.”

Asked for her response, Manitoba Nurses Union 

president Darlene Jackson said due in part to out-
of-province travel and loosened economic restric-
tions, Manitoba has experienced a dramatic rise 
in the number of COVID-19 cases in recent weeks.

She said in an email nurses are deeply concerned 
about this trend as fall approaches and schools re-
open.

“Manitobans have been told that many COVID-19 
cases are due to returning out-of-province travel-
lers, and that strict adherence to 14-day self-isola-
tion from non-exempt jurisdictions is critical for 
mitigating the spread of the virus,” Jackson said.

“Nurses, like all Manitobans, expect public 
health leaders to lead by example, and the CEO of 
St. Boniface Hospital should be no exception.”

larry.kusch@freepress.mb.ca
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Return-to-class plan more a leap of faith

A
S MANITOBA’S PROGRESSIVE 
Conservative government deliv-
ered its much-anticipated and 

revised plan to reopen schools this fall, 
there was still one important lingering 
question.

Is the provincial government doing 
everything it can to ensure students, 
and their families, are safe when they 
return to in-person education?

The province is certainly doing a lot. 
The revised protocols released Thurs-
day address a dizzying array of issues 
that schools, teachers and students will 
face this fall. 

Having said that, the plan as pre-
sented falls well short of comprehen-
sive. That is due, in part, to the fact 
that so many of the finer details are 
being left to individual school divisions 
and schools. That makes sense; there is 
a huge variation in the size, shape and 

design of individual schools. 
But beyond local variants, Manito-

ba’s plan continues to feature alarming 
quantities of uncertainty and vague-
ness on some of the biggest and most 
important issues, such as non-medical 
face masks. 

Dr. Brent Roussin, Manitoba’s chief 
public health officer, has made non-
medical masks “required” (Manitoba-
speak for mandatory) on school buses, 
but only “strongly recommended” 
when students (grades 5-12) are in 
class. 

Why demand that masks be worn in 
buses but not in class? 

Echoing current epidemiological 
thinking, Roussin acknowledges that 
masks are very helpful in any in-
door space where social distancing is 
compromised.

So, why not just require/mandate 
masks for older students? Roussin’s 
reluctance defies explanation.

“This has been the approach in 
Manitoba,” Roussin said. “We’ve made 
public health recommendations; Mani-
tobans have largely stepped up and 
followed them.”

Although that is fundamentally true, 
it’s not really the issue here. Concerns 
expressed by many people connected 
to the public education system involve 
the need for more clarity and convic-
tion, and perhaps a healthy dose of 

“better safer than sorry.”
School divisions understand the need 

to go beyond minimum requirements. 
Education Minister Kelvin Goertzen 

said Thursday that school divisions al-
most unanimously urged the province 
to make mask-use mandatory for older 
students. (Most jurisdictions don’t rec-
ommend masks for younger students 
because it is so much harder to ensure 
they use them properly.)

Some Manitoba school divisions had 
already taken steps to acquire masks 
and other personal protective equip-
ment. The province responded, offer-
ing to acquire masks for all divisions 
and schools. But it wouldn’t mandate 
their use. The hesitation that Roussin 
and Goertzen are demonstrating is 
starting to cause concern among the 
public.

An Angus Reid poll released Thurs-
day showed 40 per cent of Manitobans 
think pandemic measures have not 
gone far enough. That is the highest 
proportion of respondents demanding 
increased public health measures of 
any province.

The poll results are no doubt the 
result of two glaring facts about the 
pandemic in Manitoba.

First, despite a recent surge in con-
firmed cases, we’ve got a very low 
incidence of COVID-19 and would like 
to keep it that way. 

Second, our premier somehow be-
lieves he is in an actual race with other 
provinces to remove social and eco-
nomic restrictions. Mandating masks 
runs contrary to that public relations 
campaign.

There was a time when Manitoba 
officials did not hesitate to take firm, 
definitive action to control the virus.

At the outset of the pandemic, Rous-
sin issued unambiguous, strongly 
worded public health orders to force 
businesses to close and citizens to 
remain at home as much as possible. 
The need for unambiguous, strongly 
worded public health orders is no less 
important now than it was then. Maybe 
more so given the fact it’s not clear 
whether the province’s return-to-class 
plan will work.

Look at the questions about social 
distancing. Goertzen is confident 
schools can welcome students to class-
rooms but there are obvious practical 
limitations. Consider that when movie 
theatres reopened across Canada in 
late July, capacity in individual the-
atres was reduced by 60 to 80 per cent 
to ensure a two-metre gap in all direc-
tions. Although a classroom isn’t the 
same as a movie theatre, both feature 
rows of seats that put people in close 
contact with people in front, behind 
and on both sides.

What is the capacity of the average 

classroom if it has to reduce its capac-
ity by up to 80 per cent? We will see. 

There are similar questions about 
the augmentation of virtual or remote 
learning.

Last spring’s sudden, forced ex-
periment with virtual education 
revealed that many students, even 
ones who normally do well in school, 
struggled with the lack of struc-
ture that comes with learning at home. 
We desperately need a better plan in 
case the return to school doesn’t work 
out.

Lamentably, there are no firm plans 
on how to improve virtual learning. 
Again, we will have to wait and see.

With only three weeks or so until 
classes resume, this has become less 
of a plan and more of a leap of faith: 
reopen schools, identify problems and, 
using a fail-fast mindset, identify solu-
tions as quickly as possible.

Has the provincial government done 
all it can to make the return to school 
as safe as possible? It has done a lot 
and could do more.

The only thing certain is that as 
Manitobans with school-age chil-
dren get ready to face the disquiet sur-
rounding this fall’s return-to-school 
plan, we will need fewer strong recom-
mendations and more firm orders.

dan.lett@freepress.mb.ca

DAN LETT

OPINION

‘Nurses, like all Manitobans, expect public health leaders to lead by 
example, and the CEO of St. Boniface Hospital should be no exception’
— Darlene Jackson, president of Manitoba Nurses Union

A 
PROPOSED sand-processing plant 35 kilo-
metres east of Winnipeg would threaten the 
drinking water of 64,000 Manitobans and 

needs greater scrutiny, critics say.  
“It will destroy the sustainability of the aqui-

fer,” said Dennis LeNeveu, a biophysicist and one 
of the area residents who joined Liberal  MLAs 
Dougald Lamont and Jon Gerrard Thursday 
to voice concerns about the project.

CanWhite Sands Corp. plans to remove 3.5-mil-
lion tons of sand a year from the ground, for frac-
king and other purposes, at its Vivian sand mine 
near Anola, in the RM of Springfield.

The plan is to  pump sand and water up from 
the ground and then return the water, which 
LeNeveu said becomes contaminated when the 
pyrite in the shale hits the surface, oxidizes and 
turns acidic. There is a risk of contaminating the 
groundwater as well as the Brokenhead River and 
Lake Winnipeg, he said. The frack sand mining 
and processing might provide short-term wealth 
to some, but could contaminate the source of 
drinking water for 64,000 Manitobans, said LeN-
eveu, a former safety officer at Atomic Energy 
Canada Ltd., who has worked as a consultant in 
the oil industry.

The project’s environmental impact proposal, 
which was submitted to Manitoba Conservation, 
says “overall, the adverse residual effects of the 
proposed project are expected to be negligible to 
minor in magnitude and mitigable.” 

The proposal warrants a Clean Environment 
Commission review with a public hearing and 
intervener status funding,  said Tangi Bell, an-
other concerned area resident who spoke to re-
porters Thursday.

“We wish that the minister (Sarah Guillemard) 
would take on this project, re-analyze it, look at 
it again and bring it up to the status that it de-
serves,”  she said.  The affected aquifer covers 
much of southeastern Manitoba. “The magnitude 
of it is incredible,” Bell said.

The province said Thursday it is following the 
environmental assessment and licensing process 
“and the project will be thoroughly reviewed in 
accordance with the Environment Act.” The pub-
lic can provide feedback on the project (by email 
to jennifer.winsor@gov.mb.ca) until Aug. 25. 

Gerrard urged Manitobans to do that.
“This  is really pristine, tremendous, high-

quality water,” Gerrard said. “We need to be 
very careful” with the Sandilands aquifer which 
is close to the size of Lake Winnipeg but under-
ground, he said. If the project is approved without 
proper study, it may open the door to more sand-
mining operations, he said. 

“It is really critical to do (a thorough, independ-
ent review) before the first mine, so we make sure 
all the issues are addressed,” said Gerrard. 

Manitoba has a history of mine sites being 
abandoned and a lack of remediation, he said. In 
this case, however, there would be no remedy if 
things go bad, said Lamont.

“If you get contamination of  an aquifer, you 
can’t send people down 200 feet to clean it up,” 
Lamont said. “The damage is done and it is ir-
reparable. It would be centuries of damage to an 
aquifer that is absolutely colossal that people de-
pend on for agriculture and drinking water.”  

The provincial government spokesperson 
said a mine closure plan would be required be-
fore any operation could proceed. “As a condition 
of the Environment Act licence, the province also 
requires financial security that addresses any en-
vironmental liabilities.”

carol.sanders@freepress.mb.ca

Sand plant threatens 
drinking water: critics
CAROL SANDERS
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Dennis LeNeveu, a concerned resident, holds up a soil sample at Thursday’s news conference. Residents and the 
Manitoba Liberals want more review and oversight of the proposed Vivian sand mine in the RM of Springfield. 
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Resident Tangi Bell wants the Clean Environment 
Commission to conduct a review of the sand mine 
project near Anola.
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