WORLD SCHOOLS DEBATING CHAMPIONSHIPS 2002 – SINGAPORE

The 14th World Schools Debating Championships were held in Singapore from 23 January to 1 February 2002. The organising body for the event was Debate Association Singapore, and the host and principal sponsor was the Singapore International Foundation. 28 teams from across the globe flew into Singapore for the championships. The participants were accommodated at the Concorde Hotel Singapore.

The Opening Ceremony was held at the Concorde Hotel on 24 February, and featured vibrant Asian cultural performances by students from a number of Singapore schools. The Guest-of-Honour for the Opening Ceremony was Singapore’s Minister of State for National Development, Dr. Vivian Balakrishnan.

All the teams participated in eight preliminary rounds held at various schools across Singapore. The welcomes and hospitality provided by the host schools was truly outstanding and left a deep impression on all the participants. At every venue, the debates were held in front of packed audiences of enthusiastic students. 

As is the tradition at the World Schools Debating Championships, four of the preliminary rounds were prepared debates, where the teams were given the motions several weeks in advance, while the other four were impromptu debates, where the teams had only one hour to prepare. After the eight preliminary rounds, the top 16 teams moved on to the octo-finals.

Defending champions Australia came into the championships having not lost a WSDC debate in either of the two previous years’ competitions – both of which they had won undefeated. But their long winning streak came to an end in the opening preliminary round, where they lost a tight 2-1 decision in a rematch of the 2001 Grand Final against Scotland. Scotland carried their winning momentum through the remaining seven preliminary rounds, and topped preliminary rounds league table with eight wins. New Zealand also won all eight of their preliminary round debates and qualified for the octo-finals in second place. An impressive record of seven wins saw South Africa qualify third. Australia recovered from their first round loss to win their next seven preliminary round debates and qualify in fourth. Canada also won seven debates and were ranked fifth. Ireland were the top team on six wins. They qualified just ahead of England, Hong Kong and Singapore, who also won six preliminary round debates.

Two new countries competed in Singapore – and both made it through to the octo-finals. The Philippines won four preliminary round debates and qualified in 14th place. Kuwait won three preliminary debates and made it through in 15th place.

As well as the debates, the participants enjoyed an exciting and varied social programme. This included opening day activities on Sentosa island, an ‘Asia Nite!’ at the Singapore Khalsa Association, a reception with members of the diplomatic community in Singapore at Fort Canning Centre, and an evening at Singapore’s Hard Rock Café.

After the eight preliminary rounds, the 16 teams with the best records moved on to the knock-out phase of the competition. The octo-finals were held at Singapore Management University and provided the biggest surprise of the tournament, with first-time participants Kuwait knocking out three-time-former-champions New Zealand in a unanimous 3-0 decision.

The quarter-finals were held the following morning at Anglo-Chinese Junior College. Host nation Singapore battled Scotland in a very close debate, which the Scots eventually won in a 3-2 split decision. Australia defeated Canada 4-1. Ireland served notice that they would be strong contenders for the title by beating South Africa 5-0. And Kuwait’s brave run finally came to an end with a 5-0 defeat to England.

There was no time for the victors to rest, as the semi-finals were held that afternoon in Singapore’s City Hall and Parliament House. Australia and Ireland emerged victorious over Scotland and England respectively (both debates were 4-1 decisions).

The Grand Final was held the next day in front of an audience of over 1,500 at Singapore’s famous Kallang Theatre. The Guest-of-Honour was Singapore’s Minister for Education, Rear-Admiral (NS) Teo Chee Hean. The final pitted defending champions Australia, bidding for their fifth World Schools Debating Championship title, against Ireland who were appearing in the final for the first time. In the end it was the Irish who rose to the occasion, beating the Australians in close 4-3 decision on the motion ‘This House believes that the media has become too powerful’. Ireland became the seventh nation to win the World Schools Debating Championship since its inception in 1988. There was consolation for Australia as one of their debaters, Patrick Meagher, was ranked the best individual speaker of the tournament. Rohini Singh from Singapore was ranked second, and Alex Just from Scotland third. Newcomers Kuwait’s run to the quarter-finals of the competition earned them the prize for the best English-as-a-Second-Language team. 

Future of WSDC after the 2002 championships

The World Schools Debating Council had initially awarded the 2003 championships to Argentina. But Argentina was hit by an economic crisis in late 2001, and the WSDC community was saddened by not surprised when Argentina announced just before the start of the 2002 championships in Singapore they would not be in a position to host the championships the following year. This meant that new hosts had to be found at relatively short notice. At the World Council meeting in Singapore, Peru and the U.S.A. announced their interest in hosting the 2003 championships in Lima and Detroit respectively. Both countries were to submit formal bids in the weeks following the Singapore championships, and a postal ballot was held in April which awarded the 2003 championships to Peru. Germany submitted the only bid for the 2004 championships, which also adopted by postal ballot.

Though no amendments to the World Schools Debating Championships Rules were passed at the 2002 World Council meeting itself, several possible amendments were discussed and subsequently adopted at a postal ballot later in the year.

There was a long discussion at the Council Meeting about the way debate motions should be defined and what types of definitions should be acceptable at the World Schools Debating Championships. A clear majority of delegates felt that proposition teams should be required to define motions from a broad perspective, rather than narrowing them down to single, specific areas within the overall topic. The World Council meeting tasked New Zealand’s Andrew Stockley (one of the Chief Adjudicators for the 2002 championships) to draft some amendments to the Rules and Judging Schedule to make this more clear, and to create a Handbook on defining motions for competitors and adjudicators. Dr. Stockley’s proposed amendments and handbook were formally adopted by a postal ballot in September 2002.

Dr. Stockley was also tasked to re-word the categorisations in the WSDC Marking Standard, and these proposals were also adopted in the September postal ballot.

Trevor Sather of England presented proposals at the World Council meeting to create a World Schools Debating Council Executive Committee to work issues of importance to the long-term future of the championships on a continual, year-round basis. These proposals were further drafted and incorporated into the WSDC Rules at the September postal ballot.

Following that, another postal ballot was held in November (the third of the year!) to elect the new Executive Committee. The elected members of the inaugural World Schools Debating Council Executive Committee were:

  Chairperson  –  David Pritchard  (Wales)

  Vice-Chairperson  –  Sebastian Percival  (Argentina)

  Secretary  –  Mark Gabriel  (Singapore)

  Chair, Adjudication Working Group  –  Sacha Judd  (New Zealand)

  Chair, Finance Working Group  –  Trevor Sather  (England)

  Chair, Hosting Working Group  –  Steven Budlender  (South Africa)

  Chair, Information Technology Working Group  –  James Brimble  (Wales)

  Chair, Language Criteria Working Group  –  Virginija Paksiene  (Lithuania)

  Chair, Learning Materials Working Group  –  Geetha Creffield  (Singapore)

With future hosts in place and a new Executive Committee to continue working on issues of importance in between championships, the future of the World Schools Debating Championships seemed bright at the end of 2002. 

