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The United States and Canada share an 8,000-kilometer long land border, the longest between
two countries in the world. For more than 200 years this border has been peaceful, despite
dozens of border disputes caused by inaccurate maps, vague peace treaties and primitive
surveying equipment. Only two small chunks of land are still claimed by both countries, tiny
rocks in the Gulf of Maine called Machias Seal Island and North Rock. But for various
reasons, the two countries have been unwilling to invest the time to settle their conflicting
claims.
When two countries as close as the United States and Canada cannot settle what appears to
be a fairly simply border dispute, this sets a bad example for other countries in the world with
similar differences. In particular, the current conflict between China and Japan over small
and largely uninhabited islands in the East China Sea resembles the Machias Seal Island
disagreement. As I will argue, border disputes do not fade away; they fester. And when
they pop back to the surface, caused by the discovery of valuable resources or nationalistic
zeal, they can often be even harder to solve. The U.S. and Canada should solve this one, and
offer what might be a model for China and Japan.
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