News coverage – Campaign for Open Government launch

Canadian democracy undermined by government secrecy, watchdog group says 
Jeremy Hainsworth

MACLEANS.CA

September 26, 2006

VANCOUVER (CP) - Canadians' access to information has been impeded by federal and provincial governments for too long, says a B.C. citizen's coalition calling for changes to improve access.

The Campaign for Open Government says the scandals around tainted blood, the military in Somalia and the more recent Maher Arar case are prime examples of government suppressing information to which Canadians have a right.

And, the group said Tuesday, it is illegal for governments to withhold that information when citizens request it.

David Gollub of the Canadian Newspaper Association, a member of the coalition, said freedom of information is a cornerstone of democracy.

"It is under attack," he said.

The Arar case is a prime example of the delays and outright falsehoods that had been spread by government under the guise of responding to access to information requests, Gollub said.

Last week, an inquiry determined that the RCMP passed misleading and inaccurate information about Arar to U.S. authorities - a move that likely led to his deportation and torture in Syria.

"He wants to know what happened to him," Gollub said. "We have a right to know and why."

Gollub says denial of information in Saskatchewan got to such a point where a reporter was denied a health inspector's report on a restaurant on privacy grounds. It might impact the restaurant's ability to compete, the reporter was told.

In Alberta, Gollub said, attempts were made in 2004 to conceal Premier Ralph Klein's flight logs after allegations he may have used government planes for personal use.

"This is critical information the people of Alberta might have wanted to know before they cast their ballots," he said.

Coincidentally, the Alberta government is celebrating international Right-To-Know Week.

The flight-logs affair helped earn the Klein government the Cone of Silence Award from the Canadian Association of Journalists as the most secretive government body in Canada.

In the tainted blood scandal, Gollub said, as soon as a reporter put in an access to information request, officials began destroying 10 years worth of documents.

And when media tried to get to the bottom of the Somalia scandal in the early 1990s after the death of Shidane Arone, the military engaged in a coverup, Gollub said.

"Documents were deliberately destroyed," he said. "It became critical at that point to find out what went wrong with our access to information."

Micheal Vonn of the B.C. Civil Liberties Association said government freedom-of-information services have become imbued with a culture of "denying first and ask questions later."

"This is our public information. We have a right to it. In order to exercise that right, we need not only strong legislative freedom of information measures in place but also a culture to allow those measures to actually function." 

Without those measures, Vonn said, governments are not accountable to those who elect them.

To push the B.C. government to live up to its promises to be open and accountable, the coalition launched a campaign Tuesday demanding the province implement a 2004 special committee's recommendations for changes to freedom of information legislation.

Sara MacIntyre of the Canadian Taxpayers Association said the report has been gathering dust on a shelf.

As a result, the coalition - which also includes the B.C. Freedom of Information and Privacy Association - has produced the Access Denied report. It can be downloaded at www.opengovernment.ca.

As it announced the campaign, the group handed out a 1998 letter from Gordon Campbell, then the opposition leader and now the premier, which said open government is a hallmark of free and democratic societies.

"When government does its business behind closed doors, people will invariably believe that government has something to hide," Campbell wrote in the letter to Darrell Evans of the privacy association.

"Secrecy feeds distrust and dishonesty. Openness builds trust and integrity," Campbell wrote.

The campaign wants the government to restore funding to ensure requests are dealt with in a timely manner and to address the "culture of denial" in Victoria.

That culture, the group says, is typified by constant attempts by the bureaucracy to stall information requests considered harmful to the government.

In fact, noted researcher Mitch Anderson, the government uses a database which can flag requests as sensitive or not.

Anderson said 75 per cent of requests from political parties between 2000 and 2005 were flagged as sensitive, compared to 65 per cent of media requests.

In that period, only 47 per cent of requests were met within the timelines set out by the legislation, Anderson said.

And, while only 14 per cent of individual's requests were flagged as sensitive, the coalition says the delays and costs of receiving documents have caused citizens to become frustrated with the system.

As a result, more and more ongoing requests bogged down in the bureaucracy are abandoned, he said.

The report was funded by the newspaper association and the B.C. Government and Service Employees Union.

B.C. group slams freedom of information hurdles

Canadian Press (in the Globe and Mail)

September 26, 2006

VANCOUVER — A B.C. citizens coalition says democracy is under attack as the provincial government delays citizens' access to information requests and legislation to improve freedom of information.

The B.C. Campaign for Open Government launched a campaign aimed at holding the Liberal government's feet to the fire to meet its promises to be a Canadian leader in openness and accountability.

Sara MacIntyre of the Canadian Taxpayers Association said tax dollars pay for all government reports, memos and policy analysis, so that taxpayers have a right to see those documents.

The campaign is calling on the government to implement a 2004 special committee's recommendations for changes to FOI legislation.

Ms. MacIntyre says so far the report has been gathering dust on a shelf.

Group attacks Victoria's secrecy

Accountability eroded, coalition says

FOI Act needs to be changed, says voice of taxpayers, A13 
By Jonathan Fowlie

Vancouver Sun

27-Sep-2006


The B.C. government has allowed a widespread erosion of public accountability during its time in power, a new coalition announced Tuesday as it launched a campaign demanding more open government.

"We're holding the government to account," said Darrell Evans, head of the B.C. Freedom of Information and Privacy Association, one of the 14 bodies behind the Campaign for Open Government. 

"It's not acceptable to us that they run on open and accountable government and do nothing over five years to deliver," said Evans, pointing out Gordon Campbell and his Liberal party ran on a promise to be the "most open and accountable" government in Canada. 

"We're calling them on that promise," Evans said on Tuesday. "It's a moment of truth for the Liberal government," he added. 

To kick off the campaign, Evans released a 19-page report documenting barriers that have crept into the Freedom of Information process citizens throughout the province use to get general information from their government. 

That report shows that in the last six years the government has failed to release requested information within the mandatory timeline about 47 per cent of the time. 
It also shows the number of requests abandoned by the public, often in frustration, has risen to 15 per cent in 2005 from five per cent in 2000.

	The report also shows that funding for the independent office that oversees the proper administration of the act has decreased, while its workload has increased. 

In response, Labour Minister Olga Ilich said B.C. leads the pack on access to information. 

"Our residents have access to records held by over 2,000 public agencies and we've added another 65 public bodies since 2002 so I think we're doing quite well," she said.
	


As part of its campaign to push the B.C. government to be open and accountable, the coalition campaign is demanding the province implement a 2004 special committee's recommendations for changes to freedom of information legislation.

Ilich said some of the recommendations have been implemented.

"We're constantly looking at policy changes and there's ongoing stakeholder review of the proposals," she said.

David Gollob, spokesman for the Canadian Newspaper Association, would not weigh in Tuesday on whether he thinks the move towards delayed and denied access are deliberate on behalf of the B.C. government, although he was quick to underscore the importance of the trend.

"Whether it's deliberate or not, it amounts to a constructive denial of a basic democratic right," he said. 

Evans added that his coalition is not partisan, and said the move away from accountability began with the former NDP government.  He said, however, it is important to note that during that initial decline under the NDP, Campbell spoke vociferously in favour of accountability. 

"The fundamental principle must be this: Government information belongs to the people, not to the government," said Evans, quoting a letter Campbell wrote to his association in 1998 while in opposition.

"This means, among other things, that all citizens must have timely, effective and affordable access to the documents which governments make and keep." 

Evans said this letter, and Campbell's campaign on a platform of open government in 2001, gives his coalition licence to demand a reversal in the current trends towards what it is calling a "culture of denial." 

"It's some kind of peak of cynicism to praise the [freedom of information] act effusively over two pages when in the opposition and then when you move into government you are trying to deprive people of the right to use the act," he said. 

"We feel we have a right to judge this government by it's performance.  If they hadn't gone in saying they will be the most open and accountable government in Canadian we wouldn't be judging so harshly," he added. 

Evans said his coalition is asking for the government to implement changes recom-mended by the 2004 special committee, to restore adequate funding to departments that respond to and oversee freedom of information requests and to reform the current "culture of denial" towards releasing information. 

"We're going to keep building this coalition," he said. "We are holding the government to account for its promise and we are not going to stop until they fulfill their promise." 

Coalition calls for more transparent government

By John Colebourn 

The Province

September 27, 2006

Fewer people each year try to access government information due to long delays and "bureaucratic barriers," says a coalition calling for transparent government.

Citing statistics compiled since B.C.'s Freedom of Information and Protection of Privacy Act came into effect in 1993, the coalition said big changes are needed if the B.C. government really wants to be accountable to the public.

The coalition's report is called Access Denied: The B.C. Government's performance under the Freedom of Information Act 2000-2005.

The coalition includes the Canadian Taxpayers Federation, B.C. Civil Liberties Association, the B.C. Freedom of Information and Privacy Association, and the Canadian Newspaper Association.

It called on the government to implement recommendations made by a special committee in 2004, to increase funding to ensure FOI requests are dealt with in a timely manner, and address the "culture of denial" that is caused by staff stalling FOI requests considered harmful to the government.

The coalition found:

•
Almost 50 per cent of general information requests between 2000 and 2005 failed to receive a response within the mandatory time lines laid out in the Act;

•
From 2000 to 2004, response times increased by 25 per cent and;

•
The proportion of information requests abandoned—usually in frustration—tripled to 15 per cent of all requests from 2000 to 2005.

The special committee appointed by the B.C. government in 2004 made 26 recom-mendations to improve the act. They included making more government records available on a routine basis and strengthening the powers of the information and privacy commissioner.
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Coalition assails 'culture of denial'

B.C. government slow to respond, study says

FOI Act needs to be changed, says voice of taxpayers, A13

Jeff Rud and Lindsay Kines

Times Colonist

September 27, 2006

Nearly half the Freedom of Information requests made to the B.C. government are not filled within the legal time limit, a study by a coalition of watchdog groups reveals.

Access Denied, an analysis of the government's response to nearly 12,000 such requests between 2000 and 2005, shows that 46.8 per cent were not filled within the mandatory 30 days. In 2004, the average response time ballooned to 73 days.

The report also shows that fewer FOI requests are being made and that the percentage of those abandoned has tripled to more than 15 per cent.

The coalition is calling on government to increase funding to ensure FOI requests are dealt with promptly, implement the recommendations of a 2004 special committee on the Freedom of Information and Protection of Privacy Act, and address "the culture of denial in Victoria, typified by constant attempts by staff to stall FOI requests considered harmful to the government.''

Darrell Evans, executive director of the B.C. Freedom of Information and Protection of Privacy Association, said the study shows government routinely flouts the law by ignoring deadlines and frustrating applicants.

"They're relying on their obfuscation to discourage people, make them drop their requests," Evans said. "That's a bad indicator."

But Labour and Citizens' Services Minister Olga Ilich disagreed with the report's conclusions, calling it "a little bit misleading.''

Ilich said B.C. has the broadest FOI coverage in Canada, enabling the public to access more than 2,000 agencies. Sixty-five agencies have been placed under the act since 2002, she said.

Ilich said almost half of FOI requests are processed within 30 days. And only 17 per cent take 60 days or longer, compared to 47 per cent in 2001. "The main point is, that number is decreasing. ... We're very committed to open government and we want to make sure people know that.''

Micheal Vonn of the B.C. Civil Liberties Association said Ilich's numbers mean half of all FOI requests would be "deemed refusals. This is not a statistic to celebrate,'' she said.

Evans said the coalition that includes his group, the civil liberties association and the Canadian Taxpayers' Federation, has tired of the Liberals' unfulfilled promise to run the most open and accountable government in Canada.

"After five years of trying to work with the Liberals, we just couldn't take it anymore," he said.

"We're digging in and we're saying, 'We insist that you fulfil your promises. We're not asking. We're demanding that you fulfil the promises that you made and we're going to keep shoving it to you until you do.'"

The report shows that the number of FOI requests in B.C. decreased to 1,567 last year from 2,839 in 2001. Meanwhile, the caseload of complaints to the office of the information and privacy commissioner has grown.

The report also shows that government uses a complex tracking system to label requests on the basis of sensitivity. Seventy-five per cent of requests by political parties and 65 per cent of media requests were deemed "sensitive.''

According to the report, the B.C. government marked 27 FOI requests by "a Victoria newspaper" in 2003 as "sensitive.'' The report shows that requests rated as "sensitive'' tend to take longer to fill.

© Times Colonist (Victoria) 2006

FYI Liberals - It's time to change the FOI act 

By Sara MacIntyre 
Times Colonist (Victoria)

27-Sep-2006
 
The Canadian Taxpayers Federation has a threefold focus: Lower taxes, less waste and accountable government. Of the three, it's accountable government that has take centre stage in recent years. And at the heart of accountable government is information and access to government records. 

The federation is proud to be a leading participant and sponsor of the national Right to Know Week. During this last week of September, campaigns and activities across the country will highlight the importance of access to information laws. 

The intent of these laws is to provide citizens with the same access to information as their governments. Citizens and taxpayers have a right to know what their government is doing with their dollars and how government programs and services are being managed. Information belongs to citizens, not their government. 

Federal and provincial governments each have their own version of access laws. Here in British Columbia, the Freedom of Information Act (FOI) sets out the parameters for disclosure of government documents and information. 

As opposition leader in 1998, Gordon Campbell recognized the importance of access to information by endorsing the "Campaign for Open Government." Campbell proclaimed that "citizens must have timely, effective and affordable access to the documents which governments make and keep." Campbell promised in 2001 to be "the most, open, accountable and democratic government in Canada." 

To their credit, the B.C. Liberals have instituted a number of democratic reforms, such as fixed election dates and electoral reform. 

However, when it comes to accessing information, Campbell's government has increasingly turned the tap off. Amendments to the FOI act to extend response times for requests, increased search fees and cuts to the Information and Privacy Commissioner's budget have hampered public scrutiny and access to government. 

Perhaps most egregious is this government's failure to implement changes to the FOI act that were recommended by a special, all-party committee. 

In recognition of changing technologies and government duties, the act itself requires an all-party committee review its provisions and make recommendations for changes to the government. 

In 2004, the special committee issued its report, which has been collecting dust since. 
The Campbell government has failed to implement any of the committee recommendations. 

In recognition of the "Right to Know Week" here in British Columbia, several groups are relaunching the Campaign for Open Government. The prime objective of this campaign is the adoption and implementation of the special committee's report of the FOI act. 

Second, the current "culture of denial" in government must be changed. 
As noted by Campbell himself while he was in opposition, "the fundamental principle must be this: Government information belongs to the people, not to government." 

Sara MacIntyre is the B.C. director for the Canadian Taxpayers Federation.
Campbell government increasingly turns off the tap

Sara MacIntyre

The Daily Courier (Kelowna) 

26 Sep 2006


FREEDOM OF INFORMATION The Canadian Taxpayers Federation has a threefold mandate: lower taxes, less waste and accountable government. Of the three, it's accountable government that has taken centre stage in recent years. And at the heart of accountable government is information and access to government records. The (3TF is proud to be a leading participant and sponsor of national Right to Know Week. During this last week of September, campaigns and activities across the country will highlight the importance of access to information laws. The spirit and intent of these laws is to provide citizens with the same access to information as their governments.

Response times have been steadily improving
By Olga Ilich 
The Daily Courier (Kelowna)

27-Sep-2006

British Columbia is leading Canada in providing open and accountable government. 
Unfortunately, Sarah MacIntyre's column in Tuesday's edition of The Daily Courier (Campbell government increasingly turns off the tap) has some serious errors.

B.C. has the broadest coverage of any access and privacy legislation in the country, with residents having access to records held by over 2000 public agencies. The province has continued to broaden that coverage by simplifying the application process and by adding 65 more public bodies to the Act since 2002.

B.C. is one of the few jurisdictions that doesn't charge a fee for submitting an FOI request, and other fees, like photocopying, have not been increased since 1993.

The budget for the Office of the Information and Privacy Commissioner of B.C. was increased 10 per cent for fiscal 2006/07 and overall, has increased 6.8 per cent since 2001/02.

The column also does a disservice to ministry staff that have been working on the recommendations from the special legislative committee of 2004. Far from "gathering dust," the report is under active consideration, one of the recommendations was implemented by legislation this past spring, others have been addressed through policy changes and there is an ongoing stakeholder review of the proposals.

Ironically, some of the groups aligning themselves with MacIntyre's Canadian Taxpayers Federation in the "open government" public relations campaign, have been invited to participate in the stakeholder consultations but refused, so they could continue to criticize the very changes they're demanding be made.

Response times to FOI requests have been steadily improving in the past few years. Statistics also show the number of requests for personal records is increasing, but the number of general FOI requests has been declining. This decline in general requests indicates the success of government's routine release policy and e-government
initiatives. 

British Columbia was the first in Canada to implement generally accepted accounting principles, providing unprecedented transparency on the provincial budget, and all ministries annually publish three-year service plans, so the public can see how money will be spent.

There is always room for improvement and we're committed to doing so. But across the board, B.C. is ahead of the pack in opening up government to public scrutiny, and that's why we're proud to proclaim Sept. 25-29, Right to Know Week.

 
Olga Ilich, Minister of Labour and Citizens' Services, Victoria 

Campbell's openness test
Victoria Times Colonist 

Op-ed

September 27, 2006

 
Here's a simple test to determine whether Premier Gordon Campbell is serious about his pledge to run "the most open and transparent government in Canada."  Will he heed the concerns of the Campaign for Open Government, which says the government has allowed a "culture of denial" to undermine the public's right to know what government is doing?

The breadth of the coalition is noteworthy. The Canadian Taxpayers Federation, unions, lawyers, environmental groups and others are all working together to confront the government over its secrecy.

In its report Access Denied, the coalition outlines the government's failure to comply with the freedom of information law and its attempts to extend secrecy and block public requests for information.

And the coalition offers a solution.  As a first step, the premier should accept the 2004 recommendations of an allparty legislative committee that looked at ways of improving access to information. The report has been ignored for two years.

The public pays the bills and have a right to information. Governments that place secrecy and their own interests ahead of the public's right to know undermine democracy.  It's time for Campbell to honour his pledge.

Government clams up: Report

By IRWIN LOY

24 HOURS

Sept 27, 2006

The B.C. government has become increasingly evasive in revealing politically sensitive public information, according to a new report. 

An analysis of requests made under freedom of information (FOI) legislation over the last five years suggests requests are taking longer to process, while the government is erecting barriers to get at the information. 

The report, released yesterday by the B.C. Freedom of Information and Privacy Association, shows there were about 1,500 requests made last year, compared to almost 2,500 five years before, a drop of 36 per cent. 

At the same time, the government has increasingly taken longer than the mandated 30 days to release the information. 

"The public seems to be becoming increasingly frustrated with the administration of the act," said Mitch Anderson, the report's chief researcher. 

It's not good news for public accountability, say FOI advocates. 

"Without access to government information, we simply can't hold the government accountable," said Sara MacIntyre of the Canadian Taxpayers Federation, which has banded together with groups such as the B.C. Civil Liberties Association for a campaign this week targeting government openness. 

The report can be downloaded at www.opengovernment.ca. 

But Liberal MLA Olga Ilich, the minister responsible for FOI access, maintained B.C. has the broadest coverage of access to public bodies in the country. 

"Our residents have access to records held by 2,000 public agencies, and we've added 65 more public bodies since 2002," Ilich said.

Democracy undermined by government secrecy, watchdog group says
By Jeremy Hainsworth

The Daily News (Kamloops)

27-Sep-2006
 
VANCOUVER (CP) - Canadians' access to information has been impeded by federal and provincial governments for too long, says a B.C. citizen's coalition calling for changes to improve access. 

The Campaign for Open Government says the scandals around tainted blood, the military in Somalia and the more recent Maher Arar case are prime examples of government suppressing information to which Canadians have a right. 

And, the group said Tuesday, it is illegal for governments to withhold that information when citizens request it. 

David Gollub of the Canadian Newspaper Association, a member of the coalition, said freedom of information is a cornerstone of democracy. 

"It is under attack," he said. 

The Arar case is a prime example of the delays and outright falsehoods that had been spread by government under the guise of responding to access to information requests, Gollub said. 

Last week, an inquiry determined that the RCMP passed misleading and inaccurate information about Arar to U.S. authorities - a move that likely led to his deportation and torture in Syria. 

"He wants to know what happened to him," Gollub said. "We have a right to know and why." 

Gollub says denial of information in Saskatchewan got to such a point where a reporter was denied a health inspector's report on a restaurant on privacy grounds. It might impact the restaurant's ability to compete, the reporter was told. 

In Alberta, Gollub said, attempts were made in 2004 to conceal Premier Ralph Klein's flight logs after allegations he may have used government planes for personal use. 

"This is critical information the people of Alberta might have wanted to know before they cast their ballots," he said. 

Coincidentally, the Alberta government is celebrating international Right-To-Know Week. 

The flight-logs affair helped earn the Klein government the Cone of Silence Award from the Canadian Association of Journalists as the most secretive government body in Canada. 

In the tainted blood scandal, Gollub said, as soon as a reporter put in an access to information request, officials began destroying 10 years worth of documents. 

And when media tried to get to the bottom of the Somalia scandal in the early 1990s after the death of Shidane Arone, the military engaged in a coverup, Gollub said. 

"Documents were deliberately destroyed," he said. "It became critical at that point to find out what went wrong with our access to information." 

Micheal Vonn of the B.C. Civil Liberties Association said government freedom-of-information services have become imbued with a culture of "denying first and ask questions later." 

"This is our public information. We have a right to it. In order to exercise that right, we need not only strong legislative freedom of information measures in place but also a culture to allow those measures to actually function." 

Without those measures, Vonn said, governments are not accountable to those who elect them. 

To push the B.C. government to live up to its promises to be open and accountable, the coalition launched a campaign Tuesday demanding the province implement a 2004 special committee's recommendations for changes to freedom of information legislation. 

Sara MacIntyre of the Canadian Taxpayers Association said the report has been gathering dust on a shelf. 

As a result, the coalition - which also includes the B.C. Freedom of Information and Privacy Association - has produced the Access Denied report. It can be downloaded at www.opengovernment.ca. 

As it announced the campaign, the group handed out a 1998 letter from Gordon Campbell, then the opposition leader and now the premier, which said open government is a hallmark of free and democratic societies. 

"When government does its business behind closed doors, people will invariably believe that government has something to hide," Campbell wrote in the letter to Darrell Evans of the privacy association. 

"Secrecy feeds distrust and dishonesty. Openness builds trust and integrity," Campbell wrote. 

The campaign wants the government to restore funding to ensure requests are dealt with in a timely manner and to address the "culture of denial" in Victoria. 

That culture, the group says, is typified by constant attempts by the bureaucracy to stall information requests considered harmful to the government. 

In fact, noted researcher Mitch Anderson, the government uses a database which can flag requests as sensitive or not. 

Anderson said 75 per cent of requests from political parties between 2000 and 2005 were flagged as sensitive, compared to 65 per cent of media requests. 

In that period, only 47 per cent of requests were met within the timelines set out by the legislation, Anderson said. 

And, while only 14 per cent of individual's requests were flagged as sensitive, the coalition says the delays and costs of receiving documents have caused citizens to become frustrated with the system. 

As a result, more and more ongoing requests bogged down in the bureaucracy are abandoned, he said. 

The report was funded by the newspaper association and the B.C. Government and Service Employees Union. 

METRO NEWS

B.C. blocking information requests: Group

Exorbitant fees, delays are common

JARED FERRIE/Metro Vancouver
September 27, 2006

B.C.’s Liberal government is being “hypocritical” by blocking public access to information, advocates charged yesterday.

The Campaign for Open Government released a report yesterday detailing Victoria’s response to freedom of information requests between 2000 and 2005.

Almost half the requests did not receive a response within the legal time frame. The government’s computerized tracking system allows sensitive requests to be flagged, resulting in delay.  Only one-quarter yielded full disclosure of information.

Exorbitant fees were also tacked onto requests; this at a time when the government’s public relations budget rose significantly.

When the campaign launched its first drive in 1998, it received a letter of support from Gordon Campbell, then leader of the opposition.

 “When government does its business behind closed doors, people will invariable believe that government has something to hide,” Campbell wrote. “Secrecy feeds distrust and dishonesty. Openness builds trust and integrity.”

But despite coming to power on a platform of openness and accountability, the Liberals have thrown up even more barriers, according to Darrell Evans, of the B.C. Freedom of information and Privacy Association.

“Without access to government information, we simply can't hold the government accountable,”said the Canadian Taxpayers Federation’s Sara MacIntyre.

Right to know
By staff
Gulf Islands Driftwood

September 27, 2006 
http://www.gulfislands.net/ourviews.asp?ID=541

A coalition of public groups has launched a valiant campaign on two fronts this week. 

The Campaign for Open Government is pressing the provincial government to hold to its promise to be “the most open and accountable government in Canada,” while Right to Know Week was proclaimed across Canada. 

Since the tide of any government always flows against giving its constituents the information they want or need, a concerted campaign is needed to enact change. 

A public that knows what’s going on about any level of government is bound to ask questions, demand more thorough rationale for decisions being made and generally make the job of public administration more difficult. Ironically, the only thing that makes it worse is when the public discovers its leaders are trying to slip something by them. When they’re only given bits and pieces of information about a whole topic and left to put together a puzzle on their own, or fed a spin-doctored substitute for the truth, that’s when the real public relations trouble begins. 

In the form of local government that exists in the Gulf Islands, we have a rat’s nest of standards for disseminating public information and running public meetings. 

Our latest favourite is the Salt Spring Island Fire Protection District’s decision to discuss its proposed budget line-by-line at a public meeting, but not provide copies for anyone in attendance. It might give people a hint of who knows what, vaguely, but without the data presented in black and white, it defeats the purpose of informing the public. 

While discussing the budget in public is better than not, keeping the actual documents under wraps detracts from the good intentions of the exercise. It transforms the “right to know” into the “right to guess” or “the right to surmise.” 

The Campaign for Open Government is particularly concerned that our Freedom of Information (FOI) system enable the public to receive specific information in a timely manner. A report released Tuesday indicates the FOI system’s usefulness in that regard has declined since the Liberals took power. 

The ability of all levels of government to be as free as possible with information is key to a healthy democracy. We urge all politicians and the public to heed the call for truly open government.

CKNW, 26-Sep-2006
B.C. freedom of information report says government performance dismal

VANCOUVER (CP) - A B.C. citizens' coalition says democracy is under attack as the provincial government delays citizens' access to information requests and legislation to improve freedom of information. 

The B.C. Campaign for Open Government launched a campaign aimed at holding the Liberal government's feet to the fire to meet its promises to be a Canadian leader in openness and accountability. 

Sara MacIntyre of the Canadian Taxpayers Association says tax dollars pay for all government reports, memos and policy analysis.  She says taxpayers have a right to see those documents.

CKNW, 27-Sep-2006 06:00


Lead - The Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives claims BC ranks near the bottom when it comes to openness and accountability. Keith Reynolds says BC's funding of the auditor general and freedom of information commissioner is inadequate to ensure the transparency of 3Ps and rising Olympic costs. Reynolds comments.


CBC RADIO, 27-Sep-2006 06:30

The Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives claims BC ranks near the bottom when it comes to openness and accountability. Keith Reynolds says budget cuts to the auditor general and freedom of information commissioner made the government less transparent. Carole Taylor says the finance committee will make recommendations on the budget for both offices. 

Reynolds and Taylor comment.

Report - Cuts weaken key B.C. watchdogs 
By Jeff Rud 
Times Colonist (Victoria)
28-Sep-2006
Offices of two key independent watchdogs receive less support from the B.C. government than their contemporaries in other provinces, a report by the Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives shows. 

B.C.'s auditor general ranks eighth in Canada in both per-capita funding and support per $1,000 of provincial revenues, according to the report released Wednesday. And B.C.'s information and privacy commissioner ranks sixth out of eight provinces with similar offices in per capita funding and fifth in support per $1,000 of B.C. revenues. 

"In the last five years, the ability of both the auditor general and the freedom of information and privacy commissioner to do their work has been undermined by budget cuts and inadequate resources for new and expanded mandates,'' says the report by Keith Reynolds, a CCPA research associate. "Funding for both offices is lower today in real terms than it was in 2001.'' 

B.C.'s acting auditor general Arn van Iersel said Wednesday he plans to ask for an increase to his office's $10.5-million budget when he appears this fall before the Committee on Finance and Government Services, although he won't say how much more. 

His budget is fourth highest in Canada in total dollars, trailing Quebec ($21.7 million), Alberta ($19.2 million) and Ontario ($12.6 million.) But it is eighth in spending per capita at $2.45 per British Columbian. Alberta, the closest province in population, spends $5.80 per capita on its office. 

The B.C. auditor general's office spends about 30 cents for every $1,000 in provincial revenues to rank eighth. 
But van Iersel said comparisons are "apples and oranges" because of the differing auditor general mandates. "They're not all comparable in terms of what their Acts ask them to do.'' 

"These are two bases of comparisons -- population and revenue [in the report,]'' he added. "Are they the best two? I don't know . . . I'm not saying they're not things to look at, you just have to be careful saying they're the sole things to look at.'' 

The report also shows B.C.'s auditor general's budget was $9.6 million in 2001-02, fell to $9.37 million in 2004-05 and is now at $10.5 million. Considering inflation, "the provincial funding is actually worth about $150,000 less than when the current government came to power,'' the report said. 

Van Iersel said his office is facing new budget pressures, including higher salaries required to pay auditors and new, more rigorous, audit standards. 

B.C.'s information and privacy office has a budget of $2.5 million, which works out to about 58 cents per capita, sixth among eight provinces with such offices. No. 1 Alberta spends more than double that -- at $1.36 per person. 

Information and privacy commissioner David Loukidelis said the comparison with other provinces adds to the mix "to cast some light on our present budget situation. But for myself . . . I tend to try and focus on the situation here in B.C. . . .'' 

Loukidelis said although there has been some flattening in Freedom of Information requests, other parts of his office's mandate have grown including responsibility for the Personal Information Protection Act and Lobbyists Registration Act. 

Last year, his office received a $266,000 increase to its budget. But the report estimates that, with inflation factored in, real funding for this year is $100,000 less than in 2001-02.

Public watchdog spending lags in B.C., report says 
Globe and Mail (CP)

28-Sep-2006 


Vancouver – A new report says British Columbia ranks far behind other provinces in funding for two key public watchdogs. 

The report by the B.C. branch of the Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives says budget cuts have undermined the work of the Auditor-General and the Information and Privacy Commissioner.  It says B.C. ranks eighth among Canadian provinces on per capita funding for the Auditor-General's Office and sixth of eight provinces that have stand-alone information and privacy offices. The report said that in real terms, funding for both offices is now lower than it was in 2001. 

The author recommends that funding for both offices should be increased immediately to make up for past cuts. CP
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