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Public access to government information is a cornerstone of our democracy. Without it, citizens cannot follow what our officials are up to. Nor can they take part intelligently in public-policy debates.

In the late 1990s, however, the previous NDP administration began eroding B.C.’s freedom-of- information law, slashing spending for the all-important staff who handle information requests.

As then-premier Glen Clark proudly boasted to the legislature in 1998: “I hope we cut more freedom-of-information implementation budgets.”

And the hope then was that the B.C. Liberals, who had relied heavily on the freedom-of-information law while in opposition, would do things differently.

After all, in their 2001 campaign platform, the Liberals promised to create “the most open, accountable and democratic government in Canada.”

Since that inspiring commitment, the Liberal government has taken some steps toward open government. It has created a lobbyists’ registry, added protection for whistle-blowers and allowed the public to know the salaries of top officials.

However, other measures taken by the B.C. government have seriously impeded the citizen’s right to obtain information about how it is spending his or her money.

The most flagrant has been a 35-per-cent cut to the budget of the information and privacy commissioner’s office, meaning that it takes far longer for appeals to be heard.

Delays of more than a year are not unheard of.

As well, the government has been dragging its feet in handling requests for information. Fewer than half are processed within the required 30-day period.

And only one in six requests results in full disclosure of the records in question.

A growing number of information requests are met with huge fee demands. As a result, government records are increasingly available only to those with fat pocketbooks.

Last week, the B.C. Civil Liberties Association and other groups handed the B.C. Liberals an “F” for open government.

A powerful, properly funded freedom-of-information system is a fundamental aspect of our type of government.

All parties should guarantee its support.
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