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The provincial Liberal government has received a failing grade for restricting public access to information.

The B.C. Freedom of Information and Privacy Association and several other groups said the government of Premier Gordon Campbell has broken its promise to bring in "the most open, accountable and democratic government in Canada."

The groups said the Liberals have actually done more to erode open government during their term of office than they have done to enhance it.

"They have not lived up to their promise of open and democratic government," said Darrell Evans, executive director of FIPA.

To back its claims, the association, supported by the B.C. Civil Liberties Association, Sierra Legal Defence Fund and the Canadian Association of Journalists, released a report showing how the Liberals have harmed freedom of information legislation.

Evans said the Liberals crippled the information and privacy commissioner's office, cutting its budget by 35 per cent. As a result, officers who review complaints have an average of 161 cases, compared to half that four years ago. Anyone appealing to the commissioner faces a delay of up to two years, he said.

More importantly, the number of general requests for information fell dramatically after the government introduced a controversial program for rating requests on the basis of sensitivity. Environmental organizations, journalists and anyone else who filed requests that could potentially embarrass the government experienced long delays in getting the information.

In some cases, Evans said, the government simply refused to provide the information.

The government also extended cabinet secrecy to Liberal caucus committees and made amendments to the act that add time delays and more barriers.

The result, Evans said, was that ordinary citizens wanting to scrutinize the government face delays of up to 10 times what was experienced under previous governments.

"They've just dead-ended the act, and that is a pleasing result for the Liberals," he said.

Devon Page, a staff lawyer with Sierra Legal, which provides free legal advice for environmental groups, said the amendments created a "Mack truck exemption" that allows the government to keep legitimate public information out of unfriendly hands.

Jason Gratl, president of the B.C. Civil Liberties Association, said the government should adopt a "revolutionary" reform of the act by routinely releasing information and posting it on the Internet.
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