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Campbell's Liberals find the public too nosy

LEAVE NO RECORD: Bureaucrats told 

to use phones, avoid e-mailing 

B

ritish Columbia's freedom-of-information laws are a vital tool for prying opposition politicians, snoopy media types and citizens who just want to know what the government knows.

  But for B.C. cabinet ministers and bureaucrats, they can be a pain in the butt.

  You might remember the rather shocking admission from Ken Dobell, Premier Gordon Campbell's former chief of staff, who told a conference in 2003 that he avoids making written notes and sending e-mails lest they fall into the hands of nosy reporters.

 "It's like having a family argument at home and deciding to tape it and invite the biggest neighbourhood gossip in," he said. "I delete the stuff all the time as fast as I can."
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Dobell's admission brought a stern rebuke from the province’s      freedom-of-information commis-sioner, who issued a reminder that e-mails are official government records and should not be destroyed. 
  The lecture doesn't seem to have sunk in. A recently leaked e-mail sent out to government bureau-crats encouraged more secret tactics. 
  "The reminder is for us to use the phone a lot more than we have been," the note said.

  "If you don't want to see it on the front page of the TC [Victoria Times-Colonist newspaper], don't

put it in an e-mail."


NDP critic MLA Harry Lali seized on the freedom-of- information avoidance tactics during   a   fierce   debate   in   the

legislature. 
  "Can the minister confirm that government workers are being warned to avoid e-mail and even to avoid preparing briefing notes in order to evade FOI"?

  Mike de Jong, the cabinet minister responsible, fired back the usual lines about the B.C. government being fully committed to openness and accountability.

  That sounds nice, but the govern-ment still uses many dodges and loopholes to get around the FOI act and keep its dealings secret. 
  The NDP, for example, recently submitted a freedom-of-infor-mation request for copies of the briefing books that cabinet ministers use for question period. 
  They got back stacks and stacks of written talking points for most ministers except one: Campbell. His question-period briefing notes came back coated in white-out courtesy of a government censor.


  "We got 30 pages of nothing," Lali said, holding up the blanked-out   pages.  "What   is  the  premier trying to hide?"

  De Jong couldn't offer much of an explanation, other than to gripe that the NDP apparently didn't ask for his personal briefing notes. 
  "I'm  still  reeling from the blow to my ego," he said.

   Good comeback, but this is still no joke. In an earlier column I told you how some government officials are pushing for longer FOI processing times and a first-ever fee just to file a request for information. 
  "We are one of the few, if not the only, jurisdiction for which an application  fee doesn't apply," de 

Jong lamented. 

  De Jong said no decision on a filing fee has been made yet, however. That's now in the hands of a consultant hired by the government  to  review  changes to 

the FOI act, he said. 
   But this "open and accountable" government has no plans to release that consultant's work to the nosy public.

