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The B.C. Liberals are moving to centralize all incoming requests under the provincial information law, saying it is an attempt to address chronic complaints about government failure to respond in a timely fashion.

The edict went out this week via e-mail from Jessica McDonald, deputy minister to the premier. "Effective immediately," specialized information and privacy staff -- about 150 public servants in all, with a budget in the $10-million range -- will be centralized in a single unit in the ministry of labour and citizens' services.

"The organizational change is being made to improve performance in responding to requests made under the Freedom of Information and Protection of Privacy Act (FOIPPA)," said the follow-up note from Lori Wanamaker, the line deputy minister. "I am optimistic that we will see process improvements very quickly."

If there were to be any improve-ment, it would be after repeated criticisms of the government performance in responding to requests from citizens, interest groups, journalists and others.

The B.C. Liberal government was recently ranked "second worst in Canada," in an audit of information responses by the Canadian Newspaper Association.

"The audit graded all 10 provincial governments, plus the Yukon, on how well they responded to FOI requests," as Chad Skelton reported Saturday in The Vancouver Sun.

"Overall, B.C. received a C-, just slightly ahead of Ontario…B.C.'s low mark was due to a number of factors, including taking too long to respond to requests and refusing one request to provide records as an electronic file -- instead, simply releasing a computer printout."

Those findings came as no surprise to the provincial indepen-dent watchdog, information and privacy commissioner David Loukidelis. He's been complaining for years about B.C.'s "ongoing failure" to respond to requests for access to information in a timely fashion.

"This clearly a chronic problem, a problem that predates my becoming commissioner in 1999 -- and continues to be of grave concern," Loukidelis wrote in his most recent annual report, delivered last July.

The delays were "particularly troubling" because the Liberals had started their term of office by giving themselves a 50-per-cent additional leeway on response times.

The previous New Democratic Party government ordered ministries and other public agencies to respond to requests for information within "30 days." The Liberals relaxed the rule to "30 business days," in effect extending the grace period to six weeks from the previous four.

"Despite this generous change," Loukidelis observed, "responses by provincial government ministries to requests for general information took an average of 51 business day in 2006-2007 and 2007-2008."

The government acted more promptly on requests for personal information, about 26 days on average, for a combined average of 35 business days. But that still wasn't good enough for the watchdog, given that his office was also reporting a 50-per-cent jump in requests for time extensions from the various ministries.

"In the end, this is about money, plain and simple," the commis-sioner wrote. "Access and privacy staff are dedicated, hard-working professionals, but they can only do so much. More is needed, and that means more money for more staff."

The Liberals weren't likely to add money and staff in the current fiscal squeeze. But in an effort to put pressure on them to improve their performance, Loukidelis announced that he would begin issuing report cards on a ministry-by-ministry basis.

"Each ministry will be rated at least annually according to published performance criteria, which will include compliance standards for timeliness." Other criteria would include staffing levels, effectiveness of record-keeping, and degree of support for the spirit of information access.

The commissioner is scheduled to release his first set of report cards at the end of the month. Ironically, they will also be the last, at least on a ministry by ministry basis. For this week's change means that performance, like staff and information requests, will be centralized in a single office.

Nevertheless, Loukidelis supported the move Thursday, saying it holds out at least the possibility of greater efficiencies and hence improved performance.

The cabinet member in charge, Minister of Labour and Citizens' Services Iain Black, took the same optimistic view. When I asked what was the overall goal of centraliza-tion, he cited the requirement for a 30-day turnaround time on requests for information.

"We aim to ensure that every ministry complies with that target," he said.

Long overdue, given that the Liberals set the relaxed target six years ago. And the timing, of course, ensures that the watchdog won't be reporting on whether the government is hitting the target until after the May provincial election.
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