



Ministry kept key aspects of child abuse report secret

Government whited-out complaints about funding, priorities in report requested by TC

Lindsay Kines
Times Colonist
October 31, 2007
Relying on sweeping sections of the province's freedom of information law, the Ministry of Children and Family Development tried to block the Times Colonist from getting its hands on key aspects of a report completed last year on the province's Sexual Abuse Intervention Program (SAIP).

The ministry censored portions of the April 2006 report using sections of the law that permit withholding material "that would reveal advice or recommendations" to a minister or material that would harm "the financial or economic interests of a public body." 

The TC, however, managed to obtain an uncensored copy of the same review, which reveals precisely what the ministry didn't want you to see. 

Namely, the ministry excised the fact that the agencies that work with sexually abused children "were unanimous in their view that the program funding is insufficient," that the program is a "critical element" of mental health services for children and "deserving of a more explicit focus," and that there is a "pervasive view among providers that the program has been neglected by


government decision makers over the past several years." 

The ministry also blanked out a list of the most common concerns expressed by agencies that deliver the program across the province, including a lack of money, low wages for counsellors and limited support for training. 

In addition, the ministry withheld some, but not all, of the recommendations in the report. It left untouched, for example, suggestions about the need for leadership and protocols, but removed all recommendations under the heading: "Establishing Appropriate Funding."

Children's Minister Tom Christensen said he has no involvement in releasing or vetting documents under the freedom of information law, nor does he have any knowledge of how material was handled in this case. 

His ministry issued a statement saying "the report was severed in accordance with requirements of the Freedom of Information and Protection of Privacy Act."

But Darrell Evans, founder and executive director of the B.C. Freedom of Information and Privacy Association, said the Liberal government, which once promised "the most open, accountable and democratic government in Canada,"


now routinely flouts the province's Freedom of Information and Protection of Privacy Act. 

In particular, Evans said the provincial government abuses the section of the law - known as Section 13 - that allows it to withhold "advice or recommendations." 

"We're seeing this repeatedly, that they're using Section 13 to withhold embarrassing or critical comments in any kind of document, including studies like this," said Evans.

Evans is the spokesman for the Campaign for Open Government, which is pressing government to live up to its earlier promises of openness and accountability. The Canadian Newspaper Association, of which the Times Colonist is a member, is listed as a campaign supporter. 

Evans and others, including Information and Privacy Commissioner David Loukidelis, have called repeatedly for legislative changes to Section 13. Loukidelis has said the exception is too broad at present, and unacceptably curtails the public's right to know. 

The TC has submitted both the censored and uncensored SAIP reports to Loukidelis' office, and requested a review of how the document was edited. 
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Government censored report to hide bad news on sex abuse

Whited-out report proves 'freedom of information' is anything but

Les Leyne
Times Colonist

October 31, 2007
Anyone still holding a forlorn hope that freedom of information exists in B.C. will be dismayed by today's stories about how it really works.

The widespread suspicion that government message-massagers can monkey around with information requests to their hearts' content is now conclusively proven. Colleague Lindsay Kines has caught them red-handed.

For people who never actually use the freedom-of-information mechanism, it's just a comforting notion in the back of their minds. It's the principle that if they ever want to learn something from government, the officials have a duty to disclose.

For people in the political realm who exercise that right, it's a joke.

Deadlines are ignored, requests are denied and information is censored to the point of incomprehension.

Kines' story today is a classic example of a government grudgingly releasing information it is obligated by law to disclose when requested, but blacking out numerous details for the simple reason they are embarrassing.

It arises from the funding argument over the Mary Manning Centre last spring. Part of the centre's work is to deal with children who have been sexually abused.

That treatment was endangered when the centre ran into budget trouble and the question of whether the province would come up with more money occupied this city for several weeks.

The program eventually survived, thanks to public donations. But the dilemma prompted some deeper questions about the grotesque issue of child sexual abuse and how the government was dealing with it.

Checking the background of that issue, Kines filed a freedom-of-information request for any documents relating to the problem. One of the documents released in response to the request was a Review of the Sexual Abuse Intervention Program, prepared for the ministry by a psychologist.

It was 26 pages long. But more than a dozen passages were whited out. They ranged from single lines to whole pages.

The government is perfectly entitled to censor documents on specific grounds. And officials gave two legal reasons for whiting out the passages. Either they were deemed advice or recommendations to a public body or a minister, or the release would be harmful to the financial or economic interests of the public body.

The end result of all those deletions is a bland document that concludes with a few mild criticisms. The psychologist found the mandate was inconsistent across B.C. Different offices were doing things differently.

· There was an "ambiguous policy environment."

· "More systematic support is needed."

· "Limited opportunities for professional networking."

· "The contracting process with community agencies could be improved."

The editing is obviously designed to produce a watered-down report that has some rather mushy observations about how a few details could perhaps be better handled.

But then, lo and behold, Kines obtained the full uncensored version.

It's like turning the lights on after trying to read in the dark.

The report frankly concludes the government isn't funding sexual abuse intervention programs properly. There's a big argument going on about some reporting changes the ministry is planning. The main conclusion is that, if the government is serious about its child mental health plan, sexual abuse intervention is a critical element and needs a more explicit focus.

Reading the sanitized version alongside the real one is a good lesson in how clever the government censors are. It's not just that they bled all the potentially damaging information out of a document. They even indirectly reversed some conclusions to minimize the political damage to the government.

Right after the finding of an "ambiguous mandate" there's a line: "Providers were unanimous in their view that program funding is insufficient...."

There's nothing ambiguous about a unanimous finding. But that unanimous finding was left out of the edited version. The message is dramatically changed.

The censored report concluded in part that intervention teams exhibit a high level of commitment.  What they left out was: "There is a pervasive view that the program has been neglected by government decision-makers over the past several years."

They left in recommendations to clarify the mandate, provide clear leadership and establish a mechanism for standards. They took out the revelation that most agencies feel under-funding is a major issue.

The author of the report surveyed 37 agencies that help sexual abuse victims and listed a dozen of their main concerns. Every one of them was blanked out before the document was released, on the spurious grounds that they were "advice to a public body or minister."

And almost half of those concerns were about inadequate funding.

So the report as released by the government is a rather dense analysis of some technical shortcomings in a program, with some mild conclusions about process. No story here.


The full report is a sharp critique of a vital component of the child mental health plan, where nearly everyone involved agrees there isn't enough money and there's a pervasive view


it’s been neglected for years.

Amazing how little White-Out you need to do a whitewash.
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Right to know curtailed: NDP

Opposition wants section amended but government touts training instead

Jeff Rud and Lindsay Kines 

Times Colonist (Victoria) 
November 1, 2007
The censoring by the provincial government of a public document before it was released to the Times Colonist has renewed calls for changes to B.C.'s Freedom of Information and Protection of Privacy Act. 

The Opposition yesterday called for a reworking of Section 13, the part of the act that permits withholding material "that would reveal advice or recommendations" to a minister. 

B.C.'s Information and Privacy Commissioner David Loukidelis and an all-party committee of the legislature have repeatedly urged government to change the law, arguing the present wording of section 13 unacceptably curtails the public's right to know. 

But Citizens' Services Minister Olga Ilich, who oversees the act, said yesterday that the government has no intention of tabling legislation to change Section 13. Instead, she said government is dealing with the issue through policy and training. 

Training sessions for staff in some of the 2,000 bodies covered by the act began in the summer and will continue, Ilich said: "We are addressing it. We're just addressing it through policy and we're telling people what it is that they should be severing and what they should not be severing.'' 

Ilich acknowledged that "there's a lack of understanding as to how this [act] is supposed to be applied and we're trying to make sure that people do understand.'' 

Advice and recommendations to government can be exempted, but any information or studies "that are part of how you get to the recommendation should be released,'' she said. 

Yesterday's furor in the legislature resulted from a Times Colonist story revealing that information critical of the government's funding of a sexual abuse treatment program for children in B.C. had been severed by govern-ment staff before being released to the newspaper. 

Section 13, in part, was used as justification for that severing. 

Liberal backbencher Blair Lekstrom, who chaired the committee, yesterday reiterated the need to revise the section. "I just think it really opens things up more for the public," he said. 

In his annual report this year, Loukidelis stated that a 2002 decision by the B.C. Court of Appeal, in a case involving the B.C. College of Physicians and Surgeons, interpreted the section too broadly and "represents the greatest step backward in the public's right to know what is going on in government." 

"The bottom line," Loukidelis continued, "is that the bureaucracy is perfectly content with the Court of Appeal's crabbed view of public access to information rights under [the act]. This is unfortunate, since it unnecessarily and inappropriately empowers more information to be hidden from the public than before." 

But Ilich said the government sees no need for legislative change to this section. 

"What we're trying to do is make sure that people are trained,'' Ilich said. "I'm not the one that's sitting there with my little pencil and neither are any of the other ministers. So we've run some training seminars. We're going to continue to do those training seminars. We're going to continue to get the word out as to what it is they can do and what it is that they're not supposed to do.'' 

NDP Leader Carole James described the handling of the document requested by the TC as a "coverup" of information embarrassing to the Liberal government. 

"It's no coincidence that the govern-ment took the pieces out that are critical of their government,'' James said. "This was playing politics with children's services and that's simply wrong. 

"It's nice for [Children and Families Minister Tom Christensen] to point fingers somewhere else,'' James added. "He's responsible for those programs. ... He told the public that there was no concern about a shortage of funding for those programs. Well, he's wrong. The concerns were right there in the report. And if the minister isn't reading the reports that his own ministry has pulled together, then we've got a real problem.'' 

Ilich said she doesn't know if the document obtained by the Times Colonist was properly vetted. " I don't know. I haven't looked at it.'' 
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