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Here are the words you won’t find

in Ministry’s version of health letter

VAUGHN PALMER
Reading through the unexpurgated 
   Vancouver Coastal Health. Trevor is                                    version of Purchase's two-page letter,          an individual who served that region
 one discovers that the Liberals expected      well, and whose guidance has saved

VICTORIA -  The Fraser Health region is in "a crisis situation," facing bed closures and service cuts, depar-ting chair Keith Purchase warned in his letter of resignation to Health Minister George Abbott.
But those and other critical com-ments were excised before the health ministry released the vetted text of his letter earlier this week.
Purchase began his Jan. 25 resigna-tion letter by recalling how Fraser Health had already written two letters of concern over the proposed levels of funding for the coming financial year.
Those letters, wrote Purchase, "clearly outlined the impact this inadequate funding would have on Fraser Health next year. Based on that funding information, bed closures and service cuts would be inevitable." The health ministry whited out both sentences in the version released for public consumption on Monday.
By way of justification, the ministry cited two clauses in the provincial law governing release of information and protection of privacy. One allows the withholding of "policy advice or recommendations developed by a public body or for a minister." The other precludes disclosing information that could be "harmful to the financial or economic interests of a public body."
Those justifications strike me as a bit of a stretch in this instance.
Purchase's comments were more in the nature of a warning than specific policy advice or disclosure of sensitive financial information.
He included a more explicit warning as well: "Put simply, we have a crisis situation in the Fraser Health region." That passage was also withheld by the information managers.

the board chair to get behind the proposed funding level, inadequate though he thought it was.
This meant signing a "letter of expectation" saying the board, under his leadership, would ensure that Fraser Health kept within budget and also met all of the other government objectives and priorities, including no cuts in service levels.
"I cannot sign this budget or the government's letter of expectation," Purchase advised Abbott, "when I know that Fraser Health will be unable to meet any of your goals with the resources allocated to us."
You read those words here. You won't find them in the text released by the ministry of health.
"Policy advice" was the excuse given for the exclusion. As I read Purchase, he was making one last attempt to deliver a wake-up call before moving on.
Purchase also put in writing the subsid-iary reason for his resignation, the firing of Trevor Johnstone as chair of the Van-couver Coastal Health Authority board.
Johnstone was recruited by Purchase when he chaired the Coastal board. When the government persuaded Purchase to move on to the board at Fraser Health in late 2005, Johnstone took over the chair at Coastal.
The government fired Johnstone on the morning of Jan. 24, saying it was because of Coastal's failure to manage its budget.
Later on the 24th, Purchase learned the final budget numbers for his authority and that decided him on resigning. But the rough treatment of Johnstone was a factor in his thinking, as he advised Abbott. "On a more personal note," he wrote, "I cannot comprehend yesterday's firing of Trevor Johnstone as chair of 

this government hundreds of millions of dollars. Yet he was tossed to the wolves without even a 'thank you.' It is disappointing, to say the least, that this is how board members are treated for their commitment and service."
Tossed to the wolves for no good reason. No proper thanks for extensive service to the public. You can see why the Liberals would sooner those words were not made public. But the grounds for excluding them from the letter? "Personal privacy."
Whose? Not Johnstone's. His firing was a matter of record. He'd already endured the embarrassment of being dumped from an essentially volunteer position with two months to go in his term.
Apparently, the secrecy mavens seized on Purchase's reference to having provided his view on "a person-al note." They used that as a justifica-tion for withholding the entire passage.
Not to protect the minister, the ministry or the B.C. Liberals from further fallout over this wretchedly bad exercise of judgment. Never that. They were just trying to protect the guy who was quitting.
Pathetic.
The bare bones version of the letter provided enough to indicate that Purchase had resigned over budgetary concerns. The full version simply rounds out the details of his concerns.
The exclusions tell a different story -- how government exploits every techni-cality in the information law to minimize embarrassment to the politicians.
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