Waive info law for us, say police
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Friday, January 30, 2004 -  A dozen B.C. police agencies -- including the Vancouver Police Department -- are lobbying to be exempted from freedom-of-information laws.

Municipal police chiefs say they no longer want to release information on active police files and want instead to hold all information until the cases are closed.

New Democrat house leader Joy MacPhail said she was "completely flabbergasted" when she heard the request at an FOI review meeting in Vancouver last week.

MacPhail said police offered no examples of how any investigation has been harmed by an FOI request.

"I think that the police in this current climate of public scrutiny would want to err on the side of openness, rather than secrecy," MacPhail said yesterday. "I thought the request was inappropriate."

In an e-mail to The Province, Volker Helmuth, the Vancouver police FOI head who addressed the review panel, said the move is needed to safeguard police records.

Releasing information from the files, he said, "could compromise an investigation and lead to significant harm to members of the public or police officers."

David Loukidelis, B.C.'s information and privacy commissioner, said he, too, opposes the police request.

In a letter to police chiefs, Loukidelis said he isn't aware that any police probes have been compromised by FOI requests.

"Accountability begins with information," Loukidelis wrote. "That important public-policy goal should not be defeated now, 10 years into the [FOI] act's life, by putting our municipal police forces beyond such public scrutiny."

Under the FOI act, police can refuse information requests in some situations.

Murray Mollard of the B.C. Civil Liberties Association said the media and watchdog groups would suffer if police got their way.

"This is absolutely terrible," Mollard told The Province. "It would be a large step backwards when it comes to accountability."

Joyce Murray, B.C.'s minister for management services and the minister who oversees FOI, declined to comment on the police proposal until a review is completed in the spring.
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