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The push for Open Government - up to a point
By Leslie MacKinnon 
CBC News 
January 13, 2012 
 
Ottawa's six-week consultation 
period (which included Christmas 
and New Year's) on "open 
government" ends on Monday. A 
good question is: what came out of 
this call for feedback about how to 
make government more "accessible 
to Canadians"?  

Interested parties were invited to 
make submissions to the open 
government website. But the 
bonus, and by far the most 
attention-getting element, was a 
Twitter town hall in December 
hosted by the President of the 
Treasury Board Tony Clement. 
While some participants marvelled 
about how many were joining in, 
one tweet seemed to sum up the 
chat: "Great effort w/ #opengovchat 
but limit of 140 characters and 
ideological bullying limiting the 
debates potential."  

Vincent Gogolek of FIPA, the 
B.C. Freedom of Information and 
Privacy Association, uses the 
phrase "shiny gee-gaws" to 
describe an event like this. 
"Everyone thinks it's so cool that 
the minister tweets, and talks about 
'crowdsourcing' and other techie 
buzz, but, it's like the government's 
saying: Look at the shiny new gee-
gaw that we have here, and ignore 
the smell coming from the access 
to information system." 

As far as access to information 
goes, it's mostly a non-starter on 
the open government website, 
other than the fact that summaries 
of completed ATI requests are now 
posted there. 

And the government hasn't 
implemented most of the reforms it 
promised for Canada's 30-year-old 
outdated access to information law, 

which included giving the 
Information Commissioner more 
powers and enshrining an 
override that public interest be put 
before before government secrecy.  

During the Twitter town hall, 
Vincent Gogolek tweeted a 
suggestion to the effect that 
minister's offices and staff should 
be under the ATI act. "Oddly 
enough they were quiet on that. 
Now Tony Clement, he's a busy 
guy, he can't respond to everyone." 

Nothing is more crucial to open 
government than a country's 
commitment to access to 
information. Internationally, access 
to information is beginning to be 
recognized as a human right, as a 
part of freedom of expression.  

But in Canada, says John Hinds 
of the Canadian Newspaper 
Association, the culture seems to 
be: "We have to jump through 
hoops to get information, rather 
than endorse the idea that 
information should be available and 
the law should be a last resort." 

There's a plethora of other voices 
that have found fault with Canada's 
access to information legislation.  

In September the Information 
Commissioner Suzanne Legault 
appeared before the parliamentary 
committee dealing with access to 
say that over the past 10 years 
there's been a steady decline in the 
timeliness and disclosure of 
information by federal institutions. 
She was asked by an opposition 
member whether the minister's 
office and staff exemption (for ATI 
requests) creates a "black hole" for 
documents. "Yes, I think that is a 
major risk," Legault said.  

In its annual audit of Canada's 
freedom of information system, the 
Canadian Newspaper Association 
gave the federal government a 
grade of D for timeliness of 

disclosure, and a C for 
completeness of disclosure. 
Compared to some provinces, this 
was "one of the worst 
performances" according to the 
report. 

What does this say about the 
push for open government 
announced by Stockwell Day a year 
ago? Gogolek says, "It's going to 
be in terms of platforms, in data 
sets, things it can do very easily."  

Already, more than a quarter-
million data sets have been posted 
online, the stuff of trivia games and 
information lovers everywhere. 
There is, for instance, a registry of 
all Canadian civil aircraft, as well as 
a history of federal ridings since 
Confederation. This kind of 
document dump, according to 
Gogolek, is useful for data-miners 
or app developers.  

And no-one's saying this release, 
if not deluge, of information is a bad 
thing.  

Tony Mendel of the Centre for 
Law and Democracy says the push 
for open government is, "what I 
would call the soft side. So they're 
pushing government to put more 
stuff online proactively, to make it 
available in user friendly formats.  

"That's all great and it has a lot of 
economic and social value. The 
hard side of it is the request side of 
access to information. There, we 
have not seen any interest from the 
government in amending the 
access to information line." 

A report on the findings of the 
public consultation will be published 
on the open government website in 
March.  
 
http://www.cbc.ca/news/politics/insi
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More than $124,000 of taxpayers' money spent on 
secrecy fight 
 
BY ROB SHAW 
TIMESCOLONIST.COM 
JANUARY 20, 2012 
 
The B.C. government has already 
spent more than $124,000 in legal 
fees fighting to keep secret parts of 
a contract it signed with IBM. 

The real cost to taxpayers, 
though, is likely double that amount 
and set to rise further as the case 
goes to B.C. Supreme Court. 

Legal fees between 2006 and 
October 2011 were $124,522.48, 
but that does not include ministry 
staff time or the time of in-house 
government lawyers. 

The province's privacy 
commissioner ordered the 
government to release a full copy of 
the 535-page contract in 2010, after 
an appeal from the B.C. Freedom 
of Information and Privacy Associa-
tion. The IBM Workplace Services 
contract provides technology 
support to civil servants. 

The government refused, saying 
the IBM contract, worth $300 

million, contained sensitive 
information that could threaten 
government security. It requested a 
judicial review in B.C. Supreme 
Court, which should take place in 
the first week of March. 

"It's just such a waste of time and 
money and resources," said Jordan 
Bateman, B.C. director of the 
Canadian Taxpayers Federation, 
which received the legal fee 
information through a Freedom of 
Information request. 

"Don't throw good money after bad, 
let’s disclose it and get on with it." 

The B.C. Freedom of Information 
and Privacy Association first asked 
for a copy of the deal in 2004, and 
has been fighting appeals and legal 
battles ever since. The association 
is a non-profit society established in 
1991 for the purpose of advancing 
freedom of information, open and 
accountable government, and 
privacy rights in Canada. 

The Office of the Information and 
Privacy Commissioner, which must 
now defend its ruling against the 

government in court, has likely 
spent an equal amount in legal fees 
since 2004 an office spokesman 
said. 

That means the true bill to 
taxpayers is almost $250,000 with 
the issue still unresolved. 

"I think in this case, we believe so 
strongly that we need to protect 
network security and individual 
people's personal privacy," said 
Labour, Citizens' Services and 
Open Government Minister 
Margaret MacDiarmid. 

The government has released 
more than 90 per cent of the 
contract but is holding back 
information related to things like 
network server names and 
addresses that could make 
government operations vulnerable 
to hackers, said MacDiarmid. 
 
http://www.timescolonist.com/news/Mor
e+than+taxpayers+money+spent+secr
ecy+fight/6029863/story.html 
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B.C. paves way for all-in-one identity card 
ID to start out as more secure CareCard 
  
BY ROB SHAW 
TIMES COLONIST 
JANUARY 28, 2012 
  
The B.C. government is moving 
forward with plans for high-tech 
identity cards that will one day let 
people access a host of provincial 
services on the Internet. 

The province intends to sign a 
$20-million, six-year deal with 
Toronto-based SecureKey to 
provide card reader technology, the 
government says. It's the latest in a 
series of new laws and contracts 
that pave the way for expanded 
government Internet services. 

The cards may one day be used to 
access government websites for 
electronic health records, prescript-

tion histories, age verification, 
driver's licence details, electronic 
voting and school registration for 
children. Currently, you have to visit 
a government office in person and 
show appropriate ID to access such 
services. 

Health Minister Mike de Jong 
announced last May the government 
was developing new CareCards, 
with improved security features, to 
combat the millions of dollars lost to 
health insurance fraud. 

Those cards should be available 
in November, and will roll out over 
the next five years. They'll be free 
and mandatory for all British 
Columbians, requiring millions of 
people to re-enrol into the health-
care system. The project is 

expected to cost the government 
about $150 million. 

People will also have the option 
of combining their new CareCard 
and driver's licence into one B.C. 
Services Card. 

The new government cards will 
have embedded security chips, 
similar to certain credit cards that 
allow customers to wirelessly make 
purchases by touching or waving 
their credit card in front of a 
terminal. 

The government's contract with 
SecureKey will develop B.C. card 
readers - key-sized devices that plug 
into a computer's USB port. People 
tap their new CareCard or Services 
Card onto the SecureKey reader and 
enter a PIN number on a govern-

http://www.timescolonist.com/news/More+than+taxpayers+money+spent+secrecy+fight/6029863/story.html
http://www.timescolonist.com/news/More+than+taxpayers+money+spent+secrecy+fight/6029863/story.html
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ment website, to authenticate their 
identity. 

There won't be any online 
government services available when 
the cards launch in November. The 
province has proposed a rollout of 
features from different ministries over 
the next five years. 

B.C. said it will directly award 
SecureKey a contract because the 
company already holds a contract 
with the federal government and the 
province wants its system to be 
compatible with Canada's service. 

NDP critic Doug Routley said the 
Liberal government has a dismal 
track record on protecting privacy 
and should have asked for other bids. 

"I know some pretty good roofers, but 
I'd still get three quotes on a roof," he 
said. "It'd still be prudent to put this 
out there for competition." 

There remains many privacy 
questions about the direction the 
government is headed, said Vincent 
Gogolek, executive director of the BC 
Freedom of Information and Privacy 
Association. He said the government 
rushed through legislation last fall 
that allows for cross-ministry sharing 
of personal information needed by 
the new cards. 

The government said it is 
consulting with the independent 
privacy commission on the 
technology. 

Identity cards won't store any 
information inside their chips, and the 
SecureKey readers simply create a 
secure path and network to approve 
a person's ID and re-direct them back 
to government information, officials 
said Friday. 

The cards can be remotely 
cancelled if lost, and will only access 
the minimum amount of personal 
information required for a service - for 
example, a birth date to prove an age 
or a health number for prescriptions. 

http://www.timescolonist.com/news/pav
es+identity+card/6067010/story.html 
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Association calls for penalties to improve government 
transparency 
  
  

BY JONATHAN FOWLIE 
VANCOUVER SUN 
FEBRUARY 1, 2012 
 
VICTORIA – An association that 
advocates for government 
transparency is calling for the 
introduction of penalties to keep the 
provincial government from 
improperly blocking the release of 
information. 

The call comes after a Vancouver 
Sun story on Monday revealed how 
the B.C. Liberal government used 
provisions regarding advice to a 
minister to block for 19 months the 
release of a pro-HST brochure it 
once planned to mail to everyone in 
the province. 

The government ultimately 
released the brochure, but did so 
only while facing an inquiry, and 
arguing it had been right to block the 
release. 

Freedom of Information and 
Privacy Association executive 
director Vincent Gogolek said 
something needs to change. 

“We’ve now really reached a 
situation where they are, and intend 
to, claim [advice to a minister] for 
literally anything,” he said in an 
interview Tuesday.  “It’s absurd.” 

Gogolek did not specify exactly 
what penalties he’d like to see, but 
said there does need to be a greater 
mechanism for accountability. 

“The government clearly intends to 
keep using this black hole to block 
anything which they consider 
embarrassing, and this type of abuse 
should be subject to penalties in the 
Freedom of Information and 
Protection of Privacy Act,” Gogolek 
said in a press release. 

“This waste of everybody’s time 
and resources should not be allowed 
to continue.”  

The Sun first requested the 
pamphlet under the Freedom of 
Information Act on June 24, 2010.  

Government refused the request in 
August of that year, citing Section 13 
of the act, which allows government 
to block disclosure of records that 
“would reveal advice or 
recommendations developed by or 
for a public body or a minister.”  

Gogolek noted that Premier Christy 
Clark ran for the Liberal leadership 
on a promise of open government, 
which he said doesn’t fit with 
government actions in blocking the 
release of a brochure produced for 
mass public distribution. 

He noted that after Clark was 
sworn in, she said the government 
should be more proactive in releasing 
information, so people don’t have to 
resort to FOI requests as often. 

“Clearly you do. Clearly you have 
to fight them all the way to a hearing.” 

Minister of Labour, Citizens’ 
Services and Open Government  

Margaret MacDiarmid said Tuesday 
the request for the brochure was 
handled by public servants who 
followed the exact protocol as set out 
in law. 

“When the request was originally 
made, the documents were in draft 
form, they had writing on the margins 
and so on, and they were considered 
under the act to constitute advice, 
recommendations or draft regulation,” 
MacDiarmid said of The Sun’s 
request for the HST brochure. 

“The people who looked at them 
who were public servants said this 
qualifies under Section 13 and we 
shouldn’t release it.” 

MacDiarmid said the government is 
making progress in responding to 
requests much quicker than it has in 
past. 

New Democratic Party leader 
Adrian Dix said the government does 
appear to be over-extending its use 
of the act. 

“Successive premiers have viewed 
Section 13 ... as being the equivalent 
[of] something that might be harmful 
to the Liberal Party,” he said.  “This is 
not healthy.”  

http://www.vancouversun.com/news/
Association+calls+penalties+improve
+government+transparency/6080958/
story.html  
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