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OTTAWA -- Canada's information watchdog says a "deep distrust" of the federal freedom-of-information law remains entrenched within government. 

In his annual report tabled Monday, John Reid said he was especially disappointed with Parliament's frequent knee-jerk decisions that effectively water down the Access to Information Act. 

Reid pointed to secrecy provisions built into proposed whistleblowing legislation for the public service as a prime example. 

The bill contains an amendment to the access law that would allow the government to keep under wraps, for 20 years, information collected or compiled as a result of a whistleblower's report. 

It means the government could cloak in secrecy the identities of whistleblowers and accused persons as well as details of the allegations of wrongdoing, actions taken to investigate the accusations and any disciplinary decisions. 

"The government has given no explanation as to why it needs to keep the details of alleged wrongdoing secret for 20 years," Reid's report says. 

"Intended or not, the only purpose of a new exemption of this breadth is to offer the government legal means to engage in coverup and damage control." 

Reid, ombudsman for users of the access law, lamented that MPs and senators rarely question such moves. 

He singled out a provision in the Anti-Terrorism Act, passed following the attacks on the United States, as particularly troubling. The legislation allows the government to stop an investigation by the information commissioner into a federal refusal to disclose material considered sensitive to national security. 

Reid also criticized exclusion of the new Ethics Commisioner's Office from the access act even though its predecessor, the Office of the Ethics Counsellor, was covered. 

"There continues to be a deep distrust of the Access to Information Act at all levels of government and, most regrettably, in Parliament." 

Lise Jolicoeur, a spokeswoman for Treasury Board President Reg Alcock, said provisions of the whistleblowing bill of concern to Reid are intended to protect the privacy of those who disclose alleged wrongdoing. 

"You want to have a system that will provide protection throughout a person's career because there is a sense the system will always try to get back at you." 

Alcock is "considering options" to improve the bill put forward by a Commons committee, she added. 

Canadians who pay $5 can request government files under the access law ranging from audits and expense records to briefing papers and correspondence. 

But critics say the 22-year-old act is antiquated and poorly administered. 

In an interview, Reid said that "we still have a long way to go." 

He applauded government moves to automatically disclose the hospitality expenses of public officials and details of contracts for goods and services.

But he says many of the frustrations that existed when he took office seven years ago persist today - from bureaucratic delaying tactics to the "culture of secrecy" in the government that stems largely from weak leadership. 

"We have made progress in a variety of areas, but clearly there's just an enormous amount of work that has to be done." 

Reid, whose staff investigates complaints from requesters, says his office has been denied the money to do its job properly. 

As a result, the median time to complete an investigation rose to almost 7.5 months in 2004-05 from about 5.5 months the previous year. 

Reid argues having the government hold the purse strings of his office compromises the commissioner's independence. 

A parliamentary committee is examining the possibility of new funding schemes. 

Reid's term expires at the end of the month but appears likely to be extended at least a year. 

In anticipation of federal plans to revamp the access law, Reid intends to draft a bill with the changes he would like to see. 
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