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Privacy watchdog group warns of “massive personal information grab” in Romanow Report

VANCOUVER —  A national organization of privacy rights advocates is warning Canadians of a hidden agenda in the Romanow Commission Report on the Future of Health Care in Canada, due to be released tomorrow. 

"The Final Report will contain provisions for the biggest personal-information grab this country has ever seen," said Darrell Evans, a spokesperson for the National Privacy Coalition (NPC).  The NPC is a privacy rights organization that is studying federal-provincial government plans to create a unified national health information system.

The NPC's concern is that the government plan, called the "Canada Health Info-way,” requires the personal health information of every Canadian to be collected and made available as an Electronic Health Record to a vast array of secondary users — without the consent of individuals. Early signs are that the Romanow report will be used to “hard sell” this massive invasion of privacy to Canadians as necessary to save Medicare.

Canada’s Privacy Commissioner warned in 1998 that, “It is difficult to imagine any issue that conveys as much potential danger to privacy and confidentiality as the current efforts to create a national health information system. The system promises to make available the health information of virtually the entire population on-line for armies of health professionals, bureaucrats and researchers.”

The NPC is urging all Canadians, and in particular media representatives, to watch for the following recommendations:

1.  Large monetary expenditures on information systems, including

2.  Incentives to induce primary health care physicians to adopt computer systems that will facilitate the sharing of their patients' personal information and the creation of Electronic Health Records; and

3.  Linkage of primary health care information networks to other information networks to create a national health information system.

Canadians should insist that these recommendations be implemented in a way that respects patients’ right to privacy.

“Governments must not use the Romanow Report as a pretext to eliminate the privacy of personal health information or the right of Canadians to exercise informed consent over how this information is collected, used and shared," said Evans.
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