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BC GOVERNMENT REVERSAL A VICTORY FOR OPENNESS
Critics applaud about-face on excessive secrecy in greenhouse gas bills

Vancouver –  Freedom of information advocates in BC are celebrating a major government reversal on excessive secrecy in Greenhouse Gas Reduction Bills 16 and 18.  In the face of strong opposition, the BC Government has removed confidentiality clauses which overrode the Freedom of Information act and would have imposed a wall of secrecy around the government’s dealings with corporations with respect to greenhouse gas emissions and carbon credit trading.

Amendments were introduced on April 17 that replace the offending clauses with garden-variety confidentiality clauses which do not override the FOI act or allow the withholding of more information than is currently allowed by the FOI act.

Information and Privacy Commissioner David Loukidelis wrote letters on April 4 to Ministers Barry Penner and Richard Neufeld stating that the clauses originally in the bills were “a matter of significant concern”. (http://www.oipcbc.org/publications/Comm_Public_Comments/F08-34407_Bill_18(4_Apr_08).pdf). 
“When these bills were put forward with these over-the-top secrecy provisions, it was clear they favoured corporate secrecy over public accountability,” said Darrell Evans of the Campaign for Open Government (COG). “Thankfully we were joined in opposing these clauses by the Information and Privacy Commissioner, the Official Opposition, and Liberal MLA Blair Lekstrom, all of whom raised forcible objections to the minister.”

Mr. Lekstrom, who chaired a special committee of the Legislature that reviewed the FOIPP Act in 2004, stated, "I was concerned because my committee looked at the corporate confidentiality issue and concluded that the FOI act protects necessary confidentiality in a balanced and effective manner."

"It's positive when a government makes the effort to understand criticism and reconsider legislation," Lekstrom continued.  "I look forward to the completion of current discussions we're having around the "Policy Advice" section of the FOI act, which my committee highlighted as the single most important item needing an update."

“The Canadian Taxpayers Federation applauds these amendments,” said Maureen Bader, BC Director and member of the COG. “It is an important about-face in a process that has been leading to less government transparency here in BC.”

“We hope these amendments are a sign that the times are changing in Victoria,” added Evans. “We are really looking forward to a similar response from the government regarding the Policy Advice section of the FOI act.  Currently, it is the section that is being most widely abused to withhold information from the public. We are calling on the government to amend and clarify that section before the end of this session.”
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