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KICKER:  Either Canada finally makes a real commitment to timely and more full disclosures, or we sink into a much more autocratic information system. Prime Minister Carney needs to move the legislative review role for the Access to Information Act into the hands of a new parliamentary committee

Hearing an 11th hour election promise from Prime Minister Carney about Canada's near-death Access to Information Act was less than reassuring, but it could end decades-old deceitful practices.

At an April 25 election rally, Carney told reporters that transparency was on his mind - but not in the Liberal platform - and said “an objective review (of the Access to Information Act that) would serve Canadians well”. His concern as a “consumer” and  “outsider until now” with regard to speaking out about the Access to Information Act’s many delays and redactions was done “against the advice “ of his advisors. 

Coming from a former very senior Ottawa official at both the Bank of Canada and the Department of Finance who had a role in giving me less-than-complete access responses, it made me wonder what is going on here. Others have recently said he has been less than candid about disclosing if his financial assets pose potential conflicts, and about Canada being a 51st state in his March conversation with United States President Donald Trump.


So, having won election to form a minority government, the first thing Carney needs to do - should he really want change - is to issue a directive to officials to release records instead of delaying and keeping them secret. He faces many issues and deadlines, but must counter past governments’ practices that have ignored access-request deadlines, and ramped up secrecy practices.

The review to change the access to information law can no longer be led by Treasury Board if decisive action is to be taken, and a highly subjective self-serving review avoided. By law, a review should begin in June.

In the last several years, Treasury Board officials have sabotaged the access act, splitting it into two and done nothing drastic to increase timely public disclosure of records. 

In the last mandatory review in 2020, Treasury Board dragged out the review of the act over two-and- half years, then gave the House Access to Information Committee little to work with, and made no direct recommendations.

Further, as just- received access to information records reveal, Treasury Board hid from the parliamentary review and the public, for more than four years the positions of many federal agencies - some which pressed for more delays and exemptions to be added to access legislation. 
We do not need another slow bureaucratic-controlled review with no government direction that passes off the many faults of the current Access to Information Act.

A successful review has to be accompanied by government legislative proposals. So, in the first parliamentary session, Carney needs to put forward new right-to-information legislation through which the prime minster’s and ministers' offices are included, and only a small number of cabinet-sensitive-only deliberations are exempted for a maximum of a few years, subject to full binding orders.

Carney needs to place the legislative review role and his government’s potential bill firmly in the hands of a newly created, separate permanent parliamentary committee on the right-to-information matters and transparency equipped with resources to do the job. That committee’s mandate would be expanded to assess all relevant legislation prohibiting disclosure.

As part of that legislation, Carney should strip Treasury Board’s co-ordinating role over training and guidance to access to information officers who are embedded in government agencies, and place all access to information officers in a new arms-length agency so that their priority job promotes, not restricts, disclosures.

This bill could reverse the current act’s secrecy preoccupation, and provide for daily disclosure of government operations, including tabling financial, procurement, health, environment and safety transactions documents. 

This initiative may be seen as an ill-advised distraction and a low priority in times of crisis with the U.S. under President Trump. But the option is to go on for another 40 years with an information system that’s only pleasing vested interests and top leaders.

It is in Canada’s interest in times of a climate and trade crisis to be transparent and open. Either Canada finally makes a real commitment to timely and more full disclosures, or we sink into a much more autocratic information system with managers like Treasury Board and the Prime Minister’s Office fully in control.

With growing misinformation, propaganda and artificial intelligence takeovers, the means for the public to know what is happening is in a state of crisis. What is not needed is simply tweaking an access to information system that is in deep decline.

This is not a time for gamesmanship with accountability 2.0 gimmickry, or five to 50 years secrecy barriers in place. It is not a time that secrecy-as-usual to prevail in Ottawa where, every five years, the government can get by with changes more likely introduced to add further regressive loopholes rather than upending secrecy practices in Ottawa.
It’s time, PM Carney, for push back, leadership, and real change.
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