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Access to information is thought to promote open, effective, accountable government, and an informed and engaged citizenry. But does it?

How well is internal government information organized for an external audience? Is there a clear connection between the way information is presented to citizens, academics or the media and the way it is organized for public service reporting and policy setting? What is the impact on accountability? Is government information managed so that people can see the bigger picture on the effectiveness of programs, policy directions? What is the impact on citizen engagement? Is the type of information taken up by the media likely to enhance citizens' knowledge of government and its activities?
These questions were explored in a provocative fireside chat with a panel of professionals who seek to make information available to public administrators, researchers, the media and the public.

Preamble: in opening comments, all speakers pointed to themes of evolution, change, and the need for still more change: in information accessibility; in information organization; and in legislation.

Dr. Mark Vale - Chief Information and privacy officer, government of Ontario -

The Freedom of Information legislation in Ontario is already 20 years old.  It embraces the principles of openness, and transparency.  Users have mostly focused on transaction data, rather than more substantive information.  Currently the information issues in Ontario are: presentation, internal organization, and accessibility.  

Reg Alcock - Executive in Residence, University of Manitoba, and former MP and President of the Treasury Board.  

To put things in perspective – there was a time when government was much simpler. Growth of the public service in Canada really only started following World War II.  The structure of governance is now much more elaborate, and there are now over 1 million public servants producing information.  The structures and the information have become increasingly complex over that period. 
The federal Public Information and Access act was passed in 1981.  Some of the impetus for the Act grew out of the 1980 election campaign in the United States, where outrageous assertions were made by candidates - which the public believed, and had no way of obtaining information or the facts. 

The challenge for the Public Service is producing information for framing political and public debate.  The pace is fast, and information systems must be continuously restructured in order to keep up.  

Dr. Daniel Caron - Assistant Deputy Minister of Library and Archives Canada
The information era has had a positive impact on transparency.  At the same time, the electronic era has created problems for everyone in terms of information volume, velocity, and storage.  Unfortunately sometimes this has created "illusions of validity".  To complicate matters further, we were naive about what technology could do.  There was too much focus on access, too much focus on "bad news", with the purpose of finding risk and allocating blame.  Unfortunately all this feeds a general malaise of distrust! 

To manage in a fishbowl is not easy.  It produces a reluctance to discuss issues, and focuses more on spin than facts.  Knowledge management was always important, but now it is even more important, and difficult.
John Miller - Professor of Journalism at Ryerson University and award winning journalist. 
Journalism produces 10% of all requests for access to information.  Some of the most important recent journalism inquiries in have been related three major scandals:1 the Somalia beating death by a member of the Canadian Forces; 2. the Sponsorship Scandal; 3. Maher Arar torture scandal.  Such scandals lead to the fall of governments and exposure of ineffective administration.  All three cases involved a contest with government, and revealed a remarkable reluctance of government to keep or produce records! 

The Canadian Newspaper Association did an audit of information accessibility in governments across Canada.  In 31% of the cases there were no replies to the audit questionnaire, and the federal government was the worst of these.  A typical of response was "the records don't exist".  The conclusion of the audit was that there should be review of the adequacy of the access to information legislation.

Before the recent federal election, the Conservatives said they would improve access.  Their response after the election was very watered down, and in fact they have introduced new exclusions to information access.  The audit results in Ontario showed it takes a lot longer to receive information than it should – it typically took four months, and the costs were high.  

Further comments during the “fireside chat” part of the program:

· Canada seems to have a reputation in information management and accessibility as a world leader - but perhaps this reputation is false.  Canada may be better at managing artifacts - but that is all.  Real information remains beyond our grasp. 

· Example of the nature and scale of the problem: citizens see government simply as a single entity. But there is no single source for information or answers. Government is really a loose affiliation of many agencies! From personal experience, it takes months to even find and list all the agencies, even for a knowledgeable researcher! The ability to store and manage information inside government is still in its infancy.  

· In the “billion dollar boondoggle” scandal - the government could not answer the simple question of how many grants were provided to deliver job creation.  That made it look like a cover-up - and lead eventually to the scandal.  If the information had been published - it is likely that there would not have been a scandal.  For example, published losses in health programs and military programs, similar to the job creation program, were never turned into scandals by journalists. 

We have to learn how to live in this new and more transparent world.  Public management must be organized better for disclosure, especially earlier disclosure, to finesse potential scandals. 

· A lot of the information is impossible to interpret and understand.  Even public servants have to reorganize Public Accounts in order to make them useful.  
· Fixing the information is always a patchwork job, and sometimes makes things more confusing.  The best approach would be a vast restructuring and reorganizing of government information.  The longer the reorganization is delayed - the worse it will get.  

· We need to change the culture more than the technology.  There is lots of material - information is everywhere - but it's not well-organized.  The real information value is buried - and no one knows how to find it!  

· Note - you need to know what questions to ask - before you can organize the information, or find the answer.  

· Suggestion: many public servants are employed to prepare answers to questions that could be asked. Usually the questions are never asked, and the information is thrown away.  Instead of throwing it away – the information could be posted on the internet! 

· In researching Canada's worst train wreck, it was necessary to go through many Federal Offices.  In burrowing into the issue we talked with rail union representatives, who said that rail maintenance money had been drastically cut.  The information wanted was eventually found on the web in the minutes of the "Maintenance Consultation Committee" of the Union and Transport Canada.  

· If the information can be put on the Internet - that solves the problem, as long as researchers can find it! But more help and guidance needs to be provided as to what information exists and where to find it. 

· Providing information is part of the public good - it is one of the main instruments of democracy.  

· Technology is wonderful - but - massive amounts of information may actually be slowing down government, rather than speeding it up.  It takes six months to process a job application - as one small example.  How come government money gets lost! It's because the accounting systems are not good enough.  This problem of information congestion is alarming - given that the secret of survival in an increasingly competitive environment is agility.  We need better information agility! 
· Access o information has not lived up to expectations.  T o meet expectations will take more effort, resources, and better tools.

The large audience at this session was keenly interested in the range of perspectives represented on the panel, and engaged panel members with questions and dialogue:

Question: in the City of Toronto there are two kinds of information:1-in response to a program need; 2-in response to an external question.  Information maintenance is one issue - but the real issue is how to organize it! 

This is the crucial question! We don't know what we have! And we don't know what we should create!  

We need to define the information infrastructure (not the technology infrastructure). 

Information availability at the municipal level is much better than at the federal level. 

Ability of combining information for perspective is critical.  Quick response/reaction is also important.  

Instead of being driven by reaction - we should be driven to organizing information. 

Question: Information is power! But people do not want to share power.  

It is easier to manage information in the private sector, because profit and loss are relatively simple to track.  The key issues and results in the public sector are not so easy to track. 

People are afraid of change and “openness”.  Leaders must build and promote the value of change and openness. 
We need to get these matters on the public agenda.  Leadership in the public service needs to help resolve the conundrum (not political leadership). 

Ministers don't want to let go of information.  The natural defensive reaction is to hold information much more closely. 

Even newspaper publishers keep information close to the vest - because information is power.  All media it is now losing customers.  To survive the media needs all the information we can get.  This is the new model for journalism.  Most media is now reorganizing to share information - and for brainstorming.  

There was mention of the need for cultural change.  There is a trade-off between privacy and access to information for the public good.  Managing that interface is a growing challenge. 

As government slows down under its own weight - it becomes unable to deliver its mandate.  Privatization is one response to get things done, and to escape the suffocation of risk in government. 

Question: In the public service there is a culture of fear of the Minister appearing on the front page.  Managing risk is paralyzing government.  We end up hiding information out of fear, and in the interest of risk management! 

The City of Toronto web site is an outstanding example where we can find proceedings and briefing papers, all well-organized.  The impression is that the culture of the city is one of openness and communication.  Why can't other levels of government do that? 

The government does have some information which is not meant for sharing! Understanding those boundaries is important.

Citizens are not all that interested.  Information should be screened with respect to importance perceived.  Information must be put together in an easy and understandable way. For example - are the travel expenditures of Members of Parliament really important? 

Question: I get requests for information going back three years in the files. This poses a serious challenge in time management with respect to the public agenda.  Another example which may sound trivial - but presents massive practical difficulties is French translations.  These are practical resource challenges that need to be addressed after the principles are addressed. 

There's no doubt that more investments are required in order to make it work better 

Quotables:

· This is an ongoing discussion and work in progress.  We must work on improving transparency and producing citizen information.  We have to get this right!
· Beware of “illusions of validity”. Real information (that communicates understanding) remains beyond our grasp. There is no single source of answers.

· The ability to store and manage information inside government is still in its infancy.  
· We have to learn how to live in this new and more transparent world.
· We need better information agility! The best approach would be a vast restructuring and reorganizing of government information.  
· Information systems must be continuously restructured in order to keep up. Restructuring is not finished until there are no more new questions to ask.

· We can all look forward to the 2012 version of this debate.  
-  Murray Lister
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