
 

August 10, 2021 

 

Treasury Board of Canada Secretariat 
90 Elgin Street, 8th Floor 
Ottawa, ON, Canada, K1A 0R5 

  

RE: Access to Information Public Engagement Review submission from the Canadian 
Association of Journalists (CAJ) 

 

Dear Treasury Board of Canada Secretariat, 

Thank you for the opportunity to provide you with our association’s feedback on the mandated 
legislative review of Canada’s federal Access to Information Act currently underway.  

I am writing to you as the president of the Canadian Association of Journalists (CAJ). By way of 
simple introduction, the CAJ is a professional organization composed of more than 1,000 
journalists from across Canada. Our organization’s primary roles are to engage in public-interest 
advocacy work and to provide professional development opportunities for our members. Access 
to information is an area where both of these roles clearly intersect.  

Since the CAJ’s founding in 1978, then as the Centre for Investigative Journalism (CIJ), our 
association has been at the forefront of advocating for both federal and provincial access to 
information regimes that are more robust, transparent, and accountable. We have also provided 
training for journalists on how to wade through the many layers of opaque rules, exemptions, 
and limits that have served as a point of extreme frustration for generations of Canadian 
journalists.  

As then-CAJ president Hugo Rodrigues pointedly said during a speech announcing the 2012 
‘winners’ of the CAJ’s Code of Silence Award for Outstanding Achievements in Government 
Secrecy at our national conference: “The death grip on information has long frustrated 
journalists in this country, but it may now be reaching a point where the public at large is not 
only empathetic, but shares it.” 

As so-called ‘power users’ of public records, we believe the Access to Information Act has the 
potential to be one of the most transformative pieces of legislation ever passed by Canada’s 
federal government. A good access-to-information law serves the public's right to know and 
allows journalists to do their jobs. We know that excellent journalism has the power to reshape 



 
public policy and improve the lives of Canadians. It is for this reason that the CAJ has devoted 
exceptional amounts of resources over multiple decades advocating for reform — only to be met 
by more government discussion papers, public dialogues, and, regrettably, empty promises.  

Despite decades of advocacy work, of which you can find some of our most recent suggestions 
for change here and here, our association is highly skeptical that this engagement review 
process will result in anything but another bewildering chapter in Canada’s history of treating 
access to information as anything other than a fundamental right of Canadians.  

Nevertheless, the CAJ remains ever-optimistic that, despite historical precedent, constructive 
discussion between parties can translate into meaningful action. It is in this spirit that we are 
providing this submission to contextualize the many frustrations shared by members of our 
association.  

We have advocated a number of common sense reforms for years that would save the 
government money and save both public servants and requesters significant time. For one, all 
departments should permit payment for ATIPs to be made online. Requiring cheques for ATIPs 
does nothing but create extra work for public servants and delay how long it takes requesters to 
get records. A handful of departments have started to email or use the Canada Post epost 
system to send records electronically. All should move to this system by default. Printing out 
hundreds of thousands of pages and mailing them to requesters is a waste of government 
money and makes it harder for requesters to search through records to find results.  

We also have a number of more substantial recommendations that we’ve been calling for for 
years. For one, the government should honour its 2015 campaign promise and expand the 
number of offices, including ministers’ offices, that are subject to the Act. It is also vital that 
Canada have the expedited processing clause that is common in other jurisdictions such as the 
United States.  

Rather than reiterate, ad nauseum, the many proposals for reform that have been expressed 
over the years, we have decided to include a series of historical ‘news clippings’ from various 
CAJ-led publications that serve to clearly articulate the long-standing concerns of our members.  

Without question, our association recognizes that some improvements to the Access-to-
Information Act have been achieved since the law was first proclaimed in 1983. In particular, 
recent efforts to champion various so-called ‘Open Government’ principles have helped to 
improve citizens’ rights to public information. Respectfully, however, we believe fulfilling these 
steps is much closer to the proverbial ‘start line’ for governments, and other publicly-funded 
federal bodies, to respect the democratic concept of the public’s right to know than it is from the 
‘finish line.’  



 
The most optimistic interpretation we can draw from the federal government’s progress on 
‘Open Government’ is that improvements can take place — if there is the will to make them 
happen. 

We hope that including these historical records, which date from the late 1970s right through to 
the present day, will underscore the need for urgent and bold action. Too many efforts, such as 
this public engagement review, have perished long before realizing their promise. It is our hope 
that, when put into a greater historical context, these documents will take on a ‘second life’ and 
serve as emphatic foundations for a desire to act.  

In May 1980, former Ottawa Citizen reporter Wendy Jackson, who also served as president of 
the association – and whose writings are included in this submission, proclaimed in our 
association’s bulletin: “When the House of Commons holds hearings on the [FOI] bill, we would 
be filing a brief on how the legislation can best serve the interests of reporters. We don’t want 
the brief to be full of pious generalities. It should try to deal with documented frustrations and 
concrete needs which we reporters have had in trying to get basic data from government.” It is 
in keeping with that continued spirit that we present to you this submission for review and 
consideration.   

In conclusion, our message to those overseeing this legislative review is simple: Reform to 
Canada’s Access to Information Act is an issue that needs leadership and action. Now.  

Should you be interested in obtaining additional materials from our organizational archives, or 
have any questions arising from this submission, please do not hesitate to contact me at: 
brent@caj.ca. I would be happy to oblige your request for further information.  

Many thanks for your time and careful consideration.  

Respectfully,  

 

Brent Jolly  
President, Canadian Association of Journalists (CAJ) 

 

 



 
CIJ Bulletin – April 1979:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
CIJ Bulletin – September 1979:  

 

 

 

 



 
CIJ Bulletin – December 1979:  

 



 
CIJ Bulletin – October 1980:  

 



 
CONTINUED… 
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CIJ Bulletin – Spring 1981: 
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CIJ Bulletin – Summer 1981: 
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CIJ Bulletin – Spring 1985: 
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CAJ’s Media Magazine – Spring 1998: 

 



 
CAJ’s Media Magazine – Spring 1999: 

 



 
CAJ’s Media Magazine – Fall 2000: 

 



 
CAJ’s Media Magazine – Spring 2001: 

 



 
CONTINUED… 

 



 
CAJ’s Media Magazine – Spring 2006: 
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CAJ’s Media Magazine – Winter 2006: 
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CAJ’s Media Magazine – Winter 2006: 

 

 



 
CAJ’s Media Magazine – Winter 2006: 

 

 



 
CAJ’s Media Magazine – Winter 2007: 
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CAJ’s submission to Standing Committee on Access to Information, Privacy and Ethics – 
February, 2011: 
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