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1. Introduction to Report Purpose and Design 

The first phase of reports (1-7) and the second phase of reports (8-13) are published, 

and we are now into phase three reports for the project, Chronicling the Use of 

Transparency and Accountability as Political Buzzwords, and as Drivers Ensuring the 

Standard of Access to Public Records in Canada is Best Practice.  

Report titles to date and their links are: 

 Chronicling the Use of Transparency and Accountability as Political 

Buzzwords, and as Drivers Ensuring the Standard of Access to Public 

Records in Canada is Best Practice 

 Interim Report 1. Using Interim Reports as Part of the Pilot Study Research 

Design 

 Interim Report 2. Responses of City of Ottawa Mayor and Councillors to the 

Question: Do You Agree that Citizens Are Entitled to Free, Easy, Timely, 

and Direct Online Access to the Public Records Held by the City of Ottawa? 

 Interim Report 3. Using Transparency and Accountability as Political 

Buzzwords, and as Drivers Ensuring Access to Public Records in Canada 

Is Best Practice, Ottawa Council Score: Political Buzzwords, 87.5%; 

Drivers, 12.5% 

 Interim Report 4. Responses of Prime Minister Justin Trudeau, Selected 

Cabinet Ministers, and MP Arya Chandra (Lib.- Nepean) to the Question: Do 

You Agree that Citizens are Entitled to Free, Easy, Timely, and Direct 

Online Access to the Public Records Held by the Government of Canada? 

 Interim Report 5. Using Transparency and Accountability as Political 

Buzzwords, and as Drivers Ensuring Access to Public Records in Canada 

is Best Practice, Federal Cabinet Score: Political Buzzwords, 100%; 

Drivers, 0% 

 Interim Report 6. Responses of Ontario Premier Doug Ford and Selected 

Cabinet Ministers to the Question: Do You Agree that Citizens Are Entitled 

to Free, Easy, Timely, and Direct Online Access to the Public Records Held 

by Municipal Governments in Ontario? 

 Interim Report 7. Using Transparency and Accountability as Political 

Buzzwords, and as Drivers Ensuring Access to Public Records in Canada 

is Best Practice, Ontario Cabinet Score: Political Buzzwords, 100%; 

Drivers, 0% 
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 Interim Report 8. Second Survey Asking City of Ottawa Mayor and 

Councillors, Do you agree that citizens are entitled to free, easy, timely, and 

direct online access to the public records held by the City of Ottawa? 

 Interim Report 9. Using Transparency and Accountability as Political 

Buzzwords, and as Drivers Ensuring Access to Public Records in Canada 

is Best Practice: Ottawa Council Rating after the Second Citizen Access 

Survey–Political Buzzwords, 79%; Drivers, 21% 

 Interim Report 10. Second Survey Asking Prime Minister Justin Trudeau, 

Selected Cabinet Ministers, and MP Arya Chandra (Lib.- Nepean): Do You 

Agree that Citizens are Entitled to Free, Easy, Timely, and Direct Online 

Access to the Public Records Held by the Government of Canada? 

 Interim Report 11. Using Transparency and Accountability as Political 

Buzzwords, and as Drivers Ensuring Access to Public Records in Canada 

Is Best Practice: Federal Cabinet Score after Second Survey -- Political 

Buzzwords, 100%; Drivers, 0% 

 Interim Report 12. Second Survey of Ontario Premier Doug Ford and 

Selected Cabinet Ministers: Do You Agree that Citizens Are Entitled to Free, 

Easy, Timely, and Direct Online Access to the Public Records Held by 

Municipal Governments in Ontario? 

 Interim Report 13. Using Transparency and Accountability as Political 

Buzzwords, and as Drivers Ensuring Access to Public Records in Canada 

is Best Practice, Ontario Cabinet Score, Second Survey: Political 

Buzzwords, 100%; Drivers, 0%  

The first phase three production is posted: 

 Interim Report 14. Asking the Question: Is Freedom of Information 

Legislation a Citizens’ Conduit to Public Records, or an Institutional Barrier 

to Public Records? 

As demonstrated in interim report 14, there is an element of fraud in so-called freedom 

of information (FOI) legislation, and the fraud can be summarized in several paragraphs 

for the purposes of this interim report. 

Looking at the big FOI picture, as it is popularly seen by many Canadians who rely on 

media stories for many or most of their impressions rather than doing their own 

research, FOI legislation is regularly and near-unanimously portrayed by politicians as a 

means to provide citizens access to public records.  
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In truth, however, FOI legislation is far more effective as a barrier restricting citizens’ 

access to public records than a tool providing them free, easy, timely, and direct online 

access to public records which they bought and paid for through taxes and other 

‘donations’ to governments.  

Or, to re-phrase, and looking at the nature of FOI fraud through a very pragmatic lens, 

politicians at all levels of government act as though they are the legitimate owners of 

public records, and dictatorially tell citizens whether they can have access to their own 

asset, namely, public records. 

And, truth be told, grudging respect is due to the perpetrators, who for decades have 

gotten away with what must be rated as one of the most bald-faced public frauds ever 

visited upon Canadian citizens by politicians at all levels from all parties.   

Fortunately, for two reasons in particular, this is not a matter requiring the use of rocket 

science or some high-powered commission of inquiry or other government-sponsored 

authority to achieve a solution.  

First, there is no mystery about FOI fraud.  

It is readily identifiable by common sense observation on the part of anyone who has 

witnessed politicians or government agencies refusing to provide honest answers 

and/or relevant documentation in response to inquiries about matters of public interest. 

Second, citizens are the victims of FOI fraud, but there is an element of good news in 

the bad news.  

That is, the victims are in the unique position of being able to assume the roles of 

prosecutor, judge, and jury in identifying the politicians who support and/or are behind 

the fraud, and then dealing with them on the victims’ terms. 

Moreover, while there are other circumstances where it is redeeming to witness poetic 

justice being served, this situation is somewhat special.  

In brief, and as readers are aware from personal or observed experience, it is not often 

the case that victims get to deal as they wish with ‘perps’ and not suffer legal or other 

consequences.  

However, this is one of those rare instances whereby victims are totally in charge of 

administering justice, if they decide to act upon the remedies available to them to 

achieve their right of access to public records.  

The purpose of this interim report, therefore, is to lay a foundation to identify actions by 

politicians which are designed to restrict citizens’ access to public records.  
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As shown in Table 1 in section 2, there is a gradation to these actions, beginning with 

simple tactics such as not responding to communications or replying with non-answers.  

Then, if things get sticky, politicians bring in the “heavy artillery”, including institutional 

barriers to overcome freedom of information applications, and encryption techniques 

that effectively deny the vast majority of citizens access to public records.  

To briefly summarize the research agenda on the tactics topic, current plans are to have 

three parts to the discussion about politicians’ efforts to restrict citizens’ access to public 

records.  

Each part is a serious aspect of access to public records, but it is when the three topics 

are put together that a fuller picture of the scope and entanglements of FOI fraud begins 

to emerge. And, coincidentally, so does the citizen-driven solution to identify and deal 

with politicians at all levels who use FOI-related legislation to deny citizens their due 

access to public records. 

2. Outlining the Tactics Used By Politicians and Their Agents to 

Restrict Citizens’ Access to Public Records 

The desire of politicians to restrict citizens’ access to public records is a matter that is 

measured by centuries, not just mere decades.  

Consequently, with that amount of time to perfect their craft, the tactics are numerous, 

varied, tested, and modified as circumstances dictate, because politicians have a lot at 

stake in restricting citizens’ access to public records.   

Table 1 is a selection of the tactics used, many of which in the top half are familiar to 

citizens who make inquiries and receive what amounts to the ‘brush off’ by politicians 

and their agents who are not forthcoming with citizens seeking access to public records.  

As for the bottom part, beginning with entry 25, many of these are known to citizens 

who have challenged politicians, and the agents who serve politicians.  

These tactics are employed when ’brush off’ tactics do not work, and more forceful, run-

around and associated  shutdown tactics are brought in to restrict citizens’ access to 

public records. And at tactic 45 we enter the stage when politicians and their agents 

take a pre-emptive or proactive posture, and seriously up the ante.  

These are measures that treat citizens as if they are “The Enemy”, even though they 

might have questions about such everyday matters as traffic tickets issued, housing unit 

starts, rezoning approvals, sex education background studies, conservation authority 

cuts in budgets, transportation budgets, value for money studies of infrastructure build 
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contracts, briefing materials prepared for elected and appointed officials, cabinet 

documents, personal service contracts, and termination agreements.   

I hasten to add that Table 1 is intended to be indicative. 

No doubt there are many more tactics to be listed. I have been involved with politicians 

and politicians’ agents for more than 50 years, and in my experience there is every 

reason to believe that Table 1 just scratches the surface of the array of tactics that they 

have at their disposal. 

Table 1. An Indicative List of Tactics 

Used by Politicians to Avoid Answering Questions 

about Their Positions on Public Access to Public Records 

1. Bob and weave – Send a reply that has nothing to do with the issue raised 

2. Bob and weave – “Can’t talk now, too busy” 

3. Bob and weave – “Can’t reply now, too busy” 

4. Bob and weave – “Thank you for your patience; we are having seasonal turnover 

problems”  

5. Bob and weave – “We are looking for the file”  

6. Bob and weave – Use the automatic reply routine 

7. Bob and weave – Use the Inbox rule that assigns addresses to the “Junk file” 

8. Bob and weave – Withhold personal email addresses 

9. Bob and weave – Use central email to control messaging from “outsiders”  

10. Do not agree to interviews  

11. Always control the microphone at public meetings  

12. Do not answer telephone calls  

13. Answer the telephone in a ‘Pitbull manner’ to discourage calls  

14. Avoid public meetings  

15. Avoid public transit 

16. Surround self with family, friends and/or supporters at functions limit 

confrontations  

17. The time-tested, all-purpose, do-nothing promise: “I will get back to you on that”  

18. Claim lack of expertise 

19. Claim lack of knowledge of issue 

20. Claim not a concern of constituents, so no time to discuss   

21. Refer issue, concern, etc. to committee  

22. Download to political staff  

23. Pass off to legal staff 

24. Pass off to administrative staff  
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Table 1 (Cont’d). An Indicative List of Tactics 

Used by Politicians to Avoid Answering Questions 

about Their Positions on Public Access to Public Records 

25. Cone of silence – Respond to nothing  

26. Cone of silence – Leave item off an agenda 

27. Cone of silence – Table the item 

28. Cone of silence  -- Rule councillor out of order 

29. Cone of silence  -- Refer item back to committee 

30. Cone of silence  -- Delegate item to management staff 

31. Cone of silence – Call the question 

32. Cone of silence – “Not authorized to discuss” 

33. Cone of silence – Claim conflict of interest     

34. Shroud of secrecy –  Claim personal service contract exemption                                             

35. Shroud of secrecy – Phony claim that matter is before the courts 

36. Shroud of secrecy – Phony claim that it is a personnel matter    

37. Shroud of secrecy – Use a phony privacy argument 

38. Shroud of secrecy – Use a phony confidentiality argument 

39. Claim of secrecy – Use a phony claim of privilege 

40. Claim of secrecy – Use a phony proprietary argument 

41. Claim of secrecy – Phony national security concern  

42. Claim of secrecy – Claim cabinet solidarity prevents giving an opinion 

43. Default to another agency  

44. Default to another minister  

45. Claim that an FOI application is required 

46. Suggest that an FOI application is the best way to proceed 

47. Suggest citizen re-try FOI application 

48. Institutional barrier – “Access Denied” 

49. Institutional barrier – “Access not Authorized”  

50. Institutional barrier – “Application under Review” 

51. Institutional barrier – “Application Incomplete” 

52. Suggest citizen re-try FOI application 

53. Redact, redact, redact, and redact some more 

54. Data encryption 

55. Metadata encryption 

56. Keyword encryption 

57. Alpha encryption 

58. Numeric encryption  

59. Graphic encryption 

60. Document encryption 
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The next two sections discuss the ”light touch ” and the “institutional barriers” 

approaches, respectively, which are used by politicians and their agents to deal with 

citizens asking to be informed about public affairs, or seeking access to public records. 

3. “Light Touch” Tactics Used by Politicians to Try to Dissuade, 

Discourage, Divert, and Distract Citizens from Access Missions    

In terms of the order of entries in Table 1, the listing begins with tactics that could be 

classified as casual or dismissive.  

These tactics are labelled “light touch”, and are used when the inquirers are not taken 

seriously, and the intent is to get rid of them or get rid of the issue with minimal thought 

or effort.  

These tactics may be new to some readers, and are repeated in Table 1A for emphasis.  

It may be advantageous for readers to re-order the entries in Table 1A to fit their 

circumstances, and the relationships that they have with their municipal, provincial, and 

federal politicians.  

On many occasions these tactics are sufficient to put an end to citizens’ requests for 

public access.  

When that happens, there is no need for politicians to adopt the heavy handed 

approach, such by “playing the FOI card”.  

However, when the light touch does not do the deed, and if politicians (individually or 

collectively) do not want to provide the level of access requested, then push has come 

to shove and politicians need to up the ante, which means having a capability at their 

disposal to shut down the access mission.   

BUT, AND THIS IS AN IMPORTANT BUT, POLITICIANS DO NOT WANT 

TO BE SEEN AS THE PERSONS BEHIND THE SHUTDOWN TACTIC, 

WHICH IS PART OF THE FRAUD. 

And the reference to fraud takes us back to interim report 14, and all the preceding 

interim reports which lead up to the focus on fraud in interim report 14.  

Fraud on the parts of politicians in the access to public records domain begins with the 

first lie, false claim, misrepresentation, refusal to participate in access- related surveys, 

and any other acts which serve the intention of restricting citizens’ access to public 

records.  
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Table 1A. An Indicative List of Light Touch Tactics                                                                                  

Used by Politicians to Avoid Answering Questions                                                    

about Their Positions on Public Access to Public Records 

1. Bob and weave – Send a reply that has nothing to do with the issue raised 

2. Bob and weave – “Can’t talk now, too busy” 

3. Bob and weave – “Can’t reply now, too busy” 

4. Bob and weave – “Thank you for your patience; we are having seasonal turnover 

problems”  

5. Bob and weave – “We are looking for the file”  

6. Bob and weave – Use the automatic reply routine 

7. Bob and weave – Use the Inbox rule that assigns addresses to the “Junk file” 

8. Bob and weave – Withhold personal email addresses 

9. Bob and weave – Use central email to control messaging from “outsiders”  

10. Do not agree to interviews  

11. Always control the microphone at public meetings  

12. Do not answer telephone calls  

13. Answer the telephone in a ‘Pitbull manner’ to discourage calls  

14. Avoid public meetings  

15. Avoid public transit 

16. Surround self with family, friends and/or supporters at functions limit 

confrontations  

17. The time-tested, all-purpose, do-nothing promise: “I will get back to you on that”  

18. Claim lack of expertise 

19. Claim lack of knowledge of issue 

20. Claim not a concern of constituents, so no time to discuss   

21. Refer issue, concern, etc. to committee  

22. Download to political staff  

23. Pass off to legal staff 

24. Pass off to administrative staff  

Moreover, in the spirit of chickens coming home to roost, these acts of fraud contradict 

politicians’ claims about regard for transparency and accountability. Clearly, 

transparency and accountability claims have zero currency when politicians seek to hide 

public records which could compromise their standing if the records enter the public 

domain. 

And, the more times these incidents of fraud occur, the greater the compunction of 

politicians to deny citizens access to the damning records. 

Hence, the process tends to begin and stay with the light touch until things get sticky, 

and then it becomes “Go time” to up the ante and bring in the institutional barriers. 
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3. Upping the Ante and Bringing in Institutional Barriers: What 

Politicians Do When Citizens Persist in Seeking Access to Public 

Records  

Sometimes inquirers will not take no for an answer, and persist in seeking access to the 

public records. What is a politician to do if he or she, or the government of the day, does 

not want to provide citizens access to these records?    

The entries in Table 1B are from the bottom part of Table 1, and they bear repeating for 

several reasons.  

First, citizens who are not in regular tug-of-war interactions with politicians on access 

matters are not likely to have encountered more than several of these tactics.  

The more often the list is seen, the more likely the tactics will become recognized by 

citizens, and publicized, such as by comments on list serves and broadcast and social 

media channels. 

Second, politicians and their agents are very adept at nuancing or finessing these 

tactics, As a result, it is likely that many citizens do not realize that they are being 

nuanced or finessed. 

Seeing these tactics in an array with different adjectives, adverbs, and connotations 

may give citizens a broader sense of how the tactics are employed by politicians and 

their agents. 

Third, the idea of institutional barriers appears to be an original contribution to the 

literature in interim report 14. That being the case, the idea of institutional barriers is 

new to many citizens.  
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Table 1B. An Indicative List of Institutional Barrier Tactics                                                                                  

Used by Politicians to Avoid Answering Questions                                                    

about Their Positions on Public Access to Public Records 

1. Cone of silence – Respond to nothing  

2. Cone of silence – Leave item off an agenda 

3. Cone of silence – Table the item 

4. Cone of silence  -- Rule councillor out of order 

5. Cone of silence  -- Refer item back to committee 

6. Cone of silence  -- Delegate item to management staff 

7. Cone of silence – Call the question 

8. Cone of silence – “Not authorized to discuss” 

9. Cone of silence – Claim conflict of interest     

10. Shroud of secrecy –  Claim personal service contract exemption                                             

11. Shroud of secrecy – Phony claim that matter is before the courts 

12. Shroud of secrecy – Phony claim that it is a personnel matter    

13. Shroud of secrecy – Use a phony privacy argument 

14. Shroud of secrecy – Use a phony confidentiality argument 

15. Claim of secrecy – Use a phony claim of privilege 

16. Claim of secrecy – Use a phony proprietary argument 

17. Claim of secrecy – National security concern  

18. Claim of secrecy – Claim cabinet solidarity prevents giving an opinion 

19. Default to another agency  

20. Default to another minister  

21. Claim that an FOI application is required 

22. Suggest that an FOI application is the best way to proceed; 

23. Suggest citizen re-try FOI application 

24. Institutional barrier – “Access Denied” 

25. Institutional barrier – “Access not Authorized”  

26. Institutional barrier – “Application under Review” 

27. Institutional barrier – “Application Incomplete” 

28. Suggest citizen re-try FOI application 

29. Redact, redact, redact, and redact some more 

30. Data encryption 

31. Metadata encryption 

32. Keyword encryption 

33. Alpha encryption 

34. Numeric encryption  

35. Graphic encryption 

36. Document encryption 
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There is merit, therefore, in repeating the idea of institutional barriers being used by 

politicians in denying citizens access to public records. 

One of the most formidable institutional barriers involves the freedom of information 

tactic which has many twists and turns, all of them favouring politicians and none of 

them doing anything which enables citizens to access public records.  

Upon inspection of how this process works, and its inherent malevolency, the term 

“fraud” seems too kind.  

As a final comment on Table 1B, we move to the bottom half of institutional tactics, 

which is where we meet THE ENCRYPTION FAMILY.  

For any reader who thinks that encryption is beyond the pale when it comes to denying 

public access to public records, I suggest that he/she would be advised to think again.  

Moreover, I sense that the tactics employed by politicians to deny citizens access to 

public records will cause more than a few readers to join me in thinking that things have 

gone too far when it comes to encryption being used to preclude citizens from 

accessing public documents. 

That is, encryption is a longstanding and technically sophisticated approach of 

scrambling, transposing, juxtaposing, flipping, masking, and otherwise ‘confusing’ 

alphanumeric and graphic  symbols to make it difficult for people known by terms such 

as ‘prying eyes’, ‘the enemy’, ‘competitors’, ‘potential threats’, and ’troublemakers’, to 

comprehend communication productions such as verbal messages and texts. (Using 

encryption to thwart machines is a different order of business, and is outside the scope 

of this report.) 

Encryption may be best known to some citizens as a core part of sheltering 

communications during times of war, geopolitical conflict, interference in elections, and 

other sorts of situations involving “us-them” relationships.   

And, for others, the word encryption immediately brings to mind the Internet 

phenomenon of “hackers”, who seek out and play havoc with vulnerable computer-

communications systems and services of governments, businesses, organizations, and 

associations. 

It has been known for decades that governments use encryption techniques to protect 

classified materials of a national security nature, for example. However, questions arise 

as to the rationale for governments using blanket or broad brush logic to encrypt public 

records that deal with policy, program, planning, and operational decisions involving 

everyday matters.  
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Which brings us to the disconcerting question about whether citizens asking questions 

are described or regarded by politicians as ‘prying eyes’, ‘the enemy’, ‘competitors’, 

‘potential threats’, and ’troublemakers’.  

That question goes far beyond the fraudulent use of institutional barriers as tactics to 

deny citizens access to public records, and takes us into the realm of self-serving 

politicians being a serious threat to Canada’s standing as a free and democratic society. 

4. Future Research Connecting Politicians, Access Restriction 

Tactics, and Citizens  

In the design of the pilot study, there are three parts to the discussion about the tactics 

used by politicians to restrict citizens’ access to public records, and about how 

knowledge of the tactics in play can also be used by citizens to identify and deal with 

politicians who do not agree that citizens are entitled to free, easy, timely, and direct 

online access to public records.  

This interim report is the first part, and Table 1 presents more 60 tactics used by 

municipal, provincial, and federal politicians to restrict citizens’ access to public records.  

The second part, which is the topic of a future interim report, discusses the value of 

citizens documenting the tactics which are used by sitting politicians. We have already 

begun this process via the surveys, feedback from citizens and journalists on interim 

reports, feedback from politicians, and information derived from searches of  media and 

list serve coverage of FOI-related issues in Canada, the U.S., and abroad. 

As we know from numerous accounts of the machinations of politicians, and especially 

during election campaigns, they are masters at side-tracking citizens by such tactics as 

creating distractions, ‘red herrings’, false starts, false stops, starting small fires to draw 

attention away from large fires, and various other diversions.  

Documenting the tactics used to restrict citizens’ access to public records is one way to 

build a body of evidence to use in discussions about politicians’ credentials. And, as 

noted in a number of interim reports, this evidence is extremely valuable when 

examining politicians’ claims about transparency and accountability.   

The third part, also a future interim report topic, discusses   using election campaigns as 

the venue to identify candidates who believe that citizens are entitled to free, easy, 

timely and direct online access to public records. 

Further, election campaigns can be used to put candidates to the test about their history 

(if running for re-election) or their potential ( if seeking office) of using tactics such as 

those listed in Table 1 to restrict citizens  access to public records. 
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Reviews of Table 1 suggest that many sitting politicians would be reluctant to the point 

of refusing to take a check-list test in which they specify the tactics in Table 1 which 

they have not used during their political careers. Indeed, it has been suggested that 

many politicians would not do the check-list test for even one week, much less a month, 

year, or term in office. And, of course, readers may well have additional tactics to ask 

about when federal, provincial, and municipal election campaigns roll around. 

At the risk of belabouring the obvious, the only time that citizens have a half-decent shot 

at holding politicians’ ‘feet to the fire’ is during election campaigns.  

Consequently, this phase is critically important to citizens if they want to identify 

politicians who agree that citizens are entitled to free, easy, direct, and timely online 

access to public records, and who will commit to putting an end to the bizarre practice of 

politicians arbitrarily dictating which public records citizens can and cannot access. 

5. Conclusion 

In this interim report we begin to lay a foundation for compiling a comprehensive list of 

the tactics used by politicians to restrict citizens’ access to public records. 

A major topic of current and future discussion is the gradation of tactics, ranging from 

casual or dismissive tactics which are classified as ‘Light Touch Tactics’, and then on to 

‘Institutional Barrier Tactics’ which are intended to intimidate, wear out, and shut down 

inquiring citizens. Moreover, and recalling the fraud factor, these tactics do the dirty 

work for politicians, but leave the politicians blameless in the minds of many if not most 

citizens.  

As we have already learned, very few City of Ottawa, and no Ontario Conservative or 

federal Liberal politicians contacted to date agree that citizens are entitled to free, easy, 

timely, and direct online access to public records.  That finding, in combination with the 

tactics used to restrict citizens/ access to public records, seems to be taking us to a 

place that raises serious questions about Canada’s standing as a free and democratic 

society.  

That is, it is becoming exceedingly doubtful that even five per cent (5%) of Canada’s 

municipal, provincial, and federal politicians can honestly claim to have full regard for 

the terms transparency and accountability in communications from citizens on matters 

involving access to public records. Indeed, even one per cent (1%) might be generous. 

With those kinds of numbers in mind, the next two interim reports on the topic of tactics 

take on even more importance if citizens want to be represented by politicians who put 

citizens before themselves or their parties when it comes to ensuring that citizens are to 

have free, easy, timely, and direct online access to public records. 


