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Culture of Secrecy

Ed Stelmach promised transparency when he came to office, but somewhere along the way, the wheels fell off the accountability track

By Darcy Henton
Illustrations by Dushan Milic


“I am exhausted trying to get what is supposed to be public data,” she says.

Ernst complains that the freedom of information system is broken and no one seems too concerned about fixing it. “Every time I hear Mr. Stelmach and his team promise accountability and transparency, I clench my fists because it’s not true,” she says. “Mr. Stelmach may mean well, but the road to hell is paved with good intentions.”

Powerful unions in Alberta have had no better luck with FOIPP. Gil McGowan, president of the Alberta Federation of Labour, says his union is still trying to obtain information about who hires children aged 12 to 14 to work in Alberta and what companies have the worst records for health and safety violations. “Information that in other provinces would be tabled in public as a matter of course is kept behind a veil of secrecy in Alberta,” he says. 

Alberta Service Minister Heather Klimchuk says the FOIPP system is working well and people who are not satisfied with it can appeal its decisions to the privacy commissioner. “I am happy with the process because people’s requests are handled quickly and efficiently,” she says. “I think we have a good system in place — not to say we can’t make improvements — but I think, ultimately, access to information is very important for our citizens.” She says she can’t comment on specific cases involving specific departments, but says government departments make their decisions on whether information should be released “based on the best available information they have in front of them.”

Former Calgary Conservative MLA Jon Lord, who once introduced a private member’s bill calling for more openness in politics, suggests Stelmach may have bitten off more than he can chew with his promise to throw open the doors of government. “I think he’s certainly working hard to do his best, but it is not always easy to put everything out into the public eye,” says Lord, who served as an MLA from 2000 to 2004.

“He is honest. He is there with good intentions. He is very sincere. He wants to do what is best to make the world a better place. But politics is a tough business. You can’t always deliver 100 per cent of what you would like because it turns out to be more complicated than that.”

Lord, a former Calgary alderman who works now as a stockbroker, says the public expects private business to keep its cards close to its chest, so it’s a lot to ask of government “to be playing poker with all your cards face up on the table. I think people that aren’t that familiar with how government works have very high expectations and they are perhaps a little unrealistic.”

However, Stanway, in the premier’s office, says Stelmach has delivered on his promises and will continue to do so because he believes it is the right thing to do.

“The premier made that commitment with his eyes wide open,” says Stanway, a former Edmonton Sun newspaper executive and political columnist. “It’s not that he is surprised that people are taking it seriously. He expected it.”

Stanway says the lobbyist registry will be running by this fall. As for the NDP’s claim the Stelmach government is the most secretive government in Canada, Stanway dismisses the charge as overblown rhetoric. “Brian Mason has never seen a fire he didn’t want to throw gasoline on. Just because Brian says it, doesn’t make it right. In fact, if Brian says it, it is not right,” says Stanway.
Liberal Leader David Swann says he was initially encouraged when Stelmach introduced a number of new legislative all-party committees to review legislation, but he has been disappointed to see how they work in practice — with “heavy conservative dominance on these committees, voting results are blocked in a very partisan process.” Rather than debating the province’s plans for health-care reform — plans that are being made public only in dribs and drabs — or discussing the viability of nuclear energy or the threat of indus-trial development to the province’s underground water supply, the committees are assigned non-controversial issues, Swann says. The committee he sits on has been debating issues like bottle recycling and weed control.

“We’re not getting at some of the vital questions Albertans have about where our money is going,” he complains. “If we were really addressing some of the key issues facing Albertans, I would feel better about what these all-party committees are doing.”

Former Liberal leader Kevin Taft says after 38 years of Conservative rule, the province is filled with Tories in key positions who all have the authority to keep things secret. “It’s a serious case of political decay,” says Taft. “One of the things that could happen with this economic downturn, if it is sharp and prolonged, is the gap between the elite and the reality will get exposed. So far it has been covered over by resource wealth.”

Snelgrove, of the Treasury Board, says the government is striving to make as much information publicly available as possible, but it is difficult to do so while respecting privacy issues. He says it hasn’t been a hot-button issue for most Albertans.

“I will say this: Of all the meetings that I have gone to and all the speaking situations I have done where there’s been an opportunity to ask questions, no one has ever asked me about openness and transparency.”

Chaldeans Mensah, who teaches political science at MacEwan College, says the public wants more openness from governments, but quite often there is a disconnect between the promises politicians make before entering office and reality.

“I have no doubt Ed Stelmach is committed to some of these principles, but is he willing to follow through or is he going to be captive to the practical side of actual governing? I think transparency, disclosure and accountability are all wrapped up in one package, and for all of these ideas to come to fruition, it will take a concerted effort by the public, the media and other politicians.”

Booi says many Albertans feel betrayed be-cause they believed Stelmach’s pledge to bring in a more accountable government. “It’s beyond disappointing,” says Booi. “But there’s an old saying: ‘You don’t ask a king to make a revolution.’”
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