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Good evening everyone. Welcome to this Town Hall on the Right to Know. 
Welcome to our panellists, who have generously accepted to share with us their time and expertise. Welcome to our provincial and territorial counterparts, and a very special welcome to our fellow citizens, who are joining us here in Ottawa and elsewhere through the Web.
Those of you who have known me since I joined the Office of the Information Commissioner, know how much importance I attach to the engagement of all stakeholders in order to advance the cause of freedom of information, here and abroad.

The incredible roster of panellists who have assembled to celebrate our right to know is a testament to the kind of engagement we see from all participants in the access to information system. We will, no doubt, engage throughout the week in meaningful discussions on the right to know and on our right, as citizens, to access information held by public institutions.
I am extremely proud to make this first national forum on the right to know directly accessible by all Canadians on the Web. Indeed, the challenges to the full exercise of this right today warrant that we raise the debate to a national, Web accessible platform.

Access to information and the transparency of government business are at the very core of our social contract. As citizens, we give our government authority to make policy decisions and administer programs on our behalf. In return, we want to be informed of the rationale and outcome of government decisions.

It is access to information that empowers us to make informed electoral decisions and to fully participate in our democratic system. In turn, citizens’ engagement is vital to preserving and promoting the state’s obligation to be transparent and accountable, at all levels of jurisdiction.  On questions such as: Where do government stimulus credits go? Just how clean are our rivers? What are the contingency plans to counter pandemics or other national emergencies?, we have a right to know.
This right and its proper exercise should not be taken for granted. Activism and engagement are essential to reminding citizens of their right to know about public institutions’ priorities, plans of actions or decisions, and to promote what needs to be done to achieve the desired goals.  It is indeed the role and the responsibility of all stakeholders to keep the issue at the forefront of the policy agenda. 
I want to acknowledge, more specifically, the contributions of journalists and activists as promoters of democratic values and as catalysts of citizens’ engagement and change.  Several of our panellists can testify to the importance of access to information to find out how public monies are being spent, and even to defend the life and liberty of Canadians here and abroad. 

In Canada, we are fortunate that access to government information has been embedded in federal, provincial and territorial laws since the late 70s, early 80s.  Twenty-six years later, however, it is time to revisit its performance. Unfortunately, we are now lagging behind the more up-to-date access to information regimes around the world, including some of the newer democracies. More importantly, although still sound in its goals and ambitions, our access legislation and the way it is administered have not kept pace with the rapid proliferation and sophistication of information technologies.
I would be remiss if I did not acknowledge the efforts of stakeholders and ETHI Committee members who have contributed to and supported our recent recommendations to modernize the federal Access to Information Act. In this regard, I am looking forward to the interesting discussions that our panels of legal and international experts will hold on Wednesday and Thursday as part of our Right to Know celebrations.   

In addition, technology developments have given rise to an unparalleled information management challenge across all public institutions. In this context, the traditional “reactive” mode of disclosing information as a response to access requests has proven to be both inefficient and costly for the system. This situation requires that public institutions, including ombudspersons, take a good look at how they provide or enforce access to information, and accept that it is time to leverage technology to shift from reactive to proactive disclosure.  This is precisely the conversation that various experts will have tomorrow during a special conference for Parliamentarians. 

 Fundamentally, we require tremendous leadership to steer this fundamental shift in mindset and in the way we administer access to information.  
In recent years, our economy has transformed from a manufacturing economy to a knowledge-based economy. Our citizens have moved from a conventional paper world to a world of texting, blogging and tweeting. Researchers and innovators are interested in data they can mash up, repurpose and make their own. 

We can find proof of this in the tremendous strides the Obama administration is taking with its data.gov initiative. This initiative is provoking a fundamental shift in government information holdings from airtight opacity to radical transparency.  As one of the most connected nations in the world, Canada is now at the crossroads where it needs to leapfrog its access to information regime to a new platform.

Our Right to Know program this year reflects these trends and challenges. 
