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Editorial Page

Agent Orange case shows need for
Freedom of Information legislation

The recent revelation that the
U.S. army has tested chemical de-
foliants near CFB Gagetown has
raised tremendous ire from both
environmentalists and the political
opposition. We haven’t heard such
a load uproar about an environ-
mental issue since the Three-Mile
Island accident, and rightly so. Itis
certainly disturbing to find out that
Canadians have been so noncha-
lantly served up as convenient
Guinea pigs for the testing of mili-
tary defoliants. However, behind
all the fuss and commotion that is
being raised right now about the
tests, there lies a more basic issue
— the need for effective freedom
of information legislation in this
country.

What is far more disturbing than
the New Brunswick Guinea pigs
near Gagetown is the startling re-
alization that it took us fifteen (yes,
count them, fifteen) years to find
out that the tests occurred.

The amazing ability of the De-
fence Minister, Gilles Lamon-
tagne, to keep the knowledge of
the tests to himself for five months
after being informed of them is in-
dicative of the unhealthy attitude
towards confidentiality of informa-
tion that exists in the government
today. Not even Lamontagne’s fel-
low ministers knew about the tests
— Trudeau had to ask for the ques-
tion to be repeated in the House of
Commons Friday because he
couldn’t understand it. Not even
Health Minister Monique Begin
was informed because, in Lamon-
tagne's own words, he was told
there was nothing to worry about.
Certainly the only reason the NDP
defence critic found out about
it because of research done in the
U.S. by the Church of Scientology,
using the Freedom of Information
Act.

George Ferguson, editor of the
Montreal Star, summed up the con-
cept of freedom of information in
the introduction to a series of lec-
tures given at Queen’s University
in 1955.

“It is that every man and woman
will be better off if the transmis-
sion and reception of fact and
opinion are left free from the inten-
tion of government.”

In Ferguson’s case, he was re-
ferring to the hard-won freedom of
the press to criticize. However, to-
day the modern problem is not to
end supression of facts already
known, but the opening of avenues

to obtain information which may
not even be suspected to exist.

The existence of large data
banks containing information of vi-
tal financial or other importance to
an individual without his knowl-
edge is a recent issue which raises
the spectre of 1984. In Canada, our
legislation has taken the first
steps to combat the ‘filing-system
society” by requiring that the loca-
tions and contents of data-banks
be published. However, what is
needed now is the application of
this principle one step further.

All government information
should be available to the public

unless it can be shown that the

material concerned is of para-
mount importance to national se-
curity. We need legislation, legal
processes, and a body of prece-
dents to establish this idea, or else
the next Agent Orange test may be
one that we will never find out
about.

in Nova Scotia, a reporter from
any of the media can still be faced
by a blank wall when he is after
material the government doesn't
want to release. The papers and
video media fought a tremendous
legal battle in order to win the right
to examine writs issued to the
RCMP. After they were finished,
they didn’t even end up with mater-
ial that was embarassing to the
government. Can you imagine how
much harder it would have been to
uncover material that the MLA's
would have a genuine self-interest
in keeping hidden? Certainly
there’s no chance of getting any of
the results of the RCMP investiga-
tion into Rollie-gate published, not
legally anyway. Rollie’s suing
CFDR for broadcasting what little
they knew of the affair through the
constricted and serendipitous
channels of tips, leads, and
“investigative reporting”.

In the United States, nearly 100
Michigan veterans of the Vietnam
war joined a nation wide class ac-
tion suit against the makers of
Agent Orange. Shortly, the medical
data about residents in New
Brunswick will have been sifted to
determine the dangers they have
been exposed to. The residents
near Gagetown may or may not
join the class action suit, and they
may or may not have been exposed
to real dangers. But the terrible
risk of worse dangers will still exist
until we have a way to make the
government tell its population
what is really going on.
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