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Where do academics fit in?

Information & Privacy Commissioner Annual Statistical Report 2022:
https://www.ipc.on.ca/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/ar-2022-statistical-report_acc.pdf
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Where do academics fit in?

Source: Access to Information and Privacy Statistics - 2021-22, Access to Information
https://open.canada.ca/data/en/dataset/236294e1-bc74-486f-ab97-422227bc8832/resource/f33892e4-2ee1-4702-a768-19c324ca1639
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Barriers experienced by academics using FOIs

• Lack of training

• Long timelines

• High research & processing fees (often due to poorly crafted 
requests)

• Unnecessary duplication of requests

• Limited ability to build on previous disclosures



Where do I fit in?

• Search for Ontario government information often leads to FOI as a 
last resort

• Anecdotally, less being released as a matter of course (see current 
government's Mandate Letters)



Inspiration

Summaries of completed Access to 
Information Requests, Federal government

BC FOI request summaries



Objectives

• Produce a dataset of General FOI requests (i.e. not personal 
information requests) including summaries of requests, dates, 
disclosure status, and key metadata to facilitate "piggy-back requests"

• Serve up dataset in searchable interface on low or no-code platform

• Preserve data

Scope:
oOnly "general records"

oAll Ontario Government Ministries, TBS, and Cabinet Office

o2014 to present



Process

File requests
File appeals & 
negotiate fees

Receive 
records

Clean data
Build & test 
interfaces



Data challenges

• Records released as PDF printouts from databases rather than 
spreadsheets

• Layouts and encoding made for complex extraction

• HEAVY redaction

• Terminology, completeness, and quality of data varied highly between 
organizations

• Size of dataset made using many free tools to serve up data 
unfeasible



Interface challenges

• I'm not an app developer and we have no money

• Balancing functionality with ease of maintaining

• Each tool tested had a learning curve

• Low and no code platforms not very customizable

• Not everything under consideration integrated with back-end tool 
(Supabase)



https://tinyurl.com/ONFOI



One week from launch ...

www.secretcanada.com



Ways forward...

• Merging projects?

• Parallel projects?

• Deposit an open dataset ?

• Reposition focus on long term access and preservation



https://www.cjr.org/tow_center_reports/the-dire-state-of-news-archiving-in-the-digital-age.php



More questions...

• What does "open data" mean across professional cultures?

• Whose data are these? Is it a public good?

• How sustainable can these projects be?
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