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COMMISSIONER’S MESSAGE, Page 8 
 
1.5 Government Information Disclosures and 
Delivery of Services – Data Sharing Across 
Government 
 
In a number of its reports, the Premier’s Advisory Council on Technology has 
called on government to expand the sharing of our personal information in the 
name of improving service delivery and cutting costs. It is perhaps not surprising 
that a technology council would be calling for increased sharing of our personal 
information as a logical means of improving service delivery. While many of us, 
and I am one of them, agree that modern information technologies may improve 
service delivery, it is important that demands of efficiency and supposed 
improvements in service quality not diminish our privacy inappropriately. 
 
The provincial government is moving forward with a number of programs that 
involve more widespread disclosure, within government and across agency 
boundaries, of citizens’ personal information in the name of improving service 
delivery and efficiencies. We are actively monitoring and providing comment on 
these initiatives to ensure that they comply with the existing privacy law and meet 
reasonable privacy expectations. 

I sometimes say the privacy tail should not wag the dog but it is equally important 
that the technology tail not wag the dog. We have to ask, from a broader policy 
perspective, whether government’s increasing appetite for sharing our personal 
information creates new and unacceptable privacy risks. The jury is still out on 
this but important questions have to be tackled. I firmly believe, as do many 
observers internationally, that information technologies are enabling, and in some 
senses, driving the creation of more and more personal information databases of 
increasing scope and sophistication. Our digital selves will increasingly be 
available, very often on a lifelong basis, as various bits and bytes of ourselves 
accumulate and grow into a construct that may be distorted and only fleetingly 
resemble our true selves. As the noted privacy expert Roger Clarke has said, 
these ‘digital personas’ may be threatening phenomena given the propensity for 
governments to use data surveillance to control individual behaviour. We 
therefore have to be careful to ensure that these digital constructs are not used in 
new ways, for administrative or other government purposes unrelated to the 
original purposes for which the constituent data elements were collected, 



whether to respond to new policy or legislative directives or in the name of law 
enforcement. 
 
A pertinent example of data analysis that creates privacy risks involves ‘social 
sorting’, which uses personal information to slot individuals, through their digital 
profiles, into risk or desirability categories. Since inaccuracies in personal 
information can be broadcast much more widely through data-sharing programs, 
we can recognize some of the real, concrete risks that are posed for individuals. 
Proliferation of inaccurate information about an individual could well lead to 
harmful decisions being made about that person, often without the individual 
having any way of knowing that this has happened.   

 
Our office is concerned about these trends and as a result we are working on a 
position paper, to be released this summer, setting out our position on the 
disclosure of personal information within and across government. Our paper will, 
we believe, contribute meaningfully to the necessary debate about these issues. 
It is certainly important that government not move forward with any legislated 
changes in this area unless and until there has been a full public consultation in 
the form of a position paper published by the government, followed by 
meaningful, extensive stakeholder consultations. Something in the order of a 
White Paper process would be appropriate. 


