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  		June 2, 2005


Mrs. Sheila Fraser


Auditor General of Canada


240 Sparks Street


Ottawa, Ontario


K1A 0G6





Dear Mrs. Fraser:





Subject: ISSUES CONCERNING THE GOVT’S RESPONSE TO Q-136





Thank you for your letter dated May 18, 2005 advising of follow-up audit of the Firearms Program.  We have been getting calls and e-mails from my constituents asking if this follow-up is a value-for-money audit or are you still just looking at the costs?





Please find attached a copy of Public Safety Minister Anne McLellan’s response to my Order Paper Question Q-136, that was tabled in the House of Commons on May 30, 2005.  The Government made some startling statements that need to be refuted.  The entire response exemplifies your findings in your December 2002 report that found the program was “excessively regulatory.”





In Part (a), the Minister implies that they have no choice but to proceed the way they are with respect to processing of law-abiding foreign tourists that were declaring their firearms at the border long before there was a gun registry.  Her excuse for these costly, onerous and useless controls, “the Firearms Act requires…”  She seems to forget that they have had ample opportunity to amend the Firearms Act in the past and could still do so today rather than continue implementing their ten-year-old mistakes. 





Again, in Part (a) of her response, the Minister finally admits (after ten years) that the Firearms Act has a negative impact on the economy.  She stated: “…the $50 fee was a disincentive to non-residents who would otherwise come to Canada to hunt and shoot.”  Now that we have this admission, would it be possible for your office to obtain a copy of the 115-page economic impact report that was declared a Cabinet secret in response to our Access to Information Act request (Justice file: A99-00034) and has been entirely withheld from Parliament since 1999?





The Minister’s reply to Part (b)(i) indicates that since 2001, 279,805 foreign tourists brought 372,390 firearms into Canada.  The Department’s responses to my ATI requests over the years revealed that 334,409 foreign tourists brought 450,883 firearms into Canada.  In order to find out how much money has been already been wasted on this logic-defying policy and in order for anyone to be able to calculate how much it will cost to fully implement the registration and export provisions related to the Non-Resident Firearm Declaration forms, Parliament must know what the correct numbers are.
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Depending on which numbers we are to believe, since 2001 the government has lost track of either 372,390 or 450,883 firearms brought into Canada by foreign tourists.  My question (b)(ii) asked: For each year since 1999, how many of these firearms, if any, were removed from Canada when these non-resident firearm declarers left Canada?  The Minister’s reply to (b)(ii) stated: “Section 37 of the Firearms Act, which provides requirements related to the export of firearms by non-residents is expected to come into force in 2006-2007, when the appropriate systems are prepared to support its implementation.  Consequently, no data is collected by the CBSA on how many restricted and non-restricted firearms are exported from Canada by non-residents.”  Why did the government implement only the part of the legislation that gets them the fees and fail to implement the sections that they insist improves public safety and reduces gun smuggling; namely, tracking legal firearms owned by law-abiding tourists?   And then the Minister has the gall to admit they are going to keep repeating this mistake until at least 2006-2007.





In response to Part (c), the Minister claims that the completion of the Non-Resident Firearm Declaration Form is necessary because it “...identifies those entering Canada who may pose a threat to public safety.”  What threat?  The government has no evidence whatsoever to show that foreign hunters and sport shooters were ever a threat to public safety or ever will be.  The fact that hundreds of thousands of foreign gun owners have entered Canada since 2001 without any problems, proves the government’s policy is completely misguided and unnecessary.  If visitors entering Canada admit that they have firearms when asked and the Customs Officer confirms: (1) the purpose of their visit; (2) that they are have no criminal record; and (3) that they aren’t wanted or on a terrorist watch list, what additional public safety benefit is to be derived by forcing them to fill out a complex form and paying a $50 or a $25 fee?  Gun smugglers do none of this.  It’s ludicrous for the Minister to claim that these redundant procedures “…deters criminals from bring firearms into Canada.”





The Minister’s response to Part (d) is most distressing.  I asked a simple question: How long will it take and how much will it cost to fully implement these provisions and regulations?  She responded: “The Firearms Program has not carried out this type of evaluation.”  Wasn’t that the whole point of your December 2002 report on the Firearms Program?  How is Parliament supposed to oversee billions of dollars of waste if the Minister and Departmental officials responsible aren’t even planning ahead on this massive bureaucratic endeavour?  





The Minister’s responses to Parts (e) and (f) are a continuation of the government’s ten-year policy of keeping Parliament in the dark.  The fact is that every CBSA point of entry into Canada will be involved in the processing of an average of 70,000 foreign gun owners and approximately 120,000 guns annually – both into and out of Canada.  This is a very expensive bureaucratic exercise that produces no tangible improvement to public safety. What are all the potential risks to public safety and national security resulting from the diversion of human and financial resources from very high risk activities such as the pursuit of smugglers, terrorists, illegal immigrants, illegal guns, drugs, explosives, and other contraband compared to the benefits of spending so much time and money on extremely low risk activities such as checking the serial numbers of registered guns belonging to licensed firearm owners, competitive shooters, and law-abiding foreign hunters/tourists?





Everything the government does boils down to a question of priorities, especially in the Department of Public Safety and Emergency Preparedness.  It’s not whether it improves public safety – it’s how much could we improve public safety if we spent the money on other measures and programs?  It’s not whether what we’re doing now will save one life – it’s how many lives could be saved if we spent the time and money doing something else? 





Thanks again to you and your staff to help Parliamentarians uncover the truth with respect to the costs and the benefits of this costly firearms program.





Sincerely,








[Original signed by]








Garry Breitkreuz, MP


Yorkton-Melville
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