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  (1535)  

[English]

    The Chair (Hon. Paul DeVillers (Simcoe North, Lib.)): I call this meeting to order, please. This is the meeting of the Standing Committee on Justice, Human Rights, Public Safety and Emergency Preparedness, and the meeting has been called to consider the main estimates for 2004-05. So I'd like to welcome Minister Cotler with us, and he has his deputy, Mr. Morris Rosenberg, and Madame Josée Touchette.

[SNIP]

The Chair: The second round, three minutes.

    Mr. Breitkreuz.

    Mr. Garry Breitkreuz (Yorkton—Melville, CPC): Thank you, Mr. Minister.

    On December 3, 2002 the Auditor General in her report criticized the justice department for not providing Parliament with an estimate of all the major additional costs that would be incurred enforcing the Firearms Act, Part III of the Criminal Code. Almost two years have passed and the government has yet to provide this information to Parliament. Estimates by the Library of Parliament put this unreported figure at another $1 billion. 

    We know that the government transferred the Canadian Firearms Centre to the Solicitor General's department in April 2003, but the CFC's plans and priorities report for 2004-05 states that the Department of Justice also provides legal advice, drafting and litigation services to the Canadian Firearms Center. This same report states that the justice department will spend $1 million in direct and indirect costs on the firearms program. This $1 million is reported by the CFC but it is part of the justice department's estimates for this year. 

    I have, using the Access to Information Act, been trying to get since May—and I would like to say, Mr. Minister, without success—a list of all the litigation the justice department is involved in related to the Firearms Act, Part III of the Criminal Code, court challenges etc. In May the justice department said it had no such report, so I asked for a list of your department's files on the subject, but according to the investigators at the office of the information commissioner your department has been in a deemed refusal position on my request since the end of May and further, that your officials have refused all demands by the Information and Privacy Commissioner to provide the documentation I requested. 

    I want to give you just one example. The application of the firearms registration requirements to the Nunavut Inuit have been temporarily suspended by the court since December 10, 2002 and the lawyers in the Library of Parliament state that there has been no legal action on the file since July 2003 when a judge rejected a request by the federal government to have Nunavut's main lawsuit dismissed.

    My questions to you, Mr. Minister are: What is the status of the Nunavut case? How many firearms cases is your department currently litigating? How many lawyers are working on these files, both public and private? How much will the litigation of these cases cost taxpayers? What legal effect will these cases have on the full implementation of the Firearms Act? At last report, 59 sections are still not in force. Why won't your department answer our Access to Information Act request? After all, you are the minister responsible to Parliament for that act.

  (1630)  

    The Chair: That leaves three seconds for the answer. I think we'll allow some latitude in this case.

    Hon. Irwin Cotler: I want to express my appreciation to the honourable member for the diligence of his involvement in this issue over the years, and I respect the concerns that animate that engagement on his part. 

    I just want to say that in our advice to the Canadian Firearms Centre such legal advice as we give is part of the ongoing work that a minister in a department gives as counsel to departments and agencies of government. That would just fall within the purview of our work in that regard.

    With regard to all the other particular questions that you asked, I'm tempted to say that we will get back to you, for example, on these matters of freedom of information requests and the like, but I will ask my officials who are with me if they have a more fulsome reply to you in that regard. 

    The Chair: Mr. Rosenberg.

    Mr. Morris Rosenberg: Thank you, Mr. Chair.

    I can reiterate what the minister said. I will undertake to go back to the department to determine the status of the access to information requests and determine the reasons if there is in fact a deemed refusal and I will speak to the office of the information commissioner to get its perspective on it. We will then act accordingly after having that information. I will undertake to do that, Mr. Breitkreuz, and get back to you.

    Mr. Garry Breitkreuz: It's a very important part of trying to determine all the additional costs, and that's what the Auditor General said has been hidden from Parliament.

    Hon. Irwin Cotler: Mr. Breitkreuz, if you don't mind a moment of levity, we can also provide what the cost was of getting that response to you in terms of our service, but thank you for the question.

    The Chair: Could we undertake to send that through the committee then for the benefit of all members? 

    Mr. Garry Breitkreuz: (Inaud.)is that a request?

    The Chair: Yes, and I saw some nodding of the heads, so I take it as an undertaking. Thank you.

[SNIP]

