
State already keeps secret all 
A minefield is placed in the way of organisations wanting information, 
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H 
ow many secrets does a 

government have anyway? 

Even without the Protection 

of Information Bill? 

I wish I could say our government 

differed in this regard from 

other administrations, but I canÒt. 

All governments have secrets - 

the kiSwahili word for government 

is supposed to translate as Ófierce 

secretÔ - and some keep them better 

than others. 

Keeping secrets is expensive, and 

in the age of instantly transferable 

electronic files almost impossible, 

but nevertheless let us concede that 

there are secrets to keep and they 

need to be kept safe. 

However, there are also government 

secrets that we just donÒt 

the exercise of a power or performance 

of a duty conferred by law to 

the Minister of Justice and Constitutional 

DevelopmentÔ. 

TheyÒve been thinking about it? 

Since 2004? This is possibly unlawful 

and defmitely madness. How long 

can you possibly need to contemplate 

a document before reaching a 

decision? I donÒt think anyone 

thought we needed an Óupper limit 

on contemplationÔ rule, but there 

you go. 

One would think sheer embarrassment 

would prevent the use of 

this excuse, but it seems not. The 

reason I say possibly, but not definitely, 

unlawful is that there may be 

a reasonable explanation for the 

long delay which has simply not 

been given to us. Like, I donÒt 

know... aliens ate the minister? 
Now we have to go to court to 

request this document, which is also 

madness, because we need the document 

long before we will get a court 

date, even if we sue in the magistrateÒs 

court. WeÒll sue anyway, in 

the hope that the State law advisers 

will advise their client not to persist 

with this refusal - but there we are, 

another secret. 

Then we have the refusal to 

release crime statistics Ù all crime 

statistics. One of our clients, who 

runs a local newspaper, wants to 

access crime statistics for the area. 

He has been told that information 

on Óspecific sub-tendencies of crime 

or requests pertaining to crime 

information of specific geographical 

areas such as station precincts 

will only be provided for any period 

up to that covered by the latest 

annual report on crime statistics 

released for public consumptionÔ. 

Translated, that means if you 

want to know anything that happened 

on the crime statistics front 

since March 2009, tough. ItÒs a secret. 

What does this all add up to? The 
government has secrets, which it 

refuses to divulge and keeps perfectly 

well, without the assistance of 

the Protection of Information Bill. 

So why bring it in? Because we have 

so many secrets, is the answer But 

should we? 

Õ Tilley is the director of the 

Open Democracy Advice. 
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