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Abstract: This paper examines the Government of Canada’s Web Renewal Initiative and impact
on the provision of web based government information. A content analysis of documents
received through Access to Information requests reveals the government’s limited timelines for
providing access to web content.

1. Introduction

In the same way the passage of time will cause ripened food to spoil and rot,
government information on the internet may become redundant or outdated and URLs
may become inactive - a phenomenon known as link rot. On Nov. 6, 2012, Tony
Clement, President of the Treasury Board of Canada Secretariat (TBS), announced that
the Government of Canada (GoC) would consolidate the number of government websites
from over 1500 to six or less as part of a Web Renewal Initiative (WRI) (Clement, 2012).
While the change is supposed to ensure government information is easier for Canadians
to locate, two significant outcomes will result. Not only will the WRI cause numerous
URLSs to become broken (link rot), the government actively plans on eliminating
redundant, outdated and trivial content (or what the GoC itself calls ‘ROT’) (TBS
2012b). These changes will have a significant impact on Canadians’ ability to access
government information. The impact will be particularly acute for researchers who will
no longer have access to historical GoC web content essential for scrutinizing
government policy and activities. The WRI has already begun, and changes in URLSs and
the elimination of content is underway (TBS 2012a).

This paper examines the GoC’s own guidelines for eliminating ROT through a
content analysis of guidelines provided by the TBS and two federal departments (Industry
Canada (IC) and Citizenship and Immigration Canada (CIC)) obtained through Access to
Information requests (ATI). The paper is part of a larger study aimed at identifying and
assessing the removal of government web content (though the analysis in this paper
focuses exclusively on internal government guidelines for identifying and removing
ROT). The analysis of departmental guidelines obtained through ATI is particularly
important as this information is not published by the government.



2. Literature Review

Concerns over link rot on the Internet are not new (Fichter, 1999; Tyler &
McNeil, 2003; Koehler, 2004), and the subject has been of particular concern to
American legal scholars (Rhodes, 2010; Torres, 2012; Liebler and Liebert, 2013; Zittrain
et al. 2013). While the findings of U.S. legal scholars does not address GoC link rot, it
does highlight the importance and dangers of link rot. For example Zittrain et al. found
that more than 70% of the URLs within a sample of legal journals were subject to link rot
(2013, p. 167). Liebler and Liebert found that 29% of URLs within U.S. Supreme Court
decisions suffered from link rot (2013, p. 278).

It is important to note that link rot is not a phenomenon unique to the United
States or legal scholarship, and has been observed elsewhere. A study found that in a
sample of New Zealand academic journals that 30% of electronic citations for articles
from 2002-2005 were inaccessible by 2006 (Parker 2007). Carnevale and Aronsky found
that 30% of URLs in a sample of biomedical informatics journals were subject to link rot
(2007, p. 271). However, while there are studies noting problems in government
information in Canada (see especially Wakaruk, 2014) no studies to date have examined
GoC link rot, which is particularly timely given the WRL

3. Methodology

The paper employs an inductive content analysis (Crano et al. 2015) of three sets
of government documents produced through ATI Requests. ATI requests to IC, CIC and
Health Canada' were made," along with a fourth ATI request to TBS™ as TBS has the
responsibility for providing guidance on the WRI to government departments. The
results of the ATI requests varied considerably in size (for example CIC provided only
three pages, IC’s response was 25 pages, and TBS produced 134 pages). Each response
was thematically coded using an inductive coding system of manifest content (Crano et
al. 2015, Rubin and Babbie, 2010) to identify themes in departmental guidance for
identifying and removing ROT content, timelines for the removal of ROT, and any
discrepancies in approaches between departments. The results provide an insightful view
of how the GoC is restructuring and removing its web content.

4. Preliminary Findings and Discussion

The analysis of departmental guidance on removing ROT provides several
important findings. First, there is considerable difference between CIC and IC with
regards to how much information is provided to departmental employees with regard to
identifying and removing ROT. CIC provides only a brief description of the problem of
ROT and a set of timelines for when various types of content should be removed (e.g.
news items and yearly/quarterly publications are to be removed two years from the date
of publishing) (CIC n.d.). In contrast, Industry Canada provides much greater detail on
the process of identifying and removing ROT to its employees including web content
lifecycle flowcharts, a content assessment questionnaire, checklists and timelines. (IC
n.d.). While both departments provide timelines, in some cases the timelines for removal
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of content can be quite short. For example, IC suggests content about a retired or
cancelled program be removed after one year (IC n.d.). Such short timelines mean that
historic program information may be unavailable to researchers who seek to assess the
effectiveness of government programs. Also, there is little consistency between
departments as IC suggests removing newsletters when no longer of interest to clients
(based on the use of web metrics with no threshold specified) and event specific items
after six months (IC n.d.), while CIC suggests that such content be removed after two
years (CIC n.d.).

The documents also indicate the importance of web metrics in identifying ROT
content. IC’s content assessment questionnaire suggests employees use web metrics to
determine if removing content “will either cause harm or great inconvenience to the
public OR decrease IC’s efficiency or effectiveness to provide a service” (IC n.d., p. 12).
CIC also employs web metrics in its timelines for document removals with several
classes of web content (including audits, evaluations, research and statistics) to be deleted
after two years unless the document receives 200 visits per month. While the use of web
metrics may be useful in identifying seldom used web content, CIC’s 200 visits per
month metric is arbitrary. Furthermore, web visits per month may vary over the course
of a year from month to month, and most importantly, a document can still be an
invaluable information source for a few groups or individuals and never receive 200
visits per month.

The TBS guidance on link rot reveals some political considerations in the ROT
removal process. For example TBS advises departments not to remove content when the
removal may be “politically embarrassing” (TBS n.d., p. 75). TBS also highlights
removal of large quantities of government information as success stories. For example,
Transport Canada’s removal of 40% of its web content and Canada Revenue Agency’s
Pacific Region removal of 9,949 pages (of a total of 10,671 pages) are identified as
successes under the marker “Mission Possible !!” (TBS n.d., p. 85 and 93). The TBS
documents suggest a government that is actively encouraging the removal of voluminous
amounts of web content, though mindful of how such removals may affect the political
fortunes of the GoC.

Finally one key finding from the IC documents, is that the ROT assessment
process began in the spring of 2011 if not earlier (IC n.d.), well before Minister
Clement’s November 2012 announcement, and publication of the ROT information on
the TBS website (TBS 2012). This preliminary analysis will be supplemented with
further analysis of Health Canada departmental guidance on link rot when (of if) the ATI
request is completed, and the discussion of additional themes (which space here does not
permit).

5. Conclusion

The analysis of GoC departmental guidance around identifying and removing
ROTten web content highlights the dangers of government information on the internet.
With the TBS aggressively pushing to remove web content, and highlighting “success
stories” where huge swaths of web content are removed, invaluable government
information is at risk. The WRI initiative underscores the importance of third-party web-
archiving. In this regard Canadian academic libraries, which already engage in GoC web
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archiving initiatives in partnership with the Internet Archive are preforming a crucial role
in maintaining their role as stewards of government information. Without such archives,
the public, corporations, non-governmental organizations, journalists and academics may
lose access to government information and be unable to hold governments accountable.
This concern is perhaps best echoed by the quote (from Stephen Harper while leader of
the Official Opposition):

Information is the lifeblood of a democracy. Without adequate access to
key information about government policies and programs, citizens and
parliamentarians cannot make informed decisions, and incompetent or
corrupt governance can be hidden under a cloak of secrecy. (Harper 2005).

The study does have some limitations. Documents were coded only a single
individual. Further the study did not submit ATI requests to all federal departments, and
within the sample of departments (IC, CIC and Health Canada), one department (Health
Canada) has still not produced any documents as a result of the request.
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