
You want the truth?
Data success stories

• Open data and journalism

• What is not open

• How FOIs for raw data differ from other requests

• FOI requests for raw data are an imperfect tool, but …



Data success stories

• Municipal request for 
crime hot spots 

• Cost: $25 

• Length: 5 months 

• Why? Heard about it 
through a police source, 
kept secret out of fear of 
stigmatizing areas

• 10 municipal FOIs, one still 
under appeal 

• Cost: $125 (10x$5, plus 3 
$25 appeals) 

• Length: 6 weeks on avg. 

• Why: Beat reporter’s 
experience and a 
reporter’s observations, 
anecdotal evidence. Data 
shows they were right.



• Municipal request

• Cost: $3K, negotiated down to $350

• Length: 6 months

• Why: Food poisoning that left Rob 
“praying to die.”

• Result: Canada’s first public 
restaurant safety system

• Provincial request

• Cost: $150

• Time: 3 months

• Why? Following up on previous 
stories

• Requests at three levels of 
government 

• Cost: ~$2,000 

• Length: 2 years 

• Why: Daddy reporter 
discovers there’s no 
inspection system for 
daycares

• Federal request for raw electronic 
data

• Cost: $0

• Length: 5 years

• Why: Folo to a Hamilton airport 
story, paper reports

• Results: Daily release of data



Crime & punishment ~ 2008

• Federal and provincial, CPIC and 
inmates

• Cost: $100

• Length: 5 years

• Why: Tory approach to crime and 
punishment

"If you wish to proceed with the processing of your request, forward a 
deposit of $1,599,840.00 by cheque or money order payable to the 

Receiver General of Canada," read the letter from the RCMP's access to 
information co-ordinator. 

And, "should you wish to continue your request, please note that there are 
no guarantees that any part of the information will be released."



Crime & Punishment School, interrupted



Race & crime ~ 2002

Blacks arrested by Toronto po-
lice are treated more harshly than
whites, a Toronto Star analysis of
crime data shows.

Black people, charged with sim-
ple drug possession, are taken to
police stations more often than
whites facing the same charge.

Once at the station, accused
blacks are held overnight, for a
bail hearing, at twice the rate of
whites.

The Toronto crime data also
shows a disproportionate number
of black motorists are ticketed for

leaders and criminologists, sug-
gests police use racial profiling in
deciding whom to pull over.

The evidence is contained in a
massive police database recording
more than 480,000 incidents in
which an individual was arrested,
or ticketed, for an offence dating
back to 1996. It included almost
800,000 criminal and other charg-
es. The Star obtained that data
through a freedom of information

community.
Police are forbidden, by their

governing board, from analyzing
this data in terms of race, but The
Star has no such restriction. The
findings provide hard evidence of
what blacks have long suspected
— race matters in Canadian soci-
ety especially when dealing with
police.

Chief Julian Fantino disputed
the findings, saying the colour of a
person’s skin has nothing to do
with how they’re treated by his of-
ficers

JIM RANKIN/TORONTO STAR

SUING POLICE: Jason Burke, falsely accused of dealing drugs during Caribana two years ago, says he was a victim of racial profiling. 

Star analysis of police crime data shows
justice is different for blacks and whites

Singled out

AN INVESTIGATION INTO RACE AND CRIME3

Telling numbers
Police records show that a black person in Toronto 
arrested on a single drug possession charge 
was less likely to be released at the scene...

... and twice as likely 
to be held for a bail 
hearing, compared to 
a white person on 
the same charge.

76.5% 

61.8% 

15.5% 
7.3% 

% of each racial group
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BY TIM HARPER
AND LES WHITTINGTON

OTTAWA BUREAU

OTTAWA — Jean Chrétien
receives a report from his eth-
ics counsellor today that is ex-
pected to give him enough
“wiggle room” to keep his solic-
itor-general, Lawrence MacAu-
lay, in the federal cabinet.

Ethics counsellor Howard
Wilson completed his report
and delivered it to the Prime
Minister’s Office last night,
where it was received by Chré-
tien’s chief of staff, Percy
Downe.

It was then to be relayed to
Chrétien by secure fax to Bei-
rut, where the Prime Minister
is attending a summit of
French-speaking nations. It
was 1:30 a.m. in Beirut when
the fax arrived so Chrétien
would likely be reading it this
morning. 

Senior sources said last night
that unless there is a surprise in
Wilson’s report, the Prince Ed-
ward Island minister will re-
main, Chrétien will return to
Ottawa and weather the inevi-
table storm of opposition and
media protest and forge ahead
with an ethics package by mid-
week.

Wilson has been investigat-
ing whether MacAulay broke
ethics guidelines for cabinet
ministers in the awarding of a
contract and extension worth
$100,000 to Everett Roche, a
Charlottetown political friend
of the solicitor-general’s.

Chrétien will not fire MacAu-
lay unless he is given incontro-
vertible evidence of wrongdo-
ing for two key reasons, sourc-

Chrétien
expected
to keep
cabinet
minister 

F Please see MacAulay, A8

Ethics report has
‘wiggle room’ to
save MacAulay

.comOctober 20, 2002Partly cloudy. High 11C

Sunday Star
25 years old

NEWS, A7

Black drivers confronted by
the flashing lights of a police
cruiser often worry if they’re be-
ing pulled over for the colour of
their skin.

Officers deny that happens.

Now, for the first time, empirical
evidence suggests police have in-
deed been targeting black drivers
in Toronto.

Police traffic offence data, ob-
tained and analyzed by The Star,
shows a disproportionate num-
ber of blacks ticketed for viola-

tions that routinely surface only
after a stop has been made. 

These “out-of-sight” traffic of-
fences include failing to update a
driver’s licence with a change of
address, driving without a li-
cence, driving without insurance,

or driving while under suspen-
sion. Police usually discover such
violations only after a motorist
has been pulled over. And, in the
absence of any other charge, it
isn’t clear why drivers involved in
these offences were stopped in

the first place.
It’s assumed random checks

would generate a pattern of
charges that mimics the racial
distribution of drivers in society
as a whole. So the rate at which
minority drivers are charged is
often used, in the U.S., as a bell-
wether for racial profiling.

Canadian authorities refrain
from studying the issue. Toron-
to’s police services board has or-
dered its officers not to analyze

raw race-based crime data, argu-
ing racists might use the result-
ing statistics to stigmatize ethnic
communities. 

Police follow that rule, and
don’t record race statistics for the
purpose of ethnic analysis. They
do, however, list skin colour in
most arrest reports when de-
scribing a person charged. It’s
routine in arrests for major 

Police target black drivers 

F Please see Police, A8

Race and Crime2
STAR INVESTIGATIVE TEAM: JIM RANKIN, JENNIFER QUINN,

MICHELLE SHEPHARD, JOHN DUNCANSON, SCOTT SIMMIE

Star analysis of
traffic data suggests
racial profiling 

4 Reaction, A9
4 The Star’s view, A12
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There had been another one.
Soon, a police officer would

face the thankless task of
breaking the news to yet anoth-
er anguished family. The offi-
cer would have to tell Omar
Sheriff Christian’s next-of-kin
that the 26-year-old was dead
— shot as he stood outside an
Etobicoke nightclub.

His killing, like many others
in the black community,
sparked a tragic chain reaction.
Police allege that Christian’s
friends, who knew him as
‘Face’, took off in a fury to
avenge his death. But instead
of finding his killer that hot Ju-
ly night last year, they found
community activist Paul Wat-
son, 33, and his 29-year-old
friend Michael Lewis. The two
were on the doorstep of a To-
ronto housing complex.

In the space of 24 hours,
three black men lay dead; their
names added to a list many
have mourned. 

“Look at the news, all the
shootings that have happened
— look at the news,” despairs
Bev Folkes of the Black In-
mates and Friends Assembly.
“You’re seeing black faces,
black faces. I don’t want to turn
the TV on.”

A Star investigation, con-
ducted by analyzing police ar-
rest records, showed that in
certain cases where police have
discretion to use personal judg-
ment, blacks receive harsher
treatment than whites. Last
weekend’s stories prompted a
flood of letters and phone calls
from black readers who say
they have been subjected to ra-

Black
crime
rates
highest
‘No one was born
violent . . .
What’s causing
these problems?’
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STAFF REPORTERS

One of Canada’s most re-
spected judges will investigate
race relations practices in the
Toronto Police Service, follow-
ing a Toronto Star investiga-
tion that showed blacks are
treated more harshly than
whites.

Police Chief Julian Fantino
announced yesterday that he
has asked the Honourable
Charles Dubin, retired chief
justice of Ontario, to conduct
an independent review, meet
with community leaders and
make recommendations that
could “improve our perfor-
mance in this area.”

Fantino spoke publicly about
The Star’s investigation for the
first time yesterday, having just
returned from an out-of-town
conference. 

“I have never denied that
there are instances of inappro-
priate conduct by a small num-
ber of our officers and our per-
sonnel — some that have been
viewed as discriminatory and
racist,” he said. “We do not,
however, have a racist or cor-
rupt police service.”

When told of the findings in
an interview before the stories
were published, Fantino flatly
denied any racial bias.

“We don’t treat people differ-
ently,” he said at that time.
“Nor do we consider the race or
ethnicity, or any of that, as fac-
tors of how we dispose of
cases, or individuals.”

Dubin’s review was wel-
comed by board chair Norm
Gardner, who said he hoped
that there were “no restric-

Police chief calls for
race relations probe
Justice Dubin to
study treatment
of black suspects 

KEN FAUGHT/TORONTO STAR

FORCE UNDER FIRE: Police Chief Julian Fantino discusses the issue of police-minority relations yesterday.

4 Reaction to Dubin probe, B1
4 Debate on statistics, B4
4 Chief’s own words, B5
4 The Star’s Ombud, H6

Chief Julian Fantino deserves congratu-
lations for announcing steps to address
the dramatic findings of a Toronto Star in-
vestigation that indicates blacks are being
unfairly targeted by Toronto police.

Although we would have preferred the
chief take such action sooner, we are de-
lighted he now wants an in-depth — and
open — study into possible racial profiling
by his officers.

His moves clearly show he is asserting
his leadership on one of the most sensitive
issues to affect this city, its police and its

mer Ontario chief justice, to take an inde-
pendent look at the race relations practic-
es of the force.

Fantino also plans to meet with his se-
nior officers on the issue. He’s inviting
members of the black community to come
in and talk directly with him.

And the chief reaffirmed his willingness
to participate in a summit of civic leaders

look at the issue.
All good steps.
And all necessary steps, backed by

promises that he won’t tolerate any form
of racism and that he will act forcefully on
any recommendations that Dubin makes.

Fantino’s bold decision to appoint Du-
bin is a sign that he is at last serious about
coming to grips with this issue. 

Since he became chief, Fantino has
worked hard to reach out to minorities in
the city — blacks, gays, Asians and others. 

But racial bias and prejudice within the

Fantino’s bold move on right path
Editorial1
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Kevin King stands on the
fenced-in asphalt where he
earned his neighbourhood
passport. 

There are garbage piles in
the corners, and four poles cast
long shadows through the cen-
tre of the basketball court. And
there was a time, he says, when
50 sweaty teenagers owned
this area, playing ball long after
the streetlights of Kipling Ave.
and Panorama Court came on.

King, having just emigrated
from Jamaica at the age of 14,
quickly found the troubles he
was having fitting into the Rex-

dale community vanished on
this paved square. 

“It’s tough because it takes a
while for the area to accept
you. I was a baller so I earned it
at the court. It was the only way
I had friends.”

Around 1996, no one’s quite
sure of the date, the basketball
rims were removed. The court
was shut down after com-
plaints, from the surrounding
neighbourhood, about noise.

So teenagers brought togeth-

er by the ball started going
their own ways. King went on
to become a community activ-
ist and now, at 22, holds a col-
lege degree in business mar-
keting. 

A short baller named Garcia,
who compensated for his
height with quick feet on the
court, was shot and killed in a
Kipling highrise during a birth-
day party. Another player was
shot but survived.

Jughead used to play with
them too. On a cold March
night in 1998, Jughead, known
to police as Jermaine Miller,
shot an undercover officer in
the chest and arm during a
drug deal. Detective Constable
Russ Lillie survived. Miller was
convicted and remains in jail. 

There are more than 200 po-
lice patrol areas in the city. Po-

Life and death on mean streets
Toronto’s patrol
area 2302 has
highest number
of violent charges 

INVESTIGATIVE TEAM: Jim Rankin, Jennifer Quinn, 
Michelle Shephard, John Duncanson, Scott Simmie
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Moscow hostages: ‘We were all waiting to die’ 

B C M

Harris a
no-show
as Eves
pays
tribute 

The Regional Municipality of York
YORK REGION RAPID TRANSIT PLA

PUBLIC MEETING
Monday, February 17, 2003, 9:00 a.m

At its meeting of December 19, 2002, York Regional Council endorsed a se
recommendations regarding the York Region Rapid Transit Plan. It was rec
that the necessary steps be taken in order that the Region be able to incor
share capital corporation under the new Municipal Act, 2001, and the Regu
anticipated to be passed thereunder.

The Regulations under the Municipal Act, 2001, will require that a Business
Background Study and a proposed by-law of the Region authorizing the in
of the corporation be prepared and be made available to the public at leas
before a public meeting to review and discuss the Study and the proposed

Accordingly, notice is hereby given that a public meeting will be held on Fe
2003 commencing at 9:00 a.m. at the York Region Administrative Centre a
Yonge Street, Newmarket, to consider the Business Case Background Stu
proposed by-law of the Region. Any person attending the meeting may ma
representations relating to the Business Case Background Study and prop
We would appreciate that any written submissions or requests to speak be
to Denis Kelly, Regional Clerk, at (905) 830-4444, ext. 1300 before Februar
5 p.m.

A copy of the Business Case Background Study and the draft by-law to es
corporation is available for inspection at the Regional Clerk’s Office, York R
Administrative Centre, between 8:30 a.m.and 5:00 p.m. Monday to Friday. 
the Business Case Background Study and the draft by-law to establish the
are also available on the Region’s Web site.

For further information on the York Region Rapid Transit Plan Public Meetin
Business Case Background Study, please contact Patrick Casey, Senior M
Relations Specialist, at (905) 830-4444, ext. 1235, or visit the York Region W
www.region.york.on.ca or the York Region Rapid Transit Plan Web site at
www.region.york.on.ca/yrtp

News

PETER SMALL
STAFF REPORTER

The Toronto Police Association has
launched a $2.7 billion class action libel
suit against the Star for its series spot-
lighting the force’s treatment of blacks.

“Accusing the members of the Toron-
to Police Service of racism is a very seri-
ous allegation and if such a serious alle-
gation is going to be made, the accusers
will be called upon to prove it,” Tim
Danson, the association’s lawyer, told a
news conference yesterday. 

The Toronto Star analysis of police ar-
rest data showed that with charges for
simple drug possession, nearly twice as
many blacks as whites were taken into
custody and held in jail awaiting a bail
hearing. 

The data also showed a dispropor-
tionate number of black motorists
were ticketed for offences that routine-
ly would come to light following a traf-
fic stop. Civil libertarians and criminol-
ogists say this pattern points to racial
profiling, whether conscious or not.

Shortly before Danson spoke at the
association’s headquarters, flanked by
president Craig Bromell and other
union officials, the Star was served with
th l it’ t t t f l i Th

consulting service, found the paper’s
findings to be sound. 

In an in-depth analysis of the data,
presented to the Toronto police servic-
es board on Dec. 10, Friendly, author of
The SAS System for Statistical Graphics
and Visualizing Categorical Data, and
associate editor of the Journal of Com-
putational and Graphical Statistics,
said many factors other than skin col-
our affect how one is treated, but that
the effect of skin colour was “persis-
tent, and cannot be dismissed” in the
arrest data.

Danson said he hoped the Star will “al-
l thi tt t d th gh th

He said he thought that the case is ap-
propriate for a jury to decide, partic-
ularly since it’s the community’s view
that is important. “The police really
want to put this in the hands of the pub-
lic in the form of a jury.”

Danson said regardless of whether the
association loses the case against the
Star, “there are some things worse than
losing and that’s not even trying.”

When asked whether the lawsuit, re-
gardless of its success or failure, may
create a libel chill that would cause me-
dia to think twice about criticizing in-
stitutions whose employees have pow-
erful unions, Danson called that con-
cern “somewhat speculative.”

He added that the Star has gone well
beyond fair comment in its series.
“This was a direct and frontal attack to
the quintessential core of what it is to
be a police officer.”

The charges examined by the Star are
part of a much-larger Toronto police
database that details all arrests made
since late 1996. The paper first sought
access to the data in a March, 2000,
freedom of information request. 

Following appeals and mediation, a
copy of the database, excluding person-
al information, was released to the Star
in May, 2002. It records more than
480,000 incidents in which an individ-
ual was arrested or ticketed, and almost
800,000 criminal and other charges. It
served as the basis of the investigation
into policing, crime and race. 

Using relational database software,
Star reporter Jim Rankin spent most of
the summer preparing and analyzing
the data. The Star study examined

h g h li h high l l

Police union sues Star
over race-crime series
7,200-member group
seeks $2.7B damages
in class action lawsuit
Star stands by stories
as fair, balanced 
and accurate

Police union lawyer Tim Danson says
the Star’s racial profiling series ma-
ligned all city officers.

Race Matters ~ 2010

• Municipal request, 
appealed, Divisional 
Court and COA 
decisions 

• Cost: $6,000 

• Length: 7 years 

• Why: Folo to 2002 
Race and Crime 
series



• Mapping used to show where police document 
people the most, by race

• Census data used for benchmarking



Race Matters

Known to police ~ 2012, 2013, 2014

• Municipal request 

• No appeals, no cost 

• Length: Less than a year







“We’ll actually go out in the parks and whatever and we’ll look 
for guys who fit a certain description, who may not be wearing 
fancy clothes, and we'll harass them, like literally. And we call 
it shakedown. 
“You have to, because at the end of the day it’s numbers.”



Unequal justice ~ 2013



MMIW ~ 2015



Society’s Children ~ 2014 - 

• Eight provincial requests 
and counting 

• Couple of appeals 

• Cost: $6,000 

• Length: Ongoing



Cannabis arrests and charges  
2017



• Speak “geek to geek” and keep an open dialogue

• Ask for a record layout

• Eliminate obviously contentious data fields (names, etc)

• Don’t be snowed by size - it really doesn’t matter - and 
challenge fee estimates

• Don’t know how? Call a geek

• Assume nothing - “interview” your data

• No one remembers numbers

Tips

jrankin@thestar.ca
jrankin@thestar.ca

@jleerankin
416-869-4431


