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 On June 16, 2010, a special interest group—self-styled "an independent community 

organization" (Your Vote is Your Voice, 2010)—formed under the auspices of several local businessmen 

in answer to Mayor Stephen Mandel's challenge to "come up with a compelling vision" that would 

justify maintaining the Edmonton City Centre Airport1

 Despite the fact that the Internet— or, more narrowly, the informational cloud known as the 

'World Wide Web'—in its current form has existed for nearly eighteen years

.  That group is named Envision Edmonton, and led 

by media mogul Charles Allard aggressively sought over the summer to keep the airport open, re-

igniting a public debate that over the years has persistently remained a bugbear for local politicians.  In 

order to reach the public and engage constituents, Envision Edmonton took its message to the streets, 

and to the Internet.  Blogging, Facebook, Twitter—it is clear that the group was taking a 21st century 

approach to lobbying.  The question, however, is whether or not Allard and his colleagues took into 

account what entering such a public debate, in such an unregulated medium as the Web, could impact 

in terms of their businesses, their goals and their reputations. 

2

                                                           
1 The challenge, interestingly enough, was delivered in Mandel's 2009 "State of the City" address, more than a year 
before Envision Edmonton was founded.  In Mandel's April 2010 address he reminded people of the challenge, and 
suggested that it was time to move on with the closure (Mayor's Speeches).  The city centre redevelopment design 
competition was announced four weeks before Mandel delivered the 2010 address (City Centre Lands 
Redevelopment...). 

, individuals and 

organizations often forget that content created there, while seemingly transient, consists of records as 

surely as printed memos and official documents.  A record, at its most general, is evidence of human 

activity, and more specifically is "information created, received, and maintained as evidence and 

information by an organization or person, in pursuance of legal obligations or in the transaction of 

2 I'm dating the web here to the release of Mosaic 1.0 in 1993, the web browser that eventually popularized the 
Internet.  Tim Berners-Lee developed the WWW in 1989, but it only achieved its true potential several years later 
with the implementation of HTML (more particularly HTML 2, in 1995) and better visual web browsers.  The web 
"as we know it" might arguably also be dated 2004, when Tim O'Reilly held the first Web 2.0 conference, heralding 
the future of collaboration through social media. 
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business" (ISO 15489-1, 2001).  But how do you classify information in which the "business transaction" 

it represents is a political or social position within a public debate, for the purposes of promotion or 

advocacy?  What if this information appears primarily in a medium that encourages the multiplication of 

content and the association of other information assets that may or may not have a legitimate claim to 

the original source?  How do you control information when it is stored on third-party servers, copied 

and preserved elsewhere without requiring your consent?  This paper deals with the nature of records 

management in the context of the Internet as a medium defined by the Web 2.0 collaborative 

paradigm3

 When examining Envision Edmonton's use of the Web in terms of records management, there 

are three contexts surrounding the controversy that must be closely scrutinized: the political context, 

the techno-social context, and the public's level of engagement.  The political context establishes the 

history and key players involved in the controversy.  The controversy surrounding the airport originates 

in the 1950's, when the city opened the Edmonton International Airport to accommodate larger 

; it starts with the assumption that a special interest group taking part in an active, public 

debate will produce a large number of records on the Web over which it has little or no control, and 

which will have a considerable impact on its success or failure.  The case of Envision Edmonton is 

presented as an example of the challenges and pitfalls such groups face in managing Web records. 

                                                           
3 "Web 2.0" is a term coined by the first "Web 2.0 Conference" in October 2004 as a way of rallying the Internet 
industry by bringing together leaders and specialists in the field following the aftermath of the dot-com bubble 
crash in 2001.  The conference was held by O'Reilly Media, Inc, and the name was given by founder Tim O'Reilly, 
who suggested the occurrence of a paradigm shift in how Internet companies provided services on the Web.  Web 
users were already dictating the needs of a more collaborative, user-centered Web, and companies like Google 
had begun to adapt their business models to answer the demand.   
"Web 2.0" represents the set of values that define the new paradigm (O'Reilly, 2005): 

• the Web as platform (or operating system) 
• Data is controlled and generated by users 
• Services, not packaged software 
• Architecture of participation 
• Cost-effective scalability 
• Remixable data source and data transformations 
• Software above the level of a single device 
• Harnessing collective intelligence 
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commercial aircraft with longer runways; with the opening of the new airport and the growth of the 

airline industry, traffic dwindled at the City Centre Airport (City Centre Airport Backgrounder).  The 

airport became the topic of civic debate over the following decades.  In the 1992 and 1995 civic 

elections plebiscites were held, first to create a bylaw that would keep open all traffic to the airport, and 

later to repeal it in order to consolidate traffic through the International Airport (Election Results, 84; 

Bylaws, Questions and Plebiscites, 13).  Both were approved.  In 1996, traffic to the airport was limited 

to small charter craft and medevac.  Until recently, it proved such a volatile topic that city councillors 

typically skirted the issue during elections, and most officials were content to maintain the status quo.  

In 2008, however, the city's increased growth shone a new light on the issue with the possibility of 

redeveloping the valuable downtown property.  This idea was championed by Mayor Mandel and 

several well-respected city councillors, and supported by the Edmonton Regional Airports Authority (City 

Centre Lands Review, 2008; Crone, 2008; "ECCA" Development Moratorium Policy, 2008; "ECCA" 

Briefing Notes, 2009).  These two groups represent Envision Edmonton's principal rivals.  Envision 

Edmonton's mission ostensibly was to successfully run a petition drive for a plebiscite to keep the 

airport open, that would appear on the 2010 fall election ballot4

 The techno-social context represents the degree to which the Web is used as a medium for 

communication among all involved parties.  Envision Edmonton's first online documentation appeared 

on its website, www.demandthevote.ca, in which it identifies its plan for transforming the City Centre 

.  Its failure to do so is perhaps mostly 

due to how its use of the Web measured up against its opponents', and how the promotional material it 

created online drew an unexpectedly negative response from its most implacable foe, the Web-

connected and socially networked public. 

                                                           
4 Envision Edmonton also submitted its plan for "redevelopment" of airport lands—which is perhaps more 
accurately described as a preservation plan—to the official city competition prequalification.  It was not chosen as 
one of the five finalists in the July qualifiers.  (City Centre Lands Redevelopment...; The Vision)  It appears that 
Envision Edmonton sought the plebiscite to force the city into implementing its plan. 
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Airport into a productive enterprise, presents evidence that the city had long since made a decision to 

shut down the airport regardless of the public's consensus, posts regular news items that appeared on 

local newspaper websites and partner websites that helped promote their vision, and incites readers to 

act if they support the cause (Your Vote is Your Voice, 2010).  The website also includes letters from 

"concerned citizens" supporting the cause.  It did not limit itself to the website, however; Envision 

Edmonton also has a Facebook page and a Twitter feed maintained by anonymous volunteers5

                                                           
5 While the names of supporters clearly appear on the Facebook page and link to their Facebook profiles, and one 
of the administrators is identified as "Johanna McIntosh", it is unclear who they are, what position they hold in the 
organisation, or even what their role is in administering the Facebook group.  The principal administrator of the 
group is named "Envision Edmonton", which links to a private profile.    

 

(Facebook | Envision Edmonton, 2010; Envision Edmonton on Twitter, 2010).  This suggests a 

sophisticated communication plan for reaching Edmontonians that takes into account the increasing 

importance of Web social media in information-seeking behaviours (Bawden & Robinson, 2009; 

Panzarasa, et al., 2009; Park, et al., 2009).  Both Edmonton Airports and the City of Edmonton have a 

notable Web presence, as well.  Nearly every official document produced by city council, even including 

transcripts of the mayor's speeches, are available to download on the city website (Mayor's Speeches).  

During the summer, the Edmonton Airports started the "Share the Facts" campaign to counter Envision 

Edmonton (Share the Facts, 2010).  This campaign started with a website and Facebook page providing 

the "facts" about the City Centre Airport, and promoting closure in favour of consolidating all flights 

through the International and Villeneuve airports (Facebook | Share the Facts, 2010).  It later included a 

Twitter account as well (Share the Facts on Twitter, 2010).  From a records management perspective, 

there are two concerns in the use of such media to disseminate information: 1) the social nature of Web 

2.0 sites, like Facebook and Twitter, as well as message boards and Web forums, is that they not only 

make the information asset public but encourage the proliferation of further linked records that, taking 

the form of natural conversation over the fullness of time become nearly impossible to track and 

categorize (Bawden & Robinson, 183-186, 2009); and 2) social networking websites, and in particular 
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Facebook and Twitter, are services provided by a third-party, and any records produced on them are 

preserved on their servers, beyond the creator's jurisdiction to fully destroy6

 The public's level of engagement on the issue is challenging to gauge, since individuals engaged 

in the debate in a multitude of different ways.  There is no question that a great deal of campaigning for 

both sides occurred not on the visible Web, but in hall and district meetings, live debates, in council 

sessions, in press junkets, on the streets during the petition drive and in the pages of daily newspapers.  

However, many of these became replicated, sometimes deliberately and sometimes unexpectedly or by 

members of the public.  These sources bring to light a number of other bit players in the drama, 

appearing briefly in comments, photos, videos, blog postings and news articles republished online, that 

illustrate the complexity of the issue as presented to the masses.  The endorsements of minor local 

celebrities, it can be presumed, also swayed public opinion for and against airport closure.  Envision 

Edmonton appeared to associate closely with the political right by courting the favour of Wildrose 

Alliance leader Danielle Smith, Senator Patterson of Nunavut, and Premier Ed Stelmach (Fong, 2010; 

McConnell, 2010; Patterson, 2010; Thomson, 2010); certainly, drawing such partisan lines made it clear 

that Envision Edmonton had its sights on a particular section of the voting public, even though that 

group is not clearly evidenced in its supporters and detractors, as seen in many of clashes between 

opposing views online (Opinion, 2010; Facebook | Someone from..., 2010).  This strategy sharply 

contrasts with the City and the Edmonton Airports' approach, which was characteristically non-partisan.  

Some research suggests that Envision found a number of supporters outside the city limits, but could 

.      

                                                           
6 This particular problem has received very little treatment by scholars or professionals, but is closely related to the 
privacy issues intrinsic to online social networks, which by contrast have been studied extensively.  The risk posed 
to individuals in the publication of personal information on public websites and social networks, like Facebook, and 
the information behaviours of these users map directly to organizations—particularly those that must deal with 
the public, either through marketing and promotion or advocacy—and the creation of records.  Presumably, most 
content posted online by organizations represent transient records; when they are published to third-party sites 
like Facebook or Twitter, the organization must rely on the often fuzzy language in the end-user agreement for 
final disposition.  Individuals similarly publish personal information under the flimsy aegis of their end-user 
agreement, and always at their own peril. (Cheshire, et al., 2010; Weiss, 2009)   
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not gain the same traction within its borders (Burgar, 2010; Decision made idly, 2010; Fong, 2010; 

McConnell, 2010; Muni fans face return fire, 2010; Simons, 2010, August 3;Thomson, 2010; Village of 

Consort Council Notes, 2010).  A number of Envision Edmonton's supporters were individuals who were 

less invested in the idea of keeping the City Centre Airport open than in seeing Mandel replaced as 

mayor (Facebook | Envision Edmonton plans to spend..., 2010; Not My Mayor..., 2010).  This sort of 

political positioning in turn brought out Mandel's defenders to represent the pro-closure side of the 

debate (Yes! For Edmonton, 2010).  All of these facts likely played a part in the public's perception of the 

issue as the date, first of the submission of petition signatures7, and later of the election, neared.  Based 

on the opinions found on the related Facebook pages and in Twitter conversations, it seems that the 

public turned against Envision in the days before and immediately after the election, despite strident 

voices in support of pro-airport municipal candidates.  This sentiment is also made obvious in news 

articles and letters to the editor, not only in the last days before the election, but throughout Envision 

Edmonton's campaign, suggesting that there was a media bias (Airport petition has enough signatures, 

2010; Babiak, 2010, October 13; McConnell, 2010, September 14; Muni fans face return fire, 2010; 

Simons, 2010, August 3; Simons, 2010, September 28).  Clearly, apathy and frustration for the rehashing 

of what, for many Edmontonians, has for years been a dead issue, also played a part in the forming of 

public opinion (Not My Mayor, 20108

                                                           
7 Certainly there is another paper's worth of analysis in the way Envision Edmonton handled the petition, from its 
marketing of it (Our Vision for a Smart Growth Community, 2010), its on-the-ground operation (Fellows, 2010; 
Levenson, 2010; McConnell, 2010, August 28), the legal and theoretical reasons the petition was rejected by 
council (Simons, 2010, September 16; Sinclair, 2010), and the group's response to the rejection (Allard, 2010).   

).  Navigating the confusing morass of opinions in the form of 

online records becomes more and more difficult since the sheer amount of information increases day-

by-day up until the day of the election.  The challenges of records management in this case become not 

only those of disorganization, noise or "garbage" records, and information overload (Bawden & 

8 With special attention to the tweets by @notmymayor between October 15 and October 18, in particular his 
replies to pro-Mandel/anti-ECCA users.  It is clear that @notmymayor and his opponents are growing weary with 
the debate.  The trending topic as represented by tweets including the hashtag #ecca in the days before the 
election reflected this sense of apathy. 
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Robinson, 2009), but also the reliance on third-parties such as Twitter and Facebook to index the 

content in a consistent manner.  Twitter currently only indexes public tweets for 6 days, after which it is 

no longer available to search, although if you know the user name you can view that user's entire history 

of tweets9

 Understanding the different contexts in which the case of Envision Edmonton occurs provides us 

with a better understanding of how Web records play a critical role in its eventual outcome.  One might 

suggest the climax of the narrative occurs not with the election that saw Mayor Mandel and most of his 

council re-elected, but in the curious case of Nathan Black, a.k.a. Darren Holmes

.    Facebook indexes its entire network regularly, but its search function is extremely limited 

by a simple keyword search that does not support Boolean operators.  The result in both of these cases 

is that relevant records—in this case, often representing contentious or contradictory facts or 

opinions—exist in the ether for anyone to stumble across, but are not easily distinguished from the 

noise.  Online records, in this sense, are records without system.  Members of the public are exposed to 

this multiplicity of messaging, but in such chaos every individual's experience of the information is 

unique.   

10

                                                           
9 This information was acquired from a Twitter representative in response to a trouble ticket (#1044971) I filed on 
June 24, 2010.  From @dino: “Hello, Yes, our search currently only indexes about the most recent 6 days of 
Tweets. Longer-term or historical search is a feature request we see a lot, but there’s no current timeline for this 
feature. I’m sorry about that! Thanks, dino” 

, and the Envision 

Edmonton volunteer's blog entries leading up to the election.  Nathan Black, the petition drive manager 

and spokesperson for Envision Edmonton and prominent volunteer for David Dorward's campaign, the 

pro-airport, Envision Edmonton-endorsed mayoral candidate, apparently posed as a Seattle Hills Times 

reporter in an attempt to expose what he thought was a conspiracy to undermine his group's efforts to 

keep the airport open.  In September an "activist group" to counter Envision Edmonton's pro-airport 

rhetoric was created called "Yes! for Edmonton" (Kent, 2010; Muni fans face return fire, 2010).  Black 

10 a.k.a. Darren Forrester, a.k.a. Grant Bristow.  A short biography about Black and the set of circumstances that 
have brought him to this end are available in Babiak's exposé (2010, October 16, Airport activist...).  
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believed that land developers associated with Mayor Mandel were behind the group, and that it 

represented the concerns of private industry to make a profit on the redevelopment of city centre lands 

(Babiak, 2010, October 13; Babiak, 2010, October 16, Airport activist...).  On September 15 Black set up a 

fake Washington phone number and called two of the group's organizers, Sid Hanson – former chairman 

of Edmonton Airports—and Amarjeet Sohi—city councillor—under the guise of interviewing them for a 

story on municipal airports.  He then allegedly created a blog called "Darrensbigscoop", and under the 

same assumed identity wrote about the conspiracy he perceived and its connection to the mayor11

 The mistake Envision Edmonton made in using the Web as a principal medium for 

communication is to only use it at half-measure.  The interest group left most of the communication in 

.  The 

blog went viral, his second posting producing over 3000 hits a day (Babiak, 2010, October 16, What 

Darren...), something Black has since claimed was unexpected, a "prank" that "got out of control" 

(Babiak, 2010, October 16, Airport activist...). Todd Babiak, a reporter for the Edmonton Journal, finally 

exposed "Darren Holmes" for the fraud that he was, unmasking Black only to uncover the story of a 

cancer-ridden CSIS mole too bizarre to relate here.  The scandal tarnished the reputations of both 

Envision Edmonton and David Dorward, and likely played some small part in the election as a result 

(Babiak, 2010, October 16, What Darren...; Pullishy, 2010).  Babiak writes, "Darrensbigscoop was created 

on software called Wordpress. It's not difficult to build a fake identity and pose as someone else, on this 

or other blogging and social media tools. It's relatively easy to find phone records and compare voice 

recordings, but an anonymous blog written on a public computer is, at the moment, nearly impossible to 

trace." (2010, October 16, Airport activist...)  How does a group like Envision Edmonton minimize the 

fallout from these kinds of Web records?   

                                                           
11 The blog, at the time available at http://darrensbigscoop.wordpress.com/, has since been deleted.  Despite its 
absence, many sources on the Web still testify to its existence, including my own response to it on my blog 
(Forcier, 2010).  This is evidence of how something that has at some point been published online never quite goes 
away.  The consequences of this are apparent in the $500,001 lawsuit Stephen Mandel has filed against Black for 
libel, even though the blog is no longer available to view and Black claims that he did not write it (Ibrahim, 2010).     
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the hands of anonymous volunteers, rather than well-known and trusted individuals that could provide 

a public face; Charles Allard, the founder of the group, being the only exception, and only through his 

highly publicized letters to council and press releases.  Envision Edmonton refused to publish, online or 

offline, the names of its donors or members (Kleiss & Gelinas, 2010; Muni fans face return fire, 2010), 

only providing a list of its board of directors on Facebook, while its opponents in city council, the 

Edmonton Airports and the counter-interest group "Yes! for Edmonton" made it quite clear who it 

represented (Voices, 2010).  It failed to indicate in all its public documentation the fact that it was a year 

late in answering the mayor's challenge and in filing the petition (Sinclair, 2010), despite that 

information being written in law (Section 233(2), 2010).  In short, it tried to keep much of its operations 

opaque, while championing a public cause.  Envision Edmonton might have succeeded if it had made all 

such information about its composition and the context of its mission as transparent as the city's 

records were.       

 The growth of the Internet as a public forum for information transmission creates many 

challenges for special interest groups that represent a particular side of a debate.  In the past their 

functions and actions might have been scrutinized by the media, but did not have the same visibility to 

the public.  It is critical for such groups to understand the role interactive social media on the Web plays 

in their success, not least if they purport to represent the people.    

 It is hard to imagine Envision Edmonton's campaign to keep the airport open without the 

affordances of the Internet.  Whether it would have been more or less of a challenge for the 

organization to achieve its goals is hard to say, since communication via the Internet has become so 

commonplace.  On the other hand, the group would certainly have found it easier to keep some of its 

dealings opaque, such as the sources of its funding, and would have faced less criticism for doing so.  In 

our current age, the age of social networking and Web 2.0, no less than full transparency is required for 
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any interest group to succeed.  Perhaps the only way such groups can successfully deal with the problem 

of Web records is to publish them with the understanding that once released into the public they are 

indelible, that they cannot be destroyed, and with such an understanding to provide full and complete 

disclosure to the public interest that it ought to represent. 
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