
Université du Québec à Chicoutimi/BALSAC Project 

DOC-01: Policy on Access to BALSAC Data for Research Purposes 

1 

 

April 30, 2012   

 

The French version of this “Policy on Access to BALSAC Data for Research Purposes” entitled 
“Politique encadrant l’accès aux données du fichier BALSAC à des fins de recherche” was 
approved on March 8, 2011 by the UQAC Board of Directors replacing the “Règlement sur la 
protection des informations personnelles et l’éthique de la recherche concernant le fichier 
BALSAC ».  

 

1. INTRODUCTION 

The BALSAC Project is a research infrastructure created and maintained at the initiative of 
the Université du Québec à Chicoutimi (hereafter referred to as the University). The 
project aims to develop and utilize the BALSAC database, which comprises data from vital 
event records attached to Quebec populations from the early 17th century to now1. 
Ownership of the BALSAC database is shared among four universities: Université Laval, 
McGill University, Université de Montréal and Université du Québec à Chicoutimi.  

This policy is part of the mandate for the Université du Québec à Chicoutimi to manage 
the database on behalf of the partner universities. The main objectives of the policy are to 
clearly and transparently inform researchers, students, the public and the academic 
community of the rules and principles that regulate access to BALSAC data for research 
purposes. Note that while the BALSAC database exists primarily for research purposes, 
some data of a public nature may also be made available to the greater public.  

With this policy, the University and the Direction of BALSAC Project, authorities 
responsible for granting access and protecting the confidentiality of BALSAC data, are 
adopting guidelines in order to make the data accessible to researchers while ensuring 
information remains confidential when necessary.  

Researchers who are granted access to the BALSAC database must agree to certain 
responsibilities and respect the terms and conditions regarding the use of data.  

 

2. GUIDING PRINCIPLES 

This policy is based on these principles:   

a) Promotion of the common good: the BALSAC database is meant primarily for scientific 
research in the general interest;  
 

                                                      
1 For more information on the BALSAC Project and the database, please visit the BALSAC Project website at 

http://wordpress.uqac.ca/~balsac-en/ 
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b) Responsibility: BALSAC data must be used with a view towards protecting the interest 
of all concerned parties, including research subjects, families, populations, researchers 
and research partners;  

 
c) Proportionality: while allowing for the data to be available for research purposes, 

requests for access must be evaluated in accordance with the proportionality 
principle; the more risks for the research subjects are involved in making the data 
accessible, the greater care must be taken in assessing the request;  

 
d) Privacy: the privacy of research subjects and their family and the protection of their 

personal information are priorities when using the BALSAC database.  
 

3. OBJECTIVES 

The objectives of the policy are to:  

a) Ensure the confidentiality of personal information is protected when necessary;  
 
b) Rigorously regulate access to BALSAC data;  

 
c) Provide clear and transparent norms for researchers, students, the public and the 

academic community. 

 

4. REFERENCES 

- Act respecting access to documents held by public bodies and the Protection of 
personal information, RSQ, c. A-2.1; 

 
- Archives Act, RSQ, c. A-21.1;  
 
- University’s Ethical Principles and Guidelines for Research with Human 

Participants. 

5. DEFINITIONS 

5.1. Applicant 

Any person who requests access to the BALSAC database.  
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5.2. Aggregated Data 

Information on a group that cannot lead to the identification of a single 
individual. 

5.3. Anonymous Data 

Personal information containing no details that could lead to the identification of 
the individual.  

5.4. Coded Data 

Personal information for which all identifiers have been replaced with codes to 
protect the privacy of the individual. However, the level of specificity of the 
coded data could make it possible to identify the individual.  

5.5. Concerned Party 
Person whose personal data is included in the BALSAC database.  
 

5.6. Confidential Information 

All personal information except coded data that cannot be used to identify an 
individual or personal information from documents considered public under the 
law.  

5.7. Data 

Unit of information that can be processed or analyzed manually or digitally.  

5.8. Ethics Approval  

Written document given to the principal investigator stating that the research 
project meets the ethics requirement for research involving human participants 
and was approved by the Research Ethics Board. 

5.9. Free and Informed Consent 

Free consent is an agreement given voluntarily without manipulation, coercion or 
undue influence.  
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Informed consent implies that the research subject received all the information 
needed to make a decision, presented in a language adapted to the subject’s 
level of understanding. 

5.10. Linkage 

Operation coupling information from different sources on a single individual or 
couple.  
 

5.11. Personal Information 

Information in the BALSAC database that could lead to the identification of an 
individual.  

5.12. Principal Investigator  

Researcher leading a research project who assumes the responsibility for the 
BALSAC data.  

5.13. Research Project 

Scientific project led by the principal inverstigator.  

5.14. Researcher 
 

Academic, professor, research assistant, student or any other person conducting 
research.  

5.15. Research Subject 

Individual who is the participant or object of a research project.  

 

6. DATA ACCESS AND PROTECTION COMMITTEE  

In an effort to reach a balance between protecting the confidentiality of personal 
information in the BALSAC database and granting access to the infrastructure for research 
purposes, the University Board of Directors has formed the Data Access and Protection 
Committee (DAPC). The Board of Directors has nominated the members of the DAPC and 
given them for first mandate the application of this policy.  
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Each year, the DAPC will issue a report to the Board of Directors on its activities and the 
projects granted access to BALSAC data, with a brief description of each. The report must 
also include an overview of concerns raised in discussions and, if needed, 
recommendations on procedures and policy.  

6.1. Composition and Functions  

The DAPC is composed of a minimum of five members, including:  

- Two researchers external to the BALSAC Project;  
 
- One person named by the University’s Research Ethics Committee;  

 
- One person from the community but not affiliated to the University, with 

expertise in law whenever possible;   
 
- One person from the BALSAC Project who also acts as meeting delegate. 

Members sit on the committee for a three years term maximum, staggered and 
renewable. Leaving members are replaced by cooptation.  

The DAPC can recruit one or more additional members when specific expertise is 
required. These members do not vote.  

The DAPC chooses a chair, as well as a vice-chair to fulfill the chair’s duties should 
the chair be unable to do so.  

The DAPC can refuse or grant unconditional or conditional access to the BALSAC 
database.  

6.2. Meetings 

The DAPC meets at least twice a year and as needed to fulfill its mandate. These 
meetings can be held using any mode of communication (i.e. conference calls, 
videoconference, web conference, etc.), and any member using such 
communication methods will be considered in attendance. Decisions are made 
based on the documentation provided under this policy and communicated in 
writing to the applicants.  

Quorum is reached when 50% of members plus 1 are present. Quorum must 
include one member of the BALSAC Project team and the chair or vice-chair.  
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Decisions are made by consensus. In cases where the committee cannot reach 
consensus, external expertise must be sought on the topic of contention to help 
the committee reach a decision.  

Meeting minutes are available from the DAPC meeting delegate. Applicants or 
any other person requesting minutes may only consult the sections that directly 
concern them.   

6.3. Conflicts of Interest, Objectivity and Integrity of the DAPC  

Researchers and members of the DAPC must reveal any real, perceived or 
potential conflict of interest to the committee. Conflicting interests can arise 
from family relations, financial partnerships, research partnerships or any other 
economic interests.   

Should the DAPC have to evaluate a project in which one of its members has a 
personal interest, the committee member in question must recuse him or herself 
from the decision in order to avoid a conflict of interest. The member may 
however present the case to the committee.  

Allegations of breach of integrity must be handled rigorously, quickly and with 
respect for the confidentiality of the involved parties. Complaints must be 
directed to the University’s General Secretariat. The Committee must reveal all 
breaches of integrity involving members.  

 

7. EVALUATION OF REQUESTS FOR ACCESS TO DATA  

Access to BALSAC data is subject to procedures that vary depending on the degree of 
confidentiality of the data requested.  

Requests for access to data are submitted to the Direction of BALSAC Project, which 
determines whether or not the data requested is confidential. When confidential 
information is requested, the Direction of BALSAC Project confirms that the data is 
essential to meet the objectives of the research project. If it is not, the applicant is 
encouraged to make a new request for non-confidential data. Whenever there is a request 
for confidential information, the Direction of BALSAC Project must ensure that a Detailed 
Access Request Form is completed.  



Université du Québec à Chicoutimi/BALSAC Project 

DOC-01: Policy on Access to BALSAC Data for Research Purposes 

7 

 

April 30, 2012   

 

Requests for access must be accompanied by all the documents necessary for evaluation 
in accordance with the terms of this policy2. Researchers may be asked to provide 
additional information or documents so that their request may be properly evaluated. 
Applicants must allow sufficient time for their request to be evaluated by the Direction of 
BALSAC Project.   

Neither the University, the Direction of BALSAC Project nor the DAPC may be held 
responsible for consequences arising from delays in the evaluation of their request for 
access or from the outcome.  

7.1. Evaluation of Requests for Access to Non-Confidential Information 

The Direction of BALSAC Project evaluates all requests for access to non-
confidential information based on the following criteria:  

- The research project follows the scientific method;  
 
- The data is available in the BALSAC database and contributes to the feasibility 

of the project; 
 
- The request is not frivolous.  

The Direction of BALSAC Project may ask applicants for precisions or changes 
before making a decision. As a result of the evaluation, access to the data may be 
refused or granted fully or with conditions. In the latter case, the applicant must 
meet the conditions before data can be accessed. Decision will be communicated 
to applicants with all due diligence.  

If access is granted, the applicant and all current and future members of the 
research team with access to the data will have to agree to certain commitments 
in writing, including respecting the terms of this policy and using the data only for 
the purposes for which access was granted.  

If access is refused, the applicant can appeal the BALSAC Project’s decision and 
ask for their case to be re-evaluated. The outcome of the appeal will be 
considered final.  

All access can be revoked before the project’s expiration date should the 
Direction of BALSAC Project have any reason to believe that the researcher 

                                                      
2 Application forms are available at http://wordpress.uqac.ca/~balsac-en/ 
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breached the terms of this policy or any of the agreed upon conditions and 
commitments. 

7.2. Evaluation of Requests for Access to Confidential Information 

The Direction of BALSAC Project first evaluates requests for access to confidential 
data using the criteria for non-confidential data (see 7.1). If the request meets 
those criteria, the Direction of BALSAC Project ensures that a Detailed Access 
Request Form is also completed with all the required documentation before 
transferring the request to the DAPC.  

The DAPC evaluates requests for access to confidential data based on the 
following criteria:  

- The applicant must obtain free and informed consent from all research 
subjects, to be demonstrated by providing the DAPC with a copy of a consent 
form to be signed or signed from each of the research subjects or their legal 
representatives, explaining in a clear and detailed manner the use of the 
BALSAC data;   

 
- Applicants who cannot obtain consent must provide to the DAPC an 

authorisation from the Commission d’accès à l’information du Québec under 
article 125 of the Act respecting access to documents held by public bodies 
and the Protection of personal information; 

 
- Approval from the Research Ethics Board of the applicants’ affiliated 

institutions or any other recognized Research Ethics Board must be provided 
to the DAPC; it is the applicant’s responsibility to maintain ethics approval for 
the duration of the project for which access is granted;  

 
- If a research project does not require ethics approval, the applicant must 

provide to the DAPC a letter from either a granting institution or the Research 
Ethics Board of their affiliated institution, the institution where research is 
conducted or any other recognized Research Ethics Board stating that the 
research project for which access to BALSAC data is requested does not 
require ethics approval;  

 
- Adequate measures must be in place to ensure the confidentiality of the data 

(technical and physical measures), including when findings are published.  
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The DAPC may ask applicants for precisions or changes before making a decision. 
As a result of the evaluation, access to the data may be refused or granted fully or 
with conditions. In the latter case, the applicant must meet the conditions before 
data can be accessed. Decisions will be communicated to applicants with all due 
diligence.  

Once access is granted, the applicant and all current and future members of the 
research team with access to the data will have to agree to certain commitments 
in writing, including respecting the terms of this policy and using the data only for 
the purposes for which access was granted.  

If access is refused, the applicant can appeal the DAPC’s decision and ask for their 
case to be re-evaluated. The outcome of the appeal will be considered final.  

All access can be revoked before the project’s expiration date should the DAPC 
have any reason to believe that the researcher breached the terms of this policy 
or any of the agreed upon conditions and commitments. 

7.3. Modifications and Extensions  

Researchers must inform the Direction of BALSAC Project of all significant 
changes to their research project (i.e. changes to the research protocol, 
suspension or retraction of a required authorisation, change of principal 
investigator, etc.). The Direction of BALSAC Project will assess whether the access 
granted to non-confidential data should be reviewed or removed. When the 
changes involve access to confidential information, the Direction of BALSAC 
Project will forward the information to the DAPC for evaluation.  

The DAPC will assess whether the access granted to confidential data should be 
reviewed or removed.  

If needed, researchers may submit a request for an extension to the Direction of 
BALSAC Project at least thirty (30) days before the project’s expiration date. 

The Direction of BALSAC Project will allow an extension if there is no major 
change to the initial request, whether the data is confidential or not. However, 
the DAPC will be informed if the project involves confidential information. If the 
extension involves significant changes to the initial request, the Direction of 
BALSAC Project will evaluate the request based on the established criteria or, if 
the request involves confidential data, forward the request to the DAPC for 
evaluation.  
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8. OWNERSHIP AND DIFFUSION OF FINDINGS 

All findings from research using BALSAC data (excluding the actual data) remain the 
property of the researcher unless a member of the BALSAC Project team contributed 
significantly to the project at the researcher’s request. In that case, the researcher and the 
BALSAC project director will agree on how the contribution of the Project team member 
will be acknowledged.   

Anyone who publishes findings based on confidential information from the BALSAC 
database must respect the concerned parties by coding or making the information 
anonymous using a recognized method to ensure no identifying information is published. 
It is forbidden to publish confidential information from the BALSAC database unless the 
concerned parties have provided written consent.   

Anyone who publishes findings using data from the BALSAC database must show respect 
for the concerned populations and avoid damaging their reputation or portraying them in 
a negative light.   

Researchers must acknowledge their use of BALSAC data and any contribution from 
BALSAC Project staff in all publications or presentations. Researchers must also send a list 
of their publications and communications using BALSAC data to the Direction of BALSAC 
Project each year.  

Whenever possible, researchers are encouraged to send the BALSAC Project a copy of 
their publications. These articles will be freely shared with the public. If it is not possible to 
share articles due to constraints imposed by editors, links to the electronic version of the 
articles must by provide to the BALSAC Project.  

Researchers who are granted access to the BALSAC database acknowledge that the 
University and the Direction of BALSAC Project may, in an effort to be transparent and 
using any communication method, disclose elements of projects for which access was 
granted, including: the title of the research project, the researchers involved and a brief 
description of their academic or professional experience, the affiliated institutions, the 
description of the research project, the sources of funding, the beginning and end dates of 
the project and a summary of findings once they are published.  

 

9. DESTRUCTION OF CONFIDENTIAL INFORMATION 
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When the access period for confidential information expires without a request for an 
extension, the principal investigator must destroy all confidential information from the 
BALSAC database and all copies in their possession or under their control. They also must 
ensure that all confidential information accessed by other members of the team is 
destroyed.  

The principal investigator must confirm to the Direction of BALSAC Project in writing that 
all copies of confidential BALSAC data have been destroyed.  

 

10. RESEARCHERS’ OBLIGATIONS AND RESPONSIBILITIES  

When a research project ends before the access period expires, the principal investigator 
must inform the Direction of BALSAC Project in writing.  

All researchers using BALSAC data accept responsibilities for the information they access. 
It is therefore their duty to inform the Direction of BALSAC Project promptly of any 
incident they are aware of that could have an impact on the confidentiality, integrity or 
safety of BALSAC data. The Direction of BALSAC Project must also be informed promptly of 
any suspended or retracted authorization that could have an impact on access to BALSAC 
data. 

Should the Direction of BALSAC Project have reasons to believe that this policy or the 
engagements arising thereof have been breached or that the security, integrity or 
confidentiality of the data is threatened, it may intervene in different ways ranging from a 
warning to a full retraction of access to the BALSAC database. The University reserves the 
right to take action at any time should they believe the situation requires rapid 
intervention.  

 

11. RESPONSIBILITIES 

The University Board of Directors is responsible for the adoption of this policy.  

The University “vice-recteur à l'enseignement et à la recherche » is responsible for its 
application.  


