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Policy and Legislation :  Section 03-01 
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FREEDOM OF INFORMATION ACT 1982 
 
Owner: AS OOTSEE 
Responsible Director: Audit, Policy and Parliamentary Liaison 
Review Date: June 2015 
 
KEY POINTS 
 
1 The ABS adheres to all aspects of the Freedom of information Act 1982 (FOI Act).  
 
2 The FOI Act requires agencies to publish information about their structure, functions, 
appointments, annual reports, consultation arrangements, and details of the agency's FOI 
officer. In addition, the Act facilitates access to documents from Government Departments.  
 
3 The FOI Act does not weaken the confidentiality of respondents who have provided 
data under the Census and Statistics Act 1905 (C&S Act). No identifiable data collected 
under the C&S Act can be released under the FOI Act. 
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Definitions:  

 May –  application of policy is discretional 

 Should – application of policy is compulsory unless approved by your AS.  

 Must – application of policy is compulsory unless approved by Policy Owner. 

  
4 It is ABS policy that all staff must comply with the FOI Act by maintaining appropriate 
records of decisions, identifying information which helps the public understand the 
operations of the ABS, and disclosing documents when required.  
 
5 It is ABS policy that all FOI requests must be sent to, and coordinated by, the ABS 
FOI Contact Officer in the Audit, Policy and Parliamentary Liaison section. Any request 
should be acknowledged by the FOI Contact Officer in writing within 5 working days of the 
request being received.  
 
6 It is ABS policy that a responsible officer, nominated by the First Assistant 
Statistician, must be assigned to each FOI request for the search and discovery of 
documents. The responsible officer must undertake an extensive search for all documents in 
scope of the request. All other staff must comply with the directions given by the responsible 
officer in regards to the search and discovery of documents.  
 
7 It is ABS policy that the ABS should apply charges for processing FOI requests, 
consistent with the provisions of the FOI Act. The Director, Audit, Policy and Parliamentary 
Liaison, in consultation with the relevant Assistant Statistician, is authorised to determine 
whether charging is appropriate for an individual request.   
 
8 It is ABS policy that highly disaggregated information collected under the C&S Act 
must not be released under FOI. Any aggregated information collected under the C&S Act 
must comply with the Releasing Aggregate Statistics policy before being released through 
FOI.   
 
9 It is ABS policy that the FOI applicant must be notified, in writing, of the decision 
regarding the request, within 30 days of the request being received by the ABS. All FOI 
documents, not of a personal nature, must be released on the FOI disclosure log on the ABS 
Website within 10 days of the FOI applicant being notified of the decision.  
 
10 It is ABS policy that FASs and AS OOTSEE are delegated decision makers under the 
FOI Act. The Delegate must ensure that an extensive search for documents has been 
undertaken and that all appropriate documents are released. Any appeals of FOI decisions 
will be reviewed by the Statistician. 
 

 
 
 
11 There are two Acts which guide ABS's FOI implementation: 
 Freedom of Information Act 1982 (FOI Act) 
 Freedom of Information (charges) Regulations 1982 
 
Under Schedule II, Part II, Division 2 of the FOI Act, the Australian Statistician is exempt 
from the provision of documents containing information collected under the Census and 
Statistics Act 1905.   
 
 

FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS 
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12 There are a range of documents held by the ABS which relate to individual 
employees.  While the provisions in the FOI Act may be used to access the information, it is 
generally quicker to directly approach the relevant area.   
 
In the first instance, access to: 

· personnel files should be sought through Services@ABS. 
· recruitment processes should be sought through the chair of the panel. 

 
13 If this process is unsatisfactory, or if no response is received within 30 days, you may 
request this information under the FOI Act. 
 

 
 
14 You are required to undertake a 'reasonable search' for documents in scope of the 
FOI request. Under the FOI Act a reasonable search requires a flexible and common sense 
interpretation of the request, while having regard to the following:  

 the subject matter of the documents; 

 the current and past file management systems and the practice of destruction 
or removal of documents;  

 the record management systems in place;  

 the individuals within an agency who may be able to assist with the location of 
documents; and  

 the age of the documents.    
 
15 It is your responsibility to ensure that a reasonable search for documents has been 
undertaken, at a minimum this requires an electronic search for documents using existing 
technology and infrastructure be undertaken, as well as making enquiries of those who may 
be able to help locate documents.  
 
16 At the end of the discovery process, you will be required to complete a checklist to 
demonstrate to the Delegate that an extensive search has been undertaken. This checklist 
will provide evidence to the delegate when making their decision and if the decision is 
appealed, it will assist you to provide evidence to the Office of the Australian Information 
Commissioner or the Administrative Appeals Tribunal that the approach that you took met 
your legislative obligations.   
 
 

 
 
17 The FOI Act defines a document, including copies, reproductions and duplicates, as 
including any of the following things:  

 any paper or other material on which there is writing; 

 a map, plan, drawing or photograph; 

 any paper or other material on which there are marks, figures, symbols or 
perforations having a meaning for persons qualified to interpret them; 

 any article or material from which sounds, images or writings are capable of 
being reproduced with or without the aid of any other article or device; 

 any article on which information has been stored or recorded, either 
mechanically or electronically; or 

 any other record of information. 
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18 Therefore, to make sure all documents related to an FOI request are found, the 
responsible officer for the search and discovery of documents should, consider searching 
the following: 
 

 all relevant documents or entries on any relevant database; 

 documents stored on all relevant section drives;  

 documents stored on any other relevant drive, including any personal drives;  

 all paper files;  

 all relevant personal email holdings; 

 all personal note books that may contain relevant entries; and 

 any post-it notes or desk memos. 
 
Note: Publically available documents are not considered documents for the purpose of the 
FOI Act. 
 

 

19 You should ensure that appropriate records are kept of the business decisions and 
processes under your control.   

20 Record keeping entails the identification and capture of records as evidence of 
business activity.  You should have plans in place to properly manage records you create in 
the future.   
 
21 The ABS has a number of policies which help staff manage records, such as the 
Knowledge Management policy and the Data Retention and Record Keeping policies.  
 
 

 
 
22 If you receive an FOI request you must immediately forward it to the ABS FOI 
Contact Officer. You can find the FOI Contact Officer's details on the ABS website on the 
Making an FOI Request Webpage.  
 
 
23 Freedom of Information Act 1982 

24 ABS's Information Publication Scheme 

25 ABS's Disclosure log 

26 Making an FOI request  

27 FOI Search and Retrieval Checklist 

28 FOI Procedures  

29 FOI Policy Training Slides 

 
 

For further information, contact: 
Head, Audit, Policy and Parliamentary Liaison 
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Search and Retrieval Checklist 

As the officer responsible for search and retrieval, you are must: 

 understand your obligations and authorities, as articulated in the ‘Freedom of Information 

policy’ (PLM 03-01), prior to completing the checklist.  

 complete this checklist and return it to the FOI Contact Officer, along with all relevant 

documents located. 

If you have any questions or concerns you should discuss these with your line management, or where 

required with the FOI Contact Officer on 32 7203.  

FOI request parameters:  (provide details of the FOI request) 

 

Search and retrieval checklist: 

As the officer responsible for search and retrieval, I have: 

 searched relevant databases, including:   (provide details) 

 

 searched relevant paper files, including:   (provide details) 

 

 searched  relevant section drives, including:   (provide details) 

 

 searched my personal email holdings, drives, post-it notes, memos and notebooks. 

 

 directed other ABS officers to search personal email holdings, drives post-it notes, memos 

and notebooks, including: (provide details) 

 

 searched other relevant locations, including: (provide details) 

 

 consulted with other ABS officers in locating documents, including: (provide details) 

 

 undertaken any additional, including: (provide details) 

 

I, (insert name of search and retrieval officer), certify that I have discussed with all relevant ABS 

officers and searched all relevant locations, in order to find all documents for the above named FOI 

request.  

 

 

Signature of Search and Retrieval Officer    Dated 

Approximate time spent undertaking search and retrieval tasks: (note if the time taken to undertake 

these activities is likely to be greater than 10 hours, please notify the FOI Contact Officer) 
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Information for Responsible Officers 
 
What are my obligations as a responsible officer for the search and discovery?  
 
You are required to undertake a 'reasonable search' for documents in scope of the FOI request. Under 
the FOI Act a reasonable search requires a flexible and common sense interpretation of the request, 
while having regard to the following:  

 the subject matter of the documents; 

 the current and past file management systems and the practice of destruction or removal of 
documents;  

 the record management systems in place;  

 the individuals within an agency who may be able to assist with the location of documents; 
and  

 the age of the documents.    
 
It is your responsibility to ensure that a reasonable search for documents has been undertaken, at a 
minimum this requires an electronic search for documents using existing technology and 
infrastructure be undertaken, as well as making enquiries of those who may be able to help locate 
documents.  
 
At the end of the discovery process, you will be required to complete a checklist to demonstrate to the 
Delegate that an extensive search has been undertaken. This checklist will provide evidence to the 
delegate when making their decision and if the decision is appealed, it will assist you to provide 
evidence to the Office of the Australian Information Commissioner or the Administrative Appeals 
Tribunal that the approach that you took met your legislative obligations.   
 
What searches do I need to do to make sure all documents are located? 
 
The FOI Act defines a document, including copies, reproductions and duplicates, as including any of 
the following things:  

 any paper or other material on which there is writing; 

 a map, plan, drawing or photograph; 

 any paper or other material on which there are marks, figures, symbols or perforations 
having a meaning for persons qualified to interpret them; 

 any article or material from which sounds, images or writings are capable of being 
reproduced with or without the aid of any other article or device; 

 any article on which information has been stored or recorded, either mechanically or 
electronically; or 

 any other record of information. 
 
Therefore, to make sure all documents related to an FOI request are found, the responsible officer for 
the search and discovery of documents should, , consider searching the following: 
 

 all relevant documents or entries on any relevant database; 

 documents stored on all relevant section drives;  

 documents stored on any other relevant drive, including any personal drives;  

 all paper files;  

 all relevant personal email holdings; 

 all personal note books that may contain relevant entries; and 

 any post-it notes or desk memos. 
Note: Publically available documents are not considered documents for the purpose of the FOI Act. 
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