FOI Fact Sheet 6

Freedom of information—How to apply
September 2014
Reforms to the Freedom of Information Act 1982 (the FOI Act) have made some important changes to the
way information held by the Australian Government is managed and accessed by members of the public.
The FOI Act promotes disclosure of government information and expressly recognises that public access to
government information is to be provided promptly and at the lowest reasonable cost. This fact sheet tells
you how you can request information that has not been published, whether it is information about
yourself or information about government policy or operational matters.

What sort of personal information does
government hold about me?
Australian Government agencies hold a range of
information about individuals. Common types of
personal information are taxation records, records
relating to benefits paid by Centrelink and the
Department of Veterans’ Affairs, and migration and
passport records.
The Australian Privacy Principles (APPs) under the
Privacy Act 1988 regulate how Australian government
agencies collect, manage and disclose personal
information. Further information about the APPs is
available at www.oaic.gov.au.

How do I obtain my personal information?
In many cases agencies will give you access to your
personal information if you ask them. For example, the
Australian Taxation Office will give you copies of your
recent notices of assessment. Centrelink will give you
copies of documents such as claim or review forms,
letters and notices they have sent to you, and medical
certificates and reports. You can also access some
information Centrelink holds about you through the
internet. Many agencies provide advice on their
websites about how you can request your personal
information.
You also have the right to ask for access to your
personal information under the FOI Act. If you make an
FOI request, the agency or minister must comply with
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the formal processes under the FOI Act to make their
decision. The FOI Act also gives you rights to seek
review of their decision if you disagree with it.

What if I think the government’s records
about me are wrong or misleading?
If you think the personal information that an agency or
minister holds is incomplete, incorrect, out of date or
misleading, you can ask for it to be amended under the
FOI Act. This right applies to personal information that
has been or is being used, or is available for use, by the
agency or minister for an administrative purpose.
Deletion of personal information an agency holds falls
under the Privacy Act, not the FOI Act. Deletion will
usually only be possible in limited circumstances due
to laws which prevent the destruction of information
contained in Commonwealth records. For further
information see FOI fact sheet 5: Freedom of
information –– Your personal information.

How do I obtain other unpublished
information from government?
If you want other information that has not been
published, you could contact the agency or minister’s
office first and ask how you might obtain it. Depending
on the nature of the information, the agency or
minister may be able to give you the information you
are seeking.

You can also seek the information by making a request
under the FOI Act.
Information may also be available via the information
publication scheme (see FOI fact sheet 4: The
information publication scheme for Australian
Government agencies).

How do I make an FOI request?
To make an FOI request you must:
•

make the request in writing (many agencies
have forms on their websites)

•

state that it is an application for the purposes
of the FOI Act

•

provide information about the document(s)
you want, to help the agency or minister
identify them

•
•

give details about how notices can be sent to
you (this can include an email address)
send your request to the agency or minister by
either posting it or delivering to the address
specified in the telephone directory, or
sending it to the email or fax address.

You do not need to give any reasons why you want the
information.

What does it cost?
There is no application fee for making an FOI request
or for processing a request for your personal
information. However, there may be charges for
processing a request for other types of information.
Further information about charges is in the FOI fact
sheet 7: Freedom of Information – Charges.

What happens after I make an FOI
request?
When the agency or minister receives your FOI
request, they must notify you within 14 days that they
have received it. If your request does not comply with
the legal requirements for some reason, they will help
you make a valid application.
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The agency or minister’s office may also consult you if
your request is complex and large, and they could not
process it without spending an unreasonable amount
of time or resources. The consultation process aims to
help you refine the scope of your request.
In some cases, such as where the agency does not have
documents you are seeking but knows that another
agency or minister is likely to have them, your request
may be transferred to that other agency or minister.
You will be notified if this happens.

How are decisions made?
Decisions on granting or refusing access to documents
must be made by a person who is authorised to make
such decisions. This is a matter determined by each
agency and minister.
A document that is requested must be disclosed
unless:
•

the document or information it contains
originated in an agency that the FOI Act does
not cover, such as the Australian Security
Intelligence Organisation (ASIO)

•

the document is ‘exempt’ (for example, a
Cabinet document)

•

the document is ‘conditionally exempt’ and
release at the time is not in the public interest
(for example, a document whose release could
prejudice an agency examination or test).

For more information about exemptions and
conditional exemptions, see FOI fact sheet 8: Freedom
of information – Exemptions.
You also do not have a right to obtain access to a
document under the FOI Act if a statutory scheme
provides a right of access subject to a fee or charge
(such as a land title register), or if an agency has an
arrangement that allows the public to buy the
document.

How long will it take to make a decision?
The general rule is that the agency or minister must
take all reasonable steps to notify you of their decision
within 30 days of receiving your request.
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This time period can be extended for various reasons:
•

by up to 30 days if you agree in writing

•

by 30 days where the decision maker needs to
consult a state or territory government, a
foreign government or international
organisation, or other people where the
document relates to their business affairs or
personal privacy (see FOI fact sheet 11: Your
rights if information about you or your business
is requested)

•

by the time taken to revise your request if the
agency notifies you that the scope is
unreasonably wide

•

by any time during which the agency or
minister is discussing with you the charges for
processing your request, or when you have not
paid a charge after you have been notified

•

by the time the Information Commissioner
allows if the agency or minister has asked for
an extension because your request is complex
or large.
For more information about extensions of time, see
FOI fact sheet 16: Freedom of information – Extensions
of time.

What information will I get with the
decision?
If an agency or minister decides not to give you access
to a document you have asked for or to defer giving
you access, they must notify you in writing. This notice
must include:
•

the name and designation of the person
making the decision

•

a statement of reasons for the decision and the
facts used in making that decision

•

the public interest factors that were taken into
account if the decision concerned a
conditionally exempt document

•

information about your rights to have the
decision reviewed.
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What happens if no decision is made in
time?
If a decision is not given to you within the required
timeframe, this is called a ‘deemed refusal’. You then
have the right to ask for a review (discussed in the next
section).
The agency or minister can ask the Information
Commissioner for a one-off extension of time after the
timeframe has passed (for example, if they have nearly
finished processing the request). If the Information
Commissioner agrees to an extension and you receive
the decision within the new timeframe, this does not
count as a ‘deemed refusal’. You still have the right to
have the decision reviewed.

What happens if I disagree with the
decision?
If you have a ‘deemed refusal’ or you disagree with the
agency’s decision, you can ask the agency to undertake
an internal review. This means that a different officer
(usually a more senior officer) will reconsider your
request and make a fresh decision within 30 days.
(Internal review is not available if the principal officer
of the agency or the minister made the decision
personally.)
You can also ask the Information Commissioner to
review the decision without going through the internal
review process, or if you disagree with the internal
review decision. For more information about reviews,
see FOI fact sheet 12: Your review rights.
The information provided in this fact sheet is of a
general nature. It is not a substitute for legal advice.

For further information
telephone: 1300 363 992
email: enquiries@oaic.gov.au
write: GPO Box 5218, Sydney NSW 2001
Or visit our website at www.oaic.gov.au

3

