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MINISTER’S INTRODUCTION

The Rudd Government is committed to good governance through greater accountability and transparency.  An integral part of that commitment is improving the effectiveness of Freedom of Information laws in Australia.  

As foreshadowed in the 2007–08 annual report, the Government has commenced major reform of the Freedom of Information Act 1982 (FOI Act), with the principal objective of promoting a pro-disclosure culture across government.

In November 2008 the Government introduced legislation into the Parliament to repeal the power to issue conclusive certificates in the FOI Act and the Archives Act 1983.  The Freedom of Information (Removal of Conclusive Certificates and Other Measures) Act 2009 commenced on 7 October 2009.  The Administrative Appeals Tribunal may now undertake a full merits review of all exemption claims under FOI.  
The Government also released the draft Information Commissioner Bill and the draft Freedom of Information Amendment (Reform) Bill for public consultation on 24 March 2009.  Key initiatives in these bills include the establishment of an Information Commissioner and an FOI Commissioner as independent monitors to oversee and promote the FOI Act, and an information publication scheme which will provide a framework for agencies to proactively disclose more information to the public.  The Government received public submissions on the draft bills and I am continuing to develop these important and far reaching reforms.
At present, agencies are continuing to apply the existing FOI Act and have made a number of improvements in its operation, as shown in the 2008–09 annual report.  The FOI annual report is an important publication which allows scrutiny and transparency in the operation of the FOI Act, while also enabling the Government to monitor and identify key areas for reform.  

The 2008–09 annual report shows that 80 per cent of FOI requests are from people seeking access to documents containing personal information about either themselves or other people.  The remaining 20 per cent of FOI requests are for documents containing other information, such as documents concerning policy development and government decision-making.

Recently I announced a range of proposed reforms to the Privacy Act 1988 (Privacy Act) which complement the pro-disclosure culture the Government is seeking to promote through its FOI reforms.  In particular, the Government will amend the Privacy Act to facilitate easier access and correction to an individual’s own personal information, rather than maintain this right through the FOI Act.  This would provide a simple mechanism for individuals to access their own personal information and ensure the focus of the FOI Act is on access to other documents held by government.

The report also shows that in 2008–09:

· Australian Government agencies received 27,561 FOI access requests, which is a decrease of 5 per cent on the previous year’s figure;  
· 94 per cent of access requests were granted in full or in part in 2008–09; and
· Australian Government agencies are taking less time to make FOI access decisions, with the percentage of decisions notified in “0–30 days” increasing significantly from 67.9% in 2007–08 to 83.3% in 2008–09.  
I am committed to pursuing further reform of the FOI Act and to furthering the Government’s commitment to open and transparent governance.  Further information relating to the FOI reforms and copies of this report and prior year reports are available on the Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet website at: <www.pmc.gov.au> (select the links to “Freedom of Information” and “Consultation and Submissions”).
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JOE LUDWIG

31 October 2009
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