
Process for answering incoming calls 
When answering calls it is expected that switchboard operators follow a greeting announcing 

‘Treasury switchboard’ for example: “Good morning/ afternoon, Treasury switchboard”. 

In all circumstances where an external call is answered, transfers must be conducted in a warm 

manner and with the agreement of the Treasury employee who is receiving the phone call. Under no 

circumstance should an external call be directly transferred to a Treasury staff member without 

approval from the call recipient. 
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BASIC FOI PROCESS 

The basic steps involved in the processing of an FOI request (with charges) at Treasury: 

1. FOI Unit notifies relevant Decision-Maker of new FOI request by email  

2. Meet with FOI Unit to discuss scope interpretation 

3. Decision-Maker assesses whether the request is “doable” and provides estimate of retrieval and 
decision-making time  

4. If “doable”, Action Officer locates the documents and estimates:  

o Number of documents involved 

o Number of pages 

o Search, retrieval and decision making hours needed to respond to the request 

5. Meet with the FOI Unit to discuss application of charges 

6. FOI Unit prepares a Charges Letter to the applicant (based on Action Officer’s estimates)  

7. Action Officer highlights sections of documents that cannot be released 

8. Meet with FOI Unit for advice regarding appropriate exemptions 

9. Decision-Maker makes final decision 

10. FOI Unit drafts Decision Letter and applies redactions to documents   

11. Decision-Maker approves documents for release and signs Decision Letter  

12. Decision Letter and documents for release are sent out by the FOI Unit on Friday afternoon and 
the Disclosure Log is updated simultaneously 
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FOI PROCESS DIAGRAM (SIMPLE REQUEST 30 DAYS) AT A GLANCE 
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OVERVIEW 

The FOI Act gives members of the public a general right of access to documents of an agency and 
official documents of a Minister unless they are exempt under the Act.  

An agency may grant access to exempt documents if it chooses to – it is simply not required to 
under the Act. However, documents that are not exempt must be released. 

Some basic guidance on exemptions is provided below; however, the FOI Team can provide you 
with more detailed guidance and advice on applying exemptions under the FOI Act. The FOI Team 
can be contacted on through the FOI inbox at mailto:FOI@treasury.gov.au 

EXEMPT DOCUMENTS 
 

If a document is considered exempt, the Decision-Maker is not required to release it.  

Some of the more frequently used unconditional exemptions include: 

Section 34 – Cabinet Documents   

This exemption is designed to protect the confidentiality of the Cabinet process and ensure that 
the principle of collective ministerial responsibility is not undermined.  

The Cabinet exemption may be applied to the following classes of documents: 

 Cabinet submissions (submitted or proposed for submission) prepared for the dominant 
purpose of submission for the consideration of Cabinet, 

 Official records of the Cabinet, 
 Documents prepared for the dominant purpose of briefing a Minister on a Cabinet 

submission, or 
 Drafts of documents of the above type. 
 Copies of, or extracts from, documents of the above type. 
 Documents which, if disclosed, would reveal Cabinet deliberations or decisions (unless the 

existence of the deliberation or decision has been officially disclosed).  

This exemption can also be applied to parts of documents. 

Keep in mind: 

 A document cannot be considered exempt solely on the grounds that it is attached to an 
exempt cabinet document. 

 A document by which a decision of the Cabinet is officially published is not an exempt 
document. 

 Purely factual material in a Cabinet submission, record or briefing is not exempt unless its 
disclosure would reveal a Cabinet deliberation or decision which has not been officially 
disclosed. 
 
In instances where you identify Cabinet-related material within the scope of a FOI request you 
should consult the FOI Team as soon as possible. The FOI Team will refer the relevant 
documents to the Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet for further guidance.  
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Section 45 – Documents containing information obtained in confidence 

This exemption may be applied to documents where release may found an action for breach of 
confidence by a person or body other than the Government or its agencies. The information must 
be inherently confidential in nature and must have been provided, and accepted, in confidence.  

Section 33 – Documents affecting national security, defence or international relations 

This section exempts documents which, if disclosed would or could reasonably be expected to, 
cause damage to Australia’s national security, defence or international relations. This exemption 
also protects information that has been communicated in confidence to the Commonwealth by a 
foreign government, an agency of a foreign government or an international organisation. 
 
Keep in mind:  
 Classification markings on a document (such as ‘secret’ or ‘confidential’) are not of themselves 

conclusive of whether the exemption applies.  
 The content of each document must also be examined in conjunction with the context of the 

request as alone the information may not result in harm, but it may in combination with other 
known information.  

CONDITIONALLY EXEMPT DOCUMENTS 

Some exemptions have a public interest test attached to them. They are called conditional 
exemptions. Conditionally exempt documents only become exempt when the decision maker 
decides that, as well as being conditionally exempt under the Act, their release would be contrary 
to the public interest.  

Some commonly used conditional exemptions are as follows: 

Section 47c – deliberative processes 

Where documents contain ‘deliberative material’ they are conditionally exempt under section 47C 
of the Act.  

‘Deliberative material’ is material in the nature of, or relating to, opinions, advice or 
recommendations that have been obtained, prepared or recorded in the course of, or for the 
purposes of, the deliberative processes of an agency or Minister. 

The following types of material are not to be considered deliberative material: 

 Operational information 
 Purely factual information 
 Content that is merely descriptive 
 Incidental administrative content 
 Procedural or day to day content 
 The decision reached at the end of the deliberative process 
 Material not obtained, prepared or recorded in the course of for the purposes of a deliberative 

process 

Section 47E –operations of agencies  

Material which, if disclosed, would, or could reasonably be expected to, prejudice, or have a 
substantial adverse effect on, certain listed agency operations is conditionally exempt under the 
Act. 
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These include documents which would, or could be reasonably expected to: 

 Prejudice the effectiveness of procedures or methods for the conduct of tests, examinations or 
audits by an agency 

 Prejudice the attainment of the objects of particular tests, examinations or audits conducted or 
to be conducted by an agency 

 Have a substantial adverse effect on the management or assessment of personnel by the 
Commonwealth, by Norfolk Island or by an agency, or 

 Have a substantial adverse effect on the proper and efficient conduct of the operations of an 
agency. 

REDACTING DOCUMENTS 
Where a document contains both exempt and non-exempt material, the documents must be 
released with the exempt parts redacted. Information that is irrelevant to the scope of the request 
may also be redacted. However, any editing should be clearly indicated. The FOI team will apply 
redactions in consultation with you. 

OTHER REASONS FOR NOT RELEASING DOCUMENTS 
Decision-Makers may also refuse an FOI request in cases where: 

 There are no relevant documents held by the agency, 
 The documents have not been described in sufficient detail to allow identification of them, or  
 The processing of the request would result in an unreasonable diversion of the agency’s 

resources.   

However, in some of these cases the FOI Team will liaise with the applicant in the first instance to 
help them make a valid and practicable request. 

There are many other exemptions and conditional exemptions covering a wide range of matters 
such as other people’s personal information, trade secrets and so on. See below for a full list of 
exemptions and conditional exemptions under the Act. 
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FULL LIST OF EXEMPTIONS 

 Unconditional exemptions 

S 33 documents the disclosure of which would adversely affect national security, defence or 
international relations 

S 34 Cabinet documents 

S 37 documents the disclosure of which would adversely affect enforcement of law and 
protection of public safety 

S 38 documents to which secrecy provisions in other legislation apply 

S 42 documents subject to legal professional privilege 

S 45 documents containing material obtained in confidence 

S 46 documents the disclosure of which would be in contempt of Parliament or in contempt 
of court 

S 47 documents the disclosure of which would reveal trade secrets or commercially valuable 
information 

S 47A electoral rolls and related documents 

 Conditional exemptions 

S 47B documents the disclosure of which would adversely Commonwealth-State relations 

S 47C deliberative material 

S 47D documents the disclosure of which would adversely the Commonwealth's financial and 
property interests 

S 47E documents the disclosure of which would adversely affect certain operations of 
agencies  

S 47F documents the disclosure of which would unreasonably disclose personal information 

S 47G documents the disclosure of which would adversely affect an organisation’s business 
affairs  

S 47H documents the disclosure of which would adversely affect research (by CSIRO or the 
Australian National University) 

S 47J documents the disclosure of which would adversely affect Australia's economy 

CONTACT 

The FOI team within the Parliamentary and Legal Services Unit (PLSU) is the central coordination 
point for managing the FOI process and providing strategic and procedural advice in relation to FOI 
requests. The FOI team can be contacted through the FOI inbox at FOI@treasury.gov.au 
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CONSULTATION 

The FOI Act requires consultation with other parties in some circumstances. Early and 
collaborative engagement with parties relevant to a particular FOI request is essential to timely 
and effective administration and processing. 

THIRD PARTY CONSULTATIONS 

Consultation with statutory third parties such as state or territory governments, businesses or 
individuals must be undertaken if the FOI request involves documents that may: 
 
• affect Commonwealth-State relations; 
• affect a person’s business or professional affairs; or 
• contain personal information. 

 
These consultations will generally attract an additional allowance of 30 days to the deadline for 
processing the request, except for consultation with a foreign government, which attracts 60 days. 
 

CONSULTING WITHIN THE COMMONWEALTH  

Consultation with other Commonwealth agencies may be necessary where a particular FOI 
request raises issues which cross agency boundaries. In some cases it may be appropriate to 
transfer the FOI request or part of it to the other agency.  
 
Consultation with a Treasury Minister’s office may also be required from time to time.  

Consultation with the Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet is required if the FOI request 
relates to Cabinet documents.  

Where documents involved in a request are relevant to other areas of Treasury, you should 
consult with colleagues in those areas to ensure their point of view and reasoning is taken into 
account in the decision-making process. If you need help locating a contact in another part of 
Treasury, the FOI team can assist. 
 
Consultation within the Commonwealth does not attract any additional time to the processing 
deadline, so any need for consultation should be identified and acted upon early. 

If you identify a need for consultation with a Treasury Minister’s office or external stakeholders 
you should notify the FOI Team as soon as possible at FOI@treasury.gov.au. The FOI Team will 
facilitate the consultation process, including setting up a discussion with the particular stakeholder 
and relevant policy area if appropriate. 

COURTESY CONSULTATIONS 

You may also decide to conduct informal courtesy consultations with a Minister’s office, or with 
other internal or external stakeholders, for example due to the sensitive nature of the request. 
Courtesy consultations are conducted by the FOI Team in conjunction with the FOI Action Officer. 
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FOI CHECKLIST FOR ACTION OFFICERS 

 Completed 
1. Do the documents requested exist? 

 Do you have access to the documents? 

 Does your area have authority over all of the documents? 

 

2. Consider scope of request. Is the request “doable”? 

 Meet with FOI Unit to discuss scope interpretation 

 

3. Search and retrieve documents 

 Calculate estimate of documents, pages and time to process 

 Meet with the FOI Unit to discuss application of charges 

 Search all relevant paper and electronic files. This includes email and 
voice recordings 

 

 

4. Assess documents 

 Is consultation required? 

 Do the documents contain any Cabinet material? 

 Meet with FOI Unit to discuss redactions and applying exemptions 

 

 

5. Indicate sections in document for redaction and note the relevant exemption 

 Send marked up and clean electronic copies of the documents to the 
FOI Unit 

 

 

6. Faciliate Decision-Maker approval and sign-off 

 The Decision-Maker will need to approve and/ or sign: 

o Redacted documents for release  

o All formal correspondence e.g. Charges Letter, Decision Letter etc. 

 

 

 




