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Freedom of Information – how to request a copy of your file from Centrelink

This factsheet explains what information you can obtain from Centrelink and how you can obtain it.
· What information does Centrelink keep on me? 

Centrelink keeps copies of: 

· your claim and review forms; 

· any written statements, letters, and any other information you provide; 

· its own records of contacts with you (eg, file notes, letters and statements); 

· payment records; and 

· documents about how Centrelink staff have dealt with your payments.  

Centrelink also has extensive powers to ask other people and organisations (such as banks and hospitals) for information about you, and your file may contain information from these people or organisations as well.   

· What is the Freedom of Information Act?

The Freedom of Information Act, 1982 (FOI Act) gives you the right to access information about you held by Australian Government agencies and contracted service providers, such as Centrelink and Job Services Australia providers. 

· How can I obtain my file from Centrelink?

To get a copy of your Centrelink file under the FOI Act you must make an application in writing. You can either: 

· use the Centrelink form, “Freedom of Information – I want to access or change document(s)” (available at www.centrelink.gov.au or from your local Centrelink office); 

· use the Welfare Rights form “Request for documents under Freedom of Information” (available at www.welfarerights.org.au or from a Welfare Rights Centre/Advocate); or

· write a letter, fax or email (make sure you mention the FOI Act). 

If possible you should list exactly what documents you want. For example, if you wish to see all the information that Centrelink keeps on you, you should ask for “copies of all file papers and computer records concerning me”. If you are having difficulty describing the information you need, speak to a Welfare Rights Centre/Advocate or a Centrelink FOI officer.

· Does it cost anything to use the Freedom of Information Act?

No. It is free to get a copy of your personal information from Centrelink.

· When can I ask for a copy of my file?

You can ask to see your file at any time. It may be helpful to obtain a copy of your file if you think that a Centrelink decision is wrong. Seeing your file could show whether Centrelink got some facts wrong, misunderstood your situation or failed to follow the correct procedures.  You can then appeal against Centrelink’s decision.

· What information can I get under the Freedom of Information Act?
The information you can get under the FOI Act includes:
· written material stored on paper (eg, claim and review forms, pay slips from employers);

· information stored in computers (eg, Centrelink file notes, letters to you, records of the amounts and dates of your payments, debt calculations); and 
· audio or video tapes.

Centrelink does not always keep records of general telephone queries, especially if you are inquiring about a payment but have not lodged a claim form and are currently not a Centrelink client. Therefore, it is important to ask for a receipt number when you contact Centrelink by telephone. Otherwise, there may be no record of your contact.
· What information can Centrelink refuse to give me?

The FOI Act allows Centrelink to refuse to provide you with the following information:

· another person’s personal records;

· statements or information which would reveal the identity of a member of the public who voluntarily provided information about you (sometimes called “tip-offs”);

· medical papers where a doctor believes disclosure may adversely affect your health;

· where it is not in the “public interest” to be disclosed; and

· where the information cannot be found or does not exist.

There are some other exceptions under the FOI Act. The letter responding to your FOI request should tell you if Centrelink refuses to release any information and the reasons for the exemption.

· Do I have to make a Freedom of Information request to get information from Centrelink?

Centrelink can release to you some information without a formal request under the FOI Act.  For example, Centrelink should provide you with information about your rates of payment, and reasons for any Centrelink decisions.  You can also obtain copies of any of your forms or statements without needing to lodge a FOI request. However, sometimes it is easier to lodge the FOI request and be provided with all documents.

· How long before Centrelink has to provide me the information that I requested?

The FOI Act says that in most cases Centrelink must provide the documents within 30 days of receiving your written request.  

· What if the information Centrelink has about me is wrong? 

If you think Centrelink’s information about you is wrong, misleading, out of date, or incomplete, ask Centrelink to amend the file.  You can do this by filling out the Centrelink form “Freedom of Information - I want to access or change document(s)” or by writing a letter. Your request should state which documents you want to change and why you want to change them.  

· Can I appeal a decision about access to my file?

Yes. If you disagree with a decision to refuse to give you access to a document or part of a document, or to amend a document, you can request review of that decision under the FOI Act.  You can seek internal review by Centrelink or go directly to the Australian Information Commissioner.  Appealing is free.  
If you chose to seek internal review by Centrelink you should do so within 30 days.  If you are not satisfied with that decision you can appeal to the Information Commissioner.  Requests for review must be in writing. An application form is available at www.oaic.gov.au.  You must apply to the Information Commissioner within 60 days of the decision to refuse access or amend a document, although the Commissioner can give you an extension of time.  A further appeal can be made to the Administrative Appeals Tribunal.

· Interpreters
If you think you need an interpreter, or if you feel more confident with an interpreter, you should use one of the three free available interpreter services.   

· Most Centrelink offices have interpreters available at regular times each week.  Your local Centrelink office can tell you about their available languages and times.

· You can telephone the Centrelink Multilingual Call Centre on 131 202 and speak to a bilingual Centrelink officer. 

· You can also call the free Telephone Interpreter Service (TIS) on 131 450 and ask for an interpreter. 


Please note:  This factsheet contains general information only. It does not constitute legal advice. If you need legal advice please contact your local Welfare Rights Centre/Advocate.

Welfare Rights Centres are community legal centres, which specialise in Social Security law, administration and policy. They are independent of Centrelink.  All assistance is free.

This factsheet was updated in November 2010. 
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