Freedom of Information Protocol and Procedure
Policy Statement
As a public body South Staffordshire Council welcomes its responsibilities with regard to the requirements of the Freedom of Information Act 2000 and supports the principles contained within the legislation.

Scope of the Policy 
  
This policy outlines the procedures established to deal with requests under the Act.

  
Responsibilities and Timing
  
In response to the Act South Staffordshire Council has undertaken training of staff on:

· The main principals of the Act

· How Freedom Of Information interacts with the Data Protection Act and the Environmental Information Regulations 2004

· Exemptions within the Act

· How information requests will be dealt with within the organisation

Freedom Of Information will be incorporated into Induction training for all new staff.

The Chief Executive is the Information Champion for the organisation with day to day responsibility for tracking of requests delegated to the Senior Corporate Policy Officer.

  
Relationship with existing policies 
  
This policy has been formulated within the context of the following Council documents: 
  
· Information Technology Strategy 2004 - 2009
· Data Protection Policy 

The Council's Publication Scheme 
  
The Council's Publication Scheme is available on the web at: www.sstaffs.gov.uk . The Publication Scheme specifies: 

· what information the Council will make available to the public as a matter of course 

· how it will do so, and 

· whether or not this information will be made available free of charge or on payment of a fee 

· the Publication Scheme is currently under review in conjunction with the Council’s website

  
Specific Requests for Information 
  
Information not already made available in the Council's Publication Scheme will be accessible from January 2005 through a specific request for information. In this regard the Freedom of Information Act establishes two related rights: 
· the right to be told whether information exists, and

· the right to receive the information (subject to exemptions)

These rights can be exercised by anyone - natural or legal persons, on a worldwide basis.  
Any request must be made in a permanent form (for example in writing or by email) Requestors will not be entitled to information to which any of the exemptions in the Act applies. However, only those specific pieces of information to which the exemption applies will be withheld and where required a public interest test will be applied to the decision to withhold said information.  

The Council must respond to any request within 20 working days although further reasonable details can be requested in order to identify and locate the information.

Internal Procedure for Dealing with requests

Any request that goes beyond a regular request frequently received by a service unit or specifically mentions Freedom of Information or covers more than one service unit should be referred on the day that it is received to the Freedom of Information Co-ordinator (currently the Senior Corporate Policy Officer). The request will then be passed internally to a designated contact in each relevant area whose responsibility it is to collect the requested information. Once collated the data should be passed to the Head of Service whose responsibility is to check for any sensitive data that may be subject to exemption. The information with any comments should be passed back to the Co-ordinator who if there is a need will request a public interest test to be performed by either the Chief Executive or Deputy Chief Executive unless the decision involves a Section 36 exemption whereby the decision whether to release the information or not is at the discretion of the Monitoring Officer ( or in her absence the Chief Executive). The agreed information will then be released to the requestor by the Freedom of Information Co-ordinator.

All responses will include details of the avenues for complaints if the requestor is unhappy with the information released or the way the request was dealt with.

The Freedom of Information Co-ordinator is responsible for monitoring the number of requests received and ensuring that we meet the stringent deadlines for processing requests with the Act.
  
Charges 
  
It is not proposed to charge for information made available under the Act.

  
Exemptions under the Act 
  
There are 23 exemptions under the Act, some exemptions where the public interest test applies, and others which are absolute exemptions. The full list of exemptions can be found on the Information Commissioner’s website  http://www.informationcommissioner.gov.uk
  
The Council may decide that some information it holds could be regarded as exempt information under the Act. Where a request is made for information which may be exempt the Council will apply the public interest test. The public interest panel will consist of the Chief Executive, the Deputy Chief Executive and the Freedom of Information Co-ordinator and may result in some circumstances in a request for information being denied. Any redaction of information will detail the exemption that applies and the justification will be recorded internally to provide an audit trail.

 

Complaints

All responses to requests for information will include an explanation of how to complain if the requestor is not happy with the information received or the time taken to deal with requests. Complaints will be dealt with internally in the first instance but everyone has the right to take their complaint to the :

Information Commissioner

Wycliffe House

Water Lane

Wilmslow

Cheshire

SK9 5AF

Or e.mail to mail@ico.gsi.gov.uk
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