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Freedom of Information

Requests Procedure
1. Introduction

1.1
What is Freedom of Information?
Freedom of information provides public access to information held by public authorities under the Freedom of Information Act 2000.
Seaford Town Council (the Town Council) provides this public access in two ways:

· publishing certain information proactively as per the Town Council’s Publication Scheme;
· responding to requests for information from members of the public or organisations.
The Act covers any recorded information that is held by the Town Council. Recorded information includes printed documents, computer files, letters, emails, photographs, and sound or video recordings.

1.2 
What is the difference with Data Protection?

The Freedom of Information Act and the Data Protection Act come under the heading of information rights and are regulated by the Information Commissioner’s Office.

Data Protection legislation gives rules for handling information about people. It includes the right for people to access their personal data.  When a person makes a request for their own information, this is a Subject Access Request under Data Protection legislation; further details on this and the process for submitting Subject Access Requests are available in the Town Council’s Data Protection Policy.

Data Protection legislation exists to protect people’s right to privacy, whereas the Freedom of Information Act is about transparency. 
2. Freedom of Information
2.1
What can be requested?

The right to ask for information only relates to information held by the Town Council at the time the request is made. 
A request under the Freedom of Information Act gives a right to ‘information’ rather than specific records or documents.

The Town Council publishes a wide range of information on its website and as per its Publication Scheme. Before submitting a request for information, the Town Council would urge individuals to visit the Town Council’s website or check its Publication Scheme (available on the website) as the information required may already be published.

2.2 
Refusal of a Request

In certain circumstances the Town Council may refuse a request for information.

Section 14 of the Freedom Of Information Act 2000 (FOIA) states that public authorities do not have to comply with vexatious requests. A request is considered vexatious if it is likely to cause a disproportionate or unjustifiable level of distress, disruption or irritation. 
If the Town Council identifies that a request is vexatious, it is not a finding that a particular individual is vexatious and that any other request from them can automatically be refused - it is about the particular request. 
Section 12 of FOIA allows a public authority to refuse to deal with a request where it estimates that it would exceed the appropriate limit to: 

· either comply with the request in its entirety, or 

· confirm or deny whether the requested information is held. 
The appropriate limit is £450 for parish and town councils.

The Town Council may also refuse to accede to a request for information where the information is considered to be exempted under the FOIA. 
There are two types of exemption: 
· Qualified Exemption where the Town Council will decide whether it is in the public interest to disclose sensitive information or to withhold it, and 
· Absolute Exemptions which are set out in Part II of the FOIA and provide an automatic exemption from disclosure.
Similarly, some parts of a request response may be redacted where the release would breach Data Protection legislation. 
All requests will be considered on their merits and with the aim that information should be made available unless it is clearly not in public interest to do so. 
A written explanation for any refusal of a request for information will always be given.
3. Process

3.1 
Making a Request

A request must be made in writing. As much information as possible must be given to enable the Town Council to identify and locate the information being requested.

It is recommended that requests be made in writing  by email to admin@seafordtowncouncil.gov.uk or by post to Seaford Town Council, 37 Church Street, Seaford, East Sussex, BN25 1HG. 
Requests may however also be submitted via social media, the Town Council’s website or any other written means of contact; these methods may incur a delay in response. 
A request submitted via social media or the website may need to be supplemented with another form of communication, ideally email, in order to provide a full and comprehensive response.
The request does not need to state any particular phrases i.e. that it is a ‘request under the Freedom of Information Act’, or the reason why the information is being sought, however as much detail of the information needed must be given.

Where an individual is not able to make a request in writing, perhaps as a result of illiteracy, disability or illness, they may ask another person or agency (such as the Citizen’s Advice Bureau) to help them or make the request of their behalf.
3.2
Response
The request will be dealt with by the Town Council officers. in accordance with this policy and the guidance set by the Information Commissioners Office for dealing with requests.

Timescale

The Town Council will respond promptly to a request for information and in any event, not later than the 20th working day after the request has been received. If for any reason the request is likely to take longer to deal with, the Town Council will inform the requester of this.

Method

The requester is entitled to say how they wish the information to be communicated to them. This may be by letter, email, in the form of a summary of the information or by inspection at the Town Council’s offices. Where an inspection of documents is required, this will be arranged for a mutually convenient date and time.

Charges

In certain circumstances the Town Council may charge a fee for any retrieval and provision of information. Full details of any charges will be notified to the requester before the request is processed.
The Town Council’s Publication Scheme has full details of charges for the provision of hard copies of documents.
Town Council officers may waive these charges where it is felt the information sought would be of particular assistance to the understanding of an issue of local importance.
3.3 
Appeal of a Response

All requesters have a ‘right of review’. A review should be focussed on the original request and should identify whether or not the Town Council has dealt incorrectly with the Information Request.

Review requests must be made in writing (or email) within 40 working days of receipt of this response by email to admin@seafordtowncouncil.gov.uk or by post to Seaford Town Council, 37 Church Street, BN25 1HG.
If the requester is unhappy with the outcome of their request - usually where a request has been refused or they do not feel that the request has been properly handled - they should first attempt to resolve this directly with the Town Council Officers.
If it cannot be resolved in discussion with the Officers, then an appeal should be submitted to the Information Commissioner. The contact details for the Information Commissioner’s Office can be found online at https://ico.org.uk/global/contact-us/
4. Recording
All requests under the FOIA will be recorded on a central log.

The Town Clerk will report an overview of requests received as part of the Clerk’s Report to each Full Council meeting.
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