
Freedom Of Information Policy
1. Purpose
The Freedom of Information Act 2000 (FOIA) and Environmental Information Regulations 2004 (EIR) give the public rights of access to recorded information held by public authorities, including parish councils. This policy sets out how Hartlebury Parish Council (the Parish Council) will meet those duties, including publication, handling requests, and applying exemptions/exceptions.
The Parish Council will make information available through its Publication Scheme and will respond to requests for recorded information in accordance with FOIA/EIR, including confirming or denying whether information is held where required.
2. Scope
This policy applies to all recorded information held by Hartlebury Parish Council, in any format (including paper and electronic records such as emails, minutes, reports and correspondence).
It applies to all councillors (including the Chair), advisory and working groups, the Parish Clerk and any employees, and any contractors or other third parties acting on behalf of the Parish Council, where they create, hold, or process Parish Council information.
3. Legal Framework
This policy is underpinned by:
· Freedom of Information Act 2000: Public access to information held by public authorities.
· Environmental Information Regulations 2004: Access to environmental information.
· Data Protection Act 2018 and UK GDPR: Personal data protection (relevant where FOI/EIR requests involve personal data).
· Local Government Act 1972: Publication requirements for agendas, minutes and reports.
· Information Commissioner’s Office (ICO): UK regulator and guidance for FOIA/EIR.
The Parish Council will respond within statutory timescales and provide advice and assistance where appropriate. It will apply exemptions/exceptions lawfully (including any public interest test where required) and protect personal data in line with the Data Protection Act 2018 and UK GDPR.
4. Publication Scheme
The Parish Council maintains a Publication Scheme (based on the ICO Model Publication Scheme) which sets out the information it routinely publishes and how to access it.
The scheme covers:
· Who we are and what we do: Information about the Parish Council, its members, and its governance.  
· What we spend and how we spend it: Financial statements, budgets, audit reports, and details of contracts.  
· What our priorities are and how we are doing: Strategic plans, performance reports, and service reviews.  
· How we make decisions: Decision-making processes, meeting agendas, minutes, and reports. 
· Our policies and procedures: The Parish Council’s policies, procedures, and guidelines. 
· Lists and registers: Any statutory registers or records the Parish Council is required to maintain.  
· Services we offer: Information about the services the Parish Council provides.
The Publication Scheme is available on the Parish Council’s website or on request from the Parish Clerk (clerk@hartlebury-pc.gov.uk).
5. How to make a request
Before making a request, check the Publication Scheme. If the information is not already published:
Your request should:
· Be in writing (FOIA) — email or post to the Parish Clerk. (EIR requests can be made verbally, but written requests are preferred.)
· Include your name and a contact address (email is acceptable).
· Describe the information clearly (include relevant dates/subjects).
· Tell us your preferred format where relevant.
· Send to: Hartlebury Parish Council, c/o The Old Library Centre, 65 Ombersley Street East, Droitwich, WR9 8QS | Email: clerk@hartlebury-pc.gov.uk
If a request is unclear, the Parish Council may ask for clarification.
6. How the Parish Council will handle requests
Upon receiving a request, the Parish Council will:
1. Acknowledge the request within 5 working days.
2. Confirm or deny whether the information is held (where required), subject to exemptions/exceptions.
3. Search for and retrieve the requested information (or confirm it is not held).
4. Issue the response within 20 working days (or any lawful extended period) and provide the requester’s preferred format where reasonably practicable. If an extension is needed, the requester will be informed.
Fees may apply in line with the Fees Regulations (see Section 7).
Refusals: Where the Parish Council refuses all or part of a request, it will issue a refusal notice explaining why, citing the relevant FOIA exemption or EIR exception, and explaining review/complaint rights.
The Parish Clerk will maintain a central log of all FOIA/EIR requests received, including the date of receipt, requester contact details, a summary of the information requested, actions taken, deadlines, the outcome, and the date the response was issued.
· whether the information is already published (Publication Scheme)
· whether clarification is needed
· whether exemptions/exceptions apply (including any public interest test where required)
· whether redaction is needed (e.g., personal data)
7. Fees and Charges
For FOIA requests, the Parish Council may refuse a request that exceeds the appropriate cost limit (currently £450 / 18 hours) or may charge a fee in line with the Freedom of Information and Data Protection (Appropriate Limit and Fees) Regulations 2004. If the limit may be exceeded, the requester will be informed and given the opportunity to refine the request.
Reasonable disbursements (e.g., printing, photocopying, postage) will be confirmed in advance where applicable.
If a charge applies, the Parish Council will confirm the amount before providing the information and may request payment in advance.
EIR: Environmental information cannot be refused solely because of cost, although a reasonable charge may apply in some cases.
8. Exemptions and Refusals
Some information may be withheld under FOIA exemptions or EIR exceptions, including:
a. Personal Data: Information covered by the Data Protection Act 2018 and UK GDPR. 
b. Confidentiality: Information provided in confidence, including correspondence between the Parish Council and its legal advisors.  
c. Commercially sensitive information: Information that could harm the Parish Council’s commercial interests or that of third parties.  
d. Law Enforcement: Information that could prejudice law enforcement or legal proceedings. 
e. Vexatious or repeated requests (FOIA Section 14): The Parish Council may refuse a request that is vexatious or repeated. In deciding whether Section 14 applies, the Parish Council will consider:
· Disproportionate burden: the request would impose a grossly oppressive workload on the Parish Council’s limited resources, taking into account the size of the authority, competing priorities, and the cumulative impact of other correspondence/requests from the same requester.
· Unreasonable persistence: repeated chasing, escalating demands, or refusal to accept clear answers, including continuing to pursue issues that have been fully addressed through the FOIA process.
· Refusal to engage with advice and assistance: declining to clarify or narrow a request when asked, or repeatedly submitting broad requests designed to maximise disruption.
· Harassing or abusive behaviour: use of aggressive, insulting, or threatening language, or behaviour that causes distress to councillors, staff, or contractors.
· Improper purpose: indications the request is primarily intended to harass, provoke, or disrupt the Parish Council rather than obtain information (for example, using FOIA as part of a campaign or grievance in a way that would place an unreasonable burden on the Parish Council).
· Overlapping and scattergun requests: multiple requests submitted in close succession that overlap or are linked, where the combined impact is disproportionate.
· Triviality / disproportionate effort: the information requested is trivial or of limited value and the effort required to comply would be disproportionate.
· Repetition: the requester repeats the same or substantially similar requests and no reasonable time has passed, particularly where the Parish Council has already provided the information or explained why it cannot be provided.
Where any information is withheld, the Parish Council will issue a refusal notice within 20 working days, citing the relevant FOIA exemption or EIR exception (and any public interest test outcome where required) and explaining internal review and ICO complaint rights.
9. Complaints Procedure
If you are dissatisfied with the handling of a request, you may ask for an internal review by writing to the Parish Clerk (email or post, using the contact details in Section 5).
Internal review: Please explain what you are dissatisfied with and what outcome you are seeking. Internal reviews are normally carried out by the Chair (or another councillor nominated by the Parish Council who was not involved in the original decision), supported by the Parish Clerk.
Timescales: The Parish Council aims to complete internal reviews within 20 working days. In exceptional cases, this may take up to 40 working days; if so, the requester will be kept informed.
If you remain dissatisfied after an internal review, you may complain to the Information Commissioner’s Office (ICO), Wycliffe House, Water Lane, Wilmslow, Cheshire, SK9 5AF. Telephone: 0303 123 1113. Website: ico.org.uk
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