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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 
Background 

1.1 On 14 September 2006, the Senate referred the Privacy Legislation 
Amendment (Emergencies and Disasters) Bill 2006 (the Bill) to the Senate Standing 
Committee on Legal and Constitutional Affairs for inquiry and report by 12 October 
2006. 

1.2 The Bill seeks to amend the Privacy Act 1988 (the Act) to allow for the 
collection, use and disclosure of personal information about deceased, injured and 
missing individuals involved in an emergency or disaster occurring in Australia or 
overseas. 

Conduct of the inquiry 

1.3 The committee advertised the inquiry in The Australian newspaper on 19 
September 2006, with submissions to be provided by 25 September 2006.  The details 
of the bill and associated information were placed on the committee's website. 

1.4 The committee also wrote to 59 organisations and individuals inviting 
submissions.  The committee received 13 submissions, which are listed at Appendix 1 
and are available on the committee's website. 

1.5 Due to the limited number of issues raised in the submissions, the committee 
decided to deal with the inquiry on the papers only.  Questions seeking information 
and clarification were forwarded to the Attorney-General's Department, and its 
responses appear as submission 12. 

Acknowledgement 

1.6 The committee thanks those organisations who made submissions. 

Note on references 

1.7 References in this report are to individual submissions as received by the 
committee, not to a bound volume. 

 

 



 

 



  

 

                                             

CHAPTER 2 

PROVISIONS OF THE BILL 
Introduction 

2.1 The Privacy Legislation Amendment (Emergencies and Disasters) Bill 2006 
(the Bill) seeks to amend the Privacy Act 1988 to establish a clear and certain legal 
basis for the management of the collection, use and disclosure of personal information 
about deceased, injured and missing individuals in an emergency or disaster, whether 
in Australia or overseas. 

2.2 In particular, the Bill aims to address practical difficulties faced by agencies, 
the private sector and non-government organisations, which were highlighted during 
events such as the Asian tsunami in December 2004. 

2.3 This chapter sets out the background to the Bill, outlines its provisions and 
deals with several issues that emerged during the inquiry. 

Background to the Bill 

2.4 The Privacy Act already has exemptions concerning the use and disclosure of 
personal information which allow agencies some flexibility in emergency or disaster 
situations. However, these have proven difficult to apply with confidence in crises 
involving mass casualties and missing persons because of uncertainty as to the extent 
of their application.  In its Review of the Private Sector Provisions of the Privacy Act 
1988, the Office of the Privacy Commissioner considered the issue of balancing the 
flow of information and privacy considerations during times of large scale 
emergencies and noted that: 

The scale and gravity of large scale emergencies have tested the application 
of the Privacy Act and raised questions as to how privacy protection should 
operate in such situations.  The Privacy Act received criticism in the media 
after the tsunami disaster for lacking commonsense and for being unable to 
anticipate and cope with the extent of the tsunami disaster.1

2.5 Similar concerns were raised during the Senate Legal and Constitutional 
References Committee's Inquiry into the Privacy Act 1988.2 The committee received 
evidence from the Australian Red Cross and the Department of Foreign Affairs and 
Trade in relation to the impact on information-sharing between government and non-
government agencies involved in response and recovery in emergency situations 

 
1  Office of the Privacy Commissioner, Getting in on the Act: The Review of the Private Sector 

Provisions of the Privacy Act 1988, p. 235. 

2  Senate Legal and Constitutional References Committee, The real Big Brother: Inquiry into the 
Privacy Act 1988, June 2005. 
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overseas. Both organisations identified privacy-related impediments which had 
affected each organisation's ability to provide assistance at a time when it was most 
needed. 

2.6 The explanatory memorandum to the Bill states that the proposed 
amendments are intended to: place beyond doubt the capacity of the Australian 
Government and others to lawfully exchange personal information in an emergency or 
disaster situation; ensure that agencies make clear and timely decisions on information 
exchange; and enable agencies to apply the Privacy Act less restrictively and with 
greater confidence in regard to the personal information that may be disclosed.3  

2.7 The explanatory memorandum and the second reading speech emphasise that 
Part VIA permits, but does not require, any agency or organisation to disclose 
personal information.  The decision to disclose personal information will remain at the 
discretion of the individual agency or organisation.4 Similarly, the amendments do not 
displace individual agencies' and organisations' internal management processes for the 
collection, use and disclosure of information. The explanatory memorandum states 
that it is assumed that all disclosures will take place in conformity with the usual 
authorisations and other internal controls.5 

Provisions of the Bill 

2.8 Item 1 of Schedule 1 inserts a new Part VIA in the Act. Division 1 of Part 
VIA sets out the object of the part and defines key terms.  Clause 80G defines a 
'secrecy provision' as a provision of the law of the Commonwealth, that prohibits or 
regulates the use or disclosure of personal information generally, or in specified 
circumstances. 

2.9 Clause 80H defines 'permitted purpose' as 'a purpose that relates to the 
Commonwealth's response to an emergency or disaster in respect of which an 
emergency declaration is in force'. The clause includes a list of purposes as a guide, 
but the explanatory memorandum states that this list should not be interpreted to limit 
the generality of the definition of 'permitted purpose'.6 Informing a person responsible 
for an individual involved in the emergency or disaster of matters relevant to the 
individual's involvement in the emergency or disaster is a 'permitted purpose'. A 
person 'responsible' includes a parent, child and spouse of the individual. 

2.10 Division 2 of Part VIA provides for either the Prime Minister or the Attorney-
General to make an emergency declaration, in relation to events in Australia (clause 
80J) or overseas (clause 80K), subject to certain preconditions. A declaration must be 
in writing (clause 80L) and has effect from the time at which it is signed (clause 

                                              
3  Explanatory memorandum, p. 1. 

4  Explanatory memorandum, p. 1, Second reading speech, p. 5. 

5  Explanatory memorandum, p. 1. 

6  Explanatory memorandum, p. 3. 
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80M). Clause 80N provides for an emergency declaration to cease to have effect either 
at a date specified in the declaration or, if no date is specified, the earlier date of the 
date on which the declaration is revoked or 12 months after the declaration is made. 

2.11 Division 3 of Part VIA sets out provisions dealing with the use and disclosure 
of personal information. Clause 80P provides for, and prescribes the circumstances in 
which, personal information relating to an individual may be collected, used or 
disclosed in the event of an emergency declaration. The collection use or disclosure of 
personal information is permitted where there is a reasonable belief that the individual 
may be involved in the emergency or disaster. In addition, the collection use or 
disclosure must be for a 'permitted purpose'. Paragraphs 80P (1) (c) and 80P (1) (d) 
place limits on the types of bodies to whom agencies and others may disclose personal 
information and paragraph 80P (1) (e) prohibits disclosure to the media under Part 
VIA.  

2.12 Division 4 creates an offence for unauthorised secondary disclosures.  The 
offence does not apply to a person ‘responsible’7 for the individual involved in the 
emergency or disaster. Secondary disclosures are authorised in certain circumstances 
prescribed in subclause 80Q (2). 

2.13 Schedule 2 to the Bill makes a consequential amendment to subsection 18(3) 
of the Australian Security Intelligence Organisation Act 1979 to ensure that ASIO is 
not prevented from disclosing personal information when an emergency is declared 
under Part VIA. 

Issues 

2.14 The principal purpose of the Bill is to clarify the legal basis for the 
management of the collection, use and disclosure of personal information in an 
emergency or disaster. The key question considered by the committee is whether the 
Bill will achieve this. 

2.15 In his second reading speech, the Attorney-General states that: 
 These amendments follow from extensive consultation with stakeholders, 
both within government and in the private and charitable sectors.  All have 
agreed that the amendments are necessary to enable an effective response to 
emergencies or disasters. 

2.16 The committee notes that most submissions to the inquiry expressed broad 
support for the proposed amendments. The Office of the Privacy Commissioner 
(OPC) stated 

This clarification will assist individuals directly affected by an emergency 
or disaster and will also assist government agencies and private sector 
organisations, where appropriate, to collect, use or disclose personal 

                                              
7  A person 'responsible' is defined in National Privacy Principle (NPP) 2.5. 
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information to assist those individuals directly affected. This will allow the 
Australian government to provide an appropriate and timely response to the 
emergency or disaster. 8

2.17  The committee considers that the Bill will achieve its broad objective.  The 
Bill appears to take account of concerns raised by agencies, the private sector and 
non-government agencies. However, the committee notes that some submissions 
raised concerns about the effect of specific clauses of the Bill and proposed technical 
modifications to clarify their application. These issues are discussed below. 

Meaning of 'emergency' and 'disaster' 

2.18 The words 'emergency' and 'disaster' are not defined in the Bill and therefore 
have their ordinary meaning.  The explanatory memorandum states that the reason for 
this is to ensure 'flexibility in the operation of the Bill, as the types and circumstances 
of emergency or disaster are too numerous to allow for sensible definition.' 

2.19  In its submission, the OPC suggested that, notwithstanding the difficulty of 
defining all relevant emergency and disaster circumstances that might require the 
exchange of personal information, '[s]ome additional criteria as to what constitutes a 
disaster or emergency would assist the decision-making process and reinforce public 
confidence in relation to the collection, disclosure and use of personal information 
under such circumstances.'9  The OPC drew the committee's attention to the definition 
of these words in the Civil Contingencies Act 2004 (UK) and noted that while the set 
of criteria applied in that act may not be completely appropriate in the context of the 
Bill, it may assist in identifying relevant criteria that would be appropriate. 

Scope of 'permitted purpose' 

2.20 The Bill limits the operation of the provisions in Part VIA to collection, use 
and disclosure of personal information for a 'permitted purpose'. As noted earlier, a 
'permitted purpose' is defined in clause 80H as 'a purpose that relates to the 
Commonwealth's response to an emergency or disaster in respect of which an 
emergency declaration is in force.'  The explanatory memorandum expands upon this 
definition by stating that a 'permitted purpose' is a purpose 'that has some temporal, 
physical or other connection to action taken by the Commonwealth in response to an 
emergency or disaster in which an emergency declaration under Part VIA is in 
force'.10 Clause 80H(1) provides a list of purposes that may be construed as 'permitted 
purposes', but the explanatory memorandum states that this list is intended as a guide 
and should not be interpreted to limit the generality of the definition. 

                                              
8  Submission 10, p. 2. 

9  Submission 10, p. 3. 

10  Explanatory memorandum, p. 3. 
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2.21  The committee received a number of submissions in relation to the intended 
scope of 'permitted purpose'. The Victorian Privacy Commissioner (VPC) stated that it 
is not clear in relation to clause 80H of the Bill whether law enforcement agencies' 
investigation of criminal offences thought to give rise to the emergency or disaster, or 
offences thought to be committed during it, is included within the meaning of 
'permitted purpose'.11 

2.22  The committee was advised by the Attorney-General's Department12 (the 
Department) that the Bill deliberately confines collection, use and disclosure by an 
entity for a permitted purpose to prevent disclosure occurring for reasons that are too 
broad. However, paragraph 80H (2) (c) specifically permits the collection, use or 
disclosure of personal information if it assists with law enforcement in relation to the 
emergency or disaster. 

2.23 The Department also advised that the Bill does not displace the usual 
operation of the Privacy Act. Under the Privacy Act, the Australian Federal Police 
may already disclose personal information where that disclosure is reasonably 
necessary for the enforcement of the criminal law.  Similarly, the Privacy Act already 
permits other agencies to disclose personal information to a law enforcement agency 
where that disclosure is reasonably necessary for the enforcement of the criminal law.  

2.24 The NSW Council for Civil Liberties (NSWCCL)13 and the OPC expressed 
concern at the apparent breadth of the definition of 'permitted purpose'. The NSWCCL 
proposed that it should be restricted to those purposes enumerated in subclause 80H 
(2) or, if necessary, purposes 'closely connected' to those enumerated in subclause 
80H (2). Similarly, the OPC proposed that a permitted purpose should be defined as 'a 
purpose directly related to' the emergency or disaster.14 The Department advised that 
the Government was reluctant to limit the scope of permitted purpose to the purposes 
listed in subclause 80H(2) as it would eliminate the flexibility to encompass necessary 
additional purposes not listed in subclause 80H(2). 

Cessation of declaration of emergency 

2.25 Clause 80N provides for an emergency declaration to cease to have effect at a 
time specified in the declaration, at the time at which the declaration is revoked, or at 
the end of 12 months from when the declaration is made. A number of submitters 
expressed concern about the length of time that a declaration might be in effect. The 
CrimTrac Agency (CrimTrac)15 expressed the view that it is unlikely that an 
appropriate time frame for the conclusion of the declaration could be determined 

                                              
11  Submission 7, p. 2. 

12  Submission 12, p. 2. 

13  Submission 8. 

14  Submission 10, p. 3. 

15  Submission 2, pp. 2-3. 
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immediately following an emergency event or disaster occurring. CrimTrac noted that 
some disaster victim identification processes have continued beyond the 12 month 
period provided for in clause 80N and recommended that consideration be given to 
allow for the extension of the time frame of a declaration in situations where the 
identification process continues to rely upon the provision of identifying information. 

2.26 The NSWCCL noted that the Bill does not impose a limit on the length of 
time that a declaration can be in effect and noted that under subclause 80N (a) a 
declaration could be made for a period of greater than 12 months. The NSWCCL 
expressed concern that privacy rights would be suspended for the duration of the 
declaration of emergency. The OPC also expressed concern that a declaration of 
emergency may have the effect of decreasing some existing privacy protections and 
that a default period of 12 months for a declaration may be disproportionate in some 
circumstances. The OPC recommended that 'consideration should be given to whether 
it should be mandatory for the declaration to be revoked when the need for it has come 
to an end or a shorter default period be specified with a provision to extend it where 
necessary.'16   In this context the committee notes the Department's assurance that 
'[t]he Bill does not displace the usual operation of the Privacy Act.'17  

Scope of person 'responsible' 

2.27 The OPC and the Australian Privacy Foundation (APF)18 noted that under 
Part VIA the class of person to whom disclosures can be made is limited to a person 
'responsible' as defined in NPP 2.5.  Both the OPC and the APF suggested that, to 
ensure that disclosures to individuals permitted by this Bill are only for relevant 
purposes, the types of circumstances outlined in NPP2.4 should be used to limit the 
purposes for disclosure. 

Data security  

Designated secrecy provisions 

2.28 The committee received submissions expressing concern that Part VIA would 
override secrecy provisions of some agencies19 and the wider effect of this. Some 
submitters expressed concern that the prospect of increased information sharing may 
reduce public confidence and result in a decreased willingness to provide information.  
In particular, the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) proposed that section 19 and 
19A of the Census and Statistics Act 1905 be included in the list of designated secrecy 
provisions in subclause 80P(7) of the Bill. The ABS noted that these provisions could 
be listed as exempt in the regulations accompanying the Privacy Act, but was 

                                              
16  Submission 10, p. 4. 

17  Submission 12, p. 2. 

18  Submission 4, p. 3. 

19  Submissions 1, 4, 8, and 10. 
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concerned at the potential for this to be viewed as a serious compromise of safeguards 
in relation to ABS data. 

2.29 The Department advised the committee that: 
The Bill lists as a 'designated secrecy provision' those secrecy provisions 
binding the Inspector-General of Intelligence and Security and the 
intelligence agencies.  This is because the IGIS and most intelligence 
agencies are completely exempt from the Privacy Act, and other 
intelligence agencies are partially exempt in relation to their intelligence 
collection and analysis activities.  Subclause 80R (2) of the Bill makes it 
clear that the Bill only enables disclosure but does not compel it.  Therefore 
the ABS would not be required in any way to disclose personal information 
under the Bill.  In this respect, the ABS is in the same position as other 
agencies which do not have a secrecy provision specified as a designated 
secrecy provision. 

Disclosure of information 

2.30 Clause 80Q creates an offence for unauthorised secondary disclosures.  The 
explanatory memorandum states that '[a] secondary disclosure occurs when a person 
to whom personal information has been disclosed under Part  
VIA subsequently discloses that information.'  The offence does not apply to a person 
'responsible' (as defined in NPP2.5) or where information is disclosed in 
circumstances authorised under subclause 80Q(2).  These permitted disclosures 
include those made by an agency or organisation under an Information Privacy 
Principle, an approved privacy code or NPP, disclosures permitted under clause 80P, 
and disclosures made to, or with the consent of, the individual to whom the 
information relates. 

2.31 The NSWCCL expressed concern that the Bill does not sufficiently prohibit 
derivative or ancillary use of information obtained under the provisions of clause 80P.  
The NSWCCL recommends that information obtained for a permitted purpose should 
only be used for that 'permitted purpose' and should be destroyed within one month 
after a declaration ceases to have effect. 20 

2.32 The VPC also expressed concern about provisions for the disposal of data 
handled pursuant to Part VIA upon cessation of a declaration. The committee notes 
that NPP 4.2 requires an organisation to take reasonable steps to destroy or 
permanently de-identify personal information if it is no longer needed for any purpose 
provided for under NPP 2. The VPC expressed concern that the current disclosure 
principle in NPP 2 is tailored for business activities and is consequentially broad.  The 
VPC suggests that consideration should be given to having purpose-built retention and 
disposal provisions for data collected under the scheme. 21 

                                              
20  Submission 8, p. 2. 

21  Submission 7, p. 2. 
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2.33 The NSWCCL expressed similar concerns that the offence provision in clause 
80Q does not appear to prevent the use of information by the same entity but for an 
unrelated purpose. The NSWCCL recommended that: 

A provision should be inserted providing that information obtained for a 
'permitted purpose' can only be used for that 'permitted purpose'. 
Information obtained for a 'permitted purpose' should also be destroyed 
within one month after a declaration ceases to have effect, unless the 
individual concerned consents to its retention. A failure to include such 
restrictions raises the risk that an organisation may capitalise on an 
emergency situation to accumulate information not otherwise available to it. 

Committee view 

2.34 The committee concurs with the purposes of the bill and considers that the 
provisions of the bill will successfully provide a clear legal basis for the collection, 
use and disclosure of personal information in emergency or disaster situations. 

2.35 The committee notes the concerns in relation to the use of the ordinary 
meaning of 'emergency' or 'disaster'. However, the committee accepts that defining 
these terms would risk excluding unforseen events which should properly be the 
subject of a declaration under the Bill. 

2.36  Similarly the committee considers that seeking to limit the meaning of 
'permitted purpose' to the purposes listed in subclause 80H(2) would risk excluding 
collection, use or disclosure for legitimate purposes related to an emergency or 
disaster.  Nevertheless, the committee considers that the current definition of 
'permitted purpose' is unnecessarily broad.  The committee recommends that the 
definition of 'permitted purpose' in subclause 80H (1) should require that the purpose 
'directly' relate to the Commonwealth's response to any emergency or disaster. 

2.37 The committee notes the suggestion of OPC and APF that the types of 
circumstances outlined in NPP2.4 should be used to limit the purposes for which 
disclosure to individuals is permitted by the Bill.  However, the committee considers 
that the tightening of the definition of 'permitted purpose' would appropriately limit 
the circumstances in which information is disclosed. 

2.38 The committee notes the conflicting evidence provided in relation to the 
cessation of declarations. While the committee notes the difficulty of determining the 
appropriate duration of a declaration at the time of the declaration, and the often 
protracted nature of disaster identification and investigation processes, the committee 
agrees that the period of time for which normal operation of the Privacy Act is 
suspended should be limited and that a maximum duration for declarations of 
emergency should be specified in the Bill. 

2.39 The committee notes the concerns of the ABS in relation to secrecy provisions 
under the Census and Statistics Act 1905.  However, the committee accepts the advice 
of the Attorney-General's Department that the provisions are intended to permit and 
not compel persons, agencies and organisations to disclose information.  The 
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committee considers that this provides sufficient flexibility for agencies such as the 
ABS to balance considerations regarding disclosure of information in the event of an 
emergency against the need to preserve the confidentiality of data. 

Recommendation 1 
2.40 The committee recommends that subclause 80H (1) be amended to limit 
'permitted purpose' to a purpose that 'directly' relates to the Commonwealth's 
response to any emergency or disaster. 

Recommendation 2 
2.41 The committee recommends that a maximum period of 12 months should 
apply to a declaration of emergency under clause 80J and clause 80K. 

Recommendation 3 
2.42 Subject to the preceding recommendations, the committee recommends 
that the Senate pass the Bill. 

 

 

 

Senator Marise Payne 

Committee Chair 

 

 



  

 

 



ADDITIONAL COMMENTS AND POINTS OF 
DISSENT BY THE AUSTRALIAN DEMOCRATS 

 
1.1 While we understand that government agencies and non-government 
organisations need to use personal information in times of disaster relief, we believe 
that this need can be accommodated by minor legislative amendment to the current 
framework for these limited circumstances, without the necessity to invoke such far 
reaching changes to our current privacy regime as are envisaged by this bill.   
 
1.2 Among the aims of the bill stated in the Explanatory Memorandum is that it 
will ensure that agencies make clear and timely decisions on information exchange in 
order to deliver necessary services to victims.1  Recent and particularly large scale 
disasters such as the Bali bombing and Boxing Day tsunami have highlighted the 
anguish and distress of victims of these disasters and their loved ones back home, in 
trying to locate individuals who may be affected, and to access assistance from 
organisations involved in disaster relief.  Indeed, there are already provisions 
(contained in Information Privacy Principle 10.1 and 11.1 and National Privacy 
Principle 2.1) that permit the use of personal information to assist in situations like 
these.   
 
1.3 However the breadth and size of those international disasters has caused 
criticism to be directed towards the Privacy Act 1988 as inhibiting the location and 
assistance of individuals.  The Democrats believe the current legislation can be 
modified to facilitate this assistance, while still leaving the current privacy 
architecture in place.  This bill however, would permit the Minister or Prime Minister 
to completely dismantle the system and processes of protections we currently enjoy at 
the stroke of a pen.  It would allow information to be disclosed to, and by, a far greater 
range of organisations and individuals, for a far greater range of situations, and for far 
longer than most Australians would consider reasonable.  The Democrats share the 
concerns expressed by the Australian Privacy Foundation in its submission, and draw 
attention to the following specific concerns.   
 

The circumstances in which an emergency can be declared are 
unnecessarily broad and may include so-called ‘emergencies’ far different 
from the Bali bombing or Boxing Day tsunami type of emergency most 
Australians would imagine.    
 
1.4 In declaring a situation of emergency, the bill envisages that:  

(a) an emergency has occurred – subclause 80J(a), and 
(b) is considered to be of “national significance” – subclause 80J(c), and 
(c) has affected at least one person – subclause 80J(d).  

 

                                                 
1 Explanatory Memorandum, p 1 
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1.5 The definition of “national significance” in paragraph 80J(c)) is extremely 
broad, and may relate to the “nature” or “extent” of the situation.  Assuming the 
“extent” refers in some way to size, no indication is given as to what threshold test 
(eg. affecting how many people, or costing how much money) constitutes sufficient 
“extent” to be considered significant.  The “nature” (paragraph 80J(c)) of the situation 
is left completely open to interpretation, and may permit a wide range of vaguely 
problematic situations to be deemed by the Minister or Prime Minister, as of a type 
“appropriate” (paragraph 80J(b)) for declaration.  Paragraph 80J(c) explicitly allows 
for “indirect” effects of an emergency to be considered by the Minister to be of 
“national significance”.  The Democrats are concerned that in these circumstances, it 
will be possible for an emergency to be declared and privacy protections dispensed 
with, in situations not contemplated or able to be questioned by Parliament.   
 
1.6 While this may give flexibility to the Minister or Prime Minister to declare an 
emergency in unforeseen events, the Democrats believe when Australians contemplate 
the Bali bombing and Boxing Day tsunami situation, they have a particular and 
limited set of circumstances in mind, in which privacy protection might reasonably be 
reduced.  We therefore do not believe that such a emergency cannot be accommodated 
by legislative amendment within the current legislative framework.  We agree with the 
Office of the Federal Privacy Commission and the Australian Privacy Foundation, that 
deeming of “National Emergency” should be determined by the Minister to be an 
‘incident’ under section 23YUF of the Crimes Act 1914.   
 

The capacity for “entities” to determine the circumstances in which 
information can be disclosed is inappropriate.    
 
1.7 The current National Privacy Principles permit the disclosure and use of 
personal information in particular health, life and safety situations, but places limits on 
the circumstances and people to whom this information can be disclosed.  The 
proposed bill contain none of these safeguards.   
 
1.8 According to this bill, when the proposed “emergency declaration” is in force, 
an entity (being a person, agency or organisation) may collect, use or disclose 
personal information relating to an individual, where: 

(a) the entity “reasonably believes” the individual MAY be involved in the 
emergency; and 

(b) it is for a “permitted purpose.” 
 
1.9 Government agencies are authorised by subclause 80P to disclose personal 
information, (with no definitional limit to the type of information) to a wide range of 
people and entities, and may include any person that “is likely to be” involved in 
“assisting” (paragraph 80P(1)(c)) in the emergency.  There is no guide as to what type 
or level of “assisting” a person or organisation needs to be undertaking, nor any 
indication as to how a government agency officer might determine if the person or 
agency “is likely to be” involved in assisting, before disclosure to the person is lawful.   
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1.10 The bill purports to limit the collection, use and disclosure of information, to 
situations of “permitted purpose” (clause 80H), the principal purpose being any action 
that forms part of the “Commonwealth’s response” (subclause 80H(1)) to the 
emergency.  What follows in subclause 80H(2) is an inclusive list of examples of 
purposes, including assisting with law enforcement (paragraph 80H(2)(c)) that can be 
considered part of the response.   
 
1.11 The Democrats agree with the Committee’s view that the current definition of 
“permitted purpose” is unnecessarily broad.  We are, in addition particularly 
concerned that a “declaration” may be made in relation to domestic matters not related 
to a natural disaster or international terrorist situation, and that having overridden the 
normal privacy protections, individuals may unfairly be subject to infringement of 
their right to privacy under the rubric of “assisting with law enforcement”, where this 
purpose is only indirectly related to the “emergency”.  Moreover, the bill contains 
none of the protections on dissemination of disclosed information contained in the 
current legislation, but permits an agency or organisation to determine whether it is 
appropriate to divulge personal information in the circumstances.   
 
1.12 The findings by the Australian Law Reform Commission in its Issue Paper 
31: Review of Privacy indicate Australians continue to be concerned about the 
handling of their personal details by government and private companies.  The 
Democrats consider that the current bill gives too broad a discretion for “entities” to 
determine when an individual’s personal information may be disclosed and for the net 
to be cast too wide in allowing entities with an “indirect” connection to the 
emergency, to access or disclose information.  
 
1.13 In evidence to the Senate Legal and Constitutional References Committee, Mr 
Greg Heesom of the Australian Red Cross suggested that a solution could include a 
Public Interest Determination exemption by the Privacy Commissioner, or an 
amendment to the Information Privacy Principle 11 to provide a specific limited 
exemption for emergency disaster situations.2  We also note that the submission by the 
Officer of the Federal Privacy Commissioner refers to the definitions of “emergency” 
and “disaster” contained in the Civil Contingencies Act 2004 (UK) as assisting to 
identify relevant criteria upon which an emergency of disaster may be declared.  The 
Democrats support the limiting of circumstances in which an “emergency” may be 
declared, where the outcome of such declaration is removing of privacy protections 
for individuals, and the limiting of entities permitted to use information to those 
having only a “direct” connection to the emergency.   
 
1.14 The bill proposes that the “emergency declaration” continue to be in force for 
one year (clause 80N) unless it is declared to end earlier.  The Democrats agree with 
the Committee’s view that the period of time for which normal operation of the 
Privacy Act is suspended should be limited to a specified time, but consider that 12 
months is too long.  
 
                                                 
2 Committee Hansard, 22 April 2005, p.32.  
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Even if it was felt necessary to allow a greater sharing of information 
between agencies to address the concerns outlined by the Australian Red 
Cross in its submission, there are other ways in which the sharing of 
information can be facilitated, without resorting to such major changes as 
the bill proposes.   
 
1.15 The Explanatory Memorandum asserts this bill will assist in clarifying the 
provisions relating to disclosure of personal information during emergencies.3  Far 
from clarifying the situations in which personal information can be disclosed and the 
types of people, organisations and other bodies that can receive or disclose 
information, this bill adds a level of legislative ambiguity and uncertainty to the 
foundation of privacy protections, that may erode Australians' confidence that their 
personal information will be protected in all but the most dire of circumstances, and 
thereby undermine the integrity of out current system of privacy protection.   
 
1.16 We note the Committee reference to the Privacy Commissioner’s findings in 
its report Getting in on the Act: The Review of the Private Sector Provisions of the 
Privacy Act 1988 that following the tsunami disaster, the Privacy Act received 
criticism in the media for being “unable to anticipate and cope” with the extent of the 
tsunami disaster.4  Certainly, the extent of the tsunami was on a scale previously 
unimagined, and not contemplated during the original drafting of the Privacy Act.  
However, the rarity and unusual severity of that event and its consequences cannot be 
justification for completely re-writing the privacy regime which has until such recent 
disasters, served the Australian public reasonably well.  Even in times of disaster, 
there must be a balancing of the rights of an individual to privacy in their activities 
and movements, as against the need to obtain otherwise confidential information in 
relation to an individual.  This is acknowledged by the Senate Legal and 
Constitutional References Committee in The Real Big Brother: Inquiry the Privacy 
Act 1988 5 and the Privacy Commissioner in her recommendations in relation to large 
scale emergencies.6  
 
1.17 Both the Office of the Federal Privacy Commissioner and the Australian 
Privacy Foundation have highlighted the fact that the current legislation allows for the 
disclosure of information where there is a serious and imminent threat to the life or 
health of individuals, and both have proposed changes in the current legislation that 
would go a long way towards alleviating the problems experienced by the ARC in 
assisting individuals in the recent disasters, while limiting the purpose for which 

                                                 
3 Explanatory Memorandum, p 1. 
4 Office of the Privacy Commissioner, Getting in on the Act: The Review of the Private Sector 

Provisions of the Privacy Act 1988, p235, cited at 2.4 of the Committee’s Report. 
5 Senate Legal and Constitutional References Committee in The Real Big Brother: Inquiry the Privacy 

Act 19, Recommendation 18 at 7.49. 
6 Office of the Privacy Commissioner, Getting in on the Act: The Review of the Private Sector 

Provisions of the Privacy Act 1988, Recommendation 68. 
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disclosure is permitted.7  The Democrats support the proposals of the Office of the 
Federal Privacy Commission and Australian Privacy Foundation as providing a better 
balance between the privacy rights of individuals and the expectations of Australians 
during times of disaster.  
 
 
 

 
 

 
Senator Andrew Bartlett Senator Natasha Stott Despoja 
 
Australian Democrats 
 
 

                                                 
7 Office of the Privacy Commissioner, Getting in on the Act: The Review of the Private Sector 

Provisions of the Privacy Act 1988, Recommendation 68;  Australian Privacy Foundation, 
Submission  4.

 



 

 



  

 

APPENDIX 1 

SUBMISSIONS RECEIVED 
1 Australian Bureau of Statistics 

2 The CrimTrac Agency 

3 NSW Fire Brigades 

4 Australian Privacy Foundation 

5 Office of the NSW Privacy Commissioner 

6 Australian Federal Police 

7 Office of the Victorian Privacy Commissioner 

8 NSW Council for Civil Liberties 

9 St John Ambulance Australia 

10 Office of the Privacy Commissioner 

11 Ambulance Service of New South Wales 

12 Queensland Police Service 

13 Attorney-General's Department 
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