Message to Director-General and Chief Planning Executive, Environment, Planning and Sustainable Development Directorate, ACT
re: Open Government; Joint research project on the Little Eagle in the ACT 
I have today made a series of applications for information pursuant to the Freedom of Information Act 2016.
I am quite an old person, some might think a very old person, but to the best of my recollection I have never made an FOI request until this Little Eagle matter came up.  My reasons for making one now are given below.
In reading the FOI Act I notice that the statutory definition of ‘government information’ is limited to information in a record  held by an agency, so it seems to be necessary for a relevant record to be searched for and located before information will be provided.  At the same time, it seems to me that much of the information I seek will be available in your Directorate without need to find a record as the basis for providing the information.
While thinking about that, I clicked on the ‘What is Open Government?’ tab on the media release of 21 September 2017 relating to the Little Eagle. That immediately brought me to official statements that ‘the ACT is committed to transparency in process and information’ and that the former Chief Minister believed ‘as a first principle information available to the Government should also be made available for use by the community’.
Therefore I am encouraged to think that the information I seek will be available without a record containing it being readily to hand. Accordingly, I am requesting outside the FOI Act the information sought in the attached FOI applications as well as seeking it pursuant to the FOI Act.  Please note what I have said in the background to the applications and in my public interest statement.  Please tell me if you disagree with anything I have said.  I may be in error as to one point or other.  Obviously I am seeking information as a private person without the resources of government.
May I tell you why I have gone to the trouble of making this request? 
When I read the joint media statement of 21 September 2017 I was puzzled why a commercial enterprise, the Ginninderry Joint Venture (GJV), was a participant in the Little Eagle joint research project, and even more puzzled when I saw in the Canberra Times that an employee of GJV, apparently participating in the research project, was making statements about the definite minimum number of breeding Little Eagle pairs in the ACT.  Later, I found that information about observations for the 2017 nesting season were not being freely disclosed by persons participating in the joint research project, and I met with some other signs that information was being closely held. Then I was bewildered to read an article in Canberra Bird Notes December 2017, which carried the clear implication that the Little Eagle should not be a threatened species at all. I wondered, in view of the timing, whether that article could have a connection with the joint research project.


I became worried about the picture I saw emerging:
(a) A commercial land development business was involved in assessing the conservation needs of the Little Eagle, rather than a community-based bird study organisation like COG;
(b) Information was being closely held, when the information was, after all, only about observations of birds;
(c) An extraordinary attack was made on the determination of threatened species status for the Little Eagle, raising questions about the competence of the Flora and Fauna Committee and the standard of evidence needed for assessing any bird species;
(d) At the same time approval for a large housing development was under challenge in ACAT, based in part on concern that insufficient regard had been paid to need for protection of the Little Eagle;
(e) An extraordinary degree of attention was being given to the Little Eagle compared to other threatened bird species.
Was it possible, I wondered, that we would see the tabling of an elaborately researched document demonstrating that the inconvenient Little Eagle should not be a threatened species?
[bookmark: _GoBack]Then I thought: ‘This is where Open Government principles, so important to the ACT Government, have a role to play.  I shall rely on those principles to find out what is going on here, and to see if my concerns are unfounded.’ 
This is indeed a situation where lack of information raises all kinds of suspicions.  
I hope I shall be reassured by your response to this request.

Geoffrey Dabb, contact details as in attachment
25 February 2018
Attachment:  Document containing 22 applications for information under the FOI Act.  
   

