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OK I'm on the Internet. Where do I go? 
How do I find what I am looking for?

To find information on the Internet 
you use an address (e.g. www. 
austlii.edu.au). If you already have an 
address then it is simply a matter of 
typing the address into the URL or 
address section of your browser. 
Alternatively, if you have 'bookmarked' 
the address previously, just click on the 
bookmark (see future article on 
bookmarking).

But, what happens if you do not know 
the address or you want to find other sites 
on a similar theme? Well, you use a search 
tool or engine. A search tool is an Internet 
site providing a means of accessing a 
database. These databases store Internet 
addresses and details of the information 
stored at these locations. When you 
conduct a search you are presented with a 
list of hypertext links to the 'hits' the 
search tool has found. The size of the 
Internet is increasing exponentially, and 
as such, no one tool can contain 
references to all the web pages on all the 
web sites throughout the world.

Your success in finding the 
information you want depends on how
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access to government information as well 
as personal information held by 
government.

Of course, legislation needs to be 
balanced. The right of access to public 
information cannot be absolute. Some 
government information must remain 
confidential. FOI legislation for the 
Territory needs to strike the right balance. 
However, the legislation should not be a 
hollow shell which only pays lip service 
to the citizen's right to access government 
information collected and stored at 
public expense.

The British have opted for a 
substantial harms test. That is, the 
question needs to be asked will the 
release of a document or information 
cause substantial harm? This test (or one 
similar) can be provided as a public 
interest safeguard subject to judicial 
appeal or review. The community interest 
can be protected.

There will inevitably be areas of 
interest which may require protection: 
law enforcement, personal privacy,

you define your search parameters and 
which search tools to use.

There are two main types of search 
tools: Subject Directories and Keyword. 
Most of the mainstream search tools now 
provide a combination of subject 
directories and keyword. Subject 
Directories provide you with a "drill 
down" approach to finding your 
information. You start with a broad 
category and follow its link to sub
categories and continue this process until 
you are presented with a list of web sites 
or web pages. On the other hand, 
Keyword searching provides you with an 
ability to search for words, terms, and 
phrases regardless of the "category" of 
the web page.

Because not all pages are indexed in

commercial confidentiality, public and 
individual safety, the environment and 
information supplied in confidence.

The recent response of government 
was a disappointment. It fails entirely to 
deal with access to government 
information. The government should 
rethink its minimalist response to the 
ever widening calls for freedom of access 
to government information. I believe it is 
time for a change. I believe the people of 
the Northern Territory will expect and 
demand nothing less than effective and 
comprehensive FOI legislation which 
includes access to government 
information.

The argument that FOI legislation is 
"fine in principle, but doesn't work in 
practice", has been rejected by the 
Commonwealth government, by all the 
states and the ACT, the USA, Canada, 
France, the UK and NZ. It is indisputable 
that FOI has helped to improve public 
health and safety, prevent environment 
damage and improve the efficiency of 
government administration. Efficient 
and honest public servants have nothing 
to fear from public access to information

any one database, how can you be sure 
you have searched all there is to search? 
The simple answer is you cannot. The 
best approach is to use at least two search 
tools. In selecting which type of tool to 
use, a good rule of thumb is to start with 
a subject directory tool (e.g. 
www.yahoo.com). This will usually 
provide you with a quick appreciation of 
what is available. Then, back your 
research up with the use of a keyword 
search tool to ensure a comprehensive 
search (e.g. www.altavista.com).

Here is a list of the most common 
search tools: www.yahoo.com,
www.altavista.com,www.excite.com, 
www.lycos.com,www.hotbot.com, 
www.anzwers.com.au. Personally, I use 
the combination of Yahoo and AltaVista.

Operators to use:
AND this operator limits your 

search (e.g. negligence AND solicitor)
OR this operator expands your 

search (e.g. negligence OR solicitor)
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at Parishs. He can he reached at 
jasons@legalnet.net.au (for those without 
email you can call on (08) 8948 1155).

held for the benefit of the public.
The passage of an effective FOI Act for 

the Territory will signify an openness in 
government and a preparedness to trust 
the people. Above all, passage of an 
effective FOI Act will signify to the rest of 
Australia a developing political maturity 
in the Northern Territory. It will assist the 
people of the Northern Territory to make 
informed choices about how they are 
governed and by whom. An effective FOI 
Act will provide a clear standard of 
openness for government as a whole 
whilst retaining ministerial accountability 
to the Parliament.

It is time for a change. It is time for 
openness. It is time for trust. It is time for 
Territory citizens to be treated the same as 
governments all over the world treat their 
citizens. It is time for an effective FOI Act 
for the Northern Territory.

The Northern Territory Bar Association 
has long advocated sensible, responsible 
and effective FOI legislation. In the 
interests of the Northern Territory, the 
Northern Territory Bar will continue to 
contribute to a reasoned debate.

May 1999 L


