STAIRs
Withholding and Redaction of Information 
Almshouse Association Model Policy Template

1. Purpose
The Charity is committed to openness and transparency and will provide residents with information about the management of their homes wherever reasonably possible.
However, there will be circumstances where information should not be disclosed, either because disclosure would be unlawful, inappropriate or unreasonable, or because another legal or regulatory requirement prevents disclosure. 
This policy explains when information may be withheld or redacted when responding to a Social Tenant Access to Information Requirements (STAIRs) request.
The policy should be read alongside the Charity's STAIRs Policy and Publication Scheme and Information Request Procedure.

2. General principle
The Charity will normally provide relevant information requested by a resident or their designated representative. 
Information will only be withheld where there is a lawful or reasonable basis for doing so. The Charity will take a proportionate approach. Where only part of a document needs to be withheld, the remainder will normally be provided.
The Charity will not withhold information simply because it may be inconvenient to do so, critical of the Charity or potentially embarrassing.
The Charity will not create new information or records simply to respond to a STAIRs request.

3. Information that may be withheld or redacted
Information may be withheld or redacted where appropriate, including in the following circumstances:

3.1 Personal information
Information relating to another individual may be withheld where disclosure would breach data protection legislation or would otherwise be unfair or unlawful. 
This may include:
· another resident's name or address
· personal contact details
· medical or health information
· information about a resident's circumstances
· information relating to safeguarding
· personnel information about staff or volunteers
· information which could identify an individual when combined with other information.
Where possible, information will be anonymised or redacted rather than withholding an entire document.

3.2 Information about safeguarding
Information may be withheld where disclosure could:
· place a resident, employee, trustee or other person at risk
· identify a person who has raised a safeguarding concern
· compromise a safeguarding investigation
· reveal confidential information about a vulnerable person.
The Charity will take particular care where disclosure could reasonably be expected to cause harm.

3.3 Confidential information
Information may be withheld where it is subject to a genuine duty of confidentiality and disclosure would breach that duty. 
Examples may include confidential information provided by:
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· residents
· family members
· social care professionals
· healthcare professionals
· other agencies
· professional advisers.
The Charity will consider whether consent can appropriately be obtained or whether information can be disclosed in an anonymised form.


3.4 Legally privileged information
The Charity may withhold information covered by legal professional privilege. This may include confidential communications between the Charity and its legal advisers where the purpose is to obtain or provide legal advice, or information prepared for actual or contemplated legal proceedings.

3.5 Commercially sensitive information
Information may be withheld where disclosure would reveal genuinely commercially sensitive information and it would be unreasonable to disclose it. 
Examples may include:
· confidential tender information
· commercially sensitive contract information
· suppliers' confidential pricing information
· information which could prejudice future procurement or negotiations.
Commercial sensitivity should not be assumed merely because information relates to a contractor or supplier. The Charity should consider the actual circumstances and whether disclosure would cause, or be likely to cause, meaningful harm.

3.6 Information relating to criminal investigations or enforcement
Information may be withheld where disclosure could prejudice:
· 
· a police investigation
· criminal proceedings
· fraud investigations
· regulatory investigations
· enforcement action.

The Charity should seek appropriate advice where necessary.

3.7 Information where disclosure would create a risk to health or safety
Information may be withheld where disclosure could reasonably create a significant risk to the safety or security of residents, staff, trustees, contractors or the Charity's buildings. 
This may include particularly sensitive information about:
· 
· security systems
· access arrangements
· keys or access codes
· security vulnerabilities
· detailed emergency arrangements.

The Charity should avoid withholding general information about fire, gas, electrical or other safety arrangements merely because it relates to safety. Residents should normally have access to information that helps them understand how their homes are kept safe.

3.8 Information covered by another statutory restriction
Information may be withheld where another legal requirement prevents disclosure.
This may include circumstances involving:
· 
· data protection legislation
· confidentiality obligations
· court orders
· legal restrictions
· other statutory information-access regimes.

Where another statutory scheme provides the appropriate route for obtaining the information, the resident will be advised of this where appropriate.

3.9 Information intended for future publication
Where information is due to be published in accordance with the Charity's normal publication arrangements, the Charity may consider whether it is reasonable to provide it before the planned publication date. 
The Charity will not use future publication as a reason to delay disclosure simply for convenience. Where appropriate, the resident will be told when the information is expected to become available.

3.10 Information that is outside the scope of STAIRs
STAIRs relates to information concerning the management of the Charity's social housing. Information which falls outside the scope of STAIRs does not have to be disclosed under the scheme. This does not prevent the Charity from providing information voluntarily where it is appropriate to do so.

4. Information that should not normally be withheld
The Charity should not withhold information merely because:
· it reflects negatively on the Charity
· it shows that a service has not performed as expected
· it relates to a complaint
· it concerns a decision with which a resident disagrees
· it may result in further questions from residents
· it is critical of a trustee, employee or contractor
· the Charity would prefer the information not to be disclosed.
The purpose of STAIRs is to promote transparency and enable residents to understand how their homes and services are managed.

5. Redaction
Where only part of a document is inappropriate to disclose, the Charity will consider whether the relevant information can be removed or obscured while providing the remainder. 
Redactions may be made to:
· 
· names
· addresses
· contact details
· personal information
· commercially sensitive information
· legally privileged information
· information which could create a security or safeguarding risk.

The Charity should avoid excessive redaction. Where information has been redacted, the response should explain, in general terms, why the information has not been provided.

6. Decision-making
Before information is withheld, the person responsible for the STAIRs request should consider:
· Is the information within the scope of STAIRs?
· Is the information actually held by the Charity or a body acting on its behalf?
· Is there a legal reason why it cannot be disclosed?
· Would disclosure create a genuine risk of harm, unfairness or prejudice?
· Could the information be provided with appropriate redactions?
· Would anonymisation allow the information to be provided?
· Is withholding the information reasonable and proportionate?
· Can some or all of the information be provided in another form?
Where there is uncertainty, the Charity should seek appropriate advice.

7. Recording the decision
Where information is withheld or materially redacted, the Charity will record:
· the date of the request
· the information requested
· the information withheld or redacted
· the reason for withholding or redaction
· the relevant legal, regulatory or policy basis where applicable
· who made or authorised the decision
· whether an internal review is available.
This record will be retained in accordance with the Charity's records management arrangements.

8. Communicating a refusal
Where information is withheld, the Charity will explain this to the resident in clear and accessible language. 
The response will normally include:
· what information has not been provided
· a general explanation of why it has been withheld
· whether any information can be provided instead
· details of the Charity's internal review process.
The Charity will avoid providing information about exemptions or restrictions where doing so would itself reveal information that should not be disclosed.

9. Internal review
A resident who is dissatisfied with a decision to withhold information may request an internal review in accordance with the Charity's STAIRs Internal Review Procedure.
The review should be undertaken by someone who was not responsible for the original decision, wherever reasonably practicable. The reviewer will consider whether the original decision was reasonable and whether information could instead be disclosed, wholly or in part.

10. Relationship with data protection
STAIRs does not remove the Charity's obligations under the UK General Data Protection Regulation and the Data Protection Act 2018. The Charity must consider data protection whenever it publishes or discloses information. However, data protection should not automatically be treated as a reason to withhold an entire document. Where appropriate, personal information should be removed or anonymised so that the remaining information can be disclosed.

11. Relationship with Freedom of Information
The Charity is not generally subject to the Freedom of Information Act 2000 simply because it is a Registered Provider. However, the Government's STAIRs policy indicates that providers should have regard to relevant Freedom of Information (FOI) exemptions when considering whether it is reasonable to withhold information, including information intended for future publication. STAIRs requests should therefore be considered under the STAIRs framework rather than automatically treated as FOI requests.

12. Review of this policy
The Board of Trustees will review this policy at least every three years, or sooner where there are significant changes to:
· 
· STAIRs requirements
· housing regulation
· data protection legislation
· relevant guidance
· the Charity's activities.



Signed by [Trustees] ………………………………………………………………………………………..

Date …………………………………………………………………………………………………………………



	Annex 1 – Withholding and Redaction Checklist

Before withholding or redacting information, the person dealing with the request should consider:
☐ Is the information within the scope of STAIRs?
☐ Is the information held by the Charity or a body acting on its behalf?
☐ Does the information contain another person's personal information?
☐ Could disclosure create a safeguarding risk?
☐ Is the information confidential?
☐ Is the information legally privileged?
☐ Is there a genuine commercial sensitivity?
☐ Could disclosure prejudice legal, criminal or regulatory proceedings?
☐ Could disclosure create a significant health or safety/security risk?
☐ Is there another statutory restriction on disclosure?
☐ Is the information intended for future publication?
☐ Could the information be anonymised?
☐ Could part of the document be provided with redactions?
☐ Is withholding the information reasonable and proportionate?
☐ Has the decision and its reasons been recorded?
☐ Has the resident been told about their right to request an internal review?

Important: withholding information should be the exception rather than the default. The starting point should always be that relevant information will be provided unless there is a good reason not to do so.
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