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 Freedom of Information Act 2000 (FOIA) 

Decision notice 

 

Date:    15 July 2021 

 

Public Authority: The Governing Body of Townley Grammar   

    School 

Address:   Townley Road       
    Bexleyheath       

    Kent         

    DA6 7AB 

 

 

 

Decision (including any steps ordered) 

1. The complainant has submitted 78 requests for information to Townley 

Grammar School (‘the School’).  The School is relying on section 12(1) 
of the FOIA to refuse to comply with the requests as it considers the 

cost of doing so would exceed the appropriate limit.  

2. The Commissioner’s decision is as follows:  

• Under section 12(4) of the FOIA the School is entitled to 

aggregate the cost of complying with the requests and to rely on 

section 12(1) of the FOIA to refuse to comply with them. 

• The School offered the complainant appropriate advice and 
assistance as to how the requests might be refined and, as such, 

there was no breach of section 16(1) of the FOIA in the School’s 

handling of the requests. 

3. The Commissioner does not require the School to take any remedial 

steps. 
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Request and response 

4. On 25 June 2020 the complainant submitted 78 requests for information 
to the School.  Given their combined length they are reproduced in the 

appendix to this notice.  The Commissioner has redacted third party 

personal data from the requests. 

5. The School responded on 11 August 2020. It advised that it would rely 
on section 12(1) of the FOIA to refuse to comply with the requests as 

framed, as to do so would exceed the appropriate cost limit.  The School 

advised how the complainant might refine their requests. 

6. The complainant requested an internal review on 3 September 2020.  

They asked the School to respond to request 1 and then work through 
the requests, responding to them until the appropriate limit of £450 had 

been reached.  The complainant also stated: 

“Please provide full and frank answers to all of the following and 

provide any documents audio, video files separately as part of your 

response. 

In addition, please provide all other recorded information that 
you may hold which the requester may not be aware of, which 

includes; information held on computers, in emails and in 
printed or handwritten documents as well as images, video 

and audio recordings. [Complainant’s emphasis.]” 

7. In the Commissioner’s view this is a clarification, or widening, of the 

complainant’s requests of 25 June 2020. 

8. The School provided an internal review on 29 January 2021. It 

confirmed that it was relying on section 12(1) of the FOIA to refuse to 

comply with the requests. 

Scope of the case 

9. The complainant contacted the Commissioner on 22 October 2020 to 
complain about the way their requests for information had been 

handled.  

10. The Commissioner’s investigation has focussed on the School’s reliance 

on section 12(1) to refuse to comply with the complainant’s requests.  
She has also considered the School’s duty to offer the complainant 

advice and assistance, under section 16(1) of the FOIA. 
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Reasons for decision 

Section 12 – cost exceeds appropriate limit 

11. Under section 1(1) of the FOIA anyone who requests information from a 

public authority is entitled under subsection (a) to be told if the 
authority holds the information and, under subsection (b) to have the 

information communicated to him or her if it is held and is not exempt 

information.  

12. Section 12(1) of the FOIA says that a public authority is not obliged to 
comply with section 1(1) if the authority estimates that the cost of doing 

so would exceed the appropriate limit. 

13. The estimate must be reasonable in the circumstances of the case. The  
appropriate limit is currently £600 for central government departments  

and £450 for all other public authorities. Public authorities can make a 
notional charge of a maximum of £25 per hour to undertake work to 

comply with a request;  18 hours work in accordance with the 
appropriate limit of £450 set out  above, which is the limit applicable to 

the School. If an authority estimates that complying with a request may 

cost more than the cost limit, it can consider the time taken to: 

• determine whether it holds the information 
• locate the information, or a document which may contain the  

information 
• retrieve the information, or a document which may contain the  

information, and 
• extract the information from a document containing it. 

 

14. When a public authority is estimating whether the appropriate limit is 
likely to be exceeded, it can include the costs of complying with two or 

more requests if the conditions laid out in regulation 5 of the Freedom of 
Information and Data Protection (Appropriate Limit and Fees) 

Regulations 2004 (“the Fees Regulations”) can be satisfied.  

15. The effect of the provisions under section 12(4) of the FOIA and 

regulation 5(2) of the Fees Regulations mean that a public authority 
may aggregate the cost of complying with two or more requests if the 

following three criteria are met: 

• the requests are made by one person, or by different persons who 

appear to the public authority to be acting in concert or in 
pursuance of a campaign 

• two or more requests relate, to any extent, to the same or similar 
information; and  
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• the requests were received by the public authority within any 

period of 60 consecutive working days. 
 

16. The complainant advised the School that it could comply with request 1 
and then work through the requests until the £450 cost limit had been 

met.  The Freedom of Information Code of Practice1 advises at 
paragraph 6.6 that public authorities do not have to search for 

information in scope of a request until the cost limit is reached, even if 

the applicant requests that they do so. 

17. The First-tier Tribunal (Information Rights) decision in EA/2007/0124 
also confirmed that there is no requirement under section 12 of FOIA 

that a public authority should work up to the appropriate limit. 

18. However, where a public authority claims that section 12 of the FOIA is 

engaged it should, where reasonable, provide advice and assistance to 
help the applicant refine the request so that it can be dealt with under 

the  appropriate limit, in line with section 16(1) of the FOIA. 

19. In its submission to the Commissioner, the School has provided her with 
an estimate of the time it would take to comply with each of the 

requests. These estimates run from one hour (11 requests), one to two 
hours (two requests), two hours (25 requests), two to four hours (17 

requests), four hours (two requests), four to six hours (six requests) 

and six hours (two requests).   

20. The School’s breakdown indicates that it considers that requests 6 to 10 
are not valid requests as there is no “game”, that the information 

requested in request 2 is published on its website and so would take ‘0’ 
hours to comply with, and that it would take ‘0’ hours to comply with 

request 1.  The Commissioner also notes that the School’s breakdown 
comprises 76 requests and that the complainant submitted 78 requests.  

However, that discrepancy does not have a bearing on this occasion. 

21. In its submission, the School goes on to say that, looking at the number 

of hours it would take altogether if this was multiplied by the £25 hourly 

staff rate, it is clear this would far exceed the £450 cost limit.  

 

 

 

1 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_d

ata/file/744071/CoP_FOI_Code_of_Practice_-_Minor_Amendments_20180926_.pdf 

 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/744071/CoP_FOI_Code_of_Practice_-_Minor_Amendments_20180926_.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/744071/CoP_FOI_Code_of_Practice_-_Minor_Amendments_20180926_.pdf
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The Commissioner’s conclusion 

22. Multiple requests within a single item of correspondence are separate 
requests for the purpose of section 12 and, as discussed above, public 

authorities can aggregate two or more separate requests. Having 
reviewed them, the Commissioner is satisfied that the complainant has 

submitted 78 separate requests rather than one multi-part request, 

albeit some of the requests have multiple parts. 

23. With regard to the criteria at paragraph 15, the Commissioner is 
satisfied, first, that there is an overarching theme to the complainant’s 

many requests in that they all request information broadly relating to 
the same matter, namely the running of the School in question. Since all 

the requests were also submitted by the same person on the same day, 
the Commissioner considers the School is in fact entitled to rely on 

section 12(4) of the FOIA to aggregate the requests. 

24. Reviewing the School’s estimates, the time it would take to comply with 

the requests has been estimated as a minimum of 141 hours and a 

maximum of 189 hours, approximately.  It would cost between £3,525 

and £4,725 to comply with the requests.   

25. The Commissioner has reviewed the estimates against each of the 
requests.  As one example, the School has estimated that it would take 

six hours to comply with requests 75 and 76.  These are multi-part 
requests for information about complaints that the School and the 

Odyssey Trust may have received.  The Commissioner considers that the 
School’s estimates are credible.  As another example, the School has 

estimated that it would take four to six hours to comply with requests 
47 and 48.  These are requests for information about assemblies and its 

website and diversity matters.  If held, the Commissioner considers that 
this is not information that the School is likely to routinely collate and so 

it would take time to gather that information.  As such, she again 
considers that the School’s estimate is reasonable.  Even at the lower 

estimate, the cost/time limit has therefore been exceeded complying 

with just four of the complainant’s 78 requests. 

26. The Commissioner considers that the School’s time estimates are 

credible. Given the volume of requests the complainant has submitted, 
and the complexity of many of them, the Commissioner is satisfied that 

the School can aggregate the requests and, under section 12(1) of the 

FOIA, refuse to comply with them.   

 

 

 



Reference: IC-66092-G7M9 

 

 6 

Section 16 – advice and assistance 

27. Section 16(1) of the FOIA places a duty on a public authority to provide 
advice and assistance, so far as it would be reasonable to expect the 

authority to do so, to persons who propose to make, or have made, 

requests for information to it. 

28. In its initial response to the request, the School advised the complainant 
how they might refine their requests to bring complying with them 

within the cost limit.  It suggested they could be more specific about the 
information they were seeking, including any dates or time period 

relevant to information they had requested. 

29. Given the number of requests the complainant submitted and their 

wide-ranging nature, in the Commissioner’s view it would be difficult to 
narrow them down in any meaningful way and the complainant still be 

provided with the breadth of information about the School that they are 
seeking.  As such, the Commissioner is satisfied that the School offered 

the complainant adequate advice and assistance and that there was no 

breach of section 16(1) of the FOIA. 
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Right of appeal  

30. Either party has the right to appeal against this decision notice to the 
First-tier Tribunal (Information Rights). Information about the appeals 

process may be obtained from:  

First-tier Tribunal (Information Rights) 

GRC & GRP Tribunals  
PO Box 9300  

LEICESTER  
LE1 8DJ  

 

Tel: 0203 936 8963 
Fax: 0870 739 5836 

Email: grc@justice.gov.uk  
Website: www.justice.gov.uk/tribunals/general-regulatory-

chamber  
 

31. If you wish to appeal against a decision notice, you can obtain 
information on how to appeal along with the relevant forms from the 

Information Tribunal website.  

32. Any Notice of Appeal should be served on the Tribunal within 28 

(calendar) days of the date on which this decision notice is sent.  

 

 
 

Signed  

 

Cressida Woodall 

Senior Case Officer 

Information Commissioner’s Office  

Wycliffe House  

Water Lane  

Wilmslow  

Cheshire  

SK9 5AF  

 

 

 

 

mailto:grc@justice.gov.uk
http://www.justice.gov.uk/tribunals/general-regulatory-chamber
http://www.justice.gov.uk/tribunals/general-regulatory-chamber
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APPENDIX 
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