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IN-CONFIDENCE 

3 August 2007   

Treasury Report: Investigation into the handling of MOIA 3136  
 
This report covers the results of the investigation I commissioned on Monday 30 July into the 
handling of Ministerial OIA 3136, which led to confidential information relating to the  
Reserve Bank’s intervention in the currency market being inadvertently released to the 
Sunday Star Times. 
 
The full report of the investigation team is attached for your information.  Due process has 
been followed: the investigation team have thoroughly gathered and examined the facts of 
the situation, and they have independently arrived at their findings and recommendations. 
 
The investigation team found that “the release of the confidential material was a result of 
human error.  The team also found that relevant information had been identified and the clear 
intention among all analytical staff involved was that specific parts should be withheld under 
the Official Information Act.  However, inadequate quality assurance (partly due to less than 
ideal management guidance) in the last stages of the processing of the material meant that 
the confidential information was inadvertently released.”  The individuals involved have been 
identified, and performance discussions will now take place. 
 
The investigation team report that there is a clear understanding within Treasury, including 
among staff involved in this particular case, that material sent to your Office for public release 
should be “full and final”, i.e, we were operating on the basis that all the necessary quality 
assurance should have been undertaken within Treasury. 
 
The investigation team has made a set of recommendations relating to Treasury’s systems 
and processes, which are aimed at reducing the chance that a similar error occurs in the 
future.  Overall, the team found that most parts of Treasury’s systems and processes with 
respect to the handling of OIAs are robust, with good guidance and support for making 
decisions under the Act.  However, our quality assurance processes for OIAs are left to the 
judgement of individual managers, and therefore vary.  As a result of what has been learnt 
from this event, the investigation team are recommending that a set of improvements be 
made with respect to the expectations, processes, guidance and training around quality 
assurance. 
 
I have agreed to all of the recommendations and am now ensuring that responsibilities for 
giving effect to them are clearly assigned.  This will be done by next Tuesday 7 August. 
 
My intention is to release publicly a copy of this report and the attached report of the 
investigation team next week.  Prior to that release I will send copies to the Governor of the 
Reserve Bank and the State Services Commissioner for their information.   
 
Note also that we have confirmed with your Office that the Sunday Star Times have returned 
the confidential material. 
 
Finally, further to my letter to you on 29 July 2007, I apologise again for this error occurring.  I 
recognise the potentially serious consequences from such confidential information being 
released publicly.  This mistake occurred on my watch and I am accountable for it.  I am also 
taking personal responsibility for ensuring that measures are put in place to reduce the risk of 
similar errors occurring in the future.    
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Recommended Action 

I recommend that you: 
 
a note that I have agreed to all of the recommendations made by the investigation team, 

and responsibilities for giving effect to them will be assigned by next Tuesday 7 August; 
 
b indicate whether you wish to discuss with me any aspect of the investigation findings 

and/or my response to the recommendations;  
 
c note that my intention is to publicly release this report and the attached report of the 

investigation team next week; 
 
d note that prior to that release I will send copies to the Governor of the Reserve Bank 

and the State Services Commissioner for their information; 
 
e refer this report to the Prime Minister for her information; and 
 
f refer this report to your media staff. 
 
 
 
 

 
John Whitehead 
Secretary to the Treasury 
 
 
 
Prime Minister 
 
Referred: Yes/No 
 
 
 
Media Staff 
 
Referred: Yes/No 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Hon Dr Michael Cullen 
Minister of Finance 
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1. Introduction 
 
Set out below is a report on the investigation into the handling by the Treasury of 
Ministerial Official Information Act request 3136 (Ministerial Request 3136), which 
covered information relating to how the Reserve Bank should control the high New 
Zealand dollar.  The request was made by Irene Chapple of the Sunday Star Times.   
 
In responding to the request, confidential information relating to the dollar limit that had 
previously governed Reserve Bank intervention in the currency market, without further 
authorisation from the Minister of Finance, was inadvertently released to the Sunday 
Star Times, as a result of material prepared by the Treasury.   Although this information 
is commercially sensitive and highly confidential, it related to a limit that is no longer 
current. 
 
The Terms of Reference for the investigation are attached as Annex 1. 
 
2. The Process 
 
The Secretary to the Treasury appointed a review team on Monday, 30 July 2007 to 
investigate these events.   
 
The team: 
 
• was briefed on the Terms of Reference; 
 
• interviewed and discussed these events with managers and staff in Treasury 

involved in the events; 
 
• collated and considered the information gathered; 
 
• gave those interviewed the opportunity to confirm the review team’s 

understanding of the events; 
 
• considered systems, processes and guidance materials regarding Treasury’s 

standard Official Information Act request and sign out processes; and 
 
• discussed those systems, processes and materials with a cross section of 

Treasury managers and staff experienced with Official Information Act processes. 
 
The review team had the full co-operation of all those people interviewed.  
 
3. Relevant events 
 
The Official Information Act requests 
 
In June 2007, the Treasury was managing three requests for official information related 
to the Reserve Bank and monetary policy.  One of those was being managed by the 
Treasury for the Minister of Finance. 
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The first request (Treasury Request 0127) was received by the Treasury’s ministerial 
services unit on 5 June 2007.  Responsibility for Treasury Request 0127 was assigned 
to a Treasury manager (manager 1) on 7 June 2007.  Manager 1 assigned to a junior 
analyst the responsibility for preparing a response to this request on 13 June 2007. 
 
The second request (Treasury Request 0131) was received by the Treasury’s 
ministerial services unit on 13 June 2007.  Responsibility for Treasury Request 0131 
was also assigned to manager 1 on 13 June 2007.  Manager 1 assigned to the junior 
analyst the responsibility for preparing a response to this request on 25 June 2007. 
 
The third request (Ministerial Request 3136) was received by the Minister of 
Finance’s office on 13 June 2007 and forwarded to the Treasury’s ministerial services 
unit in accordance with standard procedures.  Responsibility for Ministerial Request 
3136 was also assigned to manager 1 on 14 June 2007.  Manager 1 assigned to the 
junior analyst responsibility for preparing a response to this request in the week of 
25 June 2007. 
 
Ministerial Request 3136 and Treasury Request 0131 covered identical ground, while 
Treasury Request 0127 covered similar but not identical ground. 
 
Identifying and collating materials 
 
Manager 1 briefed the junior analyst on the substance of the requests.  There was no 
discussion of the process for handling Official Information Act requests, but manager 1 
suggested that the junior analyst approach a particular senior analyst to help with 
queries.   
 
This was the first Official Information Act request that the junior analyst had worked on 
and the junior analyst had had no formal training on OIA procedures.  The junior 
analyst checked the Treasury intranet guide to the Official Information Act linked in the 
emails from manager 1 assigning responsibility for the Official Information Act requests. 
 
The junior analyst started work on Treasury Request 0127 first.  Manager 1 asked the 
senior analyst to help with any queries the Junior analyst might have in relation to 
Treasury Request 0127.  The junior analyst collated relevant materials and forwarded 
them to manager 1 and the senior analyst. 
 
The materials included a briefing paper prepared for the Minister of Finance regarding 
Reserve Bank action to intervene in the currency market on 11 June 2007 (the 
Briefing Paper).  The Briefing Paper included the specific limit up to which the 
Reserve Bank could intervene in the currency market without further authorisation from 
the Minister of Finance.  This information was expressly marked in the Briefing Paper 
as commercially sensitive and highly confidential. 
 
Consultation regarding collated materials 
 
Meetings were held between the junior analyst, manager 1 and the senior analyst to 
discuss the materials relevant to Treasury Request 0127.  Both manager 1 and the 
senior analyst indicated that the information in the Briefing Paper on the specific limit 
up to which the Reserve Bank could intervene, without further authorisation from the 
Minister of Finance, should be deleted and withheld.  The senior analyst noted that the 
Reserve Bank should be consulted on the materials proposed to be released. 



 IN-CONFIDENCE 

Treasury:993760v1 IN-CONFIDENCE  4

 
On 3 July 2007, the junior analyst emailed the materials relevant to all three requests, 
without any deletions, to the Reserve Bank for consultation.  The Reserve Bank 
responded firmly that the specific limit, up to which the Reserve Bank could intervene, 
without further authorisation from the Minister of Finance, should be deleted and 
withheld.  An Advisor at the Reserve Bank called the senior analyst to ensure that the 
specific limit was deleted.  The senior analyst noted surprise that this had not been 
deleted from the materials and worked with the junior analyst and a personal assistant 
to ensure that the specific limit was deleted.  No further checks were made with the 
Reserve Bank. 
 
The personal assistant made the relevant deletions from a hard copy of the Briefing 
Paper by masking the relevant parts and then photocopying the masked document.  
However, a decision was made that the Briefing Paper was not within the scope of 
Treasury Request 0127 and the hard copy of the Briefing Paper with the relevant parts 
deleted was shredded. 
 
Due to workloads, on 3 July 2007 the response date for Treasury Request 0127 was 
extended to 17 July 2007 and the response date for Ministerial Request 3136 and 
Treasury Request 0131 was extended to 25 July 2007.  As manager 1 was away from 
work due to illness, the letters extending the response times were signed off by another 
manager (manager 2). 
 
Manager 1 was again away from work due to illness from 9 to 12 July 2007, but logged 
in by remote access from time to time.  On 10 July 2007, after checking electronic 
versions of the materials to be released in relation to Ministerial Request 3136 and 
Treasury Request 0131, manager 1 made it clear to the junior analyst that manager 1 
assumed that the confidential parts of the Briefing Paper would be deleted.  The junior 
analyst confirmed by email that the relevant parts had been deleted.  In discussions in 
this investigation, the junior analyst indicated that this reply meant “would be deleted”.  
Manager 1 responded, noting the junior analyst could ask manager 2 to sign out the 
Treasury Report regarding the request and relevant documents but gave no specific 
instructions regarding quality assurance (QA). 
 
Preparing the papers for release 
 
The relevant papers comprised the documents for release, a covering letter from the 
Minister of Finance to the requestor and a Treasury Report to the Minister of Finance 
advising of the request and documents to be released.  The junior analyst forwarded 
electronic copies of the relevant documents to the personal assistant, bringing over 
hard copies and asked the personal assistant to prepare the documents for release.  
The junior analyst has unclear recollection of whether a request for deletions was made 
at that stage, but thought that such a request was made at some stage.  The personal 
assistant does not recall any such instructions.  No deletions from the Briefing Paper 
were made. 
 
On 11 July 2007, the personal assistant printed the materials being released on OIA 
paper and formatted the documents.  There was no subsequent check of the 
documents by the junior analyst or any other analyst, and the senior analyst had no 
involvement in the checking of the material to be released.  The junior analyst took the 
Treasury Report regarding Ministerial Request 3136 and related letter from the Minister 
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of Finance to manager 2 to sign out the Treasury Report.  As Treasury Request 0131 
was identical to Ministerial Request 3136, and so were the relevant release materials, 
the letter from the Minister of Finance to the requester noted that the relevant 
information was being provided in response to both requests. 
 
Both the letter from the Minister of Finance and the Treasury Report noted that 
sections of the Briefing Paper were being withheld. 
 
Sign out 
 
Manager 2 checked the Treasury Report and letter from the Minister of Finance that 
covered Ministerial Request 3136 and Treasury Request 0131 and recalls briefly 
discussing the reasons for withholding with the junior analyst.  The junior analyst 
cannot recall this discussion of the reasons for withholding.  Note that manager 2 was 
not provided with a copy of the materials being released.  Manager 2 understood from 
the junior analyst that the documents needed to be signed out that day.  Before signing 
the Treasury Report, manager 2 asked if the documents had been checked (meaning 
by analysts within the team).  The junior analyst understood that question to mean had 
the Treasury Report and letter from the Minister of Finance been approved by manager 
1, and confirmed this.  In effect, the questions asked by manager 2 did not elicit a 
common understanding with the junior analyst about what checks had been made on 
the final documents. 
 
The junior analyst and manager 2 did not check the actual materials being released 
after reviewing the final Treasury Report and letter from the Minister of Finance.  That 
said, the clear expectation was that the documents going to the Minister of Finance’s 
office for release were ready to be forwarded to the requestor. 
 
The letter from the Minister of Finance and signed Treasury Report in relation to 
Ministerial Request 3136 were then collated by the personal assistant with the 
materials being released.  These documents were forwarded to the Minister of 
Finance’s office on 11 July 2007.  The personal assistant recalls leaving copies of the 
final Treasury Report and released materials at manager 1’s work station on 
11 July 2007, but copies were not provided to manager 2. 
 
Manager 1 subsequently checked and signed out the response to Treasury Request 
0127 on 17 July 2007, however there was no QA check at analyst level. 
 
Security Classification 
 
All Treasury documents are given an electronic security classification on their creation, 
which is printed in the header and footer of each copy made. 
 
The electronic security classification for the Briefing Paper was initially set as  
IN-CONFIDENCE when the document was created at 9:49 on 12 June 2007.   
IN-CONFIDENCE is the lowest level of classification for confidential material.  At 12:43 
on 12 June 2007 the security settings were changed to COMMERCIAL-IN-
CONFIDENCE (a higher security classification).  The security classification marking in 
the header and footer of the Briefing Paper and on hard copies remained as  
IN-CONFIDENCE, i.e., it was classified correctly but printed copies were not marked 
correctly as the security classification in the header and footer would not be updated 
until the document was closed. 
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Although the initial classification of IN-CONFIDENCE was not appropriate, this was 
quickly changed to an appropriate classification of COMMERCIAL-IN-CONFIDENCE.   
Despite the incorrect marking, the sensitive material was identified for deletion on at 
least four occasions and the incorrect marking was not a factor in the inadvertent 
release. 
 
Response to the events 
 
Given the time permitted and as the response is ongoing, the investigation has 
focussed largely on the events leading up to the release.  That said, the response was 
discussed with a number of those involved.  In this regard, the right people were 
involved quickly and key stakeholders appropriately informed. 
 
The Secretary to the Treasury publicly accepted responsibility for the error, and 
undertook to find out what had happened and what steps could be taken to prevent it 
happening again. 
 
5. Findings 
 
 
The investigation team found that the release of the confidential material was a result 
of human error.  The team also found that relevant information had been identified and 
the clear intention among all analytical staff involved was that specific parts should be 
withheld under the Official Information Act.  However, inadequate quality assurance 
(partly due to less than ideal management guidance) in the last stages of the 
processing of the material meant that the confidential information was inadvertently 
released. 
 
Overall, the team found that most parts of Treasury’s systems and processes with 
respect to the handling of Official Information Act requests are robust, with good 
guidance and support for making decisions under the Act, but there were gaps in 
expectations, processes, guidance and training around quality assurance.  The quality 
assurance processes for Official Information Act release materials are left to the 
judgement of individual managers and therefore vary.  
 
That said, at the Treasury there is a clear expectation that documents going to the 
Minister’s office for release are ready to be forwarded to the requestor. 
 
 
 
What happened 
 
Ministerial Request 3136 was recorded and allocated to an analyst in accordance with 
Treasury’s Official Information Act practices.  Material covered by Ministerial Request 
3136 was correctly identified, appropriate consultation was undertaken internally and 
externally and sufficient management guidance was given to make a decision around 
what material needed to be released and what needed to be withheld. 
 
What went wrong 
 
Processing:  Critical information was not deleted due to human error by the junior 
analyst or the personal assistant who were handling the processing of the release.  The 
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review team has been unable to establish exactly which of these two made the error 
because of different recollections of events. 
 
Quality Assurance:  No QA checks were made of the final release documents by 
analytical staff directly involved in the release.  No additional QA processes were 
undertaken on those documents before the Treasury Report was passed to manager 2 
for signature.  
 
Sign-out:  Checks prior to sign-out by manager 2 focussed on the process around the 
decisions to release/withhold but did not explore the preparation and QA of the physical 
documents for release.  Consequently, manager 2 did not check the release 
documents when signing out the Treasury Report.  The release documents were not 
provided to manager 2, but nor were they requested. 
 
Management guidance:  Manager 1 and manager 2 did not ensure necessary QA was 
followed in the preparation of the final release documents, and in checking and signing 
out the Treasury Report.  Given the nature and sensitivity of the request and the 
experience level of the junior analyst, there was insufficient support and guidance for 
the junior analyst by managers and senior staff on the final aspects of the Official 
Information Act process.  There was no expectation conveyed to the relevant junior 
analyst that QA should occur between the preparation of the final documents and 
getting manager 2 to sign. 
 
Official Information Act systems 
 
The Treasury has a well established electronic based system called “workflow”, that 
tracks the receipt, assignment and processing of each Official Information Act request.    
The system provides links to an extensive guide to the Official Information Act and 
there are a number of other supporting documents to help form judgements about the 
application of the Official Information Act to particular requests and the process to be 
followed. 
 
The Treasury has a team of Official Information Act advisors who undertake processing 
of requests directly and assist analysts with processing.  That said, a substantial 
proportion of requests are processed primarily by analysts due to the large number of 
requests received and the need for detailed subject knowledge.  Additional support is 
provided by the Treasury’s legal and communications team and training is available 
(but not mandatory) on the Official Information Act.   
 
The current system relies on manager judgement and intervention, and generally works 
well. 
 
What could be improved 
 
The system does not set out guidance or clear expectations regarding some aspects of 
the processing of materials for release and it does not specify particular roles or QA 
practices.  This can be contrasted with clear expectations and practice in the Treasury 
around preparing advice to ministers through normal Treasury Reports (e.g. another 
analyst to QA policy advice prior to management sign-off). 
 
The review team’s brief assessment of QA practice around Official Information Act 
material is that it is more variable and not as robust as the rest of Treasury’s business.  
When the Official Information Act system is under pressure (e.g., manager absences, 
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workload pressures, etc.) there is a risk of error and there are limited current system 
backstops. 
 
6. Recommendations 
 
The investigation team recommends that: 

 
(i) The Secretary to the Treasury immediately communicates to managers that 

quality assurance expectations and sign out accountabilities for the release of 
OIA material are identical to those involved in the production of Treasury Reports. 

 
(ii) The Treasury immediately introduce a standard Treasury wide quality assurance 

check-list for the processing of Treasury Reports and Official Information Act 
requests. 

 
(iii) The Secretary to the Treasury ensures that performance discussions about these 

events take place with those involved. 
 
(iv) The Treasury’s Official Information Act process documentation be reviewed and 

updated to reflect the roles and responsibilities of those staff processing and 
signing out Official Information Act documents for release, particularly in relation 
to QA. 

 
(v) The Treasury should ensure, as part of the current review of staff induction 

processes: 
 

(a) formal training on Official Information Act processing, QA, expectations and 
risks that is currently provided centrally is made mandatory for all Treasury 
recruits; and 

 
(b) an explicit “buddy” system be introduced for all new analysts, with clear 

expectations regarding support to be provided on Official Information Act 
requests. 
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ANNEX 1 
 
 
30 July 2007 
 
 
To:   David Taylor 
  Ruksana Shaikh 
  Jeremy Salmond 
 
Cc:  Peter Bushnell 
  Gavin Lockwood 
  Chris Major 

Jane Meares 
  William More 
 
From: John Whitehead 
 
 
 
INVESTIGATION INTO HANDLING OF MOIA 3136: TERMS OF REFERENCE 
  
This note sets out the terms of reference for an investigation into the handling of MOIA 
3136, which covered a request for information relating to how the Reserve Bank should 
control the high New Zealand dollar.  The request was made by Irene Chapple of the 
Sunday Star Times.   
 
In responding to the request information relating to the dollar limit that had governed 
any Reserve Bank intervention in the currency market was inadvertently released to 
the Sunday Star Times, as a result of the material prepared by the Treasury.  The 
relevant Treasury report is T2007/1135, dated 11 July 2007.  The purpose of this 
investigation is to discover how that error occurred and to identify any changes we 
need to make to our systems and/or practices related to the handling of OIA requests.  
If any similar release occurred recently without problems, the aim is to also identify 
what differences existed in processes followed. 
 
Specifically, the investigation is to cover: 
 
A. The facts of the situation: what process was followed; how was the relevant 

material handled; what quality assurance was undertaken; etc. 
 
B. What deficiencies in process existed that led to the inadvertent release?  Among 

other things, the following are to be considered: expectations / understandings of 
the role of those signing out material; and the clarity of accountabilities for quality 
assurance. 

 
C. Were the relevant documents given appropriate security classifications?  If not, 

would the assignment of appropriate classifications have led to different 
processes being followed such that the error did not occur? 

 
D. Response to the situation: how well did we perform in working to remedy the error 

once it became known to us; is there anything we should have done differently? 
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E. Recommendations: what improvements do we need to make to our systems 
and/or practices related to OIA requests; and what internal communications need 
to occur to ensure that any changes we need to make are properly implemented? 

 
The investigation will be conducted by: 
 
o Jeremy Salmond, Senior Solicitor, Organisational Performance Group; 
 
o Ruksana Shaikh, Manager Group Support, Macroeconomic & Organisational 

Performance Groups; and  
 
o David Taylor, Director, State Sector Performance Group. 
 
At the least an initial report covering A to E above is to be provided to me by COP 
Tuesday 31 July 2007.  If further time is required to finalise the report, I’ll decide on the 
deadline for the final report in light of the issues that have arisen in the initial 
investigation. 

 
 

 
 


