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Training on new health privacy law clarifies rights and obligations

A new training program will begin this month, to assist organisations understand their obligations, and health consumers understand their rights, under new health privacy laws.

New privacy legislation will affect all health records and related information within NSW.

The Health Records & Information Privacy Act sets out uniform principles for handling health information.  It covers all organisations - public and private sector, health service providers and others.

The Act will be enforced by the Office of the NSW Privacy Commissioner, Privacy NSW.

In launching Privacy NSW’s training package on the new Act, Acting Privacy Commissioner John Dickie said health information may be as mundane as the record of a routine trip to the dentist.  But it can also be as sensitive as information about a person’s hospitalisation following a miscarriage, or their treatment for alcoholism.

“The handling of health information incorporates everything from random drug testing of train drivers to genetic screening of newborn babies,” he said.

“Health information is of such a personal nature that it should be handled with the particular respect for privacy that people expect. We at Privacy NSW have found that health information is the most frequent subject of complaints and enquiries.”

“Yet at the moment there are different rules for the handling of health information between the public and private sectors.  This can be confusing for health consumers, as they may be treated in a public hospital but in consultation with their family GP.”

“The Minister for Health is to be commended for bringing forward this legislation, which gives people the same basic privacy rights no matter who is handling their health information”, he said.




The 15 Health Privacy Principles are the backbone of the Act.  They outline the ways in which organisations can collect, store, use or disclose health information.

“The Health Privacy Principles are based on internationally accepted guidelines for the fair handling of personal information.  But at their most basic level, they are also based on common sense and common courtesy”, said Mr Dickie.

“For example: if information is collected for one purpose, it shouldn’t be used for a different or unrelated purpose without the person’s consent.”

“Of course there are exemptions to these rules, as you would expect.”

“We all need guidance on how to balance health privacy with other interests, such as law enforcement and medical research. The Health Records and Information Privacy Act gives us that guidance.”

Privacy NSW’s training package includes training for doctors on how to respond to requests from patients to access their medical files, case studies explaining what health information can be used when undertaking research, and explanations of how complaints will be handled under the new Act.

The training package also includes a plain English guide to the Health Privacy Principles, and a guide for organisations on how to prepare for the new Act.

For more information contact Privacy NSW on (02) 9268 5588 or visit their website: www.lawlink.nsw.gov.au/privacynsw  
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