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Reports by the Ombudsman  

Under the Ombudsman Act 1976 (Cth), the Commonwealth Ombudsman investigates the administrative 
actions of Australian Government agencies and officers. An investigation can be conducted as a result 
of a complaint or on the initiative (or own motion) of the Ombudsman.  
 

The Ombudsman Act 1976 confers five other roles on the Commonwealth Ombudsmanðthe role of 
Defence Force Ombudsman, to investigate action arising from the service of a member of the Australian 
Defence Force; the role of Immigration Ombudsman, to investigate action taken in relation to 
immigration (including immigration detention); the role of Postal Industry Ombudsman, to investigate 
complaints against private postal operators; the role of Taxation Ombudsman, to investigate action 
taken by the Australian Taxation Office; and the role of Law Enforcement Ombudsman, to investigate 
conduct and practices of the Australian Federal Police (AFP) and its members. There are special 
procedures applying to complaints about AFP officers contained in the Australian Federal Police Act 
1979. Complaints about the conduct of AFP officers prior to 2007 are dealt with under the Complaints 
(Australian Federal Police) Act 1981 (Cth).  
 

Most complaints to the Ombudsman are resolved without the need for a formal report. The Ombudsman 
can, however, culminate an investigation by preparing a report that contains the opinions and 
recommendations of the Ombudsman. A report can be prepared if the Ombudsman is of the opinion 
that the administrative action under investigation was unlawful, unreasonable, unjust, oppressive, 
improperly discriminatory, or otherwise wrong or unsupported by the facts; was not properly explained 
by an agency; or was based on a law that was unreasonable, unjust, oppressive or improperly 
discriminatory.  
 

A report by the Ombudsman is forwarded to the agency concerned and the responsible minister. If the 
recommendations in the report are not accepted, the Ombudsman can choose to furnish the report to 
the Prime Minister or Parliament.  
 

These reports are not always made publicly available. The Ombudsman is subject to statutory secrecy 
provisions, and for reasons of privacy, confidentiality or privilege it may be inappropriate to publish all or 
part of a report. Nevertheless, to the extent possible, reports by the Ombudsman are published in full or 
in an abridged version.  
 

Copies or summaries of the reports are usually made available on the Ombudsman website at 
www.ombudsman.gov.au. Commencing in 2004, the reports prepared by the Ombudsman (in each of 
the roles mentioned above) are sequenced into a single annual series of reports.  
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The Ombudsmanôs office receives complaints each year about damaged inbound 
international mail items. The damage may have been caused while the item was in 
the mail stream either inside or outside Australia, or during border inspection.  
 
Australia Post has overall responsibility for items being carried in the mail, between 
the time they are posted (or, in the case of international items, the time they arrive in 
Australia) and the time they are delivered. Other agencies may be involved as wellð
inbound international postal items are subject to inspection by the Australian 
Customs Service (Customs) and the Australian Quarantine and Inspection Service 
(AQIS). 
 
In some cases there is agreement over which agency is liable for the loss or damage 
to items. But in many cases investigated by the Ombudsmanôs office, there are areas 
where liability is unclear. 
 
We decided to conduct an investigation to clarify the responsibilities of the three 
agencies involved in the processing of inbound international mail.  
 
The investigation identified the process followed in the handling of inbound 
international mail items. It then considered what aspects of that process might be 
improved to enhance the transparency of the process, and make it easier for 
members of the public with legitimate claims for loss and damage to make those 
claims to the agency responsible. 
 
The investigation identified three principal areas in which improvements could be 
made: 

 identifying and recording damage 

 resealing of items that have been opened for inspection 

 informing addressees about how to claim compensation for loss or damage. 
 
In each of those areas, we make recommendations for change to agency processes. 
These are summarised below. 

 Further steps should be taken to ensure comprehensive recording of damage 
to items. This involves improving processes to identify the stage at which 
damage is observed or caused, and an emphasis on accurate maintenance of 
damage registers. 

 Clear standards should be established and adhered to for resealing items that 
have been opened as part of the inspection process. 

 All agencies should have in place procedures for informing addressees of 
damage caused to items. All agencies should also have set procedures, of 
national application, for processing and assessing compensation claims. 
Agencies should work collaboratively to assist claimants to lodge claims with 
the liable authority. 

 
The recommendations, and the responses of the agencies to them, are set out in full 
in Part 5 of the report.  
 



Commonwealth OmbudsmanðDamage caused to inbound international postal items 

Page 2 of 25 

If these changes are implemented, customers should find it easier to pursue 
legitimate claims for compensation when international postal items are damaged. 
This in turn should increase customer satisfaction, and reduce the time that both 
agencies and the Ombudsmanôs office spend in dealing with complaints arising out of 
the process. 
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1.1 The Ombudsmanôs office receives complaints each year relating to damaged 
inbound international postal items, particularly parcels. All such items are subject to 
inspection by Customs and AQIS. Australia Post is involved in these inspections in its 
capacity as the postal authority with responsibility for opening items selected for 
inspection by the other agencies. The nature of these inspections on occasion 
causes damage to the item being inspected or its packaging. 

1.2 In some cases there is agreement over which agency is liable for this 
damage. But in many cases investigated by the Ombudsmanôs office, there are areas 
where liability is unclear. 

1.3 There has been an increase in complaints about items that have been sent 
from overseas and damaged in transit. The table below shows the trend in 
complaints about international post over the past three years. Having regard to the 
increasing use of the internet to purchase items from overseas, this trend is expected 
to continue. This in turn may lead to more complaints being received about the way 
in which inbound international items have been processed. 

Top three issues investigated as percentage of all issues investigated 

 2004ï05 2005ï06 2006ï07 

Mailðletter post  42.0%  39.0%  37.6% 

Mailðparcel post  30.0%  28.3%  30.1% 

Mailðinternational post  9.0%  9.4%  13.5% 

 

 
1.4 An investigation was conducted by the Ombudsmanôs office to clarify the 
responsibilities of the three agencies involved in the processing of inbound 
international mail.  

1.5 The investigation focused on the following issues: 

 prevention of damage 

 identification and recording of damage 

 assignment of responsibility for damage caused  

 notification of inspection to affected members of the public 

 assessment of compensation for damage caused  

 exclusion of liability for damage. 

1.6 Customs, AQIS and Australia Post were invited to respond to a number of 
questions posed by the Ombudsman and to provide relevant supporting 
documentation. 

1.7 Australia Post management conducted tours for staff from the Ombudsmanôs 
office of Australia Postôs Sydney Gateway Facility at Clyde, the old and new facilities 
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at Tullamarine in Melbourne, and Perth Airport. A meeting was subsequently held 
between the same Ombudsman staff and senior management of Customs and AQIS. 

1.8 We received responses to our questions from each of the agencies we 
contacted, enclosing documentation such as internal policy guidance on mail 
inspection and complaint handling. Each agency provided us with a copy of the 
document that sets out the way in which Customs, AQIS and Australia Post 
cooperate in the handling of inbound international mail: the Memorandum of 
Understanding (MoU) between Customs AQIS and Australia Post of August 2002. 

1.9 The investigation was greatly assisted by the cooperation received from the 
agencies involved, and we are grateful for the effort that they made to facilitate our 
enquiries. 
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2.1 International mail arrives in Australia by air or sea. Australia Post has five 
gateway facilities at which international air mail may be received: at Clyde (Sydney), 
Darwin, Brisbane, Melbourne and Perth. Surface (sea) mail is only received at the 
Clyde facility. 

2.2 Mail, both letters and parcels, arrives in mail bags. Parcels can also be loose-
packed in large shipping containers. The handling of mail at all international facilities 
is largely mechanised, but still requires a degree of manual handling.  

2.3 There are four distinct stages in the international mail-handling process:  

 receipt and preparation  

 primary screening  

 secondary inspection   

 resealing before despatch to distribution centres. 

2.4 On receipt in a facility, general mail is separated into small and large parcels.1 
Letters are manually arranged to face the same way and loaded into trays. At this 
stage, parcels 2 kilograms (kg) and over have a sticker affixed with a barcode and 
are scanned into the system. The bar code is affixed in compliance with Universal 
Postal Union2 (UPU) requirements for parcels over 2 kg. The bar code allows some 
information about the whereabouts of the parcel (for example, when it is delivered) to 
be captured, but does not mean that the parcel is trackable throughout the postal 
system.  

2.5 International mail processing centres are licensed under s 77G of the 
Customs Act 1901 as Customs Areas. At the initial scanning process, parcels are 
therefore recorded as having been óscanned into Customsô. This has resulted in 
confusion with a number of complaints, where Australia Post has told the 
complainant that their item is recorded as ówith Customsô, but was actually located 
with AQIS. 

2.6 International Courier (óEMSô branded) and Express Post parcels have their 
international barcode scanned and an Australian tracking barcode affixed to the 
parcel. They are handled separately from general mail in order to comply with 
relevant delivery standards. 

2.7 The majority of parcel handling between operational stations is done by 
conveyor belt. The newer systems have been designed to minimise the potential for 
crush damage. 

2.8 At this stage, any parcel that arrives in packaging material that is prohibited 
by AQIS (such as fruit boxes) is removed from the mail process. The contents are 

                                                
1
  Small parcels in international mail terms are items under 2 kg in weight. 

2
  The UPU is the inter-governmental institution with responsibility for setting rules for 

international mail exchange. It is a specialised agency of the United Nations. 
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repackaged by Australia Post and the repackaged parcel is returned to the 
processing area. Notification of the reason for repackaging is included with the 
contents. The removed packaging is destroyed according to AQIS guidelines. 

2.9 Any damaged items identified during this phase are removed from the mail 
stream and relocated to a separate area of the facility for repacking. Australia Post 
has responsibility for this process.  

2.10 A letter is included with the repackaged/rewrapped parcel that includes a 
suggestion that the addressee complete a Customer Complaint Form and present 
the parcel (including packaging/wrapping) to an Australia Post outlet for assessment 
and subsequent referral to the Customer Contact Centre for consideration of 
compensation.4 

2.11 Australia Post operates in accordance with the UPU Parcel Post Manual 
2005, which outlines the UPUôs rules for international mail exchanges. The question 
of who should claim (the sender or the addressee), and who the claim should be 
made to (the country of origin or the country of the addressee) varies according to 
circumstances. In some cases, Australia Post will not be the compensating authority. 

2.12 In our view, the advice letter provided to the addressee of a damaged item 
should include information about who should make a claim, the postal authority to 
which the claim should be made, and the appropriate contact details for that 
authority. This would assist members of the public who may not be familiar with the 
relevant provisions of the UPU agreement. The addressee could forward this 
information to the sender where necessary. 

 

Recommendation 1  

Advice sent to customers on making a complaint about a damaged parcel should 
include sufficient information for the complaint to be lodged by the person required to 
lodge it, with the appropriate compensating authority. 
 

 
2.13 As part of the Australia Post process a óverification noteô is forwarded to the 
country of origin reporting receipt into Australia of the damaged item. 

2.14 In its response to this investigation Australia Post stated that recording of 
identified damaged items was ólargely informalô. It was observed that in the Perth 
facility, a designated officer kept a register of damage and had a procedure for 
attempting to notify the addressee where the level of damage makes delivery 
impractical, for example, where glass has broken and/or liquid has saturated the 
packaging. 

2.15 This informality suggests a lack of rigour in recording items that have been 
identified as damaged on receipt into Australia. This in turn makes it more difficult for 
people who have a complaint about damage occurring to their mail to identify where 
the damage occurred, should this become relevant to their claim.  

2.16 It is our view that as a matter of good administration, a register should be kept 
of parcels that have been identified as damaged. Given the process already in place 
to send a verification note to the country of origin, the accurate maintenance of such 
a register should not impose an excessive burden on Australia Post. 

                                                
4
  Taken from Australia Postôs response to our investigation. 
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Recommendation 2 

2.1 Australia Post should implement a national policy of maintaining registers at 
all facilities of parcels identified as damaged on receipt.  

2.2 The accurate use of these registers should be monitored and enforced. 

2.17 Australia Post is required to present all incoming international mail to 
Customs and AQIS for screening.  

2.18 Customs advised the Ombudsmanôs office that it is charged with the 
responsibility to detect and take appropriate action to prevent, or control, the entry 
into Australia of goods that could be detrimental to the quality of life, or to the safety 
of the Australian community. Emphasis is placed on illicit drugs, guns and weapons, 
items subject to quarantine controls and other prohibited imports. Customs is also 
responsible for assessing and collecting import duty and other taxes on imported 
postal items where a revenue liability is identified. 

2.19 AQISôs general function, set out in the MoU with Australia Post and Customs, 
is to protect Australiaôs animal, plant and human health and the environment. 

2.20 Both Customs and AQIS use x-ray equipment for primary screening of small 
and large parcels. Parcels are carried by conveyer belt to x-ray stations, where a 
Customs and an AQIS officer view each item on separate video displays at the same 
x-ray station. Each inspector scans the parcels according to the requirements of their 
agency.  

2.21 Both AQIS and Customs use detector dogs to screen incoming letter post. 
Dog handlers take care to ensure that the dogs do not damage mail items, and in 
some cases the animals may wear leather óbootiesô to assist in damage prevention. 
From observations by the Ombudsmanôs office and the explanations given by the 
agencies, it does not appear that dog detection is a significant cause of damage to 
mail items. 

2.22 If Customs or AQIS officers note existing damage to items at the primary 
screening stage that has not already been identified by Australia Post, they will as a 
matter of good practice bring this to the attention of an Australia Post employee for 
action. 

2.23 Parcels identified at x-ray as óof interestô are marked to identify the relevant 
border agency interest using a different coloured marker pen for each agency. The 
parcel is then diverted from the general mail stream and transported (usually by 
conveyor belt) to the second inspection area. 

Opening of outer packaging  

2.24 If either Customs or AQIS identify an article as suspect, it is the responsibility 
of Australia Post to open the outer packaging of the article for further inspection by 


