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Australians are travelling overseas in ever-increasing numbers. Each 
year, on average, 14,000 enquiries are made about Australians 
overseas who cannot be contacted by their family and/or friends. 

Unexpectedly losing contact with a family member or friend who is 
travelling overseas can be very distressing. This brochure is designed 
to provide information about the process to follow if you’re concerned 
about the welfare of a family member or friend overseas or need to get 
in contact with them urgently.

When Australians travel abroad, they leave behind Australia’s 
support systems, emergency service capabilities and medical facilities. 
The Australian Government will do what it can to help families and 
friends to contact their loved ones. However, we can only provide this 
assistance where there is a well-founded concern. There are also legal 
and practical limits to what can be done and you should have realistic 
expectations about this.
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What can you do?
If you become concerned about a person’s welfare overseas, there are 
some initial steps you can take:

• Attempt to phone, text, email or mail the person and their travelling 
companions.

• Establish contact with family, friends and travelling companions to 
ascertain if others may have heard from or had contact with the 
person.

• Check social media sites for information and recent updates.
• Find out from the families of the travelling companions if they have 

heard from their loved ones.
• Contact their fi nancial institution(s) (if authorised) to check details 

of their latest credit/debit card transactions.
• Contact their last known address or employer seeking information 

about their possible movements.
• Contact their travel agent or airline (if authorised) to seek details of 

their travel arrangements.

There are some important things to remember when you 
begin trying to locate a person overseas.

• Remain calm. Most Australians are found safe and well.
• Gather as much information as possible from your enquiries.
• Maintain a record of all the information you gather so you can 

provide comprehensive details, if required, to others assisting to 
locate the person.
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Who can help you?
If, after making initial enquiries, you’re still unable to locate your loved 
one or friend and have serious concerns for their safety or welfare, 
contact your local police station.

• You can submit a missing persons report at your local state or 
territory police station. Depending on the information you provide, 
your local police will determine if it’s necessary to lodge a missing 
persons report with the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade 
(DFAT) in Canberra.

• For the police to prepare a report, you’ll need to provide the 
following in relation to the missing person:

 full name
 place and date of birth
 passport number (if known)
 details of any other citizenship or passports held (if known)
 photographs, preferably recent
 known travel details and plans, including itineraries
 contact details overseas (including the names and contact 

details of employers and people they have been travelling with)
 advice about the last contact they made.

What happens next?
Once you’ve lodged a missing persons report, you should speak with 
your local state or territory police to determine if the report should be 
lodged with INTERPOL to initiate an investigation overseas. INTERPOL 
is the world’s largest international police organisation, with 188 member 
countries, and facilitates cross-border police cooperation. 

DFAT will only pursue enquiries that are based on a serious concern 
for the welfare of an Australian overseas and a belief that the person 
concerned needs consular assistance. If we assess that the missing 
person overseas needs consular assistance, we will:
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• conduct enquiries using Australian embassies, high commissions and 
consulates to try to locate the whereabouts of the missing person

• contact and provide information to you on any developments
• respond to and liaise with media concerning the missing person’s 

case.

Privacy provisions operating in foreign countries can severely restrict 
the information provided to consular staff overseas by local law 
enforcement agencies.

If your missing loved one contacts you after you have commenced 
formal enquiries, please inform DFAT and the local police immediately.

Privacy of consular clients 
Any person who receives assistance from Australian consular offi cials 
overseas has the right to privacy as an Australian citizen protected by 
the Privacy Act 1988.

Unless consular offi cials receive the person’s consent, they are 
unable to disclose personal information about them, even to their 
family or friends, unless this is required by the police, Australian law 
or a judgment is made that the life or health of the person or another 
person is being threatened. Family members should be aware that if a 
missing person is located by a consular offi cial but the person decides 
they don’t want anyone notifi ed, the consular offi cial cannot pass on 
personal information.

Who else can help you?
Depending on the circumstances, there are several other organisations 
that may be able to help you search for a missing person overseas.

National Missing Persons Coordination Centre
The National Missing Persons Coordination Centre (NMPCC) is located 
with the Australian Federal Police in Canberra. The centre works with 
state and territory police services and government and non-government 



4   smartraveller.gov.au

organisations to provide a coordinated approach to locating missing 
people in Australia and overseas. The centre’s role is to facilitate the 
dissemination and distribution of information to the public via the NMPCC 
website. Only cases of missing persons that have a signed authority from 
the next of kin for the use of images and information are provided by 
state and territory police to the NMPCC. Further information is available 
from the NMPCC at www.missingpersons.gov.au/nmpcc or by calling 
1800 000 634 (toll free).

Australian Red Cross
The International Red Cross/Red Crescent global tracing network 
reaches out to more than 185 countries to re-establish contact between 
relatives separated as a result of war, internal confl ict or natural disaster. 
The service is provided free of charge to the public. You can contact 
the Australian Red Cross Tracing Service on 03 9345 1800. Further 
information and contact details are available at www.redcross.org.au.

The Salvation Army
If you’ve lost contact with a family member, the Salvation Army Family 
Tracing Service may be able to help you locate them through their 
networks in more than 100 countries. A donation is usually accepted 
for this work. Further information and contact details are available at 
www.salvos.org.au.

International Social Service
The International Social Service traces immediate family members 
in conjunction with its social work across 150 countries. It requests 
a contribution towards costs for this work. Further information and 
contact details are available at www.iss.org.au.
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Travel insurance
Travel insurance can signifi cantly reduce the stress on relatives and 
friends if someone is missing overseas or has been injured, becomes ill, 
has been hospitalised or has died. Depending on the policy, insurance 
companies will generally provide advice on and take care of most of the 
arrangements and costs associated with the hospitalisation, medical 
evacuation or return of remains to Australia.

Unfortunately, many Australians are still travelling overseas without 
adequate insurance cover. We strongly recommend that all Australians 
travelling overseas take out comprehensive travel insurance to cover the 
costs of hospitalisation and medical treatment should they become ill 
overseas, as well as costs incurred as a result of death.

Getting help overseas

The Australian Government will do what it can to help 
Australians in difficulty overseas, but there are limits to what 
can be done.

Consular services 
DFAT provides assistance to Australians who fi nd themselves in trouble 
overseas. This support is referred to as consular services; however, 
there are legal and practical limits to what can be done to assist 
travellers in other countries.

Consular services are provided through our headquarters in 
Canberra and through Australian embassies, high commissions and 
consulates.

The Consular Services Charter sets out the standards of service all 
Australians can expect to receive from consular staff, including what 
they can and cannot do, and is available at smartraveller.gov.au.

Contact details for Australian missions overseas are available at 
www.dfat.gov.au/missions. A directory of Australian missions also 
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appears in the ‘Getting Help Overseas’ section Travel smart: hints for 
Australian travellers. This booklet is issued with your passport and is 
also available online at smartraveller.gov.au. 

Australia has an agreement with Canada to provide consular 
assistance to Australians in some countries. Canadian missions 
providing consular assistance to Australians are also listed in the Travel 
smart: hints for Australian travellers publication.

Not all countries have an Australian or Canadian diplomatic 
or consular post, but there is usually one in the region. Informal 
arrangements also exist with other consular services, which can lend 
assistance to Australians in need.

The 24-hour Consular Emergency Centre in Canberra can 
also be contacted for assistance from anywhere in the world on 
+61 2 6261 3305 or 1300 555 135 (local call cost within Australia).

Contact your travel insurance provider
Travel insurance companies often have 24-hour assistance centres that 
you can contact from anywhere in the world. If you get sick overseas 
or are involved in a medical emergency, you should contact your travel 
insurance provider as soon as possible. Make sure you take your travel 
insurance policy information and contact numbers with you so you can 
easily contact your insurer from overseas.

For more information on insurance, read the ‘Travel Insurance’ 
section of this brochure.

Counselling services 
Australians overseas in need of counselling services can contact our 
Consular Emergency Centre on +61 2 6261 3305 to be transferred to a 
Lifeline telephone counsellor.
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Other Smartraveller publications
DFAT publishes a range of brochures with travel hints for specifi c travel 
groups, and information about how to cope with unexpected events, 
available at smartraveller.gov.au.

Titles include:

• Travel smart: hints for Australian travellers
• Consular Services Charter
• Arrested or jailed overseas
• Backpacking overseas
• Death overseas 
• Dual nationals
• Living and working overseas
• Sexual assault overseas
• Travelling with children
• Travelling seniors
• Travelling well
• Travelling women

Copies of these brochures are also available at DFAT state and territory 
offi ces, Australian Passport Offi ces, and Australian missions overseas. 
You can also order copies online at smartraveller.gov.au.

The brochures Travelling well, Travelling seniors and Dual nationals 
are also available online in a number of community languages at 
smartraveller.gov.au.
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Top 10 travel tips

1. Check the latest travel advice at smartraveller.gov.au and subscribe 
to receive free email notifi cations each time the advice for your 
destination is updated.

2. Take out comprehensive travel insurance and ensure it covers you 
for the places you plan to visit and the things you plan to do.

3. Before travelling overseas, register your travel and contact details 
online at smartraveller.gov.au, or at the local Australian embassy, 
high commission or consulate once you arrive so we can contact 
you in case of an emergency.

4. Obey the laws of the country you’re visiting even if these appear 
harsh or unfair by Australian standards. Don’t expect to be treated 
differently from the locals just because you’re Australian.

5. Make sure you have the right visas for the countries you’re visiting 
or transiting and check any other entry or exit requirements.

6. Make copies of your passport details, insurance policy, traveller’s 
cheques, visas and credit card numbers. Carry one copy in a 
separate place to the original and leave a copy with someone 
at home.

7. Check with health professionals for information on recommended 
vaccinations and other health precautions. Remember that 
vaccinations can be an entry requirement to some countries. Also 
fi nd out about taking medication overseas—certain medicines 
aren’t allowed in some countries.
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8. Make sure your passport has at least six months’ validity from your 
planned date of return to Australia. Carry extra passport photos in 
case your passport is lost or stolen and you need to replace it while 
you’re away.

9. Keep in contact with friends and family back home and give them a 
copy of your itinerary so they know where you are.

10. Check to see if you’re regarded as a national of the country you plan 
to visit, and whether dual nationality will have any implications for 
your travel plans. 



1.  Register your travel and contact details online at 
smartraveller.gov.au before you travel overseas—or at the 
local Australian embassy, high commission or consulate once 
you arrive—so we can contact you in an emergency. 

2.  Check the latest travel advice for your destination at 
smartraveller.gov.au before you go. Subscribe to receive free 
email notifi cation each time the advice is updated.

3.  Take out comprehensive travel insurance to cover hospital 
treatment, medical evacuation and any activities you plan to 
undertake in the countries you intend to visit.

While every care has been taken in preparing this brochure, neither 
the Australian Government nor its agents or employees, including 
any member of Australia’s diplomatic and consular staff  abroad, can 
accept liability for any injury, loss or damage arising in respect of 
any statement contained herein.

Consular Policy Branch
Department of Foreign Aff airs and Trade, RG Casey Building
John McEwen Crescent
BARTON ACT 0221
Tel. (02) 6261 3305; 1300 555 135

Information for travellers and travel advisories 
are available from the Department of Foreign 
Aff airs and Trade’s Smartraveller website 
smartraveller.gov.au.    
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