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Information in South Asia

O Public and private institutions need to offer
post-employment training programmes on
ICT-led information archiving and
management.

O RTIAlanguage should be amended in such a
way that the mass population can understand
their right

O Automation of the total system takes long
time, huge skilled manpower and huge
investment

f the 93 countries in the world that

have adopted Right to Information

(also known as Freedom of
Information—FO1) laws, four are in South
Asia. They are Bangladesh, India, Nepal and
Pakistan.

RTI
government-held information and records. By
doing so, they are able to monitor the work of
government bodies and contribute to their
transparency and accountability.

laws allow citizens to access

In South Asia, Pakistan led the way by
promulgating the Freedom of Information
Ordinance, 2002 through a Presidential decree.
This was followed by the adoption of RT1 Act
2005 by Indian Parliament, and RTT Acts 2007
and 2009 respectively by Nepalese and
Bangladesh Parliaments. Efforts continue for
the adoption of RTT Act in other countties of
the region,

This paper will look at the progress of RTTin
the four countties under consideration.

RTIinIndia

Sustained public attention leading to its
adoption helped the Indian RTT Act 2005 to
become one of the best in the world. Tt
provides for maximum disclosure of

o

The increase in the number of applications
has caused serious concern among public
authorities who are complaining of excessive
increase in their workload

O It might take a while before the practice is
embedded in the way governments function;
however, itis a startin the right direction.

O RTl activists should request, encoﬁjfage and
influence Government for the enactment of
the Public Records Act

information with minimal exceptions and
that too subject to a public interest override. It
requires public authoritics to proactively
disclosc a wide variety of crucial information
about their working and finances to the people.
The provision of an independent Information
Commission and stringent penalties for
unreasonable denial or delay in providing
information has helped to set the Act rolling
rather quickly.

The achievement of the Indian RTT Act has
been widely acclaimed. Media reports regularly
expose corruption in public bodies exposed by
RTT applications. They also highlight benefits
resulting from such exposures.

Public enthusiasm about the law is reflected
in the increasingly large number of applications
made to government bodies both at the central
and state levels. In 2010-11 over 550,000 RTI
applications were made to central government
authorities alone. Together with those received
by 28 State RTI authorities, the number would
be much higher.

The increase in the number of applications
has caused serious concern among public
authorities who are complaining of excessive
increase in their However,
government considerations to amend the law

workload.

11D POLICY BRIEF



IR Challenges of Right to Information in South Asia

have been metwith serious public opposition.

RTI in Bangladesh

Like India, the Bangladesh RTT Act 2009 too is
considered to be a good law. A survey conducted by the
Canadian Centre for Law and Democracy has put the
Bangladesh RTT Act 2009 at the 13th position among all
RTT/FOI laws of the wotld, with the Indian Act in the
second position. Unlike India, the Bangladesh Act has
included NGOs spending public money as falling within
the purview of the Act, which is advancement.

Howevet, progress in the implementation of the law
even after two years of enforcement is rather slow.
Awareness about the law is lacking among majority of
government officials, many of whom refuse to accept
RTI applications from people. According to the
Information Commission of Bangladesh (ICB), only
one-third of government offices and concerned NGOs
have so far submitted the names of their designated
officials to the ICB or made them public.

Neither the government, nor the media-- even the
NGOs, appear to be doing much to communicate the use
and impact of RTT to the public. For the NGOs, this is
largely because they too have been brought within the
purview of the law. The media appear more comfortable
with traditional ways of getting information through
influence-peddling and other means than pursuing the
time-consuming RTT path. Thus there is serious lacking
both in the demand and supply side of the RT1 regime.

Editor's Note

One clear indication of the slow progress of RTT in
Bangladesh is the fact that in over two and a half years the
ICB has heard only 44 complaints out of about 100
received so far. By any count, this is very small in a
country with a population of over 150 million. In India
the number was over 27,000 in the same period.

On the positive side, an increasing number of
applications, though small in absolute figure, are being
made to government offices mainly by poverty groups,
with good results. They were being helped by some
NGOs and activists. The applications relate primarily to
government programmes on safety-net, livelihood,
health, housing and the like. An example of this success is
that people who are entitled to vulnerable group feeding
(VGF) cards are now getting them just by filing carefully
crafted RTI application. This was not possible previously
without btibing the authorities.

Another positive side is that ICB has been provided
with the necessary infrastructure and facilities to conduct
its business as an autonomous entity. It got off to a good
start but appears to have run short of ideas on how to
take the law further. Some obscrvers believe that the ICB,
as the only entity empoweted by the law to shepherd it
forward, must play a more dynamic role by, among other
things, coordinating all RTT-related activities in the
country. It must do more to identify the challenges facing
both the demand and supply sides of the law, and find
ways of meeting them. The ICB must also take action to
remove impediments identified by activists.

TI Act has been a milestone in South Asian campaign for people's right to information. Initial
experience of implementing the Act shows a mixed scenario. RTI Act has certainly provided alegal
ramework and helped building awareness on RTTin the region. However, based on the experience

of first few yeats of RTIA implementation, time has come to review the texts of the Acts.

RTIA makes information a right for the people and a responsibility for the institutions. To ensure this
right, the institutions nced to be more responsible. Civil society organisations who were leading the
campaign for RTIA should come forward with their own information and set examples of transparency.

Introduction of RTIA not only makes the information providing officials accountable but also identifies
the impediment for establishing RTI and largely increases the responsibility of the citizens, mass media
and development workers for creating the demand for information among the public. Unless people are
aware of the connection between right and access to information and their impact on livelihood, demand
for information will also remain subdued.

Scientific archiving and management of information is essential for effective supply of information.
These backward linkages of information delivery process require more investment and human resources.
Many government institutions have established automated information delivery system, were processing
of the delivered information remained manual. At a larger scale, this will not be sustainable. Institutions
will have to gradually invest more on information management.

Lack of human resources in information archiving and management has been a major challenge for
government and non-government institutions. Public and private institutions need to offer post-
employment training programmes on ICT-led information archiving and management.
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