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The evolution of the digitalized world has brought with it, different
connotations. There is now an agreed understanding that the process of
governance should not only be transparent in decision making, but also that
the outcome of implementation of such decisions, has 1o be consistent with
accountability. This awareness has arisen from the sensitization that the real
authority within a country rests with its citizens and within an institution with
its stakeholders. Consequently, today, special emphasis is laid on how
governance should be cartied out and whether it is being done responsibly
and meaningfully.

There have been attempts at different times to broadly describe good
governance. Some have referred to it as an 'indeterminate term used in
international development literature to describe how public institutions
conduct public affairs and manage public resources in order to guarantee
the realization of human rights'. Governance has also been labeled as "the
process of decision-making and the process by which decisions are
implemented (or not implemented)". It has also been agreed by academics
that the term governance ‘can apply to corporate, international, national, local
governance or to the interactions between other sectors of society'.

The term "good governance” has lately found acceptance as a benchmark of
behavior whereby it can be used as a model to compare ineffective
economies or political bodies with viable economies and political bodies.
Such a distinction is often undertaken on the basis of the premise that liberal
democratic states concentrated in Western Europe, Japan, Canada and the
USA, often possess institutions that rely on open governance and
accountability that can act as standards by which to compare other states'
institutions when talking about governance.
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Good governance can generally imply many things in different contexts. In
international affairs, analysis of good governance can look at any of the
following relationships: between governments and markets, between
governments and citizens, between governments and the private or voluntary
sector, between elected officials and appointed officials, between local
institutions and urban and rural dwellers, between legislature and executive
branches, and between nation states and institutions.

The varying types of comparisons comprising the analysis of governance in
scholastic and practical discussion can also cause the meaning of "good
governance" 1o vary greatly from practitioner to practitioner. There is
consensus however that three institutions, function as integral parts within its
equation: the state, the private sector and civil society.

it may be noted however that the need and demand for reform within the
matrix can vary depending on the priorities of each country's society and that
in turn will determine the required varous types of governance reform,

In this context, it would be useful to recall that the International Monetary
Fund (IMF)'s declaration of 1996 noted- "promoting good governance in all its
aspects', includes "ensuring the rule of law, improving the efficiency and
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Good Governance and Right to Information Act

accountability of the public sector, and tackling corruption, as essential
elemenis of a framework within which economies can prosper.” The IMF,
through this view underlined that corruption within economies is caused by the
ineffective governance of the economy, either too much regulation or too little
regulation. As a result, it is generally accepted that to receive loans from the
IMF, countries must have certain good governance policies, as determined by
the IMF, in place.

The United Nations also emphasizes on good governance for achieving
required reform in human development and political institutions. According 1o
the UN, good govermmance has eight characteristics. It has to be: consensus
oriented, participatory, follow the Rule of Law, be effective and efficient,
accountable, fransparent, responsive, equitable and inclusive,

The World Bank is more concermed on the other hand with the reform of
economic and social resource control, In 1992, it underlined three aspects of
society which they feel affect the nature of a country's governance: 'type of
political regime; process by which authority is exercised in the management of
the economic and social resources, with a view to development; and capacity
of governments to formulate policies and have them effectively implemented'.

The stipulations indicated in the preceding paragraphs can appear to be
restrictive to some but these factors are stressed on because it is felt that there
Is a close link between poor governance and corrupfion. At the same time,
concepts such as civil society, decentralization, peaceful conflict management
and accountability are also used for defining the concept of good governance.
Consequently, at times, emphasis on good governance is equated with
promoting democratic government. In this context, one needs to underline the
significant part that will have to be played by political parties within the

democratic system. They have a pivotal role in the state's development, either

negatively (e.g. organizing and instigating violence) or positively (e.g. by leading
dialogue in a fractured society). However, differences in approach should not
lead to a fractured situation. This can then affect governance and create
instability. We need to understand that responsible behavior on the part of
those associated with politics is a pre-requisite for economic development, The
identifying of problem areas and discovering requisite solutions require
sometimes a bi-partisan approach and open discussion within the Parliament.
If this does not take place, it affects growth and potential foreign direct
investment. It also leads to unnecessary recriminations that are best avoided
than undertaken.

It would be worthwhile to refer here to Nayef Al-Rodhan and his proposed eight
minimum criteria for ensuring good national governance. They are. 1)
participation, equity, and inclusiveness, 2) rule of law, 3) separation of powers,
4) free, independent, and responsible media, 5) government legitimacy, 6)
accountability, 7) transparency, and 8) limiting the distorting effect of money in
politics. These factors can be also described as expressions of the
fundamental values of democracy and more liberal constitutionalism,

Any discussion about good governance should also include references 1o
corporate governance, Deterioration in standards within this framework can
greatly affect good governance and the sense of responsibility and
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accountability within the broader context. | agree with Dipok Kumar Roy and
his anxiety about the 'ill-equipped' structure that exists within Bangladesh's
corporate governance infrastructure. This definitely reduces the ability of certain
participants to successfully overcome inbuilt challenges. As a result, the
management sometimes ends up not being completely accountable to the
Board or the Board being accountable to the shareholders/ stakeholders.
Opportunism and greed can lead to such deviation and this leads to erosion in
values,

Good governance has been taken forward in Bangladesh with the adoption of
the Right to Information Act, 2009 and the constitution of the Information
Commission. This has facilitated transparency and accountability within the
government institutions and Non-govemmental Organizations which receive
funding either from the government or from external partners (foreign funding).
The Act does not however cover the corporate sector. This, by implication
restricts the process of pro-aciive disclosure. This is a drawback that needs 1o
be remedied. | believe that if the Act can be amended, it will then improve
corporate governance and also reduce corruption.

No discussion about good governance will however be complete without
fouching on the important issues of- the relationship between the Executive
and the Legislature and also the fundamental relationship between the
Executive and the Judiciary. These Organs play a fundamental role not only in
the upholding of human rights but also the fundamental principles and the
fundamental rights as enunciated in the Constitution. It is this necessity that
demands non-interference in the activities expected from each of these
Organs. It is only through this that the hopes and aspirations of the people can
be guaranteed. Politicization in their activities can only impair their performance.

Another important element that helps to strengthen good governance is
decentralization. A top-down approach, without necessary dialogue with those
at the grassroots level, can sometimes lead to wrong or misplaced strategic
initiatives. A participatory decision making arrangement, after consultation with
all stakeholders will be better for governance for all parties at different tiers. This
Is unfortunately forgotten at times and leads to complications.

One cannot conclude any discussion on the subject of good governance
without referring to the need for establishing an Ombudsman, who can be
impartial, rise above partisan politics and ensure accountability within the
system of governance. Article 77 of our Consfitution suggests that the
Parliament may, by law, provide for the establishment of the office of
Ombudsman. Consistent with this principle, the Ombudsman is expected to
exercise such powers and perform such functions as Parliament may, by law,
determine, including the power to investigate any action taken by a Ministry, a
public officer or a statutory public authority. This concept has proven to be very
successful in the Scandinavian countries, particularly in Sweden and has
extended the reach of efficient and corruption-free governance in that nation.
We should also seriously consider replicating this in Bangladesh. The presence
of an Ombudsman would not only ensure true independence for bodies like the
Anti-Corruption Commission and the Public Service Commission but also
guaraniee lack of external interference pertaining fo their activities.

Scope of ICT in implementing RTI Act at the present context

Account. Initially system will have the following
features that this module will comptise of:

e List of Applications/Complain/Appeal

e View of solved Applications/Complain/Appeal

® Search by date/designated officer/
organization/ text of all Application/Complain/
Appeal

® Service delivery process map

® |C Service News, Circulars, Notices

e RTlAct

® |C Service Manual

Dashboard & Report Management
An interactive and informative interface that shows

sector-wise accurate and up-to-date information
depending on the target viewer will be called
Dashboard. It will help to monitor the progress of
service delivery, the tracking of service delivery,
statistical information viewing and maintenance Log
viewing. Still this information varies depending on
the users and the privileges assigned on him/her.|C
will prepare different Reports depending on the
purposes and targeted audiences. This system will
include all the possible routine, non-routine reports.

Conclusion

Right to Information Act, 2008 is a milestone in the
legal history of Bangladesh. This is the first act after
independence of Bangladesh that ensures people's
right to obtain information from the government
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officials and other organizations. This act covers all
bodies owned, controlled or substantially financed
either directly or indirectly by the government and
NGOs and the principal bodies substantially funded
by the government.

Right to Information Act, 2009 is indeed a great feat
in terms of citizen's empowerment and its
development, which needs huge push by the
government and the associated bodies to be made
popular among the masses. Now it is the
responsibility of the media, civil society and different
national and international NGOs to educate people
about the RTI Act, 2009 so that people can make
the best use of the law.
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the people's law

Farid Hossain, CEQ, Infocus and Correspondent, Time Magazine, USA

Chowgacha in Jessore district has the distinction of being the first
in two historic events. The farming region on the bank of River
Kapatakhya is the birthplace of the indigo rebellion against the
English colonialists. It is also known as the gateway of
Bangladesh's 1971 liberation from Pakistan as the area was the
first Bangladesh territory to be liberated on November 23, weeks
before Dec. 16 victory in the nine-month War of Liberation.

Over four decades later Chowgacha became the first upazila to
host the country's first-ever RTI Camp aimed at making the people
better aware of the 2009 law that has empowered the citizens with
the right to get any information they need from the government
organizations, NGOs and any institutions that get funds from the
government and donors (local and foreign).

The five-day camp opened at Sighajhuli village (also a union) on
August 22 (Saturday) at the premises of a secondary school named
after Shaheed Mashiur Rahman, who was killed by the invading
Pakistani troops during one of the several battles. Presided over by
Dr. Md. Humayun Kabir, Deputy Commissioner of Jessore, the
inaugural session was addressed by Chief Information
Commissioner Mohammed Farooqg as the chief guest. Information
Commissioner Nepal Chandra Sarker and Secretary of Cabinet
Division (Coordination and Reforms) Md. Nazrul Islam attended the
colourful function as the special guests with Hasibur Rahman,
Executive Director of Management and Resources Development
Initiative (MRDI) delivering the address of welcome. MRDI organized
the camp in support with Manusher Jonno Foundation {MJF) and
JANAK, a voluntary organization of local citizens who motivate the
villagers about RTI and its role in ensuring citizens' welfare and
improving their lives. Also spoke at the function Chowgacha UNO
Shusoma Sultana.

Speakers at the function had a common message: an effective use
of RTI Act will strengthen the practice of democracy at all levels of
society by ensuring accountability of the authorities to the citizens
and making their activities transparent that at the end reduces( or
ends) corruption. RTl is a tool that citizens can use to get
information held by the government agencies and NGOs that affect
their lives, Citizens have many things to know from the government
agencies and NGOs, They are entitled to know why doctors at
government hospitals are not regular in their duty; why doesn't a
helpless widow get the benefits she is supposed to receive under
the government's social safety network; what is the procedure the
Managing Committee of a school (that gets government funds)

¢

follow in the appointment of a head teacher and why has a road
broken down only months after it has been built. What is the list of
the vested property in the upazila? Genuine questions which look
simple to answer. But answers are not always available. There are
officials who either are too afraid to provide information to the
people or avoid giving it to hide corruption or irregularities. Some
do it simple in abuse of their authority,

What is encouraging to note that this time the government has
come forward to break the culture of secrecy. That's why RTI law
has a provision of pro-active disclosure. This means government
organizations and NGOs are required by the law to disclose
information (except those barred by the law) on their own initiative
instead of waiting for the citizens to ask for it. Most importantly, RTI
has provided the citizens with the right to make the authorities
accountable to them about the issues that affect their lives. In the
process there are two sides: the supply side where sit the
government and NGOs and the demand side which comprises the
public.

As Md. Nazrul Islam says, the supply is ready to meet the demand
of the citizens through the appointment of 22,000 Designated
Officers who are tasked to deal with the information-seeking
citizens. It's now time to make the citizens aware of their rights and
motivate them to seek the information so the authorities can't do
anything wrong and avoid disclosing information.

"RTl is a fulfilment of one of the commitments of the government,”
says Nepal Chandra Sarker. There are, he says, three aspects of the
law: pro-active disclosure, information received through petition
and restrictions on giving some information related to national
security and relations with friendly countries,

In summing up the theme of the law Mohammed Farooq says, "RTI
IS a means to ensure good governance.”

What does the good governance mean? It means rule of law, a
transparent and accountable administration and a corruption-free
society where taxpayers' money is spent fairly for the welfare of the
people.

"Chowgacha is not the end of the promotion of RTI through such
camps', says Hasibur Rahman. "Rather it is the beginning of more
such camps.”

During the camp 30 underprivileged people _ day labors, landless
peasants, poor students_ were first told how the use of RTI can
change their lives for the better. In the next step they were taught
how to seek information from the authorities and what to do if the
information is denied. This was done in an innovative and creative
way through the use of music, games, videos and posters so the
lessons become attractive and easy to learn,

An immediate impact of the camp has been the submission of 38
petitions to various government offices, including the UNO, and
some NGOs. The petitions have all been related to public services.
One applicant, for example, wanted to get from the land office a list
of the vested property in the upazila, how it was distributed and
who have been the recipients. Another wanted to know from the
upazila agriculture office the amount of seeds it received last year
and how they were distributed.

"RTI has become almost a household word for the people of
Chowgacha thanks to the camp," says Hamidul Islam Hillol, Senior
Programme Officer of MRDI involved in its RTl project. "This has
been a significant ocutcome of the camp.”

The write up was published
in the OP-ED page of The Daily Star
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Scope of ICT in implementing RTI Act

at the present context

Md. Mustafizur Rahman, Director Innovation, Access to Information (A2i) Programme

Introduction

The Information Commission (IC) enforces and
oversees the Right to Information Act, Rules and
Regulations made under the Act. Its main functions
are educating and influencing, resolving problems
(resolves eligible complaints from people who think
their rights have been breached) and enforcing
(uses legal sanctions against those who ignore or
refuse to accept their obligations).

"Right to Information" means - the right 1o obtain
information from any authority which can be
accessed through printed/photocopy/written/e-
mail/fax/CD or other permitted process.

The basic object of the Right to Information Act-
2009 is to empower the citizens by promoting
transparency and accountability in the working of
the public, autonomous and statutory organizations
and other private organizations constituted or run
by the government or foreign financing with the
ultimate aim of decreasing corruption and
establishing good governance in our democratic
society in real sense.

ICT- enabling RTI Act

Under the act RTI (Right to Information) for the
citizen, each Govt. office is supposed to provide
requested public information to citizen. In line with
that vision, the Government of Bangladesh has
developed a much anticipated information
repository, containing all kinds of useful information
for the citizens, (link: http://www.bangladesh.gov.bd/),
in partnership with the Access to Information-Il
Programme, and its partners

This information portal is only one of the numerous
initiatives taken by the Government to make
information available at citizen's doorsteps, fuelled
by ICT. Other initiatives include:

» http://infocom.portal.gov.bd/: The central
portal for Information Commission, containing
information about the rules and regulations
and important forms pertaining 1o the Rights to
Information Act of the Commission

» http://www.infokosh.gov.bd/: The central
information repository, or portal of the
information required by the citizens for their
day to day national life. It contains information
related to important matters and sectors such
as Agriculture, Education, Health, Tourism,
Culture, etc.

To materialize the access to right of every citizen to
information vital to their lives, proposed
"Tothodanala" will be only one of the numerous
initiatives taken by the Information Commission 1o
deliver information and services at the hands of the
citizens.

The primary objective of introducing "Totho Janala®
system is to simplify and improved information
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request, service delivery and appeal process with
the optimum use of ICT to ensure faster, organized,
transparent and accountable information service to
citizen

"TothoJanala" will be a Web Application for
Information Commission to facilitate all citizens to
ensure their right to information. It can help to
access information from any public body or other
authorities as defined in the Act and to find out
information as per their requirement/demand. The
system will have the facility to handle all the
business & functional requirements of current
Information Commission functions in addition to
any new function that arises in the future

Proposed Components of Totho Janala

IPU
Management

I nfarmation
Seeker

Information
Service
Delivery &
Processes

Mccount
Managerient

User Tot h 0
Janala

Complaint
Management

Management

Appeal
Process
Management

information
Service Portal

Dashboard &

Report
Manzgement

Figure 1: Components of Totho Janala

Information Providing Unit (IPU)

Management

Information Providing Unit (IPU) means head office,
divisional office; regional office, district office or

5 2RMEcaive
sffgagai

upazila office of any department, directorate or
office attached to or under any ministry, division or
office of the Government; head office, divisional
officer, regional office, district office or upazilla
office of an authority.

Information Providing Unit (IPU) will provide
information to the applicant for information. Each
Information Providing Unit (IPU) will have a
designated officer (DO) who will render reasonable
assistance to the persons seeking information.
Information Seeker Account Management

The system will automatically manage an account
for the information seeker who requests for any
kind of information service using this
"TotthoJanala" system. Applicant can access the
system from "IC Information Service Box" from
different web sites and portal.

This applicant account will be activated when a
citizen submits an application for information for
the first time using this system, sending a
notification immediately to his/her email & SMS
containing the login information After that, he can
login to his account and update his profile, view
application, view and send service related
notifications, request for more information and
manage his own account.

Appeal Process Management

Using this component authorized user can manage
appeal process for information Commission. If an
applicant is not supplied information within the
prescribed time or is not satisfied with the
information furnished to him or is aggrieved by a
decision of the Designated Officer, may prefer an
appeal to the Appellate Authority who is the
administrative head of its immediate superior/
parent office, tagged by the system. The appellate
authority of the public authority shall dispose of the
appeal within a defined period after hearing the
concerned parties to the appeal petition.
Complaint Management

If any citizen believes that he has been given
incomplete, misleading or false information, or he
has not been given a response to a reguest for
information within the time limit specified in the Act;
or he has been required to pay an amount of fee
which he considers unreasonable, he can make a
complaint to the Information Commission. This
module will manage complaints for IC

Information Service Portal

A public-facing module is required for citizen where
they can land and find relevant information
Commission's service delivery process map, RTI
acts. An authentication unit will be placed on this
module through which authorized users can get
into the system and land on their own Web

see page 3 p
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