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Part-1 : Rightto Information

Gattu Swetha is from Manakondur Mandal in Karimnagar District. She was a
student of M.Sc at Kakatiya University. She had completed her B.Sc degree
because of the Right to Information Act (RTI).

Swetha completed her B.Sc final year exams in
March 2011. She scored high in all the subjects except
Chemistry where she was awarded only 21 marks.
She could not understand the reason why she scored
low. She studied hard again and attended the “instant
examination” in the month of June. This time she got
only 9 marks. She could not understand why she was
getting fewer marks despite her good efforts in the
examination. She approached the Kakatiya University
and applied for revaluation but they did not accept
her request. In the meantime Swetha cleared her
M.Sc. entrance examination. But the University would |
not admit her in to M.Sc. without her having cleared |
the Chemistry paper in the B.Sc. examination.

She then consulted the activists of Right to {=
Information Act, and submitted an application
requesting for the photocopy of her answer sheet.
The officers at the university refused to give the copy
of her answer sheet. As the admissions of M.Sc. were
approaching, she went to the State Chief Information Officer and appealed against
the refusal to give her answer sheet by the Public Information Officer (P10) of the
University. The State Information Commissioner ordered the University Officials
to give her the copy of the answer sheet. They sent the marks memo to her after
conducting revaluation. This time she got 51 marks and therefore passed her
exams and therefore admitted to M.Sc.

Swetha could not have accessed the photocopy of her marks sheet without the
RTTI enabling Act. In the earlier days mark sheets were not given to students and
only their marks were given at a university exam. Hence students would not be able
to verify if each answer has been marked correctly.
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In class VIII you have already studied that the Right to Information Act 2005
was passed by the Central Government. The Act was passed as a result of people’s
mobilisation as well as in recognition of the provisions in the Constitution that
provides Rights to citizens. In this chapter we briefly look at the two roles that
need to be played for getting the benefits of RTI to the people. The first one is the
role of the government departments and the second is that of the citizens. In any
democratic system, governments are responsible and accountable to the people.
Earlier accountability of government departments and its functionaries were mostly
limited to the elected representatives of the people. Disseminating information
that is generated in government department to any citizen who may be interested,
now becomes the responsibility of all government departments.

What is information?

Every government department functions on the basis of certain rules and
regulations. There are rules and regulations that say how Health Department should
select, appoint, transfer doctors and nurses in a hospital or how medicines should
be procured, and distributed. Inthe Revenue Department the rules should be about
land records. Or in the Education Department it would be about how schools procure
books, distributes midday meals, arrange for hostel facilities, allows leave for
teachers, collects money for building, playground etc. In each of these situations
there are rules to be followed, records to be kept, and description of decisions
taken. These generate various written documents in the system. It could be in
different forms as described in the RTI as following:

“material in any form, including records, documents, memos, e-mails,
opinions, advices, press releases, circulars, orders, logbooks, contracts, reports,
papers, samples, models, data material held in any electronic form and
information relating to any private body which can be assessed by a public
authority under any other law for the time being in force.”

What is it that a citizen can do with this information is crucial. Suppose, there
is a suspicion about malpractices in the functioning of the department, individuals
can collect the information and challenge the procedure followed. Prior to the RTI
individual citizen could not have found out how the education department distributed
uniforms or health department procured medicines. It was only the higher executives
or the Minister of the Department that could access and verify them.

Enactment of the RTI effectively means that individual government departments
now have a responsibility to maintain records and make them available to any citizen
who may ask for it. Moreover, it is possible that even before being asked by citizen
a department may voluntarily disclose its process to public. Hence, in some states,
as the roads are built or repaired the Public Works Department (PWD) may put up
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e Discuss what could be the reason  anotice board in the area saying
information would not include oral = how much money was spent or
instruction of a headmaster to ateacher.  how many labourers were

e Imagine how government departments  employed, the number of days
become more accountable when rules  that took to complete the work
and regulations were followed within  e¢tc. All this ensures better
prescribed manner. transparency.

Who is responsible?

From the above description it may have become clear, that there is need for a
structure in order to implement such a law. Hence, as we studied in class VIII,
there are Public Information Officers (PIO) in every department, as well as an
appellate authority in the same department including your government school. All
PIOs of all departments and the appellate authority are answerable to the State
Public Information Office (SIO) with a State Public Information Commissioner
(SPIC). If a government department falls under Central Government, then PIOs are
accountable to Central Information Office (CIO) with a Central Public Information
Commissioner (CPIC) . These departments are autonomous like the Chief Election
Commission or Judiciary etc.

Let us try to understand this with a specific case. Suppose you live in a village.
You want to know what was the expenditure on construction of aroad in your village.
You can file an RTI either at the mandal or the district department of the PWD. If
you file this RTT at district headquarter of the PWD department they cannot reply
that the answer will be made available from the mandal department. Or if you file
this at the mandal department of PWD it cannot ask you to collect this information
from district department. In case this information is not available with them, it
becomes their responsibility to send it to the concerned authority who has the
information and ask them to make it available to the citizen.

However, suppose both the P1Os refuse to reply to your application, what can
be done? Here is where the role of SPIC and CPIC become important. The PIO at
the PWD department are held accountable to these bodies. And SPIC and CPIC can
impose fines on these PI1Os.

It is important to remember that information officers are however not
responsible to take action if there is a violation of laws in the functioning of these
Departments. This power would still remain with the courts of the country. What
the SPIC or CPIC can however do is to ensure that correct information is provided
within specified time. In case some PIOs refuse to give information such officers
can be penalised on the orders of SPIC or CPIC.

The Act identifies public authorities who are expected to follow the RTT Act as
following: a) Institutions created under the Constitution; b) made under the laws
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of Parliament or State Legislatures; c) created through a notification or order of
the appropriate governments. It may include any body owned, controlled, or
substantially financed or Non Governmental organisations substantially funded by
governments either directly or indirectly through the funds.

Under the provisions of the 2005 Act public authorities are obliged to
a) maintain all information in a computerised format; b) publish all detailed
information pertaining to the organisation. Some of it is as follows:

(1)  Every public authority'shall: a) Maintain all its records duly catalogued
and indexed ....so that.access to such records is facilitated;

b) The authority shall publish
(i) The particulars of its organisation, functions and duties;
(i) The powers and duties of its officers and employees;

(iii) The procedure followed in the decision making process, including
channels of supervision and accountability;

(v) The rules, regulations;instructions, manuals and records, held by
it or under its control’or used by its employees for discharging its
functions

(viii)- A statement of the boards, councils, committees and other bodies
consisting of two or more persons constituted.... for the purpose
of its advice,

(ix) A directory of its officers and.employees;

(x) The monthly remunération received by each'of.its. officers and
employees, including the system of compensation as provided in
its regulations;

(xi) The budget allocated to each of its agency,

(xii) The manher of execution 'of subsidy programmes, including the
amountsallocated ...

(xiii) + Particulars of recipients of concessions, permits or'authotisations
granted by it;

(xvi) The names, designations and other particulars of the Public
Information Officer;

¢):publish all relevant facts while formulating important policies or
annhouncing decisions which affectithe public
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d)provide reasons for its administrative or quasi-judicial decisions to affected
person.

2) public authorities are required to disclose information on their own even
without being asked for jt.

3) it shall be done in'a manner that is easily accessible to publi¢
4) tobedoneinlocal language and given at a cost which is affordable

Exemptions for disclosure

All this does not mean that every aspect of the government department are
under public scrutiny. The law permits the governments not to disclose certain
information. Some of these include issues such as:

* Information that could affect the sovereignty and integrity of India, matters
that could be of strategic economic or scientific interest of the state in the
context of foreign powers.

* Information that could breach the privilege of Parliament or State Legislature

* Information received in confidence from foreign Government

* Information that could endanger the life or physical safety of a person

» Cabinet papers or records of Council of Ministers and Secretaries (before
the final decision is taken)

This means that most of our armed forces and security agencies are outside the
purview of Information Commissions.

Who can make changes in the Act? Since the inception of the law there have
been many occasions when certain provisions of the Act were contested by many

e According to this Act, if any officer fails departments. If the Parliament

to give the specified information, she/he wishes it can change the law

will have to pay the fine. Do you agree again, however this cannot be
with this? Why? done in violation of the

e What type of information is not undamental — Right to

accessible to the citizens? What is the Informaiton itselfas understood
argument in favour Of thls‘? and deﬁned in the COnStitutiOn.

People and RTI

Now let us briefly discuss how and what role do people have in the context of
RTI. Any citizen today can approach any department of the government and ask for
any information that could be in the form of a record. It is not necessary that she or
he gives an explanation as to why the information is required. This request can be
sent through a handwritten letter or electronic mail. Information will be provided
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in the official
language of the State
or in English or Hindi.
Suppose an individual
is not able to write the
application, he or she
can also access the
information by orally
dictating it at the SPIO
Hlor with PlOs.
~~ Individual who is
'collecting the
£ information  can
" remain anonymous,
but will have to provide
a postal address so that records could be sent to him/her. There are different fees
that the citizen has to pay to the department in the form of nominal fees of 5 or 10
rupees at different levels. If the person who is collecting the information belongs

Fig 22.2 : Read the following collage and discuss the use of RTI
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to below poverty line the fee is exempted. Hence in many ways the law has enabled
all people to access the information.

Democracy requires an informed citizenry and transparency of information.
This can help to contain corruption and hold Governments accountable to individual
citizens also. Unlike the earlier system where departments responded only to the
elected representatives today they become answerable and therefore accountable
to common citizens also.

b'“ : Leyal Service nutnor;h

e What sort of opportunities are existing in our country for free legal services to
the poor people who cannot afford to pay court fees and other related expenses?

e What is the nature of cases and conflicts that can be addressed through free legal
services?

e Is there any mechanism for alternate dispute resolution outside the courts?

There is a system in our country to provide free legal service to the people.
Under the Legal Services Authority (amendment) Act, 2002 legal services
authorities are constituted to provide free and legal services to the weaker sections
of the society. This is to ensure that opportunities for securing justice are not
denied to any citizen by reason of economic or other disabilities and to organise
Lok Adalats to ensure that the operation of the legal system promotes justice on
equal opportunity basis.

In our country it is common that conflicts in the villages and in the communities
are addressed by the village/ community elders in a peaceful and amicable way by
discussing the various issues and concerns. The nature of conflict and disputes and
their origin are mostly known to the local people and village elders. This facilitates
for the discussion of the cases/ conflicts by the community members and find out
an amicable solutions in a transparent way. Now, the Lok Adalats are constituted in
every State under the Legal Services Authority Act, 1987 and amended in 1994 and
2002, to settle disputes/ cases in an amicable atmosphere by mutual consent in the
presence of legal experts, officials and non official dignitaries. People are now
using the Lok Adalat mechanism for expeditious and inexpensive justice. It is an
opportunity to settle long pending court cases through Lok Adalat in short time and
without any expenses. This also provides for getting refund of court fee, if already
paid by the people. Therefore, Lok Adalat is an old
form of dispute/ conflict resolution system, which e Do you support the Lok
prevailed in anc1§nt India and its validity has not been Adalat? If so, why?
taken away even in the modern days.
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