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The RTI Act works

We just need to convince people to use it

SHAMSUL BARI and RuHi Naz

HE importance of a robust Right
I to Information (RTI) regime for
a healthy and vibrant democracy
is universally recognised. However, in
Bangladesh, the law is yet to capture
the imagination of a majority of the
population. Only a handful of people
have so far used the law.
What is more astonishing is that
even the once fabled civil society
of Bangladesh, well-known for its
prodlivity to stand up for democracy
and good governance, has kept
away from the law—a law that is
internationally recognised as a most
potent instrument available to citizens

Unless we draw in larger civil society to use the law, greater gains will

continue to elude us.

for the prevention and detection

of corruption, and for promoting
transparency and accountability in the
work of public bodies.

The reasons for such reticence have
been examined before. Impediments
have been identified and the way
forward discussed, but the best way to
redress the situation may be to focus
more on the impact of RTI. Citizens
would be more motivated if they find
that the government is taking follow-
up measures and remedial actions
based on the outcome of their RTI
interventions. For example, if an RTI
request succeeds in exposing corruption
or abuse of power, the government
would seek to enact measures to block
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its recurrence.

However, it is difficult to obtain
empirical evidence to show that
information derived from RTI
interventions has led to follow-up
government actions, and to thereby
assess the real impact of RTI on
governance.

What is possible is to observe and
measure progress on the basis of
anecdotal evidence found through
case studies. The question to ask is
whether the information obtained
through RTTI has helped citizen's access
to services without resorting to bribes,
and whether it has exposed corruption
and reduced abuse of power and
mismanagement of public money.

Let us look at some case studies
from Bangladesh based on the above
perspective. We begin with some
success stories. One area where the
RTI Act was put to significant use
right from the beginning was to
ensure proper disbursement of the
government'’s substantial social safety
net programmes (SafetyNet) for
vulnerable groups in the country. This
included old-age benefits, maternity
benefits, pension for widows and the
disabled, etc.

A number of NGOs helped
individual applicants who qualified
for the programmes but often
failed to obtain them due to official
malpractices. The RTI requests they
submitted simply asked for lists
of recipients, the criteria for their
selection, names of persons involved
in the selection process and the like.
In most cases, the applicants were
subsequently included in the lists,
though no formal response was given
to individual information requests.

In many places, the concerned
authorities even started posting the list
of recipients on official notice boards.
It reportedly reduced malpractices
and was considered by locals as
systemic change in the disbursement
of SafetyNet funds. It ensured that
government funds went to the intended
beneficiaries.

Similarly, RTI interventions were
used by school students and their
parents to find out about disbursement
of government scholarship money
by school authorities. The latter
was known to withhold significant
amounts, citing various reasons. The
RTI requests simply asked for the basis
on which the amount was deducted.
In most cases, the school authorities
avoided any formal explanation and

simply paid the full amount. Very few
complaints of this nature are heard
these days, suggesting these requests led
to systemic change.

In a number of cases, RTI requests
led to authorities implementing
court directives. In one of them, a
number of persons from Taraganj
Upazila in Rangpur district asked
local educational institutions whether
they had formed committees for
the prevention of sexual abuse and
harassment of students as per a High
Court directive. To the satisfaction of
the applicants, many of the respondent
institutions formed the committees
first and then replied to confirm their
existence. This was followed by a
dialogue between government offices
and local civil society, following which
the District Commissioner issued an
order to concerned institutions to
form committees based on High Court
guidelines.

In a similar case, Bangladesh
Legal Aid and Services Trust (BLAST)
submitted several RTI requests to the
Ministry of Education, the Ministry
of Primary and Mass Education and
a number of government teachers’
training institutes. They wanted to know
if a directive issued by the Bangladesh
Technical Education Board in 2011
on the prohibition of physical and
degrading punishment of students was
properly implemented. In response, the
Ministry of Primary and Mass Education
first ensured that measures were indeed
introduced in their training curriculum,
and then responded in the positive.
Similar responses were received from
the education ministry and the District
Commissioner of Dhaka. Needless
to add, this encouraged not only the
applicants but RTT enthusiasts in
general.

In another RTI intervention by
BLAST, applications were sent to the
offices of District Commissioners, the
Directorate of Social Welfare and the
Election Commission in a number
of districts in North Bengal. They
asked for information on the number
of enclaves that were added to their
respective areas of operation following
an agreement between Bangladesh
and India, the number of inhabitants
added, and measures taken by their
authorities to improve their standard
of living and exercise of their rights,
including land registration, SafetyNet
benefits and the like. To their great
satisfaction, most of the authorities
provided the information requested.

Such actions increase peoples’ faith in
the system.

There are also examples that show
immediate impact but do not suggest
systemic change. One such case is of
an RTI applicant from Dinajpur, who
asked the local Police Superintendent
about rules and regulations relating
to the collection of fines imposed by
street police on auto rickshaw drivers.
The applicant wanted to know on
what basis they take the vehicles to
the police station, collect the fines
and let them off without providing
receipts. She also wanted to know
whether the amount was deposited in
a government account and how the
money was subsequently spent. In
response, the police super promised
proper action against concerned staff
and there was a noticeable absence
of such practices on the streets. It
increased peoples’ faith in the police,
but the question remained of whether
it would lead to more permanent
reform, halting the recurrence of such
practices.

While these examples are
encouraging, they do not indicate
specific trends because they are very few
and far between. Anecdotal evidence
also indicates that there are many
cases where RTI requests are either not
answered or only partially answered,
where complaints to the Information
Commission yield no satisfactory results
and where applicants feel intimidated
by the relevant authorities. Greater
attention to these matters by the
government are essential.

The positive picture depicted in the
examples above show promise of the
RTI law in the country. We need more
such examples. But unless we can draw
in the larger civil society to use the law,
greater gains will continue to elude us.
Scepticism and fear of possible reprisal
by authorities for seeking information
that is deemed sensitive must be
eliminated.

RTI in Bangladesh began its journey
with an admirable outcome from a RTI
request, which subsequently led the
High Court to order the demolition
of the high-rise BGMEA building on
Hatirjheel because of lack of proper
approval. It originated from the
efforts of the civil society. More such
interventions are needed to breathe fresh
life into the RTI regime in the country.

Shamsul Bari and Ruhi Naz are Chairman and RTI
Coordinator respectively of Research Initiatives,
Bangladesh, RIB. Email: rib@citech-bd.com

Pandemic impacts on children may be irreversible

Owe  age, beliefs and norms, physical
know  vulnerability, etc.
about Childhood is the most vulnerable

following in the last Concluding

Observations for Bangladesh (October
2015): “The Committee recommends

child sensitive.
Special attention should be
given to families where children are

those who are marginalised within
their families or communities due to
their gender, disability, ethnicity or
other factors.

by age, sex and particularly those
groups of children who are in need
of special protection. In-depth and

that the State party take all measures
necessary to combat poverty and to

at risk of dropping out of school,
child marriage, child labour, etc.

the realities
of children in

stage of life. It is a formative phase

rigorous studies should be conducted
and a very crucial one for the

Voices and opinions of on multi-dimensional issues on

newly poor development of an individual. eliminate urban/rural, social and The effects of shocks, exclusion children, their parents and their child well-being, child poverty and

households? Children’s vulnerability is linked to other disparities in children’s standard  and poverty on families should be caregivers should be included in disparities.

According the vulnerabilities of their parents of living through, inter alia, social mitigated, recognising that families the understanding and design As we rebuild our economy and

to a survey and caregivers. If the parents lose protection and targeted programmes raising children need support. The of social protection systems and society in a post-Covid-19 world
Laa KHONDKAR conducted by  income due to crop failure, disability ~ for children and families who are age and gender-specific risks and programmes. There should be we must recognise and prioritise’the

the Power and  or other reasons, then the children’s particularly vulnerable to poverty, vulnerabilities of children throughout  accountability mechanisms to allow A ds of children. Addressi

Participation basic needs will not be met. The lost  and prioritise the provision of safe the life cycle should be considered. them to give feedback on design and specilic needs of chiidren. ressing

child poverty deserves specific

drinking water and environmental :
attention.

sanitation.”
The above recommendation is
even more relevant in the context of

Special provision should be made to
reach children who are particularly
vulnerable and excluded, including
children without parental care, and

implementation.

In all relevant national surveys, data
should cover all children below the
age of 18 years and be disaggregated

opportunities in childhood often
cannot be regained in later life.
For example, the damage suffered
due to malnutrition, ill health and

Research Centre (PPRC) and

Brac Institute of Governance and
Development (BIGD), the number
of new poor in August 2021 reached
3.24 crore. However, there is lack
of reliable data on various issues
affecting children’s lives during
the pandemic in Bangladesh,
although media reports and NGO
surveys confirm increases in child
marriage, child labour and school
dropouts. Poverty is one of the
major causes in all of these. It is
already evident that children have
been disproportionately affected
by Covid-19 related poverty and
prolonged school closures.

Laila Khondkar is an international development
worker.
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