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RIGHT TO INFORMATION, FREEDOM OF INFORMATION AND
DIGITAL SECURITY IN THESE TROUBLED TIMES-

Muhammad Zamir

The last few weeks have witnessed protests rage across US cities over the most
unfortunate death of George Floyd. We have seen curfews and clashes as the United
States racial protests have escalated. There have also been several incidents where the
media and journalists have been subjected to severe curtailing of their rights to obtain
information and then disseminate them. We have also seen the controversy generated in
Bangladesh through the use of certain provisions of the Digital Security Act and
measures applied in the case of photojournalist Shafiqul Islam Kajol.

The scenario has also gained additional dimensions because of emerging facets
resulting out of measures being adopted to try and control the growing after-effects and
impact of the COVID Virus dimension on stranded migrant workers. This last aspect
drew the attention of the world with particular reference to India.

One needs at this juncture to underline the special efforts put in by the Commonwealth
Human Rights Initiative (CHRI) to try to facilitate not only the principle of Right to
Information but also the use of freedom of information. An independent,
non-governmental organisation headquartered in New Delhi, with offices in London,
United Kingdom and Accra, Ghana. CHRI realized that absence of full information
related to the internal migrant issue was being interpreted as not being consistent with
the practical realization of human rights. I believe that their recent efforts in this regard
needs to be carefully scrutinized by not only the legal authorities but also the other
Human Rights Commissions in South Asia- especially in these troubled times.

It appears that the CHRI’s efforts were encouraged through views expressed by three
eminent Indian judicial authorities.

One needs to refer to them- (a) “The people of this country have a right to know every
public act, everything, that is done in a public way, by their public functionaries. They
are entitled to know the particulars of every public transaction in all its bearing": Justice
K Mathew, former Judge, Supreme Court of India, (1975);

(b) "Where a society has chosen to accept democracy as its faith, it is elementary that
the citizens ought to know what their government is doing": Justice P N Bhagwati,
former Chief Justice, Supreme Court of India, (1981) and

(c) "Information is the currency that every citizen requires to participate in the life and




governance of society”: Justice A. P. Shah, former Chief Justice, Delhi and Madras
High Courts, (2010).

CHRI’s efforts to obtain access to information about migrant workers stranded in
different parts of India through RTI intervention during the nation-wide lockdown
began on 25th March 2020. Subsequently on 8th April, 2020, the Chief Labour
Commissioner (CLC) under the Union Ministry of Labour and Employment issued an
official letter to the Regional Heads stationed in 20 different places across the country
to collect details about every stranded migrant worker and send it to New Delhi within
three days. On 5th May, 2020, the Central Public Information Officer (CPIO)
apparently claimed in an unsigned reply, that the Statistics Section of the Office of the
CLC did not have this information. It was this apathy that led to Commonwealth
Human Rights Initiative to file a complaint the same day in this regard to the Indian
Chief Information Commissioner, Indian Central Information Commission.

On 27th May, 2020, the Indian CIC conducted an out-of-turn hearing of this complaint
against the CPIQO's reply, treating it as a matter deserving urgent attention.

Subsequently the Indian CIC issued an advisory to the CLC under Section 26 (5) of the
Indian RTI Act, 2005 requiring him to cause all available information about stranded
migrant workers to be uploaded on an official website within a week’s time, consistent
with Section 4 of the Act. It has also been directed that this information will have to be
updated on a regular basis.

The CHRI have later drawn attention to these interesting factors that have now been
recognized as legal —

1) that all the Regional Heads to whom the CLC addressed the D.O. of 08/04/2020 are
subject by law to his administrative jurisdiction.;

2) that the information sought concerns the lives of not just one person but all migrant
workers residing within the territory of India due to the widespread effect of
COVID-19;

3) that all the information sought in the RTI application was that which ought to have
been disclosed by the Respondent Public Authority proactively under Sections 4(1)(c)
and 4(1)(d) of the RTI Act read with Section 4(2) of the RTI Act, so that people are not
required to file formal RTI applications to obtain access to it.

This whole process has garnered a lot of interest in India and elsewhere because
according to the Indian Union Home Ministry, there are more than four crore migrant




workers across the country based on 2011 Census whose detailed Data Tables were
released as late as in July 2019. Consequently many felt that it was reasonable to expect
that this figure had become obsolete and the actual numbers might be much more than
what the Government was citing.

It was interesting to see how the Indian CIC responded to the situation. The CIC took
serious note of the issue of stranded migrant workers. In its decision, the CIC
extensively cited from the orders of the Supreme Court of India and the High Courts of
Orissa, Madras and Andhra Pradesh which have already taken judicial notice of the
extreme levels of distress and suffering of migrant workers, resulting in scores of
deaths.

Subsequently he CIC issued an advisory to the Chief Labour Commissioner under
Section 25 (5) of the RTI Act to suo-moto upload maximum data as available with them
in relation to the migrant workers stranded in relief camps or shelters organized by
governments or at the workplace of their employers in compliance with Section 4 of the
RTT Act, 2005, having regard to the peculiar circumstances prevalent in the country. It
was also clarified that this process will need to be regularly updated.

This whole process undertaken by the CHRI in India has reiterated very clearly that the
purpose and object of the promulgation of the Indian RTI Act, 2005 was to make the
public authorities more transparent and accountable to the public and to provide
freedom to every citizen to secure access to information under the control of public
authorities, consistent with public interest, in order to promote openness, transparency
and accountability in administration and in relation to matters connected therewith or
incidental thereto.

This has been an extraordinary exercise that needs to be understood and appreciated by
all affected countries. We in Bangladesh should also try to use our RTI more
functionally. In similar vein, the same dynamics should operate in Europe, the United
States and many other countries in South and South East Asia.

-------- (Muhammad Zamir, a former Ambassador, is an analyst specialized in foreign
affairs, right to information and good governance, can be reached at
<muhammadzamirO@gmail.com>)
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Terr, BMDC Code of Conduct, Etiquette and Ethics for Medical Practitioners in
Bangladesh @3 2.8.8 Squtm Gov{aa< few=AT =e1: ‘Protect patients’ privacy and right
to confidentiality, unless release of information is required by law or by public interest
consideration even after the death of the patients.” €2 ra=ar SIS GeRgref Reawar 367 fFg
g C(FT@ WT AR SIS O LB | s, 9 REE TR@EwD @ (s, famge ¢ k)
IZH, 05b @3 do (RIS ©f TR KU ARCR R 8 LR RGN G@ICF [ 8 0= (Ao
FACE TGN FATY RO 1ely T4 20T | @ (AF G5 ™48 @, @< e e o2ifen i et
T AT, OF O GFG @ (ACH2. ARG T 707 @R 2 ARRIEE AWiwg A T2 42
I SR H[IRE 7Ag I A 7 OHAR TS @07 TGS - TR AP | FICGR Gorgidl
v @ e @i @R B feers o2 Bude e TReids Trage 20es ©f 4RI 29 |
iR TRGNE Y RSO0 T AP N2 NGO &4 8 Tandd [Taba 8ol oy
i@ Medical Code of Conduct @3 RGNS @ (efswm, fage ¢ ffe) =g R[eavam
AFTAET 20 | @ KACIT SR AP SWIRFe 26 A, @ gy (et Ao Tz I
(GETRIAIR 2IHACS 2PTATSIE SR, TG AT (P A &) TS RS NG (FF 7 @I

Y



FIE IR I AT ol [y @ YEoaE FEE 'O ANF, T | 3T ST WAFFS
SAfesfe TReae SIMe [RECH FREFCH 0 SCeTIve el 2=

TR Ao @ TmefsAfmT IfeTe nels w:

TR FAbET 8 TEaAfSeted Fieere neie SrF R o JFR AR L (7l IR TF
ZER ANGOH TGS 2 AR (T AF™ 8 AR AT SPRAT | G NI A
TGS B2 IS e FAT!, FHAOE 1 Geifsffzele A il Geid 2 TP T FHTo
¢ (AP S (FoH-Sl(W Q79 IR AP T Sy A A7 a2 FF ACIH (12 7o O
e o RETF 7 741 =7 | 58 W2 71F9 02 FIe© TAER MY Teo 208 @Ry OFl 8 o
1 AR S (FRPE O TP TGS AR W (A QR F ACH LT AT S
O | TEmer, SRS 9 8 JMEE AIGE A2, 005 A (@FE TSI ICEG W 8 I
AP G (I SIS AT ST 7 1= AT 57 0= Sew=t awis A1 (@i =48 =ee,
fife-faae srpre oo sace el spmivRe RETR Sy T4 2R A O AFE NI g
(o SR TS, TRARMITST '8 TR ZFT SRR 0 TRHT | T G A0 IS O SBMHITIM =T
f&mTea oy | e [feg (o u @ o= @ WIS [ wiore FES-FbHT A Tmefefiy ol
GHCRBOE G J8%, B, e @rirel wieeror oyl il afee e o6y w1 2 SR
QTIPS FFETS 2 BN 2160y T 2 1 | SR, QT OF FTETS T AN TTS 2eere Nefie
T SR WSO N AT T 2 | TOPRES (707 2PiRFIT (6 Snreae g Tgo vl 2e:

In 2007, The European Ombudsman found that it was maladministration for the
European parliament to refuse to disclose the expenses of the members of parliament
including their travel and subsistence allowances (EO 2007). T4y, W2 @ Fe=icens
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ommmme the information sought were already in the possession of the respondent
No.-2-Election Commission, who could have provided the information to him as an
“Authority” by virtue of section 2(b)(i) of the RTI Act without recourse to any third
party. He further stated that the information sought did not fall within the ambit of
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section 7 of the RTI Act; the objective of rule 9(b) of the Registration Rules, 2008 was
to establish transparency and accountability of the registered political parties which is
also the objective of the RTI Act, and the information sought by him were not in the
nature of “secret information” referred to in section 9(8) of the RTI Act. In the said
complaint he prayed that: (a) the respondent No. 1 should direct the Election
Commission to provide the requested information to him from the information
preserved by the Commission itself without seeking opinion from any third party; (b)
the respondent No. 1 should declare that section 9(8) of the RTI Act does not apply to
the statement of accounts submitted by the registered political parties; ------- J

“In view of the above provisions of law, the registered political parties are required to
submit their audited statements of accounts to the Election Commission and soon after
of such statements it falls under the category of ‘information’ as defined in the RTI Act.
Moreover, soon after submission of the said audited statements it becomes public
document under section 74(2) of the Evidence Act, 1872.Therefore, the Election
Commission being an authority under the said Act is under obligation to provide the
concerned information to the petitioners.”

“However, section 9(8) of the RTI Act, 2009 sets out the procedures for dealing with
third-party’s secret information------- .

“Ignoring the people’s right to know, keeping them in dark and playing hide-and seek
with them in a democratic country like us where all powers belong to the people and
their mandate is necessary for ruling the country no registered political party can be
allowed to take the stand that the audited statements submitted to the Election
Commission were secret information.

In the case in hand, though admittedly, the political parties did not consider their
submitted audited statements of accounts as secret information or confidential, but the
respondents without any mandate of any law erroneously served notices upon the
respective political parties concern seeking their opinion in respect of providing
information to the petitioners and most of the political parties, which operate in the
public sphere and have constitutional and statutory obligations for accountability and
transparency, provided a negative opinion in providing such information violating the
citizen’s right to information guaranteed under the RTI Act, frustrating the purpose of
the Registration Rules and the RTI Act and damaging the spirit of ensuring and
guaranteeing their transparency and accountability in all spheres including the people,
which is unfortunate and hence, is deprecated.

In view of the above, we find substance in the submissions made by the learned
advocate for the petitioners and merit in the Rule.




In the result the Rule is made absolute without any order as to costs.

The impugned decision/order dated 16.07.2014 issued by the respondent No. 1-
Information Commission in Complaint No.57/2014 (Annexure- N-1) affirming the
decision/order dated 22.10.2013 passed in Complaint No. 97/2013 directing the
respondent No. 2-Election Commission to seek consent/opinion from the respective
political parties with respect to disclosure of their annual audited reports to the
petitioner No. 1 is hereby declared to have been passed without any lawful authority
and is of no legal effect.

Communicate this judgment at once.”
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Right to Information: Misinformation or disinformation is a
matter of life and death in public health crisis.

Mohammad Golam Kabir,
Deputy Secretary,
PS to Chief Information Commissioner

To take a good decision it requires accurate and good information. A misinformation
and disinformation is not good information. Misinformation and disinformation are
both, at their core, incorrect information. However, the motivation for sharing the
content and the actors who share it are very different. Misinformation sometimes refers
to an “honest mistake”. Disinformation, by contrast, is deliberately wrong and spread
tactically. It 1s explicitly intended to cause confusion or to lead the target audience to
believe a lie. Disinformation is a tactic in information warfare.

False and misleading health information about a range of diseases have been circulating
widely on newspapers, electronic media, internet and specially social media for several
years creating threat to public health as it spreads rapidly and effectively. These
disinformation campaigns can be deliberate and require collective and individual
efforts to avoid the danger they represent. In other cases, the spread of misleading
advice is simply due to the fact that people do not know where to find correct data and
facts. Now in the world as well as Bangladesh with the coronavirus pandemic, the
dissemination of fake news and the associated risks have reached a new dimension.

As early as 2 February 2020, World Health Organization (WHO) reported an
‘infodemic’ with situation report-13 about the coronavirus that makes it difficult for
people to find reliable guidance and take the appropriate measures, without resorting to
panic or falling into complacency. The uncertainty and fears caused by the lack of
knowledge of the disease, as well as by the measures of social distancing used to
contain it, mean that this threat to public health is potentially even higher. People were
uncertain about the carrier and the medium to spared out the coronavirus. Faced with
their own particular set of health challenges with regard to the coronavirus, such as a
weakened immune system, patients living with cancer and other non-communicable
diseases have a particular need for accurate information. False information not only is
misleading and fuels anxiety but is also potentially dangerous when it suggests
prevention measures or cures that are dangerous to a person’s health.

What an Organization can do to deliver information?

Specifically in the case of covid-19, more information needs to focus on the spread of
the virus, the risks associated with contracting it, and why people should comply with
the recommendations even if the numbers of cases are low where they are. Particularly
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with covid-19, not enough people understand the reason for social distancing and mask
wearing is to prevent disease spread even if his/her disease will be mild in their case or
if their relative risk is low.

Organizations need to have a robust communications surveillance strategy in place for
future crises. Ultimately, there are a few ways professionals conveying formal
recommendations can develop and maintain trust:

* Understanding their audiences (class, age, risk, communication style) and tailoring
the message to reach them. This might mean using platforms like social media to
impart facts and resources.

* Communicating uncertainty clearly—saying that not all information is available is
more effective than speculating or making claims.

* Not over- or under-reassuring, but simply laying out risk and potential
consequences with the appropriate tone.

 Providing numbers, context, history, and changes to procedure in a timely and
straightforward fashion, which can help bolster trust.

* Telling people what they can do and how they can act to keep themselves and
others safe.

» Watching social media: understanding what questions and knowledge gaps are
coming up and strategizing how to counter myths and threats actively.

What an individual can do to stop misinformation and disinformation?

Aside from abiding by government instruction there are ways for people to adapt to the
situation and connect with others. Social media can also allow a person to stay in touch
with family and friends, help out those who are in need during the pandemic, and have
much-needed connection during a time when isolation and stress are high.

* Be aware about social media information.
* Cross check about the information gathered with other sources.
* Follow the government rules and instruction.

* Take expert opinion.

A need for accurate information (including well-reported journalism) is more important
than ever as is an understanding attitude about formal recommendations that may sound
extreme but clearly come from an interest in prevention. People can also stop the spread
of incorrect information when they see it. In other words: social distancing prevents the
spread of the disease. Distancing from misinformation and disinformation prevents the
spread of falsehoods.
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Infodemic amid pandemic: Can RTI help?

Ruhi Naz
Assistant Director,
Research Initiatives Bangladesh (RIB)

In the present context, it will not be wrong to say finally the world has united-there is
unity in pains, sufferings, deaths and what not. Covid 19 pandemic has not left anyone
unattended and at the same time has exposed fragility and failure of the countries in
protecting the lives and health of its citizens. The world has witnessed with utmost
despair and hopelessness, the severity with which Covid 19 went on increasing its
boundaries unleashing the pandemic on most of the countries sparing almost none.

Covid 19 pandemic has not only affected the health and lives of the people, but the way
this pandemic has been handled by the countries around the world including
Bangladesh, the trust and relationship between governments and the people has been
badly affected too. People found it difficult to accept what their government has to offer
as reasons and elucidations, there were discrepancies, misinformation and a total
disregard for government-citizen cooperation made the situation nothing less than
Wworst.

At the onset of Covid19 pandemic, no one knew how to react, what to expect of the
situation the country has thrown into. In such circumstances where government fed its
citizen with information and assurance, at the same time, people wondered will they be
safe and sound in their hands, are the information provided through government
agencies reliable enough? One thought predominantly ruled peoples mind was
dissemination of too many contradictory information raising question as to their
authenticity and reliability.

Post emergence of first Covid 19 case in Bangladesh the volume of misleading, rumors
and false information increased, mostly on social media and to some extent in
mainstream media too and such circulation alongside information and facts on
Covid-19 issued by the government left people bewildered, it became hard to
differentiate real fact/information from fiction.

During ongoing pandemic, people have witnessed how the country has wriggled
through the menace of "infodemic" of misinformation". Online users shared every
piece of information they get their hands on without verifying its sources. Rumors like
drinking tea or hot water with ginger/garlic can cure coronavirus led to shooting up of
ginger/garlic prices. As reported in several media that various medicines were
announced as the antidote for the virus and thus the prices went up and some medicines




went out of stock. Many people started to believe rumors on social media that Covid-19
is a disease for the upper and higher middle-class and there is a fairly low chance of the
poor being infected henceforth people who did not consider themselves part of the so
called class became careless in taking precautionary measures. Widespread media
reporting on government’s failure to act rightly and just on time did the work of adding
more fuel to the fire. As a result government measures to curb the virus failed to work,
amongst availability of too many conflicting information, people began to lose faith in
the information they received from public authorities henceforth people began to ignore
government restrictive measures.

Subsequently in order to restrict the wave of misinformation and rumors on COVID-19,
government came up with stern action against those who would found to be spreading
rumors and disinformation. One of such measure included setting up of team of public
officials to monitor print, electronics and social media. Apparently this move drew
wider public criticism. Many believed that, while the government has a responsibility
to prevent the spread of misinformation about COVID-19, at the same time an effort
should be made to start building trust by ensuring that people are properly informed
about plans for prevention, containment, and cure and ways forward as it battles the
virus.

Seeing the nature of severity Covid 19 has to offer, people might have had the quest to
know how the health sector has been functioning during ongoing crisis period; there
might be speculations in people’s mind as to how government is supporting sinking
industries who had been hit hard by the pandemic, some might wonder how
government has taken care of poor, marginalized and those living on meager income
who had been unable to earn their bread and butter due to continuation of lockdown and
there are many other similar issues of which people could have demanded answer
through use of RTI, had there been any space available to use the same during the crisis.

Use of RTI law during pandemic has not been that effective in Bangladesh like rests of
the countries. Government in its efforts to curb the spread of virus resorted to strict
measures without informing citizen why such actions were taken. There was a lack of
interaction between citizen and government and infodemic made the situation a lot
worst. This could have been very comfortably averted by the government upon
disclosing information proactively as provided under the law, which would have
informed people of its government’s action.

At the same time it has been observed by the RTT users that during pandemic there was
no space to practice the RTI law mainly because government offices remained closed
for almost 3 months due to country wide general holiday. RTI law also provides for
individual demand of information. Information which cannot be disclosed proactively,




but access to the same can be essential to establish whether state actors are discharging
their public responsibility in just and transparent manner. During pandemic people
failed to exercise this individual right to information. Some fairly argue that like private
sector if government offices would have followed “work from home” strategy then use
of RTI would not have taken a backseat during pandemic, or the regulatory body
overseeing the work of access to information could have come up with a mechanism to
ensure people’s right to information. RTI could have been an effective tool to improve
interaction between government and people during the pandemic, paving way to
monitor government functionality by the citizen. And in doing so it would have been
proven to be finest mechanism to curb spread of disinformation/misinformation.

Covid 19 pandemic have made people wonder and brood over thousand things at the
same time in their minds, which when goes unanswered or wrongly channelized,raises
the risk of generating more rumors and misinformation. Government has to realize that
in times of such an extensive catastrophe, like the Covid-19 pandemic, people's fear,
insecurity and mistrust increases and so do their need to know what their government is
doing to meet the challenge increases. In such a situation, the most pertinent thing to do
would be to activate mechanism to ensure right to access of information by which
citizen would be able to monitor the work of government; else we will not just be
fighting an epidemic but battling against infodemic too.




Empowerment of people through Right to Information Act 2009

Md. Imam Hossain
Controller / Program Manager (CC)
BTV

Right to Information Act 2009 mandates timely response to citizen requests for
government information. The basic object of the Right to Information Act is to
empower the citizens, promote transparency and accountability in the working of the
Government, and make our democracy work for the people in real sense. It goes a
saying that an informed citizen is better equipped to keep necessary vigil on the
instruments of governance and make the government more accountable to the
governed. The Act is a big step towards making the citizens informed about the
activities of the Government.

Right to Information is generally known as freedom of information legislation, and
described as open records as in the United States (Sunshine Laws). In some countries,
these are known as freedom of information act. Available information indicates that
such laws under different names exist in more than 120 countries of the world.
Sweden's Freedom of the Press Act of 1766 is generally acknowledged as the oldest
one. In some developed democratic countries having a federal structures, individual
state has separate laws of same nature, in addition to the federal law.

Freedom of speech and opinion, and Access to Information play a crucial role in the
improvement process of any society. If people cannot express openly their ideas, views
and needs, they are often unable to contribute to the society. The right of every citizen
to speak and express freely is guaranteed under the Constitution of the People’s
Republic of Bangladesh as one of the fundamental rights (Article 39, Constitution of
The People's Republic of Bangladesh) and Right to Information is an indispensable part
of freedom of thought, conscience and speech. On the other hand, freedom of opinion
and expression is contained in articles 19 and 20 of the International Covenant on Civil
and Political Rights (ICCPR). In addition, articles 4 and 5 of the Convention on the
Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (CERD), articles 12 and 13 of the
Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), and article 21 of the Convention on the
Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD) guarantee the freedom of expression and
opinion.

Bangladesh Constitution has provision relating to freedom of thought and conscience,
freedom of speech and expression including freedom of press. These, however, are
subject to reasonable restrictions as may be imposed by law. RTI Act in Bangladesh was
principally fuelled by persistent demands from the civil society and the media made
from time to time since 2000. On 20 October 2008, the then government promulgated
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the Right to Information Ordinance 2008 (Ordinance 50 of 2008) in Bangladesh
Gazette. The preamble to the Ordinance recognizes the fact that the fundamental rights
relating to freedom of speech, thought and conscience are integral parts of Right to
Information. It further considered it expedient to promulgate the Ordinance for
empowerment of the people.

Consisting of 37 sections, the Act is divided into eight parts, each dealing with specific
aspects. These included (1) definitions, (ii) right to information, preservation, disclosure
and access. Access to as many as 20 categories of information such as state security,
secret information received from foreign government, hampering security of the
people, affecting privacy of any person, endangering life or bodies, security of any
person, any secret information supplied to help a law enforcing body by any person etc,
(111) provision for appointment of designated officials in charge of access to information
unit, (iv) establishment of Information Commission with one Principal Information
Commissioner and two other Commissioners, their powers and functions, (V)
establishing the fund of the Commission, its budget, financial independence, accounts
and audit, (vi) officials and staff of Commission, (vii) manner of disposal of complaints
and (viii) miscellaneous.

As an ordinance requires parliamentary approval within 30 days of summoning the
session of the Parliament, the said Ordinance was placed before the Jatiya Sangsad after
it was summoned. On 25 February 2009, The parliamentary standing committee for the
Ministry of Information examined the Ordinance and suggested some minor changes.
The committee recommended the changes such as dispensing with the requirement of
prior approval of the commission in cases where exemptions from disclosure are
permitted by the law, constitution of the commission within a period not exceeding 90
days, and inclusion in the commission as a member from persons qualified to be an
editor or an eminent citizen having experience in media. The bills after such
modifications was passed by the Jatiya Sangsad on 30 March 2009 and after assented
by the honourable President became the Right to Information Act 2009 (Act 20 of
2009). It repeals the earlier Ordinance but protects all actions taken under that
Ordinance.

The contemporary scenery of practicing of RTI act among the journalist communities,
both print and electronic, proves that this act is greatly helpful for investigative report
making of any vital, hot-talk or controversial issue of the state.But all quarters of people
should come forward to use this law. It is the only law, which is imposed by the
common people on the government

In fact, the RTI Act has created a common platform through which people from all
walks of lives and communities have the access to the desired and necessary




information, which are useful for them. The poor women from the slam areas to the
remotest villages and char areas are now getting desired information from government
safety net programmes including Vulnarable Group Development (VGD), Vulnarable
Group Feeding (VGF) cards, Maternal Health Cards. The working class people like
farmers, tillers and fishermen are now wanting and receiving information that is
helping them to improve their process, increase earnings. Every year victims are getting
accurate information about relief and rehabilitation measures from concern govt. and
non-govt. agencies. Climatologist and environmentalists are using RTI Act as a helpful
tool to get an eye view on finished or on-going disaster or feminine. Besides,
information commission with due support from Ministry of Information as well as
government different agencies is working towards empowerment of common people by
providing accurate and authentic information. We are hopeful that Govt is closely
helping and committed to the ideal of RTI. That will work for the success of
implementing RTI in Bangladesh in future.
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o O SLHE LT 005: IFIRA [, 7o e, e ([E7),
o TSR IS 2059 (SHIT® 29 FFA, 2039),
o www.worldometers.info/world-population/bangladesh-population/
e Worldometer (www.Worldometers.info) This list includes both countries and dependent
territories. Data based on the latest United Nations Population Division estimates .

¢ Bangladesh 2020 population is estimated at 164,689,383 people at mid year according to
UN data.
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“Transforming RTI activities from Supply side to Demand side in
Bangladesh”

Md. Omar Mostafiz
Programme Manager
Friedrich Naumann Foundation for
Freedom (FNF Bangladesh)

Good Governance is one of the core strategic themes of the work of the Friedrich
Naumann Foundation for Freedom. Thus, one of the major areas of work at FNF
Bangladesh is increasing accountability and transparency through the Right to
Information (RTT) Act and Citizen Participation.

The Right to Information (RTT) Act was notified in the Bangladesh Gazette on 06 April
2009. The act makes provisions for ensuring free flow of information and peoples’ right
to information. The freedom of thought, conscience and speech is recognized in the
Constitution as a fundamental right and the right to information is an alienable part of
it. Since all powers of the Republic belong to the people, it is necessary to ensure right
to information for their empowerment.

The Right to Information (RTI) Act 2009 in Bangladesh was created to ensure
transparency and accountability in all public, autonomous, statutory organizations, and
private organizations running on government and foreign funding. The idea is to
decrease corruption and establish good governance. Of any existing law — (a) the
provisions of providing information shall not be affected by the provisions of this Act;
and (b) the provisions of creating impediment in providing information shall be
superseded by the provisions of this Act if they become conflicting with the provisions
of this Act (Right to Information Act, 2009 — Section 3).

The Friedrich Naumann Foundation for Freedom opened its office in Dhaka,
Bangladesh in 2012 and the Information Commission is one of the key partners of FNF
Bangladesh since its inception. The Information Commission enforces and oversees the
Right to Information (RTI) Act 2009 and the rules and regulations made under the Act.
Their main functions are educating and influencing the public, resolving problems and
complaints when the rights have been breached and take legal actions against the
defaulter.

From the beginning till 2017, the activities of the Information Commission-FNF
Bangladesh was focusing mainly towards the supply side. At the very beginning, we




conducted orientation programs on RTI for the stakeholders of RTT Act. Following that,
together we organized plenty of trainings, workshops and TOTs (Training of Trainers)
on RTI Act for Information Commission officials, relevant government employees,
designated officers, and different journalist groups. We also arranged a few awareness
programs such as seminars and public fora for the citizens. Videos clips and
publications were also produced to educate the mass population.

Recent urges from the Information Commission to have more RTI requests for public
information and to increase citizen participation in good governance, FNF Bangladesh
decided to emphasize more on the demand side of RTI from late 2017. Thus, FNF
Bangladesh has also added two new partners to expand the work on RTI, Dnet and
Bangladesh NGOs Network for Radio and Communication (BNNRC).

With Dnet, we are conducting training on RTI Online Tracking System (RTIOTS) for
Information Commission officials to track the RTI request applications which are being
submitted online through the website. We are also organizing hands-on workshops
targeting youth, especially university students, so that they can become RTI
practitioners and activists. These workshops focused on how to request for information
both manually and digitally, things to do if the information provided is not satisfactory,
and common mistakes made during filing the request forms.

With BNNRC, we are arranging community dialogues on RTI in different parts of the
country through their community radios’ networks. These community dialogues are an
effort to bridge the gaps between the local people and the local government officials.
The open discussion sessions provides the perfect platform for community leaders,
public representatives, government officers from different local departments,
journalists and activists to raise issues and improve public services within the
community.

The transformation of RTT activities from Demand side to Supply side is a must needed
one to educate the general people about their right to information and the RTT Act 2009.
The programs with our partners are playing a major role in empowering the citizens to
participate in governance. Active participation from the public can play a major role in
increasing accountability and transparency of public services to establish good
governance in Bangladesh.
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