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Right to I nfor mation Act and the Role of M edia.

Information is regarded as the oxygen of democrHldgyvigorates where it percolates. If
people do not know what is happening in their dgcig the actions of those who rule them are
hidden, then they cannot take a meaningful parthm affairs of the society. Freedom of
expression, free dissemination of ideas and adodas$ormation are vital to the functioning of a
democratic government. Information is crucial fovilrant democracy and good governance as
it reflects and captures Government activities pnacesses. Access to information not only
facilitates active participation of the people imetdemocratic governance process, but also
promotes openness, transparency and accountaipiliédgiministration. ‘Right to Information’
(RTI), the right of every citizen to access infotmaa held by or under the control of public
authorities, can thus be an effective tool for ustgein good governance.

The major characteristics of good governance articyation, rule of law, transparency,
responsiveness, equity and inclusiveness, effewss&g efficiency, accountability, strategic
vision and consensus-orientation. Transparency séhat decisions are taken openly and
enforced as per rules and regulations. It requirasinformation is freely available and directly
accessible to those who will be affected by suatisitens and their enforcement. It also means
that enough information is provided to all the stadiders in easily understandable forms and
media to enable their meaningful participation iecidion making processes. Accountability
means that public institutions and functionariee answerable to the people and to their
institutional stakeholders. In general, an orgaiomaor an institution should be accountable to
those who will be affected by its decisions or@utsi. Accountability cannot be enforced without
a regime of transparency.

A direct relationship exists between right to Imh@tion, informed citizenry and good
governance. The Right to Information provides etig the opportunity of being informed of
what the Government does for them, why and howo#sdit. Good governance provides a
platform that enables government functionaries foerate efficiently, effectively and
transparently and be accountable to the publictleir actions. It aims to put an end to
inconsistent government practices and helps inbksténg a responsive State. Public
participation in Government, respect for the ruléagv, freedom of expression and association,
transparency and accountability, legitimacy of Gaweent, and the like, which are the core
values of good governance, can be realised onhgeifight to information is implemented in the
right spirit. Right to information is the hallmadk good governance.

Media and Development

The media can make a real difference to the livggor and disadvantaged people by:

» making people more aware of their rights andtientients;

* enabling people to have access to governmentamges, schemes and benefits;

» making people more aware of political issues @pitbns and helping to stimulate debate;

* educating the public on social, economic andremvhental issues;

 drawing attention to institutional failings — coption, fraud, waste, inefficiency, cronyism,
nepotism, abuse of power and the like;

« fostering exchange of best practices, knowledgeurces, access to better technology, and to
better choices;
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* creating pressure for improved government peréorce, accountability and quality, for
example in service delivery; and

* providing a discursive space for citizens to alijale with other actors in the governance
process.

The three main areas through which the media c&® maignificant impact on
development and poverty reduction are:
1) Empowerment

Media has a definite role to play in the empowerr@citizens. It gives voice to the
needs and aspirations of the people and provide® thiccess to relevant information. When
people lack a voice in the public arena, or actessformation on issues that affect their lives,
and if their concerns are not reasonably reflegtedhe public domain, their capacity to
participate in democratic processes is undermined.

Media, in all its varied forms, has opened up tbteptial for new forms of participation.
The access to information and accessibility of imfation has increased with growth of print and
electronic media and the Internet. Thus, the valpler and marginalized sections of the society
such as the poor, women, weaker sections and godisadvantaged are also using the media to
make their voices heard.

2) Social Awareness & Action

The potential of mass media to be effectively erygibto enhance social awareness is
unquestionable. The media can be effective in nbt preserving freedom but also extending it.
The news media plays a decisive role in establgshidiscursive space for public deliberations
over social issues. The formative influence of thedia on public attitudes, thoughts and
perceptions is fundamental to the process of citeaegagement in public dialogue.

Giving a voice to the poor also entails giving theor people adequate opportunities to
take initiatives for overcoming their problems. Thnedia, through its role in shaping public
awareness and action, can be a critical factoadilifating sustainable development and poverty
reduction.

3) Good Governance

Good governance is recognized as central to powegglication, and a free media is a
necessary condition for good governance. As anrnmdition conduit between corporations,
government, and the populace, the media acts ast@eog against government malfeasance,
while at the same time fostering greater transggrand accountability.

The media monitors public service delivery and regpon key issues to the public at
large, and in this process exerts pressure on q@uidrvice providers. By highlighting
institutional failings to guard against and indiinal successes for replication, the media creates
the right framework of incentives for good goveroan

A free press is integral to good governance. & lg¢ople voice diverse opinions on
governance and reform, expose corruption and malpes and help build public consensus to
bring about change. It monitors basic public serdelivery and promotes human development.
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Last but not the least, it educates the publiclantiis public awareness on key socio-economic
issues.

The World Association of Newspapers (WAN), the glbbrganisation of the world’s
press has long argued that a free and unfetteresk ps a positive force for accelerated and
equitable socio-economic development. It held that predominance of free and independent
press accompanies economic growth and human deweldp In countries with free press,
human development indicators such as school enealinteacher-pupil ratio, pupil performance,
infant mortality, maternal mortality, nutritionatasus of women and children etc. tend to fare
better than countries with restrictions on presd fieedom of information. The work of the
Nobel Laureate, Amartya Sen has even establishdidkabetween active media and the
avoidance of disasters like famines. The role oflima@s a watchdog of the government and the
corporate sector, a transmitter of new ideas afwnmation, a voice of the poor, a safeguard
against the abuse of power and neglect of the Ibpaialnerable, and a builder of public
consensus to bring about change is pervasive.

As experience has shown, the independence of tiiianoan be fragile and easily
compromised. It is clear that to support developntiie® media needs the right environment - in
terms of freedoms, capacities, and checks and tedahe Right to Information regime does
give the media that critical support.

Right to Information and Role of Media

Article 19 of the Universal Declaration of HumargRis adopted by the United Nations states:
“Everyone has the right to freedom of opinion angression; this right includes freedom to
hold opinions without interference and to seek,eree and impart information and ideas
through any media and regardless of frontiérs

The short section on media in the Plan of Action9fGtates thatThe media ..... have an
essential role in the development of the Inforrmaociety and are recognised as an important
contributor to freedom of expression and pluratifynformation’

In fact, mass media is the most important vehide ihformation, knowledge and
communication in a democratic polity:

a) They are pervasive and play a significant raleshaping societies; they provide the
public sphere of information and debate that ersabteial and cultural discourse, participation
and accountability.

b) They are the most accessible, cost-effectivevaddspread source of information and
platform for expression.

Information is power. The media can play a crugiale in building an inclusive
Information Society based on knowledge power asddistribution. For media to fulfill its
potential, actions are required in three key areas:

1. To protect and extend media freedom and indegreagd and rights of access to
information;
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2. To actively develop the potential of media toyude information, a forum for debate
on topics of public interest, cultural expressiom apportunity to communicate, especially to
the poor and marginalised,;

3. To strengthen the capacity of media to promatkleelp build an Information Society
— raising awareness, channelling civil society @wns, debating policies and holding
government, private sector and civil society actabie.

Traditional systems of information access in Indéve made journalists dependent on
sources they must cultivate. Whether bureaucrasoliticians, much depends on the privilege
and patronage of the individual source. Such malatiips of patronage not only make journalists
depend on very feudal relationships, it often makesn use the information regardless of its
veracity.

An RTI regime can enable credible, evidence-basedactual reporting on key issues of
public interest. It can enable the media to expnakadministration, corruption and inefficiency
and to propagate stories and instances relatingacmountability, transparency, effective
administration and good governance. By using theART, the media can play an important role
in highlighting issues related to public servicéivday and the efficacy and accountability of
public officials.

Under the RTI Act, the journalists & reportersdliitizens, can:

* Demand from the Government information pertairtm@ny of its departments

* Demand photocopies of Government contracts, pagnestimates, measurements of
engineering works etc.

* Demand from the Government certified samples atiemial used in the construction of roads,
drains, buildings etc.

» Demand to inspect any public development work thay be still under construction or
completed

* Demand to inspect Government documents - corgirudrawings, records books, registers,
quality control reports etc.

» Demand status of requests or complaints, dettisne delays, action taken on Information
Commission’s decisions etc.

The media can play a constructive role in the goaece process by:-

» Catalyzing Effective Implementation of the Act: As the ‘fourth pillar of democracy’, the
media not only has an important stake in what thé At purports to provide and achieve, but
also in catalyzing and entrenching the implemeoitatind enforcement of this significant piece
of legislation.

* Providing Information to the Citizens and Building Awareness on the Act: Despite the
provisions that have been made to access informatitzens resort to media like newspapers,
radio, television etc. for day to day informatidmoat public authorities and their activities. The
media provides a link between the citizens andrtlggivernment. The media’s right to
information or right to tell is not a special ptege but rather, an aspect of the public’s right to
know. The media should fulfill this obligation.



RTI Cell,
ATI, Kohima.

» Giving Voice to the Citizens: As part of the civil society, the media has an gddion to
articulate the needs and aspirations of the pedjdeng the Act, the media can highlight key
issues faced by the citizens, particularly thosedeby the poor and voiceless.

* Acting as a Watchdog on behalf of the Citizens: The best service that the media can provide
to the public, whether in a mature or emerging deay, is that of a community watchdog.
Journalists should see and perform their role ke mind public interest. Using RTI, the
media can expose corruption and inefficiency. Havewn performing a watchdog role and
digging out the truth, journalists should be caréfunterpreting facts and evidence.

It is important that the media plays the role ofremmest broker of information for its
readers without deliberate bias or favouritism. Tinedia must consider its independence to be
its most valuable commercial, editorial and morsded. Maintaining its independence through
professional behaviour and a code of conduct thaubscribed to by all journalists, the media
can be a powerful user of the RTI Act and an af@nthe empowerment of people through an
Information Society. The objective of the Act tohas in a practical regime of right to
information cannot be attained without a proactile played by the media.

Suggested Areasfor Action by the Media

The following section provides cues for the mediause the RTI Act in discharging the
following roles:

* In monitoring implementation of the Act

* In reporting on the effectiveness & efficiencypfblic service delivery

* In highlighting corruption and fraud related issu

* In highlighting citizen grievances

* In highlighting significant cases or efforts mduneorganisations/individuals on RTI.

However, it needs to be noted that the suggestas are selective and are provided only
to guide the media to effectively use the RTI Aciyisions.

M edia Role: Monitor | mplementation of the Act.

Appropriate Gover nment

» Have appropriate rules been framed? Are thepimiamance with the spirit of the Act?

* Is there a centralised monitoring mechanism? Vglistems have been put in place to monitor
the implementation of the Act?

 What efforts have been made to sensitise and tgmvernment servants and elected
representatives?

» What public education and mass awareness aeBui@ve been undertaken?

» Has the government developed and published usédegfor citizens on the RTI Act?

* What actions have been undertaken to ensure camepl with the Act and Rules by public
authorities?

Public Authorities
* Have PIOs, APIOs, Appellate Officers been appafit Has a directory of PIOs, APIOs,
Appellate Officers been compiled and is it avaiaiol the public domain?
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* Are public authorities setting up proper systeshsecords management that involves proper
indexing, cataloguing and maintenance of records?

* How is IT being used in records management gdint public authorities?

» Have all public authorities made suo motu disstesunder section 4 (1) (b) of the Act? Are
these documents available widely through varioumnokls and easily available to the public?
What is the quality of such disclosure?

* Are all relevant facts being published while fafating or announcing key policies?

* Are reasons provided for administration or gyadieial decisions to affected persons?

* What efforts have been made to sensitise andl finactionaries on the Act?

» What public education and mass awareness aeBwi@ve been undertaken?

 What actions have been undertaken to ensure camopl with the Act and Rules by
functionaries?

» Whether disposal of requests for information &nst appeals are following the time limits
stipulated under the Act~?

* Details of applications rejected (or partial imf@tion withheld) by Public Information Officers

* Details of ‘third party’ information provided &eekers

* Amount of charges collected by each public authemder the Act;

* Particulars of penalties paid by erring Publifoimation Officers

* Particulars of disciplinary action taken agaioficers in respect of administration of the Act;

* What systems have been put in place to moni®irtiplementation of the Act?

I nformation Commissions

* Disposal of Complaints and Appeals and qualieatimalysis;

* Specific case studies on appeals and complaints

* Directions to Public Authorities to comply withcAprovisions;

* Decisions requiring public authorities to compescomplainants

 Imposition of Penalties and recommendation otPigary Action against PIOs - Description
of cases and lessons for the future;

* Recommendations made to Government for effeatiydementation of the Act;

* Key findings from the Commission’s Annual Report

Media Role: Report on Effectiveness & Efficiency of Public Service Delivery

Asking Right Questions. Some Examples

Public Distribution System

» Verification of the number and details of benigfites

* Stock verification exercise - assess the towtksteceived by the fair price shop, total stock
distributed, balance available

» Supply verification to assess the total salerof/izions to crosscheck whether all cardholders
received the rations provided to them as per entiints

» Whether list of BPL cardholders is displayedret tair price shop

» Whether list of commodities and rates fixed bg Bovernment are displayed for public

scrutiny

» Examination of other registers supplied by C&ipplies Officer/Mandal Revenue Officer.

* Functioning of fair price shops — days open, wagkhours, stock availability etc.
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Integrated Child Development Scheme (ICDS)

* Registration of beneficiaries

* Attendance of children and anganwadi teacher

» Growth monitoring of children and pregnant women
* Participation in immunization

* Provision of Vitamin-A solution to children

» Supplemental nutrition

* Early childhood care and development (0-3 years)
* Pre-school education ( 2-5 years)

* Health check-up

» Enrolment in primary schools after completing-pchool
» Implementation of Citizen’s Charter etc.

Primary Health Services subject to exemptionsunder section 8(1)

* Attendance of medical officer and other stafthe PHC

* Field visits of the PHC staff

» Supervisory visits undertaken by other healtlcafs

» Stock registers of medicines with dates of premant, expiry dates of medicines etc.
* Number of outpatients treated

» Maintenance of safety pits in the centre

* Number of surgeries conducted and their sucass r

* Immunisation achieved as against the Action Plan

* Inspection of vaccines in the cold chain (refregers)

* Inspection of safety measures followed by th# staegular medical treatment
* Maintenance of counterfoils on immunizations

* Inspection of other relevant registers

» Implementation of Citizen’s Charter etc.

Primary Education subject to exemptions under section 8(1)

* Attendance of teachers (Teacher Attendance Reg)st

* Attendance of students (Pupil Attendance Reg¥ter

» Teaching standards in the schools (Curriculumaaily lessons)

* Enrolment and drop-out rate of students (boyis/)gir

» Academic performance of schools

* Implementation of Mid-Day Meal Programme

* Infrastructure standards in the schools (Classg black boards, teaching aids, equipments,
toilets — general and girls etc.)

Land Records

* Land title (Private ownership)

* Land allotted to institutions

* Details of lands under Government/trusts/tempeglartment authorities etc.
* Agriculture land records

* Forest land records

 Lands under public domain

* Details of persons who are in illegal possessidand and their status
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 Lands acquired for rehabilitating communities#ateéd people
 Lands assigned to weaker sections, their devetmpind use etc.

Environmental Protection

» Details of forest and natural resources, endatggpecies etc.

* Levels of environmental pollution

* Records relating to public safety and thresheletls of pollution

* Inspection of industrial units and trades that potentially environment sensitive
* Environmental clearances

Public Works

 Contractual procedure

* Rate at which work awarded

* Basis for decision to undertake this work

* Contract clauses for work monitoring & completion
» Status of work

» Work monitoring

» Copy of sketch of each work

* Inspection of work

» Samples of materials used in work undertaken

Useof MP/MLA Local Area Development Scheme Funds

* Details of all the works awarded during the yeart of the MP/MLA Constituency
Development Scheme viz. type of work, name of ageamount sanctioned, rate at which work
awarded, date of commencement, date of complebasis for decision to undertake the work,
status of work etc (Please check mplads.nic.inredfibng an RTI Application. The information
may already be available on the web).

Media Role: Highlight Corruption - related | ssues

* Details of complaints of corruption received @hd nature of allegations against each one of
them subject to exemptions under section &.

* Copies of the complaints

* List of complaints that were closed without anyastigation and reasons.

* List of complaints closed after investigation aiapies of enquiry reports on the basis of which

the complaints were closed.

» Cases where penal action has been initiated eradglof penal action initiated.

» Cases where criminal complaints have been filedl their status. Cases that are pending and
expected timeline for investigation to be completed

Media Role: Highlight Citizen Grievances

» List of all the grievances received from the peiloluring the year or quarter and copies of the
grievances.

* Action taken on each grievance

* Time limits for each grievance to be resolvegeasrules/Citizen’s Charter

 Penalty prescribed against the officials if tlaeynot adhere to these time limits
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* Reasons for delay in resolution of the grievanketson taken against the officials in each case
of delay

Media Role: Highlight significant Cases or Efforts made by Organisations, RTI
Champions & Citizens

» Publicity stories on cases where citizens managedccess information revealing public
inefficiency or corruption

* Publicity stories on successful appeals to Infation Commission

* Publicity stories on cases where information wasngly withheld by P1Os

* Publicity stories on specific decisions by Infation Commissions.

* Profiles of organizations promoting RTI

* Personality stories on Information Commissiongrspminent personalities and activists
involved in the RTI campaign

» Write-ups on Right to Information in general

» Significant initiatives undertaken by civil sofyieorganizations and community based
organizations

* Editorials

* Social Audit Case Studies

Reporting Social Audit

RTI is the single most significant law which enhasithe scope of social audit of public
policies and programmes to hold public officialgially accountable. The Act secures for every
citizen the enforceable right to know, examine,iaudview and assess Government activities
and decisions and also ensure that these are tansigith the principles of public interest,
probity and justice. By securing access to relevafdrmation and knowledge, the citizens
would be able to assess Government performanceantidipate in and influence the process of
policy formulation and programme implementationytigalarly on issues relating to public
service delivery.

Using the RTI Act, the civil society including thieedia can facilitate social audit of
Government processes, activities, programmes, sshatt., and help improve public service
delivery and the efficacy and accountability of |jlnfficials. They can use the RTI Act to
inspect various processes, programmes and schefmasy qoublic authority. They can even
examine the works undertaken by any Government iD@pat at any stage and draw samples of
materials that are in use. They can also colledt\arify records, documents and samples of
particular works undertaken by the Government. ieelia can play a key role in publicising the
results of social audit.

Social audit of the implementation of the Natiofalral Employment Guarantee Act,
2005 is legally mandated (Section 17). The RTI Aah be used as an effective tool for
undertaking social audit of the implementation loé tNREGA. In this context, civil society
organizations including the media, can inspect ratorg records that are maintained by the
Gram Panchayats and seek information and explanfban the concerned. They can verify the
following facts:

» Whether the Gram Sabha was involved in the ifieation of works in the village?

» Was there transparency in the process of regjmtra
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» Was there transparency in the issuance of jotis@ar

» Whether applications were processed as per tigelgues?

» Was there transparency in the sanction of works?

» Was there transparency in the implementationaka?

» Whether quality was maintained in the work?

* Whether wages were paid on time according tartbasurements?

» Whether payments for all the bills have been fiade

» Whether prescribed worksite facilities were madailable to the workers?

* Whether measurement, check measurement, andtyguaintrol inspection data
recorded tally with the actuals on ground?
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(Courtesy: Excerpt from “The Right to InformationtA2005 - A Guide for Media” published by
Centre for Good Governance (CGG), Hyderabad - 5@0@3dhra Pradesh)
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