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RTI Made Toothless

Courtesy: The Hindu

The Right to Information Bill, as tabled in Parliament on December 23, 2004, is a mutilated and toothless version of its original and bold draft prepared by the National Advisory Council (NAC) and submitted to the government in August last year. 

‘Right to information’, by its very construction, suggests that ‘someone’ on the other end is hiding information. The vested interests run deep, far and wide, up and down the hierarchy. Since information ultimately dictates power, and everyone is fighting for a share in the pie, the stakes are high. 

The need for a national law on right to information was mooted by the National Campaign for People’s Right to Information (NCPRI), formed in 1996 by a group of citizens of repute and experience. The draft prepared by the NCPRI along with the Press Council of India after wide consultations found its way to Parliament four years later during the National Democratic Alliance (NDA) regime, watered down beyond recognition as the Freedom of Information Bill. This was passed in 2002 but the Act was not notified, so it never came into force. 

However, one might say in all fairness that this time around, the story has a slightly different script. On August 16, 2004, the NAC under Sonia Gandhi’s chairpersonship submitted to the government 36 amendments to the Freedom of Information (FoI) Act, 2002.

The four fundamental principles these amendments rested on were: the principle of maximum disclosure and minimum exemptions consistent with constitutional provisions; the principle of deterrent penalties, for failure to provide information as per the law; the principle of independent appeal; and, the principle of wide and easy accessibility.

Hectic parleys and negotiations both within the government and without ensued. It was finally decided that the Act should be repealed, not amended, and an entirely fresh Bill be brought to Parliament.

Around the first week of December, a new Right to Information Bill was drawn up by the Department of Personnel and Training (DoPT).  Its major drawback was that it gave blanket exemption to intelligence and security agencies in the case of information pertaining to ”alleged violations of human rights, to the life and liberty of human beings and to the allegations of corruption”.

