
A firebrand
activist Shailesh
Gandhi gave up
his successful
business to take
up social cause.
He has been very
actively pursuing
the cause of Right
to Information
(RTI) and trying
to create
awareness about
the potential of
the Act among the
masses. He spoke
to Manas
Shrivastava about
the status of the
RTI Act in India
and what it holds
for the future.

Can you briefly tell us about yourself

and also when and why did you

decide to take up RTI as a cause?

I am an engineer from I IT. I was running

a successful business of my own. About

10-15 years ago, I felt that I must do

something socially relevant. I realised

that there is so much corruption in

the country and so many wrong things

happening. We cannot blame anybody

else except ourselves for all these

wrongs. Therefore, we only have to

correct it, nobody is going to do it for

us. As it was difficult to pursue a social

cause along with my profession, I sold

my business. As I began utilising RTI, I

realised its potential to bring changes

in the system.

It has been nearly two and half years

since the implementation of RTI Act.

What has been its impact?

Though the impact is there, it will still

take nearly four to five years for the

Act to become widespread and its

impact to be more visible. As of now,

the awareness is more in educated and

elite class and in urban areas. The

effect of the Act is visible in villages

also but it is comparatively much less

than in cities. In Maharashtra alone,

last year, 1.5 lakh applications were

filed and now, about 12,000

applications are filed every month,

which shows that awareness is

building up. The figures are over one

lakh RTI applications in 2006 and over

three lakhs in 2007.

How are common people utilising the

Act? Can you give a few recent

examples where it has been

successfully used?

People are using it in their everyday

life. Suppose if they apply for ration

card and do not get a reply in a

reasonable amount of time, they can

file an RTI application demanding to

know the progress on their application

and they will definitely get a quick reply.

One of my friends had applied to the

Income Tax Department for refund but

didn't get any reply for sometime. He

filed an RTI application and got refund

quickly. Similarly, a senior citizen was

not getting the revised pension. On my

suggestion he filed an RTI application

and got his revised pension within four

to five weeks. There are many such

instances where common people have

benefited by the Act.

There are many citizens who are

still not aware about RTI. Can you

share with them as to how and on

what occasions can an RTI

application be filed?

Since all the money that goes to the

government belongs to the citizens,

they own the government. Therefore,

to get information is the fundamental

right of every citizen. Nobody can

question you as to why you need the

information. If you ask for information

they have to give it to you. Now the

question is who will give information?

The public authorities are supposed to

give information. As per the RTI Act,

all public authorities and administrative

offices will have to appoint public

information officers who are supposed

to provide information to the citizens.

The citizen just needs to identify the

public authority from whom he needs

information and write to the public

information officers at any of the

administrative offices. Within 30 days

the public information officer has to

give him the information. According to

the Act, no forms are required. At the

most there can be a format which can

be followed to seek information. The



application fee is very nominal and the

cost for providing information is two

rupees per page. There is a unique

provision in this Act which makes it

work. If within 30 days the public

information officer doesn't give you the

information he will have to pay a

penalty of Rs. 250 per day and the

maximum penalty is Rs. 25000.

It seems the government is finding it

too cumbersome to carry the Act

forward and is making attempts to steer

clear of it. Your comments please.

This is not an administrative problem

or problem of resources. This is an

attitudinal issue. Suddenly if something

new comes up even if you don't disagree

with it, sometimes mentally you find

it difficult to adjust to it. Therefore,

the problem of the government is a

psychological problem. The Supreme

Court itself says that it is a

fundamental right to seek information.

Attitudes don't change by laws. But

with public pressure, the government

is forced to act and as awareness

grows, the pressure on government

will increase exponentially.

What are the major bottlenecks in the

success of the RTI movement? How

can these be removed?

As I said, the major hurdle is attitude.

To some extent citizen's apathy and

diffidence too but these are temporary

issues. The main threat to RTI comes

from Information Commissions who

have a huge backlog of cases and their

disposal rate is very slow. This is one

single factor which can derail the whole

Act. Right now the pendency with

Central Information Commission is upto

six to eight months, in Maharashtra it

is upto two years, and in most states

the pendency is becoming longer.

Average citizen will not wait for one to

two years for information. If we cannot

change this then we have a serious

problem. But otherwise I don't see any

threat to the Act.

There have been several reports of

neglect in replying to RTI applications

on the part of information

commissioners. What can be done in

such cases?

Largely it should not happen. I have

been trying to pursue the

commissioners to streamline their work

but if it doesn't happen in this manner

we are going to get into the agitation

mode. If they don't expedite the process

we will use strategies like direct public

pressure, media build up,

demonstrations and agitations. I think

media and public will have to start

hammering at the information

commissioners explaining to them that

this is not acceptable. May be it will

change only with public pressure. If

things don't change, we intend to adopt

an aggressive strategy in Maharashtra

in the next few months.

It is believed that the phone-in system

instituted in Bihar can make the

process of filing RTI application much

easier. What do you think?

As a concept this system is good. In

practice what we are finding today is

that even when you seek information

in writing, there is enough confusion.

So far I haven't got a definite evidence

that in Bihar the system is working

well. There is a lot of confusion in what

is being communicated and what is

being written there. I feel it is slightly

futuristic at this moment. Even written

applications are not getting as good a

response as they should because of the

attitude problem.

It has also been argued that requests

for information will clog and

ultimately jam the bureaucratic

machine. Do you agree?

It is a sign of vibrant democracy when

people ask questions and the

government answers. The main problem

is a bad system. Record keeping is a

complete disaster and the government

acts without any rules and regulations

in our country. These things will have

to change even if it means employing

more people. If record keeping doesn't

improve, our system cannot become

better. This issue needs to be

addressed. It is my guess that in India

in the last one year some 20 lakh RTI

applications have been filed. In the next

three years, it is likely to go up by 8-10

times. In America whose population is

about 30 crores, four mill ion

applications were filed in 2004. We

have a population four times of America.

If RTI is not throttled, India will see

over one crore RTI applications by 2010.

Do you see any possibility of the Act

getting misused as it happened in case

of PILs (Public Interest Litigations)?

Frankly PIL misuse is not a misuse. It

became a misuse because courts

started taking up absolutely silly PILs.

They should take up only genuine PILs.

Courts have not shown any rationality

or wisdom in taking up PIL cases. As

far RTI is concerned the possibility of

misuse is minimum because it is simply

a matter of giving information. It's a

matter of keeping your records properly.

But certainly there will always be some

rogues. You take any law whether it is

dowry or sexual harassment or any

human activity, there is always

somebody to misuse it. It's a part and

parcel of human activities. But the fact

is that most citizens are not rogues. •
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