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There have been some disconcerting
developments on the right to infor-
mation front. In February and March,
leading RTI activists set up a kiosk
outside the office of the Centrd Infor-
mation Commission (CIC), inviting RTI
applicantstofilecomplaintsif they were
rieved with CIC verdicts.
~ With banners asking 'Have you got
Jlustlcefrom CIC?, one could sense the
atent hostility between CIC and RTI
applicants. CIC should have welcomed
complaints against it for a possible
review of the cases. Activists later
claimed that during the 40 days of
their campaign they
received asmany as 200
complaints, of which
they had taken 36 to
high court and were
exploring possibilities
of chalenging more.

Both sides have
squandered opportuni-
ties to learn from each
other. Neither sidehas [
been able to appreciate
that CIC and activists
are fdlow travellers.
Whereas the activists
work a the ground
level, CIC isthe delivery system at the
apex. Only by synergising the two can
thefull potential of RTI Act beredlised.

Amidst this tension, some respon-
dentsand applicants have moved courts
in an effort to frustrate the RTI Act.
According to one estimate, at the
present rate of disposal of pending
cases, it would take courts more than
J0yearstoclearthebacklog. Why should
they takeon theadditional burden of RTI
caseswhen CIC isaquasi-judicial body?
As for those who argue that courts
can provide a corrective to faulty CIC
judgments, areweto assumethat courts
do not make mistakes? Members of the
judiciary are also human. Today, high
courts are only too ready to entertain
writsagainst CIC decisions.

CIC, however, lackstheinfrastructure
to effectively fight its cases in courts.
It does not have a strong legal team to
contest its cases, many of them posted
outside Ddhi in high'courts. Thereis
no case where CIC has registered its
presence at the time of admission.

With long dates being given for
hearings, the only ones to benefit are

]g)fficids of public authorities runrp]ig%
or cover agalnst tiesimposedont
under thag??TI Act. Public authorities
continuewiththeir preRTI mindset. This
situation only undermines the common
man'sfaith in the new Act.

Instead of involving courts, CIC
shouldreview itsown cases. Whilecourts
would seem to provide cover to public
authorities, CIC members are under
pressure not only from courts and
public authorities, but also from unrea-
sonable appdlants. A CIC member was
nearly assaulted by alady appellant when
hisorder did not ssemto go in her favour.

Another applicant blamed amember
for caste bias, even as the member
insisted that he was
not aware of the caste
of the applicant. In yet
another case, a lady
PIO blamed acommis-
sioner for communal
and gender hias.

In these instances,
themediaplayed upthe
charges even without
taking the commis-
sioner's point of view.
While the media has
covered important CIC
decisions, it has not
woken up to the poten-
tial of the Act to introduce elements
of transparency and accountability in
administration and contain corruption.
It has refrained from bringing wide-
spread corrlégyon to light. Properl
utilised, the RTI Act can perhaps worl
as dfectively as sting operations.
~ Themediahasfaledto take up socid
issues which could result in bringing
about s%_stemlc changes, one of the
major objectives of the RTI Act. The
law is arguably the single most
powerful piece of legidation enacted in
Independent India

RTlI has raised the hopes and
aspirations of people. Applications
under RTI law haveincr inamost
geometrica proportions. If CIC continues
to be under siege from activists, courts
and the media, it will only serve the
bureaucracy's pur':)ose of crippling CIC
by creating ajungle of hurdles.

Inthe ceof proper support from
the government, CIC may well tread
on a path that would render the RTI
movement ineffectud.

The writer ismember, Central Information
Commission.
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