[image: image1.jpg]A B O ARBR BT S I

NATIONAL CAMPAIGN FOR PEOPLE’S
RIGHT TO INFORMATION

C 17AMUNIRKA, NEW DELHI 110 067
Tel: +91 (0)11 26178048, Fax: +91 (0)11 26168759, www.righttoinformation.info





Third National RTI Convention (Shillong) – March 11, 2011 (Day 2)

Day two of the National RTI Convention started with a plenary on “Reclaiming Democracy: The Power of Information and the Accountability of Power”, chaired by James Lygdoh (Former Chief Election Commissioner), Harsh Mander (Human Rights Activists and Member, NAC), Trilochan Sastry (Dean, IIM-Bangalore and Founding Member, ADR), Usha Ramanathan (Law Researcher), Sowmya Kidambi (Director, Social Audit, Govt of Andhra Pradesh), Satyanand Mishra (Chief Information Commissioner), Manoj Mitta (Senior Editor, ToI) along with an open Q&A with Justice Verma (Former Chief Justice of India). 

Commencing with a question answer session, Justice J.S Verma in response to a question on how does one challenge the judiciary and the decision making process, stated that he supported complete transparency in the judiciary. “We (in the judiciary) are supposed to tell everyone how to behave and we should lead by example.” He opined that the privacy of a person vested with public power gets considerably reduced. He also expressed his surprise at the High Court decision on the Binayak Sen case and hoped that the Supreme Court would set the verdict right

Usha Ramanathan:  Cautioned that the Indian State is embarking on a number of projects whose aims and objectives contrary and almost opposite of the RTI. To make people involuntary transparent to the state instead of vice versa. This kind of transparency of the individual can lead to tracking, profiling, and convergence. UID, NATGRID, NPR, DNA profiling bill, Pubic Information Infrastructure etc are all such projects. Highlighted the need for legislation to safeguard legitimate individual privacy. 

Trilochan Shastri (ADR): Said that discussions on RTI are essentially about that kind of society we want to build for ourselves, and that positive engagement with government is necessary, similar to Mahatma Gandhi, who fought without ever being abusive, or “crucifying public authority”. Highlighted the need to stem corruption in elections, where corruption is rampant and with wide repercussions for our democracy. 

Manoj Mitta: Providing an ‘outsider’s view’, senior editor with Times of India, Manoj Mitta termed the passing of the RTI Act as a silent coup, which powers that be are still uneasy about. Speaking of the limits within which the media operates as far as its own transparency is concerned, he termed the media a schizophrenic institution which is called the fourth estate, a civil society institution on the one hand as well as a corporate engaged in ‘infotainment’ or a market driven brand on the other. “We need to evolve a strategy as to how to push the corporate leviathan that the media is,” he said.     

Harsh Mandar: RTI has been the most significant development in public administration, and has altered Indian democracy and the power relations between the State and the governed. RTI re-establishes people’s sovereignty. Also that RTI has been an important tool in the context of the Gujarat carnage by allowing people access to police statements (eg witness accounts).

Sowmya Kidambi: Spoke about the social audits in AP for NREGA, where more than a lakh youth from the villages have been trained in social audit techniques. Social audits have proved to be an excellent platform for the poor to give feedback on the entitlements meant for them. Said that the AP experience proved that state support is imperative for transparency and accountability. The state must hold itself responsible if anything goes wrong. Independent task forces should be created in other states as in AP. And investigation within 24 hours should be made mandatory. 

Following the plenary, the delegates split into 18 parallel workshops for the first part of tripartite discussions on the full gamut of issues facing the country today. Workshops discussed the implementation of RTI, Judicial Accountability, environment, human rights, discrimination, natural resources, self governance, social audits, youth, media, social services and entitlements, electoral politics, right to food, agriculture, corporations and other private bodies, education, UID and other new information regimes, north east institutions.

The second plenary session was on “Peoples’ Power: RTI and the Movements”: Harsh Mander (Human Rights Activists and Member, NAC), Bah Jo Marwein (Meghalaya RTI Movement) Kavita Srivastav (General Secretary, PUCL), Kamayani Swamy (Activist, Bihar), Vrinda Grover (Advocate, Delhi High Court), Paul Diwakar (Dalit Rights Activist), Tripurari Sharma (National School of Drama), Annie Raja (National Federation of Indian Women), Ramalingam Raju (National Alliance for People’s Movements). Highlights are as under:
Bah Jo Marwein: Talked of his struggle to bring transparency to the traditional chiefs, who exercise a lot of a power in some Eastern states. 

Kavita Srivastav: Spoke of the urgent need for a model of development with equity, justice and peace, and that RTI is a tool to that end. Closed with the need for transparency of people’s movements to work in parallel with the demand for accountability and transparency of the State and corporations. 

Ramalingam Raju: Said that the pervasive corruption spoke less of the culprits but the people themselves, who are not fighting for their rights. The citizens of many Arab states are fighting for democracy yet despite India being democracy, the citizens of India were being looted with impunity. He exhorted everyone to struggle for their rights since a lot of time was 

Kamayani Swamy: Spoke of the need for the collective use of information obtained through RTI to promote accountability. 

Vrinda Grover: Spoke that the right to life is the most basic and important right yet in “conflict areas”, human rights are violated with impunity by the State. Emphasized the need to expand the scope of RTI by bringing in armed forces, where human rights violations are rampant. 

Subhash Aggarwal: Hailed the RTI Act as historic, and that the history of the country could be divided into two, Pre-RTI and Post-RTI, with the RTI Act being legislation for common people, which led for the first time to initiate judicial accountability. Spoke of the need to bring the private sector under the ambit of RTI. 

Paul Diwakar: Said that a lot of Ambedkar right activists did not initially embrace the RTI however realized soon that the efforts of people could be saved since a simpler remedy is available. A simple RTI has the power of at least 1000 people on the street, and much less messy. Cited example of diversion of Rs 678 crores money from the Rs 740 crores Special Fund for Scheduled Castes for the Commonwealth Games, which was exposed through RTI forcing the government to promise recompense. 

Tripurari Sharma: Said that the ability to question is often hierarchical and thus the asking of questions transforms power relations. Also underlined the importance of political culture since in any creative expressions, the personal and the public become intertwined. 

Annie Raja: Spoke of the need to take RTI to the grassroots since majority of the people are still unaware. Also spoke of the power of the RTI in getting people access to their entitlements, which is a predominant concern of poor women as opposed to important but perhaps esoteric concerns of higher politics and corruption. 

Throughout the plenaries, speakers congratulated the organizers for a very well organized conference, and the importance of holding it in the North East. 

The day ended with “Le Marchale”, a play on AFSPA and other cultural programs.

All plenary speeches have been recorded. Videos will be uploaded on YouTube and the NCPRI website (www.righttoinfo.info) 
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