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Third National RTI Convention (Shillong) – March 12, 2011 (Day 3)

The concluding day of the Third National RTI Convention began with energetic movement songs in the morning. The plenary opened with Dhiraj Srivastav, PS to Mrs. Gandhi reading out a letter from UPA Chairperson, Mrs. Sonia Gandhi to Aruna Roy expressing her support for the Convention. Aruna Roy highlighted the pivotal role and support of Mrs Gandhi in both enacting the RTI Act and also protecting it against retrogressive amendments. The opening plenary chaired by Aruna Roy consisted of Former Chief Justice of Delhi High Court, Justice Shah (Chief Guest), Bah GP Wahlang (Former Chief Information Commissioner, Meghalaya), Arvind Kejriwal (Activist and Magsaysay Awardee), Venkatesh Nayak (Commonwealth Human Rights Initiative), Amitabh Mukhopadhyay (DG, CAG), Saikat Datta (Journalist, Outlook).
Justice Shah spoke eloquently about the need for judicial transparency in a democracy. Justice Shah emphasized that secrecy is a preserve of dictatorship. Information is power, and the RTI Act a “veritable brahmastra” in the hands of the people. He reasserted that the Judiciary should come under RTI. Highlighted that our democracy is being attacked, and that the responsible judiciary is vital to protect it, esp since the Indian Supreme Court is the most powerful apex court in the world. Therefore judicial transparency is imperative to set an example. However India is the only country in the world where judicial appointments are made by the judiciary itself. He gave the example of South Africa where appointment hearings are open to the public. Imperative that transparency be brought in the system. 
Arvind Kejriwal: Underscored that the public cannot expect transparency from corrupt information commissions, thus selection and appointment process of Information Commissions must be transparent. Strong need to move from transparency to accountability; however anti-corruption bodies are deficient: Department vigilance is self monitored; CVC is understaffed, has only 32 officers to investigate 1500 departments thus conduct no investigation, moreover advisory powers only; CBI is politically managed by the ruling party, needs sanction for prosecution. Urgent need for an independent anti-corruption body with adequate powers and resources. 
Bah Wahlang: Appreciated the discussion of the preceding days and said that Shillong will remember the Convention for many days to come. Said that while there is often frustration at the lack of accountability despite transparency, information should be used to mobilize people to pressure government.

Venkatesh Nayak: Highlighted the disparity in the rules and the process of notification by the Center and state legislatures, with the latter not requiring ratification even by the legislature. He also highlighted that in the case of the judiciary, there is no recourse available to the citizen. He also cautioned against the override of the RTI through subsequent legislation.

Amitabh Mukhopadhyay: Said that raising questions is self-expression itself. Spoke of the importance of social audit in moving from transparency to accountability due to the corruption of professionals, and objectivity and honesty that emanates from collective audit. He also tabled that the Home Ministry must be made responsible for the protection of RTI users in concert with the civil society. He exhorted the NCPRI to fight for the repeal of the sedition provisions in our law. He also highlighted the need for a competent financial accountability institution. 

Saikat Datta: Spoke about extra-constitutional intelligence agencies, and the need to hold them accountable by bringing them under RTI with their increasing influence on the governance of the country. 

Rajeev Kapoor (Joint Secretary, DoPT): Agreed on the need for implementation of Section 4, including the lack of enforcement mechanisms for the widespread non-compliance. Spoke that DoPT is engaged in auditing Section 4 compliance of Central departments. Also concurred on the desirability of uniform rules for filing RTI applications. 

Shekhar Singh (Former Convener, NCPRI and Environment Activist): Said that information commissions must immediately make cases where RTI activists have been attacked first priority, and make the information public. Also asserted that the increasing appearance of scams is not indicative of increasing corruption, but increasing exposure through RTI amongst others. 

In the spirit of democracy and to give everyone a chance to speak, an open session was conducted with vigorous participation from the floor. The audience raised questions and issues that ranged from implementation of the RTI law, human rights violations, corruption, impunity, accessing state entitlements and legality.

To raise special perspectives, many persons were invited to make short interventions. Important points raised included: the need to not only provide information under the RTI but ensure that the information is understandable and usable by the applicant; the capture of the media by vested interest due to its focus on advertisements over public interest; the large scale adoption of RTI by the poor since it’s connected to the basic rights of the individual; the urgent need to implement Section 4; the importance of accessible grievance redressal mechanisms to access entitlements; accountability of security agencies, incorporation of RTI in school syllabus, and the need to strengthen gram sabhas for democracy. 
The Convention concluded with the Shillong Declaration, which consists of the following resolutions: 

1. We strongly demand from the government that they take immediate action to properly implement proactive disclosures under Section 4 of the RTI Act

2. We urgently need an anti-corruption Commission or Body like the Lokpal/Lokayukt which can make sure that information accessed through the RTI that exposes corruption is acted upon and that the guilty are held accountable

3. It is the moral responsibility of the government to ensure the protection of RTI activists and users, and they must take not just swift legal action against the culprits but also ensure that the information being accessed by the assaulted activist is urgently made public
4. There must be a process by which all legislation before it goes through the Parliament or legislative assemblies is put out in public domain in its draft form and there is public consultation before enactment
5. The selection and functioning of Information Commissions requires overhaul, and the selection and appointment transparent and their functioning keeping public interest and transparency in the fore front
6. We want GoI to set up a national RTI Council (similar to CEGC) which has as members people from the states, so that problems in implementing the RTI Act can be monitored regularly

7. Public Private Partnerships, private sector, political parties, trade unions, NGOs, cooperative societies are under the RTI Act. Rules and procedures need to defined to ensure that information from them can be accessed easily

8. Exemptions given under Section 24 to security and intelligence agencies are irrational and contrary to national interest, and they need to be removed – not by amendment of the Act but by withdrawing the list of notified agencies.

9. For those areas in the NE, where there are no local governments (Panchayati Raj limitations like in the NE), rules need to defined to make access of local level information easy under the RTI Act
10. There must be transparency of religious institutions and the use of public money for religious purpose should be transparent

11. All government expenditure must be subject to social/public audits
12. We stand by all other resolutions passed by the other workshops
All plenary speeches have been recorded. Videos will be uploaded on YouTube and the NCPRI website (www.righttoinfo.info) 
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