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SOME INITIATIVES OF THE
BUREAUCRACY

In India, some of the most practical moves for
enforcing the right to information have arisen
surprisingly from the much-maligned quarters -
from members of the bureaucracy and the
politicians. This has been possible despite the
consistent hostility of the executive in general to
transparency, and the fact that the bureaucracy
as awhole is deeply corroded by corruption and
nepotism.

In India, a few progressive elements in
the bureaucracy have often been marginalised.
Bureaucrats who attempted to change things and
took firm stands against corrupt practices have
been routinely transferred out to 'punishment
postings' and disempowered. Some attempted to
change things in innocuous ways like setting right
the system of records, but these exercises were
centred around individuals and lasted only until
the new entrant. The public remained at the mercy
of chance benevolent administrators in the
absence of institutionalisation of accountability
mechanisms.

Some experiments that bear mentioning
are the ones using Information Technology to
revamp the system of recording information. As
far back as 1985, the District Collector of Karwar
District in Karnataka, one of the Southern states,
diverted funds meant for a jeep in order to
purchase a microcomputer which was successfully
used as an analytical tool. In the first year after
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adopting this system, the district went up from
being the 18th to the 3rd in the success rate for
implementing development programmes. The
success of this programme was in its replication
to other districts as a formal programme named
CRISP (Computerised Rural Information
Systems Project).

Likewise, in Ahmednagar District of the
state of Maharashtra, a Collector revamped the
whole records system, allowing the public to get
copies of documents and to inspect records easily.
This systemresulted both in speedy disposal of
public grievances as well as a far more
professional work environment for the office
clerks.

With the wildfire growth of Information
Technology, these ideas for accessing information
are being given much stress and huge programmes
for networking rural districts to enable people to
access information are being carried out. The most
notable among these is the one taken on by Chief
Minister of Andhra Pradesh, another Indian state,
by linking through computers all the rural regions.
This is being done by setting up information kiosks
at the taluka level where anybody can have access
to desired information from the government. Of
course, these experiments in using information
technology will pose their own problems in terms
of'the quality of information made available. For
these could well boil down to furtherance of
government propaganda and as much can be
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hidden as revealed. Advocates of the right to
information need to keep an eye on all these
aspects and ensure that transparency is carried
to its logical conclusion and the sources of the
information and the generation of information is
made equally transparent.

While these experiments were hailed as
experiments in good administration, the really
dynamic experiment in recent years has been one
carried out inone of the Divisions of India's largest
state, Madhya Pradesh. This process, as we shall
see was not a mere exercise in logistics, but
contained strong conceptual and ideological
elements which helped later to spur a movement
in the entire state, resulting in wide ranging
administrative reforms for openness.

The Commissioner sought to
systematically introduce transparency in certain
key departments like the Public Distribution
System, the Employment Exchange, and the
Pollution Control Board.

The Public Distribution System in rural
India is one ofthe most corrupt networks, beset
with hoarding, supply of sub-standard food grains
to the public, illegal sale of the allotted quotas in
the open market, and almost always manned by
rude and unresponsive persons who make people
queue for hours for days on end to receive their
share of the basic necessities. Into this cesspool
of corruption which daily threatened the food
entitlements ofthe most poor, a system was put
into place whereby each outlet was required to
send certified copies of the Stock Register, the
Sale Register and the Ration Card Register and
to these to the Tehsil office. From this office, any
person could secure certified copies on demand
within 24 hours to personally investigate what
grains had come, and to whom these were
distributed, installing photocopiers at the tehsil
offices was made mandatory. This was made
cost-effective by buying photocopiers for
handicapped persons through a governmental
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scheme, thereby generating employment as well
as adding to administrative efficiency. A deadline
was laid down for adherence to this system and a
system of fines was established at all levels for
delay in following the system.

Likewise, the Employment Exchange was
required to give details about the criterion and
procedure for selection to any government
position, and the detailed merit list, on demand
by any person.

Bilaspur Division is also home to Korba,
one of the most polluted areas in the country due
to multiple and uncontrolled industrialisation. The
administration realised that pollution levels could
not be brought down without the active
participation of the public. The Pollution Control
Board of this area was therefore required to
collect and publish daily in the local newspapers,
details of the various pollutants in the area, along
with the levels of pollution, and a citizens committee
was trained and authorised to check the veracity
ofthe readings.

Predictably, this whole exercise soon ran
into trouble with the local power groups, and the
officer whose brainchild it was, was transferred
out of the area. To briefly enumerate the fallout of
this exercise: Although the experiment has often
been referred to as a 'failure by some quarters in
that the number of information seekers was
negligible and in that the system collapsed with
the exit of the Commissioner, in the duration that
the orders for right to information were in
operation, the deterrent effect of transparency to
corruption and inefficiency became only too
apparent. The food grain shops recorded
unprecedented excess stocks, as the distributors
could no longer oblige local politicians and goons
by diverting the stocks to them and to the black
market. They even remarked, "the people's right
to know has become our right to "no"! Pollution
levels showed a marked decline and the daily
publication of pollution levels encouraged the
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public to take an interest in their environment and
to question the levels of pollution.

While cynics had a field day criticising the
experiment on all fronts ranging from the standard
change of it being 'impractical' to not feasible
financially, the ground had been well prepared and
the seeds sown for sweeping acceptance ofthe
right to information in principle in the entire state
ofMadhya Pradesh.

Since this was an experiment carried out
pro bono, it found many supporters who could
look beyond the teething troubles and sense that
here was an answer to many ills to which many
cures had earlier failed. It was this realisation that
spurred the Chief Minister of the state, himselfa
professed crusader for decentralisation of power
and transparency and accountability, to attempt
an enactment for enforcing the right to information.
The attempt was, however, axed by his cabinet.
There are unofficial and amusing reports of the
horror and dismay of the ministers at the very idea
of complete transparency in the working of
government. The whole attitude was one of "either
this law remains or we remain". Political
considerations obviously warranted a
backtracking on the move. However, the next
move of'the State government demonstrates how
political will can push reforms through even in
adverse circumstances and how spaces can be
created starting from a tiny wedge.

While in a neighbouring state, the People
were fighting tooth and nail (the MKSS campaign)
for a governmental order to get photocopying
rights in one sphere of government, that of the
Panchayats. The government of Madhya Pradesh
surprised all campaigners for the right to
information by handing out a veritable bouquet of
rights ofaccess to government records in the form
ofexecutive orders to 37 departments of the state
government. These broadly included the
departments of Public Works, Panchayats and
Rural Development, Urban Development, Dairy
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Development, the Public Distribution System,
Jails, Social Welfare, Co-operatives, Tribal
Welfare Forests, to name a few. The Chief
Minister declared his commitment to transparency
saying "transparency is essential because it is the
basis of Democracy...This will go a long way in
establishing a vibrant administration, a vibrant
society and a vibrant nation. That is why we are
telling people before they start asking.

The process followed by the government
was strategic in that it attempted to follow the line
of least resistance and thereby got through much
more than it could have hoped to by forcing it on
a reluctant and hostile bureaucracy. "We asked
the officials to enumerate all those categories of
mformation which were easily available with them
and which could be given without any extra burden
on the administration. This has enabled us to give
the reforms a practical shape. Gradually, we
expect a change in the mindset as people get used
to the idea and then we can always expand the
areas for giving information. We felt that it was
better to give something rather than deny
everything".

The whole process was moderated by
the department of General Administration which,
as the name suggests, is responsible for the overall
efficiency and functioning of the administrative
structure and also for reforms of'this structure.
The broad pattern of the orders is a directive to
provide photocopies or rights of inspection for
certain categories of documents enumerated in
the order itself, "for a mass campaign against
corruption through the right to information". The
orders prescribe a minimum fee for inspecting the
documents and formats for requests for inspection
and photocopies. While most of'the fee structures
seem reasonable, there are some departments
where the fee structure suggests that it would act
as a deterrent to information seekers, who may
most likely be from disadvantaged classes such
as those living under the poverty line.
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These orders were not issued because
of any apparent public pressure or movement,
though it is likely that development in other parts
of the country, particularly pervasive public
revulsion at corruption in high places, egged on
the political masters and the bureaucracy to take
pre-emptive measures.

The apparent paradigm in the above
example was stated to be a genuine desire to bring
about a change in the culture of governance and
in the absence of evidence to the contrary, this
was accepted at face value by the CHRI which
proceeded to attempt to create spaces using these
openings.

The CHRI's work on the right to
information in the state of Madhya Pradesh
coincided with the passing of these orders and
other developments on the issue in 1997. This
gave CHRI a strategic entry point and they used
the orders to peg discussion and advocacy around
the issue through a series of workshops in the
state. Although a year and a half of the operation
is, in all fairness, not sufficient to judge the success
of the exercise, their findings brought out certain
inherent failings which ifnot addressed soon would
nullify the whole exercise or result in the availability
ofavenues of information to be hijacked by the
few to feed their own vested interests.

While the government's orders were
enabling for the common person to access much
of the information required for everyday concerns,
GIRI found that the orders were not backed by
any mechanism for publishing the same to the
public. A government publication (Jaanane ka
Hagq) containing the texts of the orders was
printed and circulated to the press and whenever
the government required political mileage out of
it. This publication, even a year and a half later is
not freely available, leaving the lay public unaware
of'the orders. The government claims to have
given press statements' regarding these orders,
but these have also been sporadic and no
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sustained campaign through the press or the
electronic media has been planned or executed.
Even otherwise, with a literacy rate as low as
43.45%, and many ofthe areas being tribal belts
with poor accessibility to any means of
communication, these efforts are hardly likely to
be effective.

There is no concrete plan to sensitise or
orient bureaucrats and public servants at all levels
to the new regime of transparency. There ought
to be immediate and forceful introduction of the
issue of right to information at all orientation and
training programmes carried out by the state
academy for administration which conducts
programmes for government officials. Interaction
with some ofthe lower bureaucracy revealed that
to them the implications of the directives on right
to information had no relevance to public dealing
and some even considered that these were meant
to allow them access to their own service and
leave records, etc.

The second drawback detected was the
lack of accountability mechanism for enforcement
of the orders. While many ofthe orders stipulate
mandatory putting up of notice- boards and
periodical mandatory release of information,
reports from different parts of the state suggest
that this has not been done. While the government
in the state capital has devised a system of
monitoring the implementation of the orders
through a format which the District Collectors are
required to submit every month, after compiling
the information on implementation . Reporting is
poor and out of the 61 Districts, only 33 are
reporting. Others are being given reminders. This
is an obvious indication of the lack ofteeth in the
orders. Senior officials say that this can be
remedied only by a law on the subject which will
bring the errant officials to book.

(Courtesy : RTI Cell YASODA)
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