Bangladesh’s RTl-related studies
during 2019 and 2020: A Review
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Background

* Since 2005, many national and international
research studies and conference/seminar papers on
Bangladesh’s RTl issues were published

* Findings of these studies contributed to various
advocacy initiatives by CSOs, media and academia
to form public opinion

* These contributed to the enactment of the RTI Act
in 2009 by the Government

* CSOs and others continued to conduct studies on
various implementation aspects since its
enactment

* A random searching reveals that there are more
than two hundred researches/studies/papers over
the last 15 years



Contd...

* No effort has been taken so far to collate or compile all RTI-
related studies conducted in Bangladesh and abroad

* RTlI Forum Bangladesh has undertaken this review initiative
as part of the observance of RTK Day 2020

* This will be first such attempt to develop a knowledge-base
of RTl-specific researches/ studies/ surveys and others that
will provide researchers clue to forming research questions
for future studies

* The period 2019 and 2020 was deliberately chose for two
reasons:

e A) Assess if the tenth year anniversary of the RTI Act
inspired any researcher/organization to take stock of the
effectiveness of the first decade of RTl-related actions

* B) Given the time constraint, the review period was kept
limited for the purpose finishing the review



Obijectives

* This review was carried out with the following
objectives:

e A) to analyze what type of knowledge exercises
were undertaken during the last two years

* B) to generate interest among RTI researchers and
practitioners to initiate an online knowledge-base
by developing an annotated bibliography/ research
summaries/wiki entries

* Desk review was done from 14 September to 24
September

* LIMITATIONS: Some additional research works may
be available, however, information couldn’t be
obtained because of a) lack of response b) media
articles such as RIB’s monthly column were not
included




Methodology

1.

v

A list of institutions/ CSOs/ academics was
prepared; information sought by e-mail, sms and
phone

Relevant websites searched including advanced
search (google books, google scholar)

Listing of research products and their
categorization (a) study completed and
published, 2) study completed and not published
and 3) study undertaken and on-going

Literature review
Presentation drafted

The final output was presented through a
webinar



At a glance
© Types  Number  saws

1. Studies/Reports 04 * One published (WB)

Two completed, unpublished (IC,
CC)

One undertaken (TIB)

2. Surveys 03 * Two published (MJF+, MRDI)
* One initiated (CC)
3. Global study 01 * Published
4. Assessment 04 + One published (MRDI)
reports  Three unpublished (RIB 2, CC 1)
5. International 01 < Published

journal article

5. Conference papers 02 Both published

in books



1) Information Commission

e A study was completed on 30 June 2019

* Title: The Role of Right to Information Act in
Establishing Transparency, Accountability and good-
governance

e Qualitative study, data collected from selected
upazilas of Eight Divisions

* In-depth interview with experts and analysts
* FGDs and case-studies also done
* Unpublished



2) Bangladesh RTI Survey 2019

* Conducted by a Consortium, led by MJF, other members
are: MRDI and Orquest, supported by WB and FCDO

* Follow-up survey to track improvements and identify
gaps since the baseline survey of 2012

* The survey was split into five segments:

(a) a survey among 768 designated officers (DOs) in
64 districts

(b) a survey among 768 heads of office covering
both government organizations and NGOs in 64 districts

(c) a survey among 359 requesters in 21 districts

(d) a survey among 340 complainants to the
Information Commission (IC), and

(e) a nationwide survey among 12,800 citizens



Some findings

* The results revealed that there has been notable
progress in preparing the supply side to implement
the act

 The awareness level on the demand side ( the
citizens) has been found to be low

e About two-thirds of the 768 DOs surveyed in 64
districts said they did not receive a single
application from citizens for using the act since the
time they were designated to provide information
services

* The findings was shared during the RTI Convention
2019 where a day-long deliberations, a set of
recommendations were placed before the Cabinet
Division and IC



Some recommendations

* The Government was urged to review various targets
set in the RTI Implementation Strategy

* Information Commission was called upon to play
greater role to increase public awareness about the law

* CSOs and NGOs were urged to RTI in all their
programmatic interventions

* Media were advised to develop their own strategy to
promote RTI

* TV Channels were urged to run programmes
throughout the year.
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3) Bangladesh: Political Economy of Right to Information

* Published by the World Bank in 2020

 Methodology: (a) literature review, (b) key informant
interviews and (KllIs), and (c) three case studies

* Theoretical model is based on Huntington's (1965)
political development and Fukuyama (2014) theory of
political decay

* Analytical areas covered, among others: Accountability of
the State; Information Commission, Role of Other State
Functionaries (the government, parliament, judiciary,
Cabinet Division), the RTI Act, 2009, and Other Legal
Frameworks, Role of CSOs and Media

* Several recommendations
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Some observations

* The key institutions like the judiciary, Election
Commission, and ACC want to stay away from RTI with
the excuse of being constitutional offices

* Supremacy of retired civil servants in IC: (CIC-80%,
Commissioners: 67%)

e |C and Cabinet Division failed to achieve the desired
level of public awareness

* |C was advised to implement communication strategy
developed in 2016

* Lack of committed and organized group of defenders

* The government should ensure the necessary
infrastructure and provide necessary funding to the IC to
promote the implementation of the RTI Act, 2009
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4) Information to empower youth

* MRDI Survey, 2020, 706 young people from eight
divisions

* Unemployment is the biggest concerns in personal
life; law and order situation emerged as the top

problem in community level; Corruption is found to
be the biggest concern for the country as a whole.

* Information on job opportunities, qualifications and
application process; expenditure of funds in
development projects

 Listed some 40 offices relevant to them, local
governments top the list

* Only 22.2% of them are aware about RTI Act
* 23 recommendations made to the government
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5) Proactive disclosure assessment report of district portals

 MRDI, 2020, aimed at identifying the level of
information disclosure by the district portals,
both overall and defined types of information

* District portals did not show satisfactory results in
terms of pro-actively disclosing information.

* None covered all aspects of proactive disclosure,
and have not made public even 50%
information in terms of availability and
usability.

* In terms of divisions, Sylhet and Mymensingh
have performed well and Dhaka and Khulha have
performed poorly

* Four specific recommendations made to the
government
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6) Advancing Accountability and Transparency
through Right to information

* RIB, project assessment report, 2020, supported by NED

e Action research conducted on the procedural and social
aspects of 6197 RTI applications it generated through
the project

e Out of 6197 applications, 3222 applications received full
response (52%). 2541(41%) were not responded and
434 (7%) applications were still pending

e 879 non-responded applications went to appeal and 57
complaints were made.

e Rate of responses by DOs are relatively higher on
general issues than information sought on transparency
and accountability
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7) Right To Information (RTl): Demand-enhancing activity

e RIB with the Hunger Project, 2019, supported by WB-FCDO

* Action research conducted on the procedural and social
aspects of 14958 RTI applications it generated through the
project

e Applicants were from mainstream as well as marginalized
communities: Rajbangshi, Bagdi and Munda of Satkhira and

Sautals including Orao, Pahani from Rajshahi, Dinajpur and
Naogaon

» 8970 (60%) applications received full and partial responses.

e Out of 5988, a total of 48 (01%) went through the process of
appeal, 13 (0.174%) went for complaint and some 5940 are still
pending

* |ssues related to land featured more among minority
communities such as Santals than in mainstream communities



8) International journal article

* Operationalizing the Right to Information Act through
E-Governance in Bangladesh: Challenges and
Opportunities

e Published in 2020 in International Journal of Public
Administration

* There has been minimal improvement in the public
transparency and accountability situation

* The implementation strategies, which follow a top-
down approach, is inappropriate and ineffective in
promoting the involvement of citizens

* The present challenges in encouraging people to get
involved in the RTI process can be addressed
appropriately with an Integrated E-governance Model
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9) Global Right to Information Rating

* It is a rating system for assessing the strength of the
legal framework for guaranteeing the right to
information in a given country

* These ratings are made on the basis of 61 indicators

* It is a program founded by the Centre for Law and
Democracy (CLD), an NGO, along with Access Info
Europe

* Bangladesh ranked 26t among 139 countries, scored
109 out of 150

 Compared to other countries in South Asia,
Bangladesh lags behind
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Contd...

Section

Right of access

Scope
Requesting
procedures

Exceptions & refusal

Appeals
Sanctions &
protections

Promotional measures

Total

Points

2

25

16

20

23

8

15

109

Max Score

30

30
30

30

16

|50




Two international conference articles (10 and 11)

* Both written by Professor Dr. Golam Rahman, former CIC and
Professor, Journalism and Mass Communication Daffodil
International University

 Article “Social Media Use for Developoment Communication in
SAARC Countries: Approaching 4% Industrial Revolution” in
Rise of the Digital Human : Perspectives on Digital
Communications in India Today (Amazon, 2019)- RTl issues

 2"d article in “Right to Information Practices in Bangladesh
and India: Fighting Corruption, Accountability and
Transparency”, published in the book Communication 4.0:
Communication in Digital Age

e ‘private organizations that deal public interest and private money by
using government approval or license like private clinics, private
hospitals, private school, private college, private university, chain or
group organization, media house and many other establishments,
because they do not have any form of public accountability and
transparency.’
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New study undertaken in 2020

e 12) TIB: Title: Proactive Disclosure of Information:
Observation of Websites of Government and Non-
government Organizations

e Scope: Status of proactive disclosure of information
through websites by the government and non-
government organizations according to the RTI act,
rules and guidelines declared by Bangladesh
Government

* Issues to be covered: Extent of information being
disclosed, accessibility and usability of information
(based on existing RTI act, rules and guidelines)

* Probable release/ publication date: Completion of
report by October, 2020 (subject to availability of Kll);
Release/publication is subject to management decision
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Contd...(13-15)

e Draft Assessment on Proactive Disclosure of
information in the website of Ministries -2020

e Draft Report on Women’s access to information in
COVID-2020

e Baseline Survey-2020 (Not published yet)
 All by Carter Centre
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Observations from desk review

e Research interests are limited to few NGOs and
individual

* Dominance of development partners in supporting
research works

* All are in English, except IC’s one which is in Bangla

* Wide-ranging research topics, generally covering both
supply and demand sides

* Too-many recommendations, due to focusing on
various types of stakeholders

* Global RTl rating is limited to measuring the legal
framework only and does not measure the quality of
implementation

e Dearth of evidence-based policy suggestions
* Encouraging participation of female researchers
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General trends in those findings

e Supply side (Mostly IC) appreciated for undertaking many
social mobilization activities, however, more pro-people and
proactive approach are solicited to raise public awareness

* Critical views persist due to not-so-enabling information
environment as the Government is prone to curtailing
freedom of expression in dubious manners

* Original intent of achieving good governance through RTI
implementation has remained a far cry

* Original enthusiasm of CSO-NGOs-media are diminishing

* No coordinated efforts to reach-out to marginalized
communities, youth, women and persons with disabilities

* Optimism persists that collaboration among all stakeholders
with RTI 2.0 phase to achieve the desired goal
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Future research questions
* Can RTI Act alone ensure good governance?
* Has RTI Act lost it’s appeal? If yes, why and how?

* |[s awareness campaign enough? What measures should
be taken to activate demand side?

 Why the Government didn’t allocate resources under
SDG 16.107? Is it oversight or related to overall
information environment in the country?

* Why all NGOs/CSOs are not mainstreaming RTl in their
own programmes?

* The Government has adopted Open Government Data
Policy, isn’t it high time to adopt RTI 2.0 strategy to
facilitate transparency and accountability?

* How research collaboration among GOB-NGOs-
Academia can be developed?
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Recommendations

* |C and Cabinet Division should form RTI research/study
group to enhance research collaboration both at
national and international level

* IC needs to strengthen its both research and strategic
communication capacities

e Add a column in annual data collection format of IC to
provide information of research works

* Learning, best practices, case studies of the past decade
needs to be compiled

* Integration of ICT to promote RTI

* CSOs/NGOs should collaborate more with universities to
undertake joint-research works

* Compilation of editorials, op-eds and news may help
expand knowledge-base for researchers
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