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Spurious Medicine
Erran Hossain, Staff Reporter, The Daly Star

The Beginning

| was working on an investigative repart in 2009, It
was about deaths of 2,700 children in 1891-92
period when five medicine manufacturing units
were confiscated for producing and marketing
spurious paracetamol. Sinca then | remained
cunous to know further details about that incident.
Last year my office assigned me and my
colieague Porimal Palma to work under a special
project on Right to Information (RTT) Act under the
aegis of non-government media research initiative
MRDL. In the very first meeting at a city hotel,
journalist and joumalism trainer Ralph Frammoling
explained to us how the newly enacted RTI Act
could come handy in our work, | decided instanthy
that it was the ool | was going to use to proba
into the mystery behind the deaths of so many
children,



My Experience

It has been maore than a year after the RT1 Act enactment when | met
the Drug Administration Diractor General on Novernber 4, 2010 with
an appiication under ATl Act seeking info about the 1991-92 child
deaths due to spurious paracetamol, And to my utter surprise the
DG picked up an argument with me on the very basic premise of my
secking information saying that how would he know whether the RTI
Act was passed at all. | took seconds in using his computer and
surfing in the intemnet | showed him that the govemnment had passed
the gct back in 2009,

Then the DG grumbled how would they know, if not informed by
serving any notice, about when government was enacting one law or
the ather in the parliament. Remaining oblivious about the RTI Act and
its scope the DG arbitrarily forwarded my application to the ministry
concemed teling me that he would require approval of the ministry in
divulging info to me He didnt even know that under RBTI Act
ministerial permission was not required to response to my queries.

In consuttation with RTI expert Ralph Frammoling, | prepared a list of
nine government and non-government authorities on the basis of
probability where | could approach for seeking info related to the
child -deaths. Those included health ministry, police administration,
commerce ministry and Bangladesh Standard and Testing Insfitute
[BSTI. | filed five AT applications on November 4, 2010, fwo on
Moverier 7, 2010, and two more on Novernber 22, 2010,

Mone of the nine institutions | approached had till then any
designated official under the requirement of BTI Act to entertain such
queries. So | had to file the applications 10 the respective institution
heads. Most of them, at that time, were still ignorant about the RTI
Act,

| had peculiar experiences while submitting the info pleas at Joint
Stock Company and BSTI. At Joint Stock Company the official
concemed, in no way, would agree to give me a signed received
copy of the application claiming that “here our info are open to all
and no application is required” | had to be a litle naughty and bit
dishonest, As | came out of the official’s place, | asked the office
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peon cutside to keep a copy of the application and give me a signed
copy teling him that the boss (official) had said so. It worked,

At BSTI the official concemed was fittle skeptic about the very
intention of my seeking info in writing, He said it was me the first
journalist he ever encountered who is making a written appéication
for some inforrmiation.

| tendered applications personafly in seven of the nine Intuitions,
while dispatched two others (to health and home ministries) by
messengers. I've got received copies of those but never heard
aniything from them till row,

Ralph Frammaolino helped me out in preparing the FT1 applications,
which have got some degree of technicalities. Besides, MRDI
created scope for ma to draw from thie experences of RTI experis
like Ananya Raihan and Barrister Tanjib-ul Alam. | got fhe mentoning
of my news editor Ziaul Hag Swapan.

Within the 20-day stipulated time only the Joint Stock Company
furnished me with some info. BSTI unofficialy informed me that the
gueries | posed o them were imelevant. Police administration and
ministries of commerce and home reémained unmoved. Word Health
Organization hardly cared as they are out of the purview of ATI Act.
Drug Administration got an easy excuse that they were still waiting
for ministry's nod. Customs authority kept continuing with their
words of assurance only and no information while Essential Drug
Company didn't care at all.

Then one day it crept into my mind that another important institution
remained left out. | applied for audit report of Drug Administration
from the office of CAG. But they told me that there was no info
regarding that to them.

| stepped forward to the next stage when | appealad to the higher
authorities of six of those ingtitutions on January 3 and 5, 201
seeking redress by attaching with my appeals the copies of original
applications. Yet after exhausting the stioulated 10 days, none of
them replied to me.



As a last resort, | complained onling to the Information Commission
in early March, 2011. Getting no response whatsoever as | went to
the Commission over a week kater, | was told that the appeal form
that | tendered was not filed up property,

On March 13, 2011 | went to the Commission again - this time with
properly flled up appeal. But to my surprise an official there again
said that my one was not yet looking like the appeal example set in
the law boolk. | tried to tell him that all the necessary info are there in
my appeal but he wouldn't listen,

The Chief Information Commissioner told me that not only the appeal
before them but also all my previous applications to different
institutions lacked in right procedure as those did not kook like the
prescribed format laid out in the ATI Act. He advised me to do the
exercise right from the beginning afresh. | argued that all were
carried out in a proper manner and if I've to repeat the same
exercise it'll cost my precious time.

| was aweslricken when | received six letters from the Information
Commission on March 14, 2011 letting me know that | was right and
the Commission has asked the institutions concerned (where |
pleaded for info) to take necessary steps.

Ten days later four of the institutions gave me replies in writing but
they tactfully avoided giving me answer 1o my queries claiming that
they didn't possess those information. Ministries of health and home
affairs and the police headguarters didn't respond at all.

It has been two months now that the Information Commission had
directed the institutions to fumish me with the information. Mone of
them fully obliged. Some gave pertial, half-baked information, some
ignored altogether. So my logical next step would be applying again
to the Information Commission, this time, asking for punishments to
the non-complying institutions.

| didn’t give up hope. Courtesy MRAD | got fresh encouragement from
a recent encounter with Saikat Datta, a joumalist of Indian magazine
Outlook, who described how pursuing RTI he could come up with
good investigative reports.
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The Mysterious Fund

Porimol Palrma, Seniro Reporter, The Daily Star

My Thoughts

There have always been some doubts among the
migrant workers and other stakeholders about the
proper utiiization of Wage Earners Welfare Fund. In
doing my job as a reporter, at times, | did also
wonder whether the fund was really being spent
to the benefits of the migrant workers. | tried to get
an answer to that from the officlals concemed at
the BMET but never did pursue it very strongly.

Adventure of RTI

Then sometime in late 2010 MRDI came up with
proposal to The Daity Star to do some exercise
together on the issue of Right to Information (RTI)
Act. My office (The Daily Star) wanted me and my
colleague Emran Hossain to do the job under the
mentorship of one of gur news editors Ziaul Hag
Swapan. US journalist and trainer Ralph



Frammaoling also joined the party as a consuliant. He has been with
us for sometime as a tralner at our newsroom, Beskles, Ralph ks an
expert on BT,

It crept into my mind at the very onget of this BTl exercise that why |
don't apply the RTI tools In seeking the Welfare Fund related info
from BMET. | first approached an official-designated (under RTI Act)
at the ministry but he directed me to the Secretary of the Expatriate
Welfare and Overseas Employment Ministry, who happened to be
ex-officio chairman of the board managing the Wage Earners'
Welfare Fund.

Within three days of my application 1o the Secretary sesking the
Fund info, | was advised through an email message that | should
direct my application to an official-designated (under BTl Act) at
BMET. in the mail | received from the ministry, Secretary argued that
as the Wage Earners’ Welfare Fund is run directly under the
supervision of BMET all the Fund related documentsrecords are
preserved there: (BMET).

| prepared an application seeking information on usage of the Fund
during the period between 2006 and 2010 and tried to submit that
by hand to that designated official at BMET. On November 22, 2010
as | went to meet her, staffs there first told me that she was
somewhere in the office building but outside her office room and
then after sometimes | was told that she might have gone home. So |
kept my agplication to an assistant of her office and got back from
there upon taking a receipt-signed copy of my application. Two days
later as | phoned her to enquire, she acknowledged receipt of the
apphication and assured me that she had already forwarded that to
authorities concermed,

Twenty days exhausted. Never did she Inform me any further. So |
tried in vain to reach her - each time | called her she was either out
office or on leaves or busy otherwise and she wouldn't pick up her
mobile, Two more weeks passed by and | could establish no
communications with her whatsoever, | sent an email to the BMET
Director General informing him my case. Getting no response to my
mai | rang him up a week later. The DG declined of having receiving
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any mail from me but asswred me of looking into the matter. A week
later | gave a follow-up call and he again gave me another customany
assurance but for no real progress, | got very disappointed.

On January 3, 20011 | met him at his office and handed over the
application to him but the DG wouldn't receive it by giving a
signature, rather would just ghve me verbal assurance. Week later as |
gave him call he wouldn't pick and it happened in the successive
week too.

| sought advice from Ralph and my in-house mentor. They showed
me the recourse of appealing before the Information Commission. |
prepared an appeal application and went to the Information
Commission but its Secretary told me that they were not going to
entertain my appeal at that stage as | didn't have the signed receipt
copy of my application addressed to the DG. He advised me 1o
apply afresh to the DG and get a receipt copy. | did so on February
22, 2011 and this time didn't meet the DG rather got it received by
his private secretary and made sure | got a receipt copy as well,

A month passed by yet there was no sight of any information. On
March 20, 2011 | applied to the ministy's Secretary informing him
also that | will be bound to sesk redress at the Information
Commission if | didn't get in hand the Fund documents | sought.

The very next moming | received phone call from the Secretary
asking me to meet him. Two days later | went and met him. He
wanted me to answer whether the info | sought for, | was entitied to
get lawiully under the BT Act. | showed him the BT Act that says it
was my right to get the info. Ha got convinced and instantly phoned
the BMET Director (Welfare) instructing him to fumish me with all the
info | sought.

As advised by the ministry Secretary, | met that Director but no luck
yet. Rather the Director told me that the info | sought was of very
wide-ranging in nature and not limited to any specific issue of the
Welfare Fund. He said if he had to fumnish me with all those
info/docurments he had to scan through lots of papers and it was not
possible for him to do so. | requested him to give me in writing that



he was not being able to give me the info. He declined. He insisted
on me to-ask for any specific info and not something of wide-ranging
nafre,

On May 8, 2011 | maded him (the BMET Director) o say that if he
thought it was too much for him to provide me with all the info of five
years (2006-2010) he could at least give me the documents dealt
with the Welfare Fund activities in the year 2010 only. Getting no
reply to the mail, | phoned him and he just repeated hiz earlier
comment that | should ask for very specific info.

| took the last resort. | wanted to drop an appeal before the
Information Commission on May 19, 2011 but the Commission
Secretary told me that the Chief Information Commissioner was
scheduled to go for a foreign trip that day and he was not available
then and his signature was necessary for accepting my appeal. The
Secretary advised me submit the appeal after June 01, 2011. | asked
to his dismay that had someone from a remote village would have
come to submit a plea then whether that would have been rejected
1o for the day. He asked me to drop my appeal with the clerk at the
Chief Information Commissioner’s office. Finding none there |
submitted the appeal to an official in the administrative section.

On May 21, 2011 a public relations officer from BMET's Welfare Fund
phoned me to know exactly what documents | was asking for. |
answered him and also shared with him my miseries in getting the
info over the last few months. He assured me of infarming this to the
authorities concerned. | am still waiting to see what happens at last
in a joumalist’s pursuit to gain info under AT,

My Realizations

1. | should have applied for info to BMET in the very first place. |
wasted some time applying to the ministry first.

2. | shouldn't have appiied to the BMET DG directly rather |
should have submitted the application to his private secretary in
the very first instance and get a signed recelipt copy. Because
the way the DG neglected a journalists plea for information, |
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can well imagine now how would he treat the thousands of
megrant workers.

3. 1 also wonder how come a public servant of DG's stature can
claim of not receiving email two weeks after |t was sent (with
proof of the message being sent to his mall address). And this
happens at a time when a govemment imparts training to its
officials to use all e-gadgets with the target of building a ‘Digital
Bangladesh.'

4. It was a bitter experience that even after meeting personally |
didn't get the info from the BMET Director (Wedfare) though he
was asked by the ministry Secretary 10 cooperata. | could wel
have not met him as, as per law they are the ones who are
obliged to provide me the info. Yet considering not straining the
good rapport with the officials in my beat (the
area/ministry/bureau | cover as a reporter] |, very consciously,
didn't go for any Bargain.

5. | should have followed the every steps of RT1 in a timely
fashion lest | lost precious few months in the process of
pursuing for info from one stap to other. It took me Ionger time
than normal to seek redress at Information Commission
because | didn't always anticipated and planned in advance the
subsequent steps in cases of one roadblocks.

6. At my office, the chief reporter and news editor always
rendered assistance 1o me. Besides my office also provided all
the incentives to me 50 that | can report using RTI as a vehicle.
Office also gave us opportunity to learn from the experiences of
Indian journalist Safkat Datta, who excelled In investigative
joumalism using RT1 Act.

The Last Words

More often we use anonymous Sources to make reports on sensitive
issues. We know for sure in mast of the cases those information are
correct no matler sources remain anonymous, We withheld sources’



identities in reports to protect the sources but what if we end up
giving at least a few misinformations to our readers in the process.

In contrast, by applying the BT tools we can unearth many grafts in
the society with sufficient proofs and in transparency. There is no
issue of keeping the sources’ identity secret here. But it may require
sometime to change the culture of secrecy. RT1 Act ks finest of a oo
to fight against the practices of non-transparency and comruption.
We'll do a great service to the causes of democracy, human rights
and good governance if only we can apply RT1 efficientty.
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Never Say Over in RTI Fight

Rased Mehdi, Sanior Reporter, Daly Samakal

The government published fthe Right to
Information (RT1) Act into gazette on April 6, 2009
But the necessity of such a law and campalgns
for fts enactment in Bangladesh have been going
on from many previous months. | as a reporter
was not 50 conscious about the application of BT
though | had, in the past, some joumalistic
exercizes in the field of investigative jounalism.
Not until late last year, that was nearly one and a
half years after the passage of the RTI Act, | was
at all aware about the application of RT1. Actually it
was at that time my office assigned me along with
another reporting colleague of mine and a
gatekeeper from the news section to work in a
special assignment in cooperation with non-
government media development organization
MRDL It was an exercise to have a firsthand
experience of applying RTI in gaining information
from different institutions where public has a
stake. Our joint news editor Diponkor Lahid acted
as our mentor in this assignment.

During the whole course of these RTI activities, |
was often distracted from my focused task due to
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other emergency assignments that office used to ask me to camy
out. But still | tried to do due diligence to the RTI application exercise.

| picked up Dhaka City Corporation and its department dealing with
the anti-mosquito drives as my area of interest and discussed with
our consultant Ralph Frammoling on how to move forward, He also
asked us to file RT) seeking information on how the funds meant for
coping with the challenges of climate change were spent.

On MNovember 22, 2010 | submitted an application to the Dhaka City
Corporation, The same day | also made an RTl submission to the
Food and Disaster Management Ministry, | filed applications to Forest
and Environment Ministry and to the office of the Comptrolier of
Auditor General on December 5, 2010.

rood and Disaster Management Ministry informed me that climate
fund info has to be gathered from the Forest and Environment
Ministry. CAG office provided me with some audit reports of 2007-08
whereas | got information from the Dhaka City Corporation on the
activities camied out in 2009-10 and 2010-11 financial years. So that
audit report came not much of use

Ralph then advised me redirect all my efforts towards gaining
information from the Dhaka City Corporation (DCC), Upon discussion
with Ralph and one of his acquaintances; who happened to be a
imsecticide specialist, we found out that DCC didn't actualty spend
the allocated Tk, 10 crore in the past two years in its fight against
rmosquito.

Cn February 20, 2011 | filed RTl application seeking information
regarding the DCC budget spending on mosquito menace, copies of
thi decisions taken on purchases of medicines and equipments 1o
kill mosquito and the relevant receipts,

As 20-day stipulated time was exhausted and DCC didn't give any
reply to my application seeking information, | inquired with its
information officer Uttam Kumar Roy and he told me that they had
sought but not getting the information from the DGC store
department. | insisted to know what steps had they taken so far to
galn the information from the store department. Upon repeated



insistence | got the coples of thelr internal comespondence, which
showed despite seeking intervention of the DOC chief executive
officer (CEQ) in making the store department oblige, office of the
CED gave no instructions and store department didn't bother to
provide any information,

At last on April 8, 2011 | appealed before the OCC CEO and then a
wesk later DCC's designated information official phoned me to say
that | could go and meet them and have my information.

The very following day as | stepped in DCC something strange was
waiting for me. | was awestruck to leam that | have to pay a Tk. 2
treasury bl and submit the receipt to get my information. As |
inquired that whether the DCC authorities had prepared any policy to
provide information in exchange of payments, the DCC information
officer gave me a blank look in return. As it took some fime more to
complete the formalities of paying the treasury bill through a state-
owned bank, MROI's Executive Director Hasibur Rahman tokd me
that they (DCC) actually made a prank with me to buy some more
time prior giving me tha information.

As | finally completed the process and went to give the receipt of the
treasury bill payment, the DCC authorities then told me that it was a
mistake and there was actually no need to treasury bil payment.
When | asked for the documents related to DCC's purchase of
mosgquito-kifing medicines, the information officer again said the
store department didn't agree to divuige the documents. He
acknowledged that asking me for a treasury bill payment was a ploy
by the DCC's high officials to kill my timea, Then he gave me somee of
the information that | asked for,

In the info document | finally got from the DCC | found out that DCC
procured mosquito kiling medicines at Tk. 345 a litre whereas it is
priced at Tk. 137 a litre only in the market. | thought | would file an
appeal with the Information Commission seeking the full iInformation
refated to the DCC's anti-mosquito activities, But yet again the office
gave me some other special assignments to camy out and that
distracted my focus from the DCC issue one more time,
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Observations
1. Reporters on AT exercise should be given some refief from
other day to day businesses.

2. More experience sharing would be helpful like the ocne
opportunity we got by talking to Saikat Datta, an Indian
jpumalist who applied RTI to make some investigative reports.
3. The govermment offices should also have thelr respeclive
policies and  structures 1o cater the information o journalisis
and public in line with the RTI Act.

4. | am hopeful that through further exercise we'll be able to

make better use of ATl applications in the future and come up
with good pieces of reports.,
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Journos Lack Interest in

RTI Application
Rafiqul Islam Sabuj, Secior reporter, Daly Shokaler Khobor

Then | was working as a reporter in vernacular
dally Samakal, One evening my chief reporier
informed me that the editor had assigned a
special task to us - myself and my two other
colleagues in the office. Non-government media
development organisation MRDI had infiated a
special project under which journalists would be
oriented on application of Right to Information
(RTI) Act for getting information, So as part of the
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scheme all three of us from Samakal had an inception meeting with
the task consultant Raiph Frammalino, a joumalist and joumatism
trainer having expertise on RTI issue.

| have been covering pariament sessions for many years as a
reporter. So | decided to file BT application to the pariiament seeking
some information. Addiionally, | also decided to file RTI application to
Public Works Department (PWD) asking for some information. |
submitted applications to these two institutions seeking some
specific info.on November 4, 2010,

My RTI Experience with Parliament

A few days after filling application to the partiament secrataniat, | was
told that it want missing and | meedad to submit it again. | obliged
and resubmitted an application on MNovember 10, 2010, The
information | asked for, on public interest, included; info about
procurements in preceding 22 months of the current pariiament, the
names of the bidders awarded purchase tenders, statistics of
entertainment bills sanctioned against the VIPs including Speaker,
Deputy Speaker, Opposttion Leader and Whips of the parfiament,
budget outlay and money spent in previous two years for
maintenance of the national assembly building, and travel alowances
taken by the MPs etc.

In the following two months | did neither receive any of the
information | sought nor any communication whatsoever from the
parfiament secretariat. So | wrote to the Speaker on January 5, 2011
asking for the information. | was then fumished with partial
information by the parliament secretariat on January 18, 2011, lk was
information only about a sum total of entertainment bills spent by the
parliament VIPs in past one year but there were no specifics about
who spent what amount. Besides | got nothing about rest of my
gueries. As | picked up the issue with an officlal concemed at the
parfiament secretariat he informed that as | sought the Speaker's
intervention so the secretariat provided me with the volume of
information as only directed by the Speaker and if | want more than |
have to apply afresh. He further said he would have otherwise given
me some Info unofficlally but as | had already sought the Speaker's



intervention he couldn’t do so any more. So | applied afresh seeking
all the information on January 31, 2011, On February 28, 2011 |
receivad & letter from the RTl-designated official and director of the
public relations wing of the parfiament. He informed me through that
letter that as audit was not completed yet it was not possible then
for them to provide me with the Information,

But as | couldn't subscribe to this excuse, | complained before the
parliament secretary on March 31, 2011 claiming that the parliament
secretariat had infringed into my right to information. It was the time
when | left dailly Samakal fo join a new vernacular daily Shokaler
Khobor. Few days later | got another letter from the parfiament
secretariat informing me that my aopeal was not submitted in a
proper way, The director of the public relations told me that | should
have written to Speaker and not to the parliament sacretany. Then
just a few days afterwards | again appealed before the Speaker
asking for the information.

| was supposed to get my desired information within 20 days of
appeal submission or at least get a response showing causes of
paifiament not being able to fumish me with the Information. But
those 20 days exhausted and [am still in dark.

My RTI Experienc e with PWD

| filed ancther RTI application with the PWD on MNovember 4, 2010
asking for some information but in the following six months | did
receive nothing. There is no designated official at PWD to entertain
the RTI applications. Prior to my application submission the PWD
officials had almost no knowledge about RTI either. | was told that a
staff officer of the PWD chief engineer was carrying out the
responsiblity of RTl-designated official these, Whenever | inguired
about the information | sought for, he parroted the same reply that
letters had been dispatched to all executive engineers' offices from
the chisf engineer’s office asking for the info and once those are
made available | would get the information.

| had asked for some of the information related 1o PWD-carmied out
development and repair works in the previous two years and
whether the depatiment had dealt with any imegularities and had
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taken any punitive measures against any contractor or department
officiad for such iregularities. In last six months | did not get any
information from PWD whatsoever, | did not submit an appeal with
the Information Commission either. | am still waiting for the PWD final

response.

Conclusion
The little experience | gained courtesy this special exarcise — gave
me the realization that enactment of BTl has not yet made
journalists’ Iife easy. Rather the reverse. During this teething period of
ATl exercise, journalists are suffering lot in gaining information on
time. Previousely they could manage getting some info at least
through unofficial means (officials divuiging info on condition of
anorymity).
But now once some reporters: have just started filing applications
seaking information, often they are not getting 50 in five/six months
and those 'unofficial’ channel is 'shut’ too because the sources
@5 became overcautious in sharing info unofficially with the journalists.
B bl So many a joumalists think it was better to pursue the trade 'as
usual' instead of being so formal and seeking info in black and white.
For instance til May 2011, to the best of my knowledge, only two
reporters  including myself sought information  through  RTI
applications from the parfiament. Many of the joumnalists lack interest
in applying RTI for getting information.
But | consider even if journalists start filing applications in various
institutions at a time today and start getting some information in five
months time, one by one, they would stil be better off in making
some good investigative reports. | believe in the continuation of our
efforts now journalists may no longer require seeking the Speaker's
intervention rather they may start getting information in the first
instance upon submitting their applications properly to the
parliament secretariat. Besides, the option of appealing before the
Information Commission is atways there once one exhausts all
preceding steps of getting information.
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Long Way to Go
Dippnker Lahery, Joint Mews Editor, Dady Samakat

"Apply to the designated officials for getting
information from the govemment and non-
government organizations. To keam further please
browse - wwwinfocom.govbd.”

We're by now familiar in getting such short
messages in our mobile phones from the
Bangladesh Telephone Regulatory Commission.
But never did | think that, in practice, it would be
s0 cumbersome fo access any information we
need.

We got the Right to Information (RT) Act passed
in our country in 2009, However, courtesy an
MRDI (non-government media  development
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organization) BT exercise involving some media people, of which |
became a part too, | gained some insights about the practical
applications of the Act.

To my understanding this Act is mainly gimed at ensuring free flow of
information and establish people's right 1o access information.

I {as an in-house mentor} and two of my reporting colleagues (one of
them left Samakal recently to join another new vernacular daily
Shokaler Khobor) had an inception meeting with MRDI on October
26, 2010, In the following few months my reporting colleagues filed
several ATl applications seeking Information from different public
offices only to gain a lithe.

| can cite a few examples of the incidents/developments they
{reporters) experienced from this special exercise over the last sie
months or so. My colleague Rashed Mehedi filed an RTI application
to Forest and Environment Ministry on December 5, 2010 to get
some info on use of climate fund. On January 25, 2011 the ministry
informed him that no authority (designated official/info desk setup
efc) was established In that ministry yet to entertain such queries.
But it assured that a mechanism to do 50 was in the offing and the
ministry requested the reporter to apply for information again, In few
days time we found out that the issue on which my reporting
colleague wanted to make report by taking info from the ministry,
had already been divuiged and reported in.another national daily.
They got the info through 'sources’ talking in exchange of anomymity.

Here we can see that many a reports can be produced using
anonymous sources but sometimes the practice compromises
authenticity. Whereas, if information is gained through RTI
applications the reports can be prepared on more sound basis. So
we need to remove the roadblocks and make the information easily
available through the ATl applications.

Ancther issue | like to raise here - that is about our own
uncerstanding about the law itself and knowledge about its proper
applications, Thanks to my ewposure with consutant Ralph
Frammolino under this special project - | got to know that many of



our journalist friends actually lack basic understanding of RTI Act, not
o speak of its proper applications.

At the very outset one of the cofleagues filed two of his RTI
applications to ministers concemed, but those applications were
supposed to be addressed to the RTl-designated officials of the
ministries concerned. This mistake was committed due to ignorance
of the law and its prescribed procedures. As a mentor | can't also
shinug off my responsibilities here.

Amang the rank and file of my professional colfleagues | observed
mixed reactions about the effectiveness of RTI tools, While some are
in all praise of the law and consider it's a nice vehicle to gather
information, otherwise inaccessible, and make some good
investigative reports, the others consider it a cumbersome, time-
consuming (time-wasting too) process. The second group also
argues that in way or the other the newsmen can still manage getting
those 'inaccessible’ information through anonymouss sounces.

| also found it very useful that we had the chance to gain from the
ATl experiences of Indian joumalist Saikat Dult, whose investigative
reports on Indian rice trade scam considered as a success of proper
applications of BT,

At last | would like to recommend that there should be moves to
make people aware about the enactment of ATl Act. Besides, the
professionals directly imvolved with the process needed to be further
trained up for the benefit of gaining the maximum out of the ATl Act.

There should an institutional coordination allowing people fo get the
fruits of the RTI. The institutions those can play vital roles in such
coordinated efforts are; Ministry of Information, Press Information
Department, Information Commission, Press Institute of Bangladesh
[FIB), media outlets (both print and electronic), media-related private
concemed.
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Mentor's Expefience
Liaul Hag Swapan, News editor, Tha Daity Star

Right to Information (HTI) Act is a newly enacted
law in Bangladesh. Thanks to pursuance of some
non-govenment development organisations that
this law was passed by the national pariament
two years back. Then ensued the process for iis
implementation. Side by side efforts are on to
create awarenass about BT The ploneers of the



law identified two main impediments in implementation of ATI - lack
of awaraness among the masses about the law and the culture of
secrecy maintained by our public servants, It's pleasing to note
though in a skow manner welcome changes are occurming for a
gradual departure from the cufture of secracy. We all want the
changes take forth the process of ATl implementation and people
reap its benefits. And as media professional we have another
expectation here that joumalists take advantage of RT1 to the benefit
of making good investigative reports thereby playing role in
establishing transparency and good governance in the society.
Mainly to gauge the last two year's advancements towards that goal,
MRDI and World Bank Institute took up this initiative. They engaged
some newsmen representing two national dailies and one television
channel into this exercise, | was one of the three joumnalists from the
Daily Star who got involved and my role was to mentoring two of my
colleagues in the newsroom.

On the very outset my two reporting colleagues — Emvan Hossain
and Porimol Paima — applied under RT1 seeking information from
some government institutions. Their sole purpose was 1o make sorme
investigative reports using the information. But in the beginning they
had bitter experiences. Govermment officials did not cooperate them
up io their expectations. They were refuctant In providing them
information. Even they didn't show the courtesy of giving any replies
to the appiications the reporters submitted seeking for specific info.
Some of them though had provided some information those were
partial and half-backed. They (the reporters) experenced almost
similar attitudes initially while appealing before the higher authorities
seeking for redress fo the reluctance showed by their subordinates.
Mot providing information, killing time and remaining non-responsive
and non-communicative were 2l too commaonplace. At last they had
1o appeal before the Information Commission. The Commission
directed the government bodies concerned fo provide them the
information. Even then the desired information could not be accrued.
They did not have all the information, which was the recipe for a good
investigative report. Whatever information they could muster probably
would suffice for mediocre reporting but not enough to go In-degth.
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We must acknowiedge here that it was not much of a surprise for us
that such predicaments would be there as it was just the beginning
of a new jouney — the use of BTl — a new path never fraversed
before. On top of it there are some homegrown problems within the
media frade too - those of us in the news management assign our
reporters with certain tasks we tend not to give adequate time for
them to accomplish that. The time a reporter needs for completing
an investigative report often s/he doesn't get that time. Our
newsroom culture is keeping reporters busy with mudtitasks. While
being absorbed too much io the dally run-of-the-mill stories, they
can't do justice to their assignments of investigative nature. This s
the reality.

However, we had all the good intentions and that's why we

consciously tried to give our specially assigned two reporters some

respite from the mundane day-to-day business, May be that was not

yet enough. We tried to discuss with them time to time about the
&9 applications of RTI, We also helped creating forum where they could
- 8 draw upon experiences of other forerunners in the field like Indian
journalist Saikat Datta, who excelled in investigative reperting by the
application of RTI tools. We also gained from the expertise of Ralph
Frammuolino and had also interactions with one or two officials from
the World Bank Institute.

In a nutshell the whole exercise was a lsarming process for us. We're
still leaming how best we can use the RTI vehicle. May be we were
exposed fo too much of negative experiences so far but we simply
can't ignore the positive outcomes too, We must have seen how
slowly bul steadily 8 wave of change is faking place. There are
changes coming in the mindset of the public officials, who had the
wrong notion that they were the custodians of all information. Now
they're coming into terms that Information is the right of the people
and they are bound to provide people with the information. General
people are also now becoming aware that their ight to information is
now guaranteed by law. And application of RTI by journalists has got
coinage.



At last | would say there is nothing to get disappointed from the last
few months' experiences. Whatever we have leamt through this
exercise would come handy in our future works. Nobody would dare
o refuse us showing the excuse of nitty-gritty or minor technicalities
in application submission in future, They would think twice before
kiling our precious time in the name of giving us information. In future
general people and joumalists as well would apoly BTl in larger
volume and help create a greater and wider flow of information in the
society. Riding on the current spate of the changes, we can well
expect, in future we would face less hassles in gaining information
through RTI applications. We'll be able to use the law in an effective
manrier. People’s right to information would be established. And that
would pave way for transparency and good governance,
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