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Furthermore, the role of the appellant
body pertaining to the right to
information is not just to decide disputes
regarding access to information which
often involves vested interests and
powerful mafias, and requires certain
skills and competencies; another of its
functions is to ensure the proactive
disclosure of information, issue
guidelines in this regard to the
government and present an annual
'state of right to information' in the
country to the legislative body. It is
therefore important to bring about the
relevant changes in Ms

3

4

IF only good intentions
could be translated into
concrete actions, the
functioning of the Punjab
government would be more
open and transparent and its
bureaucrats and public
bodies would be much more
accountable to the people of
P a k i s t a n .
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Power and information are
intrinsically linked. The
greater hold on information
and its resources means a
greater level of
emasculation of power and
secrecy in the way it is
wielded. In other words, the
democratisation of
information or free flow of
information in the public
domain results in the
sharing of power and
knowledge about the way it
is exercised. That is why
ruling elites everywhere in
the world have resisted the
enactment of the right to
information laws.
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The Special Publicity Fund was not passed as a secret service expenditure item.
Therefore, the federal secretary`s executive order that treated it as such is in
conflict with the collective will of parliament.
In a parliamentary democracy it is the collective will of the people, as
represented by parliament, and not a federal secretary`s executive order, that
should have supremacy.
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Those who want noting
on the file to be exempted
from public disclosure
maintain that the
bureaucrats should be
judged by the decisions
taken by them rather than
the process adopted to
reach the decision. It is
argued that disclosure of
notings would inhibit
officers from expressing
themselves freely and
frankly. As a result, it
would slow down the
official machinery as the
officials would hesitate to
take positions on
contentious matters. On
the other hand, those who
maintain that file notings
should be made
accessible to public
argue that people have
the right to know as to
what transpired between
the decision and the
proposal. Their argument
is premised on the
assertion that noting on
files, minutes and interim
orders are important to
find out as to who
opposed a certain project
on what grounds and who
overrode the objections
and on what grounds.
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What are going to be the consequences if the file
notings are made available to citizens? Heavens
would not fall as Mr. Sharif implies when he says: “If
notes on files and minutes of meetings are made
public documents, nobody would dare to speak or
write in favour or against a matter under
consideration, thereby forcing decisions to be made
without debate”. The official machinery has not
crumbled down in the countries where the citizens
have the privilege to view file notings once the
decision has been reached. The crux of the problem
is that bureaucracy finds it extremely difficult to
transform itself from colonial mode of thinking to the
necessities of the present day governance
structures wherein people are real masters and
officials are public servants assigned to put the
public funds to judicious use on the behalf of the
general public rather than managing 'the ruled' whilst
extracting money from them and exploiting their
resources at the behest of foreign rulers as was the
case in the gone by days.
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The 18th Amendment
added more weight and
value to the ordinance
through its provision, “Every
citizen shall have the right to
have access to information
in all matters of public
importance subject to
regulation and reasonable
restrictions imposed by
law”. However the only
useful purpose the
ordinance and the
constitutional amendment
serve is to impart the same
lesson we have learned
over the years — 'Our
problem is not the shortage
of laws. It is the lack of and
contempt for their
implementation'.
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spirit. Central and provincial information commissioners should be appointed exclusively
to oversee its effective implementation.

They should have the powers to award fines, penalties and jail terms to officials who
delay or refuse to provide information. A pro-active web-based display of information
should be made mandatory for all government departments. A dedicated FOI website
managed by the FOI commission should display complete requests, responses, time
taken, results and decisions on all cases initiated under the FOI law.

We can truly enter a new era of democracy and accountability. Are we willing to unlock
the tightly shut doors, and make information easily available to all citizens?
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Interestingly, one news channel
has started employing 'bombing'
vocabulary in its reporting of
price hikes in different items that
we have witnessed recently.
"Another bomb falls on the poor:
prices of petrol raised by Rs5". Or
"After price hike in petrol, people
become victims of yet another
bomb: prices of gas also raised".
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No one can claim right to privacy when
paid from public funds but look at the
great lengths FBR bureaucracy is
willing to go, even invoking constitution
of the country, to protect information
about the fee it paid to the lawyers from
public funds
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So far, journalists in Pakistan
have not started using their
right to information
instruments to unearth
corruption cases and thereby
holding public officials
accountable. Elsewhere,
journalists are digging deep
and coming up with potentially
embarrassing stories for the
ruling elite.
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Information, when seen in the context of the media, has two distinct features. One, it
Our recent interaction with
journalists in the four
provinces and in the
nation's capital itself has
led to three distinct
impressions about the way
journalists access
information and their
sources of information.
First, journalists
(especially from rural
districts) are not skilled
enough to access
information through formal
sources. Second, let alone
using them, journalists are
largely unaware of the
existence of the country's
freedom of information
l a w s . C o n s e q u e n t l y,
journalists have access to
only that information which
officials deem fit to share,
or that information which is
divulged to them, not as a
right but as a favour, and
that too when someone
wants to settle scores with
s o m e b o d y. T h i r d ,
journalists work under
pressure of deadlines.
Newspapers do not
provide them breathing
space in the shape of time
and money to conduct
investigative reporting.

has to be retrieved, and, two, it has to be shared. So far as the latter is concerned, the
recent convergence of interests with the political parties notwithstanding, media
organisations will have to continue guarding jealously the space they have and, at the
same time, they will have to mount pressure for the repeal of those draconian laws that
hamper media freedom. The former necessitates self-analysis on the part of the media
organisations. With the introduction of the electronic-media factor, how long will
newspapers be able to survive by publishing the stories that become public knowledge
long before the newspapers hit the newsstands? It is quality information retrieved
through investigative reporting which will enable the print media to compete with the
electronic media. Similarly, TV channels will have to realise that their viewers will soon
be fed up with them if they continue feeding them political talk shows and horrific
pictures. They will have to realise that investigative reporting, using formal and informal
sources of information, can also give an edge to a channel over its competitors. Only
through investigative reporting will the media be able to perform its role of the fourth
estate. The correlation between the survival of the press and the empowerment of the
masses augurs well for the country. Media organisations will not only have to equip their
reporters with freedom of information tools but they will have to launch a concerted
campaign to reform the information laws as well so that the journalists will be able to dig
deep for stories which will help ensure judicious use of public funds and proper
functioning of public institutions.
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This analysis of PSDP 2006-7 shows that
there are many a slip betwixt the cup and
the lip and the promised sums, announced
in the budget speech, are not spent in their
entirety either because the money thus
promised is not made available in the first
place, at least on timely basis, or, the
concerned ministries are unable to spend
them because administrative reasons.
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Under the existing
arrangements, weakest
links of the society get the
least from the budgetary
allocations in each fiscal
year and what is actually
spent is far less than what
is allocated. Every year, far
less than what is actually
required for the
educational and healthcare
needs of absolute and
relative poor Pakistanis is
promised in the national
budget. Every year their
week voices articulated
through their ministries
demanding the release of
the promised funds are lost
in the corridors of Ministry
of Finance which is more
receptive to the stronger
voices.
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Poor Police Performance
Dawn
June 24, 2010
By: Zahid Abdullah
IT is generally assumed that the less than
satisfactory

performance

of

the

police

in

the dearth of resources does

protecting the lives and property of citizens is

not seem to be a plausible

caused by the scarcity of human and financial

argument if we take into

resources. However, the budget books tell an
entirely different story so far as the Islamabad

account the exponential raise
witnessed in the budget
allocated for ICT police. For

Capital Territory (ICT) police is concerned.

example, the total budget

According to 2009 estimates, the total population

allocated for the Islamabad

of Islamabad was 1.21 million. In 2009-10, the

police was Rs3.65bn in 2009-

total strength of the Islamabad Capital Territory

10, as compared to Rs0.6bn in

Police was 10,700. This included 238 officers and

2003-04. This means that,

10,462 staff. The ratio of one policeman per 113
persons is far better than the one-policeman-per-

over these years, the budget
allocation for the Islamabad
police went up by 508 per

600 citizens ratio that law-enforcement experts

cent! For the financial year

recommend.

Similarly, the dearth of resources

2010-11, a hefty amount of

does not seem to be a plausible argument if we

Rs4.13bn has been allocated

take into account the exponential raise witnessed

for the ICT police.

in the budget allocated for ICT police. For
example, the total budget allocated for the Islamabad police was Rs3.65bn in 2009-10,
as compared to Rs0.6bn in 2003-04. This means that, over these years, the budget
allocation for the Islamabad police went up by 508 per cent! For the financial year
2010-11, a hefty amount of Rs4.13bn has been allocated for the ICT police. The
question is whether this increase has really resulted in improved public safety conditions
for the residents of Islamabad. This question is not restricted to the ICT police as the
police budget has also been raised in the other provinces.
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Simple tasks like renewing a
passport, obtaining a driver's
license or a subsidised food
card, have historically been
very hard to achieve without
paying a substantial amount
as a bribe to public servants.
However, it appears that the
RTI Act had an answer for 80year-old Laxmi Devi. Her
passport being unduly
delayed and asked to pay
bribe of an exorbitant amount
she filed an RTI application
with the Public information
Officer (designated as such
under the RTI Act, responsible
to receive information
requests) enquiring the status
of her passport. Believe it or
not in a matter of two days her
passport was delivered
promptly to her address.
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This digital divide can be abridged

only by framing comprehensive web accessibility

policy and enactment of relevant laws in this
context. Through such a policy, government
should make it binding on all private sectors
institutions and organizations to make their web
site accessible.

Since, one of the initiatives of

the present government is to have ‘ paperless
government‘, therefore,
important

that

it

puts

it is
in

all

place

the
the

more
web

accessibility standards so that disabled people
have equal access to information. Access to
information is one of the key determinants of well
being of any group of people. Access to

Many countries have framed
necessary laws and
operationalised standards to
give equal access to their
citizens with disabilities. In
Pakistan, however, in the
absence of web accessibility
policy, all most all of the official
web sites are inaccessible, in
varying degrees, to the disabled
people. This digital divide can
be abridged
only by framing
comprehensive web
accessibility policy and
enactment of relevant laws in
this context.

information is one of the key determinants of well
being of any group of people and it is through
equal access to information that the state can
provide equal opportunity environment to the disabled citizens.
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If we are serious about creating a culture
in which information flows freely, we will
have to establish an independent
information commission, vesting it with
powers to ensure that government
departments disclose information
proactively. The commission must also
have the authority to initiate disciplinary
action against officials who wrongfully
deny information. The benefits of an
accountable and transparent
government resulting through the efforts
of such a powerful commission will far
outweigh the costs of putting such an
institution in place. Even if the
establishment of such a commission is
deemed unfeasible, relevant changes
can be introduced in the law dealing with
the office of the federal ombudsman in
order to make it more effective.
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It is through access to public
records that we can determine
how the nation's resources are
being utilised and thus make the
functioning of governments
transparent and its functionaries
accountable to the citizens.
In the absence of such a law,
journalists feed the masses with
guesstimates. Alternatively they
rely on informal sources to lay
hands on official documents
which they should be able to get
as their right in the first place by
submitting information requests
to the concerned ministry or the
department.
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It is time we moved on and
stopped hanging on to the
crutches of our colonial
legacy. We are a free people
a n d w e s h o u l d
demonstrate it by creating
a balance between freedom
of information and our
national security needs.
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