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By Bruce Rich

A new Indian law 
provides hope that 

funds for development 
and climate change 

won’t be squandered

Crisis of Governance 
and Right to Info 

If powerful means are not found to 
address weak governance and per-

vasive corruption in scores of develop-
ing nations, new international efforts 
to fight environmental degradation, 
global warming, and poverty may 
prove tragically ineffective. 

In India, a prospective solution to 
this global challenge  has sprung from 
the impoverished village of Devdun-
gari. Funding from the federal and 
state governments to promote devel-
opment only reached Devdungari in 
sporadic trickles when at all, and vil-
lagers did not even receive the mini-
mum wages due to them for their 
labor in government poverty relief 
programs. In the early 1990s a grass 
roots movement called the MKSS (the 
Hindi acronym for “Labor Farmer 
Strength Organization”) worked with 
the villagers to obtain information on 
the diverted funds. The refusal of lo-
cal and Indian government authori-
ties to release information was rooted 
in both bureaucratic culture and law 
— including the 1923 British colonial 
Official Secrets Act, which India bor-
rowed nearly intact.

The MKSS organized public hear-
ings, sit-ins and hunger strikes, and 
a ground swell of popular support 
emerged that, in the words of one 
activist, “had not been seen . . . since 
the Independence Movement in the 
1940s.”  Right to information move-
ments proliferated all over India. The 

national campaign led to enactment of 
the 2005 Right to Information Act. 

The scope of the Indian RTI law 
exceeds that of similar laws in most in-
dustrial countries,  applying to states, 
municipalities and other local bodies, 
as well as to the central government. It 
includes the right to information from 
the judiciary and parliament — the 
U.S. Freedom of Information Act ap-
plies only to the exective branch. Like 
FOIA, the RTI law has exemptions 
for national security, commercial con-
fidentiality, etc., but “a public author-
ity may allow access to information” 
and overrule an exemption “if public 
interest in disclosure outweighs the 
harm to the protected interests.” The 
RTI establishes quasi-judicial Central 
and State Information Commissions 
to help administer the act, and all en-
tities covered by the act are obligated 
to establish a public information of-
ficer, who must provide the requested 
information within 30 days. The RTI 
requires daily fines 
for PIOs who do not 
deliver requested in-
formation (full text 
of the RTI at www.
persmin.nic.in/RTI/
WebActRTI.htm).

India’s myriad civil 
society groups are al-
ready using the RTI to expose corrup-
tion in large scale infrastructure proj-
ects, as well as to promote improved 
implementation of India’s environmen-
tal laws and policies. An activist group 
called Parivartan (for “change”) uncov-
ered through RTI requests for exorbi-
tant management fees of $25 million in 
a proposed World Bank private water 
supply and sewerage project for Delhi, 
and local groups in Karnataka state 
used RTI to show that the state had il-
legally approved the construction of a 
1000-megawatt coal-fired plant adja-
cent to two national parks.

RTI requests in Gujarat state have 
uncovered massive effluent pollution 
spewing from what was supposed to 
be an effluent treatment plant; activ-
ists there are also obtaining information 
on depletion and pesticide pollution of 

the state’s groundwater. In Bhopal the 
RTI is a new tool in uncovering the 
government’s scandalous inaction in 
rehabilitating the surviving victims of 
the 1984 Union Carbide accident, as 
well as in obtaining information on the 
continued environmental contamina-
tion of the chemical plant site. Activ-
ists in several states are using RTI to 
gather more information concerning 
government authorizations for grow-
ing genetically modified crops. RTI has 
been particularly useful for Indian cam-
paigners fighting dumping of imported 
electronic waste and mismanagement 
of biomedical waste. 

RTI has been an inspiration for oth-
er developing nations such as Mexico, 
where leaders of India’s RTI movement 
have been invited to share their experi-
ences with indigenous, environmental, 
and human rights organizations. Still, 
the response of the central and state  
governments leaves much to be desired. 
A January 2008 study in eight Indian 

states documented 
widespread delays in 
the appointment of 
PIOs as well as ha-
rassment by officials 
of individuals filing 
information requests. 
There remains a great 
need to build further 

awareness and capacity to use the new 
law both in rural populations and in 
the government.  

Nevertheless, a number of well 
publicized cases are already showing 
the RTI law’s tremendous potential to 
ensure that India’s tens of thousands of 
villages finally obtain the national and 
international development assistance 
that too often is stolen by corrupt lo-
cal, state, and national officials. If RTI 
can be replicated in other developing 
nations, it may be one of the last, best 
hopes that tens of billions of dollars in 
new funds intended for the United Na-
tions Millennium Development Goals 
and climate change mitigation will not 
be squandered as in the past.   
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THE SUSTAINABILITY 
HANDBOOK
 
by William Blackburn

The Sustainability Handbook covers the complexities, 
challenges, and benefits of sustainability when pursued by 
corporate, academic, government, and nonprofit 
organizations. It provides a blueprint on how organizations of 
all sizes can reach or exceed economic, social, and 
environmental excellence. The handbook offers a wide variety 
of practical approaches and tools, including a model 
sustainability policy for organizations, summaries, and tips on 
selecting sustainability codes, an extensive collection of 
sample metrics, and more.

William Blackburn works on EHS and sustainability issues as 
the president of a consulting firm, William Blackburn 
Consulting, Ltd. His firm advises organizations on the 
performance, structure, strategy, planning, and development 
of programs related to sustainability, EHS, and crisis 
management/emergency response. His clients include large, 
small, and struggling companies; nonprofit organizations; 
local governments; trade and professional associations; and 
multi-stakeholder coalitions.November 2007 • 790 pp.

978-1-58576-102-9 • $69.95

“By far the best book on sustain-
ability I have read in the last ten 
years. The book is unique in that it 
goes well beyond making the 
business case for sustainability. It 
is filled with practical techniques, 
tips and tools to ‘operationalize’ 
these concepts into the plans, 
programs and performance of any 
organization. Great advice for 
both the seasoned veteran and 
energetic newcomer on action 
steps for driving continuous 
improvement in an organization’s 
economic, social and environmen-
tal performance.”

George Nagle
Senior Director - Environment, Health & Safety Strategies and Outreach

Bristol-Myers Squibb Company

Order both volumes by calling 1-800-621-2736, or at www.eli.org
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LOSING GROUND
A Nation on Edge

 Edited by John R. Nolon and Dan B. Rodriguez

America builds on the edge of disaster prone areas: on 
moveable barrier islands, fragile coastal ecosystems, 
shorelines subject to inundation, and next to flammable 
forests.  Ferocious storm events focus local and national 
attention in the tragic moment and during short-term recovery 
efforts; then, too often, we return to business as usual, 
continuing to build and rebuild on the edge. "Losing Ground" 
provides effective perspectives and prescriptions for 
longer-term disaster mitigation planning and action.  

Authors from a variety of disciplines (including law, history, 
geography, environmental science, and urban planning) 
review past policies and practices, the lessons learned from 
previous disasters, current approaches to disaster planning 
and recovery, an assessment of the proper roles and 
responsibilities of various levels of government in the federal 
system, new legal and technological tools, and a review of 
innovations in disaster mitigation.

June 2007 • 514 pp.
978-1-58576-114-2 • $69.95

"Perhaps, the most striking 
aspect of the post-Katrina Gulf 
Coast, from Alabama to Texas, is 
the rush to rebuild in exactly the 
same places, a few feet back, a 
few feet higher, more high priced 
investment than ever before. Two 
lane bridges are replaced by six 
lane bridges. Modest beach 
homes are replaced by condo-
miniums. The hurricane has led to 
a construction boom. As the 
Gross National Product measures 
these things, the hurricanes were 
a huge success. What is wrong 
with this picture?" 

Oliver A. Houck
Law Professor

Tulane University
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