
Dear Dinesh, Dilip, Vinod, Amit, Vishal and all the Asha-SV team:

It was great to talk with all of you last week. We had a very interesting field visit in the 
Nainital/Almora area and here, finally, is the follow-up email we promised (but be 
warned, it’s quite long, which is why we’re not sending it to the entire group). The 
purpose of this email is threefold: 

 To provide an update on the RTI project,
 To clarify and continue the discussion on a couple of issues raised during our call, 
 To offer ideas, suggestions on what is working (or not working) and how this 

model might be adapted in other places (something Dinesh said he’d like to 
discuss during the call but we didn’t get to).

First, we wanted to pass on the good news that Dr. R.S. Tolia, Chief Information 
Commissioner for Uttarakhand, has agreed to fund another facilitator’s training for us on 
July 23-24.

Based on the RTI info we were getting and our follow-up visits, we felt our partner 
organizations would be benefit from a refresher on the RTI process. It will provide an 
opportunity for the partners to come together, share success stories and problems, and 
enable us to suggest any follow-ups that might be necessary for RTIs they have filed. Dr. 
Maithani, who was one of the architects of the RTI policies in this state, will facilitate it. 
(We’re not inviting Parivartan to facilitate the workshop because Dr. Maithani is more 
conversant with the rules of this state, and because we don’t want to steal the Info 
Commision’s thunder since they are paying for the workshop and because we are on a 
very tight budget. But if there are any Asha folk floating around in India right now who 
would like to attend, we would love to have them. We can’t afford to pay for their travel 
or accommodation but we can certainly help find them a place to stay.)

Nainital/Almora field visit update:

One thing that became quickly evident is that while our focus in this project is on 
teaching young people how to use the RTI, the impact is by no means limited to the kids. 
Many of the adults working with these organizations (essentially people from the village) 
have also been putting in RTI applications as direct result of having learned about RTI 
through the Asha-MCF project. One of our partners in Nainital district, Vimarsh, told us
that they are now using the RTI and telling people about it in all their projects. 

(And we know others are doing the same. For example, our partner Chesta is using it to 
strengthen a case a woman has filed against her husband. He has a government job and 
she filed an RTI asking how much he earned and who’s name he had put down as his 
wife on his employment papers. Turns out he earns much more than he admitted and has 
some other woman’s name listed as his wife.  That case is none of our affair, but it’s
this project that empowered that woman to file the RTI.)

We don’t yet have all the details on all the RTIs filed in Nainital and Almora, but while 
there have been several that resulted in the usual runaround, or will need to be appealed, 
there are also some neat success stories:



 In the village of Belwakhan, near Nainital, the budget had been approved years 
ago for a bridge and road to the school, but neither was ever built. An RTI from 
one of the kids resulted in the bridge getting built, and now they are hopeful that 
the road will soon follow.

 In the village of Fagunia Khet, a transformer had blown out and the village had 
been without electricity for about a month and a half. A kid named Ganesh 
Kotalia filed an RTI application asking about it. He never got a written response 
but 2-3 days after he submitted his application, workers were dispatched and the 
electricity was restored. (You may remember we had mentioned a similar case in 
Pithoragarh where the kids filed an RTI about low voltage. There, too, they didn’t 
get a formal response, but the voltage improved dramatically. Something similar 
happened with our Horrawala chapter, too.)

 In Someshwar, Almora, a worker with our partner Sudha, had filed an RTI asking 
about the Swajal program, including the budget, how much was paid in salaries, 
etc. She is a young woman from one of the villages and has been having trouble 
getting her own tap repaired, so she also asked about how quickly the linesmen 
should respond to complaints about malfunctioning taps. The JE (junior engineer) 
who got the request apparently had a hard time finding the information, so 
decided to try intimidation instead. So he sent a linesman to her house to declare 
the tap illegal and have it removed. This young woman, Jyoti, courageously said 
she didn’t know if her tap was illegal (many are, but she gets a bill, so as far as we 
can see hers was not) but he had better give it to her in writing. This shook them 
up and not only did the JE provide the information she requested, the linesman 
fixed her tap and now responds promptly to any complaints she makes.

As these examples illustrate, not every RTI gets a “proper” response, which is a question 
that we touched on during our call but did not have time to discuss thoroughly. There are 
cases such as the electricity example mentioned above where the problem is fixed, though 
a formal response to the RTI is never issued. In other cases, especially at the Pradhan 
level, we have heard from our partners that the kids are sometimes told, “why do you 
need to file the RTI, we can give you the information (or do your work) without it.” We 
are torn about how to deal with this: on the one hand this dilutes the value of the RTI by 
allowing people to bypass the law, on the other, because of the decentralized way in
which the MCF is structured and the large number of kids involved in this process, we do 
not feel it is possible (or appropriate) for us to demand that the children pursue every RTI 
till they get a response. Since the children live in these communities we have to make 
sure that we don’t put them at unnecessary risk. A couple of cases to illustrate why we 
are concerned:

       In Almora we were told of one child who was beaten by his father for putting 
in an RTI asking what supplies the ration shop owner had received. The shop 
owner apparently tells the people that he hasn’t got any sugar, and they suspect 
he is selling the rations in the black market. During our visit to the village, we 
raised this issue with the women and suggested they take up this issue through 
their woman’s group instead of a having child doing it. 

       Also in the case of Mahavir from Thati, who had submitted the RTI about the 
teacher not coming to primary school, the teacher apparently tried to intimidate 
him and threatened to file a lawsuit against him. However, thanks to support from 



our partner organization there (Mount Valley) and a visit from our coordinator, 
Dwarika, he seems to be doing ok. 

So while we do explain to our partners that they risk undermining the RTI law if they 
allow officials to unnecessarily bypass it, we are not insisting that they push for an 
official response to every RTI that is filed (though we do encourage them to appeal bad 
responses). However, we have told them that at the end of the project we will need to 
provide an accounting of each RTI filed, broken down by the following categories:

1.     Satisfactory response received

2.     Response received but not satisfactory

        Appealed

        Not appealed

3.     Response not received but problem was solved.

        Official asked them to withdraw the RTI but promised to fix 
the problem.

4.     No response received and problem was not solved.

Does this sound about the right balance to you?

What’s working, what’s not:

The biggest challenge we have encountered is inconsistency in application, which is 
inevitable given the way the MCF is structured. That is, some partners are doing a far 
better job than others. We are able to mitigate this somewhat by having Dwarika (the 
MCF’s RTI coordinator) visit those partners who are struggling and give them a little pep 
talk and hands on assistance. We just got a visit from a partner, SIMAR, who ran into a 
great deal of trouble because (going opposite to what we had told them) they decided 
they would tackle all the most controversial issues first. So in one village, a kid filed an 
RTI against the father of another member of his bal panchayat. This naturally caused a 
great deal of bad blood in the community and caused people to stop filing RTIs. (But we 
believe we’ve got them back on track now.)

We are also helping all our partners interpret the responses they get, and when we feel it 
is not adequate, urging them to appeal it or filing the appeal on their behalf. This extra 
training workshop that Dr. Tolia is giving us will also help with this. 

However, at this point, we feel it is safe to say that even though not every RTI will 
receive an appropriate response and not every problem will be solved this year, we can 
say this project is a success because it has put the power of the RTI into the hands of very 
unempowered communities and put the government on notice that they are accountable to 
the people. It’s pretty amazing, actually, to talk to the kids and see the tremendous boost 
to their self confidence when they manage to solve a problem that had dragged on for a 



long time and that the adults in their village could not fix. And even though the adults 
don’t always support the idea initially, they change their minds when they see the results.

Advice for anyone else wanting to work with kids on RTI:

Most other funders we’ve talked to are scared of teaching kids to use the RTI for fear that 
it will put them in danger. It’s pretty awesome that Asha supported us in this project, 
because the increase in awareness and use of the RTI as a result of this campaign has 
been dramatic and it demonstrates how effective young people can be both in using the 
RTI and in teaching others about it.

I think Dinesh mentioned that someone is interested in doing this at a school? If so, we 
would recommend they set up a “RTI club” or team or some such group of students that 
can be trained on how to use the RTI and then meet every couple of weeks or so to follow 
up on and troubleshoot any applications they have filed. Simply teaching the kids about 
the RTI without actually sitting them down and helping them fill out the applications or 
following up on their responses, will likely lead to very few applications being filed. 
(Also, any teacher contemplating this should be aware that filing RTI applications about 
their school could make things uncomfortable both for the teacher and the kids.)

However, it is important to note that the MCF has a unique model that has made it 
possible to do this project on this scale: we’ve been working with these children and 
partner organizations for quite some time, so there is an infrastructure through which we 
are able to share the information about the process and follow up on their RTI 
applications. Anyone wanting to do an RTI campaign on this scale would either need to 
be a large organization with plenty of staff, or set up a similar structure of active 
children’s groups and partner organizations.

If you do have anyone interested in working with kids on the RTI, we’ll be happy to talk 
to them directly and answer any questions they may have. Feel free to give them our 
emails and phone number.

Did we manage to cover everything? If not, feel free to drop us a line.

Would you like to have a follow-up phone call? If so, when and where? (Aditi and Smita
be in Delhi from the 7th-13th but should be reachable by phone, or we can do it after the 
13th.) 

Thanks for your patience and apologies for this extremely long mail! There’s just so 
much to share!!

Cheers! Happy 4th of July 

Aditi, Dwarika, and Smita


