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INTRODUCTION 
The RTI has been an instrument in bringing in transparency and curbing corruption, thereby 

enhancing democracy at various levels. But unless there is a way to protect the activists, the 

purpose behind such openness will be defeated. 

After the promulgation of the right to information act 2005, incidents of assaults and killings 

of RTI activists have been reported.  

The public is deeply concerned about the systemic killings in India of people working against 

corruption through the Right to Information (RTI) Act,1  popularly called RTI activists. The 

RTI Act came into effect in 2005.  While it has been instrumental in exposing corruption and 

bringing greater transparency in the governance system,   RTI activists have been killed since  

2005  and  365  more have been assaulted, harassed or threatened. We as a country are indignant 

that the Government of India has yet to take any adequate measures to safeguard RTI activists.  

 These killings and assaults are an indication of a broader trend of shrinking democratic space, 

rising intolerance and derogation of rule of law in India. A culture of impunity is becoming 

normalised, which makes RTI activists even more vulnerable to threats, intimidation,  

harassment and murder. There is little access to justice since the Government has failed to 

impose serious measures to protect the life and liberty of these activists.  

The RTI Act has ensured a substantial positive change in government functioning, but it has 

not been a cakewalk for the applicants who have regularly been victimised for exposing 

wrongdoings in public offices. Around 20 cases of murder, 45 cases of assault and 73 cases of 

harassment of RTI users have been reported from all across India from as early as 2007. 2Most 

cases of victimisation involve information related to issues of larger public interest and social 

                                                             
1 1 Lovekesh Jain, The Information Gleaner, p. 03( New Century publication ,2010). 
2 https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/India-doesnt-have-a-law-to-protect-
whistleblower/articleshow/5736903.cms?referral=PM 
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welfare schemes. Registration of false cases, accusations of blackmailing and other means to 

harass RTI users are routinely exercised by vested interests. Those living in rural areas are 

easier targets due to physical proximity with the accused and remoteness from police, media 

and civil society groups. A well-established mechanism consisting of set procedures to deal 

with such cases can go a long way in guaranteeing the safety of applicants. Regular proactive 

disclosure of information by public authorities under Section 4(1) of the RTI Act, quick police 

action on complaints of RTI users and monitoring of the investigations by a senior police 

officer can help curb the menace. Investigations should also be made into the role of the PIO 

and first appellate authority can help curb the menace. When the information sought relates to 

police, the probe into allegations of victimisation should be done by an external/independent 

agency.3 Monitoring by information commissions, human rights commissions and the 

department to which the information pertains can also bring great benefits. A helpline by 

information commissions or state governments for the protection of RTI users can go a long 

way in dealing with the issue. Analysing victimisation of RTI applicants and strategies for their 

protection On the part of applicants, community support has been found to be a great defence 

against victimisation. Reporting even minor threats, keeping proper documentation of 

complaints and representations to authorities and networking with civil society organisations 

and media persons can also help avoid mistreatment. Depending on the information sought, 

other laws can also be invoked to ensure protection. For instance, if the information sought 

relates to issues of a minor, the Juvenile Justice Board can be approached for action.4 

CORRUPTION AND RTI 
September 28 is celebrated internationally as Right to Know Day, highlighting the critical 

importance of people’s right to access information held by their governments. In India, 

                                                             
3 Elited Kumar, Use and Misuse of right to Information Act,2005 available at https:// 
elitedkumar.worldpress.com 
4 Prof. S.R. Bhansali, The Right to Information Act 2005, p.19 ( Indian Publishing House, 2009). 
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following a nationwide campaign led by grassroots and civil society organizations, the 

government passed a landmark Right to Information Act in 2005. Since then, social activists, 

civil society organizations, and ordinary citizens have effectively used the Act to tackle 

corruption and bring greater transparency and accountability in the government.5 

Right to Information laws grant citizens the legal right to access information held by their 

governments, bringing much-needed transparency in the otherwise opaque functioning of 

government. Globally, more than 80 countries have now enacted such laws, with the list 

growing each year. India’s RTI Act is internationally recognized as a strong and effective law. 

Over the last six years, the RTI has been used extensively by ordinary Indian citizens to demand 

a vast range of information from their government.6 

Unlike many countries where RTI laws have been used primarily by journalists and the media, 

in India, the law has a broad base of users. A 2009 study estimates that in the Act’s first three 

years alone, close to two million RTI requests were filed in different parts of the country. Case 

studies and media reports show that RTI is being used to redress individual grievances, access 

entitlements such as ration cards and pensions, investigate government policies and decisions, 

and expose corruption and misuse of government resources.7 

For many, particularly India’s poor and disadvantaged, the simple act of filing an RTI 

application is empowering and often leads to tangible results. 

controversies including the 2G spectrum scam, financial irregularities in organisation of 

Commonwealth Games and Adarsh Housing Society scandal besides others have brought dark 

                                                             
5 Mandakini Devasher Surie, Right to Information in India: An Effective Tool to Tackle Corruption, September 
28, 2011, http://asiafoundation.org/in-asia/2011/09/28/right-to-information-in-india-an-effective-tool-to-
tackle-corruption/. Accessed on April 14, 2012. 
 
6  http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/Misuse-of-RTI-Act-riles-PM/articleshow/16789428.cms 
7 Aruna Roy and Nikhil Dey: Fighting for the Right to Know in India, Development Dialogue, 1, 2002, p. 77-90. 
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truth of corruption in governance to the fore. The prevalence of corruption in India can be 

gauged from the Centre for Media Services analysis that during 2005-10, corruption coverage 

in prime-time bulletins increased almost by four times in comparison to news stories.  

The Corruption Perceptions Index (CPI) is an index published annually by Transparency 

International since 1995 which ranks countries "by their perceived levels of public sector 

corruption, as determined by expert assessments and opinion surveys." The CPI generally 

defines corruption as "the misuse of public power for private benefit". According to the 2018 

CPI, India was ranked 78th out of 176 countries and the corruption scale is increasing every 

year.8 

The use of RTI Act by media and civil society organisations in exposing several of the latest 

corruption episodes underscores the fact that it is a great tool to ensure transparency and 

accountability in governance. 

 

CASE STUDY OF RTI ACTIVISTS9 
 

 Nanjibhai Sondarva (35), a resident of Manekvada village in Kotda Sangani taluka of Rajkot 

district, was allegedly clubbed to death by six people. 

The deceased’s father has claimed that the attack occurred soon after Sondarvai filed an RTI 

application demanding transparency about the funds spent on the construction of a road in his 

village. 

                                                             
8 2 India Transparency International corruption index blow, BBC News India, December 1, 2011 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-asia-india-15979646 .Accessed on April 12, 2012 
9 Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Attacks_on_RTI_activists_in_India. Accessed 
on April 20, 
2012. 
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This was, however, not the first time that Sondarva had been attacked. A year-and-a-half ago, 

he and other members of his family were assaulted, allegedly by the village sarpanch who 

apparently was furious at Sondarva for using the RTI to expose financial irregularities in the 

developmental works undertaken in the village. 

A year ago, Right to Information activist Nanjibhai Sondarva was clubbed and slashed to death 

by six persons near his village in Rajkot district of Gujarat for demanding transparency and 

asking for details about funds spent on the construction of a village road. On Wednesday, his 

17-year-old son, Rajesh, died following a brutal assault by the same culprits. 

They were pressurising his family to settle the matter out of court. Rajesh, Nanjibhai’s elder 

son, was now helping in the case as his grandfather, Meghabhai, is very old. Rajesh and his 

mother were even offered money to compromise the case but they had refused. 

Nanjibhai had complained about the misappropriation of village funds 

Then Nanjibhai realised that money was being siphoned off from water schemes. Then he filed 

RTIs to get the details of the various schemes and on the basis of the reports filed a case in the 

court about misappropriation of public funds – especially with schemes related to sanitation 

and the construction of toilets. 

Mohd Tahriuddin from West Bengal was also murdered in 2016 for exposing MGNREGA 

scam in Gram Panchayat of Uttar Dinajpur district of West Bengal, disseminated Information 

to job card holders, whose bank accounts were used for withdrawing money in name of fake 

projects. He was working under the organization PACT Org as a volunteer, it is an organization 

working in the field of Transparency and anti-corruption. 

Jethva was shot dead on July 20, 2010, by two assailants outside the Gujarat High Court. 

Through RTI replies, the social worker had exposed illegal mining activities in Gir forest 

allegedly by former MP Solanki. 
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Whereas, all these activists are not lucky enough to at least get a quick death. Anoop Singh, an 

RTI activist was abducted from Dankaur town in Gautam Budh Nagar district, burnt with 

cigarette butts on his private parts and beaten with iron rods before being dumped near a petrol 

pump in a neighbouring district four days later in December 2013. 

Adv. Mohd. Hasim Shaikh was assaulted with Hockey and Iron rods in the late evening when 

going towards home, got major injuries and also got finger fractured, the assaulters took away 

the cell phone and a wallet. In 2014, he exposed License scams in BMC and also got Penalized 

officers of BMC by State Information Commissions, working as an alert and active citizen, 

associated with various citizens group. 

In Odisha, Anand Kumar Assault, Illegal Detention by Police and Illegal Custody By SDJM. 

Beaten up in Police Station with Grievous Injury as he exposed the Corruption in Police 

Department. 

 

USERS ANONYMITY 
RTI Anonymous is one solution that would hopefully reduce this issue to a significant 

extent. The need for a Whistleblower Protection Act10 has been expressed by all the activists 

who use RTI as a medium to expose corruption. But the government’s inaction on this subject 

has unfortunately caused a number of deaths all over the country in the last few years. 

The relevant provisions of the statute. Section 6(2) of the RTI Act, 2005 would clearly provide, 

an applicant making a request for information shall not be required to give any reason for 

requesting the information or any other personal details except those that may be necessary for 

contacting him.11 

                                                             
10 Whistleblowers Protection Act, 2014. 
11 RTI Act, 2005, Section 6(2). 
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Looking at the said provision, we find logic in the submission of the petitioner. When the 

legislature thought it fit, the applicant need not disclose any personal detail, the authority need 

not disclose any personal detail, the authority should not insist upon his detailed whereabouts 

particularly when post box number is provided for that would establish contact with him and 

the authority. 

In case the authority would find any difficulty with the post box number, they may insist upon 

personal details. However, in such case, it would be the solemn duty of the authority to hide 

such information and particularly from their website so that people at large would not know of 

the details. 

The authority should not insist upon the detailed address of the applicant as and when an 

application is made under the Right to Information Act. The interested parties would cause a 

threat to the activist and in fact, there had been past incidents of unnatural deaths of activists 

in the field, presumably by the interested persons having a vested interest to conceal the 

information that is asked for by the activist. 

THE WHISTLEBLOWER PROTECTION ACT 
A whistleblower is a person who releases information about the wrongdoing of any government 

or public official or discloses some corruption on the part of public office holder to the public. 

He may be a person who is a part of a government functionary. Whistleblowing constitutes an 

important element of information law. The constant demand for the protection of whistleblower 

since the commencement of the Act12.  

They play the role of an investigative journalist or an RTI activist who reveal misdoing which 

is being secretly manipulated in the government departments or public bodies leading to 

harmful consequences or potential danger for the people. The vulnerability of whistleblower to 

                                                             
12 N V Paranjape, Right to information law in India, p.256 ( Lexis Nexis, 2014) 
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threats or attacks from the corrupt public officials, political leaders and mafia who do not want 

their nefarious activities to be disclosed. A serious problem is that there is no protection 

available for those trying to counter corruption by taking on influential official and politician. 

The voices of those who are brave to speak up against dishonesty are often throttled. Satyendra 

Dubey of National Highways Authority of India and Manjunath Shanmugham of Indian Oil 

Corporation were killed because they too had stood up against corruption. With other 

corruption prevention strategies, there is a dire need for extending legal protection to those who 

make effort to expose to corrupt element. Due to the Government of India resolution on Public 

Interest Disclosure and Protection of Informer, 2008 considered being an adequate measure 

which authorized the Central Vigilance Commission to receive complaints about any disclosure 

on any allegation of corruption or misuse of office and recommended appropriate action. 

Expressing concern for the growing incidents of murders, assault torture harassment of 

whistleblower and RTI activists, the Asian Centre for Human Rights in its report emphasised 

the need and urgency of a protective provision in RTI Act or independent legislation on 

Whistleblower protection. For example, Sheela massod from Bhopal harassed by a police 

officer and murdered because she was exposing a private school which belong to a powerful 

politician. Chandra Mohan burnt in his car because he was filing RTI application against land 

mafia. RTI activist Satis Shetty who exposed many land scam in Telangana was killed by land 

mafia. RTI activist Shashdhar Mishra was murdered for exposing several welfare scams in 

Bihar. Amit Jethwa was shot dead for filing many application and PIL against illegal mining 

in Gir forest. Niyaat Ansari, Babbu Singh, Dattatreya Patel and many more are examples who 

murdered in the fight against corruption, in several cases attempts of life of RTI activists and 

whistleblower have been reported. While a large number of such attacks and treats go unnoticed 

or unreported. Victimization of the activists by harassing them or implicating in false cases is 

also often resorted to by the official holding power who misuse of authority or indulge in 
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corruption or illegal activities.13 What the RTI Act has managed to achieve in the last decade 

is to unleash a silent citizen’s movement for government accountability across the country. The 

RAAG report found that on an average, 4-5 million applications are filed under the Act every 

year.14 But this has not been without its negative consequences. Forty activists who had 

demanded crucial information, with the potential to expose corruption within the government, 

had been killed. This has necessitated supplementary laws such as whistleblower protection 

laws to ensure protection for information activists. The demand for a comprehensive Whistle 

Blowers Protection Act (WBP Act) started in 2002 when Satyendra Dubey, an engineer on the 

golden quadrangle project, was murdered for exposing corruption in the project. Finally in 

2014, after 12 years of the murder of Satyendra Dubey, the WBP Act was passed when families 

of whistleblowers and activists held protests for over 20 days. The WBP Act provides 

protection of identity for whistleblowers and safeguards against their victimisation. Despite 

assurances, the government had taken no steps to prevent deaths of whistleblowers by 

operationalising the WBP law. Close to 60 people have been killed in the last few years for 

exposing corruption and wrongdoing in the government. Police and state Government many 

times has failed to provide protection to the whistle blower. The Whistleblowers Protection 

(Amendment), Bill, 2015, passed by the Lok Sabha renewed concerns regarding the 

vulnerability of information seekers making disclosures in the public interest. “The original 

intention of the whistleblower protection law was to protect citizens disclosing information 

regarding wrongdoing in the larger public interest. The amendments do not provide immunity 

to whistleblowers, making them liable for prosecution under the Official Secrets Act. The Bill 

completely dilutes the provisions of the earlier law removing everything exempted under 

                                                             
13 Two year report card of the government on issues of transparency and accountability Available at 
http://righttoinformation.info/2069/ 
14 Rajya Sabha Official Debates, February 21, 2014.  Any amendments made by Rajya Sabha would have 
necessitated sending the Bill back to Lok Sabha.  Given that Lok Sabha was holding its last sitting that day, the 
Bill would have lapsed. 
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Section 8 (1) of the RTI Act from within the ambit of whistle-blowing. “If the government 

wanted to ensure that sensitive information regarding national security, integrity, etc., is not 

made public, then the law could have been appropriately amended to ensure additional 

safeguards or by making provisions for a mechanism for confidential disclosure. What is 

sought to be done now is a blanket ban on disclosures containing sensitive information.15 

BLACKMAILING AND MISUSING OF RTI AS MAJOR 

REASON OF THREATS TO RTI ACTIVISTS 
The RTI requests, at times, are not simply to satisfy one's doubt but also to derive vicarious 

pleasures. The public interest which the Act intends to secure is missing in many RTI 

applications. There have been instances where applicants seek policy-related information and 

many times the applicants have vested interests. At times the Act is used by people to harass 

their colleagues or blackmail the authorities. Moreover, there are numerous instances of 

applicants demanding irrelevant or frivolous information. Such a selfish and unintelligent use 

of the Act will defeat the high objectives of the Act. It has also been observed that the Act is 

frequently being used by government servants, mostly disgruntled, under disciplinary 

proceedings to settle their service matters. It is also being misused by people interested in 

gathering evidence in their litigation cases.16  

There is a likelihood that the requestor may not turn up to pay the additional fees once the 

information is ready. It is also unfortunate that the language being used by requestors is at 

times, intemperate and impolite, to say the least.53 The RTI Act is being used by business 

competitors of public authorities. In certain cases, some NGOs are indulging in getting projects 

sanctioned from international agencies which they complete by simply filing an RTI 

                                                             
15 10 years after RTI, transparency under cloud available at 
http://www.thehindu.com/news/cities/Delhi//article7213480.ece 
16 Abhishek Jain and Aarushi Jain, "Promoting Right to Information Through E-Governance-A Case of ESoochna 
and other Initiatives in H.P." The Indian journal of Public Administration, Vol.55, No.1, January-March 2009,at 
p. 38 
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application in the Central Ministry concerned, which in turn has to procure the data from 

various states and districts. The Commission has now started looking at some alternative 

remedies while dealing with information requests. It now insists that if a normal internal 

mechanism for assessing information is good enough, recourse to RTI Act may not be 

permissible.54 There is also a need to guard against the growth of professional middlemen who 

use this Act for personal gain, as witnessed in some other countries. 

NEW RULES, OLD TRICKS 
The controversial new RTI rules of 2017, state that appeals filed before an information 

commission (an RTI appeal is filed before a commission if a government department denies 

the original request) would become void with the death of an applicant, a provision that many 

activists have termed as a “death sentence” to those seeking controversial information.17 

The surest way to muzzle transparency would be to eliminate an information seeker whose 

appeal is pending since that would ensure the information never gets released. Such a rule 

would violate the CIC’s own 2011 resolution, which states that if a complaint regarding assault 

or murder of an information seeker is received, the CIC could examine the pending RTI 

application and order the concerned department to publish the requested information suo motu 

on their website. The proposed new rules also include other onerous provisions like a 500-word 

limit on each RTI application (first proposed by the UPA government).18 

“It will be a regressive step if these new rules are pushed through. For example, there is a new 

requirement to authenticate and verify accompanying documents [at a time when self-

attestation is becoming the norm]. This will only make the process of using RTI more 

                                                             
17 TNN, Rajasthan High Court notice to government over non-appointment of information commissioners, 
Times of India, May 15, 2012, http://articles.timesofindia.indiatimes.com/2012-05-15/jaipur/31710918_1_ric-
information-commissioner- appointment. Accessed on May 20, 2019. 
18 Compliance with the Right To Information Act: A Survey. New Delhi: Commonwealth Human Right Initiative, 
2009, 
160 p. 
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cumbersome and difficult, especially for the poor and marginalised who constitute the vast 

majority of users. Some of these new rules would only aggravate existing problems instead of 

solving them. 

That has been the case with almost every single intervention made by governments in the realm 

of RTI over the years, with the constant threat of weakening existing provisions or making the 

process extra difficult. 

 

Everybody in power dislikes RTI, The only defence against a recalcitrant state apparatus, 

within the scheme of India’s information transparency regime, is the information commission. 

But many of the State-level commissions and the one at the Centre are saddled with pendency 

worth several years, are under-staffed, denied adequate resources. 

Commissions have been largely responsible for the decline in the effectiveness of RTI. A lot 

of citizens are finding that if the public information officer in a government department is not 

providing answers, they have no recourse.19 

Besides, surveys by the Research, Assessment and Analysis Group (RaaG) show that close to 

70% of the information sought by people through RTI is information that should have already 

been in the public domain under the proactive disclosure clauses of the Act. 

 

 

                                                             
19 Bhaduri, 2008: Growth and employment in the era of globalization: Some lessons from the Indian 
experience. 
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LESSONS FOR RTI USERS 
− It's pertinent to engage the community in the work. This will not only ensure protection from 

vested interests but also lend credibility to the efforts.  

− Be in touch with civil society organisations and media persons. Release the information to 

the public as soon as possible to avoid victimisation.  

− If there is a possibility of victimisation, have more than one person file the same RTI 

application to divert attention. A friend based in another faraway location can also be asked to 

file the RTI application on your behalf.  

− In case of threat or assault, immediately contact the local police station and obtain a copy of 

the FIR or DDR. File a formal complaint with the respective information commission, area 

DSP and the department to which the information pertains with copies of relevant documents 

through fax or speed post. 

 − SOS calls by different sources to the security agencies for help can press upon the urgency 

of the issue.  

− Right to information is not a stand-alone law. Depending on the information sought, other 

laws can also be invoked to ensure protection. For instance, if the information sought relates to 

issues of a minor, the Juvenile Justice Board can be approached for action. This also conveys 

the fact that those seeking protection are not seeking any extra-judicial favours but working 

within the established system. 
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CONCLUSION 
 

It is possible to prevent the victimization of RTI customers by ensuring that Section 4(1) of the 

RTI Act on proactive disclosure is implemented, thereby decreasing the need to submit RTI 

applications. The involvement of lawyers for human rights and the proactive strategy of the 

data committees involved can contribute to rapid intervention. Another excellent choice is a 

help line for RTI users involving information commissions and civil society organizations. RTI 

users should take precautions by involving the entire community in their work, keeping civil 

society organizations and media people in the loop and releasing the information obtained to 

the public at the earliest opportunity. Having more than one person file the same RTI 

application or having a proxy applicant from another location also work well.  

But individuals still try; they still ask questions. Because the only law that provides us with a 

feeling of fairness is this still. You at least get the government's response. A recognition that 

you occur. That you have a grievance. This is one of the few items that could save our 

democracy from falling into something totally irresponsible. People ought to ask questions. 

People should demand access to information. Unfortunately, it has become difficult to ask 

questions today. 

But that has not always been the situation. For example, the Indian independence movement 

acquired its early momentum in the late 1890s because of a country's economic history written 

by a former civil servant, Romesh Chunder Dutt, who pointed at public documents, asked 

questions about where India's cash went, and persistently pursued the path wherever it led. We 

have a tradition of asking questions, such a deep-rooted tradition that ministers and prime 

ministers have to pay lip service to the RTI Act at the very least. After all, what is all about 

government? It's an administration running in conjunction with and as a reaction to the needs 

of people." 
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And those aspirations find a voice not just when one vote, but also every time a set of questions 

get written down and sent to those who govern us. As a country, we have again begun to ask 

questions—regularly, relentlessly, and often against great odds. The answers can’t be hidden 

for too long. 
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