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) Research Initiatives Bangladesh (RIB)
Research Initiatives Bangladesh (RIB’s) RTI activities in the year 2021

1.RTI status for 2021

Location No. of RTI Reply Nature of Issue in RTI applications

(District) submitted received

Dhaka 2509 1711 Nature of Themes that are covered for RTI applications: (1)
Dinajpur Government services and facilities (2) Climate change and
Rajshahi environment (3) Governance and administration (4) Health and
Nilphamari Education (5) Political accountability (6) Sustainable
Rangpur Development Goals (SDG) (7) Cremation & graveyard (8)
Bogura Improper road condition (9) Employment (10) Landless and
Jessore land grabbing

Moulvibazar
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(2) Trainings on Right to Information (RTI)

RIB has received support from National Endowment for Democracy (NED) and (Bischofliches
Hilfswerk MISEREOR to take research project on PAR & RTI. These international
organizations awarded multiyear funds to RIB to promote RTI in Bangladesh in assigned
working areas. During the beginning of the project activities, trainings on RTI were directly
provided to more than 800 people chosen from above working districts. Such RTT trainings were
very interactive and participants learnt on importance of information as well as how to frame
right kind of RTI questions. The participants were made familiar with pertinent issues which can
be looked through RTI lenses and if the same is resolved then this will promote systemic change
in governance system.

(3) Publications on RTI

RIB published posters, books and brochures on RTI during the year 2021 and disseminated to the
large number of publics through online and in person delivery. We are confident that the
published resource materials are going to be very useful to the readers because the book is a
compilation of all our writings on various themes and issues concerning RTI which had been
published in the Daily Star newspaper since 2015. This book gives comprehensive idea on RTI
and a kind of hands-on resource material to self-educate on concept of RTI.

Practical Framework of
RTI Law:
Bangladesh and glohal

perspectives

RIB has organized regular networking meeting |
with regional members of 4 organizations who
collaborated with RIB voluntarily under a project
Advancing Accountability and Transparency §
through Right to Information, to promote RTI in
their respective working areas, the organizations
were BLAST, BELA, ALRD, SUJON as well
few RTI promoters/ RTI Defenders from
Dinajpur district who consented to work with
RIB voluntarily agreeing on principle to motivate
people in their locality to make use of RTI law
and promote it by framing questions on issues,
themes and mandates with which they work on. This networking meetings were mainly
organized to discuss on RTI law and objectives that we want to achieve through above project,
effective issue identification and specifics RTI question framing, the outcome of RTI application,
sharing experience and learning to overcome as well on strategic aspect on the use of RTI law so
that RTI law use may ensure improvement in governance, accountability and transparency in the
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work public officers may increase in the sectors like environment, legal aid services, land rights
case, and in sectors that involve public participation and political accountability.

(5) Public Campaign, information fair & RTI Road show

RIB organized public campaigns, information fairs
and RTI road show during year 2021 to disseminate
knowledge on RTI at places accessible by large
i croups of people through this project. RTI campaigns
= have been held at district level where more than 200
people along with the participation of the general
public, local administrations/government officials,
people’s representatives, social activists, and RTI
Defenders participated. These campaigns took place at
educational institutions, like schools, colleges
campuses and haat bazars where large gatherings of

people were possible, of course keeping health safety measures in place and taking all kinds of
preparation as country is going through covid crisis. The Road show was organized from
Dinajpur to Rajshahi where RTI defenders travelled to disseminate information and knowledge
on RTI to the people of Dinajpur districts and Rajshahi, during the road shows RTI defenders
distributed RTI reading materials e.g. leaflet, books, posters published by RIB. Through RTI
campaigns and Road show demand for RTI was raised among the general people. Such
initiatives would convey messages on the importance of RTI and its links in promoting good
governance and inclusive development.

(6) Dialogue meetings with relevant stakeholders to discuss on RTI status

RIB has organized number of dialogue meetings with government officials and civil
society, relevant stakeholders, RTI defenders at regional/local level to disseminate findings on
submitted RTI applications, for raising awareness and strategies for resolving issues between
demand and supply side of RTI law, sharing experiences, lessons learnt and discussing the best
practices of RTI requesters. These dialogue meetings are organized in collaboration and
with participation of local administration including government officials and people’s
representatives, civil society members, activists, and the general public. Dialogue meetings have
turned out to be an effective advocacy mechanism to encourage people to make greater use of the
RTTI Act, at the same time sitting across the table citizens and public authorities get an authority
to interact with each other.

Dialogue meeting at DC office, Jessore Dialogue meeting in presence of DC in
Rajshahi
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(7) RTI Resource Centre

Three RTI Resource Centre in the fields of North zone has been established by RIB’s motivated
RTI Defenders voluntarily. These resource centers have been established to cater to the needs of
local people with queries on process of drafting and filling RTI, development initiatives, social
service as provided by government and any other information which needs to be given including
assisting in filling RTI application. At resource centre RTi defenders make people aware about
RTI law and help them in filling up RTI form, appeal and complaint and keeping records of it.
That resource centre has been prepared in a way to display some good number of information on
service related matters from government to the general public.

(8) RTI Workshops

people and it provided them with an opportunity
to share their RTI journey with others and gather
experiences and lessons learnt from other
participants.

(9) Orientation and follow up training on Right to Information (RTI) jointly for
Government officers and RTI Defenders.

RIB organized a training at UNO Office,
Fulbari Upazila of Dinajpur districts. In the
said training UNO of Fulbari Upazila himself
participated and along with him government
officers from 18 local government offices
have also participated in the training. During
the facilitation, local RTI defenders discussed
on the importance of RTI Act to improve

transparency and accountability for better

governance system in the country.

(10) Monthly publication on use and status of RTI in the Daily Star newspaper.

RTI team at RIB regularly writes a column on RTI which is published in The Daily Star
newspaper on 15" of every month. In the year 2021, twelve monthly articles on various
important issues encompassing RTI were published. Copies of above articles published in 2021
are available at RIB’s website: www.rib-rtibangladesh.org.

(11) Webinar on importance of RTI and last 1 year experience of RTI especially during
pandemic in Bangladesh .

RIB organized multiple stakeholders’ hybrid webinar on 1 year experience of RTI with
representation from civil society, Dos and government officers, representative from Information

(S



Commission, CSOs from Thakurgaon, Panchagarh, Rajshahi, Naogaon, Rangpur, Dinajpur. RTI
Activists and Human rights defender from Rangpur, Nilphamari, Rajshahi, Naogaon, Dinajpur.
Such meeting was turned out to be very effective and fruit bearing because through these
meetings a good relationship emerged between service recipients and providers. These meetings
created an atmosphere where citizen felt empowered to initiate a discussion concerning their
rights, entitlements.

(12) Generating number of RTI applications by RIB RTI Team

RIB’s RTI team members on a weekly basis scan through few selected newspapers to identify
issues which can be intervened through RTI requests. Not only RTI defenders and RIB’s
stakeholders submit RTI requests but RIB’s RTI team members on a regular basis submits RTI
applications to various authoritative with focus on issues selected from newspaper exercise and
field findings and the issues range from lack of accountability and transparency in public
services, administrative actions, unfair and discriminatory practices, misuse or abuse of power,
corruption in public works, and RIB on a regular basis hold meetings virtually and in person
among its own team members as well as with RTI defenders and stakeholder to provide guidance
on strategizing techniques to determine RTI issue and how to frame right kind of RTI questions.

(13) Regional RTI Networking and sharing

RIB organized a networking meeting in Rajshahi, the meeting was Chaired by a Professor from
Rajshahi University. This meeting was organized to launch a voluntary Regional Network on
RTI with RTI users representing from Dhaka, Rajshahi, Naogaon, Dinajpur, Nilphamari and
Rangpur. This is a voluntary network of people belonging to academic backgrounds,
development  sectors,  many
professionals who have come
forward to form this network with
the following objective-

e Sharing the knowledge,
expertise, experiences of
RTI users from different
regions.

e Sharing and learning from
each other good practices
on RTL

e Take initiative to promote
RTTI to wider public.




(14) RTI Camps with students

it RIB organised RTI camps with students from
Jessore and Rajshahi districts. In these camps
several college students from the area took
part in activities of sharing knowledge on
RTTI through discussion, debate and writing
ideas on promoting RTI in Bangladesh. The
students put in test their new acquired
knowledge by writing an instant RTI
application.

8) The Carter Center
Right to Information activities completed by The Carter Center, 2021

The Carter Center worked closely with the Cabinet Division (Coordination and Reforms) and
Information Commission, Bangladesh, and local civil society partners to continue implementing
its project titled Advancing Women'’s Right of Access to Information in Bangladesh, funded by
USAID. Focusing its efforts on the target districts of Sylhet, Satkhira, Khagrachari, and
Rajshahi, the Center’s programming seeks to achieve results in three separate but complementary
areas:

1. The legal and social environment is enabling for women’s access to information.

National and target local governments more effectively and equitably provide
information to women in target districts.

3. Civil society organizations and information liaisons in target districts promote and
support women’s use of the right of access to information.

Having organized the project in this manner, The Carter Center implemented the following
activities in 2021:

1. The legal and social environment is enabling women’s access to information
a. Multi-Stakeholder Meetings

In January, the Cabinet Division (Coordination and Reforms) continued its workshops on
“Developing a time-bound action plan on women’s access to information in Bangladesh,”
beginning at the end of December 2020. The Carter Center’s Chief of Party presented a keynote
address to workshop attendees on 7 January about the transformative power that information can
have for women. It encouraged continued collaboration among stakeholders, especially at the
local level, to address the specific information needs of marginalized groups, such as the Dalit.
The Cabinet Division handed over work plans from each of these agencies to The Carter Center
with a request for review and recommendations on improving the identified actions/plans. The
goal is to shape these work plans’ intent to be more gender-sensitive and specifically address and
include women’s access to information. The Cabinet Division also asked that the Center jointly
develop a concept note that will short- and term long-term implementation plans to lay the
foundation for future women’s access to information programming. The Center has begun
reviewing and systematizing the work plans and initially identified activities that could be
included in the following action plans. The Cabinet has requested the Center to continue
supporting the implementation of crucial activities from the agency’s work plan.
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Meetings of the Right to Information Working Group (RTI WG) at the national and district level
continued during the reporting year of the project, both virtually and in person. Over this
program year, there were four national level RTI WG meetings, 13 at the district level, four at
the division level, and 13 at the Upazila level. The RTI Working Groups discussed challenges
that continue to impact the advancement of women’s right of access to information and potential
solutions, including the need to increase proactive disclosure of information on the government

agencies’ website, mainly sharing the contract information of the Designated Information Officer
as well as the necessity to have the nameplates and titles located on the desk of each information
officer. In addition, the RTI Working Groups recognized the time burden of the citizens’ visits to
request the information in the government offices and asked members to reduce the waiting
times. Further, to ensure women's rights, it was agreed that the elected women representatives at
the Upazila and Union Parishad must be involved in activities organized for women. It also was
requested that the Information Commission extend the duration of the Strategic Plan from 2022
to 2030 and include action plans related to women's right of access to information.

b. International Right to Know Day

On the International Right to Know Day (IRTKD), September 28, 2021, the Center highlighted
the theme set out by the Information Commission, “Women’s access to information during the
pandemic.” Working closely with the Commission, the Carter Center developed a TV spot that
had been distributed by the Information Commission to all 495 Upazilas for the airing on IRTKD
during their meetings. Further, the TV spot was circulated among all Divisional Commissioners,
Deputy Commissioners, and Upazila Nirhabi Officers and was also shared on TV and
Information Commission’s social media. To mark the celebration of the International Right to
Know Day, the Information Commission issued eleven awards for government officials who best
advanced the right to information. Receiving recognition for their contribution to the practice of
the right of information were Sylhet Division and the Department of Women’s Affairs of
Panchari Upazila in Khagrachari district, where the Center has been working since 2017. Sylhet
Division’s second consecutive win, receiving the award in 2019 and 2020. Both local
government leaders mentioned the support from the Carter Center and its partners as the reason
for their success. Ms. Monika Borua, Women’s Affairs Officer from Panchari Upazila, praised
the efforts of TUS and The Carter Center in the Khagrachari district and their impact on raising
awareness of women’s right to information, which has a life-changing effect on women’s lives,
specifically for women who live in the remote areas and do not engage in public life.

The International Right to Know Day celebration took part in every target district.
Approximately 1,791 people participated in the events, including 381 in Khagrachari, more than
900 in Rajshahi, 300 in Sylhet, and 210 in Satkhira. In the target districts, the Center’s partners
either joined the government-supported programs at the divisional and district level (Rajshahi) or
organized a joint initiative with the district administration and government departments (Satkhira
and Sylhet) or organized programs with the Upazila administration (Khagrachari and Sylhet).



c. International Anti-Corruption Day v:‘ k i)

To raise awareness of how information
can ensure government transparency
and accountability and celebrate the
International Anti-Corruption Day on
December 9, The Carter Center and
IDEA in Sylhet participated in and
organized local events.

In Dhaka, The Carter Center staff
participated in the human chain

The Carter Center Dhaka staff participating in human chain on Anti-
Corruption Day in Dhaka

organized by the Anti-Corruption Commission and NGO Affairs Bureau in Manik mia avenue,
other NGOs based in Dhaka.

In Sylhet, IDEA also observed the Anti-Corruption Day jointly with the Anti-Corruption
Commlssmn and District Administration. The District Authority organized a human chain and a
discussion meeting, where all the
district-level government and non-
government organizations
participated; further, all divisional and
district level chiefs were present at
this event to demonstrate their
commitment to ensuring corruption-
free services and to raise awareness
among students and all other
participants about corruption. IDEA
made a banner and a play
card/festoon with RTI Act
promotional and awareness messages
for this occasion. After the event, the
Human chain, Sylhet district  authority =~ organized a
discussion meeting on Joyeeta 2021 at the Sylhet Deputy Commissioner’s hall room, with IDEA
also in attendance.

d. RTI for women campaigns in target districts to reduce negative influencers and to
build champions

The Carter Center and local partners, with the support from the RTI Working Groups, developed
and conducted campaigns to transform potential adversaries into allies and to buttress and
celebrate champions. The Carter Center organized targeted Awareness Raising Campaigns in
Satkhira, Sylhet, and Khagrachari districts.

To prepare for the campaigns, the Center consulted with the RTI WGs virtually and in-person to
determine the themes for the respective Upazilas/districts, identify champions, and prepare the
list of invitees. In Satkhira, the theme was “The democratic right of a citizen to get information
and to know information,” in Sylhet, the theme was “Information ensures women's
empowerment and helps to make better decisions,” and in Khagrachari, the theme was “For the
development of hill women, information will reach each house.”
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Based on the local context, the members of the RTI WGs created slogans and motivational
messages for the non-supportive groups in their communities. Different learning materials, such
as television commercials, radio programs, posters, cartoons, etc., were utilized. Significantly,
the RTI working groups contributed to and coordinated the implementation of the campaign,
assuming greater ownership and furthering the potential for sustainability. In addition, the
Center’s partner organizations and Tottho Bondhus were involved in organizing the campaign.
On the campaign day, there were open discussions on the identified theme, sharing of the
messages developed by the RTI WG members and other participants, radio programs, showing
the Carter Center TVC/ video clips, announcing names of the champions and supporters for
women’s access to information in the community, and awards. Three champions in each district
were selected based on the criteria developed by the RTI Working Group members, the Carter
Center, and our local partner organizations.

2. National and target local governments more effectively and equitably provide
information to women in target districts

a. Awareness raising for public servants at the national level on the value of
information for women

In this reporting year, the Center continued its national and district level awareness-raising and
gender sensitization events for government officials, specifically targeting public officials who
deal with the information requesters and are responsible for RTI. These events increase their
awareness of the value of access to information for women and the existing gender asymmetries
and obstacles facing women, specifically marginalized and Dalit women. Considering the
pandemic situation, all gender sensitization training took place virtually. The Center and its
facilitators restructured the online movements to ensure interactive and participatory activities. In
the post-training survey, most participants expressed their satisfaction with the workshop
content, the presentations, the plenary sessions, and the facilitator’s methods and skills. For
example, in Rajshahi, 91% of the participants were satisfied with the gender refresher workshop
content, 93% with the presentations/plenary sessions, and 93% with the facilitators’ methods and
skills.

The Center organized gender sensitization training (Rajshahi) and two gender refresher courses
for 90 people (69 male and 21 female) across the four target districts. Prof. Salma Akhter from
the University of Dhaka’s Department of Sociology and the Center’s Chief of Party facilitated
these gender sensitivity sessions. The training examined gender and access to information. It
included basic principles (such as gender versus sex, equity versus equality, stereotypes, and
biases) and interactive sessions to explore and, where necessary, challenge participants’
understanding of gender roles in society. As these training included new districts/Upazilas, it was
their first time considering gender and its role in exercising some participants’ right to
information. Many of the questions addressed by these trainees centered on the topics of equity,
equality, and gender analysis. Some government officers receiving the training remarked that it
is not because of their gender that women are not provided information but rather because they
have gone to the wrong office to request the documents. For example, they noted that women go
to the local women’s affairs offices expecting that this office will have all the information they
seek, which is not always the case. For that reason, women are often referred to different offices
for specific information requests depending on the topic (land use, education, etc.). They
encouraged additional awareness-raising for women on where to go to seek information.
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b. Awareness raising with Union Parishad and district-level leaders

The Center’s local partners, IDEA, ACD, TUS, and Agrogoti Sangstha, continued building
awareness of women’s issues and exploring gender-responsive approaches to improving their
access to information. These meetings were aimed at local government officials to raise
awareness about the RTI Act and encourage these local bodies to be increasingly proactive in
making their services available to women. In 2021, IDEA held six meetings at the union level
with 87 participants, ACD held four awareness-raising events for 87 local government officials,
TUS held one meeting with 33 persons to discuss the RTI Act, and Agrogoti Sangstha in
Satkhira held six meetings at the union level and two annual dialogues with government and
nongovernmental service-providing agencies at the Upazila level with a total of 142 participants.

¢. RTI Intensive Trainings

Over the project year, the Center conducted “RTI Intensive” capacity-building training for
government officials in all four target districts. To assure that the participants have internalized
the capacity building from the earlier RTI training, each of these initial training was followed by
RTI refreshers scheduled a few months later. Because of the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, the
Center modified this training to be conducted virtually. The RTI intensives were adjusted to two
days, 3.5- 4 hours per day. Day one focused on records and document management, including
organization and controlling of records, storage, retention, and disposal of records, developing a
new records system, privacy, confidentiality, security, and electronic document and records
management. Day two continued with more on the RTI Act and proactive disclosure guidelines
and concluded with the gender sensitization session, “introduction to gender and state of
women.” These training were facilitated by Dr. Kazi Mostak Gausul Hoq, Professor and
Chairman of the Department of Information Science and Library Management, Dhaka
University, Mr. Nepal Chandra Sarker, former Information Commissioner, Information
Commission. The gender segment was facilitated by Dr. Salma Akhter, Professor of Sociology,
Dhaka University and by Sumana Sultana Mahmud, Chief of Party, The Carter Center.

Following the recommendation of the Carter Center’s COVID-19 assessment that was conducted
in the summer of 2020 to strengthen the capacity of local government officials with RTI training,
particularly related to women’s access to information, the Center identified the need for
additional capacity development efforts with local Union Parishad bodies and conducted RTI
training for the UP officers in Sylhet, Rajshahi, and Khagrachari districts in August. The primary
objective of this training was to capacitate local government representatives to implement the
RTI Act to provide information related to services to the community, specifically to Dalit and
marginalized women. The Center also adjusted the curriculum to be more applicable to the local
government authorities. For example, the local level and training focused more on addressing the
role of Union Parishad members as the primary hub of information. The content and schedule
were customized for the target audience. The presentations and discussions on the RTI Act and
women’s access to information were conducted in Bangla to ensure that Union Parishad
members understood the topics and participated in the debate. Ninety-two LGIs members
participated in the training across three program districts (31 in Sylhet, 31 in Rajshahi, and 30 in
Khagrachari).



d. Developing creative mechanisms to disseminate information to women

One of the most efficient and effective means of reaching women with crucial information is
through a robust information dissemination/proactive disclosure regime. Presently, women
struggle to access information as they do not have the time, resources, or ability to reach public
offices safely, and agencies cannot fully implement the proactive disclosure regimes. Placing
information in public places where women gather and advancing women through community
radio and new technologies allows women to access the data less fear or burden.

Information Booth camps

The Center supported local government officials to reach women more effectively through
information booths during the programming period. The kiosks provided a means of connecting
the local government officials with their citizens, including youth, Dalit women, and the
marginalized population, spreading information about the services available by the local
government and putting the request for information into practice, allowing women to access the
data with less fear or burden. The government officers who often attend these events and staff
the booths include government officials from the Youth Department, Women’s Affairs, Election
Commission, Livestock, Social Services, and Agriculture Office. The attending officials spoke
about also their services while answering questions and distributing written information to those
in attendance. Some of these events had a direct, almost immediate impact. For example, in
Khagrachari, in Dighinala Upazila, the representative from the livestock office offered citizens
an opportunity to join a training program on raising bulls, which led five participants to sign up
on the spot. The training involved techniques on mixing hay with other materials for cow feed,
precautions for vaccination against cow diseases, proper care for the animals, and other topics.
Those women who signed up and participated commented that they all benefited from the
training, demonstrating the transformative value of access to information.

This year, local government officials participated in eighteen information booth camps across all
four program districts, supported by the partner organizations and the Carter Center and program
programs. Remarkably, 372 requests for information were submitted, and 350 (94%) were
answered promptly.

This activity has proven to be very successful in the Dalit communities. In September, when
Agrogoti Sangstha organized an information booth camp at Bazar village of Bishnupur union of
Kaliganj Upazila, 85 applications for information were submitted mainly by Dalit and
marginalized women. The participating local government officials answered most of the
information requests, such as information related to allowances from the social service office,
training opportunities of the youth development office, education office, and family planning
authority.

Radio programs with local officials

In September, in Rajshahi, ACD arranged two talk shows: “Right to Information Act 2009 to
Ensure Women’s Rights” and “Right to Information Act 2009 and Our Role” on Radio Padma,
99.2 FM, the first community radio in Bangladesh. On each of these shows, the local government
officials discussed the RTI Act, the process for submitting RTI applications, and the services
available in the government offices. Attending officials included representatives from the Health
and Family Planning Officer, Social Service Officer, Tottho Apa, Information Officer, Election
officer Rajshahi City, Godagari, and Tanore Upazila. In addition to discussing the RTI Act, the
officials acknowledged the need to focus more on marginalized women to increase their rights
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awareness. The program was broadcast live, and the recorded versions are available on Radio
Padma’s verified Facebook page. So far, the programs have had an overall estimated reach of
over 200,000, with 110,000 views on Facebook.

3. Civil society organizations and information liaisons in target districts promote and
support women’s use of the right of access to information

a. Awareness-raising events for CSOs in target districts
Throughout the year’s programming, the Carter Center, along with local partners TUS, IDEA,
ACD, and Agrogoti Sangstha, engaged in several activities to increase access to information for
women among civil rights society organizations and relevant individuals. These activities
included the courtyard meetings, public service announcements, street dramas, billboards,
awareness-raising campaigns, and lessons learned and sharing workshops.

Public Service Announcements (PSAs)

Public service announcements (PSAs) continued to serve as a very effective medium to reach the
wider population to increase their knowledge about women’s right to information. PSAs were
broadcast in Satkhira on Nalta radio, Sylhet on Bangladesh Betar, and Rajshahi on Radio FM.
Over the year, Radio Nalta in Satkhira aired PSAs in October, November, May, June, August,
and September, reaching over 215,000 listeners. Further, these PSAs were posted on Radio
Nalta’s Facebook page so that they could be accessed at any time. Through the PSAs, the
listeners received information about the Right to Information Act and where and how to apply
for information. In Rajshahi, ACD developed PSAs broadcast on FM Radio in Rajshahi in
September and December. The specific topic included the right of access to information and its
value, application process and forms, appeals and complaints, and the role of the designated
information officials. Approximately 800,000 listeners tuned in.

Billboards

To further raise awareness about the RTI Act and the request process, billboards have been set
up across the target districts to provide details on the various steps for seeking/applying for
information.

In Sylhet, six billboards were installed in its new target unions: Alonkari, Tajpur, Doyamir,
Bishaw Nath, Osmani Nagar Upazila (on the main road), and the Bishaw Nath Upazila complex
area. To reach the maximum number of people, three billboards were installed in front of Union
Parishad offices, and one was placed in front of the bazaar. IDEA estimates that these billboards
will reach approximately 4,000 people. A billboard was also erected in Shyamnagar and
Kaligonj Upazilas in the Satkhira district.

b. Capacity building for key CSOs in Khagrachari, Sylhet, Rajshahi and Satkhira
In the reporting year, the Center’s partners in the target districts continued to implement
capacity-building activities for critical CSO and CBO organizations in their program areas. This
training included information about the RTI Act, where/how to file information requests, types
of information available, follow-up on recommendations, and support for women requesters.
Throughout the year, the Carter Center also led the training of trainers’ workshops in Satkhira
and Rajshahi to build a corps of local experts and support several CSOs/CBOs aware of and
capable of incorporating the right to information for women into their programming efforts.
IDEA organized ToT events for the group leaders of the project in Sylhet. This ToT introduced
the RTI Act 2009, available government and non-government services, and courtyard meeting
management procedures. The participants also agreed to work proactively to support
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marginalized women in submitting their requests for information. In Khagrachari, local partner
TUS conducted a meeting with CSO for RTI mainstreaming.

c¢. Engaging youth to use access to information

Our partner organization Management and
Resource Development Initiative (MRDI),
organized two iterations of a three- day long
residential Bootcamp, “Right to Information
Act and its uses to ensure women’s right of
access to information” for young women from
= Rajshahi and Satkhira districts from 23-25

3 November 2021 and from Khagrachari and
= Sylhet districts from 5-7 December 2021 in
CCDB Hope Center, in Savar.

Mr. Sudatta Chakma, Secretary, Information Commission

In this boot camp, the participants learned about the right to
information, its importance, and how information can
change their and their community’s life through entertaining
and participatory learning methods such as lecture sessions,
discussion, debate, interaction, games, drama, group work
and sharing success stories. They also learned about the
ethical and moral grounds of the right to information and the
process and procedure of getting information using the
Right to Information Act 2009. Sixty participants (60
female) from Khagrachari, Satkhira, Sylhet, and Rajshahi,
including the Center’s Tottho Bondhus from these districts,
attended as participants. Boot camp participants prepared
separate work plans based on their tasks for the next six
months. Actions for the next six months planned by the
participants can be divided into the following three
categories: 1. Knowledge sharing, 2. Awareness creation,
and 3. Application. For the knowledge sharing, their work
plans included activities such as: creating a peer
changemaker group that will involve them in the process of
developing community awareness on RTI; organize three group meetings in the upcoming six
months to share lessons learned from the camp among the peers; and disseminate the RTI
message among their family members and neighbors.

d. Carter Center liaison officers assist women seeking access to information
Despite the COVID lockdown, the Center’s Tottho Bondhus continue their work supporting
women in seeking access to information and communicating with local governments and NGO
offices via electronic means. Together with partner NGOs, they helped women file 1194 specific
requests for communication across the target districts. Information requests included widow’s
and senior citizens’ allowances, allowance during covid, fisherman card, educational
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opportunities, available resources for farmers, plans related to the sustainable development goals,
and different trainings training pieces of training. Significantly, the number of requests from
women rose each month of the year, suggesting increased awareness of the system.

Information Requests Aided by The Carter
Center’s Tottho Bondhus and partner NGOs in 2021
. RTI Information
Working area Applications Received Remarks
Sylhet 230 210
Khagrachari 279 270
Rajshahi 251 246
Satkhira 434 385
Total 1,194 1,111 (93%)

CHALLENGES AND LESSONS LEARNED

The right of access to information has gained greater prominence within the national
government, a welcome development. Local officials in the target districts remain committed to
working with The Carter Center and its partners to raise awareness of the value of women’s
access to information and to build greater capacity. However, frequent turnover of government
posts at the national and local levels has reinforced the need for continuous training.

Awareness of the right to information, particularly among women, remains low, and previously
existing obstacles to seeking information, such as distance, fear of asking, and culture, persist.
These challenges are amplified in the new programming districts, where many Dalit and
marginalized women reside. The Center continues to work with local partners and government
stakeholders to identify and develop specific measures that will help overcome the key
challenges women in these communities face and prioritize identifying and engaging positive
influential voices to encourage advancing women’s access to information.

The spread of the coronavirus and the accompanying restrictions on movement and person-to-
person contact continued to pose an unprecedented challenge to the Carter Center’s
programming during this reporting period. It did for many other organizations, including
government agencies and NGOs. The nationally mandated lockdown imposed in March 2021
and continued with various restrictions until September 2021 affected some of the program
activities during this reporting period. However, at the same time, the Center observed some
positive changes during the lockdown period, such as increased initiative of some of our
courtyard members in disseminating the importance of women’s right to information, spreading
their knowledge in their communities, and creating awareness regarding the women’s right to
information issue as well as COVID- 19. Also, the youth members practice their learning and
motivate others to follow the primary health guidelines for safety. Virtual communication is
increasing, and the youth members support the courtyard members.

Specific challenges related to the COVID-19 pandemic: the nationwide lockdown, working from
home, and conducting remote activities included:
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Problems with internet connectivity, electricity, power shortages

Government-imposed restrictions on travel and gathering

Some CSO members became COVID-19 positive

Increased costs for bus fares, vehicle rentals, etc., which inhibit travel to the remote

communities and further limits women’s ability to travel to the public agencies and

events

e Government officials were not physically present in their offices, causing difficulties in
reaching them and accessing information, as requests are not being processed

e Youth members were leaving for other jobs, partners also noticed an increased number of
early marriages

e Many members of the CBOs/CSOs have aged, they are not capable of handling the
smartphones, and some of them do not have access to smartphones

e Natural disasters, such as tidal surges in Satkhira due to cyclones

e Changes in local government officials, such as UNO and DCs

e After the pandemic situation improved, contacting government officials due to their busy

schedules became challenging. It

Despite the challenges identified above, The Carter Center and partner NGOs will continue
working — virtually and in-person to raise awareness among women and marginalized
populations on how the right to information can be a tool to empower and transform their lives.
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