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Abstract

Access to information is fundamental to empowering communities and nurturing accountability
in governance. This paper explores the significance of access to information in promoting
transparency, citizen participation, and socio-economic development. It examines various
strategies, challenges, and best practices for ensuring effective access to information, particularly
in the context of advancing community empowerment and accountability mechanisms.

Introduction

“Knowledge is power. Information is power. The secreting or hoarding of knowledge or
information may be an act of tyranny camouflaged as humility."
- Robin Morgan

Access to information is a keystone of democracy and development, enabling citizens to engage
in informed decision-making, hold governments accountable, and drive socio-economic
progress. This journal delves into the multifaceted aspects of access to information, highlighting
its pivotal role in empowering communities and promoting accountability at all levels of society.
Geographical barriers, unavailability of technology, lack of internet accessibility, economic
disparities, low literacy rates, language barriers, infrastructure issues, media concentration,
educational gaps, and socioeconomic factors constrain access to information in India. Illiteracy
also limits access to digital information. Language barriers, where most online material is written
in English, restrict the common man from using it best. Infrastructure concerns include
unreliable electricity supplies, poor telecommunications infrastructure, educational inequality,
and socioeconomic issues, including income imbalance and social discrimination.

History and Struggle

The history of access to information dates back to ancient civilizations, beginning with oral
traditions. The beginning of writing systems facilitated the recording and dissemination of
knowledge, with libraries emerging as learning centers in ancient societies. The invention of the
printing press in the 15th century revolutionized access to information, enabling mass production
of books and broadening literacy. The Enlightenment period saw the rise of public libraries and
newspapers, democratizing access to knowledge. In the 20th century, radio, television, and
telecommunication technologies expanded information dissemination. The digital age, marked
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by the internet and digital technologies, has transformed how people communicate, learn, and
interact with knowledge.

Article 19 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) states that everyone has the
right to freedom of opinion and expression; this right includes the freedom to hold opinions
without interference and to seek, receive, and impart information and ideas through any media,
regardless of frontiers. Although Article 21 of the Indian Constitution guarantees the right to
knowledge, the legal framework took 57 years to be brought about. Finally, in 2005, the Right to
Information Act came into force after a long struggle by different people’s movements.

The Importance of Access to Information

Providing information is vital for promoting transparency, accountability, and community
participation in governance.

Lack of information can have severe consequences on a large scale, leading to misinformation,
ignorance, and vulnerability to manipulation. Communities deprived of access to critical
information may suffer from poor health outcomes, economic instability, and social injustice.
Misinformation impacts a lot of things, including who we vote for, the steps we take towards
nutrition, and how we perceive and partake in government welfare schemes; for example, during
natural disasters, a lack of timely information can impede evacuation efforts and delay
emergency response, exacerbating the impact on affected populations. Similarly, in democratic
societies, limited access to information can undermine public participation, hinder civic
engagement, and erode trust in institutions. Overall, access to information is essential for
informed citizens, vibrant democracies, and resilient communities.

Strategies for Ensuring Access to Information

Several strategies can be employed to enhance access to information, including legislative
reforms, technology-driven initiatives, capacity-building programs, and public awareness
campaigns. Countries worldwide have adopted various legal frameworks (e.g., Denmark stands
out for its strong adherence to the rule of law, judicial independence, and low corruption). In
addition, its justice system is highly efficient and transparent., such as freedom of information
laws, to guarantee the right to access information. Additionally, the use of digital platforms and
online portals has revolutionized the dissemination of information, making it more accessible
and transparent.

Digital technology offers easy access to vast amounts of knowledge on diverse topics such as
health, education, rights, and opportunities. Through digital platforms like the Internet and
mobile applications, individuals can quickly and conveniently access a wealth of information
from anywhere, anytime.
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Educational Resources

Digital technology has democratized education by providing access to online courses, tutorials,
e-books, and educational videos. Many platforms allow students to easily access information on
different courses and also offer to pursue them. This allows individuals to expand their
knowledge, learn new skills, and pursue academic interests without geographical or financial
constraints. Online learning platforms offer lifelong learning and skill development
opportunities, empowering people to enhance their qualifications and career prospects.
Additionally, education via digital platforms is actually creating opportunities for economically
weaker people, as they can't afford expensive coaching. There are many examples where people
have cracked very difficult examinations, like the Union Public Service Commission in the
Indian context.

The Indian government adopted the strategies mentioned above, but those are ineffective for
many reasons. Poor implementation, resistance to policy change, complexity, and anti-people
legislation are reasons for ineffective implementation. Technology-driven initiatives encounter
challenges for beneficiaries, such as limited access to technology or digital devices, insufficient
infrastructure, and user-friendly technologies. Inadequate finance, a lack of engagement, and
environmental concerns limit capacity-building programs.

The need to simplify processes in both digital and offline spaces is urgent, yet the final steps in
implementing plans and policies are frequently neglected. For example, forms required to access
government benefits are often overly complex, forcing people to queue at government offices
due to a lack of alternatives. While some forms are available online, many intended beneficiaries
lack the knowledge to access them. In response, private sector players and social entrepreneurs
have stepped in, creating user-friendly platforms that make accessing information and services
smoother and more intuitive. One such example is Haqdarshak.

Health Information

Digital platforms furnish access to an extensive array of health resources, comprising medical
websites, health applications, and online forums. These resources enable individuals to make
informed decisions about their health, seek appropriate medical assistance, and effectively
manage chronic conditions. Free health services can also be available through e-Sanjevani,
which facilitates quick and easy access to doctors and medical specialists.

However, digital technology has democratized access to information, empowering individuals
with knowledge and resources to make informed decisions, pursue learning and personal
development, advocate for their rights, and grab opportunities for growth and success in various
aspects of life.
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Haqdarshak: A platform empowering rural communities in Maharashtra

In a remote village in Maharashtra, residents faced significant barriers to accessing welfare
benefits due to their geographic isolation and lack of awareness about available schemes.
Haqdarshak is a transformative platform designed to bridge critical gaps in welfare delivery
caused by low literacy, limited mobility, inadequate transportation, poor network connectivity,
and a general lack of awareness about social schemes and programs. With a mission to empower
every citizen and micro, small, and medium enterprise (MSME) to access government welfare
and financial services, Haqdarshak is revolutionizing the last-mile delivery of welfare benefits.
Haqdarshak provides full access to social schemes in sectors including health, education,
employment, and financial inclusion. The platform is user-friendly, with a mobile app and skilled
field agents available for support. It also offers specialized and individualized services in several
regional languages, Hindi and English.

“I am very thankful to Haqdarshak for helping me access a business loan. I will now be able
to invest in my business and expand my shop.”
- Sharad Tiwari, Kirana (grocery) Store Owner.

Other government-run platforms include the National e-Governance Plan (NeGP), UMANG, and
Aadhaar Enabled Services. Like Haqdarshak's purpose, these platforms aim to increase
transparency, minimize corruption, and make social schemes more accessible to the general
public; however, they cannot be as comprehensive.

Key Features and Impact
The following are the key features of the card.

1. Wide Range of Services: Haqdarshak offers a comprehensive suite of services
accessible at users' fingertips, making welfare and financial services more approachable
and understandable.

2. Extensive Reach: Currently operational in 24 states across India, Haqdarshak has
positively impacted 6.3 million people, significantly improving their access to necessary
benefits.

3. Targeted Support: The platform focuses on reaching underserved and marginalized
communities, ensuring they receive the support they need efficiently and effectively.

The Yojana Card

One of the standout features of Haqdarshak is the “Yojana Card,” an innovative tool that
streamlines access to welfare programs Through the following parameters.

Eligibility Screening: Users can easily determine which welfare programs they qualify for
through a quick screening process.
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Secure Data Storage: Eligibility data is securely stored on the Yojana Card, providing users
with a reliable reference to access various welfare services.

Convenient Access: By scanning the QR code on their Yojana Card with a smartphone, users
can check their eligibility for different schemes at any time.

Continuous Updates: The card allows users to update their information regularly, ensuring they
are always aware of new or additional schemes they may qualify for.

Guidance on Documentation: The platform provides clear instructions on the required
application documents, simplifying the process and reducing the burden on users.

Awareness Campaigns: Haqdarshak conducted awareness campaigns in the village, informing
residents about various welfare programs and the services offered by the platform.

Distribution of Yojana Cards: Villagers were issued Yojana Cards, which helped them
determine their eligibility for different schemes.

Training and Support: Haqdarshak provided training sessions on using the QR code and
accessing scheme information. Volunteers were stationed to assist those with limited digital
literacy.

Streamlined Application Process: The platform guided villagers through the necessary
documentation and application processes, significantly reducing the time and effort required to
enroll in welfare programs.

Results of the Yojna Cards

Haqdarshak’s innovative approach, particularly through the Yojana Card, effectively addresses
the barriers to welfare access in India. By providing critical information, improving accessibility,
and streamlining the application process. Some impacts include:

1. Increased Enrollment: Enrollment in welfare schemes in the village increased by 40%
within six months.

2. Reduced Exploitation: Direct access to information and support reduced incidents of
bribery and exploitation by middlemen.

3. Empowerment: Villagers reported a greater sense of empowerment and independence in
managing their welfare benefits. There are about 18400 crores of INR in unblocked
benefits. A total of 63923 microbusinesses were impacted.

Haqdarshak helps ensure that the benefits of welfare programs reach the intended beneficiaries.
This case study from Maharashtra illustrates the potential for scalable impact across the country,
showcasing how technology and community engagement can transform the welfare landscape in
India.
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Opportunity Exploration

Digital platforms connect individuals with a wide range of opportunities, including job listings,
entrepreneurship resources, networking events, and career development workshops. Through
online platforms and professional networking sites, people can explore job opportunities, connect
with potential employers or collaborators, and access resources to advance their careers or
business ventures. Digital technology facilitates access to economic opportunities, empowers
entrepreneurship, and develops economic inclusion.

Challenges and Barriers

Despite recognizing access to information as a fundamental right, numerous challenges and
barriers persist. These include bureaucratic hurdles, lack of infrastructure, digital divides,
control, and insufficient implementation of existing laws. Marginalized communities, including
women, minorities, and rural populations, often face additional obstacles in accessing relevant
information. This results in a vicious cycle of gaps between eligible beneficiaries and service
providers.

Best Practices

Best practices and successful case studies demonstrate the transformative impact of access to
information initiatives. For example, community-driven projects, such as citizen journalism and
participatory budgeting, have empowered marginalized groups to voice their concerns and hold
authorities accountable. People can use many digital platforms to communicate with others about
their issues, concerns, etc. One of them is change.org, where individuals may share their
concerns and seek support from others through digital platforms.

Change.org has a number of notable achievements. For example, almost $3 billion in HECS debt
was wiped out after 288,000 people submitted Change.org petitions. Some fight for better care
for endometriosis patients. Some demand reuniting Peggy and Molly, asking, “Do Not Break
Their 4-Year Bond”. Petitions also ask for the reversal of the Cumberland City Council's ban on
same-sex parenting literature in public libraries. Likewise, open data initiatives and government
transparency programs have facilitated data-driven decision-making and improved service
delivery.

Conclusion

In conclusion, access to information serves as a linchpin for empowering communities, nurturing
accountability, and propelling socio-economic development. By embracing innovative strategies,
addressing persistent challenges, and advocating for best practices, stakeholders can collectively
work towards realizing the full potential of access to information in advancing progress and
accountability across diverse societies.
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