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Satark Nagrik Sangathan (SNS) is a citizens’ group with a mandate to promote transparency 
and accountability in government functioning and to encourage active participation of 
citizens in governance. SNS is an independent non-governmental organization and is not 
affiliated to, or supported by, any political party. It is registered under the Societies 
Registration Act, 1860 as Society for Citizens’ Vigilance Initiative.  
 
SNS endeavours to empower individuals to participate effectively in policy formulation and 
utilization of public funds. SNS works closely with people across different income groups and 
works directly in about 15 slum settlements in South and South-West Delhi. The sangathan 
trains citizens to use the Right to Information (RTI) Act to obtain information on the 
functioning of the Government in areas such as ration, civic works, education and social 
welfare schemes. 
 
SNS has been working towards ensuring proper implementation of the RTI Act by the 
government. Drawing on its experience on the ground, SNS engages with the government on 
various issues related to transparency and accountability at the policy level. Since 2011, SNS 
in collaboration with other citizens’ groups, including the National Campaign for Peoples’ 
Right to Information (NCPRI), has been working intensively on various accountability 
legislations including the Lokpal Act, the Grievance Redress Bill and the Whistleblower’s 
Protection bill. 
 
An important area of work for SNS is food security. SNS has been an active member of the 
national Right to Food Campaign and the Delhi Rozi Roti Adhikar Abhiyan. We work with slum 
communities and various groups and campaigns to demand universalization of the Public 
Distribution System (PDS) to combat hunger and malnutrition. SNS carries out monitoring and 
social audits of the PDS to fight against corruption and pilferage in the system. The sangathan 
has been at the forefront of demanding effective transparency and accountability 
meachanisms for delivery of rations.  
 
This report documents the activities carried out by Satark Nagrik Sangathan between January 
2019 and June 2020.  
 

Activities undertaken by Satark Nagrik Sangathan  

 

1. Working towards ensuring better implementation of the RTI Act 

 

i. Assessing the performance of adjudicators of the RTI Act 

SNS has been involved in several national assessments of the implementation of the RTI Act 
in collaboration with other groups across India. In October 2014 the 'Peoples' Monitoring of 
the RTI Regime in India 2011-13', was released. A key finding of the study was that the 
lackadaisical performance of Information Commission was a major bottleneck in the effective 
implementation of the RTI Act. Since then, SNS in collaboration with other groups and activists 
has been periodically undertaking and bringing out reports on the performance of 
information commissions (ICs). Under the RTI Act, 2005, information commissions are the final 
appellate authority and are mandated to safeguard and facilitate people’s fundamental right to 
information. Information commissions (ICs) have been set up at the central level (Central 

http://nebula.wsimg.com/93c4b1e26eb3fbd41782c6526475ed79?AccessKeyId=52EBDBA4FE710433B3D8&disposition=0&alloworigin=1
http://nebula.wsimg.com/93c4b1e26eb3fbd41782c6526475ed79?AccessKeyId=52EBDBA4FE710433B3D8&disposition=0&alloworigin=1
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Information Commission) and in the states (state information commissions) to adjudicate on 
appeals and complaints of citizens who have been denied their right to information under the 
law. 
 

Between January 2019 and June 2020, SNS prepared and disseminated 3 reports on the 
functioning of information commissions in India. 
 

Status of Information Commissions in India during Covid-19 Crisis, May 2020 

 

SNS undertook an assessment of 
the functioning of information 
commissions (ICs) in India during 
the first three phases of the 
lockdown imposed due to the 
Covid-19 pandemic. India went 
into a total lockdown on March 25, 
2020 to contain the spread of the 
COVID 19 pandemic. For millions of 
workers in the country engaged in 
the unorganized sector, the 
lockdown meant an instant 
cessation of income generating 
opportunities. Within a few days 
they were rendered incapable of 
affording even two square meals a 
day. Migrant workers walking back 
to their villages hundreds of 
kilometres away, carrying their 
children and belongings on their 
shoulders, became the defining 
images of the humanitarian crisis 
that gripped the country during the 
lockdown.  

For the poor and vulnerable living across the country, relief and welfare programs funded 
through public money, have become their sole lifeline during the pandemic. Experience on 
the ground has shown that without relevant information, it is virtually impossible for people, 
especially the poor, to access their rights and entitlements like rations, pensions and 
healthcare. In this context, proper implementation of the Right to Information (RTI) Act has 
assumed paramount importance.  

The report titled, “Status of Information Commissions in India during the COVOD 19 Crisis” 
examined whether the information commissions: issued any notification regarding the status 
of their functioning during the lockdown; made any provision for hearing urgent matters 
during the time when normal functioning was suspended; were hearing appeals/complaints 
as of May 15, 2020. In addition, for each commission the report contains information on: the 
number of commissioners; quantum of backlog of appeals/complaints; and whether the 
website is functional.  
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The key findings of the assessment were:-  

• 21 commissions, out of a total of 29, were not holding any hearings during the first three 
phases of the lockdown  

• Only 7 of the 29 information commissions made provision for taking up urgent matters or 
those related to life & liberty during the period when normal functioning was affected due 
to lockdown  

• Websites of 11 commissions out of 29 had no information/notification about the 
functioning of the IC during lockdown and websites of 3 commissions were found to be 
non-functional. 

The report was widely covered by the media and SNS wrote to all the ICs across India sharing 
the findings of the report and urging them to ensure that the commission was functional and 
was responding to peoples’ urgent need for information during the crisis. Soon after, several 
ICs resumed hearing appeals and complaints and set up systems to prioritise urgent matters. 

The full report can be accessed here.  

Media coverage of the report: Times of India, Deccan Herald, The Hindu 

 

Report Card on the Performance of Information Commissions in India, October 2019 

 

As part of the effort to undertake ongoing 
monitoring of the functioning of information 
commissions across the country, Satark Nagrik 
Sangathan (SNS) & the Centre for Equity 
Studies (CES), brought out the “Report Card 
on the Performance of Information 
Commissions in India, 2018-19”. The 
assessment covers all 29 information 
commissions in India which have been set up 
under the RTI Act, 2005. 
The focus of the assessment was on the 
performance of commissions in terms of the 
number of appeals and complaints registered 
and disposed by them, number of pending 
cases, estimated waiting time for the disposal 
of an appeal/complaint, frequency of 
violations penalised by commissions and 
transparency in their working. The report 
highlighted significant issues related to the 
functioning of information commissions, 
including huge delays in the disposal of appeals/complaints and lack of imposition of 
mandatory penalties in cases of violations of the RTI Act. 
 
The report was primarily based on an analysis of information accessed under the RTI Act, from 
29 information commissions across India. A total of 129 RTI applications were filed with state 

http://snsindia.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/IC-Covid19.pdf
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/in-21-states-info-panels-didnt-hold-any-rti-hearing-report/articleshow/75880203.cms
https://www.deccanherald.com/national/21-of-29-information-commissions-did-not-work-during-covid-19-lockdown-839919.html
https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/no-rti-hearings-at-21-commissions-during-lockdown/article31636960.ece
http://snsindia.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/Report-Card-2019-FINAL.pdf
http://snsindia.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/Report-Card-2019-FINAL.pdf
http://snsindia.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/Report-Card-2019-FINAL.pdf
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information commissions (SIC) and the Central Information Commission (CIC). The 
information sought included:  

• Number of appeals and complaints registered, disposed and returned by each IC for 
the period January 2018 till March 2019;  

• Number of appeals and complaints pending before each IC on March 31, 2018 and 
March 31, 2019;  

• Number of appeals or complaints in which ICs imposed penalties, quantum of 
penalties imposed and the amount recovered, for the period January 2018 till March 
2019;  

• Number of appeals or complaints in which ICs awarded compensation and the 
quantum of compensation awarded by each IC, for the period January 2018 till March 
2019;  

• Number of cases in which disciplinary action was recommended by ICs, for the period 
January 2018 till March 2019;  

• Latest year for which the annual report of each IC was published;  

• Details of backgrounds of past and present information commissioners;  

• Number of appeals and complaints filed before ICs stating that the information sought 
relates to the life or liberty of a person, during the period January 2018 till March 2019.  

 
Each of the RTI applications was tracked to assess the manner in which these applications 
were dealt with by the ICs, as information commissions are also public authorities under the 
RTI Act. In addition, information was also sourced from the websites and annual report of 
information commissions. 

The key findings of the report were: 

• Vacancies in information commissions: The assessment found that several ICs were 
non-functional or were functioning at reduced capacity as the posts of commissioners, 
including that of the chief information commissioner, were vacant during the period 
under review. At the time of the publication of the report, there was no functional SIC 
in Tripura (since May 2019) while the Andhra Pradesh SIC was not functional for 17 
months (from May 2017 to October 2018). The SICs of Tamil Nadu, Andhra Pradesh 
and Rajasthan were functioning without a Chief. The Central Information 
Commission in December 2018, was functioning with just 3 information 
commissioners even as 8 posts, including that of the chief were vacant. The rport 
found that 4 vacancies persisted in the CIC while the pendency was rising every month 
(more than 33,000). The SIC of Maharashtra was functioning with just five information 
commissioners since early 2019 with nearly 46,000 appeals and complaints pending 
as of March 31, 2019 with the commission. The SIC of Odisha was functioning with 3 
commissioners while more than 11,500 appeals and complaints were pending as of 
March 31, 2019. 
 

• Backlogs of appeals/complaints in Information Commissions: The number of appeals 
and complaints pending on March 31, 2019 in the 26 information commissions, from 
which data was obtained, stood at an alarming figure of 2,18,347. The maximum 
number of appeals/complaints were pending in Uttar Pradesh (52,326) followed by 
Maharashtra (45,796) and CIC (29,995). The comparative data for these three 
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commissions shows that the number of cases pending increased 20% between March 
31, 2018 and March 31, 2019. The information commissions of Bihar, Karnataka and 
Uttarakhand did not provide requisite information on the backlog of appeals and 
complaints under the RTI Act. The information was also not available on their 
websites. (See section 4.2 in chapter 4 of the report for commission-wise backlog of 
appeals and complaints.) 
 

• Long waiting time for disposal of an appeal/complaint: The large backlog of appeals 
and complaints in ICs results in information seekers having to wait for many months, 
even years, for their appeals and complaints to be heard. Using data on the backlog of 
appeals/complaints in ICs and their monthly rate of disposal of cases, the time it would 
take for an appeal/complaint filed with an IC was computed (assuming appeals and 
complaints are disposed in a chronological order). The analysis showed that the SIC of 
Andhra Pradesh had the longest estimated waiting period of 18 years. This was 
followed by the SIC of West Bengal- 7 years and 5 months and Odisha- 4 years and 3 
months. (See section 4.3 in chapter 4 for commission-wise estimated waiting time.) 
 

• Transparency in the functioning of information commissions:  Transparency in the 
functioning of ICs was assessed in terms of their responsiveness to the RTI Applications 
filed and whether they were regularly publishing their annual reports as required by 
the RTI Act. A total of 129 RTI applications were filed seeking identical information 
from all the 29 information commissions. The RTI applications were tracked to assess 
how each information commission performed as a public authority, in terms of 
maintaining and disclosing information. Only 12 out of 29 ICs provided full information 
in response to the RTI applications filed as part of this assessment.  

The findings of the report were widely covered by the media, links to some of which are given 
here- NDTV, The Hindu, TheWire, Times of India 

 

Assessment of orders of the Central Information Commission, October 2019 

In 2019, SNS in collaboration with CES undertook an analysis of the quality of orders of the 
CIC. A randomised sample of 1,119 orders for the period January 1, 2018 to December 31, 
2018 were analysed. The report assessed the orders on the basis of- 

• Completeness and compliance with the provisions of the law 

• Where disclosure of information was partly or fully denied, whether the denial of 
information was in keeping with the provisions of the RTI Act 

• Whether violations of the law were acted against as per the provisions of the RTI Act 

• Time taken by the CIC to dispose appeals/complaints filed before it 
 

The assessment found that on average, the CIC took 388 days (more than one year) to 
dispose an appeal/complaint from the date that it was filed before the commission. In fact, 
a wide variation was observed in the time taken to hear matters. Time taken for final disposal 
ranged from 24 days to 1,552 days (more than four years).  

This assessment found a marked improvement in the orders of the CIC. As compared to 63% 
in the earlier assessment, the analysis found that only 10% of the orders analysed contained 

https://youtu.be/VpS7XPGvJeU?t=1413
https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/penalties-levied-for-rti-violations-in-3-of-cases-in-2018-19/article29660236.ece
https://thewire.in/rights/justice-madan-lokur-rti-vacancies
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/rti-act-changes-can-be-detrimental-justice-retd-lokur/articleshow/71618955.cms
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deficiencies in terms of not recording critical facts like information sought by the 
appellant/complainant. 

The report documents a tendency among PIOs and information commissioners to exempt 
information from disclosure citing sections of the RTI Act that do not allow for such 
exemptions and also to loosely interpret the exemptions contained in section 8 to deny 
information. Several such orders are 
reproduced and discussed in the report.  
The analysis of CIC orders found that 59% 
orders recorded one or more violations 
listed in Section 20 of the RTI Act, based 
on which the commission should have 
triggered the process of penalty 
imposition. However, in only 27% of 
these cases did the IC issue a notice to 
the PIO asking him or her to show cause 
why penalty should not be levied. Of the 
cases in which show cause notices were 
issued, the subsequent order which 
would record the final directions of the 
commissioner in terms of whether or not 
penalty was imposed, could not be 
located for 10% of the cases. In these it 
appears, that after issuing a show-cause 
notice, there was no subsequent follow-
up. Finally, penalty was imposed in only 
5% of the cases in which it was 
imposable. 
 
In addition, findings related to the type of information being sought by appellants and 
complainants in terms of whether such information should have been proactively disclosed 
and a gender break-up of information seekers is also presented in the report. Read the report. 

 

ii. Public meetings to mark 14 years of the RTI Act in India 

 

SNS organised a public meeting on the 16th of October 2019, to mark 14 years of the RTI Act 
in India. The key findings of the reports released in October 2019 on the performance of 
information commissions were discussed. Retired judge of the Supreme Court, Justice Madan 
Lokur, Chief Information Commissioner of the CIC Mr. Sudhir Bhargava, among others spoke 
at the public meeting. Several people shared their experience of using the RTI Act at the public 
meeting. 

 

 

http://snsindia.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/Adjudicating-the-RTI-Act-FINAL.pdf
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Read the full press release from the public meeting. 

Watch Justice Lokur’s key note address at the public meeting.   

A meeting was held in Odisha by the state RTI campaign in November 2019 to discuss issues 
related implementation of the RTI Act and where the findings of the reports were also 
presented by members of SNS. The meeting was attended by RTI activists from different 
districts and also the Chief Information Commissioner of the state commission of Odisha.  

The findings were also discussed at a meeting in Indore organised by RTI activists and users 
in the state. 

 

 

iii. PIL in the Supreme Court regarding vacancies in information commissions 
In April 2018, a petition was filed in the Supreme Court regarding vacancies in information 
commissions set up under the RTI Act. The petition drew on the findings of the SNS- CES 
assessment of information commissions published in 2018. The petitioners were two 
members of SNS (in their individual capacity) along with another transparency activist.  

https://mailchi.mp/31eed3b79455/rti-amendments-are-regressive-will-impact-rti-act-says-justice-lokur?e=%5bUNIQID%5d
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3rZxZccytYY
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The petition highlighted that in the Central Information Commission and in some state 
information commissions, several posts of information commissioners were lying vacant 
leading to large backlogs of cases and long delays in disposing appeals and complaints. The 
petition also highlighted the situation in the states of Andhra Pradesh, Maharashtra, Odisha, 
Telangana, Karnataka, Gujarat, Kerala, West Bengal. It drew attention to the stifling of the RTI 
Act due to vacancies in information commissions and also underlined the need for 
transparency in the appointment of information commissioners.  

During the course of the petition and upon the directions of the court, nearly 20 appointments 
were made, including in the CIC. The SC delivered its judgment on the petition on February 
15, 2019, which can be accessed at- http://snsindia.org/wp-
content/uploads/2019/02/Judgment.pdf    

Upholding the right to information as a fundamental right flowing from the Constitution of 
India, the Court gave significant directions to ensure timely and transparent appointment of 
information commissioners. The Supreme Court (SC) observed that the objective of the RTI 
Act is to ensure time-bound access to information and, therefore, commissions should 
dispose appeals/complaints in a timely manner. In order to achieve this, the SC held that all 
information commissions should have adequate number of commissioners based on the 
workload. To ensure transparency in the appointment of information commissioners, the 
judgment mandated proactive disclosure of key records including- particulars of applicants, 
names of members of the Search and Selection Committee, criteria adopted for shortlisting 
candidates, minutes of meetings of the search and selection committees and file notings and 
correspondence related to the appointments. Taking note of the tendency of the government 
to only appoint former or serving government employees as information commissioners, 
even though the RTI Act states that commissioners should be chosen from diverse 
backgrounds and fields of experience, the judgement stated that it is expected that 
“commissioners are appointed from other streams, as mentioned in the Act and the selection 
is not limited only to the Government employee”.  

Although more than 15 commissioners were appointed in the CIC and various state 
information commissions due to the case, as many directions were not complied with by the 
Centre and several states, a petition was filed to the Supreme Court in September 2019. The 
case is ongoing and several vacancies persist hampering the implementation of the RTI Act.  
The latest update on the case is available at- https://mailchi.mp/0f08457daa4f/update-april-
29-2020-continued-violation-of-supreme-court-directions-on-appointment-of-information-
commissioners?e=22bfa0ac98  
 

iv. Campaign against regressive amendments to the RTI Act 

In April 2018, the media reported (NDTV and later TOI) that the government was proposing 
amendments to the RTI Act. The proposed amendments were drafted in complete secrecy by 
the government in violation of the pre-legislative consultation policy which requires the 
government to place in the public domain all draft legislations for a period of atleast 30 days. 
The secrecy around the amendments prevented any meaningful debate or public 
engagement with the proposed changes. SNS in collaboration with various peoples’ 
movements and groups across the country including the National Campaign for Peoples’ Right 
to Information organised various campaigns and held public meetings to oppose the 

http://snsindia.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/Judgment.pdf
http://snsindia.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/Judgment.pdf
https://mailchi.mp/0f08457daa4f/update-april-29-2020-continued-violation-of-supreme-court-directions-on-appointment-of-information-commissioners?e=22bfa0ac98
https://mailchi.mp/0f08457daa4f/update-april-29-2020-continued-violation-of-supreme-court-directions-on-appointment-of-information-commissioners?e=22bfa0ac98
https://mailchi.mp/0f08457daa4f/update-april-29-2020-continued-violation-of-supreme-court-directions-on-appointment-of-information-commissioners?e=22bfa0ac98
https://www.ndtv.com/india-news/a-government-move-on-rti-law-has-opposition-smelling-rat-1836243
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/govt-may-cut-pay-of-cic-ics-activists-slam-bid-to-lower-stature/articleshow/63738933.cms
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amendments. While the amendments were not formally introduced in Parliament in 2018, 
soon after the NDA won the elections in 2019, the RTI Amendment Bill was brought in.  

From the time, it became known that the bill has been introduced in Lok Sabha in 2019, public 
meetings were held across the country and signatures petitions were started to oppose the 
amendments. SNS and its members worked closely with groups and campaigns like NCPRI to 
create awareness among people and oppose the regressive amendments. See photos below 
of signature campaigns by SNS and read NCPRI’s press statement issued on July 19.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Unfortunately, the RTI Amendment Bill, 2019 was passed in Parliament on July 25, 2019. The 
bill received the President’s assent on August 1, 2019, thereby becoming an Act. The 
amendments strike at the heart of the law by undermining the institution of information 
commissions. They empower the Central government to make rules to decide the tenure, 
salary, allowances and other terms of service of Information Commissioners of the Central 
Information Commission and also of State Information Commissions. This adversely impacts 
the ability to commissions to function in an independent manner. 

Following the passage of the bill, SNS, NCPRI and other groups and citizens launched a 
campaign to petition to the President to not sign the bill. More than 2 lakh emails, postcards, 
petitions were sent to the President asking him to not sign the bill. Read one of the petitions 
here.  On August 1, 2019 when people went to the Rashtrapati Bhawan to hand over the 
petition to the President, they were detained by the Police for several hours. Watch video 
and read media report.  

On October 25, 2019, the Central Government notified rules titled, ‘The Right to Information 
(Term of Office, Salaries, Allowances and Other Terms and Conditions of Service of Chief 
Information Commissioner, Information Commissioners in the Central Information 
Commission, State Chief Information Commissioner and State Information Commissioners in 
the State Information Commission) Rules, 2019’. Click here to read an analysis of the RTI rules 
by members of SNS.  

https://mailchi.mp/489c99e74213/ndas-proposed-amendments-seriously-undermine-the-rti-act
https://www.change.org/p/president-of-india-saverti-139d4a66-4b61-419f-b184-5fa3c88f2eea
https://www.change.org/p/president-of-india-saverti-139d4a66-4b61-419f-b184-5fa3c88f2eea
https://www.facebook.com/TheWireHindi/videos/649205308909429/?__xts__%5b0%5d=68.ARCjXOTlPimWpHFuWb3yU9ybNUwo6y3o_gzrq6Tit5QJJsOcad4TbmYIXMewFLoh24swxDJ3mFhF8P3gib7-gz0L_ijB6FwUSydpvEQAFdZTMQKQ3LBU8o9CGRxVFO3y0zWYc9s2e8lLRFo6p2ITuxozYThdwJozzZ-s121QikPX1PJX9LePDsr_uBONkmnGD0e3i33HKz6V9k1x_p8XuCftf3JRSdX1wVAAdmSUiWvOR9H75ZMNSFAlO5Ax5sMLzCBXdniQDOLRfF15y1o44U-liE7SJenFpARic2cqKOoioAGDEsHNnaL2QNjcHhhoGHr9l-FgUH7_Wp2AkvnI2GBeZONvRA&__tn__=H-R
https://www.thehindu.com/news/cities/Delhi/rti-activists-detained-on-way-to-deliver-petition-to-president/article28790418.ece
https://us19.campaign-archive.com/?e=&u=8de179c61862db71810797613&id=85876ac320
https://us19.campaign-archive.com/?e=&u=8de179c61862db71810797613&id=85876ac320
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2. Creating awareness about the RTI Act 

 

In addition to creating awareness about the RTI Act among people, especially the poor and 
marginalized, members of SNS were invited to various fora to share SNS’s experience with the 
use of the RTI Act and to create awareness about the Act.  

At the grassroots, SNS conducted more than 300 workshops, camps and meetings to create 
legal awareness among slum communities, especially about the RTI law. People were trained 
on how to use the RTI Act to monitor the delivery of essential services such as- social security 
schemes, pensions, education, healthcare services etc. by the Government. They were also 
empowered with knowledge about various rules, regulations and procedures in different 
government departments. Citizens were assisted in filing more than 400 applications under 
the RTI Act to obtain information of relevance to them. Several people were able to 
successfully access their legal rights and entitlements under various social security programs 
and schemes by seeking information under the RTI Act and using that information to follow-
up with the government. 

SNS resource persons were also invited to conduct RTI trainings for various groups and 
organisations including Jagori, JIMMC, CES, Jagori Grameen. In addition SANAGAT- a south 
Asia based feminist group invited members of SNS to Nepal to discuss and train on issues of 
transparency and accountability.  

 

3. Monitoring the functioning of the Public Distribution System 

 

Since its inception in 2003, SNS has been working with residents of low income slum 
settlements in Delhi to ensure that they get their rightful entitlements under the Public 
Distribution System (PDS) – a scheme wherein the government provides essential 
commodities like food grain and kerosene oil at subsidized rates to the poor. The PDS is now 
an entitlement guaranteed under the National Food Security Act. Under the NFSA, up to 50% 
of the urban population and up to 75% rural population are entitled to 5 kgs of subsidized 
grains per person per month. Families under the Antodaya category are to receive 35 kgs per 
family per month. Under the Act, rice and wheat are to be provided at Rs. 3 and Rs. 2 per kg 
respectively. 

As per guidelines issued by the Delhi government, households who already have AAY, BPL, 
Jhuggi Ration Card (JRC), Resettlement Colony Ration Card (RCRC) are eligible for food grains 
under TPDS. In addition, households with an annual income of less than Rs. 1 lakh and fulfilling 
other defined criteria are eligible for accessing entitlements under the NFSA. 

i. Initiatives during the Covid-19 crisis 

The national lockdown announced in India on March 25 led to acute distress in the lives of 
people engaged in the informal sector and migrant workers in the city of Delhi. They were 
faced with a sudden loss of livelihood, resulting in them being evicted from their dwellings 
and being unable to afford even one proper meal a day. In response to the crisis, SNS and its 
members as part of the Delhi Rozi Roti Adhikar Abhiyan, which is a network of individuals and 
organisations in Delhi working over the last ten years to mobilise communities and engage 
with governments to ensure right to food for all, was involved in the following activities: 
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a. Responding to SOS food requirements during the lockdown:  

• SOS calls regarding emergency requirements of food were received from across 
Delhi, including low income settlements in which SNS works 

• Members of SNS and DRRAA verified each of the calls and people were linked up 
with individual donors and where accessible, people were directed to nearest 
government food centres. 

• Volunteers facilitated direct transfer of funds to those in need and/or co-ordinated 
purchase and delivery of dry rations paid for directly by contributors to grocery 
shops identified in the vicinity. Contributors were then informed about how their 
resources were spent and photos shared. 

• In total approximately 2,30,000 meals were provided across Delhi. 
 

 

 

b. Advocating with governments and courts to put in place measures to ensure access to 
food 

• SNS and its members wrote, and were signatories to, several representations sent by 
DRRAA to the government and concerned departments to push for enhancements in 
food programs and universal coverage under the ration system.  

• Based on information collected by SNS and other members, on the looming food crisis 
due to the economic distress, the Delhi Rozi Roti Adhikar Abhiyaan (DRRAA) had filed 
a petition to the Delhi High Court regarding ensuring food security for people to help 
them tide over the economic distress being faced on account of the Covid19 crisis. The 
petition stated: 
“The lockdown has led to large scale and sudden loss of livelihood of workers in the 
informal sector, daily wagers, self-employed persons working as plumbers, carpenters, 
rickshaw pullers, street hawkers etc. and has plunged lakhs of people into food 
insecurity and hunger. The various food programs under the NFSA are the only life-line 
for large number of persons and families in Delhi and therefore, it is crucial that these 
work properly to ensure that every person is able to access the fundamental right to 
food.”  
During the course of this petition, the Delhi High Court gave several important 
directions to secure peoples’ right to food and ensure no one goes hungry to bed in 
Delhi. The progressive stance of the High Court was key in mitigating the hardships 
faced by people in terms of accessing rations. It stands as one of the most important 
interventions by the judiciary on food security during the Coronavirus pandemic. The 
key directions of the Delhi HC in this case are summarised below: 
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Universal food security 

The court directed the Delhi government to ensure that food grains are distributed to 
all the poor, needy and marginalized persons irrespective of whether they have ration 
cards under the Public Distribution System. In April 2020, the Delhi government under 
Mukhya Mantri Corona Sahayta Yojna set up the e-coupon system for giving rations 
to 30 lakh people not covered under the Public Distribution System (PDS covers 71.3 
lakh people or 37% population of Delhi). On 27.4.2020, on the basis of the DRRAA 
petition, the Delhi HC directed that ration must be given to all needy persons. 
Following these directions, the e-coupon scheme was extended for another month 
and the cap of 30 lakh was removed. As a result, in May 2020, 40 lakh people got free 
rations of 5 kgs per person. Further on May 28, taking into account the hardships and 
challenges faced by people in applying online for e-coupon system set up by Delhi 
government for non-PDS persons to avail of ration, the Delhi HC directed that help-
desks should be set up at all the 588 designated schools from where ration is being 
distributed to assist people in applying for e-coupons. The HC also directed that all 
pending applications for e-coupons (17 lakh) must be provided ration without any 
further loss of time. On June 11, the court noted the submission of the Delhi 
government that the e-coupon system will be kept open for June and all existing and 
new applicants would be provided rations.  

Proper functioning of ration shops 

The HC directed the government to ensure that all ration shops remain operational 
during working hours from 9 am -1 pm and 3 pm-7 pm on all seven days to disburse 
grains as per policies formulated by Central and Delhi governments. SDMs of each 
district were directed to carry out monitoring and oversight of distribution of 
foodgrains. On May 28, the HC further directed that Food Inspectors shall conduct 
regular inspections of the shops and the Delhi State Legal Services Authority (DSLSA) 
would also be involved in monitoring the functioning of ration distribution. On June 
11, the HC directed SDMs to carry out surprise checks of ration shops.  

Transparency & Grievance Redress 

Taking note of the urgent need to ensure timely disposal of complaints regarding 
denial of access to foodgrains, the HC directed the government to place on its website, 
the grievance helpline numbers and contact details of nodal officers so as to enable 
members of the public to seek redress for their grievances and directed the Nodal 
Officers to address the grievances so received and respond to the persons aggrieved, 
by placing on the official website the action taken by them in that behalf. Further, on 
May 28 after several unsuccessful attempts at connecting to the helplines, the HC 
directed that the number of operators of these helplines should be increased from 6 
to 22. Also, the government was directed to ensure that the figures relating to the 
number of complaints received on the helplines are put up on the website with a 
column indicating as to whether the grievance raised was redressed within 24 hours.  

Free grinding of wheat grain 

On May 28, the HC directed the Delhi Government to ensure that adequate number 
of aata chakkies are identified in each district where the non-PDS beneficiaries can go 
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for getting the grain received grounded into flour, without making any payment.  Click 
here to read the letters and the petition filed to the Delhi HC. 

 
c. Monitoring implementation of government programmes on the ground 
Government announcements and decisions mean little unless they are implemented properly 
on the ground. During the Covid-19 crisis, extensive audits of functioning of the Public 
Distribution System in Delhi have been undertaken. 

• SNS, along with other members of DRRAA, has been monitoring the functioning of 
ration shops and feeding centers through a network of volunteers and ration 
cardholders. 

• We have been sharing our reports with the government and providing specific 
feedback on the problems to enable corrective action. The reports were also brought 
to the notice of the high court on the basis of which several important directions 
regarding functioning of ration shops were given (summarised above). Click here to 
read the reports.  

 

ii. Creating awareness about rights under the NFSA and assisting people in 
accessing their rights  

Satark Nagrik Sangathan organised more than 100 basti meetings, awareness and grievance 
redress camps in the slums, where we work directly, to create awareness among people about 
their rights and entitlements under the PDS and assist them in filing complaints wherever they 
were unable to access their rightful entitlements. In addition door to door campaigns were 
held in the slums wherein pamphlets on the rights and entitlements under the NFSA were 
distributed and discussed. Many people were also helped in using the RTI Act to access 
information on the functioning of the PDS in their area and on the status of 
applications/complaints that they had made to the department. Wherever required, people 
were assisted in following up on their RTI applications by filing appeals and complaints to the 
Central Information Commission. 

iii. Advocacy for ensuring food security and social security for all 
Prior to the Delhi Assembly elections, in January 2020, SNS in collaboration with Delhi based 
groups and campaigns including DRRAA, health related campaigns, pension parishad and 
others organised a Jan Manch to put forth key issues of food and social security.  

Women, residents of slum settlements, transgender, homeless, construction workers, 
children, differently-abled people, rag pickers, daily wagers came together and spoke at the 
Jan Manch. Representatives of all the parties were invited and several attended the Jan 
Manch.  

Various specific demands were put together by DRRAA based on meetings and consultations 
with communities across Delhi and these were put forth at the Jan Manch. These included 
provision of pulses, oil and sugar under the PDS, doing away with quota system for ration 
cards and providing to all those who need it, establishment on community kitchens to provide 
cooked food at very nominal costs, provision of eggs, fruit and milk for children through mid 
day meal and anganwadis and proper implementation of all the transparency and 
accountability provisions in the NFSA Act, including- carrying out of periodic social audits (S. 
28), grievance redress including internal mechanism within the department, setting up of 

https://drive.google.com/open?id=1miDrdjpo6Z1HVZErYEnW6_xG-IOCuVbG
https://drive.google.com/open?id=1miDrdjpo6Z1HVZErYEnW6_xG-IOCuVbG
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1miDrdjpo6Z1HVZErYEnW6_xG-IOCuVbG?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1miDrdjpo6Z1HVZErYEnW6_xG-IOCuVbG?usp=sharing
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State Food Commission, training of GR officials, resources for awareness creation regarding 
GR provisions (Chapter VII), transparency of records (S. 12(2)(d)), proactive disclosure of 
records (S. 27), proper functioning of Vigilance Committees (s. 29) in accordance with the 
repeated directions from the Supreme Court and the Delhi High Court. 

 
 

Read the press release and demands put forth.  
 
Prior to the general elections in India in May 2019, members of SNS were involved in a civil 
society initiative called ‘Reclaiming The Republic’ to put forth policy and legislative asks to 
protect and strengthen the Constitutional safeguards for India’s democratic polity. These 
were presented in the form of actionable programmes which could shape the agenda for the 
forthcoming elections.  
The document can be accessed at-  
https://drive.google.com/file/d/18CAnhAXTg21oxrUqHfbdQqrsHGaLDKf6/view?usp=sharing  
 

4. Transparency about roles & responsibilities of elected representatives  

 
One of the core initiatives of SNS has been to empower people to meaningfully engage with 
and demand accountability of their elected representatives. Using the RTI Act, SNS accesses 
information on the roles and functioning of elected representatives and disseminates this in 
the form of pamphlets to enable people to engage with their elected representatives- MLAs, 
MPs, and councilors, in an informed manner.  

Using the RTI Act, SNS accessed information on the roles of Councilors and MLAs of Delhi; the 
quantum of local area development funds at their disposal; and how these funds can be spent 
(including the geographical jurisdiction). Easy to understand pamphlets, in the local language 

https://mailchi.mp/ed6451c91f11/at-jan-manch-people-say-food-security-social-security-should-be-top-priority-for-parties-contesting-the-2020-delhi-assembly-elections?e=22bfa0ac98
https://drive.google.com/file/d/18CAnhAXTg21oxrUqHfbdQqrsHGaLDKf6/view?usp=sharing
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were developed using this information which were then disseminated through door-to-door 
campaigns, more than 100 basti level meetings and information camps in the constituencies 
where SNS works directly. A short documentary on SNS’s work of using the Right to 
Information Act to access information on the performance of elected representatives to hold 
them accountable was also screened in the meetings. 

In several slums, communities were assisted in engaging with their area MLA to address the 
most pressing needs of the area. In meetings, the available budget, the development needs 
of the area were discussed and people were assisted in drafting petitions addressed to the 
area MLAs to address the key issues. In several places, as a result of the informed and 
sustained engagement with the area elected representative, action was taken by the 
government and the MLAs to address the development needs of people.  

 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7JE4A9qUyPs

