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Abstract:  

This study examines the legislative frameworks governing the Right to Information 

(RTI) in India and the Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) in the United States. The analysis 

contrasts the legal stipulations, extent, constraints, and efficacy of the two statutes. The 

examination underscores the parallels and disparities in their methodologies for public 

access to government-held information and assesses the improvements and issues 

encountered by both systems. The study finishes with a comparative analysis of their 

effectiveness in fostering transparency and accountability in government. 
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1. Introduction:  

 

The Right to Information is an essential democratic instrument that enables citizens 

to get government-held information, promoting transparency and enhancing public 

accountability. In both India and the United States, the Right to Information is essential for 

facilitating democratic engagement and ensuring governmental accountability. 

 

In response to increasing demands for governmental transparency and public 

accountability, both countries have instituted legislative frameworks to formalise the 

procedure by which citizens may request access to official documents. These laws aim to 

empower citizens and foster a culture of transparency in governance. The Right to 
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Information Act (RTI) was enacted in India in 2005, while the Freedom of Information Act 

(FOIA) has been in operation in the United States since 1966. 

 

Although both legal systems acknowledge the public's entitlement to access 

government-held information, they markedly differ in their methods of law enforcement and 

the particular structures established to guarantee openness. This comparative analysis will 

investigate these distinctions and assess how both legal frameworks enhance their different 

democratic systems. 

 

2. Overview of the Indian RTI Act:  

The Right to Information Act, 2005 (RTI Act)1 marked a pivotal advancement in 

India's pursuit of more transparency and accountability in governance. The legislation 

authorises citizens to solicit information from public entities and imposes an obligation on 

the government to proactively reveal specific categories of information. 

2.1 Key provisions and Scope: 

The RTI Act delineates a comprehensive framework for information requests and 

obligates the government to provide a transparent procedure for handling public enquiries.2 

Essential stipulations comprise: 

Section 3: This provision confers the right to information upon all citizens, 

establishing the foundation for individuals to request information from governmental 

authorities, public sector enterprises, and specific private businesses that receive 

government funding or oversight. 

Section 4: Requires public agencies to proactively publish specific kinds of 

information, including organisational structure, financial records, and regulations 

controlling departmental operations. 

 
1 The Right to Information Act, 2005, No. 22 of 2005, India. Retrieved from https://www.indiacode.nic.in/ 

 
2 Kak, R. (2019). Right to Information in India: Law, Policy, and Practice. Oxford University Press. 
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Section 6: Outlines the procedure for submitting an application to get information, 

including the deadlines for public entities to provide a response. A response is often 

anticipated within 30 days. 

Section 8: Specifies exceptions to disclosure, including national security, personal 

privacy, and commercial confidentiality. 

2.2 Exemptions 

The RTI Act provides extensive access to information but incorporates many 

exemptions to reconcile transparency with the safeguarding of sensitive data. The following 

exemptions are included: 

National Security: Information that may jeopardise national security is excluded 

from disclosure. 

Privacy: Personal information regarding individuals, including aspects of their 

private lives, is not subject to disclosure unless deemed of public interest. 

Commercial Secrets: The Act excludes trade secrets or information that may 

jeopardise the competitive standing of a third party. 

Notwithstanding these exclusions, the RTI Act has been acknowledged for 

substantially enhancing public access to information, fostering transparency, and bolstering 

the campaign against corruption. Nonetheless, persistent obstacles remain regarding 

implementation and bureaucratic opposition. 

3. Overview of the U.S. FOIA:  

The Freedom of Information Act (FOIA)3 was established in the United States in 

1966 to enhance transparency and enable citizens to obtain federal government data. The 

statute has been amended multiple times to broaden its scope and enhance its efficacy, 

 
3 Freedom of Information Act, Pub. L. No. 89-487, 80 Stat. 250 (1966). Retrieved from 
https://www.archives.gov/foia/ 
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serving as a fundamental element of the U.S. legal framework for governmental 

transparency.4 

3.1 Key Provisions and Scope 

The FOIA grants the public access to records maintained by federal agencies. In 

contrast to India's RTI Act, the U.S. FOIA is applicable solely at the federal level, while 

some states have enacted their own public records statutes. The principal stipulations of 

FOIA encompass: 

Section 552: This section confers the right to access governmental records, with the 

exception of documents subject to specific exclusions. 

Exemptions: The FOIA has nine exemptions pertaining to matters such as national 

security, law enforcement documentation, and business confidentiality. 

Agency Responsibilities: Agencies must provide records upon request and handle 

requests promptly. The FOIA establishes explicit timelines for agency replies, often within 

20 business days. 

Appeal Mechanism: The Freedom of Information Act permits persons to contest 

decisions concerning denied information to the agency or pursue judicial review if the 

agency declines to furnish the sought information.5 

The FOIA Improvement Act of 2016 introduced notable modifications, particularly 

a presumption of openness, mandating that agencies disclose information unless a legitimate 

justification for retaining it exists. 

4. Procedural Differences and Access Mechanisms:  

Although both statutes seek to provide public access to information, their procedural 

frameworks and access techniques exhibit significant differences. 

 
4 Meyer, S. (2011). The Right to Know: Freedom of Information and the U.S. Government. University of 
California Press. 
5 Mathews, M. (2012). Constitutional Law and Transparency in Government: The Role of the Judiciary. 
Routledge. 
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4.1 Access Procedures in India:  

The RTI Act mandates that a citizen submit a request to the Public Information 

Officer (PIO) of the relevant public authority. This officer is responsible for processing the 

request and providing a response within the designated timeframe. The RTI Act has 

instituted a three-level appeal mechanism: 

Initial Appeal: Should a citizen be dissatisfied with the response, they may appeal 

to a senior official within the same public authority. 

Second Appeal: Should the matter remain unresolved, a second appeal may be sent 

to the Central or State Information Commission, an autonomous entity. 

Complaints: Citizens may file complaints directly with the Information 

Commission if their requests are disregarded or postponed. 

4.2 Access Protocols in the United States: 

Conversely, the FOIA stipulates that requests must be directed to the government 

agency in possession of the records. FOIA requests are generally submitted in writing, and 

the government must process the request within 20 business days. Agencies may prolong 

the deadline for intricate requests, but such extensions must be conveyed to the requester. 

Agencies may impose fees for the processing of FOIA requests, however certain 

exemptions apply for requests in the public interest. If a request is rejected, the individual 

may appeal to the government or initiate a lawsuit in federal court. 

5. Exemptions and Limitations:  

The Indian RTI Act and U.S. FOIA possess distinct exemptions, although the extent 

and implementation of these exclusions may differ. 

5.1 The RTI Act has various extensive exemptions, including: 

National Security and International Relations: Data that may impact national 

security or India's diplomatic relations with other countries. 
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Personal Privacy: Revelation of personal information that infringes upon an 

individual's privacy, except when it serves the broader public interest. 

Business Information: Revelation of data that may jeopardise the business interests 

of third parties, including proprietary trade secrets. 

Internal Communications: Data that may influence the decision-making process, 

especially if it pertains to confidential governmental deliberations. 

The Indian RTI system facilitates public oversight of governmental acts; 

nonetheless, the exemptions have been criticised for their excessive breadth and potential 

for misuse by authorities to conceal information. 

5.2 The U.S. FOIA Exemptions: 

The U.S. FOIA comprises nine exemptions, several of which coincide with the 

Indian RTI Act, including: 

National Security: Classified information pertaining to national defence or foreign 

policy. 

Trade Secrets: Proprietary commercial or financial knowledge that may jeopardise 

a company's competitive advantage. 

Law Enforcement: Documentation that may obstruct law enforcement activities, 

enquiries, or legal proceedings. 

Although FOIA allows for more specific exemptions, the 2016 changes underscored 

a stronger presumption of transparency, altering the culture surrounding information 

disclosure. Agencies must release information unless a clear, legitimate justification exists 

for withholding it. 

6. Reforms and Challenges:  

India and the U.S. have both enacted revisions to their transparency legislation to 

meet the changing demands of governance and citizen participation. 
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6.1 Reforms in India:  

Enhancement of the Information Commissions: There are demands for increasing 

the autonomy of the Central and State Information Commissions and endowing them with 

more stringent sanctions for non-compliance by public authorities. 

Amendments to the RTI Act: In 2019, the Indian government enacted contentious 

amendments to the RTI Act6, which curtailed the tenure of information commissioners and 

enhanced governmental authority over their remuneration and duration of service. This has 

elicited apprehensions regarding the autonomy and independence of the Information 

Commissions. 

Public understanding: Initiatives to enhance public understanding of the RTI Act 

have been essential in motivating citizens to utilise this instrument for governance and 

transparency. 

6.2 Reforms in the United States:  

FOIA Improvement Act of 2016: This legislation reinforces the presumption of 

transparency, mandating agencies to reveal information unless a strong justification for non-

disclosure exists. 

The U.S. government has progressively digitised records and enhanced the online 

procedure for submitting and monitoring FOIA requests, thereby enhancing efficiency. 

FOIA Advisory Committee: Formed to propose enhancements to the execution of 

FOIA, ensuring the legislation remains relevant to contemporary requirements. 

7. Conclusion: 

The Indian RTI Act and the U.S. FOIA are significant legislative instruments aimed 

at enhancing transparency and accountability in government. Although both laws have been 

predominantly effective in guaranteeing citizens' access to information, issues persist 

regarding implementation, bureaucratic opposition, and the extent of exclusions. 

 
6 The Right to Information (Amendment) Act, 2019, No. 20 of 2019, India. Retrieved from 
https://www.indiacode.nic.in/ 
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The Indian RTI Act has a broader scope, encompassing all public authorities, but the 

U.S. FOIA is more narrowly focused on federal entities, albeit undergoing more frequent 

updates. Both systems aim to promote transparency; yet, their procedural distinctions 

illustrate the specific conditions of their implementation. 

In conclusion, both frameworks have effectively advanced government openness; 

but, more reform and adaptation are necessary to guarantee these laws adequately address 

the needs of contemporary democratic citizens. 


