
take our nap now 

No, we won�t 

Citizens are not children who need to be told when to do what 

� and we cihin �t agree to a kindergarten government when we 

signed lip to the constitution either, writes A lison Tilley 
Some party hack 

decreed that the people 

had lost the government 

con fidence and could only 

regain it with redoubled 

e ifo rt. If th a t is the case, 

would it not be simpler if 

the government simply 

dissolved the people and 

elected another? 

� Bertolt Brecht W 
HY HAVE the people lost 

the confidence of the government? 

What have we 

done, or left undone, that 

leads the state to feel that we are no 

longer competent to participate in matters 

relating to our own governance? 
That is what denying people access to 

information is. It is stating the belief 

that people cannot and should not participate 

in matters relating to them, and 

that they should go quietly, and fold 

their hands, and wait for the government 

to come and save them. 

It�s one kind of government. The 
kind that we usually relegate to kindergarten, 

where we understand that children 

need to be told when to eat, and 

when to nap, because they can�t regulate 

these matters on their own. 

It isn�t the kind of government we 
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The governance contract we all 

signed up to says we do participate 

through many mechanisms. For example, 
Parliament and its committees are 

held in the open, that they may be subject 

to scrutiny, and their reasoning 
held up to the light. Laws can only be 
passed if the people have participated in 

the debate around their passing. You can 
participate at other levels.., some people 
join school governing bodies, some join 
in organising their churches, some join 
in at local government level. Some participate 

in national politics, some people 
canÒt do more than occasionally write to 

their local paper. 

We can do all of this, these many acts 

of civic virtue, only if we are informed 
as citizens and people. And we all have 

the right to know. 

ItÒs a common right, now recognised 

as an international human right, but 

more importantly, what we 

And there it is Ù we have the right to 

information. Not maybe, not next year, 

not subject to progressive realisation, 

but right now. 

And what does that mean? Perhaps 
not much, in your life. You may find that 

when you need information, it is quickly 

given to you. If that is the case, I predict 

you are a CEO of a big company, or a 

senior government official. If youÒre an 

ordinary person, youÒll more likely find 

your requests go unanswered. Like a 

child crying for sweets, youÒll be ignored, 

as the grown-ups go about the business 

of deciding your life for you. Except, 

they probably wonÒt be deciding about 

you Ù theyÒll be thinking about some disaggregated 

data point that has nothing 
to do with you. But you have a right to 

that information, and if youÒre switched 

on, and know about your rights, you can 

do battle with the bureaucrats, with a pen 

and a piece of paper, and win. And you 

can learn about why your child has been 

expelled from school, arid why that housing 

development stopped work, or why 
you arenÒt on that housing list anymore. 

ThatÒs why access to information is 

essential in a democracy And thatÒs why 
the Protection of Information Bill needs 

to be stopped. Because, in its current 

form, it allows everyone to classify 

almost everything. All organs of state 

may classify anything that, the release 

of which, is harmful to the national 

interest, which is anything that relates 

to the advancement of the public good. 

The minister says he agrees to a less 

wide version Ù still all organs of state, 

still no independent oversight of the 

refusal to declassify documents, and 

still no protection for whistle-blowers. 

What the minister is really saying is 

that he doesnÒt trust you. He thinks you 

should go away and fold you hands, and 

not participate in your own future and 

you own fate, because he, and his like, 

know what is best, and you donÒt need to 

be told anything. YouÒve had your 

11 oÒclock snack, and now you need a 

nap, and if you are good, very very good, 

we will go and play in the park later. As 

long as it does not rain. 

We disagree. We want to know, we 

need to know, and we have a right to 

kno and as the campaign for the 

Right2Know, we are standing up for 

that right. 

Õ Alison Tilley is the executive director oJ 

the Open Democracy Advice Centre. 
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