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There are key international standards on the right to information. Toby began by noting that the term “right 
to information” is preferred to “freedom of information” or “access to information”. The main source of the 
standards is international law, where the right to information is recognised as a fundamental human rights, 
based on the freedom of expression. People have the right to speak and express themselves, which also 
includes the right to seek and receive ideas.

Specific sources of the standards come from international court decisions, statements by the Special 
Rapporteur on the promotion and protection of the right to freedom of opinion and expression, reports from 
the United Nations (UN), as well as regional systems on human rights in Africa, America, and Europe. These 
standards clearly outline the right to information.

Toby shared the methods with which his organization has worked with, by accessing every RTI law according 
to international standards. He laid out the development of the global scenario that Malaysia is on the cusp 
of stepping into.

In 1990, only 14 countries in the world had RTI laws, all were western countries and currently there are 129 
countries and counting. In ASEAN alone, there are Thailand, Indonesia, the Philippines, and Vietnam. In 
Cambodia, Malaysia and Myanmar, this right is recognised. In 1997, the countries enacting RTI laws were 
one per year, but now has increased to about four per year.

Toby emphasised that it is important to know that the quality of these laws over each 5-year period has been 
increasing, observing that since 1990, Malaysia has seen itself in the frame of reference. He then outlined 
seven key standards that should guide the RTI law.

Toby Mendel, Executive Director, Centre for Law and Democracy

This refers to the thrust of laws. In most countries, it is presumed that information is not open, but 
these laws reverse the dynamics to create a presumption that all information is open. The RTI law 
covers anything in a recorded form, in which if a talk is in progress but is not being recorded, it will 
not be covered under the RTI law.

There was a case of someone requesting data on the cookies on the Swedish Prime Minister’s 
computer. This is data in a recorded format, which allows people to see how the Prime Minister 
used the Internet via RTI law; it is of public interest

The law is broad and extends to all three branches of the government, all levels, statutory bodies, 
state-owned enterprises, private bodies which undertake public functions such as private hospi-
tals and education institutions et cetera.

1. Presumption

2. Scope
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