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Lebanon lacks a law to access information
System of accountability needed

By Raed El Rafei 
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Friday, February 17, 2006 

BEIRUT: Lebanon does not have any law which gives citizens the right to access of information, a civil society figure said, at a workshop on access to information for journalists Thursday. "Although the right to access information is guaranteed in the Lebanese Constitution and human rights treaties signed by Lebanon, there are no regulatory laws to secure this right," Mohammad Mattar, chairman of the Lebanese Transparency Association, said.  

Speaking to journalists from various press institutions about the importance of having "a system of accountability based on knowledge," Mattar said that the LTA has been working on drafting an access to information right with lawyer and civil rights activist, Ziad Baroud. 

Most Arab, African and South Asian countries do not have yet laws on access to information. In contrast, most western countries have adopted these laws; starting with Sweden which was the first country to adopt this kind of law in 1776. 

Elaborating on access to information as a fundamental right, Andrea Figari, program manager at Transparency International, said that public institutions have a duty to provide information "proactively" to their citizens. 

"Citizens entrust their governments ... with resources through the payment of taxes. So, governments bear a responsibility ... to inform citizens and encourage the public to participate in their decisions and actions," Figari said. 

Informing citizens transparently allows them to pursue other rights such as the right to education, to work, to health and to a clean environment, she added. 

Figari stressed that withholding information from the public should be always the exception, in cases linked for instance to national security, personal privacy or commercial secrecy.
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