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STATEMENT BY DR. SHASHI THAROOR, MEMBER OF PARLIAMENT, ON AGENDA ITEM 
54 – „QUESTIONS RELATING TO INFORMATION‟ AT THE FOURTH COMMITTEE OF THE 
65TH SESSION OF THE UNITED NATIONS GENERAL ASSEMBLY ON OCTOBER 20, 2010 

 
Madam Chairperson, 
 

It is customary for a delegate at these occasions to say how honoured and 
privileged he is to participate in this discussion on “Questions relating to information”. 
But in my case the honour and privilege are particularly meaningful, since the 
successful working of the Department of Public Information (DPI) is very special to me.  
As a former head of DPI for nearly six years, and as Under Secretary-General for 
Communications and Public Information till 2007, I enjoyed being on the other side, as 
it were.  Now that I am back as a member of the Indian delegation, I am very happy to 
have this opportunity to address some of the same issues on behalf of my Government.  
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DPI is the public voice of the United Nations and plays a very important role in 
promoting an awareness of the indispensable role of the UN in the global affairs. I 
would like to commend DPI for its excellent work in this regard. We welcome the 
reports of the Secretary-General and of the Committee on Information, which are 
before us.  
 

I would also like to express my delegation‟s appreciation to my distinguished 
successor, Mr.Kiyo Akasaka, Under-Secretary-General for Communications and Public 
Information, under whose leadership DPI has gone from strength to strength, and to 
pay tribute to the often unsung men and women of the DPI staff, whose tireless efforts 
are not always given the recognition and applause they deserve. 

 
Madam Chairperson,  
 

The dissemination of information and the promotion of awareness are 
fundamental to the success of the United Nations. The general public forms impressions 
about the workings of the UN from the mass media and from opinion leaders in their 
own countries, and it is in the UN‟s interests to influence their perceptions. People who 
are interested in knowing about the policies and programmes of the Organization 
should be able to receive information very easily in a medium they have access to. 
Towards this end, the organization must develop innovative forms of contemporary 
communication, along with continued use of what one might call conventional media, to 
reach out to the widest possible audiences.  

 
In India, freedom of speech and expression are among the six fundamental 

rights recognized and guaranteed by the Constitution of India. Freedom of the press is 
therefore an article of faith in our country, and the media‟s role in public education is 
fundamental to our political culture. At a time when so many newspapers and 
magazines are closing down in other developed democracies, unable to sustain 
themselves in today‟s Internet era, India remains one of the very few countries in the 
world where every kind of media – radio, television, internet, and print -- is growing.  

 
My Government, led by the United Progressive Alliance, has enacted a landmark 

act on the “Right to Information” in the year 2005. Under the RTI, as it is popularly 
called given our national preference for acronyms, citizens can seek information from a 
government department or indeed any government body concerned, on any matter 
related to governance – and the government machinery has to answer within 30 days. 
This has become a revolutionary tool for the common citizen to access information and 
is transforming the governance of my country. 
 
Madam Chairperson, 

  
The Indian experience shows how important is the role of information in the life 

of the common citizen. It is precisely this aspect to which DPI should give more priority, 
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in order to make information as accessible as possible to the largest number of users, 
making it an effective tool connecting the UN and the peoples of the world. There is an 
understandable tendency to be responsive to the concerns of the press-room here in 
New York, and that is certainly necessary, but it is equally essential to reach out to 
people in the information-starved corners of Africa, Asia or Latin America.  Populations 
in developing countries continue to be deprived of the benefits of the information 
revolution and need to benefit from all aspects of the information and knowledge 
economy.  

 
We believe that this is achievable with the use of the widest possible spectrum of 

technologies. This includes the use of modern technologies, such as webcasts and 
podcasts, as well of cost-effective and more traditional forms of communication, like the 
radio and print media, which remain of great importance in reaching out to people in 
parts of the developing world in their own languages.  As India strongly supports a 
world in which the language one is born to speak should not handicap a person in the 
quest for information, it is essential to enhance DPI‟s outreach in local languages. We 
appreciate the efforts of DPI to produce information in roughly 80 local languages, 
including radio programmes in three languages of my own country, Bengali, Hindi and 
Urdu.  

 
The role of UN Information Centres (UNICs) in disseminating information about 

the activities of the United Nations, especially in developing countries, is critical. We 
encourage DPI to consult closely with host countries, other countries served by these 
Information Centers, as well as the concerned region, in its efforts to get the most out 
of the UNICs. As Internet penetration grows in developing countries, the creation of 
websites in local languages would greatly help in creating interest among local 
populations in the UN and its work. Adequate budgetary resources must be assigned to 
the UNICs so that they are able to pursue further initiatives.  

 
The rise of social media, particularly Twitter and Facebook, provides an 

opportunity to the Department to inform and engage different audiences, particularly 
young people, in the work of the United Nations. India‟s own Ministry of External Affairs 
and several other Government Departments have created Twitter and Facebook pages 
and I would urge DPI to fully explore the potential these represent. India, as a 
developing country that is acquiring a cutting edge in information and communication 
technology, has always encouraged the combination of traditional means of information 
along with modern technologies such as the use of social networking sites. I am sure 
you would agree with me that information needs to be conveyed in a manner that 
makes it interesting and enjoyable for the audience at which it is aimed.  

 
Madam Chairperson,  
 

When I left the United Nations three and a half years ago, we were all uncertain 
about the scale, timing and implications of the Capital Master Plan. The conference 
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room we occupy today, and the unobtrusive but very evident activity all around us, 
reflect the pace and ingenuity of its progress. We would, however, request the 
Departments of Public Information and Management to ensure that there is the minimal 
possible disruption to the guided tours and exhibits which are, to so many thousands 
each year, the face of the United Nations. We should not allow these activities to be 
suspended, for to stop and then resume them later will make it difficult to win the 
attention of schoolchildren, general visitors and tourists who see this as a vital part of 
their New York and, indeed, international experience.  

 
We salute the Secretary-General for giving formal shape to the programmes of 

academic initiative and partnership commenced six years ago. The United Nations 
Academic Impact has the potential to command a true revolution in the manner in 
which scholars, university administrators and students place the work they are doing in 
the context of the greater human cause that the United Nations serves. It is a particular 
source of pride for my delegation that, after the United States, India has the largest 
number among the more than four hundred institutions that are already part of the 
Impact .The initiative is already working with university students in our country, and the 
New Delhi UNIC, on a conference addressing the MDGs, in which I am looking forward 
to taking part.  

 
The Holocaust United Nations Outreach programme, which I was privileged to 

initiate, remains a beacon of remembrance and promise. The global, inclusive and non-
political manner in which it has developed remains an example to other programmes of 
outreach which the General Assembly has mandated and which must be given 
resources commensurate with that expectation. I refer in particular to the programmes 
commemorating the transatlantic slave trade and the genocide in Rwanda. In parallel, 
we note with satisfaction the continued role of DPI in maintaining awareness of the 
long-pending Question of Palestine. The fulfillment of the legitimate rights of the 
Palestinian people remains of great importance to my country. 

 
As we all know, DPI‟s strategic focus is meant particularly to lie in the areas of 

peace and security, development and human rights.  My delegation is of the view that 
while DPI is doing a good job with the resources at its disposal, its needs to highlight 
issues that affect large sections of global civil society, notably the MDGs, disarmament, 
climate change, the UN‟s humanitarian efforts, and peacekeeping, in all of which my 
country is an active and committed contributor.  

 
On Peacekeeping, we would like to see DPI, DPKO and DFS working closely in 

highlighting peacekeeping success stories and providing accurate, impartial and timely 
information on the regular activities of UN peacekeepers, as also on the exceptional 
work that they often do that goes beyond the call of duty and the routine keeping of 
the peace. Many developing countries send their soldiers out to the frontlines of peace-
keeping operations in distant countries and remote regions to which their own media 
may not be able to manage or afford access. DPI could perform a signal service by 
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facilitating, at its own expense, itinerant journalist seminars to such operations that 
would bring to the attention of the world, and particularly of the populations of troop 
contributing countries, stories of the goodwill, commitment and extraordinary courage 
of the men and women who represent the human face of UN peacekeeping. This would 
also help the UN to maintain the public support for peacekeeping that is vital to the 
continuation of this indispensable UN activity. 

 
In conclusion, Madam Chairperson, I would like to assure you and the Secretary-

General of India‟s full support in your efforts to make DPI more effective than ever.  
 

Thank you, Madam Chairperson.  
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