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The Supreme Court, on Wednesday, did the right thing by terming as serious the allegation by a
petitioner that three crore ration cards were cancelled for not being linked with the Aadhaar
database and that these were connected to reported starvation deaths in some States. The
unique identification scheme has been in existence for more than a decade and recent data has
estimated that nearly 90% of India’s projected population has been assigned the Aadhaar
number. Following the Court’s judgment in 2018, upholding the Aadhaar programme as a
reasonable restriction on individual privacy to fulfil welfare requirements and dignity — a 4-1
majority Bench had also rejected a review petition in January 2021 — questions about the
scheme’s validity for public purposes have been put to rest. But that has not meant that
concerns about the failures in the use of the identity verification project have been allayed.
These include inefficiencies in biometric authentication and updating, linking of Aadhaar with
bank accounts, and the use of the Aadhaar payment bridge. With benefits under the PDS, the
NREGA and LPG subsidy, among other essentials, requiring individuals to have the Aadhaar
number, inefficiencies and failures have led to inconvenience and suffering for the poor. There
are reports that show failures in authentication having led to delays in the disbursal of benefits
and, in many cases, in their denial due to cancellation of legitimate beneficiary names. The
government had promised that exemption mechanisms that would allow for overriding such
failures will help beneficiaries still avail subsidies and benefits despite system failures. That has
been the response by the government to the recent petition as well, but reports from States such
as Jharkhand from 2017, for example, suggest that there have been starvation deaths because
of the denial of benefits and subsidies.

Biometric authentication failures are but expected of a large scale and technology-intensive
project such as the UID. Despite being designed to store finger and iris scans of most users,
doubts about the success rates of authentication and the generation of “false negatives” have
always persisted, more so for labourers and tribal people. Those engaged in manual and hard
labour, for example, are susceptible to fingerprint changes over time. In practice, beneficiaries
have tended to use Aadhaar cards as identity markers but there have been instances of people
losing cards and being denied benefits. Given the scale of the problem, the central and State
governments would do well to allow alternative identification so that genuine beneficiaries are
not denied due subsidies. The question of fraud can still be addressed by the use of other
verification cards and by decentralised disbursal of services at the panchayat level.
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Dear reader,

We have been keeping you up-to-date with information on the developments in India and the
world that have a bearing on our health and wellbeing, our lives and livelihoods, during these
difficult times. To enable wide dissemination of news that is in public interest, we have increased
the number of articles that can be read free, and extended free trial periods. However, we have
a request for those who can afford to subscribe: please do. As we fight disinformation and
misinformation, and keep apace with the happenings, we need to commit greater resources to
news gathering operations. We promise to deliver quality journalism that stays away from vested
interest and political propaganda.

Dear subscriber,

Thank you!

Your support for our journalism is invaluable. It’s a support for truth and fairness in journalism. It
has helped us keep apace with events and happenings.

The Hindu has always stood for journalism that is in the public interest. At this difficult time, it
becomes even more important that we have access to information that has a bearing on our
health and well-being, our lives, and livelihoods. As a subscriber, you are not only a beneficiary
of our work but also its enabler.

We also reiterate here the promise that our team of reporters, copy editors, fact-checkers,
designers, and photographers will deliver quality journalism that stays away from vested interest
and political propaganda.

Suresh Nambath
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From the abrogation of the special status of Jammu and Kashmir, to the landmark Ayodhya
verdict, 2019 proved to be an eventful year.
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