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THE GOVERNMENT has launched cash 
distribution of subsidies on the Aadhaar 
platform with much fanfare. Biometric 
information finger prints and picture of 
the iris and the face of each citizen will be 

collected and stored in a centralised computer. This will 
enable verification of the beneficiary when he approaches 
a ration shop for his monthly quota. These are indeed 
laudable objectives and the government should be 
congratulated for moving from subsidies in kind to cash. 

Some social scientists have opposed cash transfers 
on grounds of misuse. I am not convinced. The very 
foundation of democracy rests on the premise that the 
people know best. To say that people are fools and do not 
know how to handle cash is challenging the very core of 
their sanity. This objection smacks of patronism.

Some problems have arisen in distribution of mnrega 
wages through the Aadhaar platform. A study by Prof 
Jean Dreze in Jharkhand found that dependence on 
fingerprint recognition, internet connectivity, and 
the goodwill of the Banking Correspondents created 
vulnerabilities in the system. Fingerprint recognition 
problems alone affected 12 out of 42 respondents. Some 
workers did not have a uid number, and some had a uid 
number but no Aadhaar-enabled account. None of them 
had received bank passbooks, making it difficult for them 
to withdraw their wages from the bank when the Aadhaar 
system failed. I think these are implementation problems 
and can and will be sorted out in due time.

Problem with Aadhaar is invasion of privacy of the 
individual. Say, one is taking part in the anti-corruption 
movement. Booking of rail tickets is linked to Aadhaar as 
well as withdrawal of cash from atms. It thus becomes 
possible for the government to pinpoint and track 
movements of political opponents. Gopal Krishna of 
Citizens Forum for Civil Liberties tells that such uid 
proposals have been abandoned in the US, Australia 
and UK. The reason has predominantly been privacy. In 
the UK, the Home Secretary explained that they were 
abandoning the project because it would otherwise be 
‘intrusive bullying’ by the state, and that the government 
intended to be the ‘servant’ of the people, and not their 
‘master’. The Supreme Court of Philippines struck down 
a biometric based national id system as unconstitutional 
on grounds of invasion of privacy. He also tells of a case 
decided by the European Court of Human Rights about 
violation of the right to privacy and citizens’ rights. The 
unanimous decision of 17 judges was that the “blanket 
and indiscriminate nature” of the power of retention 
of the fingerprints, cellular samples, and dna profiles of 

persons suspected but not convicted of offences, failed 
to strike a fair balance between competing public and 
private interests and ruled that the UK had “overstepped 
any acceptable margin of appreciation” in this regard. 

It appears the government is trying to smuggle in a 
surveillance system over all its citizens under the guise 
of cash transfers. Krishna tells of how such a system was 
misused by Hitler. Germany had the lists of Jewish names 
even prior to the arrival of the Nazis. Nazis got these lists 
with the help of ibm. This company was in the ‘census’ 
business that included racial census that entailed not 
only counting the Jews but also identifying them. At the 
United States Holocaust Museum in Washington, dc, 
there is an exhibit of an ibm Hollerith D-11 card sorting 
machine that was responsible for organising the census of 
1933 that first identified the Jews. Such religious, racial, 
caste or even political profiling could be introduced in the 
system in due course by the government of India.

Another area of concern is that data management has 
been outsourced to US companies like Accenture which 
are deeply linked with the US Department of Homeland 
Security developing prevention tactics and streamlining 
intelligence gathering for it. Another US company 
involved in India’s uid project is L-1 Identity Solutions, a 
defence contractor having links with the cia and other US 
defence organisations. Former cia director George Tenet 
and former Homeland Security deputy secretary Admiral 
James Loy were on the board of L-1 till 2010.

China had also embarked upon a uid type scheme but 
it abandoned it mid-way on concerns expressed by the 
Communist Party. The Chinese project was being done by 
French company, Safran. Recently L-1 has bought Safran. 
In this way, the technology of profiling people developed 
by Safran in China will now come to India via L-1.

IT’S FEARED that the database can be used as a 
bulwark against India because all US-based firms 
are subject to the Patriot Act that obligates them to 

share their data with Washington. Aadhaar insists that 
the information will be stored only in Indian computers. 
However, that is no guarantee of its misuse. Wikileaks 
revealed that Hosni Mubarak handed over similar 
data of Egyptian citizens to the US before he stepped 
down. Opposition parties in Pakistan, where biometric 
identification has been implemented, are alleging that the 
government has handed over citizens’ database to the US.

There are two aspects of the Aadhaar scheme. The 
distribution of subsidies in cash is to be welcomed. But 
the method adopted for doing this is unacceptable. It 
seems the government is surreptitiously smuggling in a 
powerful vigilance mechanism under the guise of public 
welfare. It is like a security personnel handing over 
secrets of the country to foreign powers so that he can 
build a school in his village. Collection of biometric data 
and possible handing over of the same to foreign powers 
cannot be justified on grounds of cash distribution of 
subsidies. We should examine other alternatives. The 
justification of Aadhaar arises from the fact that large 
number of subsidies are to be distributed to the needy. We 
should think of removing this entire cobweb of subsidies 
and distributing a consolidated amount to each citizen as 
his right to life. All complicated systems of food, fertilizer, 
LPG, kerosene and even health and education subsidies 
should be scrapped. People should be given money to buy 
these services from the market according to their choice. 

upa appears to be moving to intrude into the privacy of 
Indians and to handing over data to the US. The opposition 
should wake up. The 2004 elections were lost by the nda 
because there was nothing on the ground which would 
provide relief to the common man. Last general elections 
were again lost by the nda because upa had implemented 
mnrega and loan waiver. The upa hopes to win the 2014 
elections on the back of cash transfers. The opposition 
should demand universal consolidated cash transfer 
through an organisation like the Employees Provident 
Fund as a counter to this dangerous move by the upa.

Bharat Jhunjhunwala is a former economics professor at 
IIM Bengaluru. Reach him @ bharatjj@gmail.com

BHARAT JHUNJHUNWALA ARGUES THAT AADHAAR IS THE GOVT’S EXCUSE TO ACCESS OUR PERSONAL DATA

Don’t intrude into our privacy

DURING THE erstwhile nda 
government, when Arun Jaitley 
was the law minister, consider-
able progress was made in re-

forming legal procedures. Unfortunately, 
he was shunted out. His successor, Jana 
Krishnamurthy, was unable to accelerate 
the process. Veerappa Moily, in the current 
upa government, has done some very good 
work in terms of increasing the capacity of 
our court systems. Unfortunately, he too 
has not had much success in changing pro-
cedures. It is frequently argued that law-
yers, who are a very powerful lobby, are 
opposed to changes in procedures. They 
are currently beneficiaries of this system 
of delays, adjournments and focus on form 
over content. It is important that lawyers 
be made to understand that, in fact, their 
business would increase greatly and there 
would be an exponential increase in litiga-
tions if people are assured of speedy judg-
ments. An inefficient system is certainly 
not in the real interests of lawyers — it only 
superficially appears to be that way.

Our governments, in all their various 
manifestations — Central government 
departments, state government depart-
ments, district offices, municipal authori-
ties, autonomous government boards, 
public sector corporations and so on — ac-
count for the bulk of the civil litigation, 
and quite frequently both the parties in 
a legal conflict are government entities. 
For the individual government official in-
volved, litigation and its attendant delays 

appear to be “costless”. In fact, not litigat-
ing can be quite costly personally in the 
bizarre ecosystem of our government. An 
official can be casually accused of being 
corrupt, if he or she chooses not to litigate. 
As a result, every employee of our great 
government is constantly fighting cases fe-
rociously on behalf of their little turfs. No 
one is held accountable even if the litiga-
tions are frivolous or even if it is known in 
advance that the litigation will fail.

On the other hand, no one can be blamed 
for implementing a court order. I have ac-
tually met a senior official from a public 
sector company that had lost a case in a 

lower court and who admitted to me that 
their case was weak and not worth fight-
ing, but they were going to keep appeal-
ing, lest he personally gets into trouble. 
He would not get into trouble for wasting 
his company’s time and resources. But he 
could, and would, get into trouble for not 
appealing even in a lost cause. A chairman 
of a PSU once told a supplier: “I know that 
we owe you money. But it is best that you 
go to court. Once the court orders us, it is 
easy for us to pay you.” It is in this area that 
I believe the government can and should 
start legal process reform on a war footing. 
As a beginning, in disputes between two 
government entities, can we agree that no 
appeals will be preferred? That the very 
first judgment will be gracefully accepted 
by both parties. Surely in these cases, one 
cannot keep pointing fingers at officials 
that they are corrupt. The winner is an-
other government entity and not a private 
party. This one decision will remove a 
large number of cases out of the courts and 
help accelerate the process for other cases.

As far as disputes between private par-
ties and government entities are con-
cerned, we need a drastic change in pro-
cedures to focus on the content of justice, 
not on the form. We need to abandon our 
present methods, which allow endless dis-
putes on procedures without application 
of the judicial mind to the substance of the 
dispute. We need to ensure that we have 
processes for “continuous hearings” with 
a ban on adjournments. We need to pun-

ish frivolous and vexatious litigants not 
only with harsh fines, but also with strict 
prohibitions. We should stop being the 
nanny State where an individual who has 
done nothing to protect his or her rights 
(e.g., not getting his or her name registered 
in title records for 20 years) can block eco-
nomic activity, or in more sinister terms, 
be used by others to block economic activ-
ity. We need to ensure that small business-
es and entrepreneurs are not victimised by 
larger companies and powerful govern-
ment bodies. Because this will either kill 
this critical engine of growth or drive it 
into dangerous criminal areas.

OUR PRESENT legal system is 
largely an inheritance from our 
erstwhile British rulers. The oft-

insulted Thomas Macaulay authored most 
of our codes. The fact is that they have 
moved on in Britain. Disputes in their 
country are resolved quickly, fairly and ef-
ficiently. It is easy even for Indians to do 
business in Britain. It is we who are stuck 
in the quicksand of history, piling one 
inane procedure on top of another banal 
one — to the benefit of nobody, and to the 
detriment of our collective prosperity. It is 
high time we gave ourselves a legal system 
characterised by celerity, efficiency and 
predictability, a system that encourages 
economic activity, particularly among 
new entrants, not one that stifles risk-tak-
ing, impoverishing us all in the process.    

jerry@jerryrao.net

JAITHIRTH RAO SAYS INDIA NEEDS LAWS THAT ENCOURAGE RISK-TAKING AND ENRICH US IN THE PROCESS

Why hold on to an outdated system?
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CRAWL
THE WEB

mobikwik.com
The website provides a plaform to 
individuals and groups and help them 
make online payments for utility bills.

Pehraan.com
The website provides apparels, 
accessories and footwear solutions to 
retail buyers.

JAI ARJUN SINGHBOOKREVIEW

LETTERBOX
Readers’ feedback adds value to the newspaper. Please  
email comments on reports, features and columns to  
fwletters@gmail.com. We will publish them on this page.

By Vikram NongmaithemBOOMERANG
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IF YOU’RE a weekly film 
reviewer — working with 
limited word-space and 
tight deadlines — and if 

you spend any time thinking 
about your job, you’re likely to 
be assailed by questions and self-
doubts. In a media and Internet-
saturated age, being one voice 
in a cacophony of opinions can 
be daunting; even as a confident 
believer in the worth of your 
own views, you might wonder 
if the world needs another talk-
ing head holding forth on such 
review-proof films as the latest 
Salman Khan-starrer. And what 
of the small films that your publi-
cation never has space for?

In January 2011, Anna MM 
Vetticad undertook a mission 
that most reviewers would baulk 

at: to watch, and blog reviews of, 
every Hindi film released in the 
ncr that year, even the almost 
unheard-of ones showing in non-
descript halls. The Adventures of 
an Intrepid Film Critic chronicles 
some of the high and low points 
of that journey. This is not a com-
prehensive study, or intended to 
be — it is a collection of vignettes 
about the little worlds that exist 
between the cracks of what we 
call “Bollywood”, the bizarre 
workings of the industry’s pr 
machinery and the struggles of 
outsiders. It opens a window to 
a place well beyond the purview 
of most multiplex-goers — a 
place where halls may refuse to 
screen a film because only one 
ticket has been sold, or where 
once-big stars like Jackie Shroff 

might do unfathomable parts in 
barely-directed movies for an 
acquaintance. 

Vetticad encounters such 
characters as a Mozambique-
based businessman, who 
financed a tacky film (with the 
tagline ‘For the first time on the 
Indian screen, an actor arises 
from Africa’) and better-known 
figures like director Rohit Shetty, 
who has a laughably unrefined 
view of criticism. She discov-
ers wonderful child actors in 
an unheralded film, Kaccha 
Limboo, and has a revealing 
conversation with Onir, direc-
tor of the sensitive I Am. The 
chatty, blog-like structure — with 
detours, ellipses and paren-
theses — is well-suited to this 
material, conveying a sense of 
the conflicting things going on in 
her head as she drifts from one 
empty theatre to another, and 
the few forays into overly casual 
writing — a cry of “Ha lleluiah”, 
a sentence beginning, “C’mon, 
doc, I mean...” — are leavened by 

a refined sensibility. As someone 
who thinks about the issues sur-
rounding reviewing, I enjoyed 
Vetticad’s reflections on the nuts 
and bolts of her work, includ-
ing her explanation for why she 
never discusses a film until she 
has finished her piece.

TO MY mind, this book 
is a celebration of the 
small film,” Vetticad says 

sanguinely, while acknowledg-
ing that there is little to celebrate 
about the existence of such 
films as the rape-joke-laden 
Be-Careful. Indeed, her book is 
most engaging when it throws up 
eye-popping — and sometimes 
poignant — tidbits about poseurs, 
no-hopers and people who 
deserve wider recognition (such 
as the hearing-impaired Sohail 
Lakhani, who trained Ranbir 
Kapoor for Barfi!). It is less en-
gaging when it includes generic 
interviews with high-profile 
stars like Vidya Balan.
 jaiarjun@gmail.com

Anna keeps her humour intact 
after a year of movie-watching 

Her book is most 
engaging when 
it throws up eye-
popping, and often, 
poignant — tidbits

The 
Adventures 
of an intrepid 
film critic
Anna MM 
Vetticad
Om Books 
230 pages, 
`295

Holding the Rahul 
card for long only 
killing interest

IGNORING THE pleadings of the Prime 
Minister and his partymen, Rahul Gan-
dhi has again evaded a Cabinet berth 
for himself. One can’t help but wonder 
what kind of preparation the Gandhi 

scion is upto, to be nominated the Congress’ 
prime ministerial candidate in the 2014 elec-
tions, when his ministerial experience at the 
fag-end of 2012 stands nil. Congress sources 
hint at a ‘bigger role’ for Rahul within the party 
soon. Whether working as a party functionary 
can give one any idea of ministerial rigours, is 
something that only Rahul would know. For 
now, those looking forward to the Cabinet 
reshuffle for his debut are dejected. Especially 
after SM Krishna remarked to having quit the 
mea in favour of ‘youngsters’. Fifty nine-year-
old Salman Khurshid replaces Krishna (80). 
So much for young blood. But with Khurshid’s 
appointment, more than anything the Congress 
appears to be making a statement against the 
lobby that levelled corruption charges on his 
ngo. Even as the token Muslim in the Cabinet, 
Khurshid’s appointment may do more harm 
than good to the government because it may 
just reinforce its blasé attitude to public griev-
ances, sending out a wrong message instead. 
With the next elections being expected sooner 
than 2014, the reshuffle seems a bit delayed. 
And coming with such oversights, it would be 
interesting to see how things pan out over the 
next few months. Also to watch out would be 
the performances of debutantes like Manish 
Tewari in Information & Broadcasting, Deepa 
Dasmunsi in Urban Development and K Chi-
ranjeevi in Tourism. But Rahul’s absence among 
these is only likely to kill our interest in him.

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

FAMILY HOLDINGS
Refer to ‘Realty Comes Back to Bite the Pawar Family’ by 
Ashish Khetan. Your story has brought into focus how 
political heavyweights build up their family wealth through 
unfair means. Whether it is the Pawars or the Vadras and the 
Gadkaris, every political party is equally to blame. No doubt 
there could be such numerous scams. 
 Jacob Sahayam on email

Your article was really revealing. Very few people have the 
courage to expose the powerful in these times. Keep it up.
 Raj Krishna on email

DETECTING HIV
Refer to ‘Pre-marital HIV Testing is a Shortcut to Nowhere’ 
by Anand Grover and Mihir Samson. hiv testing has become 
a formality in marriages today. But the fact remains that  pre-
marital hiv testing does not necessarily prevent contacting the 
disease in the future..  
 Daniel D’Souza on email
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