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Calling for a more empirical debate on the Aadhaar experience

Bennett &Neil Bucidy Shah

adhaar affects every
Indian. Its Lability
to uniquely identify

individuals, and digital inter-
face is what makes it compel-
ling. But the: ne features
raise questions about privacy,
data security,and exclusion of
vulnerable populations.

However, the discourse on
Aadhaartodayis i usand

arized. Those challenging
aarcontend that itisatool
forsurveillance and disempow
erment ol the poorand call for
Jjettisoning the project. Many in
the government -
posit that Aad 9|
haar empowers
the poor, saves money for the
exchequer,and increases state
capacity. Theirresulting policy
prescription is to aggressively
scale theuse of Aadhaaracross
sectors.

What is missing (rom this
debate is rigorous, independ-
ent, data representative of the
populations that regularly
interact with Aadhaar. This is
the void that ourorganization,

1

ANEF

IDinsight, set out to fill in the
State of Aadhaar Report
2017-18.

We conducted the largest
survey on Aadhaar to date,
which isstatistically represent-
ative ofthe rural populations of
Andhra Pradesh. Rajas
and West Bengal.
states” diversity in languay
state capacity, socioeconomic
development.andadoption of
Aadhaar. oursurvey also gives
an indicative view of the Aad-
haar experience across all of
rural India. In travelling to 21
districts and conducting
in-depth interviews with nearfy
3.000 households, welearned
directly [rom citizens about
their experien
cesand percep
tionsof Aadhaar.

Our findings surpri

We found that Aadhaa
lated exclusion from PDS is sig-
nificant, but governance fac
torsnot related to Aadh: re
responsible for more exclusion.
Further, over half of respon-
dents prefer Aadhaar-hased
PDS delivery,as they perceive
biometric authentication pre-
vents identity fraud. This dra-
matically contradicts the prev

Aadhaar is far from being error-proof
Aadhaar data has more self-reported errors than the voter

1D database and people have also faced more challenges in
updating their Aadhaar, compared to the enrolment process.
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alent narrative today that
upholds Aadhaar as the main
reason fordenial of the rightful
benelits of the poor. Having
| that, the Aadhaar-related
exclusion that exists is still sig-
nificant and needs tobe elimi-
nated. In Rajasthan, about 2.2%
ol PDS beneficiaries (roughly
1.2 million individuals state-
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wide) are excluded monthly
due to Aadhaar-related factors,
compared 106.5% of beneficia
iesexcluded due to non-Aad-

ability of ration).

Equally surprising was how
Aadhaar was perceived on the
ground. Over 96% of respon-
dentswe surveyed said that itis

important for them to know
what the government does
with their Aadhaar data. Thisis
consistent with other recent
research that Indians of all
backgrounds, and not just the
educated elite, indeed valie
privacy.

At the same time, 87% ol
respondents inoursurvey also
approved of the

enrolment and update proc-
esses, theanalog versus digital
useof Aadhaar, itsrole in facili-
tating rural banking, and more.
Ourlindings suggest that the
truth about Aadhaar on the
groumd doesnot lend itselftoa
simple “good™ or“bad” verdict.
The truth is more nuanced.
That may make foraless entic-
ing story, but it

government's Survey ﬂndlngs reveals the com
decision toman- suggest the truth  plexityoftheeco
datorily link Aad- ahout Aadhaaron  svstem. and the
lzriopiicae  thagrounddoas  Importance o
s, Given tha PN 4
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vacy risk, it was Weinviteavig-

striking that most

approved of it even while
expressing that they value pri-
vae

We also find that self-re-
ported errors in demographic
data (name, address) in Aad
haaris 8.8% versus just 5.7%in
voter IDs, pointing tothe need
to improve data quality in the
Aadhaar database.

This is only a glimpse of
some of the findings in the
report. We explore a wide
range of other issues such as

orous debate on
our findings and their policy
implications. We hope this
debate advances more data-
driven discourseand decision-
makingaround Aadhaar. Fora
project as consequential as
Aadhaar, affecting over a bil
lion Indians, nootherapproach
will do.
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