
NEW DELHI: As India prepares to install a na-
tionwide facial recognition system in an effort
to catch criminals and find missing children,
human rights and technology experts yesterday
warned of the risks to privacy from increased
surveillance. Use of the camera technology is
an effort in “modernizing the police force, in-
formation gathering, criminal identification,
verification”, according to India’s national
crime bureau. Likely to be among the world’s
biggest facial recognition systems, the govern-
ment contract is due to be awarded today.

But there is little information on where it will
be deployed, what the data will be used for and
how data storage will be regulated, said Apar
Gupta, executive director of non-profit Internet
Freedom Foundation. “It is a mass surveillance
system that gathers data in public places with-
out there being an underlying cause to do so,”
he told the Thomson Reuters Foundation.
“Without a data protection law and an elec-

tronic surveillance framework, it can lead to so-
cial policing and control,” he said. A spokesman
for India’s home ministry did not return calls
seeking comment.

Worldwide, the rise of cloud computing and
artificial intelligence technologies have popu-
larized the use of facial recognition for a range
of applications from tracking criminals to
catching truant students. There is a growing
backlash however, and in San Francisco author-
ities banned the use of facial recognition tech-
nology by city personnel, and
“anti-surveillance fashion” is becoming popu-
lar.

Facial recognition technology was launched
in a few Indian airports in July, and Delhi police
last year said they had identified nearly 3,000
missing children in just days during a trial. But
technology site Comparitech, which ranked the
Indian cities of Delhi and Chennai among the
world’s most surveilled cities in a recent report,

said it had found “little correlation between the
number of public CCTV cameras and crime or
safety”.

Indian authorities have said facial recogni-
tion technology is needed to bolster a severely
under-policed country. There are 144 police of-
ficers for every 100,000 citizens, among the
lowest ratios in the world, according to the
United Nations. The technology has been
shown to be inaccurate in identifying darker-
skinned women, those from ethnic minorities,
and transgender people.

So its use in a criminal justice system where
vulnerable groups such as indigenous people
and minorities are over-represented risks
greater abuse, said Vidushi Marda, a lawyer
and artificial intelligence researcher at Article
19, a Britain-based human rights organization.
“The use of facial recognition provides a ve-
neer of technological objectivity without deliv-
ering on its promise, and institutionalizes

systemic discrimination,” she said. “Being
watched will become synonymous with being
safe, only because of a constant, perpetual cur-
few on individual autonomy. This risks further
entrenching marginalization and discrimination
of vulnerable sections.”

India’s Supreme Court, in a landmark ruling
in 2017 on the national biometric identity card
program Aadhaar, said individual privacy is a
fundamental right, amid concerns over data
breaches and the card’s mandated use for serv-
ices. Yet the ruling has not checked the rollout
of facial recognition technology, or a proposal
to link Aadhaar with social media accounts,
said Gupta. “There is a perceptible rise in na-
tional security being a central premise for pol-
icy design. But national security cannot be the
reason to restrict rights,” he said. “It is very
worrying that technology is being used as an
instrument of power by the state rather than as
an instrument to empower citizens.” — Reuters 
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NEW DELHI: More than 80 farmers have been arrested in north-
ern India for starting fires that contributed to the recent pollution
crisis in New Delhi and other cities, officials said yesterday. Each
winter the post-harvest burning of crop stubble covers swaths of
the region in toxic smog, which combines with car and factory
emissions to turn Delhi into the world’s most polluted capital.
India’s top court this week ordered a crackdown on illegal stub-
ble-burning, but the fires continued across Punjab and Haryana
states - with many started at night to try and avoid detection.

A senior Punjab police officer said more than 17,000 farm fires
had been reported in the state in the past three days, with 4,741
on Wednesday alone. “More than 84 people have been arrested
for violating the law. Cases have been filed against 174 farmers,”
the officer told AFP. Punjab and Haryana make up a key agricul-
tural region that produces nearly 18 million tons of rice each year.
This, in turn, creates nearly 20 million tons of crop stubble - most
of which is burnt.

Authorities said more than 48,000 farm fires had been re-
ported in the two states since late September - a dramatic in-
crease from 30,000 cases in 2018. The Supreme Court ordered a
complete stop to the fires on Monday and on Wednesday
slammed local governments for not taking action, instructing them
to pay hard-up farmers to stop burning the stubble. “You just
want to sit in your ivory towers and rule. You are not bothered
and are letting the people die,” said Justice Arun Mishra.

Pollution levels in the Indian capital remained bad yesterday,
four days after one of its worst pollution attacks in several years
during which schools were closed and a public health emergency
declared. Dirty air causes hundreds of thousands of premature
deaths in Indian cities each year, according to medical studies.
Tiny particles from the fires, which can enter the bloodstream and
penetrate the lungs and heart, get blown over New Delhi. In the
winter, cooler temperatures prevent pollutants from dispersing,
while smoke from millions of Diwali firecrackers also help turn the
capital’s skies a putrid yellow.

Meanwhile, in Pakistan, air pollution forced the closure of thou-
sands of schools in Lahore, with a local environment agency
spokesman blaming the poisonous haze on crop-burning in India.
Lahore, home to at least six million people, is Pakistan’s second-
largest city, and is less than an hour from the Indian border. 

However Usman Buzdar, chief minister for Pakistan’s central
Punjab province, said similar burning takes place in Pakistan, and
his administration is tackling the problem. “Administration is al-
ready on high alert and have tasked them to escalate actions
against crop burning and other factors that contribute to smog,”
he said. Twitter user Ammar Ali Jan wrote that the city was un-
bearable. “The smog is impossible to escape. We destroyed our
water resources. Now our air is hazardous. We have turned ele-
ments of life into vehicles of death,” said Jan. — AFP 

COLOMBO: Sri Lanka’s Prime Minister Ranil Wick-
remesinghe looks set to lose his job after next week’s pres-
idential election, with the two leading candidates declaring
yesterday they will dump him. Main opposition candidate
Gotabhaya Rajapakse and Sajith Premadasa from Wick-
remesinghe’s ruling United National Party (UNP) are in a
close race ahead of the November 16 polls and both said
they would appoint their own PMs if they win. “I will ap-
point a new prime minister who can command the majority
of parliament,” Premadasa, 52, said in a televised address
yesterday.

His remarks appeared to seal the fate of Wick-
remesinghe, 70, who is nominally the leader of the UNP but
faces a revolt within the ranks of the party hierarchy. Ra-
japakse earlier also vowed to replace Wickremesinghe -
who has been plagued by accusations of cronyism and in-
competence amid his failure to prosecute politicians ac-
cused of corruption - with his brother Mahinda. Rajapakse
is a former secretary to the defense ministry between 2005
and 2015 when his brother was president.

Under a recent constitutional amendment, the office of
prime minister was given extensive powers to decide on
cabinet appointments and to run the day-to-day affairs of
the government. Mahinda Rajapakse failed to win office for
the third term in 2015 and a new constitutional provision on
term limits bars him from running for the presidency again.
Premadasa, the son of president Ranasinghe Premadasa
who was assassinated by suspected Tamil Tiger rebels in
1993, has called for a cleanup of his own party and vowed
to purge key ministers of Wickremesinghe’s government.
Some 15.9 million people are eligible to vote in next week’s
election. — AFP 
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NEW DELHI: The Indian national flag is seen covered in thick smog
yesterday. — AFP 


