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Surveillance apps in welfare, snake oil for
accountability

Prelims: General Studies Paper - 1
Current events of national and international importance

Mains: General Studies - 3
Challenges to internal security through communication
networks, role of media and social networking sites in
internal security challenges, basics of cyber security

e It has become increasingly common for cleaning
staff to photograph or film themselves while
working, ostensibly to prove that the assigned tasks
are being carried out.

e However, the actual effectiveness of such monitoring
practices remains uncertain.

e The broader issue lies in the persistent lack of
accountability among government employees.

o This often manifests as absenteeism, late arrivals,
early departures, or delays in completing tasks.

e In some cases, it also extends to the expectation of
bribes, reflecting deeper systemic inefficiencies.

2. The biometric era

o Digital tools were promoted as a “magic solution”
to fix governance issues such as absenteeism,
delays, and leakages, leading to the introduction of
biometric systems across sectors.

o Biometric attendance systems, first adopted years
ago, often shifted focus from completing actual
work to merely ensuring timely clock-ins, as seen in
Khunti Block (Jharkhand), where officials stayed late
due to better evening internet but still had to rush for
attendance.

e« Randomized Controlled Trial evidence from
Rajasthan showed that biometric attendance for
government nurses actually led to lower long-
run attendance, questioning its effectiveness as an
accountability tool.

MGNREGA'’s chronic issue of inflated attendance
allowed wage siphoning through fake entries and
ghost workers, leading to the introduction of the
National Mobile Monitoring System (NMMS) app in
2022.

The NMMS app mandates two daily photos of
workers, aiming to prevent false attendance, but it
only checks for a JPEG upload leading masterminds to
use irrelevant images or photos to bypass the system.

A July 2025 Union Ministry of Rural Development
circular identified seven major malpractices,
revealing that fudged photographs had simply
replaced fudged signatures and the corruption chain
largely continued unchanged

The Ministry of Women & Child Development made
Facial Recognition Technology (FRT) mandatory for
Take Home Rations (THR) on the Poshan Tracker,
requiring live photos with blinking to match on-
record images.

Ground reports, such as from an Anganwadi worker
in Nuh (Haryana), showed that FRT did not prevent
cheating since workers could still deny THR even
after mothers complied with the digital process.

Earlier biometric interventions like Aadhaar-Based
Biometric Authentication (ABBA) for PDS rations
repeated the same logic, but resulted in exclusion
of elderly, sick, and disabled persons, and even
facilitated quantity fraud, with dealers making
people authenticate for full quotas but delivering
less (e.g., 4.5 kg instead of 5 kg in Jharkhand).

3. Limited effect

Tech-based monitoring like geo-tagging and photo
uploadsis nowrequired formany Auxiliary Nursesand
Midwives tasks, such as uploading a breastfeeding
mother’s photo as proof of counselling creating a
perverse situation where the photo matters more
than the work.

In Andhra Pradesh, an ANM was issued a show-
cause notice because she moved over 300 metres

enquiries@fortuneias.com | www.fortuneias.com | +91 94950 15888 | +91 81389 40888 @fortuneias () @fortune_ias_academy



FORTUNE IAS NEWS DAILY EXPLAINER

08-12-2025

for network connectivity during a home visit, which e The refusal to learn suggests vested interests
the app wrongly flagged as “fraudulent,” showing and reflects agnotology (deliberate cultivation of
how sincere workers are punished by rigid systems. ignorance), making tech-fixes mere “snake oil” for

e Such surveillance-focused apps, presented as gece et

accountability measures, demotivate honest
frontline workers, especially in areas with poor
connectivity and difficult terrain.

A black Friday for aviation safety in India

Prelims: General Studies Paper - 1
Indian Polity and Governance-Constitution, Political System,

 Accountability through tech has limited impact, Panchayati Raj, Public Policy, Rights Issues, etc.

as it focuses only on compliance, not on improving
motivation or genuine service quality.

Mains: General Studies - 2

Citing Jean Dréze and Amartya Sen (2025), the text
distinguishes between accountability (doing what
someone else demands) and responsibility (acting
out of intrinsic motivation and public interest),
which tech-fixes cannot cultivate.

The current obsession with technological solutions
distracts from deeper reforms like improving
work culture, strengthening social norms, and
understanding why many nurses, teachers, and
cleaners already work diligently despite weak
accountability systems.

4. A case of agnotolog

The government pushes tech fixes despite failures,
misuse of the National Mobile Monitoring System
(NMMS) was admitted, yet the Ministry of Women
and Child Development (MoWCD) made Facial
Recognition Technology (FRT) compulsory for Take
Home Rations (THR).

The Ministry of Rural Development (MoRD)
responded to NMMS failure by ordering 100%
verification of all uploaded photographs, increasing
burden without fixing manipulation.

Tech systems cause exclusion, elderly and immobile
beneficiaries in the Public Distribution System (PDS)
face Aadhaar-Based Biometric Authentication (ABBA)
failures; NREGA workers are excluded when NMMS
photos don’t upload.

These tools slow welfare delivery and create new
corruption methods, such as false claims of ABBA
failure.

Privacy risks increase, including compulsory photos
of breastfeeding mothers and identity fraud
possibilities.

Excessive surveillance demotivates frontline
workers like ANMs, Anganwadi workers, and nurses.

Important aspects of governance, transparency and
accountability, e-governance- applications, models, successes,
limitations, and potential; citizens charters, transparency &
accountability and institutional and other measures.

1. Context

India’s aviation sector faced a crisis after IndiGo
cancelled flights, stranding thousands of passengers.

The Minister of Civil Aviation announced that FDTL
(Flight Duty Time Limitations) orders issued by
DGCA were kept in abeyance, claiming it was needed
to “stabilise operations”.

Before this, the DGCA appealed to pilots to cooperate
and subtly suggested diluting FDTL rules, despite a
High Court mandate requiring compliance.

These actions prioritised commercial interests over
crew fatigue and flight safety, exposing systemic
weaknesses in India’s aviation oversight.

2. Issues With Safety &

Regulations

A strong 2007 CAR on fatigue and rest was diluted in
2008 after airline owners pressured the Ministry.

Bombay High Court initially criticised DGCA for risking
pilot and passenger safety, arguing that reducing
flights, not increasing duty hours, was the solution.

The same High Court later reversed its stance,
upholding the Ministry’s action.

Despite knowing for a year that new rules would apply
from Nov 1, 2025, both IndiGo and DGCA failed to
prepare, causing nationwide disruption.

Airlines used loopholes in CAR Series C (2022)
to underemploy crew, allowing operations with
insufficient pilot sets.
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3. Accountability Failures

o Safe operations require 6 pilot sets per domestic
aircraft and 12 for long-haul but airlines, especially
IndiGo, allegedly ignored this.

e DGCA and the government showed weak oversight,
and the judiciary displayed inconsistency and
deference to commercial pressure.

o ICAO (2006) had already warned India to create an
independent aviation authority,still unrealized
nearly 20 years later.

e OnDecb5, 2025, DGCA appealed for pilot cooperation,
but the Ministry immediately suspended FDTL CAR,
contradicting safety commitments.

e The deadline of Feb 10, 2026 is seen as unrealistic,
given IndiGo’s non-compliance for over a year.

4. Consequences & Lack Of Learning

e India has had three major aviation accidents since
2010: Mangaluru, Kozhikode, Ahmedabad.

e The Al 171 Ahmedabad crash report remains
delayed, raising questions on transparency.

e The current crisis exposes how safety norms are
sacrificed to protect airline profitability.

o Despite assurances, aviation safety is deteriorating,
leading to operations running “on a wing and a
prayer.”

e The actions of the Minister, DGCA, and airlines on
Dec 5, 2025 show that safety remains a myth rather
than a priority in Indian aviation.

Grassland soils, not trees, anchor India’s
climate resilience

Prelims: General Studies Paper - 1
General issues on Environmental ecology, Biodiversity and
Climate Change

Mains: General Studies - 3
Conservation, environmental pollution and degradation,
environmental impact assessment

e India’s semi-arid grasslands and savannahs have long
been misclassified as “wastelands” since colonial
times because they lacked timber value.

« Post-independence policy continued this approach,
embedding “wastelands” in land records.

e In 1985, the National Wastelands Development
Board was created to scientifically identify and
develop these so-called wastelands.

o Diverse ecosystems- ravines, scrublands, degraded
forests, grazing lands, rocky terrain, glaciers,
mining wastelands, and more - were all grouped as
“wastelands.”

o Despite this label, research has long shown that semi-
arid savannahs are thriving ecosystems supporting
biodiversity and pastoral livelihoods.

e In Maharashtra, the livestock economy was valued
at over X59,000 crore in 2018-19, showing their
major socio-economic value.

2. Ecological Importance of Grassland Soils

e Grasslands build and maintain healthy soils through
deep, fibrous root systems that stabilise soil, enhance
structure, and store long-term carbon.

o Unlike forests, grasslands store most of their biomass
below ground, improving water infiltration, reducing
erosion, and buffering drought.

e These roots continuously add organic matter,
enriching soils with stable carbon compounds that
can persist for centuries.

e Grassland soils support rich microbial and fungal
communities essential for nutrient cycling and soil
fertility.

e When grasslands are degraded, converted, or
afforested, below-ground processes are disrupted,
causing compaction, erosion, reduced soil organic
carbon, and lower resilience.

3. Evidence from Maharashtra: CAMPA
Grassland Restoration
e Rising global focus on carbon sequestration has

highlighted grasslands as major below-ground
carbon stores, even resistant to fire.

e A restoration initiative in Solapur’s semi-arid
grasslands showed a shift in the State forest
department’s perception.
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e The CAMPA authority restored degraded grasslands
in the Malshiras range by planting native grasses
(Dicanthium annulatum, Chrysopogon fulvus,
Cenchrus setigerus) raised in nurseries.

e A study by researchers from ecological institutions
compared restored sites (1- to 3-year-old) with
unrestored and old-growth grasslands.

e Restored plots showed a significant increase in soil
organic carbon (SOC):

© 21% increase after two years compared to
untreated sites.

© 50% increase by the third year.

e These results show that grassland restoration using
CAMPA funds directly contributes to India’s climate
goals.

4. Evidence from Gujarat: Banni
Grassland’s Carbon Potential

e A recent study on the Banni Grassland in Kutch
revealed extremely high carbon sequestration
potential.

o Decades of planting the invasive Prosopis (mesquite)
degraded the grassland, turning open savannahs
into dense thickets.

e Restored community-managed patches called wada
store the highest SOC, followed by wetlands and
dense woodlands.

o Lowest SOC levels occur in mixed woodland stands
and saline grasslands.

o Pastoralist Maldhari communities manage restored
areas through rotational grazing, controlled biomass
harvest, and grass recovery monitoring.

Banni stores 27 metric tonnes of carbon up to 30
cm soil depth, with an average SOC density of 120
tonnes of carbon per hectare.

e This makes Banni one of the most carbon-rich arid
ecosystems globally, proving that healthy grasslands-
not invasive trees - ensure climate resilience.

5. Way Forward:

e Banni and Malshiras show that restoring native
grasses and removing invasive woody plants form
the core of effective climate solutions.

e Community-led management is both a method and
an outcome of successful grassland restoration.

e The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
notes that soils hold twice as much carbon as the
atmosphere and all living biomass combined.

e With rising temperatures and frequent forest fires,
the stability of soil organic carbon (SOC) in grasslands
is a crucial advantage.

o India’s climate-resilient future depends not only on
planting trees but on restoring ecosystems where
deep-rooted grasses continue to store carbon
beneath the soil.

What are concerns over the draft ISI Bill,
2025?

Prelims: General Studies Paper - 1
Indian Polity and Governance - Constitution, Political System,
Panchayati Raj, Public Policy, Rights Issues

Mains: General Studies - 2
Government policies and interventions for development
in various sectors and issues arising out of their design and
implementation.

1. Background: Release of Draft ISI Bill, 2025

e On September 25, the Ministry of Statistics and
Programme Implementation (MoSPI) released the
draft Indian Statistical Institute (ISI) Bill, 2025.

e The draft triggered strong protests from Indian
Statistical Institute (ISI) academicians and students.

e Opponents argue that the Bill aims to reduce
ISI’s academic autonomy by converting it from a
registered society into a statutory body corporate

2. Significance and History of ISI

e ISI was founded in December 1931 in Kolkata by P.C.
Mahalanobis.

o Initially registered under the Societies Registration
Act, 1860; later under the West Bengal Societies
Registration Act, 1961.

e lIts status as a society allowed it to function with its
own memorandum, bye-laws, and regulations.

e ThelSl Act, 1959 declared it an Institution of National
Importance (INI).

enquiries@fortuneias.com | www.fortuneias.com | +91 94950 15888 | +91 81389 40888 @fortuneias () @fortune_ias_academy



FORTUNEIAS NEWS DAILY EXPLAINER

08-12-2025

e ISI played a key role in shaping India’s official
statistical system, including the development of the
National Sample Survey Organisation (NSSO).

4. Government’s Stand

The government says the Bill aims to strengthen ISI
and help it become a globally competitive institute
as it approaches its centenary in 2031.

e Produced eminent scholars like C.R. Rao and S.R.S.
Varadhan.

It cites recommendations of four review committees,
including the Mashelkar Committee (2020), which
suggested reformsto strengthen governance, expand
programmes, and enhance global competitiveness.

5. What Lies Ahead

Students and academicians are seeking backing from
Opposition parties to challenge the Bill.

e Has 1,200 students and six centres across India,
offering UG/PG degrees in Statistics, Mathematics,
Quantitative Economics, Computer Science, Library
& Information Science, Cryptology, Security, Quality
Management Science, and Operations Research.

3. Key Concerns and Reasons for Protest

e The proposed Bill would change ISI’s status from a
registered society to a statutory body corporate,
which many say violates the original agreement
between the government and the society.

A Member of Parliament has formally urged MoSPI to
withdraw the draft Bill.

Leaders from two major Opposition parties have
publicly opposed the draft and promised to resist it
if introduced in Parliament.

e Around 1,500 academicians submitted objections to
MoSPI, questioning the need to repeal the 1959 Act.

o Critics argue that bypassing the existing society
undermines the Societies Registration Act and goes
against cooperative federalism.

e Students and staff formed a human chain and held a e
public meeting on November 28 outside the Kolkata Ve ~
campus. National Intelligence Grid (NATGRID)

e Under the 1959 Act, authority rested with a council « NATGRID (National Intelligence Grid) is a

that had significant academic representation and platform that allows police and investigating

safeguards against excessive government control.

The 2025 draft shifts power to a Board of Governors
(BoG) dominated by government nominees,
reducing academic participation in governance.

Concerns exist about a push toward a corporate
funding model, which may limit support for long-
term basic research.

Section 29 empowers ISI to generate revenue
through student fees, consultancy work, and
sponsored research, potentially commercialising
academic activity.

Appointments will now fall under Union government
control through the BoG; earlier, ISI had 10
representatives (including elected and worker
representatives) on a 33-member council, but in the
new structure there will be none.

Stakeholders fear political interference in academic
and administrative appointments.

agencies to securely access government and
private databases in real time.

e« The platform became operational last year,
after being conceptualized in 2009 following
the 26/11 Mumbai terror attacks.

o It handles around 45,000 requests per month,
according to government officials.

o Datasets accessible on NATGRID include driving
licences, Aadhaar, airline data, bank records,
and social media activity.

. Access has been expanded to State police
officers of Superintendent of Police rank,
whereas earlier it was limited to 10 central
agencies, including IB, R&AW and NIA

o Officers report operational hurdles, including
time-consuming login and delays in retrieving
information, despite the platform being
intended for real-time access.

.
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« NATGRID was initially envisaged under
P. Chidambaram and received renewed
momentum under Home Minister Amit Shahin
2019, who improved inter-agency coordination
and extended access to state police.

o The platform enhances investigative efficiency
by consolidating data on a single platform,
maintaining user confidentiality, and allowing
agencies to gather intelligence without
registering an FIR, especially amid rising cyber
threats (over 20.41 lakh incidents in 2024).

enquiries@fortuneias.com | www.fortuneias.com | +91 94950 15888 | +91 81389 40888 @fortuneias () @fortune_ias_academy



