THE H’NDDEN&LI__QH
SDOJ[LQJ 05.02.202S

Look into complaints of
political parties, EC tells

State-level polling o

Sreeparna Chakrab
NEW DELHI

Amid complaints of ano-
malies in voters’ lists, the
Election Commission (EC)
on Tuesday asked its State-
level officials to hold regu-
lar interactions with politi-
cal parties to resolve any is-
sues within the existing
statutory framework.

On the first day of a two-
day conference of Chief
Electoral Officers (CEOs) of
all States/Union Territo-
ries, the commission di-
rected each of them to sub-
mit issue-wise action taken
reports by March 31.

The directions came
amid the Trinamool Con-
gress’s allegations of dupli-
cation of voter ID numbers
in West Bengal. The Con-
gress has alleged voter list
manipulation, specially in
the Maharashtra Assembly
election.

‘Be approachable’

On Tuesday, the three-
member commission led
by Chief Election Commis-
sioner (CEC) Gyanesh Ku-
mar interacted with the
CEOs on a series of topics.
According to a senior offi-

CEC Gyanesh Kumar
addressing a conference of
CEOs in New Delhi. PT!

cial in the poll body, the
discussion will pave the
way for improvements in
election management in
the country within the es-
tablished legal framework.
He also directed officials to
be approachable and res-
ponsive to political parties.

Mr. Kumar told them to
work transparently and
fulfil all statutory obliga-
tions diligently and as per
the existing legal frame-
work — the Representation
of the People Act, 1950 and
1951; Registration of Elec-
tor Rules, 1960; Conduct of
Election Rules, 1961; and
the instructions issued by
the EC from time to time.

ficers

The CEC asked officials to
ensure that all citizens of
India who are aged above
18 are registered as elec-
tors, according to an offi-
cial statement.

Ease of voting

Officials were directed to
make efforts to have bet-
ween 800 and 1,200 elec-
tors in each polling booth,
and ensure that it is within
a two-km distance from
the residence of each elec- .
tor. Polling booths with as-
sured minimum facilities
should be established for
the ease of voting in rural
areas.

Booths should also be
established in high-rise
buildings as well as slum
clusters to increase voting
inurban areas.

After a comprehensive
mapping of the constitu-
tional framework and sta-
tutes, the EC has identified
28 distinct stakeholders in
the entire election process,
including CEOs, political
parties, candidates, polling
agents, etc. The confe-
rence aims to strengthen
the capacity building of
each of these stakeholders,
the statement said.
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Poll body’s clarification on voter
IDs a ‘cover-up’: Trinamool MP

The Hindu Bureau

NEW DELHI

iring a fresh salvo at

the Election Com-

mission (EC), the
Trinamool Congress on
Tuesday said it was impos-
sible for voters in two con-
stituencies to have the
same Elector Photo Identi-
ty Card (EPIC) number, cit-
ing the panel's own
handbook.

On Sunday, in response
to West Bengal Chief Minis-
ter and Trinamool presi-
dent Mamata Banerjee’s
charge that the BJP was ad-
ding fake voters from other
States to the electoral rolls
in the State, the EC had is-
sued a clarification stating
that certain States used the
same “alphanumeric se-
ries” which resulted in
same number and this did
not imply duplicate or fake
voters. It said an elector
could vote only at the poll-
ing booth mentioned in his
EPIC.

Calling the EC’s clarifica-
tion a “cover-up”, Trina-
mool’s Rajya Sabha mem-

the EC’s handbook, it is im
he adds that discrepancies raise

The Trinamool says the EC must disclose how many voter ID card

are active and how many have the same number. FiLg PHoTO

ber Saket Gokhale, in a
post on the social media
platform X, said, “The
‘Handbook for Electoral
Registration Officers’
shows that the claims
made by the panel are
false. EPIC numbers are an
alphanumeric sequence of
three letters and seven di-
gits. The EC handbook
clearly states that the three
letters, known as a Func-
tional Unique Serial Num-

ber (FUSN), are different
for  every Assembly
constituency.”

He asked, ‘Therefore, it
is impossible for voters in
two different Assembly
constituencies (even in the
same State) to have the
same first three letters on
their EPIC. How is it then
that the same EPIC num-
bers as voters in West Ben-
gal have been allotted to
random people in Harya-

na, Gujarat, and other
States?”

Countering the EC's
clarification that even with
two people having the
same EPIC number, they
can only vote in the respec-
tive constituencies where
they are enrolled, Mr. Gok-
hale said the voter was
linked to his photo by the
EPIC number.

Photo mismatch issue
“When a voter in Bengal
goes to cast his vote, his
photo on the electoral roll
will be different if the same
EPIC number has been al-
lotted to a person in anoth-
er State. This will lead to
the refusal of voting due to
a photo mismatch. By allot-
ting the same EPIC num-
bers in different States, vot-
ing can be denied to those
who are likely to vote for
non-BJP parties due to a
photo mismatch,” he said.
The Trinamool leader
said the EC rules mandate
that the software used for
issuing the EPIC cards
keeps track of every used
and unused number to en-

ible for voters in two constituencies to have the same EPIC number, Saket Gokhale savs;
serious questions as Commissioners are appeinted by panel in which govt. isina majority

sure that the same EPIC
number is not allotted to
multiple people. “This
clearly reeks of a conspira-
Cy to conduct voter sup-
pression in favour of the
BJP, where voters in non-
BJP areas are being target-
ed by issuing their EPIC
numbers to people in oth-
er States,” Mr. Gokhale
said

Pointing out that the
Election Commissioners
were now appointed by a
panel in which the govern-
ment was in a majority, he
said these discrepancies
raised serious questions.

“If the EC is compro-
mised on behalf of the BJP,
there is zero possibility of
elections being free and
fair. The EC must come
clean and disclose how
many EPICs are currently
active and how many of
those bear the same num-
ber,” he said.

Mr. Gokhale urged the
poll agency to “come
clean” on this and de-
manded an impartial in-
vestigation into this ‘dupli-
cate voter ID scam’.
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Double trouble

The Aadhaar seems the default bet to
restrict a voter to one polling location

T he integrity of the electoral system in In-

dia is dependent upon the confidence re-
posed in it by prospective voters and the
participatory political parties. In recent years,
the Election Commission of India (ECD has
drawn flak — from overblown to deserved rea-
sons — from political parties and civil society acti-
vists concerned about trends in Indian democra-
cy. A new complaint after recent State elections
relates to the increased number of electors in the
Assembly polls when compared to the numbers
registered in the general election for the same
year (2024). While a report in The Hindu found
that such discrepancies in electorate registration
were not unusual when compared to previous
election cycles, the question (raised vociferously
by the Opposition Congress party) as to how a
State such as Maharashtra registered an increase
of 48 lakh voters in just six months since the gen-
eral election has not been adequately answered
by the ECI. This along with the ECI’s disclosure
that the nature of registration allowed for diffe-
rent electors to have the same Electors Photo
Identification Card (EPIC) number, has allowed
Opposition parties, particularly the Trinamool
Congress, to raise guestions about the credibility
of the registration process. What is worrisome is
the possibility of electors voting across States.
Prima facie, this discrepancy in EPIC numbers
— which the ECI has averred that it will rectify by
updating the numbers in its voter database to
make them unique — is not problematic. Even if
the EPIC number is shared by different voters,
they can only vote with their verified ids. Yet, the
larger problem, of a possibility of a voter having
multiple EPIC numbers across different States,
calls the process in question. For example, a mi-
grant voter can vote in a particular State of resi-
dence and in his/her home State if elections are
held in close succession as there is a good possi-
bility of the duplicate EPIC number remaining in
the database. The most effective solution would
be to link the Aadhaar number and biometric ver-
ification for voting. But this is still not foolproof.
The Aadhaar’s purpose is to identify residents,
and not citizens, and would have to be supple-
mented by another proof for voting eligibility. Se-
cond, an Aadhaar number on electoral rolls
could result in misuse such as profiling, and the
ECT has to mask it when the rolls are made avail-
able to political parties. Besides, biometric verifi-
cation for de-duplication should be supplement-
ed with clear alternative identity verification as
the former has the potential of excluding genuine
voters because of technological failures. The ECI
must be open to undertaking a clear de-duplica-
tion exercise that will allow a voter to have only
one EPIC number and voter id, with the eligibility
to vote only in their area of residence.
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HC dismisses Congress MP’s plea
to reject case against his election

Mohamed Imranullah S.
CHENNAI

The Madras High Court on
Tuesday refused to reject
an election petition filed
by DMDK founder Vijaya-
kant’s son V. Vijaya Prab-
hakaran challenging the
victory of Congress MP B.
Manickam Tagore from
the Virudhunagar Lok Sab-
ha constituency in 2024.

Justice N. Sathish Ku-
mar dismissed the applica-
tion filed by the MP to re-
ject the election petition,
and also rejected another
application from him to
strike off almost all para-
graphs from the plaint
filed in support of the elec-
tion petition on the
ground that they were
baseless allegations made
without any tangible
material.

The judge directed the
MP and the election peti-
tioner to submit the draft
issues by the next date of
hearing so that the court
could frame the issues to
be decided in the election
petition, conduct a full-
fledged trial by examining
the witnesses to determine

B. Manickam Tagore

the veracity of the allega-
tions, and pronounce a
verdict.

The Virudhunagar con-
stituency witnessed a
three-cornered fight bet-
ween Mr. Tagore, Mr. Prab-
hakaran and actor R. Radi-
kaa Sarathkumar of the
BJP. Mr. Tagore polled
3,85,256 votes and defeat-
ed his nearest rival, Mr.
Prabhakaran, by a slim
margin of 4,379 votes.

In his election petition,
Mr. Prabhakaran had ac-
cused Returning Officer
V.P. Jeyaseelan of having
succumbed to the pres-
sure exerted by Ministers
K.K.S.S.R. Ramachandran,
Thangam Thennarasu and
P. Moorthy for furthering

the prospects of the elec-
tion of Mr. Tagore, the can-
didate of their alliance.

Mr. Prabhakaran had al-
so raised other grounds
such as improper accep-
tance of nomination,
claiming that the MP had
not disclosed all the details
of his assets and criminal
cases; and corrupt practic-
es such as bribing of the
voters through the distri-
bution of a ‘guarantee
card’.

Paying cash’ for votes,
booth capture, malpractic-
es during the counting of
votes, improper rejection
of postal ballots polled in
favour of the election peti-
tioner, and alleged excess
expenditure by the MP
were the other grounds on
which his election had
been challenged.

Mr. Tagore had stated
that the guarantee card
contained an assurance gi-
ven by the Congress in its
alection manifesto and,
therefore, it could not be
termed a corTupt practice.

He relied upon a catena
of Supreme Court deci-
sions to support his
contention.

i



DEccAN CHRQomieL =

~ Trinamul calls ECI biggest fraud,
asks it to come clean on EPIC

DC CORRESPONDENT
NEW DELHI, MARCH 4

Stepping up the pressure
on the Election Commiss-
ion of India on the dupli-
cate voter identity num-
bers controversy, the Trin-
amul Congress on Tuesday
dismissed the poll body’'s
clarifications as a “cover-
up” and cited its own
guidelines to assert that
two cards cannot have
identical numbers.
Calling the EC a “caged
bird”, the party urged the
EC to “come clean” and

- cards are currently active

and how many of those
bear the same number.
The TMC also sought an
“impartial investigation”
to be conducted “on this
duplicate voter ID scam”.
“The ECI is the biggest
fraud, just like the ED and
the CBI. The Supreme
Court once called the CBI
a 'caged parrot’, the ECI is
also a caged bird... The
BJP can do anything to
win an election if they feel
that they are going to lose.
This cannot happen with-
out EC officials being

Sabha MP Kirti Azad.
A day after threatening
the EC that it would exp-

ose it further, TMC Rajya’

Sabha MP Saket Gokhale
on Tuesday shared on X
excerpts from the “Hand-
book For Electoral Regis-
tration Officers” to cou-
nter the ECs clarifications
issued Sunday on the
issue, which was first rai-
sed by TMC supremo and
West Bengal Chief Minis-
ter Mamata Banerjee.
“Yesterday, the All India
Trinamul Congress (TMC)
had given the Election

hours to admit and accept
their blunder on the dupli-
cate voter ID fraud issue...
Clearly the ECI, which has
been exposed, wants to
brazen it out, The ‘clarifi-
cation’ given by the ECI
(on a Sunday) in response
to CM Mamata Banerjee is
actually a cover-up. They
have admitted there’s
something wrong but are
refusing to accept it. The
false clarification given by
ECI contradicts their own
rules and guidelines.
Therefore, here are some
new details as promised,”

disclose how many EPIC

involved," said TMC Lok

Commission of India 24

Mr Gokhale said.
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TRINAMUL CALLS ECI BIGGEST FRAUD,
ASKS IT TO COME CLEAN ON EPIC

FROM PG 1

Countering the ECI point wise,
Mr Gokhale wrote that the ECI's
first claim that EPIC with the
same number were issued to mul-
tiple voters due to certain states
using the same alphanumeric
series is wrong and thé fact is
that EPIC card numbers are an
alphanumeric sequence of 3 let-
ters and 7 digits._

“The ECI handbook clearly
states that the three letters,
known as a Functional Unigque
Serial Number (FUSN) are differ-
_ent for EVERY Assembly con-
* stituency. Therefore, it is impos-
sible for voters in two different
Assembly constituencies (even

in the same state) to have the
same first three letters on their
EPIC. How is it then that the
same EPIC numbers as voters in
West Bengal have been allotted
to random people in Haryana,
Gujarat, and other states?” said
Mr Gokhale. . >

Dismissing the ECI's second
claim that even with two people
having the same EPIC number,
they ‘can only vote in their
respective constituency where
they are enrolled, the TMC MP
said in photo electoral rolls, the
elector is linked to his/her photo
by the EPIC number.

Therefore, when a voter in
Bengal goes fo cast their vote,
his/her photo on the electoral

roll will be different if the same
EPIC number has been allotted to
a person in another state. This
will lead to refusal of voting due
to a photo mismatch. By allotting
same EPIC numbers in different
states, voting can be denied to
those who are likely to vote for
non-BJP parties due to photo
mismatch,” he added.
Countering the ECI’s third
claim that the same EPIC num-
bers were issued to different peo-
ple in various states due to dupli-
cation of alphanumeric codes
and it does not make a difference,
Mr Gokhale said ECI rules man-
date that the software used for
issuing EPIC keeps a track of
every used and unused number

to ensure that same EPIC is not
allotted to multiple people.

“Also, EPIC number links the
details of voters with their photo
and it is considered to be a per-
manent unique ID. Therefore, it is
impossible that any "error" can
lead to the same EPIC numbers
being allotted to multiple people
in different states. Also, since
EPIC number is linked to voter
details, a duplicate EPIC number
will lead to denial of voting,” he
added.

“This clearly reeks of a conspir-
acy to conduct voter suppression
in favor of the BJP where voters
in non-BJP areas are being target-
ed by issuing their EPIC numbers
to people in other states.”



Duplicate EPIC numbers: Do
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they pose threat to fair polls?

Times News NETWORK

uplicity in some elec-
Dtors photo identity
- card (EPIC) numbers
issued in some parts the
country—recentlyflagged by
the Trinamool Congress
(TMC) — has become a bone
of contention, with TMC and
Congress evenalleginga con-
spiracy to introduce fake vot-
ers. TOI takes a deep dive to
investigate how duplicate
EPIC numbers came about
and whether it is possible for
two electors with the same
EPIC number to vote inter-

changeably.

Whatis EPIC?

EPIC, introduced in 1993,
isanidentificationdocument
issued toeachelector afterhe
is enrolled in the voter’s Iist.
EPIC is issued based on de-
tails included in the photo
electoral roll (introduced in
2005) like the elector’s name,
photo, name and number of
assembly constituency and
the the polling booth where
anelectoriseligibletovoteby
virtue of being ordinarily
resident. Thus, the elector
canonly votein the assembly
constituency mentioned on
hisEPIC card.

Why then the duplicity in
EPICnumbers?

According tothe Election
Commission (EC), the allot-
ment of identical EPIC num-
ber of series tosome electors
from different states or

VARIED OPTIONS: EPIC is not
mandatory for voting. Alterna-
tive documents, including
Aadhaar, PAN no., driving
licence, passport, among
others, are also accepted for
voter identification

Union territories was due to
the decenfralised and
manual mechanism which
was followed before the elec-
toral roll database was shift-
ed to the ERONET platform
in 2017. Chief electoral offi-
cers of certain states/UTs
possibly used the same EPIC
alphanumeric series — ei-
ther inadvertently or due to

Explains

lack of due diligence re-
quired by EC guidelines—
creating a scopefor duplicate
EPIC numbers being allotted
to electors in different as-
sembly constituencies of dif-
ferent states/UTs.

Can two electors having
the same EPIC number
vote interchangeably?
No. When .an elector
wants tovote, he usually car-
ries EPIC for identification.
However; EPIC is not manda-

tory for voting. 11 alternative
documenis — like Aadhaar,
PAN no, driving licence,
passport etc — are also ac-
cepted for voter identifica-
tion. The key to voting at a
given polling booth in a given
assembly constituency (AC),
is being enrolled in the vot-
ers’ list relevant to that poll-
ing booth and AC. So, itis the
AC, not the EPIC number;
which is relevantfor eligibili-
tytovote.

Was the duplicity in EPIC
numbersraised earlier?
Each year, nationwide
electoral roll revision is tak-
en up and draft rolls shared
with political parties for fil-
ing claims and objections. No
voter can be added, deleted or
shown as shifted in the rolls,
without filling up the rele-
vant statutory form for the
purpose. The electoral regis-
tration officer (ERO), usually
the block development offi-
cer appoinfed by the con-
cerned state/UT govt, ap-
proves the requests made
through theseforms.

What next?

EC, in a statement issued
on Sunday, said it would recti-
fy cases of duplicate EPIC
numbers and ensure allot-
ment of unique EPIC num-
ber to each registered elector.
Newguidelinesinthisregard
will be issued soon and the
ERONET 2.0 platform updat-
ed to aid and assist in the
process.

4
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duplicate voter
ID numbers is
‘cover-up’: TMC

New Delhi: Trinamocol Con-
gress(TMC)on Tuesday dismis-
sed the Election Commission’s
clarifications on the duplicate
voter ID numbers issue as a
“cover-up” and cited the poll
panel’sown guidelines toassert
that two electoral cards cannot
have identical numbers.

_ On Monday, it had called the
duplication inelectronicelecto-
ral photo identity card (EPIC)
numbers an “epic scam” and
gave EC a 24-hour deadline to
“acceptitsmistake.”

TMC MP Saket Gokhale on
Tuesday shared excerpts from
the ‘Handbook for Electoral
Registration Officers’ on X to
counter EC’s clarifications on
the issue, first raised by West
Bengal chief minister and par-
ty chief Mamata Banerjee on
Feb27.

“The ‘clarification” by EC
(on Sunday) in response to CM
Mamata Banerjee is actually a
cover-up. They have admitted
there's something wrong but
are refusing to accept it. The
false ‘clarification’ given by EC
confradicts its own rules and
guidelines,” he said. The proc-
ess of issuing photo ID eards is
laid down in the handbook, he
added. ; : -

‘Countering EC’s clarifica-
tionthateven if twopeoplehave
thesame EPIC number, they can
only vote in their respective
constituency where they areen-
rolled, hesaid thevoterislinked
to his photo by the EPIC num-
ber. mn
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Petition against ’
2024 poll victory:
MP’s plea binned

CHENNALI: The Madras HC has
dismissed an application filed
by Congress MP Manickam
Tagore, representing Virudhna-
gar LS constituency, seeking to
reject the petition filed by DM-
DK's Vijaya Prabhakaran chal-
lenging his victory in the 2024
polls. “Perusal of the entire
materials placed before this
court, this court has no hesita-
tion in arriving at a conclusion
that the election petition can-
not be held as vague or bereft
of material facts. This court is
of an opinion that rejection of
the election petition is unac-
ceptable and accordingly, this
court is inclined to proceed
with the election petition,” Jus-
tice N Sathish Kumar said in
the order passed on Tuesday.
He directed the main
election case to be

posted for hearing

on March 14. ENS
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HC rejects Cong
MP’s plea against
DMDK leader’s
election petition

CHENNAL: The Madras High Court
refused the plea of Parliament
member Manickam Tagore of the
Congress, seeking to sirike down
the pleas against him moved by
DMDEK late leader Vijayakant's son
Vijaya Prabhakaran challenging
his victory in the Virudhunagar
Lok Sabha election.

Justice N Sathish Kumar ordered to
frame issues for trial in the election pe-
tition preferred by Vijaya Prabha-
karan challenging the Congress lead-
er’s election victory, and posted the
matter to next week.

Manickam Tagore contested the 2024
general  election
from Virudhuna-
gar, his sitting seat,
while his main chal-
lenger was Vijaya
Prabhakaran of the

DMDK.
After the neck-to-
neck contest,

Tagore was de-
clared victorious
though with a low
margin of 4379
votes. He secured
3,85,256 votes while
Vijaya Prabha-
karan obtained
3,80,877 votes.

ot~ Aggrieved by the
loss, Vijaya Prabha-

Vijaya karan moved the
Prabhaiaran  election  petition
seeking to recount all

the postal votes polled in Virudhunagar,
inchuding the rejected postal ballots. He
also sought to recount the polled votes in
the electronic voting machines.

Vijaya Prabhakaran alleged that
Tagore suppressed genuine informa-
tion in his election affidavit and resort-
ed to sneaky approaches to secure vie-
tory. Hence, he sought to declare his
election victory as null and void and
grant relief to him.

Tagore alleged thaf the allegations
Jevelled against him were scandalous
and frivolous, and that the election pe-
tition was an abuse of law. He moved
an application in the High Court seek-
ing to strike down the pleadings
against him in the election petition.

However, the HC refused his plea
and ordered to continue the irial in the
election case.
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