
The Ananta Aspen Centre, in collaboration with the Aspen 
Institute International Partners, hosted the fourth workshop 
with the NextGen Network in March 2019 with a group of 
20 young leaders to explore, examine and debate salient 
issues concerning the advent of AI, broadening outlooks and 
enhancing capacity in the pursuit of sustainable and home-
grown solutions, and to inform policy discussions at the local, 
national and international level. The emerging young leaders 
in the AI space in India represented a broad cross-section of 
stakeholders from start-up founders and entrepreneurs, to 
academics, government representatives, NGO and civil-soci-
ety activists, and tech-innovators and inventors. 
As a developing nation home to a sixth of the world’s 
people, India is a massive stage for the application of AI for 
public good. NextGen leaders explored the impact of AI on 
healthcare, urban design, manufacturing, education, agricul-
ture and the future of work and recommended strategies for 
making AI work for all.
Employing a participant-driven format, the workshop fo-
cused on generating and sharing ideas about how to best 
use AI to address the socio-economic challenges unique to 
the Indian context, while being mindful of the ethical impli-
cations of the rise of AI. The ultimate aim was to bring forth a 
series of actionable recommendations which can be shared 
with a wider cross-section of stakeholders, decision-makers 
and AI experts.
The workshop was moderated by Sameer Walia, Kamalnayan 
Bajaj Fellow and Founder and Chief Executive, Ripples of 
Hope and Dr Gautam Shroff Chief Scientist and Head of 
Research at Tata Consultancy Services. Ms. Anna Roy, Senior 
Adviser, National Institution for Transforming India, who leads 

the AI and Block Chain, Big Data and Disruptive Technology 
initiative in India was the keynote speaker at the workshop.

THE MORALS OF AI
It is becoming increasingly clear that the coming decade will 
be defined as a decade of immense and pervasive techno-
logical innovation. The nature and kind of this rapid advance 
has the potential to act as both an enabler and a disruptor 
for business, governance, and society in general. Ground 
breaking advances, like artificial intelligence (AI), machine 
learning (ML), neural nets, additive manufacturing, mecha-
tronics and even the ever-elusive quantum computing, have 
the potential to fundamentally reshape how our society 
works and is organized. 

The most visceral and immediate impact will come from 
advances in the domain of AI/ML. With near-universal appli-
cability, AI/ML is expected to have wide-ranging repercus-
sions on our day-to-day life. From education and healthcare 
to disaster management and agricultural productivity, AI/
ML can, and is, reimagining and remodeling the way we do 
things – faster, more efficiently and more reliably.

The discussion started with the participants undertaking 
the Moral Machine survey to gather human perspectives on 
moral decisions made by machine intelligence, in this case 
self-driving cars. The group grappled with the moral dilem-
mas of a driverless car choosing what the lesser of the two 
evils is, taking into account the variables, such as: young ver-
sus old; man versus woman, law-abiding versus law break-
ing, healthy versus sick, passengers or pedestrians, etc. The 
survey dwelt on ethics of various situations the car may face. 
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A majority of the participants said that the car must save as 
many people as possible, try to save the passengers, and try 
to save the people who follow the traffic rules. 

ETHICS IN AI
The discussion on ethics in AI focused on the fact that it 
depends closely on the cultural milieu of those using AI.  In 
India, participants are closely aligned with the global project 
currently underway seeking to use the Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights as an anchor to address problems of ethics 
in AI. Among the various ethical flashpoints, participants iden-
tified privacy, dignity, inclusivity and access, autonomy and 
agency as being of primary importance in the Indian context.
During the session, the discussion centered around the fact 
that we need to interrogate the social values motivating and 
circumscribing the technologies. Participants suggested that 
one should be outcome-focused when trying to standardize 
whether an algorithm should be allowed to function, as it is 
challenging to control the data sources, and where and how 
the algorithm was obtained. 
Participants took up the use of AI in various areas and the in-
tegrity of doing so. On using AI in gene therapy, participants 
discussed the ethics of using the technology to prevent 
diseases rather than for beauty corrections, as the repercus-
sions and side effects are not fully understood. On the ques-
tion of AI use in drones and smart weapons, the general view 
was that the weapons augment the human efforts and there 
would be a human bias as the machine would take decisions 
based on the human inputs. However, in critical situations, 
humans made the last call. Data protection was a given, and 
participants stated that consent was a must from the indi-
viduals for the data to be used. Privacy, inclusivity of access, 
autonomy, agency and the right to choose were sacrosanct, 
and awareness about data misuse is important. 

USE OF AI: BREAK-OUT GROUPS
To gain a better understanding of the practical applications 
of AI for public benefit, break-out groups were tasked with 
focusing on the use of AI in the various areas where AI could 
be used to resolve some of the challenging issues across 
various sectors. The workshop participants focused on areas 
where AI is expected to extend outcomes to the masses in 
India: agriculture, healthcare, education, future of work, 
agriculture, and manufacturing. 
The participants agreed that the benefits of AI could be 
realized if it was backed by development of appropriate 
frameworks so that repetitive activities could be transplant-
ed by automation and that humans and machines could 
collaborate effectively to achieve improved outcomes. 
The break-out groups devised the below recommendations 
on the main issues that came up for discussion. 

Agriculture: Participants recognized the tremendous growth 
in the start-up ecosystem and societal transformation facil-
itated by the India Stack, which is a set of APIs that allows 
governments, businesses, startups and developers to utilize 
a unique digital infrastructure to solve India’s hard prob-
lems towards presence-less, paperless, and cashless service 
delivery.  After an animated discussion, participants recom-
mended the following specific actions for consideration of 
the Indian government:

(a) Create a single stack of agriculture data from Ministry 
of Agriculture, ISRO, IMD etc. to create National 
Agriculture Data Stack. This would be of help in 
promoting innovation and use of AI in the Agriculture 
sector. It would require collection of data of digitized 
land records, land resource mapping, quality of soil, 
areas in a land parcel, degree of fertility, accessibility to 
water etc.

(b) Promote innovation in use of AI in Agriculture by 
setting up of incubators in Agriculture Universities 
dedicated for AI in Agriculture 

Healthcare: India suffers from a huge gap between popu-
lation and available healthcare professionals. Therefore, AI, 
when used in the healthcare sector, will help bridge this gap 
and ensure efficiency, availability, access, customization of 
data and a substantial reduction in cost. The bottom line is 
that the data collected for the purpose should be secure, 
the quality of input data accreditation and standardization 
should not be invasive, and the initiative should also address 
access barriers.
The recommendations from the breakout group proposed a 
targeted approach to be taken by Central and State Govern-
ments towards developing and deploying AI based solutions:
(a) Offering efficient public health delivery system based 

on the local needs and characteristics
(b) Management and easy disbursement of reimburse-

ment claims
(c) Accreditation and standardization of the healthcare 

system

AI and Smart Cities: India is currently witnessing a surge of 
urbanization. While the percentage of the population living 
in urban areas was estimated to be 31% in 2011, recent 
research on satellite data indicates that this figure is close 
to 45% today and predicted to rise to about 60% by 2050. 
Smart cities can use AI applications, which will analyze the 
data being generated and transform it into predictive intel-
ligence. What is needed is the ability to leverage data and 
have a stack that integrates with it and use real time data to 
make a more secure city. Concerted efforts must be taken 
to create the data stack as part of urban development plan 
which would benefit in the following ways:
(a) Capture real time data for planning of efficient cities
(b) Collaboration of data is key in resource planning in 

smart cities
(c) Leverage housing data to enable improved emergency 

services 
(d) Utilize commuter data to make greener cities by en-

couraging pedestrians and use of bicycles etc.
(e) Use energy data to optimize the use of electricity and 

by giving subsidies
(f) Map ground water to help in conserving water and also 

rain water harvesting

Education: An area where AI is expected to play a huge role 
is education. However, in India, the education sector is still 
seeking ways to respond to the advent of this technology. 
The need of the hour is to quickly prepare the workforce of 
the future who can work with AI. It is also crucial to reskill the 



current force so that they can utilize AI to improve both the 
learning and the teaching experience. AI-enabled tools help 
assess an individual’s current level of understanding, iden-
tify gaps and offer tailored suggestions, just like a teacher 
would. Beginners can avail focused learning interventions; 
extract detailed progress reports; and basis that create a 
personalized learning path. AI in education can be used to: 
(a) Intervene through a personal learning system which 

has standardized testing
(b) Anonymously test students from Grade 3 to analyze 

their skills more effectively
(c) Link education and the job market through tailor train-

ing for students
(d) Enable teachers to use AI for students at district levels 

to provide localized feedback
Future of Work: The role of AI in the future of work cannot 
be ignored. New technologies, such as AI/ML, will bring 
about countless benefits for some, but will also disrupt 
industries and the structure of the traditional workforce. A 
clear framework is needed to ensure responsible AI for the 
future of employment:
(a) Leverage AI to re-skill workers and rethink social policy 

for employees and employers
(b) Identify employment potential of new sectors with AI 

modeling
(c) Use AI to help universities redesign and expand higher 

education and training 
(d) The State should use AI to help facilitate the job-market 

transition for the future workforce
The NextGen Network presented before Ms. Anna Roy 
their innovative ideas from the breakout sessions and were 
rewarded with instant feedback. Ms. Anna Roy’s presence 
contributed greatly to what was an invigorating discussion 
on AI, and her expertise in the field lent a greater credibility 
to the discussion. 
Participants heard from her about how India’s central gov-
ernment, as the biggest adopter of AI, was driving the AI 
channels. AI firms were heartened to hear about the cut-
ting-edge initiatives that the government, the largest owner 
of data, has taken in that direction and the structures that 
have been defined for the use of AI. She explained that the 
term “AI” needed clarity and should not to be confused with 
data analytics, as it is a tool to solve problems and not a 
panacea for all the problems. Just digitizing and capturing 
data was not AI. She described responsible AI as fundamen-
tally about a machine that learns to make a decision in a split 
second, and being able to do so responsibly and we need to 
build the ecosystem for it to be able to do so.
According to Ms. Roy, the implementation of AI for social 
good requires incentives and a shared vision that takes into 

account the government’s role in creating a good AI soci-
ety. The government of India envisions using AI for public 
good in the long-term in several ways. Ms. Roy described 
agriculture as an area where a lot was being done to help 
people in that sector, and lauded the suggestions made by 
the breakout group. Health was another area where active 
use of AI could address barriers without being invasive. She 
described education as having a quagmire of regulatory 
problems to overcome, and it was important to identify the 
areas where AI could be applied in education. An AI tool that 
helped students to learn better was effective as it did not use 
any algorithms to exclude on certain characteristics. 
The government outreach has underlined inclusivity in all the 
sectors. Therefore, technology such as AI/ML should be used 
extensively to promote more inclusive growth as the tech-
nology provides the option to use an inclusive approach and 
include the marginalized into the mainstream. They could ac-
cess better healthcare and not depend on clinics that do not 
have doctors or nurses; receive a better education and not 
depend on unreliable teachers, and farmers could address 
the information asymmetry and take more informed deci-
sions for their work.
The government has an important role to play in defining 
AI, designing the space to use AI, and encouraging a con-
versation in society about AI. The Indian government, as the 
biggest adopter of AI, can drive AI in the channels where it 
can be used to augment the capacity of human beings. India 
would be better positioned ethically with a focused approach 
on AI, and not brand everything as “AI”. It is important to be 
confident about what is defined as AI and where it is used 
because biases can create a havoc in the social milieu in the 
country.  What is required is a clear framework to identify 
responsible AI, and leverage that clarity to address critical 
issues related to ethics, bias etc. With that, AI-users can more 
confidently enter into these sectors with the technology.

CONCLUSION
The advent of the “Age of AI” raises significant questions 
about the ethics and values motivating and circumscribing 
these technologies. Our enthusiasm for the tremendous 
potential of AI/ML must be tempered with an appreciation 
of the risks and challenges that these new technologies will 
bring. Any technology with this kind of deep, systemic im-
pact forces society to ask equally deep questions about how 
to best apply and use these tools.

It is therefore necessary to discuss, debate, and arrive at all the 
possible ways in which efficiencies may be improved in the 
public sector across specific departments and equally ensure 
adoption of best practices as discussed by individual partici-
pants from different sectors, and also develop tech proactive-
ness among participants so that they can champion imple-
mentation of these technologies in their respective fields.

Special thanks to Ananta Aspen Centre for hosting the workshop  
and to Microsoft for support of the NextGen Network.


