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Conference on Right to Food and Right to Life

– A Report

A one-day Conference on Right to Food and Right to Life was organised at Ravindralaya in Lucknow on November 26, 2006. Over 700 people from the different part of Uttar Pradsh belonging to disadvantaged communities from the urban and rural areas participated in the conference. The participants included Chikan Handicraft workers, brick kiln worker, victims of the violation of Right to Work under NREGA from Rai Barrelly district , women who are victim of violation of land rights and children belonging to slum dweller families. About 200 persons with disabilities, including visually impaired persons, also participated who are deprived from the right to work facilities in U.P. government job and also under National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (NREGA) where 3% reservation made for the impaired people. 

Distinguished speakers at the conference were:

1. Dr EM Sudarsana Natchiappan, Member of Parliament , Rajya Sabha, Chairman, Parliamentary Standing Committee on Personnel, Public Grievances, Law and Justice

2. Mr Ravi Prakash Verma, Member of Parliament from Lok Sabha, representing Lakhimpur Kheri Parliamentary seat

3. Ms Kristin Kjaeret, FIAN-Norway

4. Dr Ashwini Mankame, FIAN-International

5. Mr Winfried Deijimann, FIAN-Norway

6. Mr Trond Saebe Skarpeteig, FIAN-Norway

7. Mr Prabhu Lal Paswan, FIAN-UP
Also present were activists of FIAN-UP and representatives of several other Civil Society Organisations.

Children form slums of Lucknow welcomed the distinguished guests. The conference formally began with a welcome address by Mr Winfried Deijimann and ended with the chairperson’s speech by Mr Prabhu Lal. In between the FIAN representatives, CSO representatives, community members and MPs presented their views to lead to a meaningful discussion. A report follows.

1. Mr Winfried Deijimann

It’s good to see such a large audience that has a significant number of children, who are future of the country. Right to food and right to life are closely connected. Right to food is very important in India and other countries. According to Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO) of the United Nations (UN), India alone has 240 million food insecure people. These food insecure people constitute one-fourth of such people in the world. Condition of these food insecure people is really bad.

India has sufficient food. But lack of availability of sufficient food for these 240 million odd people forces one to think many things. Our feelings bring us together and they motivate us to do that. We are here to address and sensitise us with terms like food security, starvation and suicides. In addition, there are several other reasons.

Unfortunately, suicides have been reported from a number of States like Uttar Pradesh, Madhya Pradesh, Chhattisgarh, Bihar, Jharkhand, Orissa, etc. Despite the presence of several statutory provisions, the Government of India has not recognised and not implemented these provisions to effectively combat hunger.

Hunger cannot be ended if we remain silent as well as hungry. The hungry people remain socially and politically excluded. Hunger and starvation are great violations of right to life. Hunger violates our own rights. Historically, rights do not accrue, but have to be demanded. And for demanding rights, coordination with everyone is needed. There are different ways to do this. One of the ways to do this is to request the Government to take such issues in its hands, otherwise hunger and starvation will continue. It is the duty of the Government that it hears and removes hunger.

I am here for a very selfish reason. This reason is my wish to see my children, grand children and great grand children live in a better and secure society. But I fear that they are not going to be very secure.

2. Dr Ashwini Mankame

I feel lucky to be here. FIAN-International is based in Germany and I am its South Asia In-charge. FIAN is an organisation working for the last 20 years to protect right to food. It is present in over 60 countries of the world and envisions of a world free of hunger. It also works on right to water, as water is intrinsically linked with food. FIAN writes letters to the Governments, and organises workshops, seminars and conferences to warn the Governments that they fulfil people’s right to food. Hunger can only be overcome if the Governments bear their responsibilities.

According to FAO of UN, world over more than 850 million people are suffering from hunger. FIAN raises voice of these hungry people at appropriate forums and in this endeavour it seeks support of different NGOs and media. Countries have signed international agreements on hunger and right to food, stating that they will protect and honour right to food of their citizens. India is one of the signatories of these agreements.

India recognises right to food for all its citizens. Being free from hunger is the fundamental right of every person. India has plenty of food, but it is not reaching all sections of people. In my opinion there are two or three main reasons behind this. The first is that grains do not reach the people. The second is that the land is owned by a few people only.

Summarising, right to food is the right to life. For leading a life, there should be right to food. FIAN works on this principle.

3. Emerging Issues

i. Issue 1: Minimum Wages

FIAN-UP activist Ms. Nasreen gave an overview of the pitiable condition of Chikan
 workers. These workers are mainly Muslim women, living in inhuman condition, creating designs that fetch million of rupees for the traders and middlemen. But in return they get only Rs 20-25 for back-breaking and eye-straining work of over eight hours in a day. The result is that they become old at an early age. They become victim of several diseases, particularly of back and eye.

Ms.Neerja Rawat, an activist with Right to Work and Food issue, gave background of the National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (NREGA), which was formulated with great difficulty following pressure from the CSOs and people’s groups. Even after passage of almost nine months since enactment of this Act, people are not getting work easily, particularly women and the disabled people. In this Act 3% reservation for disabled and 33% for the women has been made but implementing agency of U.P. government are discriminating.All those concerned will have to raise voice against this state of affairs. 

ii. Issue 2: Right of Land to Women

 Mr.Daulat Ram, Land Right Activist, U.P. began with the observation that it were women who started cultivation on the earth for the first time and added even today women constituted 70 per cent of agriculture workforce. But they have been deprived of agricultural land. In case of a quarrel in the home, men threaten to drive women out of their homes. Women have not yet been accorded status of farmer. Land is a critical issue as it does not only provides right to food, but also gives life, honour and existence. Only a person with land can bail someone out of prison, and only such a person can take loans from banks. The experience of working in the field shows that if a woman has land in her name, she acquires a status in the family. The Government has recently initiated a move to add name of women in the new pattas (lease) of the land. 

Daulat Ram also pointed out gross irregularities being committed in the national rural employment guarantee programme, launched in February 2006. He said that if work is provided for six days, it is mentioned as 69 days. He demanded that the work be provided for 250 to 300 days and wage rate be enhanced from the present to Rs 150 per day. He also mentioned that in Uttar Pradesh official wage rate was so low that it was very difficult for the labours of unorganised sector to lead a meaningful life. 

iii. Issue 3: Empowerment of Visually Impaired

SK Singh, a visually impaired person, said the Government has reserved 3 per cent jobs for physically challenged persons and out of this 1 per cent is reserved for visually impaired. But in no state this reservation has been implemented. Uttar Pradesh is worst performer in this matter. According to Singh, the visually impaired people have been trying to meet the Chief Minister of Uttar Pradesh for the last two years, but it seems that he has no liking to talk to visually impaired people. 

The recently launched national rural employment guarantee programme has a specific provision about the blind. But this provision has never been taken care of. After much efforts, Ballia and Mau districts have made some progress. The visually impaired people wanted right to work, which will automatically lead to right to food.

iv. Issue 4: Corruption in Public Distribution System

FIAN-UP activist Mr. Balbeer Singh Tomar said of the many programmes aimed at ensuring right to food, the worst condition was that of public distribution system (PDS). This is one programme, which has got ‘socialism’ from throughout from Saharanpur to Ballia district (that is, throughout length and breadth of the state). Grain mafia has complete control over the PDS. For example, Rudrapur city in Uttaranchal has a population of 70,000, but the number of ration units (the number of persons entered in a ration card) is 1,50,000. And even then half of the families residing in slums in that city do not have ration cards. In a village in Saharanpur district, there are 1,200 ration cards as against 600 families in the village. Out of these 600 families, economic condition of 300 families is very bad, but their BPL cards are with the ration mafia, while these families have got general ration cards, which do not get them ration.

The entire ‘business’ of grains through PDS involves lot of ‘under table’ money (corruption). That is the reason that once a person is appointed with Food and Civil Supplies Department, he never wants to move out. A massive movement is needed to reform PDS.

Tomar also drew attention to the diversion of the Ganga water to Delhi. While he was not against providing water to Delhi for domestic uses, he was dead against provision of this scarce water to a mineral water plant in Delhi, even as canals and minors (small canals) remained dry and agricultural fields parched. 

v. Issue 5: Right to Water

Mr.Balwinder Singh from Haryana began with the note that in his state a poor person has to manage his life in 5 litres of water, while 300 litres of water was being wasted in bathing a dog in affluent South Delhi families. Underground water was no longer sweet. Therefore, poor cannot take out this water by digging a well, or by installing a hand pump. Several big industrial units in Panipat are to be blamed for this. Now the Government is planning to provide water to the poor residents by charging them Rs 30 per month! Where will a poor family pay for this water? Singh requested FIAN to give attention to Haryana too. He said Haryana was not very affluent for common people. In several villages close to Delhi, people are no longer able to afford milk and ghee and many have become so poor that they use taat-patti as quilt during winters.

vi. Issue 6: Displacement

Mr.Dhruv Kumar of Panchsheel Development Trust said that 35 villages in Bahraich district have lost their existence because of changing current of the Ghaghra river. Residents of these villages are forced to lead their lives on roads, embankments and neighbouring villages. People in these villages are quite sensitive as they have assimilated them, but the government is insensitive as it is maintaining a studied silence.

The rivers continue to change their current in Eastern Uttar Pradesh as well as several other states. This is their nature and cannot be arrested. But what is needed is that a rehabilitation policy be formulated at the government level. Families of these villages are totally shattered now. For earning something to manage their lives, every week two buses leave the place, leading to high rate of migration.

Unfortunately, the government has looked this as a problem of flood. All that it wants is to give a compensation of Rs 800 and wash its hands. With lots of efforts and pressure tactics on the administration, the process of purchasing land for these families in Mahasi tehsil has begun. But out of 8,000 families displaced, only 200 are being covered.

Dhruv Kumar warned if the situation was not tackled soon, it may lead to law and order problem in future, because hunger was the worst thing a person has to suffer.

4. Mr Trond Saebe Skarpeteig

Mr Skarpeteig commented at the outset that FIAN supported all those people who got less than minimum stipulated wages and were thus denied right to food. FIAN is always ahead in telling the people about their rights, documenting the changes and internationalising the issues. FIAN can take the issues to the UN so that the government may be reminded as to what are your obligations.

Citing an example, he said that 3,000 people in Brazil occupied a barren land in 1997. But the land owner got them dispossessed three years later. Since the issue was intricately linked with the right to food of these people, FIAN raised this issue at the local and international levels and got the land back to them after an intervention from Brazil’s Supreme Court.

By claiming your right, a difference can be made in your life, he suggested to the audience. And this way we can attain our vision.

5. Ms Kristin Kjaret

Despite being a prosperous country, it is sad to see hunger and starvation in India, which has emerged as an economic power internationally. Even then people are dying, because there is rampant poverty. Listening to the stories from the field, it is just that right to food is asserted unequivocally. It is fortunate that we have amidst ourselves two Members of Parliament, who have political will to end hunger and poverty. She noted that these people have struggled for these issues.

Right to food has been emphasised strongly in the international laws. Right to food has been developed gradually since 1948. UN bodies have sensitised the governments and made efforts that they work in this direction. This has been possible with the efforts of you people. In all these international documents, several rights have been mentioned, so rights percolate from international level to national level.

India has good legal system. This gives us an opportunity that we mount pressure on our policy makers to implement food related provisions. In India, right to food emanates from Article 21 of the Constitution, guaranteeing right to life. This was ruled by none other than Supreme Court, which ruled so when some organisations moved the country’s highest court with a petition. FIAN is of the opinion that right to life can only be guaranteed when right to food is ensured.

There is plenty of grain in India and there is an elaborate system of distribution too. Unfortunately, food is not reaching the targeted people because of rampant corruption and as a result people are dying of hunger. This may have dangerous consequences and this dangerous situation can only be avoided if the law of the land is implemented in toto.

One of the largely unimplemented laws is Land Ceiling Act. Unless this law is implemented in an honest manner, poverty in India cannot be removed. In Chitrakoot district, landless have been provided land after pressure was mounted on the local administration. 

Concluding her address, Kjaret said that in all endeavours, support of media was very critical. 

6. Dr E M Sudarsana Natchiappan,MP
Dr Natchiappan began his address with the functioning of the parliamentary system of the country. The crux of this part of his address was that parliamentary system was not only limited to what one is used to see on his television screens, which highlight pandemonium and discussions in the House. There were several committees and sub-committees which have MPs from both the Houses. The committee related to me is Parliamentary Standing Committee on Personnel, Public Grievances, Law and Justice has comprising also the two parliament members from Uttar Pradesh.Mr.Ravi Prakash Verma,MP who are here also a member of one Parliamentary Standing Commettee on Urban Development. These committees are playing very important role in parliamentary system and public related issue. You should be aware about this and utilize its system to raise and solve the problem of common people.
Continuing, he said recalled addresses of community and NGOs representatives and activists one by one and offered advice as to how problems of these sections of the society can be solved. For example, though minimum wages was a domain of the State Government, he offered to take the issue of wages of Chikan workers with government. Regarding non-inclusion of handicapped person in the national rural employment guarantee programme ( NREGA), he said that the issue was already being looked into.Govt. of India made it as an Act.These is not a simple programme. This is mandatory for state government to implement it.This is one of the big achievement for rural poor of the India.At implantation part at district,talluka, block and village panchayat level it may be some problem. Prepare a case based document and raise it at higher level. To check the corruption please uses the RtI. Regarding women’s right to land succession laws have been amended by the Government of India in favour of Hindu women and many progressive laws are on the anvil ensuring equality of males and females. Public Distribution System(PDS) can be reformed by proper application of right to information ( RtI Act) and subsequent punishment to the guilty officials and employees. On right to water, he congratulated FIAN for raising the issue. He advocated a public awareness on the lines of Salt Satyagrah launched by Mahatma Gandhi to ensure salt for every one.

According to him a comprehensive water policy needed to check the exploitation of water recourses by big corporate houses for making a profit by selling bottled water without paying cost for the water. Now the rate of milk and rate of bottled water is similar. In some of the rural areas of U.P. particularly in eastern Uttar Pradesh and foot hills of the Himalayas, I was told by some participants that bottled water is costlier than milk.
Dr Natchiappan advised the activists and rights groups to frame their petitions in a proper manner so that action can be taken. 
Mr Ravi Prakash Verma,MP
At the outset, Mr Verma noted that there was somewhere a big deficiency in the system as we were still too far away from the target we had set for ourselves. All over the country suicides were taking place because of poverty. Even worse was that many living people were dying every day. Half of the children were dying inside the womb because women were anaemic.

The pertinent question today is whether we should treat a person as poor or unproductive. In the light of money, human labour has become secondary. It is the responsibility of the state that it identified reasons of unproductiveness, which is a gross human right violation. Citing an example, he said the government claimed that Rs 1.68 lakh were spent for development of a tribal in the country. But the condition of tribals has hardly changed. This necessitates that we give a serious thought to the situation. 

During the last 60 years since Independence, the situation has changed, but not as much as it should have. If we are weak socially and economically, we will have to change our way of thinking. This will definitely lead to results.

It is repeatedly cited that the country’s economy is increasing by 8 per cent per year. This means that we are adding almost 650 billion US dollars every year to the national kitty. Most of it is because of the growth in service sector, while primary sector (agriculture) was stagnant or growing negatively. On the other hand population of the country was increasing very rapidly, but the point to be pondered is whether the income of villages has matched population growth. We have failed to make village unit of production and processing. Certainly there is a shortcoming in the policies of the government. We will have to change traditional structure. It is rather difficult that the poor make a demand – they can do only to a very limited extent. We will have to think of equity in development.

When it comes to development, it should not mean development of physical infrastructure like roads alone. After all what a person dying of hunger will do of a road. The development should be of humans. Benefits sharing and equity in development are very critical questions. These days trickling effect of economy is being much talked about. But trickling effect of economy has very little for the person who does back breaking labour. The question is whether this will go on and if this has to go on, we will have to raise revolt against this.

The country’s founding fathers had dreamt of mixed economy after much deliberation. Now this has been supplanted by liberalisation. Another related point is misappropriation of funds earmarked for the poor. This year food subsidy to the tune of Rs 30,000 crore was allocated. But this subsidy is not reaching the targeted people. He said he raised this issue in his parliamentary constituency Lakhimpur. As a result four district magistrates and eight sub-divisional magistrates were suspended and over 2,700 first information reports (FIRs) were lodged in different police stations. Over a period of time, all the guilty officials have come back to occupy their seats and little action has taken place on the FIRs, and he himself was under pressure form too many quarters. The poor continue to suffer.

Now in the era of liberalisation, sectoral reforms are much talked about for taking the poor out of poverty. In these reforms, the poor are expected to invest 10 to 25 per cent for their uplift. The question is how many poor are able to afford this contribution.

The Government’s priorities are obviously misplaced, he said. While Rs 1.20 lakh crore were being spent on the highways, only Rs 19,500 crore have been earmarked for education. This comes out Rs 1,700 expenditure per child per year. The result is there for everyone to see. The schools do not have teachers. If there is a teacher, there may not be children. And in rare case where there are teachers and children both, there is no quality of education.

He said he was working for the last two years on benefit sharing. We have to proceed further because we do not have to rule the country, but because we have to strengthen democracy. And one way to strengthen democracy was to increase voting percentage. Had voting percentage been 80, or 90, or 100 per cent, no government would have ever thought of liberalisation, which was at the root of so many problems.

Concluding the address, Verma said economic freedom for every resident of the country is needed for ensuring right to food.

7. Mr Prabhu Lal Paswan
Mr Prabhu Lal Paswan,Coordinator FIAN-U.P.concluded the conference by thanking all the participants for sparing their valuable time. He said that the conference was able to create further atmosphere for this all important issue and FIAN-U.P. will follow up the cases.
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Participants at the Conference
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Dr.E M Sudarsana Natchiappan,MP addressing at conference and Dr.Ashwini Mankame,Mr.Ravi Prakash Verma,MP ,Ms.Kristin Kjaeret at the dais
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Mr.Ravi Prakash Verma,Member Parliament ( Lok Sabha) expressing his view
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Mr Trond Saebe Skarpeteig, FIAN-Norway addressing at FIAN Conference in Lucknow and showing the signature on beans seed by people of Norway in support of minimum wage struggle in U.P.






1.BY FIAN U.P. 


� Chikan is a embroidery traditionally done on fine cotton cloth, but of late this is being done on a variety of fabric. Chikan originated in Lucknow and is mainly done by Muslim women.





