Children’s Right to Food(
(Concept Note for a Convention to be held in Hyderabad, 7-9 April 2006)

During the last five years, the “right to food campaign” has endeavoured to defend various aspects of the right to food.  For instance, the campaign has played an active role in the struggle for a national Employment Guarantee Act, universal mid-day meals in primary schools, a universal public distribution system, and equitable land rights.  The purpose of this convention is to bring together individuals and organisations with a special commitment to children’s right to food, to share experiences and plan future actions.

This Convention is a follow-up to the recent National Convention on the Right to Food and Work (held in Kolkata on 18-20 November 2005).  A preparatory meeting took place in Delhi on 6 January, when it was decided that a Convention on Children’s Right to Food would be held on 7-9 April 2006 in Hyderabad. The main focus of the Convention will be on ICDS, mid-day meals and other means of protecting children's right to food, including maternity entitlements. Special attention will be given to “universalization with quality” as the core demand of a united campaign on ICDS.

About half of Indian children are malnourished, and there are no signs of any rapid improvements in this figure. Integrated Child Development Services (ICDS) is supposed to address the health, nutrition and pre-school needs of children below the age of six.  It is, in fact, the only government programme that addresses the rights and needs of this age group. However, the coverage of ICDS is quite limited, and the quality of the programme is also quite poor.  “Universalization with quality” is urgently required to protect the fundamental rights of children under the age of six.

The universalization of ICDS, with quality improvements, is one of the core commitments of the Common Minimum Programme (CMP).  It is also necessary for compliance with Supreme Court orders.  These political and legal obligations present a real opportunity to achieve “universalization with quality” in the near future.  However, public pressure is required to hold the state accountable to these obligations.

In this respect, there is much to learn from the campaign for universal, nutritious mid-day meals in primary schools.  Mid-day meals help to protect children from hunger, to ensure regular attendance in school, and to impart egalitarian values at a young age. On 28 November 2001, the Supreme Court passed an order calling for the universalisation of both mid-day meals and ICDS. Following public action and mass protests, the mid-day meal scheme is now universal, and is functional to varying extents throughout the country. Important challenges remain, relating for instance to corruption, social discrimination, the quality of mid-day meals, their nutritional content, and so on.  Nevertheless, some progress has been made, and the fact that a national consensus has been built about every school-going child being entitled to a nutritious mid-day meal is a real achievement.

On the other hand, not enough has been done towards universalizing ICDS or improving the quality of this vital programme. The Supreme Court orders direct the Central and State governments to ensure that there is a functional Anganwadi "in every settlement".  Supplementary nutrition is to be provided to each child under the age of 6 years as well as to all pregnant or nursing mothers.  However, only one fourth of India’s 16 crore children in the 0-6 age group are covered under the supplementary nutrition component of ICDS.  The coverage of settlements is also highly inadequate: there are about 7 lakh Anganwadis in the country, compared with an estimated 17 lakh required for universal coverage based on existing norms. The quality of services and implementation varies a lot across the country, with some states doing much better than others.  Even the design of ICDS needs radical improvement if the programme is to achieve its full potential, including the vital component of pre school education as well as effective services for children under three.

For children under six months of age, the right to food essentially means the right to exclusive breast-feeding. The National Maternity Benefit Scheme (NMBS) partially addresses maternity entitlements and the nutritional requirements of pregnant women and breast-feeding children. However, this scheme is currently languishing in most parts of the country. Maternity entitlements need much more public attention as an important element of social security for the well being of women and children, and specifically for the food security of very young children. 

Thus, there is an urgent need to build pressure on governments to universalize and improve these programmes, as well as to debate and propose required reforms.  

During preparatory meetings for the Convention, it was felt that many issues related to the ICDS required greater clarity. It was decided that such issues would be discussed in depth at the Convention, with the participation of both activists and experts, and that an attempt would be made to move towards a consensus on key issues. The following are some of the specific issues that were identified. Parallel workshops are planned on each of these themes.

1. ICDS and Child Health and Nutrition (With special focus on outreach to under three’s)

2. Pre-school Education at the Anganwadi
3. Supreme Court Orders as a Tool for Action
4. Covering every child: How and when? (Universalisation, Social Exclusion, Outreach)
5. Rethinking ICDS (Design, Flexibility, Integration)
6. Community Participation in ICDS (Role of PRIs, Accountability, Transparency)
7. The Work Environment in ICDS (Workers’ rights, Building capacities, Administration)

8. Financial and Political Resources for ICDS
9. Maternity entitlements: Theory and Practice

Similar issues arise in the context of mid-day meals.  These will be addressed in a session of parallel workshops on mid-day meals.  In addition, parallel workshops are planned on different means of action: (1) Media and Advocacy; (2) Anganwadi Divas; (3) Research Tools; (4) Use of the Right to Information; (5) Bal Adhikar Yatra; (6) Legal and Policy Action.  It was also suggested that one session of the Convention should consist of parallel state-wise discussions, to arrive at strategies for future action in each state.  For further details, please refer to the Convention programme.

This will be an action-oriented convention, built around plenary sessions, parallel workshops, cultural activities, and more.  The basic aim of the convention is to share experiences and deepen our understanding of issues related to children’s right to food, as well as to think of possible demands and action for the future. Your participation is very welcome.

( Prepared by the Programme Committee, based on a series of open preparatory meetings.





