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Workshop on “Rethinking ICDS”(
Concept Note
ICDS has a critical role to play in the realization of children’s right to life in its fullest sense: survival, protection and development of human potential of all children in the country. By addressing the foundational stage of human development, ICDS holds the potential of laying the base for a healthy, just and equitable society – a vision that has long eluded us. More specifically, it represents an important strategy to combat child mortality, malnutrition, and morbidity, as well as to prepare children for school.

Recognizing the first six years of life as a critical stage in the development of human life, Integrated Child Development Services (ICDS) was launched on a small scale in 1975. It was conceived as a strategy to promote the holistic development of children; address the closely interlinked issues of maternal health and capacity of mothers to care for children; and create the conditions necessary for the above by converging health, water and sanitation services. ICDS was also perceived as an important strategy to combat malnutrition and morbidity, as well as to reduce the problem of drop-outs from school.

This crucial scheme has languished for many years, despite the findings of evaluation studies and continuous critiques from NGOs about its lacunae, poor performance, and the urgent need for attention and revision. The neglect of ICDS arises largely from the low priority accorded to children’s issues, leading to low budgets and rampant corruption. It also arises from the poor understanding of early childhood, as a critical period of growth and development, amongst the public at all levels of society. However, India’s poor child health and education indicators have in recent years caused alarm and once again focused on ICDS and the role it can play in reversing the situation. 
The Right to Food Campaign in its battle against hunger has opened a new chapter – it has created an opportunity for ICDS to be examined as one of nine food-related schemes monitored by the Supreme Court. The Campaign has not only developed legal teeth by taking up the issue of hunger in the Supreme Court, but has also developed muscle and will through ground level mobilization.  This is a unique opportunity to rethink ICDS, examine its strengths and weaknesses, analyse the reasons for its poor performance, and suggest what is required to transform it. This is an opportunity to strike out for children’s Right to Life and their right to a life of capacity and health and equal opportunity.
The above task requires looking at ICDS from the user’s point of view, the planner’s point of view, and the point of view of those who are in charge of implementation. This will provide insight into where the problems come from: Inappropriate design? Inadequate implementation structures? Wrong assumptions about the community, its needs and resources? Inadequate budgets? Over-ambitious objectives? Lack of understanding of regional diversity? These are only some possibilities, among many.
It will be necessary to share experiences and, based on those, analyze the elements that need change. It will also be necessary to understand the role of design in realizing objectives and to distinguish between what problems arise out of inadequate design and which ones arise from need to strengthen implementation. The workshop on Rethinking ICDS hopes to build a base for better understanding and greater clarity, to enable the Campaign to make informed recommendations and advocate for them. 
( Note prepared by Devika Singh (Mobile Crèches).





