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The 2nd Convention on Children’s Right to Food 
was held in Bhopal from January 20 to 22, 2012. 
The leitmotif of the deliberations was the need for 
good governance and accountability to guarantee 
children their right to food and appropriate 
nutrition.  
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In the present context, the learnings from the convention have specific relevance and meaning. 
A few days before it got under way, an alliance of corporate-controlled institutions had come out 
with a report on the status of malnutrition in India, intriguingly titled HUNGaMA, the allusion 
being to hunger and malnutrition.  

The report was released by the prime minister, who used the occasion to declare that 
malnutrition was a matter of ‘national shame’. But this pious declaration appeared to be solely 
aimed at establishing his credentials as an honest person. There was little in it to show that the 
chief executive of India’s political and administrative system had the political vision or the 
administrative blueprint to tackle the problem of malnutrition.  

The prime minister made no reference to the fact that over the past 20 years the very policies 
that have been touted as ushering in a new dawn have not only exacerbated the problem of 
malnutrition among children but have institutionalized the condition as an endemic challenge. 
These are the policies that have also led to the commodification of our resources, privatization 
of welfare and other services, curtailment of our basic rights, introduction of new forms of 
discrimination, and widening of the rich-poor divide. So much so that we face a crisis situation 
today, with our basic rights to work, livelihood and security threatened, and our environment 
ravaged.  

I am not raising the issue merely because the prime minister released the HUNGaMA report or 
made his pious declaration. There is a deeper reason. He is the very same person who, three 
years earlier in 2008, had constituted a National Council on India’s Nutritional Challenges. This 
council, of which he is the chairperson, has not met even once since the time it was set up.  
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Even more galling is the timing of the declaration. The government of India was at that very 
moment filing a petition in the Supreme Court challenging the verdict of the Karnataka High 
Court, claiming that payments under its flagship rural employment guarantee scheme could only 
be at the rates mandated under the Minimum Wages Act and not under the higher state-
mandated minimum rates.  

Whether it is the prime minister or any other minister in the union cabinet, the consensus in 
government appears to be that malnutrition in India can be eradicated only through the medium 
of factory made tinned food fortified with nutritional supplements that is manufactured and 
marketed by multinational corporations. The central and state governments turn a blind eye to 
the stark truth that malnutrition is not an illness but a problem linked to food insecurity and 
starvation. They refuse to accept the fact that the solution to the problem lies in community 
management and strengthening of the local food distribution system.  

Speaking at the Bhopal convention, Shanta Sinha, chairperson of the National Commission for 
the Protection of Child Rights (NCPCR), urged the people to stop seeing poverty as the root 
cause of malnutrition in children. Blaming the central and state governments for rampant 
malnutrition and deaths among children, she observed that the problem is a direct consequence 
of official policies and administrative 
approaches, which reflect a poverty of vision; 
Peoples are not poor, it is poverty of 
commitment. She says we cannot neglect the 
role of right to food campaign in developing a 
perspective on children’s right to food and 
malnutrition; in a sense social movements have 
a crucial role for getting children out of vicious 
cycle of childhood hunger.  
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Shanta Sinha called upon governments to ensure that no child dies of hunger and that every 
child is guaranteed its basic rights. But the sad truth is that the problem of child deaths continues 
to be swept under the carpet, whether in Madhya Pradesh or West Bengal, with one government 
department holding the other accountable in a perpetual game of buck passing. Such a situation 
arises only when the government has little stomach for resolving the problem of malnutrition. 
The HUNGaMA survey, conducted in the most severely malnutrition affected districts of the 
country, is an in-your-face avowal of a bitter truth. But somewhere below the surface lurks the 
fear that it seeks to corporatize the problem of malnutrition. According to the survey, conducted 
in 100 districts of Madhya Pradesh, Uttar Pradesh, Jharkhand, Bihar, Rajasthan and Orissa, 6.15 
crore of the country’s 16 crore children - 42 percent of our child population - are malnourished.  

That places India just behind Bangladesh in the global census of malnutrition. And this despite 
disbursals of Rs26,760 crores for health and Rs56,000 crores for social welfare in the 2011 
budget, which contribute to the implementation of 10 planned central programmes.  



Nowhere does the report point out that lack of accountability is a prime reason for the situation 
remaining unchanged despite these massive disbursals. But it does consciously mention that 
mobile phones and electricity have reached 80 percent of the population, even if 66 percent of 
mothers have never seen the inside of a school.  

The National Institute of Nutrition (NIN) points out that only 20 percent of women partake of 
the full dose of iron tablets distributed by the anganwadis in the country. Similarly, the current 
budget shows that nutritious food is being provided to the vulnerable population for only 126 
days in the year, despite a Supreme Court order to ensure such availability for 300 days.  

Another outcome of the government’s lackadaisical approach to malnutrition is that in a 
situation where 21 percent of births take place at home, mothers are not assured of the required 
nutrition during their pregnancy or while nursing their newborn.  

Why are the prime minister and those responsible for conducting the survey silent about the fact 
that the government spends a measly Rs4 per child per day to combat the problem of 
malnutrition? ‘Inhuman’ is the most appropriate adjective one can use to describe their attitude. 

Ensuring the right to freedom from hunger is our national duty. Stating this unequivocally at the 
convention Kavita Shrivastava, national convener of the Right to Food campaign, drew attention 
to the distressing fact that whenever the government raises the issue of child nutrition, it first 
makes a backroom assessment of the profit-loss and the economic benefits for the corporate 
sector. For the government it is those who control capital who are important and it does not see 
‘children and people as capital’.  

The opening paragraphs of the National Food Security Bill 2011 states that the central 
government seeks to enact the law to guarantee food and nutrition security for the people. But 
the provisions of the proposed legislation accord them the status of beggars.  

Can adequate nutrition be ensured by distributing only wheat, rice and coarse grains? Can the 
needs of an individual be met with 7kg of foodgrains? Is food security possible without talking 
about agriculture and land rights? Is it 
possible to implement the law without 
including adequate provisions for 
punishing corrupt officials and other 
individuals? Can cash transfers to families 
in place of foodgrains ensure food security 
for women and children? Can the nation 
hold its head up with pride when farmers 
continue to commit suicide?The answer to 
all these questions is a resounding - NO! 
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But the bill turns a blind eye to these questions. In such a scenario, we need to strengthen the 
struggle of the deprived for their rights. Otherwise, they are in danger of being classified as 
beggars under the law and not as legal claimants of these rights.  
As Nikhil De of the Mazdoor Kisan Shakti Sanghatan (MKSS) pointed out, until and unless we 
have a system of accountability in place for those in positions of power and responsibility, any 
attempts at complaint redressal would prove ineffectual.  

The right to maternal health and security was also addressed in depth at the convention. The 
proposed bill has a provision to provide cash support of Rs1,000 for six months to pregnant and 
nursing mothers, but the participating delegates were of the opinion that it should include other 
equally important provisions such as leave and minimum employment. 

It is now beginning to dawn on people that whenever the government talks about nutritionally 
fortified canned foods it is in fact extending an open invitation to companies to enter its food 
welfare programmes. But combating malnutrition is more than just formulating programmes for 
supplying nutritious food. We need to go beyond such thinking.  

The stark truth today is that larger numbers of people are joining the ranks of the malnourished. 
Given the way prices are rising, leading to increasing livelihood insecurity, it is inevitable that 
people from the middle class will increasingly find themselves trapped in the web of 
malnutrition. After all, if we examine the statistics, we find that 76.8 percent of our population 
does not get adequate nutrition as per defined standards.  

Wheat and rice may fill one’s stomach but we shouldn’t forget that in addition a person needs to 
consume dals, milk, animal products, vegetables, fruit, tubers, oil and beans to ensure adequate 
nutritional intake. The government does not seem to accept this fact. It is bent upon pursuing the 
cheaper alternative of providing micronutrients instead of freshly cooked food and is fashioning 
its policies accordingly. 

This is a dangerous development that threatens to dismantle the system of community based 
food security. Children should have the right to be served hot, cooked food rich in animal 
products, fruits and vegetables. Without such a provision, it is impossible to eradicate 
malnutrition. That is why the convention demanded that contractors and companies be 
prohibited from playing any role in anganwadis and the mid-day meal scheme, urging instead 
that mahila mandals (women groups), self-help groups and panchayati raj institutions be given a 
central role in all such programmes. In this context, it also called for a ban on testing of 
micronutrients and other nutritional supplements for these programmes.  

Malnutrition is an issue that is clearly linked to food security and hunger. It is also evident that 
its eradication is possible only at the level of the community. But nowhere does the proposed bill 
acknowledge this fact or make any provisions for community based management of the 
problem. Instead, the government wants to present malnutrition as a problem to be addressed by 
hospitals and suvidha kendras. This is a matter of grave concern. 

Of equal concern is the role being played by people’s organizations. Can we honestly ask 
ourselves the question whether we – the non-government institutions and organizations – have 



any real connection to our society or not? We target the government, but all that ever happens is 
limited to the government and us. Where does society or children’s stakes fit into this equation? 
Does it have any place in this debate and analysis that goes on endlessly day after day?  

Laws are enacted, policies are formulated, budget and the systems are discussed. But who is all 
this for? Where are these people? Where do they figure? 

I know from my personal experiences in Madhya Pradesh exactly why the HUNGaMA report 
states that people have not even heard the word malnutrition; a word the prime minister says is a 
national shame. The 2008 and 2009 elections in Madhya Pradesh were fought almost entirely on 
the issue of malnutrition. Whatever the reason, many advertisements were published and the 
media was vociferous, talking openly about the issue, The government was our target as we 
brought all its shortcomings to the fore. We wanted to fix its accountability. We wanted to point 
out that even if children cannot voice their concerns, we who advocate people’s rights and 
support people’s struggles would become their voice. But as always it was the clique of ruling 
power brokers who triumphed in the elections and once again took the reins of power. Why? 
The answer is simple. Malnutrition may have become an issue for the media, voluntary 
organizations, political parties and researchers. And, most importantly, it may have provided the 
opportunity for multinational companies to increase their gross and net profits. But it never 
became an issue of the people, of society.  

The priorities of government and society may be artificially similar and superficially interlinked. 
But there is no live link between the two. That’s why it is the priorities of the government that 
are reflected in its policies, not the priorities of the people. The government has itself become a 
profit-earning entity with a constitutional mandate. It wants growth so it must generate income 
at any cost. It has little interest in first creating a healthy society.  

In Madhya Pradesh, too, the land lies desolate, robbed of its fertility. Its forests are being razed 
and the people whose lives and livelihood were once linked to its resources are now joining the 
ranks of the shelter-less and hungry in cities like Bhopal, Indore and Delhi. The government is 
now busy formulating plans for their well being.  

Why can’t we view our society as a single interdependent unit? Is malnutrition and hunger 
invisible? That can never be the case. Hunger is starkly visible. Yet society does not want to see 
it. We have lost our motivation to see hunger or be aware of it. The concerned may view it with 
a heavy heart. But those with a capitalist worldview tend to brush it aside into some hidden 
corner where it becomes invisible.  

If society degenerates to a level where malnutrition is invisible, how can it dream of holding the 
government accountable?  

The concerns and priorities of government and society are no longer the same. They are more 
and more divided. Society wants to be governed by laws and plans while government is solely 
engaged in making them. But there is clear evidence to show that the deaths of over 1,700 
children in Satna, Rewa, Shivpuri, Sheopur and Khandwa districts over the past 10 years are the 
result of hunger and malnutrition. There is clear lack of understanding on the fact only society 



can make state accountable and if society goes silent, in-equality, exclusion and violation of 
rights become the character of state functioning. Children keep on living with hunger, as there is 
no mass movement for ensuring children’s survival in the given context. 

Governments are affected by agitations, struggles, advocacy and public petitions. They cannot 
remain impervious to them. But how long does this effect remain? That depends entirely on how 
persistently our society demands answerability from the government. If the struggle is 
momentary its impact is also temporary. If 
society is strong and persistent, then the 
government is forced to become accountable for 
its actions. In such a situation, it cannot dismiss 
the death of even a single child by claiming it to 
be the consequence of illness or familial neglect, 
not malnutrition. The government will then be 
forced to become the constitutional guardians of 
our children. 
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The question is how can the government be made accountable? A weak society cannot create the 
right environment to make a powerful government accountable? We need to create a strong and 
self confident society. Otherwise the path to ensure accountability will be difficult to traverse. 
We also need to reflect on whose dreams we are fighting for when we confront the government. 
That would imply forging and strengthening our links with society.  

According to O.P. Rawat, additional chief secretary, government of Madhya Pradesh, the 
bureaucracy even now believes that negligence by the family and mothers is the most important 
reason for malnutrition. He pointed out that we have been unable to find a way to deal with 
malnutrition despite devoting so much time to analyzing the problem. He questioned how a 
society could ensure secure motherhood and a 
healthy childhood if 80 percent of girls are 
victims of anaemia. He said it is not enough to 
set up a chain of anganwadis, no matter how 
well they function. Nor should we seek solutions 
to problems with an isolated package. What is 
needed is to bring about a behavioural change in 
society. Rawat promised to bring the findings of 
the convention to the notice of every department 
in the administration.  
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B.R. Naidu added that the sense of permanence in government service is what makes 
officialdom so smug and unaccountable. He accepted the fact that there is no accountability in 
government on the issue of malnutrition, which is why no action can be taken against those who 
are responsible for this state of affairs. 



Kavita Srivastava pointed out that the government had curtailed community rights to water, 
forests and land through its many laws. As a result malnutrition has now become a universal 
problem. Prime minister may label it a national 
shame but he has not thrown any light on what 
the government has done in the past several years 
to deal with the problem. In earlier years, people 
did not die of hunger even during the most severe 
famines. But now people are dying even if there 
is no famine. She accused the government of 
spending lavishly from the public exchequer to 
encourage industry. But no state has shown any 
resolve to ensure that children grow up healthy. 
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Vibhanshu Joshi, a member of the Madhya Pradesh Commission for Protection of Child’s 
Rights, averred that whenever a child dies of malnutrition in the state, the Women and Child 
Development Department and the Health Department trades charges and seeks to hold each 
other responsible. According to him, accountability has to be fixed somewhere if the plight of 
children in the state is to be ameliorated. In this context, he strongly came out against the drug 
trials being conducted on children and the system of using factory-made canned nutritional 
products in our food programmes.  

The convention passed a resolution extending support to the people’s struggle against the 
livelihood and food security problems faced by those displaced by dams on the Narmada river. It 
also passed another resolution calling for an immediate halt to the drug trials being conducted on 
children and victims of the Bhopal gas tragedy.  

During the three-day convention 25 parallel workshops were conducted on the subject of 
malnutrition, the issues covered including breast feeding, locally available foodstuffs, the role of 
the gram sabha and panchayat, the negative effects of genetically modified seeds, the 
infrastructural changes needed in the anganwadi and mid-day meal programmes, the importance 
of setting up crèches, and the need for a people’s struggle to modify the National Food Security 
Act. It was decided that over the next six months this campaign would be taken to the village 
level. At the same time, a blueprint for an organized campaign reflecting the viewpoint of 
children would be prepared to ensure government accountability for malnutrition. 
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Some of the key points of the Bhopal Charter on Children’s Right to Food accepted in 2nd 
National CRTF Convention are as under –  

·  Universalisation with quality and 
equity of ICDS is required to 
protect the rights of all young 
children, pregnant and lactating 
women and adolescent girls. All 
children in India must have access 
to the full range of anganwadi 
services. In addition to improving 
coverage, several steps should be 
taken to improve ICDS quality. ����
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·  In order for ICDS to maximize its impact on child nutrition, better vertical and horizontal 
coordination is required: vertically between frontline workers and higher-level officials, and 
horizontally with health and other child protection services, as well as village health and 
sanitation committees. 

·  The nutrition programme under ICDS should be linked to local agriculture and animal 
husbandry. Centralised production and distribution of food in public programmes should be 
rejected.  

·  Contractors are still present in ICDS, often in indirect ways. This should not be allowed and 
Supreme Court orders must be strictly implemented.  

·  Community preferences based on locally available foods, including those of children and 
adolescents, should be the primary factor in deciding the menus for take-home rations and 
hot cooked meals under ICDS and MDMS. 

·  Mid Day Meals should be extended to all children up to class XII. All out of school children 
should also be entitled to Mid Day meals.   

·  Maternity entitlements should be provided without any conditionalities and made more 
inclusive.  

·  Maternity entitlements should be provided irrespective of age, number of children, marital 
status or BPL status 

·  Maternity entitlements should be provided for a period of 9 months including three months 
before delivery and six months after 

·  Maternity entitlements should be linked to prevailing minimum wages. 
·  Various models of crèches should be available to adapt to local needs. At least 25% of 

AWCs, depending on community needs, must be extended to function as Anganwadi-cum-
crèches with proper infrastructure, as well as adequate financial and human resource support.  

·  Anganwadi centres should focus on the nutritional and health needs of adolescent girls. 



·  The Food Security Bill must uphold all the currently available entitlements for children 
guaranteed by the Supreme Court’s Interim Orders and judgements under the ‘Right to Food 
case’.  

·  The Food Security Bill must ensure that tackling malnutrition is government’s responsibility.  
·  While micronutrient supplementation is sometimes necessary, this should be done through 

existing government supplementation programmes such as distribution of iron folic acid 
tablets/syrup and vitamin A supplementation.  

·  Food has to remain as food and medicine as medicine. Food should not be medicalised 
through the enforced addition of micronutrients which can be given separately if required. 

·  The privatization of public services and the increasing penetration of big business into the 
food, health, and nutrition sector are unacceptable and must be resisted.  

·  Conflict of interest in technical support and research related to food and nutrition security 
must not be allowed. 

·  Use of genetically modified organisms should not continue without more research being 
conducted on the health and environmental risks posed by such technologies, especially 
effects on child health, agricultural and natural biodiversity, and food quality.  

·  A robust countrywide nutritional surveillance system needs to be created to provide data on 
status of malnutrition an on-going basis.   

·  The frequency of large-scale surveys, such as the NFHS which provide nation-wide and 
disaggregated data on malnutrition, needs to be increased and made annual.   

·  The campaign must work towards making children’s right to food a higher priority on the 
political and social agenda at all levels. For this, grassroots organisations, women's groups, 
right to food campaign groups etc. must be involved.  

·  Social audits and more regular forms of community-driven monitoring of programs are 
essential, and should be universalized in all programs.  

·  Children’s right to food issues must be included in the mandatory agenda for gram sabhas. It 
should also inform all processes of panchayat capacity building. 

·  Panchayat authorities, bodies such as the VHSNC, SMC and Social Justice Committee 
should be vested with powers for monitoring programmes and holding government 
functionaries accountable. 

·  An effective grievance redressal mechanism at the local level is important.  
·  A grievance redressal system must be put in place where clear lines of responsibility are 

delineated, of not only frontline workers but also supervisory and higher officials.  
·  Once a complaint is made, corrective action should be taken, compensation distributed, and 

punitive mechanisms for non-compliance by concerned authorities set into motion.  
·  Kol, Mawasi, Korku tribes must be recognized as PTGs 
·  The Convention stands in support of the victims of the Bhopal gas tragedy and demands that 

they be adequately compensated. 
·  The Convention supports the movements and their demands against displacement being 

caused by the Narmada dams 
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Movements and political organizations shall have to break their silence on Childhood Hunger, as 
they are the first victim of exclusionary development.  


