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Every living organism/ being, humans or animals have some non-alienable rights.  Right to live, right to resist death is the most fundamental of them.  Right to live implies right for air to breath, water to drink and food to eat.  Humans have other rights too – especially right to be ‘human’, right to transcend animal limitations.  These rights are enforced, either by individual or collective force  (might is right) or through mutual negotiations and mutual help – written or unwritten social contracts.  The principle ‘might is right’ belongs to animal kingdom.  Humans are characterised by negotiations and cooperation.  However, they are not yet fully liberated from animal limitations and hence often exercise their right in the form of their might.  The tragedy is that for animals the rights are limited to basic needs - food and reproduction.  Humans have invented many pseudo needs  which can be called, more properly, greed.  Human history right through its evolution is the history of the struggle between “force” and “negotiation”, between the individual and the collective, between selfishness and altruism.  Today we are at an important juncture in the history of human species.  it has to decide pretty soon whether its animal instincts should prevail – as exemplified in Afghanistan, in Iraq and in many other countries or its truly human features should prevail.  The first choice, almost everybody agree, will lead to the extinction of the species, and perhaps many other species too.  


The transition from ‘might’ to ’understanding’ can be initiated through the recognition of rights of the individual and the responsibilities of the collective to ensure them –  to begin with, clear air, good water and nutritious food for all. There was a time when food, water and air were not commodities, were not articles of trade.  Food became a commodity long time ago.  Now water has become a commodity.  Many have expressed the fear that soon air too may become a commodity – clean air will be bottled and sold for a price!  Commodities are  exchanged in the market.   Market is a wild jungle  full of carnivores.  The jungle law, the animal law – that might is right, prevails in the market too.  Transition from animal behaviour to human behaviour means getting out of this jungle.  The question, then is:  Can we prevent air being commoditised?   Can we decommoditize water fully? Can we decomoditise food, at least partly?  Make it a social responsibility? The most difficult is the third one, since for generations we have accepted food either as a commodity to be purchased or as a family responsibility.  


The ‘soup kitchen’, the ‘food coupons’, the ‘Employment Guarantee Schemes, the ‘Food for Work’ Schemes, etc. are attempts to make food a basic social  responsibility.  However most of the people don’t realise it in that manner.  A few resent it and say that their tax money shall not be wasted in this manner.  The more ‘liberal’ a society is the stronger is this type of feeling.  However, the concept of ‘protecting the children from hunger’ can become appealing even to them.  


Children cannot enforce their rights through force.  Animals and humans provide the food for their children out of love.  In socialist societies all children were children of the society too, not only of their biological parents.  Is it necessary to establish socialism for our societies to accept the children as their responsibility?  It is argued that even in the present day India every child (every adult too) can be provided with enough nutritious food if the society decides to do so.  This can be a starting point for human liberation.


A two pronged strategy is proposed.  On the one hand the State and National governments can make statutory provision to provide food  (with quality/ quantity specification) through an effective public distribution system, to provide all needy children free food and fix responsibilities to implement these policies.  On the other hand, village panchayats can mount, on their own, local programmes to make their areas hunger free for children.  


In any case the implementation responsibility shall be that of the panchayat.  Here is a possible model.

· Kiddies kitchens or children’s nutrition centres within walking distance  - say 500 meters.  Each centre will have the responsibility to provide food for children residing within a specified area.  All children who wish to make use of this centre shall register their names.  This centre will cater to children up to 14 years of age only.  

· Expanded food kitchens in schools classes 1 to 8.  

· Anganwadis for all children in the age group 3 to 6 with total food facility.

· Special food subsidy for pregnant women  and women with  children less than three years old.

An average Indian panchayat will have a population of 5000. ( It may vary from 2000 to 40,000 and above).  Assuming   an average value of 5000, the approximate age-wise distribution of children will be :

0-3 years
250

3-6 years
250

6-14 years
600


To provide nutritious food – 1200 to 1800 Calorie - for a child  year round we may need about Rs 3,000.  It is expected that 60% of the children would avail such a facility (more in certain area, less in other areas) i.e. about 600 to 700 children.  The annual cost will be about Rs 20 lakhs.  Assuming a per capita income of Rs 15,000, the GNP of the panchayat will be Rs 750 lakhs.  The requirement to guarantee food for children we require only about 3% of the GNP.  This is a workable proposition.  One interesting possibility will be to set apart some land- common land  or surplus land- for the specific purpose of growing food grains, vegetables, grass for cows, etc, generate  additional resources.  It will be attached to the elementary schools.  The children, teachers and the parents shall participate in cultivation.  The existing surplus labour, where marginal social cost is zero can be usefully deployed for this.  The children can learn most of the curricular topics using the field as an open school- a true Gandhian basic school.  The total land requirement to grow food for about700 children is estimated as 28 Ha. 


The average daily per capita requirement : ½ egg + 100 ml milk + 200 gm cereals + 30 gm pulse + 20 ml oil +100 gm vegetables + 100 gm fruits.

Yearly requirement for 700 children



Cash value
Land required to grow them

Cereals 50 Te


Rs. 500,000

12 Ha

Fruits and Vegetables 50 Te.
Rs. 500,000

5 Ha

Pulses  7 Te



Rs  200,000

7 Ha

Oil  5 Te.



Rs. 250,000

4 Ha




Total

Rs. 14.5 lakh

28 Ha


Cash input required 






Rs. 50,000

Labour input 6000 labour days of this half can come

Rs.400,000

as contribution from parents and children

Each parent should give 10 days of voluntary labour per year per child, to be eligible for this programme.  Those who don’t want to put in labour should give Rs 100 per month per child.  


The land has to be obtained from the larger land lords, through legal provisions. Or it can be leased in by the panchayat and handed over to the schools for cultivation.  Here, besides from their regular teachers the children will have something to learn from the agricultural labourers, the peasants, the artisans, the fisher folk, the cowherds, etc. 


One important element is that each panchayat should have its ‘grain reserve’. The PDS should be serviced by this grain reserve and should not have to depend on the erratic supply of Food Corporation or Civil Supplies Department   This is required, also, for disaster/famine preparedness.  It is suggested that a village/ panchayat of 5000 people may stock 500 Te of food grains.  This stock can be built up over a period of three to four years and will be kept fresh through PDS and quarterly replenishment, partly by central and state governments and partly by the village itself.


The basic pre-requisite for all these is the collective will of the community.  This will have to be consciously generated.  There was, originally, no faith either for the government  or for the people in the possibility of such a massive literacy campaign as later took place.  The bold experiment of Ernakulam, the massive hypnotizing environment creation and the earnest  and transparent  sincerity of the leading activists together was able to break the hard shell of cynicism.  Something similar to that will have to be attempted here too.  A number of villages, a block or even a district, where children  are hunger-free where all the  resource and organizational elements are built up can start the chain reaction.   Finally, in these hopeless times when it is irrational to ‘hope’, we have to be irrational- mad as many may say – to achieve. To achieve anything good.
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