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Dear Madam,

On behalf of the Right to Food Campaign we write to you with some of our concerns regarding the entitlements for children in the proposed National Food Security Bill (NFSB). We are appalled by the scant regard for children in the draft NFSB that has been put up on the website of the Ministry of Consumer Affairs, Food and Public Distribution. Not only does this draft do grave injustice to people’s food security in general, it does not ascertain the right of children to food security. It appears that the government does not consider the specific issues related to the food security of children or the vast problem of malnutrition among them, to have any significance. Although this government keeps talking about malnutrition as a big problem, words have not come to any action in the last few years. The total allocation for children (who constitute 44% of the population) in the budget is still only about 4% percent of the total expenditure.
In this context, the national food security bill could have played a significant role in at least providing some minimum guarantees for children to have some food security. Alas, it doesn't even do that. Though the draft Bill begins with the laudable objective “…to provide food and nutritional security, in human life cycle approach ....” this is defeated almost entirely in its definitions and provisions. The ‘life cycle’ starts at birth, and the recommended ‘food’ for babies under the age of six months is breast milk alone. How does the Bill support this critical age which forms the foundation of the child’s entire physical, cognitive and social development and is also the phase in which malnutrition tends to set in? The provision of maternity entitlements as social support to breast feeding is available for women working in the central government in the form of maternity leave for 6 months at full pay. By providing for maternity entitlements, the NAC draft recognised this as a critical legal entitlement for over 15 crore women working in the informal sector and the food security of very young children. However, the draft of the Ministry has entirely struck it off.

Similarly, the current legal guarantee of ‘hot cooked meals’ for children attending anganwadis has been diluted by providing the option of ‘Ready to Eat  Meals’ in this draft which suggests that the Bill is more about creating markets and protecting corporate interests than the interests of children. The requirement that take home rations be “...fortified with micronutrients as per 50% of RDA” (Schedule II) and that “Meals shall be prepared in accordance with the prevailing Food Laws” (Schedule II) opens the doors for centralised production and distribution contradicting Supreme Court orders for banning of private contractors and encouraging decentralised production by SHGs, women’s groups, panchayats etc. 
Other important entitlements related to management of severe malnutrition, nutritional counselling and other programmatic issues requiring legal guarantees have also been wholly omitted. What has been retained is just lip service to some cursory and ill defined entitlements to additional food.

In summary, the draft Bill goes out of its way to minimize the government’s responsibilities, restrict children’s entitlements, and avoid any accountability. We demand that any Food Bill must lead to total food and nutrition security of ALL children. Specifically, the following must be included in the Bill:
· Universalisation of all services of ICDS for all children, pregnant and lactating women and adolescent girls. In opening of anganwadi centres, preference should be given to SC/ST habitations to ensure that every Dalit and Adivasi habitation has an ICDS centre. (in accordance with Supreme Court orders)

· Improvement in quality of services provided through ICDS (through improved norms for infrastructure, supplementary nutrition, training and capacity building, provision of second anganwadi worker etc.)
· Prevention of interference of commercial interests through 'packaged' or 'ready to eat' food or 'public private partnerships' in government programmes for child health and nutrition.
· Provisions for management of all forms of malnutrition including additional nutritional supplements, health care and appropriate treatment

· Universal maternity entitlements for at least a period of six months at minimum wages

· Crèche facilities for children of working women

This is the opportunity for the Government of India to fulfill children’s right to food, and overcome the scourge of malnutrition which has become a national shame and should have been an important focus of the Bill. We hope that as the Minister for Women and Child Development you will ensure that a commitment of children’s right to food gets reflected in the NFSB. 
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