Bal Adhikar Samvad: Delegation to the Prime Minister

19th December 200

A 'Bal Adhikar Samvad' delegation of five, comprising Annie Raja, Harsh Mander, Jean Dreze, Kavita Srivastava and Shanta Sinha, met Dr. Manomohan Singh on the evening of the 19th December 2006. The Prime Minister was presented with a copy of the Focus On Children Under Six (FOCUS) Report.

The delegation put forth three demands:

1. making NFHS III data public,

2. implementing the SC order in letter and spirit

and,

3. above all universalizing ICDS with quality.

Dr. Singh said that he knew about the unchanged situation of the NFHS III data as far as immunisation, anaemia and malnutirion was concerned; and also expressed concern that we were doing worse than Sub Saharan Africa. He went on to say that, "we know the problem but we do not know the solution, so we want you to tell us what we can do".

He felt that universalisation of ICDS was not a difficult issue as they had taken a decision to, in any case, increase the budget for the ICDS centres considerably. Nonetheless he was unsure whether ICDS centres could actually bring about improvement as, though Tamil Nadu was very good but not necessarily other States. However the delegation told him to get over the scepticism over ICDS and believe in it. Also that ICDS was all about an agenda of nurturing and caring, and this message should be strongly sent by him. The members of the delegation also suggested that he call a meeting of the Chief Ministers on the issue of children's nutritional status so that this problem can be addressed on a priority basis.

The delegation also suggested that different interventions were required at the urban and rural levels. Similarly the need to reach out to marginalized and excluded groups was put forth by Harsh Mander. Jean Dreze said that the ICDS structure needed a revamp including training and other related issues. Shantha Sinha spoke of how in the last two years M V foundation had intervened with the panchayats, and motivated them to monitor the development of the children going to the ICDS on a monthly basis.

At the end of the meeting the Prime Minister said that he would immediately send a letter to all Chief Ministers, saying that children's nutritional and health status needed to be a priority and the need to focus on ICDS. He declared that a meeting with all chief ministers would be called in two months time

