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1. Background to the Tamil Nadu Right to Food Campaign

The “Right to Food Campaign” is a network of organisations and individuals committed to the realisation of the right to food in India.  This basic human right is enshrined in a multitude of international instruments
 and has been upheld by the 2001 Supreme Court decision which held that the right to food is inherent in Article 21 of the Constitution of India regarding the right to life
.  We consider that everyone has the right to be free from hunger and under nutrition.  The national campaign has already taken up a wide range of aspects of the right to food, one of these being the introduction of cooked midday meals in all primary schools, midday meal scheme (MDMS)
. 

The Tamil Nadu Chapter of the Right to Food Campaign is a network of over ninety organisations; its members include trade unions, women’s organisations, researchers, academics and students.  The Right to Food Campaign has grown steadily in Tamil Nadu and the TN Chapter has conducted training days and consultations on various aspects of food security, livelihood and the implementation and monitoring of the ‘feeding programmes’. In June 2006, the TN Chapter brought the issue of contaminated noon meal  food in Vyasapardi Corporation  School, Chennai  to the attention of Dr. Suresh, the  Adviser (food security) to the Commissioner for the State of Tamil Nadu.
 Most recently, the Tamil Nadu Chapter met with the Deputy Secretary to the Government of India, Ministry of Human Resources and Development, Mr. Ravi Ramachandran to discuss the current status of midday meal scheme in the region and what improvements could be made to it.  All of these meetings have proved to be very beneficial for both parties and have allowed for open dialogue on the pertinent issues between state officials and members of the Right to Food Campaign. 

The Noon Meal Programme (NMP) has a long history in Tamil Nadu and has become one of the most prestigious programmes of the state government.  The Tamil Nadu scheme is the country’s largest in terms of the number of beneficiaries covered, since its inception in 1956 under Chief Minister K. Kamaraj
 statistics indicate that enrolment and retention of students has significantly improved.   Not only does the NMP  benefit students but it also benefits the wider community by providing employment opportunities for disadvantaged groups such as women, Dalits and Tribals. The recent directive of the Department of Social Welfare, which introduced an additional egg for all beneficiaries into the weekly menu, is indicative of the state commitment to further enhance the scheme. However, like any scheme of such magnitude, the NMP must be constantly monitored to ensure that the highest nutritional and safety standards are being adhered to. Unfortunately, the high number of reported accidents in noon meal centres across the state suggests that adequate safety and nutritional standards are not always being met
. The Right to Food Campaign is concerned about these reports and are keen to work with the government to improve the quality and safety of the noon meal programme in Tamil Nadu.

2. Summary of the Present Case

It was brought to the attention of the Tamil Nadu Right to Food Campaign that an accident took place at a noon meal centre in a government higher secondary school. The school in question was Melvalampettai Higher Secondary School, in Karunkuzhi village (near Madurathagam,) Kancheepuram District.  According to an article dated 28 July 2006 in Dinakaran Tamil daily newspaper, five children fell into hot sambar at a midday meal centre at the school on the 25th of July, 2006. Four of the five students sustained serious burns and injuries, the fifth student later died in hospital from the severity of burns he received.  Following this horrific incident, the Tamil Nadu Right to Food Campaign sent a team of inquiry to the school and to meet with staff and students who were present on the day of the accident.  The team was primarily concerned with understanding how an accident of such gravity could occur at one of the state’s noon meal centres and what measures should be implemented by the state to prevent the reoccurrence of a similar event. 

Inquiry Team Members:

	Name
	Job Title
	Organisation

	Mr Kannaiyan
	Convenor
	Right to Food Campaign

	Mr Indrani
	Activist
	Human Rights Advocacy & Research Foundation (HRF)

	Ms. Asha
	Activist
	People’s Health Movement, Tamil Nadu (PHM)

	Ms. Aruna
	Student
	Chengalpet Law College

	Ms. Ambika
	Student
	Chengalpet Law College


Persons met with as part of the Inquiry:
	Name
	Job Title
	Organisation

	Ms Vashanthy
	PA to Collector NMP (at time of incident)
	Kancheepuram District

	Ms Sheetha Lakshimi
	PA to Collector NMP (present)
	Kancheepuram District

	Mr Babu
	Assistant, PA to Collector NMP’s office
	Kancheepuram District

	Mr Subrimanian
	Block  Development Officer (BDO)
	Matthurathaqam

	Mr **
	Inspector of Police
	Matthrathaqam 

	Mr Natarajan
	Assistant Headmaster
	Malvalmpettail Higher Secondary School

	Mr Udaya Kumar
	Teacher
	Malvalmpettail Higher Secondary School

	Ms Meaharunisah
	NMP Organiser 
	Malvalmpettail Higher Secondary School

	Ms Rukmani
	NMP Cook
	Malvalmpettail Higher Secondary School

	Ms Menaka
	NMP Ayah
	Malvalmpettail Higher Secondary School


*Information was also provided by parents and students
Details of Victims

	Name
	Age
	Class
	Community
	Village
	Injuries

	K. Dheenan
	11
	7a
	BC-Thuluva velalar
	Melvalapettai
	Deceased

	Y.Santhosh
	13
	7a
	MBC -
	Arayapakkam
	Burn injuries

	S.Sivasubramanian
	12
	7a
	ST - Kaatu Nayakar
	Adivasi Nagar
	Burn injuries

	R.Veerappan
	11
	7a
	MBC – Vanniyar
	Arayapakkam
	Burn injuries

	M.Selvaraj
	13
	8a
	ST – Irular
	Arayapakkam
	Burn injuries


3. Background of the School and the Families Concerned

· Melvalampettai Higher Secondary School is in a rural locality composed of students from a lower socio-economic background.  The majority of the local population is employed in the manual labour sector with each worker earning around 50 – 80 rupees per day.

· The school has a strength of 1360 students, with male and female students from standard 6 to standard 12.  There are 28 teachers on the staff, including the headmaster and assistant headmaster.

· There are 360 students registered on the school’s noon meal programme. Noon meals are served on all working days. There are three NMP staff who are responsible for preparing and serving the meals the organiser, cook and helper.

· The noon meal centre is located in the south-west corner of the school grounds.  The meals are prepared in a concrete cooking shed near a tamarind tree and are served to the students outside on the ground underneath the tree. Near the serving area is a row of water taps.  The vessels containing the food are brought to the outdoor area by the NMP staff and the students queue for their meals with the plates they have brought with them from home.  Once served, the students sit in the field and eat their lunch. 
4. Sequence of Events

· On the day of the incident (25th July 2006) the first mid-term examinations were held for most of the classes except 7th and 9th standard students.  There were only 18 teachers present at school on that day as 8 had gone for meetings regarding transfers and a further 2 were on leave.  The majority of the teachers were involved in the supervision of examinations.

· The examinations finished at 12:45 p.m. and the lunch recess bell rang at 12:50 p.m. Most of the teachers remained in the classrooms, as they had to collect all the exam papers. 

· As soon as the lunch bell rang pupils of the 7th and 8th standard rushed towards the noon meal centre.

· The vessel of sambar had been placed underneath the tree whilst the cook was bringing the other vessel of rice out to the serving area.  The children were queuing to get the rice, the vessel of sambar was to the left of the students’ queue and there was no barrier between the sambar and the students. The cook, Mrs Rukmani, forcefully told the children to move back and in doing so, in amongst much pushing and shoving, one student, Dheenan, fell onto the sambar vessel. The vessel tipped over and the piping hot sambar spilled onto the ground.  Another four students fell into the hot sambar.

· After the accident, the students rushed to the nearby water taps and washed their burns.  The teachers applied first aid to the best of their knowledge and capabilities by removing the students’ clothes and placing the bark of banana trees on the burns. 

· It should be noted that only a few of the teachers had undergone training in first aid or disaster management. Although the school maintained a first aid box it was not adequately stocked to cover such an emergency.  It contained only a few antiseptics, gauze and cotton. 

· The boys were immediately made to sit on banana leaves and rushed in an auto rickshaw (accompanied by a female Tamil teacher) to the Chengalpet Medical College (CMC) hospital. Two other male staff followed them in another vehicle.

· One boy suffered minor injuries (Y.Santhosh) and was taken to the Village PHC and was later treated in CMC Out Patient’s unit.

· After the accident, two students ran back to the village to inform the parents of the victims.  It is reported that later that day Government officials, police, the Deputy Education Officer (DEO) and Dr Gayathri Devi, MLA, visited both the school and hospital upon hearing the news.  

· The four students were treated in the Chengalpet Medical College (CMC) for up to 4 hours. Their wounds were cleaned and a medical solution was applied on the wounds, intra-venous (I.V) drips were also administered.  At 5 p.m, Dr. Chella Ganapathy referred the students to Kilpauk  Medical College Hospital in Chennai which has a specialised burn ward. 

· The four students, their parents and an ayah (helper) were taken by ambulance from CMCH to KMCH where they received treatment. 

· The next morning, 26 July 2006, the student named K. Dheenan who sustained the most serious injuries, passed away. 

· The remaining three students stayed in the hospital for a further two weeks before being discharged.

5. Psychological and Physical Impact of the Accident

· One of the injured students, Veerappan, was quoted as saying, “I am still scared of the noon meal center, I would not eat there anytime.” He is still receiving treatment for his wounded inner ear.

· Selvaraj and Sivasubramanian, who were also injured, have not regularly attended school since the incident occurred. 

· Sivasubramanian has sustained 13% burns to his body.  These burn scars continue to cause him daily irritation.   Discharge medicine was not given to him, including the liquid paraffin that is essential for the healing of tissue scarring. 

· All of the affected families state that the teachers of the school have shown considerable consideration and have supported them immensely in the aftermath of the accident.  The headmaster of the school has been particularly sympathetic and frequently visited the students in hospital in Chennai even though he was on leave.   He also assisted them with practical arrangements.

· Moreover, during the students’ hospitalisation, an employee from the BDO office was constantly present with them and assisted them financially. They also provided transport to the village when the children were discharged.

· None of the victims, victims’ families, students or teachers have received any trauma or bereavement counselling.

6. Official Action Taken

· The three NMP workers were immediately suspended through written orders issued by the BDO.   To date the NMP workers remain under suspension.  The BDO stated that suspension orders were issued because the public demanded that NMP workers be held accountable for the accident.

· A First Information Report (FIR) has been filed against the three NMP workers by the Village Administrative Officer (VAO), Mr.Sundaramurthy. (Crime No: 629, under section 337 IPC (Causing hurt by act endangering life or personal safety of others). 

· On 17 of November 2006, the BDO stated that a charge memo will be issued to the NMP workers shortly and an inquiry officer will be appointed to assess the fault of the NMP workers

· The police are currently awaiting the post mortem report of the deased student.  e this has been received they will direction from the public prosecutor

· Since the incident, the school authorities have received written standing orders from the Deputy Education Officer (DEO) to monitor the meal service. The school has responded by rostering teachers on a timetable to monitor the NMP on a daily basis.  A temporary NMP organiser, cook, helper and ayah have also been appointed on a transfer basis from the nearby elementary school.

·  The four injured students have each received Rs. 25,000 from the Social Welfare Department.  The parents of the deceased student received Rs. 1 lakh as compensation for the death of their son.

· The families of the victims are of the opinion that this was a preventable accident and demand improved safety standards in the school.

· No formal inquiry has been conducted at block, district or state level into the incident

7. Key Recommendations

· State Inquiry into the Incident

The state must conduct an inquiry into the incident. There must be thorough investigations into all accidents that occur in government run schemes. Following this investigation, official reports should be filed and made public.  The investigative process should invite participation from Right to Food activists; child right activists and other concerned groups.  This inquiry must focus on all aspects of the noon meal programme in the school, not merely to assess the responsibility of the NMP staff.  The inquiry team believes that grass-root level workers (the NMP team) are unduly held responsible for accidents occurring in noon meal centers. . The government should accept responsibility for a number of these incidents, which are often due to inadequate facilities and training, and poor management and monitoring rather than just the negligence of the workers.

· High Level Committee headed by Former High Court Judge to be Formed

The Right to Food Campaign proposes that a High Level Committee headed by a former High Court Judge be formed.  This Committee should seek to evaluate the quality of the NMP in Tamil Nadu, placing particular attention on the managerial structure of the programme; procurement policy; nutritional issues, infrastructure and health and safety standards.

· State Management of the Noon Meal Programme
More effective coordination between state departments involved with the NMP needs to occur.  Currently there are numerous departments involved in the programme, these are: the Department of Social Welfare (policy and budget); Department of Rural Development (infrastructure); Department of Municipal Administration and Civil Supplies Corporation (procurement and supply).  Absurdly, the Department of Education has no direct involvement with the programme.  The current managerial structure is unnecessarily confusing and unworkable.  No department is willing to take full and unreserved responsibility for the scheme, many problems occur because of poor departmental coordination. The inquiry team believes that one central body should be empowered to oversee the entirety of the programme and be held accountable for any flaws in the programme.

·  There should be greater local body / community and teacher participation 

There should be greater involvement in the NMP at the local level.  The inquiry team firmly believes that enhanced community and teacher participation improve the quality of the programme in schools.  Parents and Panchayat officials are in the best positions to effectively monitor the programme and ensure that a quality service is being delivered.  Currently there is no official direction requiring teaching staff’s participation in the NMP.  Without teaching staff’s supervision of the scheme, a similar accident could very easily reoccur

· Health and Safety 
The health and safety standards in both this school and many other schools in the state are very poor.  It should be matter of public policy to draw up a set of minimum health and safety requirements that could be used by schools and noon meal centres. The government of Tamil Nadu should completely review the NMP in order to ensure that  the highest of  health an safety standards are being adhered to in government  schools throughout the state.

· NMP Facilities

Additional funding for more adequate facilities is urgently required to prevent the reoccurrence of further incidents at noon meal centres.  The Right to Food Campaign demands that kitchen sheds be modernized immediately and be fitted with cooking gas, running water, steam cookers and high quality cooking vessels.  The size of the kitchen sheds must also be enlarged to allow for more adequate space for food storage, food preparation and a sheltered area for students to eat.  Kitchen sheds must all be fitted with smokeless chimneys for smoke emission and be well ventilated.
· First Aid 
It was apparent that very few teaching and midday meal staff had undergone any formal first aid training.  One teacher even stated that he believed that ink should be poured onto the burn instead of water.  It is imperative that there should be state-funded first aid and safety training and refresher courses for all teaching staff and noon meal staff at public schools.  Furthermore, first aid and accident and emergency modules should be made compulsory in school curriculums.   
· Culture of serving and eating 

The inquiry team believes that the culture of eating and serving at noon meal centers should be promoted. In the present case, children had to wait in long queues to receive their meals and after receiving their food disband to different areas to eat it. All children should be made to sit and the meal should be served to them.  The lack of order in the system means that the social culture of eating and enjoying a meal together is lost. 

· State Provision of Plates to Students
The fact that students are often required to bring plates from home is problematic. Many students are ashamed of doing this because they are bullied for being ‘poor’ from other students not involved in the scheme. In order to detract attention from their plates, the students bring smaller flat plates and therefore do not receive an adequate quantity of food. Some students also borrow the plates of the younger children, consequently the younger children are left without a meal.  The inquiry team firmly believes that there should be state provision of plates to all noon meal centers.

· Compensation of Rs. 5 lakhs  to deceased’s family and  Rs. 50,000 for each of the remaining  four students
The inquiry team are concerned that the payment of state compensation for death and injuries is completely discretionary.  The team believe that the at least Rs. 5 lakhs should have been paid to the family of the deceased student and Rs. 50,000 to the remaining four students who sustained injuries.  

· Counselling to the Victims to be Provided
 The government should take a more holistic approach to compensation and not merely provide financial compensation for injuries or death.  The inquiry team firmly believes that in the present case, bereavement and trauma counselling should have been offered to all victims, their families and to any other affected persons such as teachers and students.  

Report Released to Press on 24.11.2006 by: S.Kannaiyan, Convener, Right to Food Campaign -Tamil Nadu
Secretariat Address: 

No.319, Linghi Chetty Street

II Floor, Chennai -1.
Phone: 044 – 25243246/47
Mobile: 9444989543
Email: rtf_tn@yahoo.co 

� International Convention on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (Art.11); Universal Declaration of Human Rights (Article 25); International Convention on the Rights of the Child, Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Racial Discrimination, Convention on the Elimination of Discrimination Against Women.  See also documents relating to the World Food Summit of 1996 and 2002 and the Millenium Development Goals


� Peoples Union for Civil Liberties v Union of India &Ors.( Writ Petition (Civil) No. 196 of 2001), Supreme Court, 28 November 2001, (PUCL v UOI)


� In Tamil Nadu, the midday meal scheme (MDMS) goes by the name Nutritious Meal Programme (NMP)


� Appointed by the Supreme Court Commissioner.  Commissioner appointed by Supreme Court in W.P No. 196/01, PUCL Vs UOI


� Midday meal scheme was first introduced in the Madras Corporation area in 1925; however the scheme on which the current model is based was introduced in 1982 under Chief Minister of the State M.G Ramachandran.


� �June 21, 2006:Sri Kalyanapuram Corporation Primary School,Vyasarpadi (lizard found in sambar rice at midday meal centre) -Twenty-nine children, aged six to eleven, were admitted to the pediatric ward of Government Stanley Medical Hospital after they complained of stomach ache, dizziness and vomiting after eating at the school’s midday meal centre. Another 59 children were treated as outpatients in the hospital.  T(Source: The Hindu – June 21, 2006) This resulted in many students refusing to consume meals at the midday meal centre (The Hindu – June 29, 2006)


June 22: 2006 Vellore and Tiruvannamalai districts: (food contamination) Over 200 school children complained of dizziness, stomach pain and vomiting sensation after consuming eggs in their midday meal centres in three different schools 


July 24: 2006 Perambalur district: (food contamination) more than 500 school children were hospitalised in with complaints of vomiting, giddiness and stomach pain due to contaminated eggs.


July 26: 2006: Salem and Dharmapuri districts: (food contamination) more than 507 school children have fallen sick and treated in Government hospitals after having boiled eggs served in the MDMS
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