SUPREME COURT CRACKS THE WHIP ON MID-DAY MEALS

(PUCL vs Union of India and others, 196 of 2001)

New Delhi, 20 April. In a marathon session, the Supreme Court today reviewed the state of school meals around the country and passed sweeping orders for the accelerated provision of nutritious mid-day meals in all primary schools.

The hearing built on a series of reports prepared by Dr. N.C. Saxena and Mr. S.R. Sankaran, Commissioners of the Supreme Court in charge of monitoring orders relating to the right to food.  The reports document extensive violations of earlier Supreme Court orders calling for the provision of cooked mid-day meals in all primary schools.  These range from complete failure to initiate mid-day meals in some states (notably Bihar and Uttar Pradesh) to partial implementation in many others.

Some state governments tried to counter these charges, but their rambling pleas did not carry much weight against the massive evidence accumulated in the Commissioners’ reports.

Calling this a matter of “extreme anguish”, the Supreme Court passed a firm order directing all state governments to universalise mid-day meals in primary schools on a priority basis: preferably at the beginning of the coming school year, and in any case no later than September 2004. Compliance reports are to be submitted in early September by the Chief Secretaries, who will be held personally responsible for any lapses.

The Supreme Court also took the central government to task for doing very little to facilitate the universalisation of mid-day meals.  Referring to the Prime Minister’s recent statement (15 August 2003) that cooked mid-day meals would soon be extended to Class 10 as a national programme, the Court directed the central government to submit concrete proposals to this effect within two months.  The central government was also directed to contribute to the recurrent costs of mid-day meals, as recommended by the Abhijit Sen Committee report.

Related directions include the continuation of mid-day meals during holidays in drought-affected areas, priority appointments of Dalit cooks, upgrading of infrastructural facilities for mid-day meals, and tighter monitoring. The matter will be reviewed in mid-September.

For further information, please contact right2food@yahoo.co.in
