Report on Death of 3 Tribal Children

at Saidabad village, Khalwa block, Harsud tehsil
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by Dr.Mihir Shah

 Adviser to National Commissioners appointed by the Supreme Court

(mainly based on newspaper reports and first-hand investigation by an NGO,

Spandan Samaj Sewa Samiti)

The Background (from a report about the block prepared in 2003 by Dr.Mihir Shah)

· Khalwa is one of the most backward blocks of MP

· The population is predominantly tribal (mainly belonging to the Korku community)

· There is great shortage of drinking water

· This is a single crop, rainfed economy

· Agricultural productivity is at a very low level

· The area witnesses high levels of out-migration
· Levels of indebtedness are very high.

· Loans from the local moneylenders for inputs (seed and fertilizers) are a very common phenomenon in almost every family in the region. 

· The traders for seed and fertilizer generally are the important source for this. The loan for seed is repaid at the rate of 1.5 times and fertilisers are repaid at 1.25 times the purchase price/quantity. This comes to an interest rate of 6-8% per month or 72% to 96% per annum. 

· In addition to this the trader also picks up the harvest at a price lower than the prevailing market price. 

· The small and marginal cultivators have little choice but to comply with these terms as they have to come back to the same trader every season for a fresh loan. 

· High input costs combined with high rates of interest charged by the trader-moneylenders force the small and marginal farmer households into a debt trap. 

The Present Episode

· Three children died at Saidabad Dhana, a hamlet of Saidabad village, Khalwa block, Harsud tehsil, Khandwa district, MP in March 2004. From available records the following details emerge

	No
	Name of the Child
	Sex
	Age
	Community
	Occupation of Family
	Apparent Cause of death
	Date of death

	1
	Rukmini d/o Radheshyam
	F
	4 years
	ST (Korku)
	Casual labour
	Malnutrition
	8/3/04

	2
	Manish s/o Pratap
	M
	3 years
	ST (Korku)
	Casual labour
	Measles
	11/3/04

	3
	Ajay s/o Sukhlal
	M
	3 years
	ST (Korku)
	Casual labour
	Measles
	11/3/04


· Rukmini died in the government hospital, Khalwa. The other 2 children were also referred to the hospital. One of them died at home and the other on the way back from the hospital.

· The official death certificate of Rukmini states that she died of malnutrition, although no medical certificate has been provided. The death certificates of Manish and Ajay give no indication of the cause of death.

· However, the families of the boys say that they suffered from serious respiratory problems and were not able to eat anything at all 3-4 days prior to their death.

· The hamlet is only 10 km away from the block headquarters

· The hamlet has 37 families, mainly Korku scheduled tribes

· Most of these are marginal, single-crop farmers, cultivating low productivity, rainfed land

· Six families are landless

· In the works carried out by the gram panchayat, minimum wages are never paid.

· Most families need to migrate in search of work. At the time of the visit by Spandan there was not a single male present in the hamlet

· Even though there are 70 children in the hamlet, they are unable to access the village Anganwadi because it is located in the main Saidabad village, which is across the river from their hamlet

· All the children appear to be moderately to severely malnourished

· Four of them can be said to be in a serious condition and require urgent attention

· There are serious irregularities in the functioning of the PDS constituting a flagrant violation of SC orders:

· The amount given against the Antyodaya card is less than the entitlement

· The amount recorded in the card is more than that given to the card-holder

· The rate charged is higher than the prescribed rate

· The shop does not open daily

· There is no provision for rations to be bought in instalments

· Records show kerosene being distributed when it has not been so distributed

· The entire hamlet has now petitioned the Collector on these irregularities (attached)

· They have also petitioned the Collector to be included in the AAY (many of them were not even in the BPL list) (attached)

· Pensions to old and destitute people have not been provided

· Overall there appears to be a major "nutritional emergency" in the area. There are villages even more remote than Saidabad where conditions are likely to be even worse.

· While establishing proximate causes of death is always a contentious matter, the fact that the circumstances listed above contributed in a major to way to all 3 deaths, cannot be denied.

Actions initiated by the administration after the deaths

· Distribution of daliya has started since 23rd March

· Intensive immunisation has started but no immunisation cards have been provided to the families so that they have no real idea of what is going on

· The health worker who brought the deaths of the children to light has reportedly been suspended

Recommended Steps
· Immediate short and long-term steps need to be taken to engender food security in the area

· All families in the hamlet should be provided AAY cards

· An ICDS centre should be opened in the hamlet

· Proper mid-day meals should be provided to the children

· Public works aimed at long-term drought-proofing should be opened that also provide immediate employment to the people at the statutory rates

· Proper functioning of the PDS should be ensured

· Continuous monitoring of health and provision of necessary medical facilities

(Dr. Mihir Shah)
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