DVER STORY

YING YOUNG

thousands of children die every year in Maharashtra,
the tribal areas, because of malnutrition-related
. The State government, relying on incomplete data

- , refuses o admit the _reu!!iiy :
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AST YEAR, in what seemed like a

crusade to awaken the conscience of
the Maharashtra government, the Ma-
rathi-language press relentlessly published
reports on the continuing deaths of large
number of children owing to malnutri-
tion. The reports said that between May
and April 2004, as many as 234 children
had died in Nandurbar and Dhule dis-
tricts, 2,000 in the five tribal-dominared
districts of Amravari, Yavarmal, Gadchi-
roli, Chandrapur and Bhandara in the Vi-
darbha region and 72 in Dhamni and
Chikaldhara raluks in the Melghat re-
gion, and that 600 children were afHlicted
with Grade 4 malnutrition, which is
life-threatening.

The distressing statistics and photo-
graphs had the desired effect. Chief Jus-
tice Dalveer Bhandari and Justice
Dhananjay Chandrachud of the Bombay-
High Court were spurred into action and
suo motu writ petition No.5629 of 2004
was born. A notice was issued to the Stare
government, bringing the issue of malnu-
trition-related deaths and other causes of
infant mortality to the forefront once

again,

In July 2004, the court issued the first
set of directives to the government seck-
ing immediate action. The government
was directed to provide the factual health
status in representative villages in Gad-
chiroli, Yavarmal, Amravati, Nandurbar
and Dhule districts. The findings in the
status report were depressing, but predict-
able. They brought up the issue of inade-
quate medical facilities and chronic under
nourishment among children for discus-
sion yet again. The State government set
up the Committee to Evaluare Child
Mortality, headed by the community
health specialist Dr. Abhay Bang of the
Society for Education, Action and Re-
search  in  Community  Health
(SEARCH), whose 2001 rt in Ma-
rathi on child deaths (Kowali Pangal, or
The Fall of Tender Leaves) had also been
instrumental in the swo motu action by
the court,

In August 2004, the committee sub-
mirted its first report, which highlighred
the magnitude of the problem and the
under-reporting of chiﬂl deaths by the
government. The 55-page report estimat-

A malnourished child in Nandurbar,
one of the tribal-dominated districts
of Maharashtra that has recorded a
large number of cases of
malnutrition deaths.
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Adivasl mothers waiting with their children outside the cottage hospital in Jawhar in Thane district. Most of the children
have been diagnosed with varying grades of malnutrition.

ed that berween 1.20 lakh and 1.75 lakh
children died every year in the State for
medical reasons. Ir warned thar 38 lakh
children would die in the next 20 years if
the authorities remained “insensitive o
their sufferings”. The report blamed an
insensitive bureaucracy for the plight of
nearly eight lakh children whose lives
were threatened by Grade 3 or 4 malnu-
trition.

Reviewing the 15-year record of the
State in this matter, the report said it
found little improvement. The percent-
age of children affected by Grade 3 or 4
malnutrition had fallen by a mere 0.6 per
cent between 1988 and 2002, It also
quoted from a study of the National Nu-
trition Monitoring Bureau (NNMB),
which said that more than 40 lakh chil-
dren were affected with Grade 2 to 4 mal-
nutrition in Maharashrra. It estimated
thar 82,000 children died every year in
the rural areas of the State, 23,500 in the
tribal areas and 56,000 in urban slums.

Although the report was tabled in the
Legislative Council in December 2004
and the Health Minister accepred it say-
ing that its recommendations would be
implemented, not much has happened.

In March 2005, the commitree presented
its second report. This report took the
next logical step of making detailed rec-
ommendations on how to reduce malnu-
trition and child deaths.

In July, showing continued interest in
the matter, the court followed up the case
and inquired what the State government
had done. The government admitred that
this year there were 1,600 deaths of chil-
dren. However, this figure in no way gives
the real picture as it only gives the num-
ber of child deaths in the five tribal-dom-
inated districts, recorded over a period of
five months.

According to government statistics,
the rotal number of child deaths in the
entire State between July 2004 (when the
court took an interest in the matter) and
June 2005 is estimated to be 45,000, In-
terestingly, the estimate based on the
Sample Registration Survey of the Gov-
ernment of India for the same period is
1,20,000 deaths.

On Seprember 16, the court directed
the State government to submit a time-
bound programme to implement the rec-
ommendations of the commirtee.

The court case has indeed succeeded

in bringing out the crux of the issue. The
State government was guilty of two things
— inability to check malnutrition-related
deaths and inaccurate maintenance of re-
cords of the death of children for various
medical reasons, nor just malnutrition.

There are two issues that need to be
tackled on a war-footing to reduce the
high rate of child morality. One is, of
course, immediate medical relief for chil-
dren afflicred by malnutrition and the
prevention of further cases. The second is
1o ensure that there is accurate collection
of data by the State on child deaths from
all medical causes. After the public out-

¢ that followed the 2001 publicarion
of Kowali Pangal, the State government
promised that there would be 100 per
cent reporting of child deaths. However,
no significant improvement has been
made since then.

In order to rectify this situation, the
committee supgested an action plan,
which is as follows: Reiterace che clear
goal of reducing the Infant Mortality
Rate (IMR) to 15 per 1,000 live births by
2010, which is the aim of the State’s Pop-
ularion Policy of 2000 rake a decision on
fixing accountability — follow a model
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