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The malaise of malnutrition

India needs to double yearly rate of fall in stunting cases to achieve its 2022 target

THOMAS ABRAHAM

A new report, ‘Food and Nutrition Se-
curity Analysis, India, 2019’, authored
by the Government of India and the Un-
ited Nations World Food Programme,
paints a picture of hunger and malnu-
trition amongst children in large pock-
ets of India. This punctures the image
of a nation marching towards prosperi-
ty. It raises moral and ethical questions
about the nature of a state and society
that, after 70 years of independence,
still condemns hundreds of millions of
its poorest and vulnerable citizens to
lives of hunger and desperation. And it
once again forces us to ask why despite
rapid economic growth, declining le-
vels of poverty, enough food to export,
and a multiplicity of government pro-
grammes, malnutrition amongst the
poorest remains high.

A trap of poverty, malnutrition
The report shows the poorest sections
of society caught in a trap of poverty
and malnutrition, which is being
passed on from generation to genera-
tion. Mothers who are hungry and mal-
nourished produce children who are
stunted, underweight and unlikely to
develop to achieve their full human
potential.

The effects of malnourishment in a
small child are not merely physical. A
developing brain that is deprived of nu-
trients does not reach its full mental po-
tential. A study in the Lancet notes,
“Undernutrition can affect cognitive
development by causing direct structu-
ral damage to the brain and by impair-
ing infant motor development.” This in
turn affects the child’s ability to learn at
school, leading to a lifetime of poverty
and lack of opportunity.

Another study in the Lancet ob-
serves, “These disadvantaged children
are likely to do poorly in school and
subsequently have low incomes, high
fertility, and provide poor care for their
children, thus contributing to the inter-
generational transmission of poverty.”
In other words, today’s poor hungry
children are likely to be tomorrow’s
hungry, unemployed and undereducat-
ed adults.

The findings in the report are not
new: many studies over the last five
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years have exposed the failure of the In-
dian state to ensure that its most vulner-
able citizens are provided adequate nu-
trition in their early years. India has
long been home to the largest number
of malnourished children in the world.
Some progress has been made in reduc-
ing the extent of malnutrition. The pro-
portion of children with chronic malnu-
trition decreased from 48% percent in
2005-06 to 38.4% in 2015-16. The per-
centage of underweight children de-
creased from 42.5% to 35.7% over the
same period. Anaemia in young chil-
dren decreased from 69.5% to 58.5%
during this period. But this progress is
small.

An ambitious target

The government’s National Nutrition
Mission (renamed as Poshan Abhiyaan)
aims to reduce stunting (a measure of
malnutrition that is defined as height
that is significantly below the norm for
age) by 2% a year, bringing down the
proportion of stunted children in the
population to 25% by 2022. But even
this modest target will require doubling
the current annual rate of reduction in
stunting.

The minutes of recent meetings of
the Executive Committee of Poshan Ab-
hiyaan do not inspire much confidence
about whether this can be achieved. A
year after it was launched, State and
Union Territory governments have only
used 16% of the funds allocated to
them. Fortified rice and milk were to be
introduced in one district per State by
March this year. But the minutes of a
March 29 meeting showed that this had

not been done, and officials in charge of

public distribution had not yet got their
act together. Or, as the minutes put it,
“The matter is under active considera-
tion of the Ministry of Consumer Af-
fairs, Food and Public Distribution”.
Anganwadis are key to the distribution
of services to mothers and children. But
many States, including Bihar and Od-

Global problem, local solutions

Forest dwellers and farmers are the best hope to
preserve biodiversity and ensure food security

SOUMYA SARKAR

The Dongria Kondh tribe of Niyamgi-
ri Hills are among the best conserva-
tionists in the world. Known for the
spirited defence of their forested
habitat against short-sighted indus-
trialisation, they have through mil-
lennia evolved a lifestyle that is in
perfect harmony with
nature. Across India,
there are scores of indi-
genous people who have
managed to lead mea-
ningful lives without
wanton destruction of
natural ecosystems.

These tribes, along
with marginalised com-
munities living on the fringes of for-
ests and millions of smallholder
farmers, are the best hope that India
has to preserve biodiversity and en-
sure food security. At a time when na-
ture faces the threat of another mass
extinction of species, their impor-
tance cannot be emphasised enough
because they offer us solutions to av-
ert an imminent meltdown.

The first global assessment of bio-
diversity by a UN-backed panel,
which released its report in May, held
humans squarely responsible for the
looming mass extinction of species.
Without radical efforts towards con-
servation, the rate of species extinc-
tion will only gather momentum. The
red flag comes close on the heels of a
February report by the UN Food and
Agriculture Organization (FAO). A
loss in biodiversity simply means that
plants and animals are more vulnera-
ble to pests and diseases, and it puts
food security and nutrition at risk,
the FAO said.

At a higher risk
Although biodiversity loss is a global
problem, it can be countered only
with local solutions. There’s no one-
size-fits-all approach. A solution that
has succeeded in a temperate,
wealthy nation may not be suitable
for a country like India. Our tropical
homeland is rich in biodiversity, but
the imperatives of relentless econom-
ic growth, urbanisation, deforesta-
tion and overpopulation place it at
risk more than many other places.
Nothing can be achieved without
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the active participation of communi-
ties that live close to nature — farmers
and forest dwellers. It is now obvious
that intensive agriculture, exploita-
tive forestry and overfishing are the
main threats to biodiversity in India
and the world. In their prognosis, UN
agencies are unanimous that the best
way to correct the present course is
to heed the accumulated
wisdom of indigenous pe-
oples, fishers and
farmers.

The situation with our
forests is even more dire.
Instead of evicting forest
dwellers from  their
homes, we should be en-
couraging them to con-
serve and nurture their habitats.
Pressure from industrialisation does
not care too much about conserva-
tion and biodiversity. The same holds
true for the overexploitation of our
rivers and seas.

For solutions one has to just look
at the growing movement of zero-
budget natural farming in Andhra
Pradesh and Telangana, or the com-
munity-driven forest conservation in-
itiatives in Odisha and the Northeast,
to realise that there is hope for the
natural ecosystem, if only we act on
the advice of local communities.

No silver bullet
There is no silver bullet to solve the
problem of crop and biodiversity loss
at the national level. The natural
farming movement in Andhra Pra-
desh may not be suitable for, say,
Punjab. Fortunately, India’s farmers
and tribes are nothing if not innova-
tive and they do have local solutions.
Loss of biodiversity and the threat
of species extinction along with the
alarming changes wrought by global
warming are the primary concerns of
our times. Our best bet for survival
depends on how well we address
these issues. We can do that only if
we put people at the centre of our ac-
tions. If we continue to ride rough-
shod over the people who are essen-
tial to revitalising nature, we do so
only at our peril.

Soumya Sarkar is Managing Editor of
IndiaClimateDialogue.net

isha, which have large vulnerable popu-
lations, are struggling to set up func-
tioning anganwadis, and recruit staff.

The key to ending the tragedy of
child nutrition lies with a handful of
State governments: the highest levels of
stunted and underweight children are
found in Jharkand, Bihar, Madhya Pra-
desh, Gujarat and Maharashtra. Malnu-
trition is a reflection of age-old patterns
of social and economic exclusion. Over
40% of children from Scheduled Tribes
and Scheduled Castes are stunted.
Close to 40% of children from the Other
Backward Classes are stunted. The lack
of nutrition in their childhood years
can reduce their mental as well as phys-
ical development and condemn them
to a life in the margins of society.

Stunting and malnourishment starts
not with the child, but with the mother.
An adolescent girl who is malnourished
and anaemic tends to be a mother who
is malnourished and anaemic. This in
turn increased the chances of her child
being stunted.

The problem is access to food

As Amartya Sen noted, famines are
caused not by shortages of food, but by
inadequate access to food. And for the
poor and marginalised, access to food
is impeded by social, administrative
and economic barriers. In the case of
children and their mothers, this could
be anything from non-functioning or
neglectful governments at the State,
district and local levels to entrenched
social attitudes that see the poor and
marginalised as less than equal citizens
who are meant to be an underclass and
are undeserving of government efforts
to provide them food and lift them out
of poverty.

Alot of attention has focussed on the
government’s aim of turning India into
a $5 trillion economy in the next five
years. Whether this will achieved is a
matter for debate. But these declara-
tions only serve to obscure a larger real-
ity. There is a large section of society,
the poorest two-fifths of the country’s
population, that is still largely un-
touched by the modern economy
which the rest of the country inhabits.
As one part of the country lives in a 21st
century economy, ordering exotic cui-
sines over apps, another part struggles
with the most ancient of realities: find-
ing enough to eat to tide them over till
the next day.

Thomas Abraham is a Bengaluru-based writer
on social issues. He is the author of ‘Polio: The
Odyssey of Eradication’

A pre-election strike on Iran?

Why a purportedly ‘limited’ attack by the U.S. is likely — and worrying

TABISH KHAIR

Is Iran being set up for a ‘limited scale
conflict’ just before the U.S. presiden-
tial election? This is a suspicion that
might be far from the minds of North
and West European leaders, hailing
from countries that, since World War
11, have been sceptical of war, especial-
ly in their own neighbourhoods. But
Iran is not really in their neighbour-
hood. Will countries like Germany,
France or Brexiting-U.K. have the con-
viction or coherence to stand up for
Iran, which has been pushed into a cor-
ner by the one-sided withdrawal of Do-
nald Trump’s U.S. from the internation-
al nuclear deal brokered under former
U.S. President Barack Obama? It re-
mains one of the great ironies of polit-
ics today that Mr. Trump is such good
friends with North Korea, which seems
to have no intention of abandoning its
nuclear weapons, and so belligerent to-
wards Iran, which did sign an interna-
tional nuclear deal!

Liberal Europe might have trouble
imagining the effect of a ‘limited scale
conflict’ on a national electorate just
before elections, but surely we Indians
have larger imaginations? I am not say-
ing that Mr. Trump and his publicity
troops are planning a ‘hot’, instead of
the currently ‘cold’, conflict with Iran.
What I am saying is that there are very
good ‘factors’ which may lead to it.

Demonstration of ‘greatness’

Mr. Trump needs a ‘patriotic’ surge to
be certain of victory in the coming pre-
sidential election, and he is a politician
not averse to chest-thumping heroics at
the cost of other people’s sons. Not sur-
prisingly, this year marked the first 4th
of July celebration in recent memory
that was highly politicised and in which
the U.S. armed forces were clearly in-
serted into the current Republican slo-
gan of ‘Make America Great Again’. It
was also a far more military show than
in the past. This overlap of the ‘great-
ness’ of the American military — U.S.
military expenditure in 2018 was
around $650 billion (China was second
with $250 billion, and Saudi Arabia and
India, hurrah, were third and fourth
with about $67 billion each) — with the
political rhetoric of ‘greatness’ pursued

by Mr. Trump’s Republicans can lead to
a ‘demonstration’ of ‘greatness’ on
Iran. Such a ‘demonstration’ is likely in
other ways too. For instance, the U.S.s
two best friends — Saudi Arabia and Is-
rael — clearly want Iran dismantled as
much as possible. The rhetoric of ‘Isla-
mist terror’ can be used to effect this,
particularly because most Americans
cannot distinguish between Shia and
Sunni Muslims, and hence do not know
that the hated Islamic State and al Qae-
da are Sunni, while Iran is Shia.

To this will be added a certain sec-
tion of the liberal voice in the ‘free’
West: people who have good reasons to
dislike the clerical regime in Iran, peo-
ple who would like to see Iran become
democratic. While their reasons are
good, many of them are too idealistic
or too removed from Iran to think of
what might happen once the conflict
begins — and escalates. Perhaps I am
being pessimistic, but I have seen a
number of countries go to pieces under
the flag of ‘freedom’ in recent years:
Iraq, Libya, Syria, Sudan. In every case,
there was hope and many good argu-
ments for a change of regime. In every
case, the hopes have been belied and,
looking back, the earlier status quo
seems to have been a relative mercy.

Moreover, North and West European
states are bogged down in a post-Brexit
situation, have highly developed but
stagnant economies, and pacifist but
increasingly parochial electorates.
They would not be willing to do much
to stop a conflict. Given the fact that the
two biggest industries in the world —
weapons and oil — might have vested
interests in a ‘limited conflict’ in Iran,
and these industries are not voiceless
in Europe either, one can also expect
the worst.

Finally, the ‘national ethos’ of Iran
will contribute to it too. Iran is one of
the major nations of the world, the core
of an ancient civilisation. Many Ira-
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nians would be too proud to eat hum-
ble pie in the face of American might.
They are likely to be encouraged into
war-like sentiments by the more radical
Iranian mullahs, with their own Islamic
suspicion of the U.S. and the West. The
ability of the religious to believe that
God will intervene on their behalf is not
a reassuring element either.

A different matter

The likelihood of a staged conflict just
before the U.S. presidential election
getting out of hand ought to worry In-
dia. A conflict between the U.S. and
Iran would not be like a conflict bet-
ween India and Pakistan, which are
neighbours. They can inflict some dam-
age on each other. And the only likeli-
hood - victory by India, which is the
greater military power — would leave
matters unresolved for the victor: India
will not only have to control much of
hostile captured territory but still be
exposed to ‘Islamist’ attacks from other
Muslim countries, because even
beyond Pakistan there lie other Muslim
nations and regions. Incidentally, these
other neighbours do not desire major
trouble between India and Pakistan;
they prefer the current status quo.
There will also be no ‘global’ or ‘liberal’
cheerleading for either India or Pakis-
tan in the case of a conflict.

But a purportedly ‘limited’ attack by
the U.S. on Iran is a different matter:
the U.S. would remain largely unaffect-
ed, because it is too far away and far too
strong. Iran has neighbours — not just
Saudi Arabia and Israel — who would
love to see it bombed a few decades
back into the past. And there will even
be a degree of ‘global’ and ‘liberal’
cheerleading for a presumed ‘return to
democracy’ in Iran. The prospects, to
say the least, are worrying.

Tabish Khair is an Indian novelist and academic
who works in Denmark
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P.M. wants selective bank take-over

The Prime Minister, Mrs. Indira Gandhi,
sprung a major surprise to-night [July 9] by
sending a note to the Congress Working
Committee - through a special messenger
from Delhi - more or less associating herself
with the Leftist demand for bank nationali-
sation. When the Working Committee was
discussing the draft on economic policy,
prepared by Mr. C. Subramaniam and Mr.
Sadiq Ali, the Prime Minister’s note was re-
ceived spelling out her broad approach to
problems of agriculture, industry and finan-
cial institutions. Mrs. Gandhi did not plead
for bank nationalisation as such but ex-

pressed the view that the suggestion for se-
lective nationalisation of some of the major

banks was worth considering in the context
of the larger economic objectives of the Con-

gress Party. The Prime Minister’s note was

Money, but
not really

Decline across the board

The number of seized fake currency notes and the cumulative face value of
these notes declined from 2015 to 2019*. Delhi accounted for the highest
quantum of fake currency notes seized between 2015 and 2019. The ¥500 note
is the most counterfeited note in terms of numbers. By Varun B. Krishnan

Fake currency hotspots

not considered in detail by the Working
Committee since there was not enough time
before the members adjourned for the din-
ner given in their honour by the Mysore Pra-
desh Congress Reception Committee. But it
will be discussed at length in Mrs. Gandhi’s

presence when the Working Committee
meets again to-morrow night.

The year 2017 (after demonetisation) saw a dip in the
number of fake currency notes but an upsurge in the

face value of notes seized
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¥2,000 notes catch up

Fake %1,000 notes continued to be seized post-
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demonetisation. The number and face value of fake

¥2,000s seized were high despite being introduced later
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Apart from the national capital, Gujarat and West Bengal registered
the highest quantum of fake currency seized in the past five years
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Though Gujarat topped the
cumulative list, it registered a
huge decline (86.31%) in the
value of fake currency notes
seized in 2018 compared to 2017

Odisha (-96%) and
Punjab (-86%) were
the other big States
to see adecline. T.N
(505%), Rajasthan

(287%) and
Karnataka (223%)
registered the
biggest increases in
2018 from 2017
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German Gold for Indian Sedition.

The mail papers from England bring the sen-
sational news that Mrs. [Annie] Besant in in-
terviews to the Press has made the definite
statement that, to her own certain know-
ledge, German gold energised sedition and
unrest in India. Speaking to an interviewer
of the London ‘Times’ she declared that “the
revolutionary party in India was supported
largely by German money, which had been
used for many years in the effort to cause un-
rest. Even before the war, money had been
spent freely on German propaganda work,
which was carried on largely by German
missionaries who taught children to ‘call for
the German Kaiser’, instead of for our own
King-Emperor. The first results of German
propaganda were the revolutionary move-
ments in Punjab and Bengal. Impatience at
the slow progress made towards freedom by
the old peaceful methods had caused the
younger men in India, particularly the stu-
dent class, to despair of those methods ever
proving successful. Their participation in re-
volution was an act of despair, but the num-
ber of this class associated with the purely
revolutionary movement, who wanted sepa-
ration, was small.”
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