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THE STATE OF CHILDREN

NOT SO long ago, the Director of
the Nutrition Foundation of India,
Dr. C. Gopalan, made a timely, if
somewhat grim, prediction that,
unless drastic steps were taken,
20 million out of the 23 million
children expected to be born in
1983 will be physically and men-
tally impaired due to malnutrition.
Given the ineluctable fact that an
overwhelming majority of these
children will be born in the rural
areas, one would have thought that
the Government would heed the
warning and take immediate action
to avoid such a calamity. Instead,
in the very next Budget which was
presented to the nation less than
three months after Dr. Gopalan
had delivered his warning, the
Government struck @ death blow
to the cause of rural development
by withdrawing the already-cir-
cumscribed benefit of tax deduc-
tion available to companies and
other assessees involved in rural
development work.

This is but one example of the
debilitating lack of vision inherent
in most governmental policies of
recent years. It also points, inci-
dentally, to a more culpable wrong,
viz., that despite all the high-flown
rhetoric that characterises the gov-
ernment’s pronouncements on deve-
lopment in general, precious little is
being done to translate objectives
into reality.

The appearance, in this context,
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of a well-documented report by
UNICEF entitled An Analysis of
the Situation of Children in India,
could not be more appropriate.
The report, says David Haxton,
Regional Director of UNICEF for
South Central Asia, “is an attempt
at contributing to an understanding
of the extent, nature, correlations
and consequences of the different
factors that determine children’s
development. It is part of the
preparation for a renewed social
response to the current situation of
children.”

Its other merits apart, the report
serves a particularly useful purpose
inasmuch as it highlights, in the
most graphic terms, the magnitude
of the problem under discussion by
an objective analysis of basic sta-
tistical data gleaned largely from
official sources. In doing so, it
obviously errs on the side of mode-
ration, but, even so, it succeeds in
underlining the crying need for
urgent action.

The figures are truly disconcert-
ing: of the more than 270 million
children’ in this country, less than
half have access to an essential
minimum of nutrition, health care
and learning opportunities; rural
child mortality is as high as 48.9
per cent as against 38.29 per cent
in the urban areas; at least 60 per
cent of Indian women. suffer from
anaemia, which is one of the
causes of infant mortality; nearly

a third of the pregnancies among
poor women are wasted in miscar-
riages and stillbirths; less than 15
per cent of children below five
years can be considered as having
adequate nutrition; nearly 30,000
children become blind each year
due to vitamin A deficiency alone;
although about 80 per cent of
children are enrolled in schools
between 5 and 8 years of age, as
much as 63.1 per cent drop out
before completing primary schocl
and 77.1 per cent before completing
middle school. . . .

The standard governmental alibi
for this appalling state of affairs is,
of course, lack of resources. This,
despite staggering increases in the
volume of money being pumped
into the public exchequer year
after year. In any case, what is the
government’s record in areas where
its burden has been sought to be
lightened by private enterprise?
The production of vaccines is a
case in point. Despite nearly 20 to
30 per cent of the child deaths
occurring due to six common
immunizable diseases, viz., tetanus,
measles, tuberculosis, whooping
cough, diphtheria and poliomyelitis,
governmental policies have ensured
that the production of vaccines has
seldom kept pace with increasing
demand. The effects of such poli-
cies in other areas of health care
are too well-known to need reite-
ration.
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