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WOMEN'S CHARTER ON FOOD RIGHTS

Article 47 of the Constirution guar-
antees that “the State shall regard
the raising of the level of nutrition
and the standard of living of its
pecple and the improvement of
public health as among its primary
disties”, This duty of the Stare is in
fact a reflection of the fundamental
right of citizens to have access to
health and nutrition. Under Article
21, the Constitution guarantees “a
right 1o life to all citizens of India”,

Food rights are fundamental hu-
man rights recognised and pro-
tected by the Constitution. They
need to continue to be the basis of
current and future economic policy,
Any policy that undermines food
rights should be rejected.

Nutrition

Women eat the least and eat last |

e

in the family, depending on the
lefrovers for their sustenance. 80%
of pregnant women are anaemic,
0% are sunted (ie. less than 4 fi
10") making them high-risk moth-
ers. Because of poor nutritional
intzke, one=third of sll babies are
borm as low birth weight (LBW)
babies who also suffer directly from
the dearth of food. 52% of children
under the age of 5 yoars are mal-
nourished (UNICEF, 1997), Mal-
nourished girl children grow up 1o
be malnounshed mothers and the
cycle is repeated, but with an incre-
mental increase in morbidity.
Espedially hit by nsing food costs
are the over one-third poor rural
families which are female headed
(Beipng Country Report, Dept, of
Women and Child Development,
1995). The refusal of the Govern-
ment fo even recogse their special
needs means that they have to single

handedly bear the burden of rising
prices. They ensure family survival
at the cost of therr own nutntional
and health needs. Orchers carry
double and trple burdens of house-
work, wage work and reproduction
Le. pregnancy, and childbirth.

A gender—just food and agricul-
ture policy must be based on the
equal and fundamental right to food
for all irrespective of gender, class,

and age.

Agriculture

Indian agriculture i= heading for
a crsis of food produoction, food
security and rising prices. The ex-
port drven policies of successive
Governments commitred to
liberalisation, have led to diversion
of vast areas of agricultural land for
horticulture, aquaculture, orchards
and the like. Government policy has
deliberately encouraged production
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of commercial crops through in-
creases in subsidies and loans,

There has been a significant shift
to export onented cash crops away
from food production. Since 1971,
production of small millets {grain
for the poor) declined from
1,988,000 tonnes to 821,900 ronnes
in 1995-96. The area under coarse
cereals has declined from 45.95
million hectares in 1970-71, to
31.4% million hectares in 1995-94
similarly for jowar, the cultivased
area has dropped from 17,37 million
hecrares in 1970-71 to 11.44 mil-
lion hectares in 1995-95,

Public Distribution
Government policies. have ensused
the virmal collapse of the already
highly inadequate public distribu-
ton system (PDS) throwing vast
sections of the poor to the mercy of
the open market. Although lakhs of
tonnes of foodgrains are rorting in
Government godowns, the Govern-
ment committed as it is to condi-
tions set by the International Mon-
etary Fund (IMF) and World Bank
(WB) to disband the PDS, has
refused to distribute these foodgrains
to the poor at affordable prices. The
large majority of the poor have been
deprived of any of the so-called
benefits of BPL (below poverty
line} schemes and indeed do not
even have BPL cards. For example;
in Dharaw, a huge slum in Mumbai,
there are only 375 BPL cardholders.
By administered price hikes of
goods in the PDS, poor quality of
the foodgrains supplied and the
irregularity of the supplies, the
Government has deliberately en-
sured that the off-take s low,
and then used the low off-take
for further cuts,

Since trade liberalisation policies

and strucrural adjustment programs
n India were introduced in 1991,
the off-tuke of food grain from
the Central Public Distribution sys-
tem (CPDS) has gone down from
Rs 207.36 lakh tonnes to 191.19
lakh tonnes. During 1997-98, off-
take fell by 25.6 percent, and it
fell further by 28 percent during
April — May 1998,

Food Prices

Government policies have led to 2
huge hike in food prices of basic
staples such as wheat and rice.
Prices of basic staples have become
higher in India than comparative
prices on the international murcket.
Forexample, in 1992-93, the whole-
sale price of wheat per quintal in
India was Rs, 304.00 compared to
Rs. 190,00 in USA. Similarly for
rice, the wholesale price in India
was Bs. 48100 compared o Rs.
348.00 in USA. From July 1997 to
July 1998, the rceail price of wheat
and rice has risen 12.5 percent and
22 percent respectively, World Bank
policies to cur subsidies on food will
ensure food prices rise even further.
Rising food prices are leading to 2
declining consumption of food
armongst the poor

Food Exports

The declining consumption of food
5 leading to a pseudo “problem
of plenty”, which is then being used
to justify exports, at the cost of
peoples food rights. As 2 result
of trade liberalizarion policies,
cereal exports have increased from
12 percent of total apricultural
exports in 1991-92 to 27 percent in
1995-96, Meanwhile, per capira
coarse cereal consumption has
declined from 17 kg per month in
the 1950z, to 13.5 kg per month in

the 1990s (Ministry of Agriculture).
Globalisation
The government is explaining the
food price rises to the public a3
being linked 1o the weather and
other extraneous factors, In fact, it
5 linked to deliberate policies to
increase food prices in India initi-
ated by the WH, IMF and World
Trading Organisation (WTO) to
push Indian food prices to interna-
tional levels. The WE is now argu-
ing to reduce procurement prices
cven further and force everyone o
buy at the free marker level, Under
the title ‘Getting Agriculture Go-
ing’, the WE report states “Allow
agricultural a5 well as farmgate
prices to increase by linking them
more closely with world prices by
climinuting controls on interna-
tional trude including canalisation
{smport restrictions will be phased
ocut by 2003}, and phasing out
controls on domestic rade, such as
movernent and storage controls, and
pan-territonial and pan-seasonal
pricing for rice and wheat distrib-
uted through the TPDS" (World
Bank Report No, 18089-1IN of *In-
din 1998 Macro Economic Update:
Reforming for Growth and Poverty
Reduction”). As if the crisis that is
erushing the majority of Indians
wasn't enough, the WB wants to
push the ecomomic policies even
further in the direction that under-
mines food righes,

Globalisation is leading to the
peor eating even less, As mentioned
earlier, the per capita consumption

of foodgrains and proteins has gone
down since the advent of

liberalization policies, With unegual
family relaticns as they exist today,
it i1s women of these families whao
bear the  Theavier burden.

24 - Bija - the Sevd = bkmn Mo 21 4 M




Tve Namonar ALLiance

Globalisation is leading to women
eating even less, thereby resulting in
a declining off-take of grains, cere-
als und pulses for the public distri-
bution system, Trade is being
given primacy at not only the cost
of our women and children’s food
security, but their health and eco-
nomic. security also, Any threat to
our food security is a threat w
our national secunty

Genetic Engineering in Food
Crops

Health professionals are concerned
that mass consumption of geneti-
cally engineered (ge.) foods could
make treating infections more diffi-
cult because most g.c. foods contain
antibiotic resistance genes. It is
feared by many scientises thar genes
from viruses and bacreria inserred
into food crops could interact with
bacteria and vireses in our bodies
and create super bactenia and super
viruses. With many European
countries banning ge. crops out-
nghtly, a groundswell of public
opinion worldwide has ansen op-
posing genetically engineered
foods, demanding thar unbiased
and comprehensive safety tests
be carried out extensively before
such foods are pushed onto
the marker,

Despite the face that genetic en-
gineering in agriculture is being sold
to the South as a way to feed their
hungry masses, the use of ge. food
crops is actually pesing a threar to
food security in these countries.
Since the substantial investment
required to bring about ge. foods
has mostly been made by MNCs in
the North, these companies are
assuring they will recerve adequare
return on their investment. To
guarantee this, they are even going

as far as to incorporate ge. tech-
nologies that kill the second genera-
tion of seeds (‘rerminator technol-
ogy'), thus preventing seed saving by
farmers. Such practices further place
food production of the South in the
hands of powerful Northern based

MNCs who are soley interested in

maximizing their own profits.

Women and children suffer most
when food rights are threatened
therefore women’s and children's
food rights must be ar the centre of
our country’s concerns:

L. We women from diverse groups
and organisatons demand that
our Food Rights as enucted in
the Constitution be protecred
under any economic regime,
and by all governments.

2. We demand thae the govern-
ment immediately act through
palicy intervention to arress ris-
ing food prices and inflation
which are clearly linked to struc-
tural adjustment policies.

3. We call for the reintroduction
of the Essential Commodities
Act since unregulated markets
create freedom for hoarders and
black muarketeers and make the
ordinary public victims of harsh
scarcinies of essential commaodi-
ties like food.

4, We call upon the Government
to strengthen the public distri-
bution system (PDS). We de-
mand an expanded system which
will include many more essen-
tial commodities. We demand
that ration cards be given with-
out hindrance to all those who
require them. Foodgraing at half
the price of ration supplies must
be supplied to those below the
poverty line. In particular, tribal
areas must be given prionty in

the distriburion of cheap
toodgrains and other essential
commodities. Women  should
be given & special role in the
running of these PO networks
and the community should be
encouraged to play a bigger role.
This s essential to make a
system more accountable and to
prevent . pilferage and black
marketing. A multi-tiered sys-
tem needs to be established
consisting of; national grain
banks in which the Govern-
ment must play a4 stronger role,
all the way to the micro level
where community run and
wornen run grain banks become
the basiz for household food
security and a communiry [evel
public distribution system.

We demand proper land use
policy puidelines to prevent di-

version of agncultural land for
commercial purpeses including
aquaculture and horticulrure.
Common land and panchayati
land is being handed over to
commercial interests depriving
the village poor of their use. We
demand this practice be stopped
and that the land be used for
production of fodder, fuel etc.
We demand a full and genuine
implementation of land reforms,
and an immediate halt to the
removal of land ceiling laws and
u stop to foreign direct invest-
ment {(FDI} in agrculture. The
removal of land ceilings and the
opening of FDI in agriculture s
increasing the numbers of land-
less and increasing the burden
on the landless.

D'eclin'mg public investment and
encoursgement of the corporare
sector in agriculture leaves the
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10,

farmers vulnerable to rural capi-
talists and multi-national cor-
porations (MNCs). We call
upen the Government to en-
courage public investment and
restrict MINC  investment in
agriculture,

We women call on the WB o
stop the deliberate creation of
hunger and malnutrition in In-
dia through srructural adjust-
ment policies especially those
forced on agriculture.

We demand safe and healthy
food for all. We demand the
Government ensures that our
food is free from chemical and
non-chemical adulteration. Ef-
fective food safety provisions
need to be in place to prevent
adulteration, thereby enabling
the public access to safe and
healthy focds of cur choice,
We reject genetically engineered
foods. Genetically engineered
foods are proving to cause re-
tarded growth and immune de-
ficiencies (The Hindw, 13/8/
98). Since women and children
are the worst victims of malnu-
trition, health hazards due 1o
the consumption of genetically
engineered foods will be most
severely felt by poor women and
children,

We call upon the Government
to immediately stop the license
free importation of 1 million
tonnes of soyabean (for our
edible oil industry) which is not
necessary - from a point of view
of people’s food rights and will
pose threats to livelihoods of
farmers, a large section of whom
are women. It will also pose a

11.

12,

13.

threat to women and children’s
health since the Government
has failed to take action to ban
the importation of genetically
engineered soya or demand the
separation and labeling of all
genetically engineered foods.

WWe demand 2 halt to the use of
imported food and unsafe food
for weltare schemes such as the
ICDS {Integrated Child Devel-
opment Scheme) Mid day Meal
programme, in which such foods
as pre-processed corn soya blend
15 being used extensively. Not
anly 35 such imported food
hazardous to our health due 1o
the use of genetically engi-
neered soya, but our local, nuen-
ent-high cereal and grain
economy is being marpinalised
o SUPPOIT FESOUICE intensive
production systems of the de-
veloped countries.

The government price support
system must be reoriented o
ensure the meeting of basic
fvod needs for women and
children. We call upon the
Government to increase pro-
curement prices of staple foods,
especially those: of millets and
legumes, in order to encourage
farmers to return to growing
essential food crops. Non-food
crops (for example, cotton, to-
bacco and jute) cultivated as raw
materials for industries should
have no government procure-
ment prices gince industries can
directly pay remunerative prices
to farmers.

Women have shways played an
important tole in the produc-
tion and processing of food.
Cotrage and small industries in

14

the food processing sector
gave some employment and §
come are being taken over!
MNCs and big business
panies encouraged by the
ernment, Apart from dest
womens livelthoods, this
leads 10 the flooding of
market with ecxpensive,
healthy junk food, Food
sources are being diverted
large scale to this elite cons
market, creating scarcity
households and rising price ri
We demand that food pro
ing should be reserved for®
smill scale sector. Such a
vation of the food processi
mdustry for the small sc
sector would be consistent
WTO requirements of natio
treatment, since we would
treating domestic industries
the same way as MNCs
excluding both from entry inf
the food processing indusn

We call upen the Governme
to restrict and ban all exports ¢
essential food il all are fed. W
demand that the food needs o
women and children of thi
country are met first, and onl
the surpluses from meeting thi
need should be used for trads
exports, Instead of women ea
g last and least — relying o
the leftovers for their s
nance, we demand that glob
trade be left with the lefrovers
only after the food rights of al
within the country are met. The
Government needs to maincal
vigilant monitoring of produe
tion, consumption and the foo

needs of all.
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