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A holistic  drive  is  needed  to  overcome  the  socio-cultural  barriers  and  systemic  hurdles  to

improve the health and nutrition outcomes of our children and women

It  is  a country that fares rather poorly on many nutrition indicators.  There are 19.8 million

children in India, under the age of 6, who are undernourished. It is a well-known fact that the

foundation of a healthy life is laid in the first six years.

Hence, a healthy start from the moment of conception is needed, for both mother and child,

comprising  access  to  proper  healthcare,  nutrition  and  early  childhood  care.  This  results,

subsequently, in sound physical, emotional and cognitive growth of a child. 
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However,  for  millions  of  children  in  this  country,  starting  healthy  is  but  a  distant  dream.

Irreversible  damage  can be caused by  this—be it  loss  of  thinking abilities;  underdeveloped

motor skills, speech and physical growth; lack of concentration and inability to interact with

other children—not to mention reduced growth, lower immunity levels, higher morbidity rates

and overall poor development. 

The inter-generational cycle of health starts with a healthy mother. It therefore follows that an

undernourished mother will  give birth to an undernourished child.  The right  start  to life  is

fuelled by a system ensuring wholesome nutritive care for the pregnant and lactating mother,

which then gets extended to the child.

But unfortunately, a close look at some important indicators sums up the reality on the ground.

More than half (53.9%) of our girls within 15-19 years have low body mass index (BMI); more

than one-fourth (26.8%) of the women within the age group of 20-24 are married before they

reach 18;  only one in every five mothers (21%)  has full  ante-natal  care;  one in every two

pregnant women (50.3%) within the age-group of 15-49 is anaemic; and only one-third (30%) of

the mothers consume iron and folic supplement during pregnancy. 

In order to emphasize the importance of a right and healthy start to the lives of children, the

Union government runs an extensive public health system network under the Integrated Child

Development Scheme (ICDS). This scheme addresses the needs related to health, nutrition and

proper  development of  children in this  age group,  pregnant  women and mothers  who are

nursing their young. 

However,  despite  sustained  efforts,  ICDS has  not  been  significantly  able  to  improve  the

nutritional statistics for the country.

According to data revealed by the National Family Health Survey (NFHS- IV), 38% of children

under the age of 5 are stunted (not attaining age-appropriate height), 21% suffer from wasting



(not  attaining  age-appropriate  weight),  36%  are  underweight  and  the  total  immunization

coverage in the country is at a poor 62%. 

Further analysis shows a grim picture: only one in four children receives a proper health check

from a doctor or other health personnel within two days of birth; only two in five children

under the age of 3 are breastfed within an hour of birth; a little more than half of the children

(54.9%) under the age of 6 months are exclusively breastfed; and most alarmingly, only one

among every 10 children (9.6%) within the age-group of 6-23 months receives an adequate diet.

And what’s the story that these numbers depict? 

Take the case of the small community of Birhors, a nomadic hunting, gathering tribe, living in a

remote part of Koderma district of Jharkhand. Until about five years ago, they did not believe in

immunization or in practising healthcare for the expectant mother or the newborn child. The

custom,  in  fact,  was  to  isolate  the  expecting  mother  during  the  last  few  weeks  of  her

pregnancy.  She  would  deliver  her  own  baby,  and  cut  the  umbilical  cord  by  herself.  And

vaccinations were feared to be fatal. 

When ICDS was initially  introduced to the community,  the anganwadi worker  hired from an

upper caste refused to even touch the children, thereby causing no major shift in attitude other

than a plain disdain for the system itself. 

It was only when the Rashtriya Jharkhand Seva Sansthan (RJSS), a grassroots level non-profit

supported by Child Rights and You (CRY),  advocated for a member of the community to be

hired as the anganwadi worker for the centre, did some change begin to happen.

And  even  though  there  has  been  an  increased  awareness  about  hygiene  procedures,

vaccination is not such a feared experience anymore, and institutional deliveries are happening,

there is still a long way to go for the children of this community to attain optimal nutritional

status.



If the story sounds all too familiar, this is just because it’s almost the same everywhere. This

brings us to the two urgent needs of the hour.

On one hand, we need to start building proper awareness around the health and nutrition of

the mother and the child. On the other, we have to have the infrastructure ready and working

—with  adequate  functional anganwadis  and  the  supplementary  nutrition  centres  properly

staffed and equipped with provisions at every corner of the country, with adequate resources

earmarked for the entire system to function seamlessly. 

To cut a long story short,  what  is needed is a holistic drive to overcome the socio-cultural

barriers and systemic hurdles to improve the health and nutrition outcomes of our children and

women.
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