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Save ICDS! Strengthen ICDS!

Oppose Direct Cash Transfer in ICDS!

Oppose the move to stop hot cooked meals in anganwadi centres!

Oppose the move to introduce nursery schools in place of anganwadi centres! 
Oppose the cut in central share of the ICDS budget from 60% to 25%

These are the demands being raised by the lakhs of anganwadi workers and helpers across the country. Saving and strengthening the Integrated Child Development Services (ICDS) scheme has come to the forefront today because of the attempts by the present BJP led government of Modi to weaken and dismantle it. These attempts, if allowed, will prove to be disastrous. Around 8 crore children under six and over 2 crore women will lose the very basic services that the ICDS has been providing – supplementary nutrition, health services, preschool education. And of course, the jobs of around 27 lakh of anganwadi workers and helpers will be under threat.
ICDS was started as a holistic programme to address the severe problems of high infant, child and maternal mortality rates resulting from malnutrition and anaemia among women and children in our country, the high rates of illiteracy and school dropout. It has received wide appreciation including from international agencies for its contribution in bringing down the infant mortality rate, maternal mortality rate and improving school enrolment etc.   The role of anganwadi workers and helpers, most of them coming from poor families, is also well acknowledged in achieving this. It is because of this contribution that the Supreme Court has directed the government of India to universalise ICDS ensuring that its services are available to all the children in the country. 
However, the half hearted implementation of ICDS and the highly inadequate allocation of funds meant that even today half of our children continue to suffer from malnutrition and its ill effects, in the form of stunted growth. Even today 79% of Indian women and children are anaemic. According to the ministry of women and child development, 75 lakh children out of the 1.75 crore that are born every year in our country, die before their first birthday. This, in a country that boasts of being the fastest growing economy in the world!

Any government committed to the welfare of its citizens would pay attention to the wellbeing of its children who are the future and women who bear children. But, with the advent of neoliberal policies in our country in 1991, these have been relegated to the backseat. Successive governments at the centre have started cutting down on welfare expenditure – on nutrition, education, health etc. Attempts were made to withdraw from their responsibility from ICDS by various means – hand over ICDS to NGOs, to the Mothers’ Groups, to the Self Help Groups and Panchayats, in the name of community participation. 
It was the strong resistance from the anganwadi workers and helpers and their organisations, with the support of the beneficiaries, the common people and several other organisations that has thwarted these attempts till now. The government was compelled to withdraw these measures at the national level as well as in many states. But the government continues with its attempts through various means. Such nefarious design to dismantle ICDS and deprive the poor children and women from its services cannot be totally stopped unless the neoliberal policies are totally reversed.  

While the Congress led UPA II government has initiated measures to dismantle ICDS as per the directives of the World Bank, the present BJP, with its firm commitment to the neoliberal regime, is moving even faster on this path. It is eager on improving the ‘Ease of Doing Business’ to benefit the big corporates, domestic and foreign, by formulating policies beneficial to them. But, it is not at all concerned with the worsening Human Development Indicators.

Move to dismantle the schemes 
Soon after coming to power, the BJP government led by Modi dismantled the Planning Commission which used to decide the implementation of ICDS and the allocation for it. The NITI Ayog, which replaced the Planning Commission recommended, in line with the neoliberal agenda, winding up most of the centrally sponsored schemes. ICDS was put under the category of ‘core schemes’ not mandatory for implementation, instead of ‘Core of the Core’ schemes which are mandatory. Initially ICDS was a fully government of India sponsored scheme. The UPA government decided to gradually cut down the share of government of India. The present BJP government has changed the sharing pattern for the ‘Core’ schemes, between the central and state governments, to 60:40 except for the north eastern and the three Himalayan states. The government of India will now meet only on capital expenditure, that is, on buildings, vehicles etc. The state governments have to meet the revenue expenditure, i.e. supplementary nutrition, remuneration of anganwadi employees etc.
This year, the BJP government at the centre has again reduced the share of the central government in many components of Umbrella ICDS from 60% to 25%, increasing the financial burden on the state governments, most of which are facing serious financial crunch. If applied to the monthly remuneration of anganwadi workers and helpers, the government of India will pay only Rs 750 for the anganwadi workers and Rs 375 for the helpers. This means, in real terms, the present BJP government would be paying the anganwadi workers and helpers even less than what they were receiving from the central government around 15 years back. The pre poll promise, of ‘improving the conditions of anganwadi workers and helpers’, has indeed turned into a mere ‘election jumla’, as the BJP president himself openly declared. The increased burden on the state governments will ultimately discourage them to continue what was started as a scheme of the government of India. This is nothing but an attempt to dismantle the ICDS. 
Drastic Budget cut
In its first Budget itself, the BJP government of Modi had drastically cut down the allocations for the ICDS - from 18,108 Crores to 8425 crores. This was the fate of several other schemes as well. It was only the massive struggles of the anganwadi workers and helpers across the country that compelled the government to raise it to Rs 15000 crore in the supplementary budget. But the allocations for the rest of the schemes have not been restored in the subsequent budgets either. This cut in allocation of financial resources has seriously impacted the already poor infrastructure, supply of nutritious food etc. In many states supplementary nutrition is not provided in anganwadi centres for 4-6 months at a stretch. In most of the states the remuneration of the anganwadi workers are not paid for months together. Is this the BJP government’s way of fighting malnutrition and empowering women?
Direct Benefit transfer/ Direct Cash transfer for Supplementary Nutrition
The World Bank and now the NITI Ayog strongly advocate Direct Cash Transfers to the beneficiaries of centrally sponsored schemes, on the pretext of sealing leakages. This is already being implemented in states like Bihar. Several other state governments have announced their intention to implement it. 
Cash transfer will have devastating results. Depositing a mere Rs 156 per month in the beneficiary’s account and expecting that she will be able to buy nutritious food, as a means of combating malnutrition, is nothing but a cruel joke. With ever rising prices of food items in the market, this will only increase starvation deaths, particularly among the adivasis and other such marginalised sections. This cash transfer is also conditional. It is proposed to link it with Jan Dhan accounts. And Jan Dhan accounts cannot receive a single paisa if it has Rs 50000 in it. This means, if a family somehow saves some money out of its meagre earnings, to meet future expenditures related to children’s education, medical treatment etc, for which it does not receive any support from the government, then it will be deprived of even this Rs 165!
Package food to replace hot cooked meals 
While nutrition experts, WHO and even the government committee on nutritional guidelines recommend freshly cooked locally available food to be fed to children in the anganwadi centres, the government is going ahead with its plan to distribute Take Home Ration. Experience shows that there is no guarantee that the ration taken home will be eaten by the pregnant and lactating mothers or the children for whom it is intended. Poverty, traditional practices, gender discrimination etc prevalent in the society influence the distribution of food ultimately defeating the objective of ICDS. 
The ministry of women and child development has already started pilot projects to replace freshly cooked food with fortified ready to eat packet food; the packets would be sent to the beneficiaries through post offices! The statement of Maneka Gandhi, minister for women and child development, that the anganwadi centres now do not play the role that they had 20 years back clearly proves the intention of the government to dismantle ICDS. This statement is in total contrast to the reports of the studies conducted by various agencies including National Institute of Public Cooperation and Child Development (NIPCCD) and Centre for Women Development Studies (CWDS), which clearly prove the effectiveness of ICDS in combating malnutrition among children and women. The latest data of National Sample Survey Organisation (NSSO) also show considerable improvement in the nutritional status of children after universalisation of ICDS. 
The entire idea of supplying packet food is part of the neoliberal agenda of the BJP led NDA government to facilitate entry of corporate food giants in ICDS, to provide every avenue to the corporates, domestic and foreign, to reap profits, at the expense of the common people. The minister of commerce in the government of India invited ‘Pepsico’ to provide packed food to the anganwadi centres, and ‘Horlicks’ to ‘combat malnutrition’! 
Preschool Education 

Preschool education has been an important component of ICDS, as part of the holistic approach to child development. Now attempts are being made to remove this from the purview of anganwadi centres. In several states, private educational institutes are being permitted to open nursery schools in the vicinity of anganwadi centres. Most of these nursery schools practice unscientific teaching methods which are detrimental to the overall growth of children. In the absence of proper infrastructure and facilities in the anganwadi centres for preschool education, these private educational institutions are able to attract parents. In many states officers have been threatening closure of anganwadi centres on the pretext of very few children. 
The guidelines from the government of India provide for handing over ICDS to NGOs, introduction of Public Private Participation (PPP) model, user fees, adoption of anganwadi centres by multinational corporations (MNCs), involvement of contractors and corporate companies in the supply of supplementary nutrition and of private educational institutions in providing preschool education. The multinational giant, Vedanta, which has recently become famous for its polluting factory at Thuthukudi, in the agitation against which 13 innocent people were killed, is one such company which has shown interest in ICDS. It has declared that it will use the anganwadi workers for skill development or rural women!   
Strengthen the struggles
In many states, the anganwadi workers and helpers, particularly under the leadership of All India Federation of Anganwadi Workers and Helpers (AIFAWH) have been able to achieve some of their demands through their consistent struggles. More importantly they have been able to thwart, till now, the attempts of the government to dismantle the ICDS. However, neither the Congress led UPA government nor the present BJP led Modi government are ready to implement the consensus recommendation of the 45th Indian Labour Conrference (ILC) to recognise anganwadi workers and helpers as ‘workers’, pay them minimum wages and provide social security benefits. 
It is necessary to realise that dismantling ICDS hangs as a “Damocles’’ Sword as long as the neoliberal policies continue. While the Congress initiated these policies in our country, the successive governments at the centre, whether led by the BJP, Congress or a coalition of different parties, have been implementing the same policies. It is also important to note that it is only the state governments led by the Left parties that have opposed the drastic reduction in the budgetary allocations for ICDS in the Union budget. It is only the Left and Democratic Front (LDF) government in Kerala which has opposed the drastic reduction in the share of central government in ICDS. The chief ministers belonging to Congress, BJP and Telugu Desam Party (TDP) were members of the Committee of Chief Ministers on Central Sponsored Schemes, which recommended privatisation of the schemes. This committee has also recommended that the remuneration of the scheme workers shall not be increased by the government of India. If some of the state governments have increased remuneration of anganwadi workers and helpers, it is only because of the struggles and an attempt to pacify them in view of the ensuing elections. The anganwadi workers and helpers cannot afford to have any illusions about continuation of ICDS under these governments. 

The struggle to Save ICDS and to Strengthen ICDS is not only the struggle of the anganwadi workers and helpers. It is the struggle of the beneficiaries as well. It is the women and children from the families of poor peasants, agricultural workers and unorganised sector workers who attend anganwadi centres; it is they who benefit from ICDS. Thus this struggle has to be converted into a massive struggle of the toiling people of our country to ensure healthy development and good education for our children, the future of our country. 
The ‘Mazdoor Kisan Sangharsh Rally’ on 5th September 2018 is to Save ICDS and strengthen it. It is to demand adequate financial allocations for ICDS. It is to demand recognition of anganwadi workers and helpers as workers; to demand minimum wages and decent working conditions; to demand good infrastructure and better facilities at the anganwadi centres. 
Unite! Fight!
· Against governments that work for the 0.1%

· For policies that benefit the 99.9%
