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MADKHEDA: Clutching battered
metal plates, the children waited
patiently in a remote central Indian
village for the two small flat pieces of
bread and scoop of boiled potato
curry that would be their only full
meal that day. They are among the
120 million malnourished children
across India who depend on a gov-
ernment-run program serving lunch
five days a week.

Still, the modest menus are clearly
not enough to make up for the calo-
ries and nutrition that poverty has
denied. All 35 or so children gathered
on the dirt floor of their preschool in
Madkheda, a village in the state of
Madhya Pradesh, show the telltale
signs of malnutrition - coarse hair
lightened to a sandy brown for lack
of nutrients, limbs stick thin, and bel-
lies swollen from chronic hunger.
More than half the children in
Madhya Pradesh state, with a popula-
tion of nearly 77 million, are under-
weight and malnourished.

So last month, it was suggested
that eggs - a key source of protein -
be added to the lunch program. But
that idea was rejected by Chief
Minister Shivraj Singh Chouhan, the
state’s top elected official, a member
of Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s
Hindu nationalist Bharatiya Janata
Party and a strict vegetarian. He sug-
gested that milk and bananas be giv-
en to children instead.  “As long I am
the chief minister of Madhya
Pradesh, eggs will not be intro-
duced,” Chouhan declared in the
state capital, Bhopal. “The human
body is meant to consume vegetari-
an food, which has everything the
human body requires.”

Nutritionists outraged 
The decision has outraged nutri-

tionists and social activists who say
politicians are using food to push a

religious and political agenda at the
expense of children’s health. They
accuse governments of pandering to
a nationwide agenda led by the rul-
ing Bharatiya Janata Party to draw
poor and tribal communities, with
their mostly animist beliefs, toward
the majority religion by forcing them
to become vegetarian.

India has the highest number of
vegetarians in the world owing to
Hinduism’s predominance, although
not all Hindus are vegetarians and
there are millions who eat meat.
Most of Madhya Pradesh’s under-
nourished children come from eth-

nic, non-vegetarian tribes, some of
whom are animists, who have lived
for centuries in central Indian jungles,
or belong to the lowest castes.  The
move suggests that Modi’s party
hopes to spread and deepen
Hinduism’s influence in India by
appeasing vegetarians.

‘Hinduization’
“There is a deep political motive

behind the decision to stop eggs.
The government is forcing these
people to become vegetarians and
draw them closer to Hinduism,” said
Naresh Biswas, a food rights activist

working to revive traditional farm-
ing methods and improve nutrition
in Madhya Pradesh. Similar allega-
tions were made amid the Modi
government’s push to make yoga
compulsory in schools nationwide,
with many Muslims objecting to
what they see as attempts at a
“Hinduization” of the country.

Chouhan found support for his
decision from his party colleague,
India’s Minister for Women and
Child Development, Menaka
Gandhi, who said the benefits of
eggs were exaggerated. Besides,
“eggs are expensive and there are

cheaper sources of protein that
could be used to feed children” in
government lunch programs,
Gandhi told reporters in New Delhi.
India has the world’s highest num-
ber of chronically undernourished
people in the world, with nearly 195
million scarcely able to afford even
one meal a day, according to the
Food and Agriculture Organization.
That number has barely changed
despite a decade of rapid economic
growth that has created legions of
millionaires and a burgeoning mid-
dle class.  Only 10 out of India’s 29
states include eggs in children’s
meal programs. 

While none of the BJP-ruled
states include eggs in children’s
lunch scheme, activists say even
states run by other parties, such as
in the Congress Party-led Karnataka
state, have not included eggs to
appease Hindu sentiments. Earlier
this year, the government of the
neighboring state of Maharashtra,
also ruled by the BJP, banned cattle
slaughter and beef sales in a move
that has deprived millions of lower
caste and non-Hindus of a cheap
source of protein. Beef in India is
mostly buffalo meat and is cheaper
than chicken, goat or lamb.

Development economist Jean
Dreze said excluding eggs from the
school supplement program was a
“missed opportunity,” given that
they not only boost nutrition but
also improve school attendance,
according to studies carried out in
several states.  “Indian children are
among the most undernourished in
the world,” said Dreze of the Delhi
School of Economics. “The situation
is worse when it comes to rural and
tribal people, who are even more
deprived. They are starved of pro-
tein, vitamins, iron and other essen-
tial nutrients.” —AP

Food politics hits India’s most malnourished children

MADHYA PRADESH: Children have a meal of two flatbreads and a scoop of boiled potato curry at a gov-
ernment-run program serving lunch five days a week at Madkheda, Madhya Pradesh state, India. —AP

GRANTS PASS: Drought and record hot
weather are producing lethal conditions for
salmon and trout in rivers across the West. A
recent survey released Wednesday of the lower
reaches of 54 rivers in Oregon, California and
Washington by the conservation group Wild
Fish Conservancy showed nearly three-quar-
ters had temperatures higher than 70 degrees,
considered potentially deadly for salmon and
trout. Low river flows from the record low win-
ter snowpack, which normally feeds rivers
through the summer, combined with record
hot weather have created a “perfect storm” of
bad conditions for salmon and trout, said US
Fish and Wildlife Service supervisory fisheries
biologist Rich Johnson. “It’s unprecedented, I’d
say,” Johnson said.

Oregon Climate Center Associate Director
Kathie Dello says the entire West Coast saw
record low snowpack last winter, leading to
low rivers this summer. All three states had
record high temperatures for June, with
Oregon breaking the record by 3 degrees, and
the three-month outlook from the National
Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration is for
continued warmer and drier-than-normal

weather made worse by the ocean-warming
condition known as El Nino, she added. “This is
the worst case scenario playing out right now,
a warm winter and then a warm and dry sum-
mer,” she said.

The Willamette River saw scores of dead
salmon in June. This week, state biologists
examined about 50 dead sockeye salmon in
the mouth of the Deschutes River. State fish-
eries biologist Rod French said they appeared
to have been infected with a gill rot disease
associated with warm water, and had probably
left the warm waters of the Columbia River in
search of cooler water. In California, inland fish-
eries manager Roger Bloom says they are con-
sidering emergency fishing closures on several
rivers so that fish weakened by the warm water
do not die from being played by an angler,
even if they are released. They include the low-
er Merced, the American and the Klamath.

In Washington, two federal fish hatcheries
in the Columbia Gorge released 6 million juve-
nile salmon two weeks early in the Columbia
River, in hopes they would have a better
chance of reaching the ocean before tempera-
tures got even warmer, said Johnson. “It’s just a

perfect storm of bad weather conditions for
salmon,” he said. “Pray for rain and snow.” River
flows are so low, the Washington Department
of Fish and Wildlife is sending out crews to
clear out impromptu dams people build with
rocks to create a pool to cool off in, so the
salmon can swim upstream to spawn, said
department drought coordinator Teresa Scott.
Rivers are at levels normally not expected until
September, and no one knows if they will drop
even further.

“This is such a huge magnitude compared
to previous droughts,” she said. “Records avail-
able from before don’t come close to preparing
us for what we are encountering this year.” In
Oregon, deputy fisheries chief Bruce McIntosh
says they have imposed closures around cool
water areas where salmon seek refuge at the
mouths of tributaries flowing into the lower
Umpqua River, but he did do not anticipate
any more closures unless things get worse.
“Certainly we’ve had significant droughts in the
past, such as the late 70’s,” he said. “But the
challenge this year has been not only are there
drought conditions, we’re having August tem-
peratures in June. —AP

Stress from heat, drought on 

fish spurs push to reduce kills

Record low snowpack in West Coast

Funding crunch 

affects India’s 

fight against TB
NEW DELHI: India’s program to fight tuberculosis is in disarray
due to a shortage of funds and the government has failed to
meet annual targets to control spread of the nation’s most fatal
infectious illness, a leaked assessment report said. India records
more than 300,000 tuberculosis-related deaths and 2.2 million
new cases of TB each year, resulting in an economic loss of $23
billion, the government says.

The report was drafted by several experts including those
from the government’s TB division and the World Health
Organization. The draft is not in the public domain but was
leaked on the Internet by health activists late on Wednesday.
Reuters could not verify its authenticity. “There is a growing gap
between the allocation of funds and the minimum investment
required to reach the goals,” according to the report that was
seen by Reuters. “As a direct result, while bold policies are in
place, many planned activities have not been implemented.”

Under the plan, India failed to achieve the projected increases
in detection of those suffering from the disease. In the year end-
ing March, 1.42 million TB patients were given treatment, com-
pared to the target of 1.65 million patients. The report warned if
the funding trend continues, spending on the plan would drop to
about 30 billion rupees ($472 million) by 2017, only two-thirds of
the minimum amount required. The findings come as Prime
Minister Narendra Modi has faced criticism for not allocating
enough money to the public health system, which is plagued by
drug shortages and dilapidated health clinics. —Reuters


