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Before Parliament
Strengthen Mid Day Meal Programme

Recognise Midday Meal Workers as ‘Workers’!

Minimum Wages!

Social Security Benefits!

No Privatisation!

Increase Spending on Government Education!

The government of India started the Midday Meal Programme at the national level on 15th August 1995. It was initially launched in 2408 blocks in the country and extended to cover all the blocks in 1997-98. It has been gradually extended to cover wider sections of students in the government and aided schools.
The main aims of the Midday Meal programme were to enhance school enrolment, improve attendance, reduce school dropout rate as well as improve the nutritional level of the children. Thus it was intended to improve the serious problems of illiteracy and malnutrition, particularly among children in the country. 
Today the Midday Meal programme is being implemented in 1143000 schools in the country serving around 10 crore children. Around 2525000 workers are working as cooks and helpers preparing midday meals for the children. The programme made immense contribution in reducing school dropout rate among children, particularly from poor families of unorganised sector workers, agricultural workers etc. Recognising its contribution, in 2001 the Supreme Court made it mandatory for the government to provide cooked meals to all children in primary schools. This has made midday meal scheme a legal entitlement for the children. 
However, the neoliberal regime which gained momentum in the country saw a reduction in social welfare expenditure by the government. The government started withdrawing from its responsibility of providing basic services to its citizens, related education, health etc. It started encouraging private participation in providing these services and neglecting government schools. Today, many government schools do not have proper infrastructure including pucca buildings, water and toilet facilities etc. Lakhs of posts of teachers in government schools remain vacant for years. As a result, the enrolment of children in government schools has been consistently declining from 14.69 crore in 2009-10 to 13.87 crore in 2013-14, while the enrolment in private schools has increased by 38% during the same period. On the pretext of low enrolment, the government is closing down government schools. Last year, the Human Resources Development ministry circulated a proposal to merge or relocate 2.6 lakh small government schools because these were not ‘viable’ due to low enrolment. Most of these schools are in remote locations catering to tribal and other marginalised communities. All these measures mean that parents including the poor are compelled to send their children to private schools in the hope that they would get better education.
These policies have impacted the Midday Meal programme also. The funding pattern for Midday Meal programme has also changed. Initially started as a totally centrally sponsored programme, the sharing pattern between the central government and state governments has been changed over years. It was changed to 75:25 under the UPA regime. The present BJP led Modi government has further reduced the share of the central government to 60 and increased the state government’s share to 40. The allocation to the programme in the Union Budget has also been reduced since 2015-16. 

In addition, successive governments at the centre as well as in many states, committed to neoliberal policies, have been trying to hand over the Midday Meal programme to big corporate NGOs including Akshaya Patra, ISKON, Nandi Foundation etc. The corporate sector is being asked to provide midday meals as part of their corporate social responsibility. Thus education and nutrition of the poor children is left at the hands of the private players!
These policies threaten the livelihood of the over 25 lakh midday meal workers, vast majority of them women and coming from socially oppressed sections. Like the lakhs of anganwadi workers and helpers working in the Integrated Child Development Services (ICDS) scheme, another centrally sponsored programme and the lakhs of Accredited Social Health Activists (ASHAs) working in the National Health Mission (NHM), yet another centrally sponsored programme, the midday meal workers are also not recognised as ‘workers’ even after working for decades. They are paid a pittance as ‘honorarium’ – Rs 1000 per month, for only 10 months in a year. They do not have any other social security benefits – no paid maternity leave, no health benefits, no accident relief, no pension. Even their meagre remuneration is not paid regularly. It is kept pending for 7-8 months at a stretch. 
In some states the job of cooking has been given to Self Help Groups of women, the members of which take turns to cook food in the schools. They too face similar situation. They have to buy the food items including vegetables, pulses etc by spending from their own pockets. The bills for the same are kept pending for months. In states like Andhra Pradesh and Telangana they are even compelled to purchase and serve eggs three times in a week to the children. This they have to do by first spending from their own pockets. The money is not reimbursed for several months. Often, when they are not able to pay, the kirana shop owners refuse to lend them. Then the authorities take them to task for not giving eggs to the children. 
The midday meal workers and their unions, at the state level as well as the Midday Meal Workers’ Federation of India at the national level have been consistently fighting for the effective implementation of the Midday Meal programme and improvement in the conditions of the midday meal workers. The CITU and the other central trade unions have raised the demands of the midday meal workers, along with the demands of the lakhs of workers employed in the various other schemes of the government of India in various platforms. Because of their initiative, the 45th session of the Indian Labour Conference, the highest tripartite body in the country in which the representatives of the central trade unions, employers’ organisations and of the central and state governments participate, has made important recommendation. It has recommended that all scheme workers including midday meal workers should be:
· Recognised as ‘workers’

· Paid minimum wages

· Provided social security benefits and that

· There should be no privatisation of these schemes

But the government of India has not implemented these consensus recommendations till now.

It is not that the government does not have the money to strengthen public education, provide education along with midday meals in schools to all our children. Look at the figures below:
· According to the Union Budget papers, every year since the last decade, the government has been extending tax and other concessions to the big corporates to the extent of more than Rs 5 lakh crore

· In addition, the unpaid taxes by the big corporates that have been accumulating are Rs 7 lakh crores as per last year’s budget statement

· Data from Reserve Bank of India state that loans of big corporates, amounting to Rs 2.42 lakh crores, were written off by the public sector banks between 2014-15 and September 2017.

All this is people’s money. The Rs 12 lakh crores on account of direct tax concessions or non payment of taxes in a year and the Rs 9 lakh crore of people’s money deposited in banks which the big corporates have taken as loans and deliberately did not pay comes to Rs 21 lakh crores. This is more than enough to ensure universal food security, education and health for all and to improve the conditions of all scheme workers including midday meal workers.
But the governments committed to neoliberal policies which are meant to increase the profits of big corporates at the cost of the toiling people are not ready to do this. That is why, while fighting for improvement of the conditions of the midday meal workers it is also necessary to fight against the neoliberal policies.

The ‘Mazdoor Kisan Sangharsh Rally’ on 5th September before Parliament is to fight against the neoliberal policies that deprive the midday meal workers and other scheme workers of their genuine rights. It is to demand recognition as ‘workers’, payment of minimum wages, pension and other social security benefits to all scheme workers. It is to stop privatisation of the essential services like education and health.
Unite! Fight!

· Against governments that work for the 0.1%

· For policies that benefit the 99.9%
