Fall of tender leaves (“Kovali Pangal”) 
Advocacy of the Child Deaths issue in Maharashtra Sampark’s initiative.
Summary of “Kovali Pangal” , “Fall of tender leaves”
Newspaper reports on the deaths of children in parts of Maharashtra such as Melghat or Nandurbar make it appear that the problem is localized only to some tribal areas. The Child Death Study Group (CDSG) Maharashtra, formed by a member of voluntary organizations, studied the issue closely for two years (1998-2000) in 231 villages and 6 slums from 10 districts of the state. The study covered a population of around 227,000 in 14 pockets in the state. In this period, 9377 live births and 777 child deaths were recorded. In the data analyses, these figures as well as the official figures from the Sample Registration System (SRS) of the Government of India were considered. 
Infant Morality Rate (IMR), measured as the number of children who die before completing the age of one year our of the 1000 live births, is used globally as a measure of development of a society. The IMR in developed countries is around 6-10. Kerala state in India records an IMR of 16. This study shows that the IMR in the tribal areas of Maharashtra is 73, and in the Vidarbha region is 76, whereas in the rural and slum areas it is above 65. In the tribal areas in Vidarbha, the IMR is 83 and the child mortality rate is 105. 
While 500 deaths in Nandurbar made national headlines, over 500 children dying each day seems to be going unnoticed. The 14 study sites The number of deaths in Maharashtra each year equals the total deaths till today caused by the atomic bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. No one notices these deaths – in fact no one even tries to record them which is even a greater crime. This study found that the IMR was five times more than the rate recorded by the health departments in the respective districts, which made mockery of any evaluation of the corrective measures.  
Possible measures 
1. Health functionaries should be encouraged (and not reprimanded) to report each child death in their areas. Not reporting should be made a punishable offence. The District Collector should be charged with the responsibility of monitoring and auditing to ensure that each child death is recorded with detailed inquiry into the causes. An independent mechanism should be established to check the numbers reported. This way the true extent of the problem will be presented before the government and society. In Gadachiroli an independent audit was commissioned and the district health department now reports 78% of the deaths. 
 2. IMR should be used a s a measure for evaluating various welfare and development schemes launched by government, and not merely output data (often inflated!). 
3. Majority of these deaths are due to neonatal illenesses, pneumonia, diarrhea and malnutrition. Having a “health worked” in each village can reduce this problem by 60 % in 5 years.
4. A statutory ‘Child Death Commission’ should be constituted to oversee the reporting and the corrective measures. This report named as “Kovali Pangal” , “Fall of tender leaves” is an appeal to government, Panchayat Raj Institutions, NGOs and the society for immediate action. 
Media Campaign & Advocacy As “Kovali Pangal”, “Fall of tender leaves” was being finalized Dr. Abhay Bang, Child of Child Study and Action Group sought help from Sampark to follow up the issue with the policymakers. Sampark was too happy to should the responsibility. Sampark was born after prohibition efforts in Gadchiroli in 1991-93. Sampark was getting an opportunity to work with Dr. Bang after almost 10 years. This was going to be a test of contacts Sampark had established with media and policymakers in Mumbai. Sampark’s capability was being tested, offering an opportunity to learn some new things. Green Earth took care of management of child deaths’ study. The planning of Kovali Pangal’s publicity campaign and follow up of policy matters was made during October 12 and 27, 2001. A list of do’s and don’ts was prepared after careful planning. Follow-up with the media What was decided? 
To stress upon 100 percent registration of child deaths. As the task would be carried out by the government agency, Kovali Pangal must be submitted to the government (the Chief Minister and the Health Minister) along with Abhay’s letter. 
To make sure that the news reports appear in the media after that. To ensure that the media does not sensationalize the issue. Try to whip up a debate on the points raised in the study report. Instead of talking to just the health correspondents or the chief reporters, seek direct interaction with the editors. To make sure that the newspapers and channels stay connected with the child deaths issue and not just Kovali Pangal. 
Seek advice from media experts while planning the campaign {Experts selected – Hemant Desai (Maharashtra Times), Rajendra Sathe (E TV), Smriti Koppikar (Indian Express) and Deepak Lokhande (Mid Day)}.
It was decided to prepare an introductory news item by us and release it in such a manner that it is reported by maximum number of newspapers, television channels and Akashvani’s Pune centre on the same day. It was decided that the press release should not be faxed or couriered, but explain it to the concerned media persons. This would connect them with the issue morally, emotionally and thoughtfully. Certain newspapers and channels should be supported with additional information about the news and the report so that they could go beyond just one news item and focus the issue. We selected newspapers and channels that reach every corner of the state and the policymakers. (Selected newspapers/channels-Maharashtra Times, Lokasatta, Indian Express, Hindu, Sakal (Pune), Lokmat (Nagpur), Belgaum Tarun Bharat, Akashvani (Pune), ETV Marathi, Sahyadri (Doordarshan), Aajtak, Star News). 
Arrange a press meet with Dr. Abhay Bang two-three days after the news is reported. The meet should not be like a press conference. It should be in a way to make the journalists understand the issue of child deaths from all possible angles. It was decided to make sure that the Child Deaths Study and Action Group, Maharashtra is discussed. Call a meeting of the CDSAG members to decide on next course of action after the campaign is started. Start interacting with media persons, government officials having concern on the issue and who could help in publicity and follow up, before the report is ready. It was also decided to raise the issue through media about a week before the legislature session began on December 3, 2001.
This would have ensured that the issue would be raised in the legislature. We also thought about a possible government reaction after the first news item was released. We knew that the government would outright refute certain findings of the report i.e. the health department does not register the child deaths in an accurate manner and that about 80 percent child deaths are not reported. It was decided to prepare a reply after having discussions with each other over telephone. We also decided to give priority to Marathi media and go to English newspapers and channels once the debate was initiated 
What did we do ? What happened ? 
On the eve of the scheduled press meet, on November, 26, we had arranged a discussion with former secretary Sharad Kale. Senior journalists Arun Sadhu and Kumar Ketkar were also present during the discussion. Abhay Bang explained the issue to them. Kumar Ketkar took the initiative and straight away spoke to the Health Minister over the telephone and fixed an appointment with him on November 30 at 10 am.
We also met former Chief Secretary Arun Bongirwar. He spoke with us and called up the present Chief Secretary V Rangnathan. He requested them to grant an appointment to Abhay Bang. Dr. Bang also spoke to Rangnathan over the phone. A meeting was arranged right when the press meet was scheduled. As we thought that reaching the issue to the policymakers was more important, we postponed the meet and informed all the newspapers and channels by phone or fax, telling them about the meeting with the Chief secretary.
Newspapers blasted the health department in their news reports and editorials while writing about the child deaths. The Health department issued a press release claiming that the statistics revealed by the report were wrong and that the department was not sparing any effort to register child deaths. While some newspapers carried the news, some didn’t. The press release, however, succeeded in making chaos. A prolonged meeting was held with Chief Secretary V. Rangnathan on November 27.
(Details of the meeting is reported in What did we do/ What happened ? – Policymakers). Rangnathan suggested while concluding that Dr. Bang should tell media what happened at the meeting. Dr Bang refused it saying that he did not want to become the government spokesperson. He asked the Chief Secretary to issue a press release himself. However, the government issued a mischievous press release, which claimed that Dr Bang had admitted his findings were wrong. Media and Prafulla were present on behalf of Sampark in the meeting with the Chief Secretary.
Sampark realized that the government played this mischief after it realized that it was under fire on the issue of child deaths. The press release partially fulfilled the government’s intention to create doubts about the credibility of the report. Some newspapers carried it. It was also reported on Sahyadri (Doordarshan channel). Some did not even take its note. On November 30, the Health Minister met Dr. Abhay Bang and others, following the appointment fixed by Kumar Ketkar. (Details of the meeting in What did we do? What happened? – Policy makers). The Health Minister expressed his displeasure over the news items criticizing his department. Dr. Abhay Bang also asked him about the mischievous press release issued by the government. The minister said he knew nothing about it. After his meeting with the Health Minister Digvijay Khanvilkar, Dr Abhay Bang sent a signed explanatory press release refuting mischievous statements in the government press release and stating facts about CDSAG.
However, except Navshakti and Saamana, no newspaper took note. Prafulla was in constant touch with the media persons during December 3 and 14, 2001 in the legislature session. As the issue was going to be raised in the legislature, newspapers kept reporting about it. Abay Bang and Prafulla met the Chief Minister in the meanwhile. (Details of the meeting in What did we do? What happened ? – Policymakers). The state publicity department issued press release of the first meeting and the CM’s assurance to record child deaths 100 percent. It was carried by all newspapers. Even Akashvani reported it.
This news item helped clear the earlier confusion and misunderstanding. Dr. Bang and CDSAG were yet to directly interact with Mumbai journalists. So some of them were upset. A press meet was scheduled on December 25, 2001 after the session was over. The meet received a good response. Though no definite programme was chalked out, we were assured that we would continue getting help in future. Similar press meets were held in Pune and Nagpur. 
Analysis of the work
Media gave us an expected response. The human nature of child deaths, Dr. Bang’s good track record thanks to his previous writings. Scientific presentation of facts in Kovali Pangal, and Samparks’ goodwill were some of the reasons why media responded well. All editors and news co-ordinators and news editors of channels assured us that they would follow up the issue of child deaths till end. 
Dr Abhay Bang could speak freely even on a government channel like Sahyadri, Akashvan also reported the news showing errors of the health department. Publicity generated through the media about the study report and pressure created through it got us appointments with the Chief Secretary and the Health Minister. After receiving information about the report and child deaths, some journalists started asking voluntarily about child deaths and even guided us. After the governments mischievous press release, no journalists, barring a few, bothered to cross check with Dr Abhay Bang or CDSAG. 
It would have been difficult to get a fair response if we had only sent the press release and the report instead of personally meeting the journalists. We planned a neat publicity campaign and sought personal interaction with about 30 journalists. We also realized the stiff competition among the newspapers. Everybody wanted his newspaper to carry the news first. However, after it was published, the journalists went beyond the news and responded. Kovali Pangal was given to everybody. However, there were a few journalists who did not read it. But, those who read and tried to make sense of it were more.
Sampark’s excellent relations with media helped. It’s goodwill with the media as well as credibility increased. Sampark’s feature service Charkha Lekhseva will be benefited in the future. Sampark’s confidence in itself was not misplaced. Sampark’s apolitical nature, its impartiality towards NGO and its stand of supporting people’s issues were vindicated. Despite all efforts to promote CDASG, Dr Abhay Bang’s name remained in news. There is no doubt that Dr Bang’s name added credit to the campaign, but it was necessary that the efforts of NGO’s in Maharashtra to bring about a good change was highlighted. 
If other members of CDSAG had come forward, this could have happened. There were other sensational issues like Afghanistan war, MAMI film festival, Sharad Joshi’s agitation, Sharad Pawar’s birthday, allegations and counter allegations after Malegaon riots, controversy over POTO. But media gave an adequate space to child deaths’ issue, which is noteworthy. The campaign gave us the confidence that media will offer support on this subject. A short film of Sahyadri channel and editorials in newspapers were proof enough. One may safely conclude that a social issue backed by in depth study and neat planning could be brought into focus, if one understood the changing face of the media. 
What did we decide ?
We decided to put 100 percent stress on the registration of child deaths. As this task is carried out by the government agency, it was decided that Kovli Pangal should be submitted to the government (i.e. Chief Minister and Health Minister) with Abhay’s letter. It was also decided that we should not seek anybody’s appointments while submitting the report to the CM or Health Minister as we felt that if they promised ‘to look into it’ or appoint a committee, it would put limits on taking this issue to the people through media.
There was no possibility that they would call us for discussion after reading and realizing the importance of the report. Keeping in mind the sensitivity levels of the ruling parties and the red-tapism, we were sure that the government would not take any note till newspapers reported about the issue. It was decided to start a dialogue with the elected representatives and the administration to bring about a permanent change in the state government’s child death registration system, make the health department give top priority to this issue and wake up the state system to the hash reality of child deaths. 
The winter session of the state legislature was slated to begin at Nagpur on December 3, 2001. We decided to target this session. But we were also aware that it would not be sufficient to follow this issue in just one session and that we need to take it further to budget session in March and thereafter. We decided to assess the reactions of some officials and elected representatives before submitting the report to the government. We decided to seek help from concerned legislators from all parties. 
It would have been easier to grab the attention by giving the issue to only opposition parties. But we decided that the issue, which was social and human in nature, should not lose its importance in petty party politics. Hence, instead of giving this issue to Shiv Sena-BJP, we decided to seek their help to put pressure on the government. While the Health Minister belongs to the Nationalist Congress Party, the Chief Minister belongs to the Congress. It was decided to use their internal differences, if any. We also decided to make an appeal to the Assembly Speaker Arun Gujrathi and the Council Chairperson N S Pharande to handle the issue beyond politics. Instead of meeting the legislators individually, we decided to meet them through their party leaders. It was necessary that we explained them the issue as they must understand how the child deaths occur and how they are recorded. It was decided that Prafulla and Surenda would set their base in Nagpur during the winter session to do the follow up. They were to be helped by Vinita and Anil from Green Earth in Pune, if needed. Abhay was going to be there for select meetings. 
What did we do? What happened ? 
We could manage everything we had decided. There were some new things we tried out, some new people helped us. We submitted Kovli Pangal with Abhay’s letter on November 22. Before that we started talking to select legislators, former and serving officials and representatives of NGOs. We could thus assess responses and reactions. We did not to want to reveal the report till it was submitted to the CM. Hence we talked about the conclusions. Most of them found it hard to believe that the child death figure in Maharashtra could be two lakh, as revealed in the report. 
They were still not ready to accept that the Health department was not registering the child deaths in a proper manner. They, however, agreed that, the issue was important and an action and a policy were needed. They also promised to help. We spoke to these people in the first stage. Arun Gujrathi, N S Pharande, Shobhatai Phadanvis, Sharad Kale, Arun Bongirwar. We could not meet several legislators as they were engaged in local bodies’ elections. The Health department responded two-three days after the issue was reported widely in the newspapers and on the television channels. 
As expected, it was defending themselves and trying to brush the issue under the carpet. “The report does not cover the whole of Maharashtra, the figures belong to only 13 districts, we are looking into it, a committee will be appointed,” and all that. However, it seemed that the government may call us for a discussion. A meeting was set with Chief Secretary V Rangnathan on November 27. Prafulla and Medha accompanied Abhay in this meeting. We had discussed what our stand should be in the meeting. Tribal Development, Rural Development, Health, Women and Child Welfare, Family Welfare, ICDS and Education. Chief Secretary told us that the Health Director was out of station and hence his deputy was present. He asked us in the beginning how we arrived on the two lakhs figure. He was trying to tell us that the figure was wrong and the state government accepted the central government’s statistics. He wasn’t willing to accept the difference between the two.
He was asking questions to his secretaries, seeking documents for answers, would get angry if he did not receive any and was ordering at random. In short, it appeared like a conversation between a school head master and his pupils. On one hand he accepted that the child deaths were not registered 100 percent. He said that the government had started to work on SEARCH model. But he was also trying to save the health department. He was trying to circumvent Abhay’s points on how the Health department was not registering the deaths properly and was wasting time in statistical adjustments. The meeting went on for about one hour 45 minutes in a tense environment and ended without any policy decision. After coming out of the conference room, the Rural Development, Woman and Child Welfare and ICDS secretaries agreed to us that the Health department was responsible for the registration of child deaths, but they (the Health department) were trying to put the burden on others. We concluded that the government was not willing to accept our figure of two lakh child deaths. A circular was issued quoting Abhay on child deaths and putting the responsibility of minimizing the child deaths on ICDS. The next meeting was scheduled with Health Minister Digvijay Khanvilkar on November 30 at his bunglaw. Abhay was accompanied by Medha, Prafulla, Vinita and Kumar Ketkar. In view of the meeting with the secretaries, we were well prepared.
To explain difference between the central, ICDS and state Health department statistics, reasons behind child deaths and solutions, we used transparencies and over head projector. Some secretaries who were present at the CS meeting were present here too, along with the Health Director. The Health Minister said he was upset that the issue was discussed in the media first and that he wanted to end the discussion soon since he did not have time, However, after Abhay started his presentation, he started listening carefully. The meeting went on for about two and half hours. The tension prevalent in the beginning vanished towards the end. 
The meeting helped take one step in follow-up. The session was set to begin on December 3. The ministers and the officials were aware that the issue would be raised in the session, and hence were compelled to take some decision. We tried to tell the minister to announce a programme to prevent child deaths so that the opposition did not take the credit and the issue should be looked at as a special, apolitical issue. The Health Minister was expected to announce the programme before the session. But it didn’t happen. We could not get the department decision or the minutes of the meetings. It became necessary to go to the next step. We started efforts to get a debate through legislators in the legislature. As the issue had been reported in the media through news items and editorials, the issue was all set to be raised through some ruling and opposition parties. 
Nagpur session December 3, to 14, 2001 
There was a thrust on a debate through ruling party legislators instead of opposition parties. We met the regular speakers in the legislative debates and explained it to them and provided information. We also tried to hold a meeting of the legislators. However, the ruling party did not seem to have any inclination. Opposition showed willingness to hold meeting of their legislators. 
Since the issue had a medical background and required statistical support, it was necessary to orient the legislators. We had discussions with the assembly speaker Arun Gujrathi and leader of opposition Nitin Gadkari. After about three-four days of session, it didn’t seem that the issue would be discussed in the session. There were less number of legislators, thanks to local bodies’ elections. It was the turn of cotton issue to take the centrestage. So we had to make special efforts to ensure a debate in the second week. We spoke to opposition leaders Narayan Rane, Gopinath Munde, Nitin Gadkari and Independents’ leader Vinayakrao Jadhav-Patil and convinced them about the importance of the issue. While in some meetings, Abhay was present himself, Sampark representatives were present in others. Convinced about the intensity of issue, a few legislators felt that the issue should be raised for a longer duration debate. We started efforts in that direction. Meanwhile, we also met Gujrathi and Pharande to ensure that there is a discussion on the subject. Pharande showed good interest and said that a good two hour debate was required. 
Gujrathi was so keen that he said he would get the CM’s appointment. We were going to meet the CM when we never expected it. An appointment was fixed with two hour notice. We had ten minutes. Health Minister, Health Director, Chief Secretary and the Health secretary were present at the meeting as well as deputy Chief Minister Chhagan Bhujbal. Maharashtra policymakers were thus present at the meeting. We realized the CM was on our side. He said that he was aware how the administration always showed less number of child deaths and more of crop. He assured us that the government would immediately take up the programme to prevent child deaths and register 100 percent child deaths. 
(Enclosed herewith is the report of the meeting). Health Minister and the director could not say anything in front of the Chief Minister. The 10 minute meeting went on for 45 minutes. CM had made the visitors wait till then. We had to make special efforts that the meeting was brought on record. We could not inform the media in advance. So we asked the state government PRO to prepare a press release. We keenly supervised the draft and a fair press note was issued by the publicity department bringing on record the meeting. We prepared the minutes of the meeting and sent them to the CM and Health director. There had been meetings aplenty. But we needed an assurance on the floor of the House. We had made preparations to that effect. Legislators and mediapersons were informed. The legislators had raised questions through various tools.
We met the Business Advisory Committee members to make sure that the issue was given a priority. They were briefed about the child deaths before the BAC meeting. As a result, the subject was included in the second week’s scheduled business. The issue was going to be discussed on December 13. The subject was going to be discussed through the Last Week Motion in the Council. A calling attention motion was scheduled in the assembly. We met the legislators through the night. In all, 42 legislators were going to speak on the subject.
The issue was going to be debated in the assembly first. And suddenly, the news of a terrorist attack on Parliament came. Prafulla and Anil Shindore were present in the gallery along with Abhay Bang to listen to the discussion. The media had been alerted in advance. However, with news of attack on parliament, both the Houses were adjourned immediately. 
Thus, the terrorism also killed the issue of child deaths. The session was going to end the next day. We met the CM on December 14 once again and asked him what was going to happen about the decisions related to child deaths. CM told us that he would send us the minutes of the decisions taken and sought our suggestion to issue orders to the concerned departments. 
These things also happened during the legislature session 
Leader of Opposition Narayan Rane mentioned about child deaths in his agenda for the legislative session. Dr. Deepak Sawant of Sena took the most efforts to ensure the issue was raised in the House. He met the speaker on several occasions and kept in touch with us. 
He was going to orient his party legislators on the issue. We got good support from secretaries in all party offices. There was a starred question in the assembly on December 5 on seven child deaths in Dharni. We decided to use it as our base. It wasn’t clear when the debate would be held on the issue of child deaths report. So we decided that we would request the legislator to seek a separate debate. 
We met Chimanrao Patil. He agreed. But the Question Hour could not be held for some reason. Patil said he was really sorry as he had fully prepared. Shobhatai Padanvis moved a private motion but it could not win ballot. Yet she was trying her best. She has also submitted a private member’s bill which will come in the assembly. On December 14, during the Question Hour in the council, while discussing malnutrition deaths in Sindhudurg, Vijay Girkar pointed that Dr Abhay Bang had submitted a report on child deaths in Maharashtra. He also sought to know if the figure quoted by Bang (two lakh) was true. 
The Women and Child Welfare Minister chose to avoid the question. Sampark continued to advocate the issue which lead to the judicial intervention later. 

