
 

 
Land rights for women can help ease 
India's child malnutrition crisis
Despite progress on many fronts, India's child malnutrition rate 

rivals that of sub-Saharan Africa. Growing evidence shows a way 

forward – giving women legal control of the land they farm

 

An Indian child eats mid-day meals organised by the government of Andhra Pradesh at a shanty area in Hyderabad, 

India. Photograph: Mahesh Kumar A/AP

The findings of a new study (pdf) released last week showing that 42% of children under 

five in India are malnourished call into question some of the most fundamental 

assumptions of the development community.
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Countries like India, with robust GDP rates (last year's rate was 8%-9%), are not 

supposed to have stubbornly high malnutrition rates. Functioning democracies with 

healthy economies and steadily rising per capital income levels are supposed to provide 

steadily improving conditions for their children. In layman's terms: rising tides are 

supposed to lift all ships.

But in India, as this study and a host of previous ones – just as devastating – make clear, 

this is not the case, leading researchers to dub this conundrum the "Asian enigma". 

Despite progress on many fronts, India's high malnutrition rate, low birth weight and 

maternal mortality rate continue to rival those of sub-Saharan Africa.

When children are born underweight or are malnourished, they are at severe risk of 

reduced health and mental capacity. These deficiencies cost India, in economic terms 

alone, an estimated $28bn per year.

There is growing evidence that the reason for India's malnourished children is not just 

empty pockets – it is, specifically, women's empty pockets. Women in India have a lower 

status and therefore less control over resources, both land and money, and consequently 

do not have the leverage to ensure that their children's needs are met.

Understanding this allows India to craft targeted and effective responses to this crisis. 

Because, although government programmes that provide free food and vitamins will 

surely help, what may prove more effective in the long term is improving the status of 

women and expanding their access to resources.

This means recognising that women and girls in India often eat whatever is left over 

after husbands and sons have eaten, and that women often have no legal control of the 

land they farm with their husbands – and therefore cannot lay claim to any of the 

income produced on that land, even if it is gained through their own labour.

There is an increasing body of research that points to the way forward. A study in Nepal 

found that children are less likely to be underweight if their mothers own land. Another, 

in Nicaragua and Honduras, presented at the World Bank, found that families spend 

more on food when the woman of the house owns land. And a study in Ghana found that 

families allocate larger proportion of their household budget to food when the woman 

owns a larger share of the household's farmland.

We've seen it in our work from Rwanda to India, when women have secure rights to the 

land either jointly with their husbands or on their own, the family does better in a host 

of ways: improved education, improved nutrition, improved health.
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Across India, national and some state governments are recognising this and are working 

to put a powerful asset – land – into the hands of women. Such programmes should be 

praised and, more important, replicated and expanded.

Just last year officials in Odisha state opened the first Women's Land Rights 

Facilitations Centre. And officials in West Bengal state have begun adding the names of 

women to all the land titles they distribute in their micro-plot poverty alleviation 

programme. Officials in Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka, Odisha and West Bengal are 

working to ensure that more women find their names on the title documents to the land 

they till.

This will allow women to fill their pockets, cooking pots and children's bellies – a 

bumper harvest for their families and communities, and a better future for all of India.

• Renee Giovarelli is executive director of the Landesa Centre for Women's Land Rights

Blog home 
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Land Ownership by women is one important aspect of 

addressing child malnourishment in India. But there are many 

other factors, which need to be considered if there is to be a 

significant change in India’s shameful state of affairs.

I have seen in many villages across India where women take 

primary, often sole, responsibility for cultivating family land or 

as labourers in village farms as husbands and older sons travel to 

towns and cities for employment. Many, today however, face the 

daily challenge and constraints of degrading farm land, inequity 

in access to the rapidly depleting water source, climate changes 

and vagaries of markets. These, with lack of investment and 

support from government in appropriate technologies and 

training for cultivating the right crops is a key limiting factor to 

availability, accessibility and affordability of adequate food and 

nutrition die, locally

Millets, a type of cereal crops or grains, part of the traditional 

diet in rural India, are nutritionally rich in protein, vitamins B6, 

folic acid, calcium, iron, potassium, magnesium and zinc and can 

be can be intercropped with other crops such as red gram, 

ground nut, sunflower and soyabean, have seen a 44 percent 

decline in area cultivation since the 60’s, replaced in many cases 

by cash crops. Consumption too has declined. Providing the right 

incentives for the cultivation of such food crops and raising 

awareness on its nutritional value can help mitigate the alarming 

state of malnutrition in India.

Clip | Link 

Report 

KirrilyPells 

20 January 2012 12:13PM

Very important points being made here - longitudinal evidence 

demonstrates powerfully the long-term impacts of malnutrition 

with children who are stunted tending to perform less well in 

school and having a less positive view of themselves and their 

future. As the article shows there has been remarkably slow 

progress. The Young Lives study of international childhood 

poverty (www.younglives.org.uk) is collecting information on 

3,000 children as they grow up in Andhra Pradesh. Comparing 
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children aged 8 in 2002 and 2009 shows stunting rates declined 

by just 3 percentage points for children born 7 years apart 

despite India seeing year on year GDP growth of 6% or more. In 

Young Lives data, where there was progress, this tended to be for 

more affluent groups. This is further evidence of the need to 

better connect economic growth with social development if the 

motor of economic growth is going to pay off in healthier 

children.

 
JazCummins 

20 January 2012 2:41PM

Thanks both for interesting comments. Interesting to hear your 

account from villages bhartisvaraj, and the changes taking 

place. 

Thanks for alerting us to the Young Lives study KirrilyPells, 

please keep us updated on it's outcomes via 

development@guardian.co.uk.
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There's a chapter in Half the Sky that explains why this happens. 

It also has to do with the fact that, although India is one of the 

fastest growing economies, about 90%+ of its population live in 

poverty. The western world seems to overlook this fact because 

of the facade that India put on. This article would therefore come 

as a shock to many, but not to me.

In the aforementioned chapter in Half the Sky, it suggests that 

when household finances are in the hands of the woman, they 

will be spent on food, health and education; the men seem to 

squander it and see it as surplus, therefore buying alcohol and 

sugary snacks for themselves. It really is an eye-opening chapter.
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I agree gender equality more specifically women's land's rights 

can definitely improve the lives of millions of woman and their 

children. The Indian government must now put its words into 

action as it cannot afford to see half of its population mentally 

decapitated. Not only is corruption, greed, status,cultural and 

religious reasons owing to Malnutrition in India,but so is the 

caste system. the lowest castes,especially woman belonging to 

the lowest castes face excruciating discrimination in the 

attainment of decent work, thus preventing them to feed their 

children and themselves accordingly.Poor woman irrespective of 

caste must be given a leading role in fighting off malnutrition.

Clip | Link 

Report 

ChildInNeedIndia 

25 January 2012 10:53AM

Thanks for this excellent report, it gives a real insight into the so-

called 'Asian enigma' and how infant and maternal malnutrition 

can be tackled in the long term. 

Around 6,000 children a day die in India, which is in fact higher 

than anywhere else in the wolrd, including sub-Sahraran Africa. 

Women in India are 80-times more likely to die in childbirth 

than in the UK (UNICEF 2005). Why? Poverty, lack of access to 

basic healthcare and lack of access to education are some of the 

key factors. 

Child In Need India (CINI) has been working in the country for 

nearly 40 years trying to tackle infant and maternal mortality. 

Our approach is also centred around the mother. Our health 

workers target vulnerable, pregnant, women in the poorest parts 

of India and support them through pregnancy and afterwards 

until their child reaches the age of two. The Lancet medical 

journal reported in 2008 that the first 1,000 days of a child's life, 

from conception, is the critical time. If you get that stage right, 

you have a far better chance of surviving through to adulthood. 

CINI's support takes the form of life-saving medical advice, 

nutritional support and vaccinations which, admittedly, are all 

short-term measures. 

But, we also provide access to educational materials for children 

and adults and encourage parents to send their children to 
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school rather than out to work. 

It is education which is one of the keys to unlocking the inter-

generational cycle of poverty in India. Educating India poorest 

children - girls and boys - equals an opportunity for a different 

life to that of their parents. 

Follow us (@CINI) to find out more about what we are doing to 

combat infant and maternal mortality.

arosebyanyothername 

26 January 2012 1:52AM

A couple of things to consider:

1. there are several regions of India where there is matrilineal 

inheritance and women have ownership of land. I there any 

research to show that these regions have lower levels of 

child/female child malnutrition?

2. Levels of malnutrition are somewhat higher in the urban/non-

agri demographic than in the rural/agri one. So land ownership 

will not resolve this.

3. the right to food campaign is vehemently opposed to 

conditional cash transfers (as opposed to state subsidised food 

rations) on the grounds that even if women were to receive the 

direct cash transfer iit would not be used for additional food and 

that women would not have a say in how it was spent. If what 

they say is true, then it wld appear that having land or money is 

not going to solve the problem.
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Our experiences in Odisha, India have shown that rights over 

homestead plots have helped families grow a variety of 

vegetables, greens, tubers and fruits by accessing inputs and 

seedlings from Government departments. Vegetables from the 

home-garden have added to the food basket of the household 

resulting in improved nutritional security, resulting in better 

health of women and children and possibly improved attendance 

of children in school. 

The need of the hour is effectively linking land allocation with 

convergence of government programmes for livelihoods 

improvement. Further contrary to popular nutrition 

programmes that are mostly "supplementary", better impact can 

be achieved through home based food production, particularly 

variety of vegetables that can be grown by land owners. 

I strongly feel that government land programmes should aim at 

allocation of land to the landless that should be in the name of 

women. These programmes ought to factor in and include the 

most vulnerable among women - single women. Additionaly, one 

effective way to address malnutrition is by promotion of home 

based food production of variety of vegetables. Homestead 

gardens are culturally practices in many parts of the world, and 

promotion of such garden would require little inputs, 

communication campaign among community, and an extension 

network to provide inputs and nutrition education, etc. 

Governments around the world and Agriculture extension 

networks ought to focus on homestead production to address 

malnutrition rather than "only" on external supplementation of 

vitamins, imported food, food distribution systems, etc. 

Malnutrition ought to be addressed locally that would be 

sustainable and manageable by local communities.
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