Report on Post Floods Hunger in Bagda Block, North 24 Parganas

Introduction

From 10" September onwards, a spell of about 7 days of continuous rains led to water logging
and flooding in some parts of West Bengal. One of the worst affected areas was the Bagda block
of North 24 Parganas. A few NGOs working there reported to the Advisor that the floods had
resulted in large scale hunger in the block. The Advisor therefore decided to enquire into the
matter and also report the matter to the Commissioners and the Nodal Officer of the State
Government. The enquiry was made in the following way:

e Asking the District Magistrate to provide information on food materials distributed by the
Government and on employment being generated.

o Visits to the affected area on two occasions, once by the Advisor and once by the
Convenor of the West Bengal Right to Food and Work Network.

o During the visits, we met the following persons:

Nripen Banerjee , Joint BDO, Bagda Block

Nikhil Ghosh, Pradhan and Adhir Ranjan Talukdar, Upapradhan of Halencha GP
Ganapati Biswas, Pradhan and Pradeep Mullick, Upapradhan of Ranghat GP
Tushar Kanti Biswas, Pradhan of Asaru GP

Sukharanjan Haldar, Panchayat Member, Booth No 59, Kaniara 2 GP

Families from Parui Para, Puratan Halencha, Halencha GP

Families living at the Bhowanipur Relief Camp, Kaniara 2 GP

Families from Hamkuda village, Asaru GP

The Flooding

During our visits we found that the continuous rains for a long period of time had led to water
logging and consequent flooding of fields and villages. The reason given by the local people was
that the rivers in the area namely Kodalia, Batrabati (Betna), Suchiamora, and Kapataksha were
blocked due to various man made obstructions and growth of hyacinth. As some of the rivers
crossed the Bangladesh border, the problem had international ramifications. Everyone expects at
least a month or two to eladse before the water drains away.

This period of the year is anyway the lean season as far as employment for agricultural workers is
concerned. Continuous rains and subsequent water logging, with large scale destruction of crops,
have made things worse. Many people have therefore been unemployed for almost a month and
are now facing hunger

Three Case Studies

The three case studies given below would give an idea of the suffering being undergone by
people.

Case Study 1

Kiron Das, resident of Bhowanipur Colony Para, Kaniara 2 GP, 50 years old, has a wife,
a daughter who is about 12 and a grand daughter. Kiron owned 3 cows and his main
source of income was the selling of milk of these cows. His wife and daughter also used
to collect different kinds of greens from the fields (kalmi saag, Kocchu saag etcetra ) and
sell the same. Kiron and his family left their house on the 12" of September when water



began collecting. While his family took shelter at the Bhowanipur High School, Kiron
took his cows some kilomteres away to Baneswar for 7-8 days as there was no high land
where he could keep his cows. For those 7-8 days, he camped by the road side at
Baneswar and had no food (except for a few biscuits). His family on the other hand was
at the Bhowanipur camp with other families from their village. They had no food stocks
with them and they survived due to the little bit of help that other families gave them (the
other families also had meager stocks of food). They ate once or twice a day.

Kiron, after remaining hungry for quite a few days, decided to sell one of his cows. As
this was a distress sale, he sold his cow which was worth Rs.4000 for Rs. 3000 only. He
then returned with the money and the other two cows to Bhowanipur. He used Rs. 700-
800 to return some of his debts and he needs to make the remaining Rs. 2200 last for two
months. His family’s food intake in the past few days has consisted of a kg of rice and
330 grams of potatoes per day. (In calorie terms this comes to 1270 calories per day per
adult person and 635 calories per day for the two children.) The two children eat twice a
day while Kiron and his wife eat once a day. Kiron projects that they will have to
continue to consume in this manner if their money is to last for the next two months as he
expects the flood waters to take a month or two to recede. From the 12" to the 27" (date
of visit), in 15 days, Kiron’s family and other families at the camp have received the
following food materials:

Organisation Item Amount

Bharat Seva Ashram Khicchdi For 5 days

Bharat Seva Ashram Milk powder Small quantities for
children

Sreema Mahila Samity Flattened rice 500 gms per family

Ramakrishna Belur Math Flattened rice 600-700 grams per family

Ramakrishna Belur Math Milk powder 50-25 grams per child

State Government Rice 650 grams per head

State Government Flattened rice 1 fistful per family, and
some jaggery

Case Study 2

Namita Barui lives in the Parui para of Puratan Halencha There are about 370 families in
this neighborhood, all of whom are landless agricultural workers, with their homesteads
forming their only asset. While the neighborhood has not been flooded, there has been no
work available to these families for the last one month due to unseasonal rains first and
then due to water logging and floods.

Namita’s family consists of three adults—her husband, her son and herself. For the past
one and a half months, Namita and her husband worked for two days each and earned
Rs.50 per day or Rs.200 altogether. Her son did not get any work. When we visited them
on the 27", Namita said that they had remained hungry for a whole day six days ago. She
then borrowed 5 kgs of rice from the local shop. This rice had now finished and she was
now worried about what to feed herself and her family. In the last 24 hours, Namita and




her family have eaten 1 kg of rice and 250 grams of boiled potatoes (i.e. about 1270
calories per head).

Case Study 3

Malati Biswas is also from the same neighborhood as Namita. Her family consists of her
husband, a son, her pregnant daughter in law, her three daughters and herself. Another of
her daughters, her son in law and his brother have also come to live with them for the
past 17 days as their own village is completely flooded. Malati’s house thus has 10 adults
at the moment. While the house has not been flooded, the family has received only 4 days
of work in the past month or Rs. 200/- in all.

All 10 family members were hungry for a whole day a few days ago and were given two
kgs of rice by the Shramajibee Mahila Samity, a woman’s organization. In the past 24
hours the family had eaten 1.2 kgs of rice only. Along with this they had boiled some
leaves of wild plants and eaten the same. This comes to about 420 calories per head.

Until the 27", the Parui Para has received 150 grams of Flattened rice for each family as
relief. In addition, 20 families had received 3 kgs of rice per family on the 26", but
Namita’s and Malati’s family were not amongst these 20 families.

Provision of Food and Work

From our visits and discussions with various people, the main problems surrounding food
and work have emerged as follows:

Inadequacy of the food relief provided
In all, the BDO estimates that 175, 921 people have been affected. The food relief
distributed till 26.9.2004, according to the District Magistrate was as follows:

item Total quantity Quantity per capita

Rice (in kgs) 134500 765 grams (per head)
Flattened rice (in kgs) 7500 43 grams (per head)
Jaggery (in kgs) 1500 8 grams (per head)

(Note: Other items of relief such as tarpaulins, cattle fodder etcetera have not been
mentioned here)

The amount is now being supplemented by sending further amounts of food grains.
Transfers of foodgrains are taking place every week, but the amounts need to be much
greater if the authorities plan to deal with the problem of hunger through this distribution
of free food grains.

Delays in transfer

Delays seem to be taking place in the transfer of relief material, as can be seen from the
table below. This table is for the Ranghat GP in the Bagda block:

(figures received on 5.10.04)



RANGHAT GP ASARU GP

Date Amount of rice in Date Amount of rice in

quintals quintals
17.9.04 1.98 16.9.04 | 1.9
18.9.04 2.65 16.9.04 | 2.92
19.9.04 15 18.9.04 | 15
22.9.04 8.66 21.9.04 | 8.66
23.9.04 55 21.9.04 | 45
28.9.04 75 28.9.04 | 60
4.9.04 31 30.9.04 | 20

(23 quintals of rice

and 8 quintals of wheat)
4.9.04 84
TOTAL up to 5" Oct 273.29 153.58
TOTAL up to 26" 83.29 73.48
Sept

As per the above figures provided by the Pradhans , by 26™ September, Ranghat GP had
received 83.29 quintals of rice and Asaru GP had received 73.48 quintals. The District
Magistrate however reported that 178.29 quintals in Ranghat GP and 153.08 quintals in
Asaru GP had been disbursed up t026™ September. After another 10 days (by the 5™)
however, these GPS actually received the amounts given by the District Magistrate, thus
showing delays in distribution.

Non Partisan Distribution

There has been formation of all party committees in all the GPs and at the block level
almost immediately after distribution of relief began. Hence no great complaints of party
politics in distribution were received. There however does seem to have been differences
according to location of the relief camps and villages. For example, Hamkuda Muslim
Para (Asaru GP) where 150 families live reported that they had received not even a grain
of food relief even though they had spent a week in the local Primary School immediately
after the floods. Those in Bhawanipore High School’s relief camp received 650 gms of
rice and a fistful of flattened rice. Residents of Parui Para Puratan Halencha received
practically nothing, while families at the Halencha High School received 400 gms of
flattened rice and 6 kgs of rice per family.

MDMS and ICDS Centres

According to the Joint BDO, cooked food under the MDMS was started on 1% September
2004 in the block. However, as all primary schools in the area are either water logged or
are being used as shelters or relief camps, the MDMS has been closed down. In areas that
are not water logged such as the Parui para of Puratan Halencha, cooked food is being
provided under the MDMS. ICDS centres have also become non-functional in water
logged areas, but are being continued in dry areas.




Ration shops
According to the Joint BDO, ration shops in the block are all functioning, but are not
open for 5 and a half days a week.

While visiting the flood affected areas we found that the rationing system was not
functioning as per the Court’s orders. For example the family of Jharna Burman, wife of
Mahadev Burman, of Bhowanipur Colony with 3 BPL ration cards (numbers 050300,
050299, 050301) have not received foodgrain rations for over a year. (Ration shop
owner’s name Niranjan Majumdar at Bhowanipur village. The shop is water logged at the
moment).

In Puratan Halencha, the ration shop of Pritilata Mahanta is open for 4 days a week and
provides only 500 gms of foodgrains for every TPDS and Antodaya Anna Yojana card,
instead of 1.75 kgs. He also allows card holders to take rations in one installment only,
and repeated purchases as and when people have money is not allowed. He does not give
receipts or cash memo for the purchases. This shop has not been affected by water

logging.

We also received complaints about Ajit Kumar Bachad (Champarui village Asaru GP)
and Narayan Chandra Mondal (Jagdishpur village, Asaru GP), who open shops for only
1-2 days per week. The Pradhan of Asaru GP said that people in his GP have not been
receiving rations under TPDS and Antodaya Anna Yojana for the last 3 months. The
Pradhan of Halencha GP said that TPDS rice had not been coming properly in his GP.
The Pradhan of Ranghat GP said ration shops are open for 3 days in his GP.

All the people we met felt that even in the flood situation they could have bought food
grains from the ration shop if they had known that they were eligible to get 7 kgs per
card, as the BPL rates were much cheaper than the open market, and if the shops had
regular supplies and were opened regularly.

SGRY

One of the chief problems that people brought up was the total collapse of the economy
of the area and their inability to get work leading to hunger. We therefore explored
whether it was possible to provide work under SGRY in the flood situation.

The District Magistrate wrote to say that 180 quintals had been provided under SGRY
and Rs.3 lakhs had been allocated for this work. This is very minimal compared to the
extent of the problem.

We were also informed by the Pradhans of Asaru and Ranghat GPs that they had received
a circular from the BDO on 4.10.2004 asking them to submit fresh action plans for
SGRY works. The Asaru Pradhan has identified 7 schemes under his GP for about Rs.29
lakhs where it will be possible to start work immediately and has submitted these to the
BDO on 4.10.04.These works involve road repair and cleaning of canals that had been
blocked. The latter would be especially useful as it would help to drain out the flood
waters. The Ranghat Pradhan also said that he had informed the BDO that at least 1 lakh



man days of work should be created over the next one month to deal with hunger. These
involve mostly bandh and road repair. However he felt that the return of the rains on the
5™ of October meant that they would have to wait for a week or more to start work.
People of Halencha Anchal (Puratan Halencha) could also identify road repair works that
could be started immediately.

The people of Puratan Halencha also informed us that some people of their village who
had worked on an SGRY work to dig a canal before the rains had built up sufficient
stocks of grains to deal with the scarcity at present. This experience also seems to point at
the necessity of starting SGRY schemes to deal with hunger

Conclusions

The situation in Bagda has meant that people have had to undergo considerable hardship
since the beginning of water logging from 10" September 2004. While long term
measures are required to prevent a recurrence of the situation, in the short term it seems
that it will take a month or two for the water level to subside and another 6 months for the
economy to revive. In these circumstances, in order to ensure that people are people do
not face hunger, the State Government is requested to take the following steps:

1. In the immediate short term, the State Government seems to be already streamlining
and augmenting the amount of food being given as GR in the area. It should continue
these efforts to ensure that food as relief is provided in adequate quantities to all the
affected persons. It should also ensure that delays are avoided in transfer of food from
the district to block to GP to the affected people.

2. The State Government should ensure that the ration shops in the area function
properly i.e. that at least those that are not waterlogged are open for 5 % days, and
that each beneficiary is given rations in the proper quantities. Also, cash memos must
be given by ration dealers. In water logged areas, the Government should see if it can
explore other ways of distributing food through ration dealers by, for example,
opening temporary ration shops in nearby areas that are dry or by tagging the card
holders to other dealers.

3. The State Government should start SGRY works immediately and in sufficient
quantity, to provide people with 15 days of work per month, thus ensuring that they
have sufficient food over the next few months and reducing their dependence on GR.
This would also help to clear the canals.
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