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The Full Monty!

By Prabha Krishnan prabha_k@vsnl.com
A recent public interest litigation filed in India sought to ensure that soft drink manufacturers list all the ingredients in their product on the label. Many of these are held as unhealthy. The manufacturers responded that commercial interests dictated that their ingredients be kept a secret. Disclosure was thus not in their best interests, the consumers be dammed.

The addictive effects of tobacco are today well known. But it took years of concerted citizen action to reveal that for decades tobacco majors had been selectively breeding and using tobacco plants for their enhanced addictive qualities.

Genetically Modified Organisms.

A huge question mark hangs over the issue of the safety of genetically modified plants and animals such as soya, insulin, cotton. Yet our government will use the excuse of our starving millions to aggressively promote GMOs. Since the days of the British Raj, it has been known that starvation in India is a function of politically manipulated distribution, rather than lack of food itself. Our silos are overflowing with grain, rotting in the rain and attacked by vermin. Yet not far from the commercial capital of India, Mumbai, the tribal children of Melghat starve year after year. Every government of whatever political persuasion will trot out the same excuses  lack of staff, lack of roads, blah, blah. Nearly 60 years of self-rule and we can’t get the road and staff situation sorted out?

Laughable Labelling.

In India cigarette packets tell us cigarette smoking is hazardous to health. Yet every custom notified shop will sell imported cigarettes, warning the user  smoking is the most important cause of heart disease and lung cancer. Why is this not done in India?

Again what are “permitted additives and colours” which we see on processed foods? Do they not cause allergies and grave health difficulties which may not always be immediately apparent? Especially in children and the elderly?

And I am continually amused by the green dot in the green square which appears on milk cartons, signifying a vegetarian product. Does the government actually believe that milk grows on trees?

The Right to Informed Choice.

As Juhu citizens we have made creative use of the Maharashtra Right to Information Act to improve our environs. This can be of great help in our quest for health. Quality drinking water, guaranteed access to adequate nutritious food, safe working conditions, reliable transport for people and goods, adequate and affordable mechanisms for stress relief are the right of every citizen. These are what will provide radiant health, not drugs or vaccinations or five star hospitals.

But it is becoming apparent that the government is actively seeking ways to blunt this weapon. The high cost of getting copies of documents, the time wasting tactics of the concerned officials, the protection of erring functionaries by their peers  all are ever increasing road blocks on the citizens’ path to good governance. It is we, who having tasted some measure of success, should stick to our guns and demand information as our entitlement, and not accept it as charity doled out by a blasé and unaccountable bureaucracy. The cola companies’ reluctance to label their product is but the tip of a very dangerous iceberg.







