
A matter of salt
In a village that both man and God forgot lies the dark heart of Shining India
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But he was pierced for our
transgressions,
he was crushed for our iniquities;
That which brought us peace was a
punishment upon him

Isaiah 53:5 (Old Testament)

R
ECENTLY I stumbled
upon a terrible sight at
Balgudia, near Padrauna
in eastern UP, a sleepy vil-
lage trapped in a time bub-

ble and cut off from the development
and glitz of mainstream India. Life
here is lived in slow-mo. According to
a local neta, nearly 60% of Balgudia
suffers from some level of disability
created by iodine deficiency: hypothy-
roidism, mental disability, goitre (a
swollen thyroid gland), dwarfism,
squints and deafness. Some are bor-
derline cases, some severely affected.

The big picture
lndia has over 70 million (7 crore) peo-
ple crippled by iodine deficiency. In
fact, all the states in India are iodine
deficient. Nearly 200 million people in
India are at risk even today. Iodine is a
micronutrient, a natural trace ele-
ment crucial to the development of
the brain. It occurs naturally in the
soil and the oceans and reaches us
through our food. A single grain, the
amount you can balance on the head of
a pin is all that the body requires to
trigger off the development and
growth of a healthy foetal brain. A
tiny grain in our daily diet is all we
need to keep our mental faculties and
body in prime condition,

Iodine deficiency leads to cretinism,
birth defects, low IQ, dwarfism and
goitre in man and animal. Heavy
floods and rain leach away the natural
iodine in the soil. So crops grown in
this poor soil are deficient in iodine. It
is as simple and as fateful as that.

Government made iodised salt
mandatory in 1962. But how successful
has this been? In 2002 salt traders in
Gujarat pressured government to de-
notify the Salt Act. Fortunately in May
2007 it was reversed and it is now
mandatory f6r all salt produced in In-
dia to be iodised.

Balgudia's story
But Mukhtaar, a resident of Balgudia,
wouldn't know. He has 15 children all
afflicted by mental disorders, goitre
and squints. The tragedy of 15 young
people condemned for life is a matter
of national shame. Where were the

THE OBVIOUS CAPTION: Children of a lesser god? Indians are born derformed
and retarded for the lack of a pinch of iodine. What were sarkari babus and com-
munity leaders doing all along to enable people like this young man in Balgudia?

god's zillah

doctors, the local administrators, the
religious leaders and the village
sarpanch who could have helped
Mukhtaar? Could they not have in-
formed him about iodine?
Every morning Mukhtaar takes 12 of
his children along with his trusted old
bullock to a nearby farmer. The moth-
er stays home tending to the three
most severely affected children.

Once at the farm, they are told in
sign language that they will be re-
warded with a meal if they till the
field or pluck beans. This galvanises
their simple minds into action. The
payment comes in form of some dal-
roti, followed by a short break in the
afternoon.

The offer of more food gets them
working again. The farmer is compas-

sionate: a jaggery cake and water fol-
low as a late afternoon snack. At 4 pm
the day is over. There is no one to es-
cort the children home, because their
father is usually too far away work-
ing in a field or out on some errand.
So the farmer releases Mukhtaar's
trusted bullock and uncoils the its
rope (nearly 20 feet long from around
neck). The children are made to hold
on to the rope. "Chalo ghar, khana,
mai" is repeated over and over as the
children grab the rope one after the

other. The bullock knows the way
home and the daily routine. A gentle
thump and "Chalo!" are his signals.
He trots off, the children stumble
along holding on for dear life as the
bullock slowly heads home. This is the
only way Mukhtaar can ensure that
his children get home safely at the end
of their 'working' day.

Public information messages are
indeed broadcast over TV and radio
about the use of iodised salt. But
Mukhtaar is too poor for these luxu-
ries. Besides, the IQ levels here are so
low that they simply don't under-
stand.Asked if they have heard of io-
dine, the villagers take nearly three
minutes to absorb the question and
they response is, "Kisgaon mein rahte
hain aadeen?"


