Girl child – from cradle to grave

“Your daughter may be the next champion.” This line appears on a hoarding in Hyderabad with the picture of a smart young girl who happens to be India’s latest sports idol. Ironically from the same state in Andhra Pradesh the government announces Rs. 1 lakh (translate to million) to families having girl child in order to encourage them to have girl children and dissuade them from practicing female infanticide. 

The state is worried about the prevailing low sex ratio. The decision to hand over this money to families having single girl child stems from this worry of the government authorities. 

They say the money will be handed over to the girl when she turns 20 year so that she can plan her future. “We’ve decided to hand over the money to the girl so that she herself can plan how to go about in life. This, we’re hoping, will bring down the rate of early marriage. The number of sex determination tests and abortion of female foeticide are also likely expected to drop,” sources say.

The package includes an annual grant of Rs. 1,250 for education girls from classes 9 – 12 (in the age group of 14-17).  In case of death of either parent, the family could claim up to Rs. 50,000 immediately.

At the government hospitals in Hyderabad, couples have started rushing in to undergo verified birth control operations. After the announcement of this scheme, the number of people coming to hospitals for birth control operations have gone up by almost three times.  More and more couples want to qualify for the scheme, which only goes to show they do want a better future for the girl child. Majority of them are from the lower economy strata of society.

The sex ratio in AP in 2001 was 943 to 1000. But with this scheme, the Government is hoping a fairly decent sex ratio count for the next decade. 

Various incentives like this are being given by the government for the welfare of the girl child. Indian culture can be viewed as an outcome of patriarchal values and traditional discrimination practices. This bias is deeply ingrained in the mindset to the extent that it reflects in day to day practices. From the cradle to the grace life for the girl child in India is a sad journey, many never get to see the light of day as thousands are killed in the wombs of their mothers. Daughters are perceived as social and economical burden, especially for poor families, on account of various factors including dowry  

National Scenario

Government figures reveal that 12 million girls are born in India every year; almost 50,000 are aborted after sex-determination tests are done. India tops in illegal abortion and female infanticide. Out of 15 million illegal abortions carried out in the world in 1997, India alone accounted for 4 million, 90% of which were to eliminate the girl child.

This is the sad scenario of female infanticide and foeticide in India.

The phenomenon of female infanticide is as old as many cultures, and has likely accounted for millions of gender-selective deaths throughout history. It remains a critical concern in a number of "Third World" countries today, notably the two most populous countries on earth, China and India. In all cases, specifically female infanticide reflects the low status accorded to women in most parts of the world; it is arguably the most brutal and destructive manifestation of the anti-female bias that pervades "patriarchal" societies. It is closely linked to the phenomena of sex-selective abortion, which targets female fetuses almost exclusively, and neglect of girl children. 

Research studies done by NGOs have found that girls die under suspicious circumstances and some are fed dry, raw rice that punctured their windpipes, or they were made to swallow poisonous powdered fertilizer. Others were smothered with a wet towel, strangled or allowed to starve to death. These gruesome truths reveal the harassed condition of the families who have girl children as getting them married with dowry is a huge problem in the country. That is why most girls in village are not sent to schools since they have to keep homes for their husbands one day and are treated as “outsiders” right from the time they are born. 

This is a prevalent concept not just in villages but also in towns and cities where even the rich and educated mindsets are framed in this manner. A son, on the other hand, is considered to be an asset, a bread winner, who continues the family lineage, performs funeral ceremony and supports parents in their old age.

The bias against females in India is related to the fact that "Sons are called upon to provide the income; they are the ones who do most of the work in the fields. In this way sons are looked to as a type of insurance. With this perspective, it becomes clearer that the high value given to males decreases the value given to females." (Marina Porras, "Female Infanticide and Foeticide".) 

“The problem is also intimately tied to the institution of dowry, in which the family of a prospective bride must pay enormous sums of money to the family in which the woman will live after marriage. Though formally outlawed, the institution is still pervasive. Given these figures combined with the low status of women, it seems not so illogical that the poorer Indian families would want only male children." 

Delhi scenario

The declining number of female children born in the National Capital Region of Delhi has left Delhi with the disturbing distinction of having the poorest sex ratio in the country. With the number of ‘missing girl’ aged between zero to six years on the rise in the Capital, the State expressed its alarm over the trend exposed by census 2001. According to the census, the ratio of 827 women compared to 1000 men is the poorest record in the country. 

A look at some statistics on girl child - 

· There are 933 females per 1000 males in India. The "missing girls and women" can be attributed to discriminatory gender practices such as female foeticide, female infanticide, sexual trafficking and dowry death 

· One-fourth of Indian girls do not live past the age of fifteen and one-third of these deaths occur before a girl reaches her first birthday 

· The childhood mortality rate for Indian girls is 20% higher than it is for boys 

· Nearly two in every three women in India are illiterate 

· The female literacy rate is 54% 

· Only 82 girls for every 100 boys are enrolled in school. 35 million girls do not attend school in India. 

· 52% of women are anemic and the maternal mortality rate is 540 per 100,000 

· Some 60% of Indian prostitutes are from the so-called backward castes. Of the two million women in commercial sex work in India, approximately 30% are below the age of 18 

· Almost half of all girls aged 20-24 years were married before they reached the age of 18 

According to a recent report by the United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF) up to 50 million girls and women are missing from India' s population as a result of systematic gender discrimination in India. In most countries in the world, there are approximately 105 female births for every 100 males. In India, there are less than 93 women for every 100 men in the population. The accepted reason for such a disparity is the practice of female infanticide in India, prompted by the existence of a dowry system which requires the family to pay out a great deal of money when a female child is married. For a poor family, the birth of a girl child can signal the beginning of financial ruin and extreme hardship. Education is denied and health care is neglected for girls. This affects the productivity and progress of society and nation at large. 

However this anti-female bias is by no means limited to poor families. Much of the discrimination is to do with cultural beliefs and social norms. These norms themselves must be challenged if this practice is to stop.

Diagnostic teams with ultrasound scanners which detect the sex of a child advertise with catch lines such as “spend 600 rupees now and save 50,000 rupees later.” The implication is that by avoiding a girl, a family will avoid paying a large dowry on the marriage of her daughter. According to UNICEF, the problem is getting worse as scientific methods of detecting the sex of a baby and of performing abortions are improving. These methods are becoming increasing available in rural areas of India, fuelling fears that the trend towards the abortion of female foetuses is on the increase.

Government and NGOs are working to create an awareness on girl child and infanticide across the country so that society understands the value of a boys and girls and treat them as equals, starting from the families. They need to be reminded to treat women and girls with dignity and love, as God has created them so along with man. 
