	State sponsors disability

	Crippling disease thrust upon people in several UP villages 
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	here, children are resigned to walking with a limp. And women, weighed down by sheer pain, have stopped looking skywards. In fact, age and sex appear to be no bar as infirmity pervades the entire area. Welcome to the Kachnarwa panchayat in Sonbhadra district of Uttar Pradesh, where disability has become a part of life.
	

	‘Fluorosis’ is the administration’s diagnosis. From all accounts, the authorities themselves have inflicted this agony upon the people.

The ‘disease’ has spread its tentacles far and wide. About 25 villages of Chopan block are affected and close to 10,000 people have various kinds of deformities, reveals M A Khan.
	

	He is an activist who has worked closely with the indigenous people of the region for the past 35 years. District and state administration officials are, however, quick to play down the problem. The chief medical officer (cmo) of Sonbhadra, Heera Mani Pandey, informs Down To Earth that there are only 69 cases in the block. That he has neither visited Rohaniya Damar tola (hamlet) — where the incidence of the disease is very high — nor got any tests conducted before concluding that the affliction is fluorosis, is a measure of the veracity of his statement.

Members of the Dhamar community, which inhabits Rohaniya Damar, allege that all they have got by way of relief are a few calcium tablets. But Allahabad-based missionary group Diocesan Development and Welfare Society (ddws) has now taken up their case, providing a ray of hope amid the gloom. In response to a public interest litigation (pil) petition filed by Louis Mascrenhas of ddws and Amar Saran, an advocate, the Allahabad High Court (hc) has asked the state government to submit a list of the steps it has taken to contain fluorosis in 18 affected villages of the block (see box: PILing up pressure). 

The origin 
The Dhamars of Rohaniya Damar have a history of suffering. For one, they’ve struggled perpetually to make ends meet. Penury aside, the community members have been deluged with problems: malaria, industrial pollution, water scarcity, even exploitation at the hands of the forest mafia and naxalites. And in 1986, when the state government installed a handpump in their tola , it brought on a new form of misery.

“Within a few years of our drinking water from the handpump, we began experiencing joint pains and developed stains on the teeth. Routine activities like walking and performing household chores became excruciatingly difficult tasks,” says Runiya Devi, a 40-year-old inhabitant of the hamlet. “Earlier, we used to drink water from a seasonal stream,” she adds. According to Runiya Devi, the condition of the villagers has stabilised since they stopped using the handpump. 

By about 1992, almost all the Dhamar families in the tola developed joint problems and deformities. “My child had bowed legs. I took him to various health camps, but couldn’t get him cured. One of the doctors told me to have him operated upon for Rs 50,000,” says another resident Sarju Dhamar, putting a poser: “How can they expect an adivasi (indigenous community member) to have so much money?”

Then there is the case of Phulwati Devi, all of 24 years and yet hunched and frail. She got married in Rohaniya Damar about four years ago. Two years later, she had a bent back. Still the villagers could not draw a link between the ailment and the handpump’s water. It was only during one of her visits to a health camp in Chopan that a doctor mentioned polluted water as a likely cause of the problem. 

In early 2001, Mascrenhas too sensed that something was wrong with the groundwater of the area. He decided to follow up the matter and was joined in this effort by Khan. Letters were despatched to the district magistrate (dm) of Sonbhadra.

Crippled by age 40
[image: image2.jpg]



Fluoride (ppm*)
Effects on human body
Below 0.5
Deficiency leads to dental caries
0.5 to 1.0**
Protection against dental caries.
Takes care of teeth and bones.
1.5 to 3.0
Dental fluorosis
3.0 to 10
Skeletal fluorosis (adverse changes in bone structure)
10 or more
Crippling skeletal fluorosis and severe osteosclerosis (increase in bone mass)
*ppm: parts per million in drinking water.
**This level is considered safe, even beneficial.
Source: Deepak Malik et al 2001, Fluorosis in Rajasthan, HEDCON, Jaipur, p6.
The cmo’s team visited Rohaniya Damar in November 2001 and listed 69 people as disabled. Water samples were sent to King George’s Medical College, Lucknow, for analysis. The test report, obtained a month later, threw up shocking results: the fluoride level in the water samples was found to be as high as 6 parts per million (ppm), whereas the permissible limit is merely 0.5-1 ppm (see table: Crippled by age 40).

The authorities’ knee-jerk reaction was to remove the handpump. After this, the district officials washed their hands of the issue. No attempt was made to conduct a survey of the area and find out the extent of fluoride contamination in the groundwater. Or to inquire why only a particular handpump had triggered off the disease. Appallingly, the disease has been presumed to be fluorosis without conducting any scientific tests.


	


