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Abstract

Health and nutrition are closely interrelated, as nutrition plays a crucial role
in maintaining and promoting overall health. The United Nations’ SDG 3 is all
about Good Health and Well-being. Despite its rapid economic growth, India
faces significant health and nutrition challenges. In India Iron Deficiency Anaemia
affects approximately 10-20% of children under the age of five. In rural areas the
incidence of Iron Deficiency Anaemia is 20-30% whereas in urban areas it is 10-
20%. Severe iron deficiency can lead to impaired cognitive development, poor
performance in school and increased risk of infections. It can also lead to long-term
consequences like decrease in work productivity and increase in the risk of chronic
diseases. Addressing this issue requires a comprehensive approach that includes
breastfeeding, complementary feeding, supplementation, food fortification, food
security and healthcare. India’s health and nutrition challenges can be addressed
through a combination of government initiatives, community engagement and
individual actions.

Keywords: Health, SDG, Iron deficiency anaemia.

Introduction

Health and nutrition are closely interrelated, as nutrition plays
a crucial role in maintaining and promoting overall health. A diet
which is well-balanced in terms of nutrients, vitamins and minerals
is imperative for maintaining bodily functions, preventing diseases
and ensuring favourable health outcomes. On the contrary, poor
nutrition can lead to various health problems especially among the
vulnerable groups which can have significant consequences for the
society as a whole. Approximately 1 in 3 people globally suffer from
malnutrition, which leads to impairment in the physical and mental
development, augments the vulnerability to deficiency diseases,
and leads to premature mortality. During childhood and adolescent
stages, nutritious food is essential for growth and development.
Thus the relationship between health and nutrition is one of mutual
dependence.
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Alignment of health with the SDGs-Sustainable Development Goals

There are 17 SDGs-Sustainable Development Goals formulated by the United Nations which
are focused on addressing the challenges across the globe like inequality, poverty, poor health
and climate change. The SDGs are interconnected, and health is a critical component of many of
them. SDG 3 is focuses on Good Health and Well-being and has three targets among others namely
reduction of mortality rate of children under five years of age to less than 25 per 1,000 live births
(Target 3.2), to ensure quality and affordable healthcare is accessible universally (Target 3.6) and
to make sure that safe and effective medicines and vaccines are available worldwide (Target 3.7).

Health and Nutrition Challenges in India: Aligning with SDG 3 and 2

India has a population of about 1.3 billion people and is the second country in the world with
the highest population. In spite of its rapid economic growth, India faces significant health and
nutrition challenges that act as barriers in achieving the Sustainable Development Goals of the
United Nations’. The health and nutrition challenges in India are closely related to the Sustainable
Development Goal 3-Good Health and Well-being and Sustainable Development Goal 2-Zero
Hunger. Over 40% of children under five years old are stunted due to inadequate nutrition in India.
Over 50% of children under five years old are deficient in essential vitamins and minerals such as
iron, zinc, and vitamin A. These are two major nutrition challenges in India relating to malnutrition
and micronutrient deficiencies.

Nutritional Deficiency Diseases in Children: A Major Global Issue

Nutritional deficiency diseases are a significant global health concern, particularly among
children. Malnutrition can be a precursor for many health problems like stunted growth, impaired
cognitive development and high risk of infections. Some of the most common nutritional deficiency
diseases in children are Vitamin A Deficiency (Prevalence: 250 million children worldwide), Iron
Deficiency (Prevalence: 1.6 billion children worldwide), lodine Deficiency (Prevalence: 700
million children worldwide), Zinc Deficiency (Prevalence: 15% of children worldwide), Protein-
Energy Malnutrition (Prevalence: 50 million children worldwide) and Micronutrient Deficiencies
the prevalence of which varies by region and country. Nutritional deficiency diseases affect millions
of children in India and has become a public health concern of great significance. Addressing these
issues requires a comprehensive approach that includes breastfeeding, complementary feeding,
fortification, supplementation, food security and healthcare.

Iron Deficiency in Children: Global Statistics

Millions of children are affected by iron deficiency across the world and has become a public
health problem of major concern. Based on the report of the World Health Organization (WHO),
the most common nutritional disorder in the world is iron deficiency, affecting about 1.6 billion
people of which 250 million are children under the age of five. 40% of children under the age
of five are affected by iron deficiency worldwide. The prevalence of iron deficiency in children
under the age of five is estimated to be about 60-70% in the developing countries. The report of an
analysis of prevalence of iron deficiency reveals that 30-40% of children under five are affected by
iron deficiency in Asia, 50-60% in Africa, 10-20% in Europe and 5-10% in North America.

Iron Deficiency Anaemia in Children: Indian Statistics

Millions of children in India are affected by iron deficiency and this has become a significant
public health issue of concern. The studies by the World Health Organization (WHO), indicates
that about 50% of children under the age of five are affected by iron deficiency.
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Iron Deficiency in Children by Region
* North India: 40-50%
* South India: 30-40%
* East India: 50-60%
* West India: 40-50%
In India about 10-20% of children under the age of five are affected by Iron Deficiency Anaemia.
It is more common in rural areas (20-30%) compared to urban areas (10-20%).

Consequences of Iron Deficiency in Children

Iron deficiency can cause anemia, fatigue, poor appetite and pale skin. Severe iron deficiency
can lead to impaired cognitive development, poor performance in school and increased risk of
infections. Iron deficiency during childhood can also lead to long-term consequences such as
decrease in work productivity and increase in the risk of chronic diseases like heart disease and
diabetes. Addressing this issue requires a comprehensive approach that includes breastfeeding,
complementary feeding, supplementation, food fortification, food security and healthcare.

Government Measures in India for Prevention and Control of the Disease

There are several measures taken by the Government of India to prevent and control anaemia in
children. These initiatives aim to improve nutrition, health and education among children, with a
focus on reducing the prevalence of anaemia. Some of the key measures are:

‘National Iron Plus Initiative’ (NIPI): This initiative launched in 2013, aims to reduce the
prevalence of anaemia not only among children but also in women and adolescent girls. The
initiative focuses on improving iron supplementation, dietary diversification and iron-rich food
production. It also involves creating awareness about the importance of iron and promoting healthy
eating habits.

‘Integrated Child Development Services’ (ICDS): This initiative taken by the ‘Ministry of
Women and Child Development’ provides a package of services, including nutrition, health and
education to children between 0-6 years of age. This program includes iron supplementation for
children aged 6-36 months. ICDS also provides nutrition counseling to mothers and caregivers on
the importance of iron-rich foods and how to prepare them.

‘Mid-Day Meal (MDM) Program’: This program is a government-run initiative that provides
nutritious meals to children aged 6-14 years in schools. The program includes iron-rich foods such
as lentils, beans and leafy vegetables in the meals.

‘National Health Mission” (NHM): This program which is run by the government provides
healthcare to susceptible populations including children. The program includes outreach services,
health camps and medical check-ups to detect and treat anaemia in children. It also provides
training to healthcare workers on anaemia management and prevention.

‘National Nutrition Mission” (NNM): NNM is a government-run program that aims to reduce
malnutrition among children and pregnant women. The program includes initiatives such as
nutrition counseling, dietary diversification and food fortification to improve nutrition. It also
provides support for agricultural interventions to promote the production of iron-rich foods.

Other Initiatives: Some of the other initiatives launched by the Government of India to prevent
and control anaemia in children include: The National Anaemia Prophylaxis Program (NAPP),
The National Anaemia Control Program (NACP), The Iron Fortification Program (IFP) and The
Vitamin D Supplementation Program.
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Key Findings

Anaemia is a widespread problem in India, with a high prevalence among children, particularly
among those from disadvantaged socio-economic backgrounds. It is caused by multiple factors,
such as iron deficiency, vitamin deficiency, malaria and other infections. Anaemia can have
serious consequences on child health, including impaired cognitive development, reduced physical
strength, and increased risk of infection. There are significant gaps in the diagnosis and treatment
of anaemia among children in India, including limited access to diagnostic tests and inadequate
treatment options. Prevention is significant in reducing the burden of anaemia among children
in India, and this requires a comprehensive approach that includes nutrition education, dietary
diversification and health promotion.

Recommendations

Nutrition education programs should be scaled up to reach more children and their caregivers,
particularly in disadvantaged areas. Education of mothers is crucial to prevent and control anaemia
among children in India. By educating mothers about the importance of iron, sources of iron,
symptoms of anaemia, prevention and control measures, and healthy cooking practices, we can
reduce the burden of anaemia among children in India. Health promotion programs should be
implemented to raise awareness about anaemia and its prevention and control measures. Dietary
diversification initiatives should be implemented to increase the consumption of iron-rich foods
among children. Improved access to diagnostic tests should be enabled for early detection and
treatment of anaemia. Healthcare systems should be strengthened to ensure that children with
anaemia receive timely and effective treatment. Research and monitoring should be conducted
to track the prevalence and trends of anaemia among children in India and to identify effective
interventions.

Conclusion

India’s health and nutrition challenges are significant and complex, but they can be addressed
through a combination of government initiatives, community engagement, and individual actions.
By focusing on Sustainable Development Goal 3-Good Health and Well-being and Sustainable
Development Goal 2-Zero Hunger, India can make progress towards achieving these goals and
improving the health and well-being of its citizens.
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