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Rising child leprOsy cases 
challenge India's 2027 goal 
Country records 3,832 child leprosy cases in 2025-26, a figure that is 91.6% above the Centre's 
target of 2,000: 37 Grade-2 disability cases point to delayed detection and ongoing transmission 

Bindu Shajan Perappadan 
NEW DELHI 

ndia recorded 3,832 
new leprosy cases 
among children in 

2025-26, including 37 who 
had Grade-2 disability 
(G2D) at diagnosis - an in 
dicator of delayed detec 
tion. The child caseload 
was 91.6% higher than the 
National Leprosy Eradiça 
tion Programme's (NLEP) 
target of 2,000 cases for 
the year:. 

The figures, from the lat 
est NLEP annual report for 
2025-26, come even as In 
dia pursues the National 
Strategic Plan for Leprosy 
2023-27, which seeks to in 
terrupt transmission at the 
district level by 2027. 

D. 

Under the roadmap, a 
district is considered to 
have interrupted transmis 
sion after reporting zero 
new indigenous child cases 
for five consecutive years. 

The NLEP's programme 
objectives include zero dis 
ability among new child 
cases and a national G2D 
rate of less than one case 
per million population. 
The roadmap projects 
1,000 child cases and a 
G2D rate of 0.5 per milion 
for 2026-27. 

Epidemiologic question 
The World Health Organi 
sation (WHO) Considers 
new cases among children 
below 15 years an indicator 
of recent transmission, 
while G2D among newły 

detected patients indicates 
delayed diagnosis. 

The Health Ministry has identified high-priority States and districts 
where the burden remains concentrated. FILE PHOTO 

The WHO also says dis 
abilities among newly de 
tečted child cases signal 
both delayed detection 
and ongoing transmission. 

India recorded 63 chil 
dren with G2D in 2019-20, 
followed by 35 in 2020-21, 
41 in 2021-22, 55 in 2022-23 
and 45 in 2023-24. The 
continued detection of 
children with G2D con 
trasts with the NLEP's ob 
jective of zero disability 
among new child cases. 

The latest numbers the 
refore raise a fundamental 
epidemiological question: 
if India is working to inter 
rupt transmission by 2027, 
why are children still deve 
loping leprosy, and why 
are some reaching diagno 
sis only after visible disabil 
ity has appeared? 

LEPRA Society 

India detected 91,783 
"new leprosy cases in 2025 
26, according to the Union 
Health Ministry. The preva 
lence rate was 0.56 per 
10,000 population, and 

ffected by 

1,945 patients had Grade-2 
disability. at diagnosis, ac 
counting for 2.12% of all 
newly detected cases. The 
national G2D rate was 1.34 
per million, above the 
NLEP's target of less than 
one case per million. 

Global hubs 
According to the WHO's 
latest global update, India 
reported the world's lar 
gest number of newly de 
tected leprosy cases in 
2025, with 91,783 cases, 
followed by Brazil with 
22,901 and Indonesia with 
16,292. Together, the three 
Countries accounted for 
78.3% of all new cases re 
ported globally. The WHO 
notes that, although the 
update is for 2025, India re 
ported data for April 2025 
to March 2026. 

India also reported the 
world's largest number of 
new child leprosy cases in 
the WHO's 2025 global up 
date, with 3,832 cases. 

The WHO figures and 
the NLEP figures refer to 

the same reporting period 
for India - April 2025 to 
March 2026 – although the 
WHO presents India's data 
in its 2025 global table. The 
WHO table records 3,832 
child cases and 37 child 
cases with G2D for India. 

concerns. 
Leprosy, or Hansen's 

disease, is a chronic bacte 
rial infection caused main 
ly by Mycobacterium le 
prae. It primarily affects 
the skin and peripheral 
nerves. Transmission oc 
curs mainly through pro 
longed, close contact with 
an untreated person. The 
disease is curable with 
multidrug therapy. 

T 

The Health Ministry has 
identified high-priority 
States and districts where 
the Burden remains con 
centrated. Twenty-three 
districts in Chhattisgarh, 21 
in Jharkhand, 18 each in 
Maharashtra and Odisha, 
and 10 in Madhya Pradesh 
had a prevalence rate 
above one case per 10,000 
population. 
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Hard-to-reach areas 
The Health Ministry identi 
fies high-endemic and ac 

hard-to-reach areas as 

priorities for intensified 
case detection. The NLEP 
emphasises active case de 
tection, household contact 
surveys and focused cam 
paigns, along with special 
plans for hard-to-reach 
areas. The programme also 
identifies stigma and dis 
crimination as continuing 
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Delhi-NCR's installed ba 
se of robotic surgical systems 

la- is concentrated in integrated 
delivery networks (DNs), 
which compriseachainof ho 

fi- spitals, clinics and other he 
be althcare providers operating sts under a coordinated system. 
he IDNS account for 69% of the 

ce 

he 

region's installed systems, 
compared with 23% in priva 
te and 86 in govt hospitals. 

nat Across India, the correspon ding shares are 54°%,33% and 
13%,respectively. 
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NCR emerges capital 
of robotics surgery 

New Delhi: Delhi-NCR is 
emerging as the countrv's le 
ading hub forrobotic sungery 
with N hospitals equipped 
with robotic systems, inclu 
ding 11 with multiple machi 
nes. Robotic assisted proce 
dures in the region have also 
inceased nearly ivefold in 
four years reaching 10,937 in 
2025, data presented at Socie 
ty of Robotic Surgery India 
2026 conference showed. 

The number of robotic pro 
duresin Delhi-NCRrose fiom 
2,257 in 2121 to 3,594 in 2022,5,024 
in 2023, 7,595 in 2024 and 10,937 
in 2025The three dav conferen 
ce began Friday. The three day 
conference began Friday 

The growth has been spre 

39 

Delhi-NCR 

2021 

Hospitals in Delhi-NCR 
with robotic systems 

2025 

2,257 

Robotic-assisted procedures 

Delhi-NCR 
Procedures 

MAXIMUM USE IN GENERAL SURGERY 

2,257 

3,594 

2021 

India 

8912 

5,024 

2022 

ad across specialities. In 2025, 
general surgery for benign 
Conditions accounted for aro 
und 33% of obotic procedu 
res, followed by urology 
(30.2°%), gynaecology (22.1%) 
and general surgery for ma 
lignant conditions (10%). Ro 
botic procedures were also 
performed in head and neck,. 
thoracic and cardiac surgery. 

The concentration of robo 
tic systems and growing surgi 
cal volumes reflect the develop 
ment of expertise in the re 
gion, said Dr Vivek Bindal, or 
ganising chairman, SRS India, 
and principal director and he 
ad, department of minimal ac 
cess, bariatric and robotic sur 
gery Max Hospital, Delhi. 

"Delhi-NCR has emerged 
as a leading force in India's 
robotic surgery journey, with 
the highest concentration of 
robotic-system installations 
in the countıy and a rapidly 
expanding volume of proce 
dures. It reflects the depth of 
expertise and institutional 
adoption that has developed 
in the region," he said. 

2023 

The growth in the region 
comes as robotic surgery ex 
pands rapidly across the co 
untry. Nationally, the number 
of robotic-assisted procedu 
res increased from 8.912 in 
2021 to 44,857 in 2025. 
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10,937 

7,595 

Hospitals with multiple 
robotic systems 

10,937 

2024 2025 

Union health minister J P 
Nadda, addressing the confe 
rencethrougha videomessage 
Friday, said India had an op 
portunity to not just adopt sur 
gical robotics but also innova 
te and develop the technology. 

General 

Delhi-NCR is also beco 
ming a testing ground for ro 
botic telesurgery, with surge 
ons operating remotely thro 
ugh robotic systems. Prof Dr 
Anup Kumar of Vardhman 
Mahavir Medical College and 
Safdarjung Hospital recently 
performed a robotic telesur. 
gery procedure from Gurga 
on on a patient in Hyderabad. 
At the SRS conference, doc 
tors from Max Super Speciali 

surgery, 

Hospital, Vaishali, also de 
monstrated cross-border ro 
botic telesurgery between In 
dia and China, remotely 
operating a system nearly 
5,000 km away in Chengdu du 
ringpre-clinical procedures. 

OCTOBER 4, 2026 

Experts said telesurgery 
could eventually connect spe 
cialist esxpertise in major cent 
res with hospitals in smaller 
cities, while enabling remote 
training and telementoring. 
The conference is also exami 
ning requirements such as 
connectivity, cybersecurity, 
srgeon training, credentia 
ling, emergency preparedness 
and reglatory safeguards. 

Head & neck, thoracic, 
cardiac & others 

What Are Robots Being Used For? 
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in different places before arriving in Noida. Police are examining WhatsApp conversa 

Abhinav.Garg 
@timesofindia.com 

New Delhi: Absence of a ti. me-limit window that shuts 
for foster parents seeking to 
"return" their adopted child 
remains a key reason why 
such cases persist. 

Return of adopted children: Experts 
say lack of time limit a problem 

In theory, once a child 
finds her way to an adopted home legally and under the 
aegis of a process facilitated 
by Central Adoption Resour 
ce Authority (CARA), such 
adoptions becone"irrevOcab 
le" after being cleared by the 
district magistrate concer 
ned. But in practice, couples 
often have second thoughts 
and take legal recourse see 
king that the adopted child be 
sent back to the agency or or 
ganisation that arranged it. 

CCTV footage 
ding areas is being examined too. 

As Delhi High Court prepa 
res to examine one such case 
of a widow seeking to hand 
back her 14-year-old adopted 
Son on the ground that he, be 

With neither the CARA 
rules nor Juvenile Justice 
(Care and Protection of 
Children) Act givinga 
timeline by which return 
of an adopted child can 
be allowed, such petitions 
are dealt with on a 
case-by-case basis 

ing mentally challenged, po 
ses a threat and needs treat 
ment, the court may well end 
up laying down guidelines to 
govern such cases in future. 
With no comprehensive ru 
ling, courts are usually guided 
by the best interests of the 
children concerned in such ca 
ses, legal experts contend. 

urt agreed to the child's return 
only after examining the stand 
of CARA, State Adoption Reso 
urce Authority, District Child 
Protection Unit and the specia 
lized adoption agency from 
where the toddler was sent. 

In 2024, Bombay High Co 
urt annulled the adoption of a 
three-year-old male child after 
an affidavit from the adoptive 
parents stating failure to bond 
with the child. However, the co 

With neither the CARA 
rules nor Juvenile Justice 
(Care and Protection of 
Children) Act giving a timeli 
ne by which return of an 
adopted child can be allowed, 
such petitions are dealt with 
on a case-by-case basis. 

The law only provides two 
options if adoption fails -the 
first is disruption, which imp 
lies the return of the child to 
the institution after being pla 
ced witha family but before a 
formal adoption decree is pas 
sed. The second is dissolution 
after formal adoption procee 
dings have been finished and 
the child has started living 
with thenew parents. 

gated, police said. PTI 

In 2020, the Union women 
and child development mini 

stry revealed in a written re 
ply in Rajya Sabha that bet 
ween 2014 and 2019, there we 
re 246 cases of disruption and 
10 cases of dissolution repor 
ted compared to a total of 
16,859 in-country adoptions. 

Advocate Anant Asthana, 
who specialises in childjusti 
ce and rights, explained that 
an adoption can be annulled 
only after it is ensured that at 
least twO efforts for counsel 
ling of parents and child were 
made to mitigate dissolution. 

«The most pertinent ques 
tion to be asked is about the ti 
me limit. We cannot have a si 
tuation that parents try to dis 
solve an adoption after many 
years have gone by. Disputes 
can arise between biological 
children and parents, and the 
same can happen between 
adopted children and adopti 
ve parents too. The door of 
dissolution cannot be kept 
open for an unreasonably 
longperiod, " Asthana opined. 
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100 Cancer Patients Got Drugs Meant For Others 
Multi-State Racket, Medicines Diverted From Supply Chain Abhay@timesofindia.com 
New Delhi: The medicines 
that nearly 100 cancer pati ents bought for treatment we 
re meant for others and rea 
ched them through an alleged illegal chain they knew not hingabout. Investigatorspro 
bing a multi-state racket bus 
ted in Aug have traced scores of patients who were alleged ly sold medicines diverted from the legitimate supply chain. The number could be 
significantly higher, suspect 
investigators. 

The patients and their re 
latives questioned so far 
have told police that they had 
no idea the sellers were alle 
gedly part of a racket and had 
no reason to suspect that so 
me of the vials might have 
originally been meant for 
other patients. 

Most of the patients traced 
till now are from Haryana, 
while some are from another 
state. Investigators are going 
backwards through hospital 
records, chemist shops and pa 
tient details to establish where 
each vial came from, who di 
verted it and how it eventually 
reached another patient. 

Photo for representation 

Three chemist shops and four private hospitals in Haryana and Telangana have so far be 
en identified as sources from where the medicines were al legedly misappropriated. 

"Most of the patients 
for whom the vials were legi 
timately issued were also 
from Haryana, but the medi 
cines were allegedly misapp 
ropriated and sold to others. 
Some of these patients have 
been examined by police," a 
SOurce said. 

The medical consequen 
ces of the alleged diversion 
have become an important 
part of the investigation. Po 
lice are trying to establish 
whether patients whose me 
dicines were diverted missed 
their prescribed doses and 
whether any such interrup 

AAD 

Three chemist shops and 
four private hospitals in 
Haryana and Telangana 
have so far been 
identified as sources 
from where the medicines 
were allegedly 
misappropriated 
tion affected their treatment. Policer emay approach apremi 
er hospital for an expert opi nion on the impact of pati 
ents missing their scheduled 
doses or treatment cycles. 
"These findings may help us 
build a stronger chargeshe 
et," the source added. 

TIMES 

"The accused allegedly 
misappropriated vials meant 
for patients and sold them to 
others for Rs 1 lakh to Rs 1.3 
lakh per vial. The original 
Cost was between Rs 2 lakh 
and Rs 3 lakh per vial," an in 
vestigator said. 

In Aug, Delhi Police arres 
ted17 people, busting the mul 
ti-state racket allegedly tar 
geting cancer patients and 
their famlies across the co 
untry, including Delhi-NCR, 
Mumbai, Hyderabad, Harya 

na and Uttar Pradesh. The 
drugs worth around Rs 9 cro 
re were seized, including 588 
vials of critical cancer injec-
tions and 3,021 units of other 
medicines, besides Rs 50 lakh 
in cash. Some of the drugs hu 
were allegedly fake. 

Investigators believe the 
accused had been operating 
theracket for nearly two years. 
The exact quantity of medici-
nes allegedly diverted and sold 
is still being worked out. 

Investigators have not fo 
und any foreign connection 
in the case, with the probe 
currently focused on reconst 
ructing the domestic supply 
chain and identifying everyo 
ne whomay have played arole 
in the racket. 

tr 

The gang allegedly sour 
ced medicines through 
three channels: counterfeit 
drugs procured from unaut 
horised sources, genuine me 
dicines allegedly misappro 
priated from hospitals, and 
drugs allegedly diverted 
from govt institutions and 
warehouses. Batch numbers 
and MRP details were remo 
ved, and medicines were re 
packaged to conceal their so 
urce, sources said. 
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OVHO: Indians live longer 
than Pakistanis, lag Bdeshis 
Anuja.Jaiswal@timesofindia.com 
New Delhi: Indians can expect 
to live longer than their coun 
terparts in Pakistan, but have 
shorter lives than people in 
Bangladesh, the US and Cana 
da, according to thelatest World 
Health Organization estimates. 

India's ife expectancy at 
birth was 71 years in 2023, com 
pared with 68.2 years in Pakis 
tan, 72.7 years in Bangladesh, 
78.5 years in the US and 81.4 ye 
ars in Canada. Butliving longer 
does not necessarily mean li 
Ving more years in good health. 
India's healthy life expectancy 
was 60.6years in 2023, compared 
with 60.5 in 2019. It had fallen to 
58.4 years in 2021 before recove 
ring to 60.2 years in 2022. The fi 
gures are part of WHO's Global 
Health Estimates, released Fri 
day, covering life expectancy, 

PATTERN REVERSED 
For India, difference is visible 
Over pandemic years: Life 
expectancy fell from 70.5 years in 
2019 to 68.1 in 2021, before rising 
to 70.5 in 2022 and 71 in 2023 
>In 2000, communicable 
diseases accounted for nearly 
62% of combined death rate 
from India's 10 leading causes, 
while NCDs accounted for 34%. 
By 2023, pattern reversed, with 
NCDS accounting for 75% and 
Communicable diseases 16% 

healthy life expectancy, causes 
of death and disease burden 
from 2000 to 2023. WWHO said glo 
bal life expectancy recovered 
close to prepandemic levels, 
while healthy life expectancy 
has recOvered more slowly 
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said at a press conference 

SPOTLIGHT 

Radheshyam Jadhav 
(Names of all minors in the 
story have been changed to 
protect their identity) 

Most nights, Kirti, in her 
teens, is jolted awake by 
nightmares of a marriage 
ceremony she never chose: 
the raucous twang of a 
banjo band rattling out 
popular Hindi-filn songs, 
garlands swaying chaoti 
cally, and a stranger, nearly 
twice her age, waiting at 
the other end of the man 
dap, where Kirti is dressed 
like the bride. 

Kirti's nightmare is trig 
gered by the harsh genera 
. tional reality of child mar 
riage, which continues to 
be practised by families 

Maharashtra's 
drought-prone Marathwa 
da region. Here, child mar 
riage is not simply a conse 
quence tradition. of 
Families say fears over 
girls' safety, so-called fami 
ly honour, migration, and 
economic insecurity leave 
them with few choices. Ac 
tivists point to predators, 
weak institutional protec 
tion, and a growing mar 
riage market that exploits 
vulnerable families. 

across 
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tutions (PRIS). 

CM 

and lonely battle for the 
girls who choose educa 
tion and independence. 

Kirti Iives in Kathoda, 27 
kilometres from the re 
gion's historical Beed dis 
trict, with her maternal 
grandparents Suman and 
Achyut Ovhal. 
Suman says her own 

mother was married at 13 
and hated it. "But then 
there was no other option 
and I was married at the 
same age. Mulgishyanizali 
ki gharatthevta vet nahi 
(Once a daughter attains 
puberty, she cannot be 
kept in the house)," says 
Suman. After she was mar 
ried, she adds, her fore 
most responsibility was to 
deliver children, prefera 
bly sons. She birthed four 
daughters and then a son. 
A majority of children 

born to underage mothers 
are not delivered in medi 
cal institutions, 
though there are some go 
vernment hospitals in the 
region. In fact, the Aad 
haar cards of many women 
here mention only their 
"tentative' ages. 

even 

Both Suman and Achyut 
work as daily-wage labour 
ers, even though they own 
al.5-acre patch of dry land. 
They migrate to western 
Maharashtra and other 
States like Karnataka and 
Telangana to work as su 
garcane cutters during the 
six-Month crushing season 

October-November 
onwards. 

phases. 

Marathwada records 
high numbers of farmer 
suicides. In 2025, the re 
gion's eight districts re 
corded 1,129 farmer sui 

cides between January 1 
and December 31, with 
Beed being among the 
worst hit, as per govern 
ment data. 

Singh said. 

In the remaining six 
months, Suman and Achy 
ut work in their fields and 
take up odd jobs in their 
village. With an unsteady 
income and an uncertain 
"future, Suman got all her 
daughters married before 
they turned 16. They have 
all returned to her with 
their children following 
marital disputes. Suman 
.and her husband have 
been convincing their son 
in-laws to reconcile with 
their respective spouses. 

Childhood: sold, silenced, stolen 

Trapped into tradition 
Kirti's mother, Chaya, has 
been living with her pa-
rents for a few months. Ev 
ery few months her hus 
band leaves her and she 
returns to her maternal 
home. Suman refuses to 
say why he leaves or why 
the couple fight. She is 
worried he will not cone 
back if he comes to know 
about the matter being dis 
cussed publicly. Kirti has 
witnessed her mother suff 
er through domestic vio 
lence and it colours her 
views on marriage. She is 
reticent and refuses to 
speak to strangers. 

In Maharashtras Marathwada rcgion. child marriage persists as (amilies grapple with fcars over girls' safety and so-called honour. Poverty and migration add to the problem, while predators. 
weak institutions, and a marriage market deepen their vulnerability 

At the mention of 
school, her eyes twinkle, 
yet she doesn't speak 
much. Circumstances have 
forced her to mature 
beyond her years and any 
talk of marriage brings her 

nel 

A family in Beed district, Maharashtra, where poverty, migration, 
and concerns over girls' safety contribute to the persistence of child 
marriage. RADHESHYAM JADHAV 

to tears. 

copter was dropping the 

Chaya blames her moth 
er for Oyng" her life 
by not her to fin 
ish school. Yet, even as 
Chaya complains, she re 
mains unsure whether she 
can avoid repeating her 
mother's mistake and ena 
ble Kirti to study as she 
wishes. Chaya, who is a 
mother to three girls, in 
cluding Kirti, works as a 
daily-wager and some 
times joins her husband as 
a sugarcane-cutter. 
Suman does see child 

dropping relief packets 
carme close to the building. 

marríage as a social evil, 
but also explains how so 
ciety is unsafe for girls. 
"There are predators all 
around. As daily-wage 
workers, we cannot take 
our daughters when we mi 
grate for months as they 
are unsafe in a new place; 
we cannot leave them 
home, because they are 
unsafe alone" she says. 

For Achyut, the family's 
respect in society rests 
upon a singular, unyielding 
pillar -ijjat (honour) that is 
inextricably bound to a 
girl's character. The girl's 
character is measured 
solely by the preservation 
of her virginity. He believes 
that if a girl elopes, is mol 
ested, abducted, or raped, 
it is an insult to the family. 

The result is a cycle in 
which married minor girls 
often face violence or 
abandonment, and return 
to the same homes where 
the next generation of girls 
is growing up. Despite laws 
and government cam 
paigns aimed at ending 
child marriage, breaking 
the cycle remains a long 
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The best solution, in hi 
view, is to marry the girl off 
as soon as possible so that 
the responsibility shifts to her husband. 
The Bal Vivah Mukt Bha 

rat campaign by the Go 
vernment of India aims to 
reduce the prevalence of 
child marriage by 10% by 
2026 and make India child 
marriage free by 2030. 
Maharashtra has the high 
est number of child mar 
riage prevention officers at 
21,196, as per government 
data. 

But Achyut has a dife 
rent take on the issue. 
"Everyone condemns child 
marriage and talks about 
ending this custom, but 
what about the predators 
who force parents into 
marrying off their daught 
ers early?" he says. 

Prey for predators 
Tatwashil Kamble, a child 
rights activist based in 
Beed, highlights that ad 
dressing these issues ex 
poses a deeper systemic 
crisis involving political in 
fluence in molestation, 
rape and abduction. 

He points out that pre 
dators backed by political 
influence frequently target 
vulnerable minors and 
pressure them to flee, leav 
ing poor parents largely 

tion Minister P. Viswanath 
an, VCK treasurer S.S. 

I potverless to speak out due 
to severe intimidation. In 
Aher Dhanora village, 
some four kilometres away 
from Beed, a local 
lured a 15-year-old girl 
away from home and 
raped her. He continued to 
sexually assault her in the 
following days. When she 
resisted, he blackmailed 
her, threatening to tell the 
village that she was no lon 
ger a virgin. When her pa 
rents came to know about 
this, they planned to mar 
ry her off. The local youth 
returned and demanded 
they pay him. 

Youth 

In Kaij, about 50 kilo 
metres from Beed, another 
family mustered the cour 
age to seek justice for their 
13-year-old daughter who 
was allegedly molested by 
a local goon. Yet, her pa 
rents were subjected to 
severe systemic apathy 
the father and the girl were 
forced to wait 27 hours in 
the Kaij police station and 
government health centre 
simply to file a report and 
obtain medical documen 
tation, say activists. They 
add that although cases of 
exploitation involving pol 
itically connected men, 
their associates, and local 
goons are widely discussed 
across Beed, fear prevents 
many fanilies from speak 
ing out. 

Brides for sale 
"A majority of families 
marry their daughters for 
security reasons, but many 
parents exploit their .own 
daughters," says Ashok 
Tangade, chairperson of 
the Beed District Child 

Oppose he RSS, BJP, and Gyanesh Ku 
mar," he added. 

Welfare Committee (CWC) 
In Shirur, 41 kilometres 
from Beed, a police case 
has been registered against 
the father and stepmother 
ofa I5-year-old for forceful. 
ly marrying her off. The 
girl's mother and maternal 
uncle claim monetary tran 
sactions took place before 
the marriage. 

Not all girls have a safe 
route home. A few years 
ago, 14-year-old Sheetal 
from village in Beed wapla i to stay home, 
go to school, and play with 
her friends. Married off by 
her parents to a local farm 
er, Dadasaheb Toge, she re 
peatedly returned to her 
parental home. When she 
resisted going back, her 
father, Prakash Bhange, 
strangled and smothered s 
her to death in a sugarcane 
field, according to the pol 
ice. Her father told author.! 
ities, "She wouldn't listen." 

"Girls are being treated 
as a commodity in the mar 
riage market," observes 
Tangade. 
The National Family 

Health Survey (NFHS-5) 
puts Beed armong the dis- I 
tricts in Maharashtra with 
most cases of child mar 
riages: 43.7% of women 
aged 20-24 were married 
before 18. Parbhani, a dis 
trict in Marathwada, re 
corded the highest rate at 
48%. Activists note that 
these numbers represent 
just the tip of the iceberg in 
Beed. While authorities 
have intervened to stop 
about 800.child marriages 
in recent years, filing for: 
mal cases remains difficult. 

radhestyamj@gmail.com 
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Childhood: sold, silenced, stolen 
In Maharashtra's Marathwada region, child marriage persists as families grapple with fears over 
girls' safety and so-called honour. Poverty and migration add to the problem, while predators, 

weak institutions, and a marriage market deepen their vulnerability 

cides between January 1 
and December 31, with 
Beed being among the 
Worst hit, as per govern 
ment data. 

In the remaining six 
months, Suman and Achy 
ut work in their fields and 
take up odd jobs in their 
village. With an unsteady 
income and an uncertain 
'future, Suman got all her 
daughters married before 
they turned 16. They have 
all returned to her with 

their children following 
márital disputes. Suman 
.and her husband have 
been convincing their son 
in-laws to reconcile with 
their respective spouses. 

Trapped into tradition 
Kirti's mother, Chaya, has 
been living with her pa-
rents for a few months. Ey 
ery few months her hus 
band leaves her and she 
returns to her maternal 
home. Suman refuses to 
say why he leaves or why 
the couple fight. She is 
Worried he will not comne 
back if he comes to know 
about the matter being dis 
cussed publicly. Kirti has 
witnessed her mother suff 
er through domestic vio 
lence and it colours her 
views on marriage: She is 
reticent and refuses to 
speak to strangers. 

A family in Beed district, Maharashtra, where poverty, migration, 
and concerns over girls' safety contribute to the persistence of child 
marriage. RADHESHYAM JADHAV 

At the mention of 
school, her eyes twinkle, 
yet she doesn't speak 
much. Circumstances have 

forced her to Imature 
beyond her years and any 
talk of marriage brings her 
to tears. 

Chaya blames her moth 
er for "destroying" her life 
by not allowing her to fin 
ish school. Yet, even as 
Chaya complains, she re 
mains unsure whether she 
can avoid repeating her 
mother's mistake and ena 
ble Kirti to study as she 
wishes. Chaya, who is a 
mother to three girls, in 
cluding Kirti, works as a 
daily-wager and SOme 
times joins her husband as 
a sugarcane-cutter. 
Suman does see child 

marriage as a social evil, 
but also explains how so 
ciety is unsafe for girls. 
"There are predators all 
around. As daily-wage 
Workers, we cannot take 
our daughters when we mi 
grate for months as they 
are unsafe in a new place; 
we cannot leave them 
home, because they are 
unsafe alone" she says. 

For Achyut, the family's 
respect in society rests 
upon a singular, unyielding 
pillar -ijat (honour) that is 
inextricably bound to a 
girl's character. The girl's 
character is measured 
solely by the preservation 
of her virginity. He believes 
that if a girl elopes, is mol 
ested, abducted, or raped, 
it is an insult to the family. 

The best solution, in his 
view, is to marry the girl off 
as soon as possible so that 
the responsibility shifts to 
her husband. 

The Bal Vivah Mukt Bha 
rat campaign by the Go 
vernment of India aims to 
reduce the prevalence of 
child marriage by 10% by 
2026 and make India child 
marriage free by 2030. 
Maharashtra has the high 
est number of child mar 
riage prevention officers at 
21,196, as per government 
data. 
But Achyut has a diffe 

rent take on the issue. 
"Everyone condemns child 
marriage and talks about 
ending this custom, but 
what about the predatorS 
who force parents into 
marrying off their daught 
ers early?" he says. 

Prey for predators 
Tatwashil Kamble, a child 
rights activist based in 
Beed, highlights that ad 
dressing these issues ex 
poses a deeper systemic 
crisis involving political in 
fluence in molestation, 
rape and abduction. 

He points out that pre 
dators backed by political 
influence frequently target 
vulnerable minors and 
pressure them to flee, leav 
Ing poor parents largely 

oberles 
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s to speakout due 
to severe intimidation. In 
Aher Dhanora village, 
some four kilometres away 
from Beed, a local youth 
lured a 15-year-old girl 
away from home and 
raped her. He continued to 
sexually assault her in the 
following days. When she 
resisted, he blackmailed 
her, threatening to tell the 
village that she was no lon 
ger a virgin. When her pa 
rents came to know about 
this, they planned to mar 
ry her of. The local youth 
returned and demanded 
they pay him. 

In Kaij, about 50 kilo 
metres from Beed, another 
family mustered the cour 
age to seek justice for their 
13-year-old daughter who 
was allegedly molested by 
a local goon. Yet, her pa 
rents were subjected to 
severe systemic apathy -
the father and the girl were 
forced to wait 27 hours in 
the Kaij police station and 
government health centre 
simply to file a report and 
obtain medical documen 
tation, say activists. They 
add that although cases of 
exploitation involving pol 
itically connected men, 
their associates, and local 
goons are widely discussed 
across Beed, fear prevents 
many families from speak 
ing out. 

Brides for sale 
"A majority of families 
marry their daughters for 
security reasons, but many 
parents exploit their .own 
daughters," says Ashok 
Tangade, chairperson of 
the Beed District Child 
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