NAC Draft Resolution:

Maternity Benefits  
The NAC regards maternity benefits important to provide compensation for the income-loss in pregnancy and maternity, as well as to provide the financial support for adequate nutrition in this period. We hope that it will enable poor women to get adequate rest and will enhance their food intake.

It is therefore, has proposed that it is an essential feature of the proposed National Food Security Bill. It welcomes the pilot Indira Gandhi Matritva Sahayog Yojana (IGMSY), a maternity benefit scheme of the central government. There are several important features to this, especially that will be extended to all women not currently employed by the central or State government.
However, NAC is very concerned about the conditions imposed by the Scheme, which we fear will effectively bar the access of women from the poorest sections of the population, who have least access to food security, as they would find it most difficult to satisfy many of the proposed conditions. 
The conditions requiring women to be at a clinic and/or to approach a health provider several times during their pregnancy would mean investing scarce financial resources and time. Poverty and gender-power inequalities pose major hurdles for women to access health care services. Similarly, the conditions of mandatory exclusive breast feeding ignores barriers to breastfeeding: it is not acknowledged that women who work as informal sector labourers (95% of the female workforce in India) do not have access in the workplace to any privacy or crèches for breastfeeding; neither do they have the luxury of fully-paid maternity leave to breastfeed at home. Women below 19 years and those with more than 2 children have been excluded from this scheme, but they will actually need support from the state. This is again denial to those who need these services more; and the most vulnerable or marginalized may actually not qualify for this benefit at all.

In enacting Right to Education, it was recognised that parents should not be penalised for not sending children to school, because of the very difficult circumstances of their lives. The same applies for maternity benefits. It is worrying if the social determinants of maternal health are reduced to monetary supplement schemes without any structural changes being introduced to improve working conditions for women or nutrition security for women.
NAC therefore proposes that in the important pilot IGMSY, no conditions are attached to a programme designed to extend maternity benefits to all women during and after pregnancy. 

