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ABSTRACT 
Even though India is a food-surplus country, food 

security remains a pressing issue, with the country 

facing key challenges in ensuring food availability, 

access, and nutrition for the country's large and 

diverse population. India has created a public 

distribution system for ensuring food security. In this 

article we analyze the food production and price 

trends in India and evaluate how food security can be 

improved using the public distribution system.  

 

I. FOOD SECURITY AND INDIA’S 

PERFORMANCE 
THE CONCEPT OF FOOD SECURITY  

The World Food Summit [1] defined the 

term food security as the condition in which “all 

people, at all times, have physical and economic 

access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food that 

meets their dietary needs and food preferences for an 

active and healthy life”. There are four principal 

dimensions that need to be fulfilled for achieving 

food security: (a) food availability or the adequacy of 

the supply of food; (b) access to food or the existence 

of enabling conditions such as markets, prices, 

logistics, fair wages, employment opportunities etc. 

(c) Food utilization, or intake of sufficient energy and 

nutrient by individuals and existence of favorable 

factors such as dietary diversity, adequate care and 

feeding practices, and intra-household food 

distribution; (d) Stability over time of the above three 

dimensions to ensure consistent quality. In addition, 

food security should be linked to the overall 

sustainability of the food systems. There should also 

be freedom for people to consume any culturally 

appropriate food item of their choice.  

 

 

 

 

INDIA’S STATUS IN TERMS OF FOOD 

SECURITY 

India’s impressive economic growth over 

the last two decades has not translated into ensuring 

food and nutrition security for its people.  It is 

estimated that there are about 200 million 

malnourished people in India. India’s malnutrition 

problem manifests in the form of child stunting, child 

mortality, anemia in new mothers. Nearly half of all 

children in India are malnourished [2]. Therefore, 

food insecurity has been identified as a pressing 

public health challenge in India [3]. Moreover, 

research has not yet established the relationship 

between malnutrition and food insecurity in the 

country [2]. 

India has expanded the production of 

foodgrains tremendously over the years as shown in 

Figure 1. Foodgrains are mainly composed of cereal 

crops, oilseeds, and pulses. The area harvested and 

the production quantity have increased over the 

years. This implies, though the country has achieved 

self-sufficiency in the production and supply of 

foodgrains at the national/macro levels through 

Green Revolution, a large section of the country’s 

society has not been able to escape the trap of food 

insecurity. Hence,  out of the four dimensions of food 

security listed above, India seems to have done 

relatively better in terms of only food availability. In 

fact, the term “hidden hunger” is often used to 

describe India’s food insecurity and malnutrition 

problems. The term denotes the fact that India has 

been able to ensure sufficiency in terms of supply of 

calories to its population, but has failed in terms of 

dietary quality and provision of essential nutrients. 

Therefore, regional/local deficiencies in food quality 

and access, improper dietary practices, and social 

inequalities seem to be acting as major barriers to 

achieving food security in India. In a typical Indian 

diet, much of the calories are derived from cereals 

and pulses, there is hunger for nutrient-rich foods.  
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Figure 1. Foodgrain production in India: 1961-2023. Data source: [4]. 

 

Government policies in India have tended to 

follow either direct instruments or indirect 

instruments to achieve food and nutrition security. 

Direct policy instruments include nutrition 

interventions such as: the Integrated Child 

Development Services (ICDS) targeted at children up 

to the age of 6 years, pregnant and lactating mothers 

and women 16-44 years of age; fortification of salt 

with iodine. Indirect policy instruments include: 

ensuring per capita foodgrain availability of 215 

kg/person/year; promoting production and 

availability of nutritionally rich foods; income 

transfer and minimum wage programs; subsidizing 

foods through the public distribution system (PDS); 

and, communication and knowledge transfer 

programs.  

 

AGRICULTURAL MARKET SYSTEM AND ITS 

FOOD SECURITY IMPLICATIONS 

Food systems operate within the larger 

economy of which the agricultural market system is 

a vital component. There is a strong connection 

between the agri-food market system and the four 

food security dimensions. The first three dimensions 

of the standard food security framework focus on 

issues at different socioeconomic scales. The fourth 

dimension characterizes the temporal stability of the 

conditions that enable individuals to meet their food 

demand. Temporary deficiencies in food access can 

lead to long-term, irreversible damage, especially 

among children. The stability can be affected in 

various ways: harvest fluctuations (that are often 

moderated by trade and storage), fluctuations in real 

income affecting access to food and nutrients, and 

fluctuations in disease burdens (e.g., due to 

pandemics or floods). These changes in food prices 

are likely to signal changes in food security 

conditions.  

Thus, a better understanding of agricultural 

and food prices can be crucial in assessing food 

security risks. At its most fundamental level, food 

insecurity is a manifestation of poverty. As per the 

famous Engel’s law the share of expenditure on food 

items in total expenditure of a household increases 

with decrease in income. Thus, poor households 

spend disproportionately higher on food items 

compared to more affluent households. On average, 

it is estimated that poor people spend about two-

thirds on food items. Thus, for these households a 

change in food price implies substantial change in 

their real income. Net buyers of food are negatively 

affected by increase in food prices whereas net sellers 

gain from it. Thus, food prices are important in 

understanding risks to food security.  

 

THE PUBLIC DISTRIBUTION SYSTEM (PDS) 

IN INDIA AND ITS ROLE IN FOOD SECURITY 

HISTORY AND CURRENT STATUS OF THE PDS 

The PDS is one of the most important food 

security programs in India implemented 

cooperatively by the central and state governments 

through equitable distribution of food. Food items 

such as cereals, pulses, jaggery, oil, and sugar are 

distributed at subsidized prices to those living BPL 

throughout the country in both rural and urban areas. 

PDS is operated under the joint responsibility of the 

central and state governments. Consumer 

cooperatives and fair price shops (ration shops) are 

the physical outlets for the distribution of these 

outlets. There were 5.5 lakh fair price shops in the 

country as per the 2011 census. The total coverage 

was estimated to be 400 lakh BPL families.  

History of the PDS in India can be traced 

back to the inter-war period. A formal launching was 

conducted in 1945, and it was strengthened during the 

1960s when food shortage was a major issue. In 1992, 

the Revamped PDS (RPDS) was launched to improve 

its reach in remote areas with large populations of 

poor people. The number of PDS shops has steadily 

increased over the years in India, with about 50,000 
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shops in 1950, that increased to 350,000 shops by 

1991-92, then to 537,868 shops in 2021.  

The PDS was run as a general entitlement 

program for a long time. The program was modified 

to suit the requirements of specific populations 

(Drought Prone Area Programme DPAP, Integrated 

Tribal Development Projects ITDP, Desert 

Development Programme DDP. However, it was 

found to be inadequate in reaching the below poverty 

line (BPL) populations, had an urban bias, only 

limited coverage in those regions with more rural 

poor concentration, and a deficient delivery logistics. 

For example, states with highest incidence of poverty 

such as Odisha, Bihar, Madhya Pradesh and Uttar 

Pradesh were also the states whose per capita PDS 

use was lowest. These led to the launching of the 

Targeted PDS (TPDS) which classified its customer 

base into BPL and APL populations. The two 

subpopulations received separate set of benefits. The 

BPL families received 10 kg foodgrains per family 

per month at subsidized prices with supplies coming 

from the Government of India (GOI).  

Table 1 shows the total subsidies incurred by the 

Government of India on food subsidies. The quantity 

of foodgrains in excess of the BPL requirements was 

provided to the states for supplying to the APL 

families. The central government has the 

responsibility for procurement, storage, 

transportation and bulk allocation of essential 

commodities to the states.  

 

Table 1. Total food subsidy released by the Government of India to state governments over the years. 

Years 

Subsidy (₹/kg) CIP (₹/kg) Total economic cost (₹/kg) 

Rice Wheat Rice Wheat Rice Wheat 

2019-2020 34.20 24.23 3.00 2.00 37.20 26.23 

2020-2021 36.39 25.32 3.00 2.00 39.39 27.32 

2021-2022 32.62 22.68 3.00 2.00 35.62 24.68 

2022-2023 35.58 24.55 3.00 2.00 38.58 26.55 

Data source: [5]. 

 

 

In year 2000, the Government of India 

increased the allocation to BPL families to 20 

kg/family/month at 50 percent of the economic cost 

and to the APL families at the economic cost. The 

Antodaya Anna Yojana (AAY) was launched to cater 

to the needs of the 5 percent of the population who 

slept without two meals per day. Under AAY, one 

crore poorest families were identified from amongst 

the BPL families and the selected families were 

eligible to receive foodgrains at of ₹ 2/kg for wheat 

and ₹ 3/kg for rice. The AAY families received 25 

kg/family/month which was increased to 35 

kg/family/ month with effect from 1st April 2002. 

Coverage of the AAY scheme has increased to 2.50 

crore families over the years. Except for the AAY 

scheme in which the final price is fixed, the selling 

price in other PDS formats is determined by the state 

governments taking into account the margins of the 

different actors along the supply chain, transportation 

costs, taxes etc.  

 

OPERATIONAL DETAILS OF THE PDS 

PDS is jointly implemented by the GOI and 

the state governments. The central government 

makes available the commodities at the Central Issue 

Prices (CIP) determined by the GOI. The economic 

costs of the food commodities- including the costs of 

purchase, storage and transportation- are actually 

higher than the CIP. Thus, the PDS offers foodgrains 

at a highly subsidized prices to the needy poor 

households. The state governments in turn have the 

responsibility of identifying eligible beneficiaries, 

and distributing the subsidized foodgrains through a 

network of fair price shops.  

The Food Corporation of India (FCI) is the 

main agency for procurement, storage, and 

distribution of foodgrains in conjunction with the 

state procurement agencies. In theory, it will lead to 

supporting the farmers with remunerative prices to 

their products while also help build the buffer stock 

of foodgrains. Procurement of rice is carried out 

through a statutory levy system under the Essential 

Commodities Act, and the levy rates vary with states. 

The FCI purchases the quantity of rice milled by the 

millers and specified using the levy orders at a price 

announced before the season.  

 

INEFFICIENCIES IN THE PDS 

The procurement price of wheat and rice 

keep increasing due to the increase in minimum 

support price (MSP) offered to these crops. Thus, the 

CIP also keeps increasing. This diminishes the 

importance of PDS as an outlet for marketing the 

foodgrains. Moreover, it leads to market distortions 
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such that surplus farmers of wheat and rice in 

particular states become beneficiaries of increased 

procurement prices. Powerful farmer lobbies of these 

states hurt the smaller farmers in other parts of the 

country. These powerful farmers do not have any 

incentives to diversify their crops away from wheat 

and rice since these two crops bring profits 

consistently due to the government’s MSP and direct 

procurement. Thus, subsidies are also directly 

leading to environmentally unsustainable water-

intensive farming practices such as the rice cropping 

in areas that are not ideal for the crop. 

The governments over the years have tended to 

reduce food subsidy by increasing selling price. Open 

market prices could actually be lower than the APL 

prices due to the inefficiencies in the FCI’s 

procurement, storage and distribution. The FCI 

charges heavily on the handling and storage of 

foodgrains, and its stockholding charges have been 

continuously increasing. Food subsidy distributed 

through the PDS is the difference between the 

economic cost incurred by the FCI and the CIP, and 

is borne by the central government. In 2022-23, the 

Department of Food and Public Distribution of the 

GOI was allocated Rs 2,15,960 crore (99% of the 

Ministry’s allocation). 

There are also concerns about corruption, 

diversion, and leakage in the PDS [5]. Leakage refers 

to the grains released by FCI that do not reach the 

consumers. Foodgrains intended for supply through 

the PDS are diverted to into the general market 

resulting in deficiency for those BPL families that 

rely on the PDS. In some states this was up to 100% 

leakage or ‘diversion’ from the supply chain.  

Identification of the BPL and APL families is also 

prone to mistargeting. Non-poor households have 

been reported to be included in the PDS to the 

detriment of the system.  

 

THE NATIONAL FOOD SECURITY ACT 

(NFSA) AND THE PDS 

The National Food Security Act (NFSA), 

2013, also known as the Right to Food Act, is a 

landmark legislation enacted by the Government of 

India to ensure food and nutritional security for the 

population by making access to adequate quantity of 

quality food at affordable prices a legal right. 

The Act covers up to 75% of the rural 

population and 50% of the urban population, totaling 

about two-thirds of India’s population. It provides 

subsidized food grains under the Targeted Public 

Distribution System (TPDS). Eligible households 

receive 5 kg of food grains per person per month at 

highly subsidized rates: ₹3/kg for rice, ₹2/kg for 

wheat, and ₹1/kg for coarse grains. The AAY 

households, the poorest of the poor, receive 35 kg per 

household per month.  

Figure 2 depicts the quantities of rice and 

wheat received by states over the years under NFSA. 

"Offtake" is the quantity of food grains actually lifted 

or purchased by a state from the central pool, 

managed by FCI, for distribution under TPDS. The 

"tide-over" mechanism was introduced to ensure that 

no state's food grain supply would be reduced as a 

result of transitioning to the NFSA. Each state is 

entitled to receive tide-over allocation if its standard 

NFSA entitlement is less than its average food grain 

offtake during the three-year period of 2010–2011 to 

2012–2013.    

 

 
Figure 2. Total offtakes and tide-overs of rice and wheat by states over the years (measured in thousand metric 

tons). Data source: [5] 

 

NFSA also includes provisions for 

nutritional support to pregnant women, lactating 

mothers, and children. Pregnant and lactating women 

are entitled to ₹6,000 maternity benefit, and children 

aged 6 months to 14 years receive free nutritious 

meals through anganwadis and schools. 

States are responsible for identifying 

eligible households and implementing the provisions. 
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The Act also mandates the central government to 

provide food grains to states and bear related costs. 

Implementation of the NFSA is a key reason 

behind reduction in leakages in the PDS from about 

42 percent in 2011-12 to about 22 percent in 2022-23 

[7]. This is driven by an increase in the coverage of 

the PDS program such that in 2011-12 only about 40 

percent of the households in the country purchased 

items using thd PDS which increased to about 70 

percent in 2022-23 [7].  

 

II. SUGGESTIONS FOR ACHIEVING 

FOOD AND NUTRITION SECURITY 
Given the heavy economic and social costs of 

inefficiencies in India’s PDS, a multipronged 

approach is necessary to revise the existing setup to 

combat the food insecurity problem.  

• The PDS could be more effective by 

adapting to the seasonal needs of the BPL population.  

• The scope of the PDS could be expanded to 

distribute nutritionally rich protein sources including 

culturally appropriate animal-source proteins. It is 

possible to remodel the PDS program around the 

Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, 

Infants, and Children (WIC) that is implemented in 

the United States of America (USA). The WIC 

program is targeted to provide healthcare and 

nutrition to low-income pregnant women, 

breastfeeding women, and children under the age of 

five. Specifically, the WIC program allows food 

checks or an electronic benefit transfer card to the 

beneficiaries to allow them purchase nutritious food 

at stores that have been given the contract by the 

government to accept these checks in exchange for 

the products.  

• Tracking and electronic governance can aid 

in removing inefficiencies by identifying most 

eligible beneficiaries. The Global Positioning System 

(GPS) can be utilized to track the supply chain using 

barcodes at all points of the supply chain.  
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