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Abstract

The "Right to Food" in India has evolved from a directive principle of state policy into a legal entitlement. The
National Food Security Act (NFSA), 2013, serves as the cornerstone of this evolution, shifting the approach
from welfare-based handouts to rights-based entitlements for approximately two-thirds of the population. This
paper explores the legislative framework, the implementation of Targeted Public Distribution Systems (TPDS),
prevailing challenges—such as food adulteration and logistical inefficiencies—and potential solutions for a
more robust nutritional future. The "Right to Food" in India has evolved from a policy objective into a legally
enforceable entitlement, fundamentally shifting the relationship between the State and its citizens regarding
food security. This transformation was catalyzed by the landmark Supreme Court case People’s Union for Civil
Liberties (PUCL) v. Union of India & Others (2001), which asserted that the right to food is an intrinsic
component of the Right to Life under Article 21 of the Indian Constitution. This constitutional interpretation
culminated in the enactment of the National Food Security Act (NFSA), 2013. The NFSA represents a paradigm
shift from a welfare-based approach—where food distribution was viewed as an act of state benevolence—to a
rights-based framework, where the state is legally mandated to ensure access to affordable and nutritious food.
The Act covers approximately two-thirds of the population, providing subsidized food grains through the
Targeted Public Distribution System (TPDS). Beyond mere calorie intake, the legislation mandates specific
nutritional support for vulnerable groups, including pregnant women, lactating mothers, and children, through
Integrated Child Development Services (ICDS) and the Mid-Day Meal scheme. This paper examines the legal
architecture of the NFSA, analyzing its role in addressing endemic hunger and malnutrition in India. While the
legislation has significantly strengthened the safety net for millions, challenges persist. These include systemic
leakages in the supply chain, issues of targeting efficiency, and the persistent "hidden hunger" caused by
micronutrient deficiencies. By evaluating both the legislative successes and the practical impediments to
implementation, this paper explores the effectiveness of rights-based approaches to development and suggests
necessary policy refinements to ensure that the Right to Food translates into genuine nutritional security for
India’s most marginalized communities.
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I.  Introduction:

While the Indian Constitution does not explicitly list the "Right to Food" as a fundamental right, the
Supreme Court of India has interpreted Article 21 (Right to Life) to include the right to live with human dignity,
which encompasses the right to food and other basic necessities. The NFSA 2013 provides the legislative
backbone to ensure this, aiming to provide food and nutritional security through a life-cycle approach. India’s
journey toward guaranteeing the Right to Food is a complex narrative of transition from post-independence
scarcity to modern-day constitutional entitlement. For decades, the Indian state managed food security primarily
through agricultural self-sufficiency programs, most notably the Green Revolution, and a rudimentary Public
Distribution System (PDS). However, these mechanisms were frequently criticized for being reactive,
exclusionary, and prone to systemic corruption.

The Constitutional Mandate and Judicial Activism
The concept of the Right to Food is not explicitly mentioned as a standalone fundamental right in the
Indian Constitution. However, the judiciary played a pivotal role in creating a legal imperative. The PUCL case,
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often called the "Right to Food Case," marked a watershed moment. The Supreme Court effectively declared
that if the state fails to provide food to the destitute, it is in direct violation of the Right to Life guaranteed under
Article 21. This judicial intervention forced the government to move beyond administrative orders toward
comprehensive legislation.

The Changing Landscape of Malnutrition

Despite the legislative framework, India faces a paradoxical reality: it holds one of the world's largest
grain reserves while simultaneously battling high rates of stunting, wasting, and anemia. The transition from
"food security" (the availability of calories) to "nutritional security" (the intake of essential vitamins and
minerals) remains the primary hurdle for policymakers.

This paper will investigate the interplay between these legal mandates and ground-level realities,
focusing on how administrative transparency and local governance are essential to fulfilling the promise of the
NFSA.

The National Food Security Act (NFSA), 2013

The enactment of the NFSA 2013 was a historic milestone. It moved the discourse from "food for all" as
a vague aspiration to a legal guarantee for the vulnerable. The Act provides legal backing to the TPDS, entitling
75% of the rural population and 50% of the urban population to receive subsidized food grains. It also
institutionalized the rights of children and pregnant women, recognizing that nutritional security must start from
the earliest stages of life.

The National Food Security Act (NFSA), 2013, represents a landmark paradigm shift in India's approach
to food security—moving from a welfare-based approach to a rights-based approach. Enacted on July 5, 2013,
the Act provides a legal entitlement to food, grounded in the interpretation of the "Right to Life" under Article
21 of the Indian Constitution, which implies the right to live with human dignity.

Core Objectives and Philosophy

The fundamental objective of the NFSA is to provide nutritional security in a "human life cycle approach." It
ensures access to an adequate quantity of quality food at affordable prices, thereby allowing citizens to lead a
healthy and active life.

Paradigm Shift: It transforms previous administrative schemes into legal entitlements.

Life-Cycle Approach: It addresses the nutritional needs of different life stages, specifically focusing on pregnant
women, lactating mothers, and children.

Human Dignity: It aims to eliminate hunger and malnutrition by making food accessibility a justiciable right.

Coverage and Identification

The Act covers approximately two-thirds of the country’s population (based on 2011 Census data).
Demographic Coverage Percentage

Rural Population Up to 75%

Urban Population Up to 50%

Beneficiary Categories

Antyodaya Anna Yojana (AAY): The "poorest of the poor" households. They are entitled to 35 kg of foodgrains
per household per month.

Priority Households (PHH): Households identified by State/UT governments based on specific criteria. They are
entitled to 5 kg of foodgrains per person per month.

Note: The eldest woman of the household (18 years or above) is designated as the "Head of the Household" for
the issuance of the ration card, a significant step toward women’s empowerment.

Entitlements and Subsidies

The NFSA provides highly subsidized foodgrains via the Targeted Public Distribution System (TPDS). As of
recent policy shifts, the Government of India provides these foodgrains free of cost to AAY and PHH
beneficiaries.

Nutritional Support

Beyond foodgrains, the Act mandates specific nutritional support:

Pregnant Women & Lactating Mothers: Entitled to a free meal at local Anganwadis and maternity benefits of
not less than 26,000 (in installments) to compensate for wage loss.
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Children:

6 months to 6 years: Age-appropriate meals via Anganwadis.

6 to 14 years: One free mid-day meal in government and government-aided schools (up to Class VIII).
Institutional Mechanisms

To ensure the Act is not merely aspirational but functional, it mandates specific institutional structures:
Grievance Redressal: If entitlements are not met, beneficiaries can approach the District Grievance Redressal
Officer (DGRO).

State Food Commissions: Every state is required to constitute a State Food Commission for independent
monitoring and review.

Vigilance Committees: Established at the State, District, Block, and Fair Price Shop (FPS) levels to ensure
transparency and accountability.

Transparency Provisions: The list of eligible households must be placed in the public domain, and records of
PDS operations must be disclosed.

Food Security Allowance

A critical "teeth" of the law is the Food Security Allowance. If the government fails to supply the entitled
foodgrains or meals, it is legally obligated to pay a food security allowance to the beneficiary. This provides a
mechanism for holding the state accountable for non-compliance.

Implementation and Reforms

The implementation of the NFSA is a joint responsibility:

Central Government: Responsible for the procurement, storage, and transportation of foodgrains to designated
depots in states, and providing central assistance to states.

State Governments: Responsible for the identification of beneficiaries, issuance of ration cards, and the efficient
operation of the Fair Price Shops (FPS).

Significant reforms have been introduced to reduce leakage and improve efficiency:

Digitization: Use of Aadhaar-linked ration cards.

e-POS: Electronic Point-of-Sale machines at Fair Price Shops to authenticate beneficiaries via biometrics.

One Nation One Ration Card (ONORC): Allowing beneficiaries to lift their entitled foodgrains from any FPS
across the country, facilitating food security for migrant populations.

Critical Analysis and Challenges

While the NFSA has been instrumental in stabilizing food consumption for millions, it faces ongoing
challenges:

Inclusion/Exclusion Errors: The identification process remains a sensitive area, with concerns regarding the
exclusion of genuine beneficiaries and the inclusion of ineligible ones.

Nutritional Quality: While caloric access (grains) has improved, "hidden hunger" (micronutrient deficiency)
remains a challenge, as the PDS primarily provides cereals rather than diverse nutritional items like pulses or
oils.

Infrastructure: The success of the Anganwadi-based meal system depends heavily on local infrastructure, which
varies significantly in quality across states. The National Food Security Act (NFSA), 2013, has been a
transformative, rights-based instrument in India’s welfare landscape. However, its implementation over the last
decade has revealed a complex interplay between systemic achievements and persistent structural challenges.

Structural and Administrative Challenges

The "Cereal Bias" and Hidden Hunger: The Act focuses primarily on caloric security through the distribution of
wheat and rice. While this effectively addresses absolute hunger, it fails to combat "hidden hunger"—the
deficiency of micronutrients, vitamins, and proteins. Critics argue that the absence of pulses, oils, and coarse
grains in the PDS basket neglects evolving dietary needs and exacerbates nutritional imbalance.

Identification Errors:

Exclusion Errors: Millions of genuinely food-insecure households remain outside the net due to reliance on
outdated 2011 Census data. Families that have slipped into poverty since 2011, or those who are mobile
(migrants), often struggle to register or prove eligibility.

Inclusion Errors: Conversely, the presence of ineligible beneficiaries—holding "ghost" cards or retaining cards
despite improved economic status—continues to strain fiscal resources.

Logistical and Storage Inadequacies: Despite the Food Corporation of India’s (FCI) vast network, storage
infrastructure remains unevenly distributed. A significant portion of India's storage capacity is concentrated in a
few states, leading to frequent, costly, and inefficient inter-state transport of grain, which increases the risk of
spoilage and transit loss.
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Governance and Delivery Issues

Leakages and Corruption: Although digitization and e-POS (Electronic Point of Sale) machines have
significantly reduced leakages (from ~42% in 2011-12 to ~22% in recent years), instances of diversion—where
subsidized grain is illegally diverted to the open market—persist.

Grievance Redressal Mechanisms: The Act mandates the creation of State Food Commissions and the
appointment of District Grievance Redressal Officers (DGROs). In many states, these bodies remain
understaffed, under-resourced, or lack the political independence required to effectively hold local officials
accountable for service failure.

Last-Mile Connectivity: In remote, hilly, or tribal regions, the Fair Price Shop (FPS) network often struggles
with technical failures. Poor internet connectivity renders biometric authentication (e-KYC) difficult, causing
transaction failures that deny beneficiaries their monthly entitlements.

Sustainability and Economic Implications

Fiscal Burden: The food subsidy bill has grown exponentially. Maintaining high buffer stocks to meet the
NFSA's legal mandate requires heavy investment in procurement, storage, and interest costs, which competes
with other essential public expenditures like health and education.

Agricultural Distortion: The government’s commitment to procure unlimited quantities of wheat and rice at
Minimum Support Price (MSP) incentivizes farmers to focus exclusively on these crops. This monoculture
approach—driven by the NFSA procurement mandate—depletes soil health and groundwater resources,
particularly in states like Punjab and Haryana, raising concerns about long-term agricultural sustainability.

Modernization and Future Directions

To address these gaps, several reforms are underway or recommended:

Data-Driven Updates: There is a critical need to update beneficiary lists using dynamic, real-time population
data rather than stagnant 2011 figures.

Broadening the Basket: Integrating diverse, nutritious food items (e.g., pulses, millets, fortified flour) into the
PDS to move beyond mere caloric intake.

Strengthening ONORC: The "One Nation One Ration Card" (ONORC) is a crucial step forward for migrant
populations, but it requires continuous, robust investments in seamless biometric/internet infrastructure to
ensure it remains a "frictionless" experience for the most vulnerable.

Decentralized Procurement: Encouraging states to procure and distribute locally grown grains could reduce
transportation costs, lower carbon footprints, and better align with local dietary preferences.

While the NFSA has succeeded in providing a vital safety net, its next phase must transition from quantity-
focused food distribution to a quality-focused nutritional ecosystem.

From Cereal-Centric to Nutrition-Sensitive

The current PDS is heavily reliant on wheat and rice, a legacy of the Green Revolution's focus on caloric output.
While this addressed the immediate need for survival, it has contributed to the "hidden hunger" of micronutrient
deficiency.

Diversifying the Food Basket: The NFSA’s scope must be expanded to include pulses, coarse grains (millets),
and fortified oils. Integrating millets is particularly strategic: they are climate-resilient, require less water, and
are nutritionally superior to conventional cereals.

Decentralized Procurement: Moving away from the centralized model of storing grain in distant FCI godowns
toward a decentralized procurement model is essential. States should be incentivized to procure locally grown,
nutrient-rich crops. This reduces the carbon footprint, minimizes transport-related losses, and directly supports
the local rural economy, creating a circular model of food security.

The "Meal-Based" Approach: Rather than just providing raw grains, the government should prioritize meal-
based interventions for the most vulnerable. Strengthening the Integrated Child Development Services (ICDS)
and the Mid-Day Meal scheme to provide fresh, locally sourced, and diverse meals (including greens and
legumes) is non-negotiable for tackling stunting and wasting.

Strengthening Administrative and Institutional Teeth

Legislation is only as strong as its enforcement. The structural challenges of 2013 persist in 2026, but the
solutions are becoming increasingly clear.

Dynamic Beneficiary Identification: Reliance on 2011 Census data is a major bottleneck that leads to both
exclusion (of the deserving) and inclusion (of the ineligible). The "Way Forward" demands a move toward
dynamic, real-time registry updates integrated with national databases. This will ensure that the list of
beneficiaries is always current, accounting for migration, socioeconomic shifts, and changing family structures.
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Empowering Local Governance: The State Food Commissions must be given greater financial and political
autonomy. Currently, these bodies are often under-resourced. By providing them with independent budgets and
a mandate to conduct regular, independent social audits, the state can ensure that the "Right to Food" is not just
a policy directive, but a reality on the ground.

One Nation, One Ration Card (ONORC) 2.0: While ONORC has been a lifesaver for the migrant workforce, it
requires a "frictionless" user experience. Continued investment in rural digital connectivity is required so that
even in the most remote tribal or mountainous regions, biometric authentication (e-KYC) does not fail.

Sustainability and Agricultural Policy

The current system encourages a monoculture of wheat and rice through an unwavering Minimum Support Price
(MSP). This has depleted groundwater and degraded soil, threatening the very future of food production.
Realigning MSP with Nutrition: The government must shift MSP incentives to support the cultivation of pulses,
oilseeds, and millets. If the PDS demands these diverse crops, farmers will grow them. This simple change in
procurement policy could catalyze a national shift in dietary patterns.

Climate-Adaptive Infrastructure: As climate change accelerates, the "Way Forward" must include heavy
investment in cold-chain infrastructure at the district level. This would allow for the storage of perishable
nutrient-rich foods, preveting the massive post-harvest losses that currently plague Indian agriculture.

Solutions and Way Forward

Technological Integration: Utilizing Al for real-time monitoring of food quality to curb adulteration and
employing biometric-based distribution to reduce leakages.

Infrastructure Investment: Expanding cold-chain infrastructure and modernizing grain storage to reduce post-
harvest losses.

System-Wide Reform: Moving from a "grain-based" to a "meal-based" approach, as suggested by experts, to
better support women and children and ensure diverse nutritional intake.

Public Participation: Strengthening social audits and grievance redressal mechanisms to ensure transparency at
Fair Price Shops.

II.  Conclusion

The Right to Food in India is a dynamic commitment. While the NFSA has successfully
institutionalized food access for millions, the next phase must focus on "nutritional security" rather than mere
"caloric security." By integrating technology and prioritizing the quality of food, India can transition toward a
system that guarantees not just the survival of its citizens, but their health and dignity. The evolution of the
"Right to Food" in India represents a landmark transition from state-led benevolence to a justiciable, rights-
based legal entitlement. While the National Food Security Act (NFSA) of 2013 has successfully stabilized basic
caloric intake for a vast segment of the population, it currently faces a "second-generation" challenge: the shift
from mere food security to holistic nutritional security. Addressing this requires moving beyond a cereal-centric
distribution model to include diverse, micronutrient-rich foods, coupled with the modernization of supply chains
and the strict enforcement of accountability mechanisms. Ultimately, the effectiveness of this legislation hinges
not only on the robustness of its legal framework but on the transparency of its ground-level implementation,
ensuring that the promise of the Right to Life, as enshrined under Article 21, translates into a life of dignity,
health, and opportunity for every citizen. India’s journey toward food security is an evolving narrative of human
dignity. The legislative foundation is set; the technological tools are in place; and the economic capacity exists.
The final, most critical step is a shift in mindset: moving from the state as a "distributor of grains" to the state as
an "architect of a nutritional ecosystem the empowerment of local communities through decentralized
procurement, and the wisdom of diversifying our food baskets, India can ensure that no child suffers from the
silent crisis of malnutrition. The mandate is clear: the future of India's food security lies in quality, transparency,
and the resilience of the local farm.
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