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Introduction 

Achieving worldwide food security is a goal many countries and organisations work on 

together. The Sustainable Development Goals fight for zero hunger, as did the Millennium 

Development Goals more than two decades ago. Worldwide there were in 2021 around 828 

million suffering from malnutrition (World Health Organization: WHO 2022). So, food 

security problem is still present. The COVID-19 pandemic also played an essential role in this 

number. During the pandemic, people lost their jobs, and countries went into lockdown, 

slowing down the markets and much more. Food security has not only to do with the 

question ‘does someone have food?’ but also the questions 'has someone the correct 

nutritious food?', 'can someone absorb that food most efficiently?', 'does someone live in a 

healthy environment?' and so on. COVID-19 challenged these questions even more.  

India is one of these countries struggling to achieve food security nationwide. India has been 

fighting this battle for a long time and has made fascinating developmental steps. It is 

interesting to see how a country like India, which will soon be the biggest country in the 

world population-wise, is the fifth world economy (Ministry of Finance Government of India 

2023) and became the office of the world a long time ago, is struggling with food insecurity, 

and is working very hard to solve these problems, especially now that the world is slowly 

getting back on track before the COVID-19 pandemic standstill.  

 

Literature Review 

There has been quite some research about food security in India. Nevertheless, even when 

there is much research, more is always needed. In my research, I will primarily focus on the 

different forms of food security and the government's initiatives and programs to achieve 

food security. The world has experienced a COVID-19 pandemic in the last two years with 

lockdowns and other restrictions. This pandemic has influenced many things, and also the 

situation of food security. In my research, I want to find out how this COVID-19 pandemic 

influenced food security in India and how this can be seen in urban centres. I have reviewed 

a few articles to show that this research will fit the research field. I will divide this review 

into two different sections. In the first section, I will review articles more focused on the 

food security debate in India. There will be more focus on food security in urban and rural 
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areas. In the second part, I will be more focused on the COVID-19 situation and its effects on 

food security in India.  

Mahapatra and Mahanty give an unambiguous definition: Food security "exists when all 

people, at all times, have physical, social and economic access to sufficient, safe and 

nutritious food which meets their dietary needs and food preferences for an active and 

healthy life" (Mahapatra and Mahanty 2018). This research uses this definition to grasp the 

concept of food security better. Besides, the authors also give a clear historical overview of 

the different food security plans implemented by the Indian government and also 

thoroughly discuss the problems relating of those programs; e.g., transportation, 

distribution, storage, etc. All these explanations are helpful to understand with clarity the 

way the Indian government deals with food security. Moreover, this paper argues why it is 

important to adopt different approaches in different contexts. 

P. S. Brahmanand, A. Kumar, S. Ghosh, S. Roy Chowdhury, R. B. Singandhupe, R. Singh, P. 

Nanda, H. Chakraborty, S. K. Srivastava and M. S. Behera (Brahmanand et.al 2013) focus on 

the difficulties of gaining and preserving food security. They explain that gaining and 

preserving food security is threatened by multiple different perspectives. The examples they 

give are climate change, the changes in water demand, and so on. For India specifically, they 

explain how natural hazards like floods and droughts challenge food security. 

Upadhyay and Palanivel clearly explain the dangers of experiencing food insecurity, how this 

can lead to health issues and how this in the future can impact the Indian economy. Here is 

also explained how food insecurity happens, explicitly focusing on the urban areas. The main 

argument they make is about the growing slums and their bad hygiene in combination with 

the rural-urban migration (Upadhyay and Palanivel 2011). This argument is an argument 

many make when talking about the reasons for food insecurity in India. This will also be a 

vital argument I will investigate further in this paper.  

Another argument many researchers mention is the impact of climate change (Ahmad, Alam, 

and Haseen 2011; George and McKay 2019). This argument is often placed in a more future 

perspective, but one should keep it in mind due to the significant direct and indirect impacts. 

India does work on integrating the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) into its policies. 

However, as many other countries, due to experiences during the pandemic, integrating 

these goals has slowed down a bit.  
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Over the years, India has fought malnutrition and food insecurity with many different 

schemes and policies. Chadha gives an overview of a few of these government initiatives, 

where they are implemented and how they are supposed to help. For my research, even 

though these initiatives are already in place, food insecurity is still a battle in India, especially 

in urban areas (Chadha 2016).  

 

After reviewing these articles, I see a gap in why food insecurity is present in urban centres 

and how this form of food insecurity is different from rural food insecurity. Moreover, during 

the last three years, another factor has been in the battle towards food security and ending 

malnutrition; the COVID-19 pandemic brought extra struggles to the food security debate. 

Hence, there is a need to review a few literatures which relate COVID-19 and food security. 

Veena Suresh, Ram Fishman, Johanna Sophie von Lieres and Bhavani R. Rao focus on food 

security from the perspective of rural women in India (Suresh et al 2022). They collected 

information by setting out a telephone survey of 1319 women.  

Their research shows how the lockdown had influenced food security. One of the reasons 

they gave talked about changes in income. They also briefly touch on the government 

initiatives for food security in rural areas. Overall, it is exciting research to gain a better 

understanding of the impact of the lockdown on India in this article, specifically the rural 

areas. 

Singh, Kumar and Jyoti show how the change in food security in India fits in with the global 

trend of the COVID-19 pandemic impacting food security (Singh et al 2022). They explained 

how the pandemic and the lockdown impacted the agricultural sector, for example, by fewer 

workers or financial insecurities, eventually leading to food market problems and growing 

food insecurity.  

Dipa Sinha goes even further by researching the changes in diet during the lockdowns. She 

explains how this diet change has to do with different aspects of food security, like 

accessibility and availability (Sinha 2021).  She also researches on a few different 

government initiatives, the number of people these initiatives cover, and who is excluded 

from these initiatives. This is interesting to understand how the initiatives operate and why 

food security is still present in India.  

 A review of literature indicates that there is already a lot of research available about food 

security in India and different government initiatives to deal with food insecurity as a whole, 
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specifically for urban areas and specific for rural areas. However, food insecurity is still 

existing in India. This is a puzzle which my research will address to fill the gap and raising 

questions which still need answers.  

 

Research Question 

‘Why is food security so vital to both rural and urban India and how does the state address to 

this question and what are the outcomes?'.  

To answer this question comprehensively, I will raise the following sub-questions:  

What are the risks of experiencing food insecurity and who is affected?  

How is the question of food security between urban and rural India different and how does 

the state address these two segments differently? 

How does the state intervene in framing and implementing to achieve food security and 

what are the challenges? 

How has the COVID-19 pandemic impacted the food security in India? 

 

Methodology 

The methodology of this research is mainly historical and analytical; it is both quantitative as 

well as qualitative. The quantitative data used in this thesis mainly comes from government 

surveys and reports and research reports published by international and national 

organisations. This limits the research in a way that this data often only includes cases of 

people who are seen by medical facilities or written down in governmental documents, this 

is not the case for all people, people who do not have the needs to get this help are not 

accounted for in these reports. 

For the qualitative research part, I have analysed multiple secondary academic sources to 

understand the concept of food security and governmental initiatives in India to fight food 

insecurity over an extended time line. Besides that, I have focused on academic literature on 

the influence of COVID-19 on food security in India. To support and expand the information I 

found in academic sources, I have focussed on different reports and releases by government 

departments and international and national non-governmental organisations which have 

dedicated their work to fighting food insecurity. I have analysed and compared the 
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information found in these sources with each other to gain a better perspective of the 

situation in India.  

Besides the limitations of the source materials, this is the best way to answer the research 

question in this research because of the limited time and possibility of doing my own field 

research. The sources give a pretty detailed view of the circumstances so that connections 

between situations can be made to understand more about the overall situation. 

 

Lay out 

In this research, food security in India will be the central point. I will be looking into how 

food security is defined, linked to environmental and social aspects and how the risks of food 

insecurity impact people's life. The definition of food security will be used to eventually 

answer why food security is vital in India by sketching out the general situation of food 

security in India and the differences between urban and rural India. 

In the first chapter, I will define food security and the risks of food insecurity in a more 

general sense. In the second chapter, I zoom in on India: ‘What is the situation in India?’ In 

this chapter, there is a clear division between urban and rural areas and the 

interdependence between the two areas. The third chapter focuses on the initiatives taken 

by the government. What kind of steps has the Indian government taken, and what was the 

impact of these initiatives? The fourth chapter is a case study of the situation in India during 

the COVID-19 pandemic. Here I will research how the pandemic has influenced the food 

insecurity in India. The interdependence will become even more evident in this chapter due 

to the reverse migration. 
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Chapter 1 Conceptualizing Food Security 

In this chapter, I will define food (in)security by looking into the different aspects of food 

security and the risk of suffering from food insecurity. Here I make a distinction between 

adults and children suffering from food insecurity.  

 

Food Security and Food Insecurity 

The World Food Summit in 1996 came up with the definition that food security is reached 

"when all people, at all times, have physical and economic access to sufficient and safe 

nutritious food that meets their dietary needs and food preferences for an active and 

healthy life" (World Bank Group 2022). 

Food security is often divided into four different categories. These categories are physical 

availability, economic and physical access, food utilisation and stability. To experience food 

security, one needs to experience all four categories. 

  

Food availability and Economic and physical access 

Food availability concerns production (Singh, Kumar, and Jyoti 2022, 96), and is based on the 

supply of food (World Bank Group 2022). You can divide the supply side of food into two 

categories, the amount of food produced in the country - domestic food production- and the 

food import (Mahadevan and Suardi 2013, 59). 

The economic and physical access to food has to do with an adequate food supply. This 

means there is enough food at national or international levels to feed the people. However, 

this does not mean that there is food security at the household level. This has to do with 

people not having the suitable finances to buy food or are physically not in the area of the 

food (World Bank Group 2022). This means that even though the food is available 

nationwide, people still experience food insecurity.  

There are two ways to measure physical access to food. The first aspect is the amount of 

imported food as a proportion of domestic food production (Suryanarayana 1997). Imported 

food must come from somewhere else, making it less accessible. The second aspect is the 

per capita available food grain (Suryanarayana 1997). Here, one can measure if there is 

literally enough food available for the number of people in the country. If there is not, or the 
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number is low, people have to put more afford into getting the food, making the physical 

access terrible.  

The economic access to food can be measured by the amount of income needed to buy a 

unit of food per capita, the increases in the income and the current prices of the food items 

(Suryanarayana 1997).  

  

Food utilisation 

Food utilisation is another dimension of food security (Kumar et al. 2012, 445). Food 

utilisation has to do with the nutritious value of food and how the body uses these nutrients 

optimally. So, food utilisation has to do with the kind of diet people have, if the food is of 

good nutritional value, and the environmental circumstances. A body needs to be healthy 

and well cared for to be able to utilise food in the most optimal way (World Bank Group 

2022). Factors that play a role are sanitary hygiene, environmental conditions and diet 

knowledge (Mahadevan and Suardi 2013, 59). How food is handled, prepared, and 

distributed between household members also impacts nutritional status (World Bank Group 

2022). 

  

Food Stability 

Food stability has to do with access to the other three aspects of food security over time. 

Food insecurity is not dissolved if someone has adequate access to food for one day, and the 

next day the situation is terrible again. Food security is reached with adequate access over 

time (World Bank Group 2022). 

Food insecurity can be categorised into the aspects: 

• Hunger 

• Malnutrition  

In the case of hunger, we talk about the feeling of hunger and its associated pain. It is a form 

of deprivation of food. The FAO (Food and Agriculture Organisation of the United Nations) 

describes, "all hungry people are food insecure, but not all food insecure people are hungry" 

(EC - FAO Food Security Programme 2008). 

Malnutrition has to do with deficiencies. Somebody can have enough access to a quantity of 

food, but not the correct quality. When you do not eat enough (micro-)nutrients, you still 
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experience food insecurity, even if you eat three meals daily. Malnutrition can also be 

connected to non-food aspects; insufficient healthcare, unclean sanitation and harmful 

environments play a role in malnutrition (EC - FAO Food Security Programme 2008). Often 

you see that hunger has to do with acute problems, while malnutrition is a more chronic 

phenomenon. 

  

Risks of Food Insecurity 

Food insecurity can impact someone's life in multiple aspects, not only in the case of 

someone's health but also in their future in participating in society. The health risks of 

experiencing food insecurity are endless.  

The effects of food insecurity vary from male to female and adult to child. It is essential to 

make the shift between adults and children in understanding the future perspectives of 

individuals to have suffered from food insecurity. 

  

Adults 

The United States Department of Agriculture researched the effects of food insecurity. They 

concluded that food insecurity's effects are physically and mentally visible (Wageningen 

University and Research (WUR) n.d.). The research concluded that an even worse diet, an 

insufficient sleep pattern, a decrease in physical activity, and a more significant risk of 

diabetes are all consequences of food insecurity. 

Malnutrition influences the function of the body's system. People suffering from 

malnutrition often deal with decreased muscle function; in the organ muscles as well 

(Saunders and Smith 2010). The decreased muscle function means that people's strength is 

impacted, making it harder to do certain physical activities. People working more physically 

demanding jobs will experience a loss in work performance (Prakash Upadhyay and Palanivel 

2011, 31).  

A decrease in the mass of the heart muscles will lead to a decrease in cardiac output. This 

will impact the blood flow and organs (Saunders and Smith 2010). When the muscles from 

the respiratory system are affected, it will become more difficult to cough. This creates a 

situation in which people are more affected by respiratory infections.  
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People who suffer from malnutrition often experience Gastrointestinal (GI) problems. One of 

the most common is diarrhoea (Saunders and Smith 2010). Diarrhoea is also one of the 

reasons that many people who experience malnutrition die, because diarrhoea can lead to 

dehydration.  

Malnutrition also affects the immune system. The body will have difficulties fighting 

infections and other diseases. This makes people more vulnerable to dangerous viruses. As 

well as, when they contract the infection or virus, it is significantly more difficult for the body 

to fight and heal (Bapen 2018). 

Food insecurity also impacts mental health. Depression, anxiety and other mental problems 

are often linked to food insecurity (PROOF 2022). The problem with mental health problems 

is that these problems often create a vicious circle, and so the problem continues. 

Malnutrition is a significant risk for women and girls of reproductive age. When a woman is 

pregnant, she has to share the nutrients in her body with her growing baby. If this is while 

experiencing malnutrition the mother and baby will not be getting the right amount of 

nutrients. Malnourished women often experience many complications during their 

pregnancy, and the nutrition deficiency the baby experiences during pregnancy will impact 

its future enormously (Unicef 2023). 

Food insecurity is thus a condition that can lead to many problems, even outside the scope 

of hunger and having limited energy.  

  

Children 

For Children, food insecurity is a significant risk. The first 1000 days (from conception until 

the second birthday) (De Onis and Branca 2016) of a child's life are crucial for its future. If a 

child experiences malnutrition in the first 1000 days of life, there is a considerable risk of 

stunting and wasting. Both these conditions will impair the child for life. 

  

Stunting 

Stunting begins in utero, and continue for the first 1000 days of life (Prendergast and 

Humphrey 2014). 

Stunting is the term used to describe a condition in which children do not grow in length in 

the way the linear growth is calculated. Stunting often involves irreversible physical and 

cognitive damage (De Onis and Branca 2016, 12). A child is stunned when their height is 
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under the internationally agreed indicator of -2 SDs of the WHO Child Growth Standards for 

children of the same age and sex. Children are categorised as severely stunted when their 

height is below the mark of -3 SDs (De Onis and Branca 2016, 13). This means the child is 2 or 

3 levels below their expected high range. 

To diagnose stunting, it is crucial to measure the children often and to compare this data 

with the WHO growth standards. However, this is not always done sometimes in healthcare 

programs (De Onis and Branca 2016, 14). 

Stunting affects a child's development because it affects their cognitive abilities long-term. 

This means that later in life, the child will be in a disadvantaged position to participate in 

education and later on the job market (Prendergast and Humphrey 2014, 250).  

Stunting is often a generation cycle; women who experienced stunting themselves often 

have stunted children. Because stunting has such an influence on the economic status of the 

person, people who are stunted experience poverty, which means they have less access to 

food, which will lead to children being stunted (Prendergast and Humphrey 2014, 251). 

Long-term consequences of stunting are health-related and impact the person's economic 

situation. Adults are often shorter; they have a minor body mess and a lesser education, 

often leading to a smaller income. These are all examples of the long-term consequences of 

childhood stunting (Dewey and Begum 2011, 8) 

  

Wasting 

Wasting is used for children with a low weight for their height (World Health Organisation 

(WHO) n.d.b). 

Wasting is often caused by a period of food shortage or a quick loss in weight due to 

infectious diseases, like diarrhoea, or in a situation where the body cannot absorb the 

nutrients correctly; this is often also linked to diseases. However, some children are 

persistently wasted (Richard et al. 2023, 1291). 

The WHO also has internationally agreed-upon standards for children's weight, as they have 

for height. A child is defined as wasted when they are two levels under their expected 

weight range (Ritchie 2022). 

As the image (image 1) below shows India experienced high levels of wasting.  
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(Image 1: World Development Indicators - World Bank et al., Malnutrition: Share of Children Who Are 

Wasted, 2020, February 6, 2022, Our World in Data, February 6, 2022, Accessed April 2, 2023 

https://ourworldindata.org/wasting-definition.) 

 

Food security is a concept that exists not only out of having physical access to food but also 

of many environmental factors about absorbing and utilising food. People who suffer from 

food insecurity are exposed to many different risks. These risks differ if the person is in a 

different stage of life. The risks a child experiences have much different and more long-term 

consequences than the risk an adult is exposed to. This shows that fighting food insecurity is 

an uphill battle but an important one for the future of so many people.  
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Chapter 2 Mapping Food Security in India 

This chapter focuses on the situation in India. I will look at the general food insecurity 

situation in India before specifying the situation to an overview of rural and urban situations. 

By mapping food security, it becomes clear that there is a strong link between food security 

and environmental and social aspects, such as sanitation, education and employment, in 

India. By exploring these connections, it becomes visible that a diverse solution is needed to 

solve the food insecurity situation. Through mapping the food insecurity in India, one can 

see that there is a concept of interdependence between the food security of the urban 

centres and the rural areas in India.  

 

The Context 

Over the last decades, India has experienced many changes. It has experienced rapid 

economic growth, urbanisation, population growth, etc. In 2022 India became one of the 

fastest-growing economies in the world (World Bank n.d.); at the beginning of 2023, India 

was on the course to becoming the biggest country in the world population-wise (Guardian 

Staff Reporter 2023). This would make India also the biggest democracy in the world. All 

these changes and titles are something India can be proud of, but how did all these changes 

impact food security in the country?  

Food security and ending hunger has been a topic on the international agenda for many 

years. It was the first goal of the UN 2000 Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) agenda. 

This goal stated that we must cut the extreme poverty rate by half since 1990 to end poverty 

and hunger (United Nations [UN Department of Public Information] 2023). The UN agenda's 

2015 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) has an individual goal to end Hunger, SDG 2. 

India has accepted both agendas, saying India is working hard to end hunger among its 

citizens (Maitra 2017).  

Currently, India has not reached the goal of ending hunger, and not all citizens are 

experiencing food security. In 2020 India was the home of 200 million people suffering from 

undernourishment (Suri and Ray 2021). The problem of India's food insecurity is not because 

of limited access to food due to too little production, but because it has to do with 

distributing the food over the whole country and reaching the people who need it the most 

(Narayanan 2015, 199). India is fully self-reliant on food grains (Mahapatra and Mahanty 
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2018). According to the Indian Council of Medical Research, food grain production in India is 

enough to feed the whole population. They stress that the availability of food grains per 

capita has declined due to population growth. However, there is still enough. The Council 

states that an individual needs 420 grams of food grains per day. From 2011-2013, 

approximately 471,6 grams per capita was available in India (Shakeel 2017). Over the years, 

the population growth rate has slowed, so the high growth rate can no longer be blamed for 

food insecurity (Narayanan 2015). This shows that the problem of food security is not 

located in the production of food grain but in other aspects of food security.  

Different organisations have researched the food insecurity situation in India. In 2022 India 

was ranked 107th out of 121 on the Global Hunger Index. India had a score of 29.1. This 

means that the Hunger level in India is classified as severe. In 2022 16.3% of the population 

experienced undernourishment, according to the Global Hunger Index (Global Hunger Index 

(GHI) n.d.). This score is even worse than the score in 2014, which was 28.2. The World Food 

Programme (WFP) states that in 2022 a quater of the undernourished people worldwide live 

in India (World Food Programme 2023a); this is an alarming number. 

In 2018 the Indian government published a strategy for New India @75. In this strategy, the 

government writes that malnutrition among children and mothers is one of the preventable 

reasons for most diseases that citizens experience. The report states that 40% of deaths 

among children under five are due to undernutrition (Government of India 2018).  

Besides undernutrition, there is also an increase in overnutrition. The data from the National 

Family Health Survey (NFHS) 4, the survey of 2015-2016, shows that around 20% of Indian 

adults experience obesity or overweight (Government of India 2018, 163). 

The strategy report states that the quality and the amount of food are not the leading causes 

of food insecurity in India. The report says that causes can be linked to social and economic 

factors. It gives examples of women's literacy, lack of access to clean drinking water, and 

sanitation (Government of India 2018, 163).  

There have also been changes in a positive way around India's food security problem. In 

2012 the World Health Organisation (WHO) created six global nutrition targets to achieve by 

2025. The goals are the following (World Health Organisation (WHO) 2014):" 

• Achieve a 40% reduction in the number of children under-5 who are stunted; 

• Achieve a 50% reduction of anaemia in women of reproductive age; 

• Achieve a 30% reduction in low birth weight;  
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• Ensure that there is no increase in childhood overweight; 

• Increase the rate of exclusive breastfeeding in the first six months up to at least 50%; 

• Reduce and maintain childhood wasting to less than 5%." 

The reduction rate of children experiencing stunting continues in such a way that India will 

reach the goal as planned (Suri and Ray 2021). 

There have also been some positive changes between the last two NFHSs (NFHS-4 2015-

2016 and NFHS-5 2019-2021). In 2015-2016, 9.6% of the children 6-23 months of age 

received an adequate diet; in 2019-2021, 11.3% received an adequate diet. An adequate diet 

in this source is defined as a "Breastfed child receiving four or more food groups and a 

minimum meal frequency, non-breastfed children with a minimum of 3 Infant and Young 

Child Feeding Practices (fed with other milk or milk products at least twice a day for 

breastfed infants 6-8 months and at least three times a day for breastfed children 9-23 

months, and solid or semi-solid foods from at least four food groups, not including the milk 

or milk products food group" (Ministry of Health and Family Welfare Government of India 

n.d.). This shows a slight increase in children receiving an adequate diet. 

This survey also shows that there is a slight decrease in women with a Body Mass Index 

(BMI) below the standard (BMI < 18.5 kg/m2), as well as in the percentage of men with a 

BMI below the normal (Ministry of Health and Family Welfare Government of India n.d.).  

Diet is an essential aspect of food insecurity in India. The WFP reports that India's per capita 

income has tripled. However, dietary intake has decreased (World Food Programme 2023b). 

According to the EAT-Lancet Commission, the characteristics of a good diet are poor in India. 

The Indian diet does not reach the recommended targets of the food groups except for 

whole grains. The Indian diet misses some essential aspects for development, growth and 

preventing non-communicable diseases. Examples of these missing nutrients are fruits, 

vegetables, nuts, fish and dairy products (Suri and Ray 2021). Many Indian people cannot 

afford to create a diet following these guidelines (Suresh et al. 2022, 3).  

Children often also experience malnutrition due to gaps in their diet. UNICEF already 

reported this in 2006. They stated that certain missing nutrients, for example protein, in the 

child's diet is one of the reasons for childhood malnutrition (Murarkar et al. 2020). 



Food Security in India 

 17 

Rural India 

India has a sizeable rural population; in 2021, there was an estimated 909 million people 

(World Bank Open Data n.d.b), approximately 65% of the total population of India (World 

Bank Open Data n.d.c). In rural areas, the reasons for food insecurity are different than in 

urban areas, and food security generally has a different look in rural areas.  

In rural areas, we see food insecurity by children mainly because of these reasons, limited 

availability of food and the lack of knowledge about diet and food security among mothers 

(Ganesh 2022, 20). 

The main difference in food security in urban and rural areas is the difference in access to 

seasonal grains, fruits and vegetables. When harvest season is here, there are a lot of 

seasonal products available in rural areas, which means their prices are lower (Murarkar et 

al. 2020). This change in the availability of food with the seasons has an essential impact on 

the calorie intake and the diet of the rural population (Sibhatu and Qaim 2017, 2-3). When 

harvesting season ends, these products are no longer available, and food insecurity will rise 

again.  

 

Maternal and Child Healthcare 

In rural areas, infant mortality rates are higher than in urban areas. In 2001-2005 the infant 

mortality rate in urban areas was 42 deaths in 1000 births, while in rural areas, it was 62 

deaths in 1000 births. Malnutrition is among the most important reasons (M S Swaminathan 

Research Foundation (MSSRF) et al. 2008, 20). There is also a high number of women 

experiencing anaemia. The NFHS 3 (2005-2006) shows that 58% of women aged 14-49 suffer 

from anaemia (M S Swaminathan Research Foundation (MSSRF) et al. 2008, 20). 

Determining child malnutrition in rural areas is challenging because not all children are 

weighed after birth (M S Swaminathan Research Foundation (MSSRF) et al. 2008, 25). This 

means the necessary data to determine if a child is suffering from wasting or stunting is 

unavailable. This has to do with a flawed healthcare system for mothers and children.  

Research has shown that in areas with a high population suffering from anaemia, other 

diseases like HIV/Aids, malaria and tuberculosis are also more likely to be found (M S 

Swaminathan Research Foundation (MSSRF) et al. 2008, 28). All these diseases have an 

enormous impact on the immune system. When people suffer from these diseases, their 
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food utilisation will be down. Even when they have enough access to food, they still suffer 

from malnutrition because they cannot get all the nutrions.  

Experiencing anaemia often means that the woman does not have enough nutrition and 

does not utilise all the nutrions in the food. This can lead to women being underweight. A 

woman with a low BMI has a higher risk of her child being underweight. The lower the BMI, 

the lower the child's birth weight (M S Swaminathan Research Foundation (MSSRF) et al. 

2008, 38). A low birth weight will, in the future, have numerous effects on the child.  

To escape their situation, many rural people move to urban centres hoping to improve their 

situation. 

 

Sanitation 

Good sanitation plays a crucial role in reaching food security because poor sanitation brings 

a lot of health risks and problems along. Sanitation means, among things, access to toilet 

facilities and clean drinking water. Access to suitable toilet facilities is often very poor or 

non-existent in rural areas. The census of 2001 showed that 78% of the Indian rural 

population did not have access to toilet facilities (M S Swaminathan Research Foundation 

(MSSRF) et al. 2008, 20). When toilet facilities are poor, waterborne diseases can quickly 

spread. Two of the best-known diseases that impact food security and are often linked to 

lousy sanitation are diarrhoea and malaria (Narayan, John, and Ramadas 2019, 6). 

According to the 2001 census, 73% of the rural population can access clean drinking water 

(M S Swaminathan Research Foundation (MSSRF) et al. 2008, 21). Water is considered safe 

to drink when it is free of biological contamination of diseases such as worms, cholera, 

typhoid, etc. Clean water also has to be free of chemical contamination. Free of chemical 

contamination means that it does not contain excess fluoride, brackishness (a mixture of 

fresh and saltwater), iron, arsenic, nitrate, and other chemicals (M S Swaminathan Research 

Foundation (MSSRF) et al. 2008, 27). Besides access to clean drinking water and toilet 

facilities is being able to wash your hands correctly also crucial for food security. This has to 

do with bringing diseases and bacteria to your food or into your mouth using dirty hands, 

this shows that the available clean water is not only for drinking but also for washing your 

hands. 
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Employment and Education 

Income and education are two essential aspects of reaching food security in both urban and 

rural areas. Income is quite a logical step; when someone has more to spend, they can afford 

to buy more food and different kinds of food, creating a better diet and becoming more food 

secure (Suresh et al. 2022). Thus, it is more challenging for people experiencing poverty to 

reach food security (M S Swaminathan Research Foundation (MSSRF) et al. 2008, 11) 

In the rural areas, we also see a growth of unemployment and a rise of employment in the 

informal sector; this impacts food security because of the instability of income, threatening 

the availability of the needs for a good livelihood (M S Swaminathan Research Foundation 

(MSSRF) et al. 2008, 19). The Indian government has created different programs in rural 

areas to ensure better employment. These programs often offer employees a steady income 

to ensure they can buy necessary products. One of the best-known of these programs is the 

MGNREGA (Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act) (M S Swaminathan 

Research Foundation (MSSRF) et al. 2008, 19). 

Education creates more productivity in rural areas; more productivity means more income 

and food security. Besides, productivity efficiency will also rise when the educational status 

is higher (De Muro and Burchi 2007); this helps food security because when production 

becomes more efficient, costs will go down, profits will rise, and so will income.  

Thus, in rural areas, food access is tied to employment with a proper wage or the ownership 

of assets that can produce earnings; the problem is that access to food does not mean food 

security (M S Swaminathan Research Foundation (MSSRF) et al. 2008, 19). The gain food 

security, absorption of food is essential; this is something which in rural areas can be 

challenging because of the unsanitary environment. 

 

Urban India  

Urbanisation 
Urbanisation is when people from rural areas move to urban areas, often thinking that urban 

centres have more opportunities. In India, urbanisation is mainly present in the younger 

generation (Ganesh 2022, 20). However important to note is that when people urbanise, 

they do not automatically move out of poverty; poverty moves along with them, and there is 

a relocation of the problem, not a solution. 
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Urbanisation and rapid urban population growth impact food security in Indian urban 

centres significantly (M S Swaminathan Research Foundation (MSSRF) et al. 2010, 21). This 

has to do with different components and consequences of urbanisation. Urbanisation is a 

process which has been going on for many years. Over the period 1980-2000, the urban 

population in South Asia more than doubled. Urbanisation is not the only factor in this rapid 

growth; a lower mortality rate in cities also plays a role (Hamayun and Lunven 1987). 

Urbanisation leads to the unplanned growth of cities, often in slum areas (M S Swaminathan 

Research Foundation (MSSRF) et al. 2010, XI). The more people there are living in the slums, 

to worse the amenities get. People must share limited access with more people; more 

people also mean more waste. All this leads to a decline in the environment in urban centres 

and, thus, a strain on food security.  

Urbanisation also brings some practical consequences along. The growing urban population 

has to live somewhere, more prominent land areas became occupied to build all these 

houses. Land that in earlier stages was used for different practices, like agriculture 

(Hamayun and Lunven 1987). When urban housing takes over agricultural land, this also 

influences agricultural productivity and lowers the food supply.  

Another practical consequence is the rising need for fuel wood in a specific area. To supply 

this demand, deforestation happens. Here the situation is created, to supply the demand, 

more woods have to be cut down; this means the supply of fuel wood will shrink, prices will 

rise, and the urban poor will struggle to pay for fuel wood (Hamayun and Lunven 1987), and 

because of this, their budget for food will be relocated to buying fuel wood, limiting their 

access to food.  

Access to water is also an issue with urbanisation. When people move from rural areas to 

urban centres, the water demand is relocated; this also means a water availability shift 

(Brahmanand et al. 2013). Rural citizens can have access to water because of a local water 

source; when they move to the city, there is a chance that they will not have access to water 

because of the area's high demand. This growing urban water demand creates competition 

between the centres and the surrounding rural areas (Hamayun and Lunven 1987). Due to 

the need for water in agriculture and the shift of water demand towards the urban centres, 

the water supply will be stressed, especially with the rising temperatures due to climate 

changes. Another problem with water is water pollution. Water is often polluted with waste 

from the urban centres or waste created by agriculture. The movement of this water makes 
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that more extensive area experience an unsanitary environment (Hamayun and Lunven 

1987, 3). 

Urbanisation often comes with a change in diet, not only for adults but also for infants. 

Infants in poorer urban areas are often breastfed less than in other areas. This happens 

because mothers have to work to help provide for the family; when a mother is working, she 

cannot always breastfeed her baby, and so the baby's nutritional welfare will suffer. Children 

who are not breastfed are bottle-fed. The problem is that the knowledge about hygiene and 

dietary needs necessary to bottle feed is often missing. Infants will be at more risk of 

disease, because of the lack of knowledge and nutritional values of breastfeeding (Hamayun 

and Lunven 1987, 3). 

For adults, diets often change as well. In urban areas, there is a different availability of kinds 

of food than in rural areas. Sometimes it means a more varied diet; the demand in urban 

centres for vegetables, fruit, livestock products and so on is higher than in the rural areas 

(Hamayun and Lunven 1987, 3). However, in urban areas, there are also options available 

with less nutrions. Processed foods, alcohol and soft drinks become part of an urban diet, 

especially in the middle- and higher-income classes (Hamayun and Lunven 1987, 4). The 

problem is that a diet based on these products does not guarantee food security. 

Unfortunately, the opposite is true, one may not experience hunger anymore, but one can 

still be malnourished; obesity and overweight are still symptoms of people experiencing food 

insecurity.  

When these people move to the urban centres, their situation will not automatically be 

better. In urban centres, they experience a whole new set of reasons for food insecurity.  

India in 2021 had an urban population of around 498 million people (World Bank Open Data 

n.d.d), this around 35% (World Bank Open Data n.d.e) of the total population. Because of 

this fast size, it is interesting to see how these urban centres have developed, and for this 

paper, it is interesting to see the food security status of these urban citizens.  

Urban food security is generally higher than food security in rural areas. However, there is a 

big difference in food security between the different groups in the urban centres. The 

differences can be so significant that some urban groups are even worse than rural citizens 

(Anand et al. 2019). Urban food security is also vastly different from rural food security. 

Urban food security has to do with factors like employment, housing, food prices, lack of 
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access to specific infrastructures, changes in diet, healthcare, etc. In this part, I will examine 

a few of these points. 

 

Employment 

The ability to buy food is one of the most critical aspects of food security in urban India. Very 

short, if you do not have the money to buy food, there will be no food. So employment is a 

significant way to increase food security in urban areas. This phenomenon is quite visible in 

India; in areas with a lower employment rate, there is a higher rate of people having less 

access to food (M S Swaminathan Research Foundation (MSSRF) et al. 2010). This also 

concerns that urban people must buy all their food; if food prices rise, they must spend 

more. This connects the urban poor and food insecurity (Maitra 2017).  

There are also different levels within the connection between employment and food 

security. In urban Indian centres, there is a division between the formal, informal, and 

unemployed sectors. The informal sector or the unorganised workers can be defined as 

workers that do not have social security provided by an employer (M S Swaminathan 

Research Foundation (MSSRF) et al. 2010, 21). The MSSRF (M.S. Swaminathan Research 

Foundation) states in their 2010 report that one can assume that a formal sector employee 

has more access to food, mainly because in unorganised jobs or the informal sector income 

is often low and irregular (M S Swaminathan Research Foundation (MSSRF) et al. 2010, 21).  

 

Slums 

As mentioned earlier in this research, food security does not only have to do with having the 

money and access to buy food. In India, around 49% of the urban population lived in slums in 

2020 (World Bank Open Data n.d.a). In multiple international reports like the MDGs, the 

complications around slums and food security have been recognised (M S Swaminathan 

Research Foundation (MSSRF) et al. 2010, 5). 

Slums are often linked with being low-income areas, having lousy access to infrastructures 

like clean water, healthcare, drainage and good shelter, and being highly populated. All 

these points create an environment in which diseases can snowball and spread quickly, 

creating, besides the limited access, the problem of diminished utilisation and absorption of 

nutrition, with, as a consequence, malnutrition.  
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The poor sanitation situation in Indian slums leads to water and sanitation diseases, leading 

to, for example, diarrhoea among young children (M S Swaminathan Research Foundation 

(MSSRF) et al. 2010, 14). This situation is even worse in unrecognised slums; these slums 

have even fewer amenities (M S Swaminathan Research Foundation (MSSRF) et al. 2010, 14) 

and, thus, an even worse environment for food security. So, one can make the connection of 

diminished food security due to a lack of access to a clean environment with slums. As said 

in urban food security, there are more vulnerable groups. Slum dwellers are part of these 

more vulnerable groups due to the slum environment, and infants and mothers in this 

category are even more vulnerable than other slum dwellers.  

 

Future Prospects 

Over the years, there will be many aspects that will influence food security in urban centres. 

About the changes due to governmental interference, I will talk later. There will be some 

aspects that can influence food security in urban centres in a negative way if not dealt with 

properly.  

Climate change will impact food security in multiple ways. The rising temperatures will 

impact agriculture in the way that productivity will diminish (Ahmad, Alam, and Haseen 

2011). Rising temperatures often come with droughts, which means there will be a higher 

water demand, stressing the water supply even more.  

Pollution is another aspect that, in the future, can impact food security. The urbanisation of 

people towards slum areas where sanitation is poor will lead to a higher form of pollution. 

When pollution increases, the environment will become worse and unhealthier; in this way, 

food security will be impacted negatively. 

Only a little has been researched about these possibilities. However, these aspects play an 

essential role in the future of India's food security. 

Achieving food security is still an ongoing process in India. As mentioned before, the 

problem is not the limited access to food, but the distribution of food and environmental 

aspects. India has enough food to feed its entire population. However, the struggle is still 

present. It is clear that in urban areas, the quick urbanisation rate plays an important role. 

Cities are bursting at the seams with the number of people moving to urban areas. 

Enormous slums are created in which employment and sanitation are low. These two factors 

are vital for food security and thus create the current food insecurity situation. In rural areas, 
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employment and sanitation also play an essential role in food insecurity, but here also, 

education and health care have a significant presence in the reasons for food insecurity. This 

chapter also shows the interdependence between food insecurity in rural areas and food 

insecurity in urban areas. When people in rural areas experience food insecurity, they 

migrate to urban areas in the hope of bettering their situation. However, because of this 

migration, the utilities in urban areas need to be shared with more people, making the 

situation in urban areas even worse. With the worsening of the urban situation, food 

insecurity also rises. Here a shift of the problem from rural towards urban is happening, but 

because of this shift, the situations in urban areas worsen. So, the situation in rural areas 

impacts the urban situation.  
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Chapter 3 State Interventions: Policies, Implementation and Impact 

This chapter focuses on the state initiatives to fight food insecurity are central. There will be 

a division between general initiatives and initiatives focusing on child and mother welfare. 

The Indian government has a long history of creating programs and policies to fight 

malnutrition in the country and make India's food secure. In 1950 the government thought 

food security could be reached by controlling population growth. This was because they had 

seen that with the rising population and the declining availability of food, people started to 

experience food insecurity. So in 1950, they launched a program in their five-year plan to 

control the population (Shakeel 2017, 83). When the government saw this was not working 

as expected and India was still experiencing food insecurity, they launched the green 

revolution in 1960 (Shakeel 2017, 83). A green revolution focuses on developing agricultural 

production and creating higher productivity; food grain production rose significantly 

(Shakeel 2017, 83). The green revolution worked, but food security was not yet reached.  

In 1996 the Indian government signed the 1996 Rome Declaration of the World Food 

Summit. In this declaration, the government declares that it will create access to food for its 

citizens (Shakeel 2017, 90).  

Even though the Indian constitution does not have a right to food, there is Act 21, which 

writes that there is a right to life (Government of India 2022). According to the Indian 

government, you can interpret this as the right to a dignified life. To have a dignified life, a 

person must have food, which can be seen as the right to food (Department of Food and 

Public Distribution Government of India 2013). 

Thus the Indian government has a long history of fighting malnutrition and is still fighting this 

battle with many different programs targeting different aspects of food security and 

different audiences. Some of the biggest will be researched below. 

 

Public Distribution System 

The Public Distribution System (PDS) is a system that gives food to people for a subsidised 

price (Mahadevan and Suardi 2013, 62). The PDS is a system created by the British after the 

Second World War and the 1943 Bengal Famine. This system was created to target urban 

centres and regions that experience food shortages (Mahapatra and Mahanty 2018, 194). It 

tries to create food security on a household level (Chadha 2016, 80).  
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Within the PDS, the Indian government buys food grains from Indian farmers for an agreed-

upon price around the harvest season. Then it distributes this around the different states to 

create availability for the consumer. These food grains are then sold to the consumer for a 

subsidised price to keep food available (Kumar et al. 2012, 445).  

In 1997 the PDS changed into the Targeted Public Distribution System (TPDS). From that 

time, the TPDS focusses on households living below the poverty lines (BPL households). The 

TPDS makes a classification by looking into a household's income compared to the country's 

total income. Then a household can be classified as BPL or APL (Above Poverty Line). This did 

not go as expected because people who owned luxury goods, like cars, TVs and fans, were 

classified as APL (George and McKay 2019, 8). However, owning these goods does not make 

a person food secure. This classification and the indications made alongside are one of the 

problems of the PDS. The idea was that people get a ration card when classified as BLP. With 

this card, they could go to specific shops, Fair Price Shops, to buy the products for subsidised 

pricing. These ration cards brought much administrative work and cost, and corruption was 

also easily possible (Mahadevan and Suardi 2013, 64).  

Some other problems noted with the TPDS are that it did not focus on creating more 

production but only on the relocation of grains and that the quality of grains was so low that 

people did not buy them (Ganesh 2022, 19). One can conclude from this that the amount of 

food may have been available for the people experiencing food insecurity. However, the 

quality of the products lets people decide against buying the food and fall back into the 

vicious circle of food insecurity.  

In 2013 the TPDS was integrated into the NFSA (National Food Security Act).The act talks 

about having 75% of the rural and 50% of the urban population on the receiving end of 

subsidised food grains (Department of Food and Public Distribution Government of India 

2013). In this act, a whole chapter, chapter V, is dedicated to the reforms of the TPDS. These 

reforms are about bettering delivery of food grains, information and communication, 

transparency and more (Ministry of Law and Justice Government of India and Singh 2013, 5)  

The TPDS does receive some critique over the years. The critiques often concern the leakage 

and waste of food grains. Reports have shown that India's poverty is decreasing; however, 

there is a slight rise in people getting rationing cards (Mishra and Maheshwari 2021, 3-4). 

These two things contradict each other, showing mismanagement and maybe even 

corruption with the ration cards. Having people use ration cards when they do not require it 



Food Security in India 

 27 

creates a problem for the supply side; more grains need to be bought for the subsidised 

price, denying farmers more profit. On the demand side, you see that the food grains need 

to be shared with more people; thus, people get a smaller portion of the total amount. 

Another form of leakage is the disappearance of food grains before it reaches the people in 

need; investigations show that fraud within the TPDS happens 80% before the food grains 

reach the recipient (Mishra and Maheshwari 2021, 4). 

Storage and transportation are areas in which much wastage happens. Food grains are 

harvested during a specific season, but demand is the whole year round, so the food needs 

to be stored; however, storage is limited (Tanksale and Jha 2017, 175). When the food grains 

cannot be stored in the warehouses, an open place close to the warehouse is chosen for 

storage (Tanksale and Jha 2017, 177). Here the grains are exposed to the weather, often 

leading to wastage. In transportation, wastage happens because the grains must be moved 

over a long stretch of land (Tanksale and Jha 2017, 175). During transportation, the grains 

are also exposed to climate changes; because of this, the grains will degrade, and some will 

become unsuitable for consumption.  

The TPDS is one of the most significant food security initiatives for India. Over time it has 

been in use; it has seen many different reforms and has helped many people. However, 

some challenges still need to be addressed to make the TPDS more sufficient in helping the 

people in need the most.  

 

National Food Security Act 

On September 10 2013, the Indian government launched the National Food Security Act 

(NFSA) (Narayan, John, and Ramadas 2019, 9). This act is integrated nationwide (Ministry of 

Law and Justice Government of India and Singh 2013). The act states that it is "An Act to 

provide for food and nutritional security in human life cycle approach, by ensuring access to 

adequate quantity of quality food at affordable prices to people to live a life with dignity and 

for matters connected therewith or incidental thereto." (Ministry of Law and Justice 

Government of India and Singh 2013).  

This act covers around two third of the Indian citizens and ensures that the central and state 

governments share food security responsibilities. The NFSA became the umbrella for food 

security programs by the Indian government, and thus the act focuses on different aspects; 

in the section, there is a focus on the mother's food security. A section of the act ensures 
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that pregnant and lactating mothers, up to six months after birth have access to free meals 

and a benefit is provided (Puri, Levering Agriculture for Nutrition in South Asia (LANSA), and 

M S Swaminathan Research Foundation (MSSRF) 2017, 8). Section 6 of the NFSA focuses 

more on child food security. In this section, the MidDayMealScheme is implemented (Puri, 

Levering Agriculture for Nutrition in South Asia (LANSA), and M S Swaminathan Research 

Foundation (MSSRF) 2017, 8).  

One of the best-known aspects of the NFSA is the changes to the TPDS. Section 12 of the 

NFSA states the reforms implemented to the TPDS. Examples of these reforms are (Puri, 

Levering Agriculture for Nutrition in South Asia (LANSA), and M S Swaminathan Research 

Foundation (MSSRF) 2017, 10): 

• The digitalisation of the TPDS to make the system work more efficiently 

• Changes in delivery 

• A shift of management from private players to the social sector 

• Introducing new programs involves transferring cash and coupons instead of using a 

ration card. 

The NFSA ensures that a universal group can access the right amount of food (Krishnan and 

Subramaniam 2014, 113). To create a situation where all people can access food, the Indian 

government decided that under the NFSA since 2013, until further notice, the prices of food 

grains under the TPDS are Rs. 3 per kg for rice, Rs. 2 per kg for wheat and Rs. 1 per kg for 

coarse grains (Ministry of Consumer Affairs, Food and Public Distribution Government of 

India and Department of Food and Public Distribution 2023). By stating these prices in the 

act, the government ensures stability in food prices and long-term economic access to food.  

 

Programmes 

The Indian government has started many different programs to feed mothers and children. 

However, three of the best working and still available programs have been mentioned 

below. Even though these programs may have been started before the NFSA, they are now 

part of the NFSA.  
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Integrated Child Development Services 

An extensive program of the Indian government to fight malnutrition is the Integrated Child 

Development Services Scheme (ICDS). This scheme was introduced in 1975. The focus lies on 

children in the age group 0-6 years, pregnant women and lactating mothers (Ministry of 

Women and Child Development Government of India n.d.). ICDS is an umbrella term for 

multiple programs (Ministry of Women and Child Development Government of India 2015). 

Programs under the ICDS are about nutrition, preschool non-formal education, health and 

other aspects of malnutrition (Ministry of Women and Child Development Government of 

India n.d.). The funding of this program is a cooperation between the Indian government and 

UNICEF. According to New India @75 Strategy, the IDCS focuses on the first 1000 days of a 

child's life, mainly because brain growth happens within these 1000 days. Malnutrition will 

have significant consequences on this brain growth and so on the future of the child 

(Government of India 2018, 147). This strategy mainly talks about two big schemes in the 

ICDS-the MiddayMealScheme and Anganwadi Centres. 

 

MidDayMealScheme 

The MiddayMealScheme (MDM) is a national government scheme supporting primary school 

nutrition. This scheme has two adjectives: one focuses on nutrition, and two enhances 

school enrolment and attendance (Narayan, John, and Ramadas 2019, 8-9). The rules as of 

2015 of this scheme state that children aged 6-14 who are enrolled and attend the school 

will receive a nutritious meal on every school day free of charge (Ministry of Human 

Resource Development Government of India and Prasad 2015). The government has created 

guidelines for meal preparation to ensure they conform to the standards in line with the 

scheme (Ministry of Human Resource Development Government of India and Prasad 2015). 

Besides guidelines about cooking the food, the Indian government 2016 revised the scheme 

and created guidelines which state that an MDM Meal should provide 450 calories and 12 

grams of protein to the student (Department of School Education and Literacy Government 

of India 2019).  

 

Anganwadi Centres 

Anganwadi Centres are more focused on the healthcare side of malnutrition. These centres 

focus on the health status of pregnant women and lactating mothers. Anganwadi Centres 
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provide education, immunisation, nutrition, health check-ups and referral services (Ministry 

of Women and Child Development Government of India 2015). The centres focus on 

providing essential healthcare services and are thus part of the Indian public healthcare 

system (Akshaya Patra n.d.). As of June 2018, India has 13.63 lahks operational Anganwadi 

centres; this is around 1.3 million centres (Press Information Bureau Government of India 

and Ministry of Women and Child Development 2018). Under the NFSA, the Angagwadi 

centres are responsible for providing free meals and benefits of at least 6000 INR to mothers 

up to six months after birth (MT 55,8). 

 

The Indian government has been working hard to fight food insecurity with the different 

initiatives they have implemented. These initiatives have developed over time to fit the 

needs of the Indian people better. These initiatives target different levels of Indian society 

and focus on fighting food insecurity. In this way, the initiatives can be more effective in the 

fight against national food insecurity.  
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Chapter 4 Food (In)Security During the COVID-19 Pandemic 

During the COVID-19 pandemic, many changes happened, and all impacted the food security 

in India. In this chapter, the consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic will be analysed, and 

the government's actions to fight food insecurity during the pandemic will be highlighted. 

The COVID-19 Pandemic brought many difficulties all over the world. Countries placed under 

lockdowns, hospitals staff crumbling under pressure, businesses closing, people losing their 

jobs and many other situations nobody could predict. India also suffered from the 

consequences of the pandemic. As of May 3 2023, India counts, since the beginning of the 

pandemic, January 3 2020, more than 44.9 million cases of COVID-19 (World Health 

Organisation (WHO) n.d.a). Looking at the size of the population, this is less than 4%. Of 

course, one should remember that not every case is documented due to limited testing.  

Nevertheless, how did the Indian government contain the cases, and what was the impact of 

these measures on food security in India?  

India entered a strict lockdown from March 25, 2020, till May 31, 2020. This lockdown 

disrupted many processes in the country. Many of these disrupted processes impacted the 

food security of the Indian population. The person's income level played an essential role in 

their ability to deal with the situation under the lockdown. Research showed that people 

living in the higher classes until the upper lower class experienced less disruption of their 

diet and thus their food security (Aneesh and Patil 2021) under the lockdown than people 

living on a daily wage (Kang et al. 2021).  

 

Rural vs. Urban 

There was a difference between the reasons for suffering and the amount of suffering of 

food insecurity during the pandemic between rural and urban areas in India. A survey 

conducted by Kang et al. is shown that in the urban areas, people were more vulnerable to 

the loss of jobs and the reduction of income than people living in rural India. This survey 

showed that people in urban areas also spend less on food during the lockdowns than 

people in rural areas (Kang et al. 2021, 4). So, India's urban population got the double 

burden of reduced income or the loss of income and rising food prices (Narayanan and Saha 

2021, 3). This double burden will have significantly impacted the food security of certain 

urban citizens.  
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The reason for the difference in the number of people losing their job in urban and rural 

areas, as presented in the survey by Kang et al. (2021), is probably because of the number of 

daily wage workers in the urban areas in the informal sector (Narayanan and Saha 2021, 9).  

Urban citizens may have been in a more difficult situation during the lockdown. However, 

after the lockdown, they could return easier to their jobs (Padmaja et al. 2022, 5). 

 

Migrant Workers and Daily Wage Workers 

Migrant workers and people working for a daily wage can be seen as two groups hit hardest 

during the lockdown. For both, it was challenging to work because the country came to a 

standstill, so there were few jobs for day workers. However, for migrant workers, it was 

more difficult because they could not return home quickly (Aneesh and Patil 2021, 685).  

As soon as these day-wage workers lost their jobs, their income came to a standstill, and 

often these people also did not have bank accounts with much savings available (Kang et al. 

2021, 9). This meant they experienced a great dilemma, dying from malnutrition or the 

consequences of the pandemic (Narayanan and Saha 2021, 1).  

During the pandemic, it was clear that people's purchasing power was down and that their 

diet suffered under it. When people have less money, they will think about everything and 

how to spend it wisely. Then you see that people decide to spend their money on less luxury 

products. So, during the pandemic, there was a visible rise in the consumption of cheaper 

grains like rice and wheat. At the same time, consuming food like fruit, vegetables, and 

animal products declined (Suresh et al. 2022, 494).  

Markets often depended on the labour of migrant workers, but with migrant workers leaving 

the urban centres in an attempt to return home, these markets stopped (Narayanan and 

Saha 2021, 1). This meant it took more work for the local citizens to buy food; they had to 

travel long distances. This all impacted the accessibility of food.  

Besides the loss of income and access to food, the lockdown also meant that all non-

essential facilities were closed. Schools and other childcare facilities were closed (Maurya 

and Yadav 2022, 19). Schools and these facilities were often big players in providing healthy, 

nutritious food to children. By closing these facilities, the nutrition of children was 

challenged.  
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Supply Chain  

Besides the change of income for many people, the pressure on the supply chain also was 

also a reason for a challenged food security moment. The supply chain was under pressure 

because of changes in demand, the lack of labour and disruptions in transportation (Suresh 

et al. 2022, 4). The worker shortage led to crop failure (Suresh et al. 2022, 2). This can be 

explained because of the following situations. The lockdown was enforced around the 

harvest period in India; this meant an extra high demand for labourers to help out. 

Nevertheless, because of the lockdown and the travel restrictions, it was difficult for these 

workers to get to the fields and help in the harvest. On March 27, the Indian government 

decided to give the agricultural sector a bit of leeway in the lockdown to help with the 

harvesting. However, many farmers still decided not to harvest their crops. This was due to 

the low prices they would receive for their crops. Restaurants and other big demanders were 

closed due to the lockdown; this created such a drop in prices that it was more expensive for 

a farmer to harvest crops than to let them rot in the fields (Summerton 2020, 334). 

However, this situation does create another problem. The amount of supply does reduce, 

because of these decisions making the available crops even more expensive. So, the 

accessibility of food for the poorer citizens became even less. 

 

Government Help 

The government created plans to help the poorest people in India via the PDS (Aneesh and 

Patil 2021, 385–86). 

Under the Pradhan Mantri Garib Kalyan Yojana (PMGKY), the government tried to help 

people with a ration card under the NFSA to access food for free. People would get an 

additional 5 kg of grains and 1 kg of pulses per household (Sinha 2021, 324). This program 

was handed out once a month for three months (Ministry of Finance Government of India 

2020). This program helped out in many more ways than providing food to the poor.  

The biggest problem with this plan was that not all people suffering from food insecurity 

have a ration card under the NFSA. Some people have cards handed out by the state, and 

some do not have any registration (Sinha 2021, 324). This meant that many people were left 

out under this plan.  
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To help more, the government decided to roll out the Atmanirbhar package from June to 

July 2020. This package helped migrant workers without a ration card to receive 5 kg of 

grains and 1 kg of dal for free (Sinha 2021, 324). However, this addition was not yet the 

complete solution by the Indian government. In March 2021, the Indian government started 

the initiative One Nation One Ration Card (ONOC). This initiative offers migrant workers the 

possibility to pick up the rations they are entitled to at the place they are working while their 

family can pick up their part at their home (Ministry of Consumer Affairs, Food & Public 

Distribution, Government of India 2021). This plan had already been put in motion before 

the pandemic; however, the last steps helped out during the pandemic.  

For child malnutrition, the decision by the supreme court was an important step. The 

supreme court ruled that the MidDayMealScheme had to be continued even now when 

children are not in school. The food had to be home delivered, or cash transfers for the value 

of the food had to be made. An extension the court made to the MDM was that now 

children also had to get food on holidays on which they would have been off from school in 

the normal situation (Sinha 2021, 327). 

All these programs and court rulings showed that the Indian government and Indian society 

were working very hard to keep the Indian people fed and in a state of food security during 

these challenging times. This shows how important food security is for the Indian 

government.  

 

MGNREGA 

When the lockdown was imposed in India, many migrants wanted to return home. There 

was a surge in reverse migration (Lokhande and Gundimeda, 2021, 585). The stories and 

images of migrant workers walking or cycling many kilometres to return to their home 

villages were worldwide news. Nevertheless, why did so many people want to reverse 

migrate? Migrant workers believed that back in the villages, they could make up for some of 

their lost income under the MGNREGA. The biggest group in this reverse migration were the 

daily wage workers, mainly because the living costs in urban areas were too much for them 

(Vasudevan et al. 2020, 800).  

When the Indian government announced the lockdown, it was unclear what would happen 

with MGNREGA; some locations closed as part of the lockdown. The government decided on 

April 15 2020, that the restrictions around the lockdown had to be eased up a bit, especially 
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for MGNREGA locations. MGNREGA work sites could stay open and provide work for the 

local people and reverse migrants (Narayanan, Oldiges, and Saha 2021, 84–85). The easing 

up of the MGNREGA guidelines was part of the Pradhan Mantri Garib Kalyan Yojana Package 

(Rana 2022, 2). 

MGNREGA always has been praised for helping so many rural people to find work. 

MGNREGA grew so much during the lockdown that it employed more people than ever 

before (Narayanan, Oldiges, and Saha 2021, 85). Besides this positive aspect, the whole 

program was not big enough to employ all the migrants returning to the rural areas (Sharma 

2022, 1716). Nevertheless, overall, the different aids provided by the government have 

helped India through the difficult time of the pandemic. 

During the COVID-19 pandemic, the whole country came to a standstill. This negatively 

impacted the food security in India, both in rural and urban areas. The people suffering the 

most were the workers without a stable occupation in a formal job. The informal and daily 

wage workers saw their income being locked away when businesses closed.  

The government worked hard to provide different help packages to bring food to the people 

and to change existing and working initiatives, like MGNREGA, to provide more work. This 

work helped with creating a small amount of income for the people who lost it all.  
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Conclusion 

As this research spells out, achieving food security is a challenging task for a developing 

country like India. Food security entails much more than having the right amount of food. 

Food security involves nutrition values, living conditions, health care, employment, etc. Food 

insecurity is a struggle experienced by many Indian people. However, there is no one-size-

fits-all solution to food insecurity in rural and urban areas. It is interesting to see that even 

though the reasons are different, food insecurity in urban and rural areas is connected. In 

this research I have tried to answer why food security is so vital for both rural and urban 

India and how food security differs in both urban and rural areas, therefore I have answered 

different sub questions. 

What are the risks of experiencing food insecurity? 

Experiencing food insecurity brings many risks along; not only short-term but also long-term 

risks are mentioned. To achieve food security, one needs to have more than physical access 

to food; the living situation and health of the person play an equally important role. The risks 

for children and adults differ; both experience health issues that can lead to death. For 

children, the risks often have more to do with growth and their future perspectives, while 

for adults, diseases are the most significant risks. 

The long-term risks of food security are linked to someone's economic status. When children 

grow up with food insecurity, their health will be compromised; this, combined with stunted 

growth, makes them less productive and perform less in school. All leads to a diminished 

economic status and, in the future, food insecurity again, creating a vicious circle. 

How is the question of food security between urban and rural India different and how does 

the state address these two segments differently? 

In rural India, education and employment are fundamental reasons for food insecurity. 

Because of the lower education rate, the salaries are also lower. Besides employment 

difficulties, the lack of sanitation and the problems in healthcare facilities for mothers and 

children are leading factors for mother and child food insecurity. 

Urbanisation is one of the reasons for food insecurity in urban areas. Urbanisation happens 

when the rural population thinks that by moving to urban areas, their livelihood will be 

better, thus also their food security. So, people suffering from food insecurity in rural areas 
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hope to find food security in urban areas, move to urban areas, stress the urban amenities, 

and become part of urban food insecurity.  

In urban India, it is clear that someone's employment is essential for their food security. 

People in the informal sector have lower food security than people in the formal sector. 

Besides employment, living arrangements are essential; in slum areas, food insecurity is 

higher. This concerns these areas' lack of sanitation, health care and shelter.  

So, living standards play an essential role in achieving food security in India. The reasons for 

food insecurity in urban and rural areas look the same; however, they differ a lot in detail. 

Because of this, the government needs to work hard to fight food insecurity and create a 

program that both works on a nationwide perspective but which also can be implemented 

for a more local perspective, like what is happening now with the NFSA. 

How does the state intervene in framing and implementing to achieve food security and what 

are the challenges?  

The Indian constitution states that Indian citizens have the right to have a dignified life. All 

the programs and initiatives the Indian government has started work to guarantee this 

dignified life and Food security is an essential part. 

The Indian government has a long history of fighting food insecurity, from the PDS under 

British rule to the NFSA and new implementations of the PDS in 2013. Child food security is a 

different battle the Indian government is fighting very hard for. With the 1975 ICDS and the 

new focus on the first 1000 days, child food security is coming closer. The MDM and 

Anganwadi centres are two significant steps forward as well. With the implementation of the 

NFSA, many already existing initiatives and programs were included under this act. By 

putting these initiatives under the NFSA, they are checked and reformed to fit the needs of 

the Indian citizens better. Nevertheless, even after the changes under the NFSA, the TPDS 

still experiences a lot of challenges. Possible corruption, leakages and wastage are the 

biggest challenges within the TPDS India has to endure.  

How has the COVID-19 pandemic impacted the food security in India? 

The COVID-19 pandemic was a setback for food security in India. The lockdown meant that 

for many people income stopped. No income meant no food. Urban areas in India were hit 

harder than the rural areas. In the urban areas, the informal sectors are more extensive and 

with the lockdown everything came to a standstill, especially the informal sector's daily wage 

jobs. Many migrant workers moved back to the rural areas due to the different aid 
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programs, like MGNREGA. Within the MGNREGA program, the returning migrant workers 

were able to find a job and earn some income to buy food. By easing up the lockdown so 

MGNREGA programs could continue, the Indian government tried to soften the blow of the 

lockdown on food security.  

The Indian government has invested a lot in food security, both in urban and rural food 

security. Thus, to answer ‘Why is food security so vital to both rural and urban India and how 

does the state address to this question and what are the outcomes?' Besides the health risk 

reasons in the first chapter, food security in India is much more dependent on someone's 

economic status; it does differ between rural areas and urban areas because of the 

possibility of farming your own food. Nevertheless, food insecurity diminishes a person's 

ability to work and economic status. Here there is a cycle that can be broken with 

government support. Besides breaking this cycle, bettering the economic status of people 

will help the national economy and create better development opportunities. So, by fighting 

food insecurity, the Indian government helps out with the development of the country and 

so the living situations. 

For future research, it might be interesting to see the long-term effects of the COVID-19 

pandemic on the food security situation in India. Especially now that the whole world is 

slowly returning to before the pandemic, and thus, international investments will shift again. 

It will also be interesting to see how international organisations, like the UN, will react to the 

challenge of zero hunger, as mentioned in the SDGs, now that 2030 is approaching fast. 
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