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Abstract

The food security is a crucial element for ensuring a healthy and prosperous society. In India,
these issues have gained significant attention due to the country's vast population and diverse
socio-economic landscape. India recognizes the right to food as a fundamental human right.
However, despite legal recognition, a substantial portion of the population in India continues to
face food insecurity. Poverty, unequal distribution of resources, inadequate infrastructure, and
social inequalities contribute to this problem. The objective of this research paper is to examine
the right to food in India, focusing on the initiatives, policies, and challenges involved in achieving
food security for all citizens. By analyzing the legal framework, government interventions, and
societal efforts, the paper aims to provide an understanding of the progress made, persistent

challenges, and potential strategies to realize the right to food in India.
I. Introduction

The right to food is a fundamental human right, recognized and protected by international human
rights frameworks. It entails every individual's entitlement to access safe, nutritious, and culturally
adequate food that is produced sustainably. However, in many parts of the world, including India,
achieving food security for all remains a significant challenge. India is the second-most populous
country globally, with over 1.3 billion people. Despite significant economic growth and
development in recent decades, India still grapples with widespread hunger, malnutrition, and food
insecurity. The problem of food insecurity is complex and multifaceted, driven by a range of factors
such as poverty, unequal distribution of resources, inadequate infrastructure, and climate change

impacts (Devi, S. (2021, April 23).
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Historically, India has faced several severe famines that have claimed millions of lives.
Recognizing the need to address these challenges, India adopted a series of measures and programs
to combat hunger and malnutrition. The right to food gained prominence with the enactment of the
National Food Security Act (NFSA) in 2013, which aimed to provide subsidized food grains to a
significant portion of the population. The right to food is not just a legal or policy issue but also
encompasses broader social, economic, and cultural aspects. It requires a comprehensive approach
that addresses not only the availability and accessibility of food but also the nutritional quality and

cultural appropriateness of the diet.
II.  The Legal Perspective of Right to Food
2.1 International Human Rights Framework:

The right to food is recognized and protected under various international human rights instruments.
The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) of 1948 proclaims that everyone has the
right to a standard of living adequate for their health and well-being, including food (Universal
Declaration of Human Rights, 1948). International Covenant further elaborates on the right to
adequate food, emphasizing the obligation of states to ensure food security for all (International
Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural Rights, 1966). In World Food Summits, 1996 and
2009, states reiterated their commitments in ensuring right to adequate food for all (Food and
Agriculture Organization of the United Nations,1996). Besides Millennium Development Goal-1
and SGD-2 aims to end hunger, achieve food security, improve nutrition, and promote sustainable
agriculture by the year 2015 and 2030 respectively. This goal recognizes the fundamental

importance of ensuring that everyone has access to sufficient, safe, and nutritious food.

India is a signatory to these international human rights instruments and has a legal
obligation to respect, protect, and fulfill the right to food for its citizens. The international legal
framework provides a foundation for domestic legislation and policies related to food security.
There are plethora of other declarations and guidelines which have been adopted by various
national and international organizations to provide adequate amount of food for all the people

without any discrimination

2.2 Constitutional Provisions in India:
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The Constitution of India also contains provisions that uphold the right to food. While the right to
food itself is not explicitly mentioned, certain provisions indirectly address the issue. The Directive
Principles of State Policy (DPSP) in Part IV of the Constitution lay down guidelines for the state
to secure the well-being of its citizens, including right to adequate means of livelihood and

ensuring adequate nutrition (The Constitution of India, 1950).

Additionally, the interpretation of the fundamental right to life (Article 21) by the judiciary
has expanded its scope to include the right to food. So, it explicitly means that Right to Food is a
Fundamental right under article 21 of the Indian Constitution as in the landmark judgement of
Maneka Gandhi v. Union of India the Supreme Court while delivering the judgement stated: Right
to life enshrined in Article 21 means something more than animal instinct and includes the right to
live with human dignity, it would include all these aspects which would make life meaningful,
complete and living (A.LLR., 1978). The Supreme Court of India, in a landmark judgment of
People's Union for Civil Liberties (PUCL) v. Union of India (Writ. Petition No. 196, 2001). has
held that the right to food is an integral part of the right to life guaranteed under Article 21 of the
Indian Constitution. The court emphasized the state's obligation to ensure that no person should
suffer from hunger and that food security is a fundamental human and directed the government to
implement various schemes to address hunger and malnutrition, including the distribution of food
grains at subsidized rates and the establishment of community kitchens and highlighted the
importance of the right to food for pregnant women, lactating mothers, and children. The court
directed the government to provide nutritious meals to pregnant and lactating women and children

under various welfare schemes.

After this interpretation a food security campaign had started and finally resulted in the
enactment of the National Food Security Act (NFSA) of2013, aimed at ensuring food security for
poor and needy which provides for the identification of eligible beneficiaries, the distribution of
subsidized food grains through the Public Distribution System (PDS), and the provision of meals
in schools and anganwadis (Government of India, 2013). Apart from the NFSA, several other laws
and policies contribute to the realization of the right to food in India. These include the Mid-Day
Meal Scheme (MDMS), Integrated Child Development Services (ICDS), and various state-level
initiatives. These programs focus on providing nutritious meals to children, pregnant women, and

lactating mothers. The government also started the Below Poverty Line (BPL) program which is
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closely linked to food security initiatives in the country. Ensuring access to adequate and nutritious
food for all citizens, particularly those living below the poverty line, is a crucial objective of the

Indian government.

III.  Government Initiatives to Ensure Food Security

3.1.Public Distribution System:

The Public Distribution System (PDS) is one of the oldest and most significant government
initiatives to ensure food security in India. Under the PDS, the government procures essential food
grains, such as rice and wheat, and distributes them to eligible beneficiaries at subsidized prices
through a network of fair price shops (Ministry of Consumer Affairs, Food, and Public
Distribution, 2022). The PDS aims to provide affordable food grains to the economically

disadvantaged sections of society.
3.2. Mid-Day Meal Scheme:

The Mid-Day Meal Scheme (MDMS) is a government program that aims to enhance food security
and improve nutrition among school-going children. Under this scheme, cooked meals are
provided to children in government and government-aided schools. The MDMS not only ensures
regular meals for children but also contributes to increased school enrollment, attendance, and
retention. this programme has recently been subsumed under Samagra Shiksha Abhiyan in 2018

(Ministry of Human Resource Development, 2022).
3.3.Integrated Child Development Services:

The Integrated Child Development Services (ICDS) is a comprehensive program that addresses
the nutritional and developmental needs of young children, pregnant women, and lactating
mothers. The ICDS provides supplementary nutrition, health check-ups, immunizations, and early
childhood care and education services (Ministry of Women and Child Development, 2022). By
focusing on the early years of a child's life, the ICDS plays a crucial role in promoting healthy
growth and development.

3.4.Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (MNREGA):
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The Act known as NREGA was enacted in 2005 with the objective of providing employment
opportunities and improving the livelihoods of rural households. The program guarantees 100 days
of wage employment per year to every rural household that demands work. By providing
employment opportunities to the rural poor, MNREGA contributes to increasing their income and
purchasing power, which in turn enhances their access to food and improves food security at the

household level (Ministry of Consumer Affairs, 2021).

Besides the aforementioned initiatives, the Indian government has implemented several
other programs to enhance food security. These include the Annapurna Scheme, which provides
free food grains to destitute senior citizens, and the Pradhan Mantri Matru Vandana Yojana, which
provides cash incentives to pregnant women for better nutrition during pregnancy. These initiatives
have also played a crucial role in addressing immediate food needs and reducing hunger levels in
many areas (Planning Commission of India, 2013). As a result, millions of beneficiaries were
covered under the National Food Security Act, making it one of the largest food security programs
in the world. Food security programs in India also strive to empower vulnerable communities by
addressing their unique needs and challenges. The NFSA includes provisions for social inclusion
and recognizes the rights of marginalized communities, such as Scheduled Castes, Scheduled
Tribes, and other backward classes. Moreover, by providing nutritious meals and supplementary
nutrition, these programs contribute to improving the dietary intake and nutritional status of
vulnerable populations, particularly children and pregnant women (Saxena, N. C., & Kumar, P.
2018). Furthermore, government efforts to promote kitchen gardens, community-based nutrition
programs, and awareness campaigns on healthy eating habits have helped enhance access to and
knowledge about nutritious food choices. Community participation is a vital component of food
security programs in India. Self-help groups, community-based organizations, and local
institutions play a significant role in implementing and monitoring these programs at the grassroots
level (National Bank for Agriculture and Rural Development, 2021). These initiatives promote
community ownership, participation, and accountability, fostering social cohesion and

empowerment.

IVv. Challenges in Ensuring Food Security in India
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The government's initiatives to ensure food security aim to enhance access to affordable
food, improve nutritional status, and promote the overall well-being of vulnerable populations.
However, challenges persist in the effective implementation and reach of these programs.
According to the Global Hunger Index 2020, India ranked 94th out of 107 countries, indicating a
serious level of hunger and food insecurity (Von Grebmer, K., Bernstein, J., Hossain, N., Brown,
T., Prasai, N., Yohannes, Y., ... & Sonntag, A, 2021). India faces challenges related to malnutrition,
particularly among children. According to the National Family Health Survey (NFHS-5), released
in December 2020, about 35.8% of children under five years of age were stunted (low height for
age) and 33.4% were underweight (low weight for age). The prevalence of undernourishment in
India was estimated to be 14% between 2017 and 2019, affecting a significant population including
poverty, inadequate infrastructure, and inefficient delivery mechanisms (Ministry of Health and
Family Welfare, Government of India, 2020). Food inflation has been a concern in India, affecting
the affordability and accessibility of food for many people (Food and Agriculture Organization of
the United Nations, 2019). Food wastage is a significant issue in India. According to estimates by
the FAO, about 40% of the food produced in India is wasted or lost at various stages of the supply
chain (World Bank. (2021).

4.1.Poverty and Inequality:

One of the primary challenges in achieving food security in India is the widespread poverty and
inequality. A significant portion of the population lives below the poverty line, lacking the
necessary purchasing power to access an adequate and nutritious diet. Income disparities and
unequal distribution of resources further exacerbate the problem, as marginalized communities and

vulnerable groups face greater difficulties in accessing food (Sharma, R., & Nandy, S., 2020)
4.2.Inadequate Infrastructure:

Inadequate infrastructure, particularly in rural areas, poses a significant hurdle in achieving food
security. Insufficient transportation and storage facilities result in post-harvest losses and food
wastage. Inadequate cold storage facilities also limit the availability of perishable food items.
Additionally, limited irrigation facilities and outdated farming practices hinder agricultural

productivity, leading to lower food production and availability (World Bank, 2018).

4.3 .Inefficient Delivery Mechanisms:
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Despite the existence of government programs, inefficient delivery mechanisms undermine the
effectiveness of food security initiatives. The Public Distribution System (PDS) often faces
challenges such as leakages, diversion of food grains, and inaccuracies in beneficiary identification
(Khera, R., 2011). These issues lead to exclusion errors, where deserving individuals are denied

access to subsidized food, while inclusion errors result in ineligible individuals availing benefits.
4.4.Climate Change and Environmental Factors:

Climate change and environmental factors pose significant threats to food security in India. Erratic
weather patterns, including droughts, floods, and extreme temperatures, impact agricultural
productivity and disrupt food production systems. Changing rainfall patterns also affect the
availability of water for irrigation, further affecting crop yields. Additionally, environmental
degradation, soil erosion, and loss of biodiversity have adverse effects on agricultural productivity

and food availability (Aggarwal, P. K., Mall, R., & Khanna, M. (2003).
V. Effect of Covid 19 Pandemic on Food Security

The Covid-19 pandemic has had a significant impact on food security in India. The various
measures implemented to contain the spread of the virus, such as lockdowns, travel restrictions,
and disruptions in supply chains, have posed challenges to the availability, accessibility, and
affordability of food for vulnerable populations. The lockdown measures and restrictions on
movement impacted the transportation and distribution of food commodities. Farmers faced
difficulties in accessing markets to sell their produce, resulting in wastage of perishable goods.
Disruptions in supply chains also affected the availability and affordability of essential food items,
particularly for low-income households The pandemic led to widespread job losses and reduced
incomes, particularly in sectors like informal labor, construction, and small businesses. Many
individuals and families faced financial constraints, making it difficult for them to afford an
adequate diet. Income shocks directly affected people's ability to access food, worsening food
insecurity (OECD, 2020). With the closure of schools due to the pandemic, children dependent on
mid-day meal programs lost access to a crucial source of nutrition. This had an adverse impact on
the nutritional well-being of vulnerable children from low-income families. Vulnerable
populations, such as migrant workers, daily wage laborers, and marginalized communities, were

disproportionately affected by the pandemic. These groups faced challenges in accessing food due
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to loss of livelihoods, lack of social protection, and limited access to government assistance
programs. Programs aimed at improving nutrition, such as the Integrated Child Development
Services (ICDS) and anganwadi centers, were affected by the pandemic. The closure of these
centers limited access to nutritious meals, supplements, and other essential services for pregnant
women, lactating mothers, and young children. The pandemic also contributed to inflation and
rising food prices, primarily due to supply chain disruptions and increased production costs. High
food prices further strained the budgets of low-income households, making it harder for them to
access an adequate and diverse diet. According to UN-India, nearly 195 million undernourished
people 43% of children are in India (UNICEF India, 2020). Besides chronically undernourished
Household Food Insecurity was found to have substantially increased from 21% to 80% before
and during COVID-19, with 62% of households shifting from food security to insecurity and 17%
staying food insecure. The lockdown had significantly affected child's eating routine and women
and girls are particularly impacted because discrepancies in intra-household food distribution.

(The Impact of Covid-19 Pandemic over the State of Food Security and Nutrition in India, 2022).

The covid 19 had adversely affected all three important pillars of right to food like;
Availability of food - Presence of enough food for all purposes, Accessibility of food - Absence of
barrier to access of food and Affordability of food- Capacity of all persons to buy food of

acceptable quality. may widen due to a lack of food security.
VI.  Future Strategies for Ensuring Food for All
5.1. Strengthening Implementation and Monitoring:

To ensure effective implementation of food security programs, there is a need to strengthen
monitoring mechanisms and improve accountability. Regular assessments, data collection, and
evaluations can help identify gaps, challenges, and areas that require improvement. Transparency
in the selection of beneficiaries, distribution processes, and grievance redressal systems should be
prioritized. Additionally, capacity building of government officials and frontline workers can

enhance their understanding of program objectives and improve service delivery (Deb, U. (2020).

5.2. Targeting the Most Vulnerable Groups:
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Efforts should be made to specifically target and address the needs of the most vulnerable and
marginalized groups. This includes ensuring the inclusion of socially disadvantaged groups, such
as Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes, and other marginalized communities. Special attention
should be given to women, children, the elderly, and persons with disabilities (Mitra, A., & Sahoo,
S., 2018). Tailored interventions, such as nutrition-specific programs for pregnant women and
lactating mothers, can help address specific nutritional needs. Intersectional approaches that
consider multiple dimensions of vulnerability should also be adopted (Sen, A., Mahapatra, B., &

Raman, S., 2020).
5.3. Promoting Sustainable Agriculture:

Sustainable agricultural practices are crucial for long-term food security. Encouraging farmers to
adopt climate-smart agriculture, organic farming, and efficient water management techniques can
improve productivity while preserving natural resources. Providing access to improved seeds,
technology, and market linkages can further enhance agricultural productivity (Dinesh, D.,
Sulaiman, V. R., & Roy, D., 2018) Investing in research and development for crop diversification

and resilient crop varieties can help mitigate the impact of climate change on food production.
5.4. Enhancing Synergy among Programs:

To maximize the impact of food security programs, there is a need for better coordination and
synergy among different initiatives. Integration of programs like the PDS, MDMS, ICDS, and rural
livelthood schemes can create synergistic effects and improve outcomes. This includes
streamlining administrative processes, sharing databases, and fostering collaboration between
different departments and ministries. Coordinated efforts can address multiple dimensions of food
security and ensure comprehensive support to vulnerable populations (Gupta, A., & Kumar, S.,

2022).
5.5. Leveraging Technology and Innovation:

The use of technology and innovation can play a transformative role in improving food security.
Digital solutions, such as mobile applications and online platforms, can simplify beneficiary
identification, distribution, and monitoring processes. Technologies like remote sensing, data

analytics, and precision farming can provide valuable insights for better agricultural planning and
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resource allocation (Verma, S., Singh, N., & Srinivasan, R, 2019). Innovative approaches, such as
community-led initiatives, social entrepreneurship, and public-private partnerships, can bring new

ideas and resources to address food security challenges.
VII. Conclusion

The right to food is recognized and protected under international human rights instruments, as well
as in the Indian Constitution which provides a foundation for domestic legislation and policies
related to food security. government initiatives, such as the Public Distribution System (PDS),
National Food Security Act (NFSA), Mid-Day Meal Scheme (MDMS), and Integrated Child
Development Services (ICDS), have made significant progress in reducing hunger and
malnutrition, enhancing access to nutritious food, and empowering vulnerable communities.
However, challenges remain, including poverty and inequality, inadequate infrastructure,
inefficient delivery mechanisms, and the impacts of climate change and environmental factors.
Future strategies for ensuring food for all should focus on strengthening implementation and
monitoring, targeting the most vulnerable groups, promoting sustainable agriculture, enhancing

synergy among programs, and leveraging technology and innovation.

Strengthen implementation and monitoring mechanisms to ensure transparent and
accountable service delivery. Target the most vulnerable groups, including socially disadvantaged
communities, women, children, the elderly, and persons with disabilities, with tailored
interventions. Promote sustainable agricultural practices, such as climate-smart agriculture,
organic farming, and efficient water management, to enhance productivity and resilience. Enhance
coordination and synergy among different food security programs to maximize their impact and
avoid duplication. Leverage technology and innovation to streamline processes, improve data
management, and foster new approaches to address food security challenges. The challenges
identified underscore the need for continuous advocacy and action to address systemic issues that
hinder food security. It is crucial to engage with multiple stakeholders, including civil society
organizations, grassroots movements, and international bodies, to advocate for policies and

practices that prioritize the right to food.

In conclusion, ensuring food for all in India requires a rights-based approach, strong

government commitment, and coordinated efforts from various stakeholders. By addressing the
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identified challenges and implementing the recommended strategies, India can move closer to

achieving comprehensive and sustainable food security, thus ensuring the fundamental right to

food for its citizens.
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