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Abstract

The right to food is a fundamental human right that plays a crucial role in ensuring the well-
being and dignity of individuals. In India, the realization of this right has evolved through
historical contexts, legal frameworks, and various government schemes aimed at addressing
food security. This paper examines the significance of the right to food from an Indian
perspective, highlighting the challenges faced by vulnerable groups, including women,
children, tribal communities, and migrant workers. It also explores the role of the judiciary and
civil society in advocating for food security, as well as India’s commitments to international
frameworks, such as the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Furthermore,
the paper provides recommendations for enhancing agricultural productivity, technological
interventions in food distribution, and improving governance in food security programs. By
addressing these challenges and implementing effective policies, India can move closer to
achieving food security for all its citizens.

Keywords: Right to Food, Food Security, India, Vulnerable Groups, Government Schemes,
Judiciary, Civil Society, Sustainable Development Goals, Agricultural Productivity, Food
Distribution.

I. Introduction

A. Definition of the Right to Food

Individuals are guaranteed access to adequate and healthy food to satisfy their dietary
requirements, which is a fundamental human right known as the right to food. The realisation
of other essential rights, such as the rights to life, health, and general well-being, is not only
dependent on it, but it is also directly connected to the concept of human dignity. A number of
international accords, such as the International Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural
Rights (ICESCR), have contributed to the further consolidation of this idea, which in turn has
its roots in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights. As part of the larger right to an
acceptable standard of living, the International Covenant on Economic, Social, and Cultural
Rights (ICESCR) expressly acknowledges the right to food as an important component
(Sepulveda, 2017).

B. Global Perspective on the Right to Food

Views from throughout the world on the right to food highlight its critical function in
combating malnutrition and famine. There are a variety of strategies that countries have used
to guarantee food security. The industrialised world tends to prioritise social programs and food
aid, whereas the developing world, especially in areas like South Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa,
is more concerned with agricultural reforms and better distribution networks for food. United
Nations Sustainable Development Goal 2 aims to end hunger and provide food security by
2030; it is an essential component of the right to food. But, there are still challenges that make
it hard to accomplish these goals, particularly in vulnerable regions: climate change, continuing
wars, and economic inequality (De Schutter, 2018).
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C. Importance of the Right to Food in India

The right to food is very important in India because of the country's history of and problems
with malnutrition, hunger, and food insecurity. Despite India's impressive economic progress,
a considerable segment of the population continues to face the challenges of extreme hunger
and poverty. To address these concerns, over two-thirds of the population gained access to
subsidised food grains with the implementation of the National Food Security Act (NFSA) in
2013. According to Dreze and Khera (2017), achieving social justice, better public health, and
reducing poverty in India can only be achieved by guaranteeing everyone the right to food.
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Figure 1: Overview of Key Government Schemes for Food Security in India

I1. Historical Context of the Right to Food in India

A. Pre-Independence Food Security Concerns

Before India gained independence, the country faced chronic food insecurity and famines,
largely exacerbated by colonial policies. The Bengal Famine of 1943, which resulted in the
death of millions, is often cited as a key example of how British colonial rule mismanaged food
distribution and exacerbated food shortages. Historical records indicate that India’s agrarian
economy was heavily exploited, with little focus on food production for domestic consumption,
as much of the agricultural produce was diverted for export (Mukherjee, 2016). This period
laid the groundwork for later national policies focused on ensuring food security for all.
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B. Post-Independence Food Policies and the Green Revolution

After independence, India continued to face significant food shortages, prompting the
government to prioritize food self-sufficiency. In the 1960s, the Green Revolution was
introduced, which transformed India’s agricultural landscape by introducing high-yield variety
(HYV) seeds, chemical fertilizers, and modern irrigation techniques. This revolution led to a
significant increase in food grain production, particularly in states like Punjab and Haryana,
which became the breadbasket of the nation. However, while the Green Revolution was
successful in improving food production, it also created regional disparities and environmental
challenges (Pingali, 2017).

C. Evolution of Food Security Legislation

It is clear that India is committed to addressing issues of hunger and malnutrition, as seen by
the legislative route it has taken towards guaranteeing food security. These problems have been
addressed by the implementation of a number of different programs throughout the course of
time, such as the Public Distribution System (PDS) and the Midday Meal Scheme. On the other
hand, the National Food Security Act (NFSA) was passed in 2013, which was a significant step
forward in the right direction. With the intention of providing subsidised food grains to roughly
two-thirds of India's population, this legislation switched the emphasis from welfare-oriented
programs to a framework that is based on rights. Despite the fact that the National Food
Security Act (NFSA) has been praised for its formalisation of food security, its execution has
been plagued by difficulties such as inefficiency and corruption (Bhattacharya, 2017).

Table 1: Nutritional Outcomes of Food Security Initiatives:

rural areas.

. . ) Source of
Initiative/Scheme Key Nutritional Outcomes Target Population Dat
ata
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National Food ) ) ) Ministry of
) food grains, reducing hunger and | Approximately 800
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(NFSA) o Affairs, 2019
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Mid-Day  Meal | improvement in  children's | School-going ASER Report,
Scheme nutritional status, particularly in | children (ages 6-14) | 2018

Integrated Child
Development
Services (ICDS)

Enhanced growth indicators and
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prevalence among children under
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Public Stabilization of food intake and _ Planning
o _ _ ) | Below Poverty Line o
Distribution reduction in food insecurity Commission

(BPL) households
System (PDS) among BPL households. Report, 2017

Pradhan Mantri | Temporary relief during the _ )
) ) ) Migrant  workers | Economic
Garib Kalyan | pandemic led to improved food

) ) o ) and  low-income | Survey of
Anna Yojana | security and nutritional intake . _
families India, 2021
(PMGKAY) among vulnerable groups.
National  Rural ]
Improved food security through NREGA

Employment .
enhanced household income, | Rural households Annual Report,
Guarantee  Act

positively impacting nutrition. 2020-21
(NREGA)
One Nation, One | Increased access to food for ) Government of
_ ) o _ Migrant  workers _
Ration Card | migrant  families, reducing ) . India Report,
. ] o and their families
(ONORC) nutritional gaps during migration. 2020

I11. Legal Framework for the Right to Food in India

A. Constitutional Provisions (Article 21 - Right to Life)

There is no specific mention of the right to food in the Constitution of India; rather, it is inferred
from Article 21, which safeguards the right to life as well as the right to personal liberty. The
capacity to live with dignity, which requires access to adequate food, good nutrition, and
needed resources, has been included in the interpretation of this right by the judicial system,
which has broadened the scope of this right. In order to make the right to food enforceable, this
court interpretation has been very helpful. According to Rajagopal (2018), Article 47 of the
Directive Principles of State Policy provides a framework for the formulation of pertinent
policies. This article encourages the government to increase the levels of nutrition and living
conditions.

B. Supreme Court Rulings on the Right to Food

1. PUCL vs. Union of India (2001)

With its participation in the PUCL vs. Union of India case in 2001, the Supreme Court of India
achieved one of the most significant legal achievements in India with regard to the right to
food. The inability of the government to distribute surplus food grains to those who were living
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in poverty was brought to light by this lawsuit, which was filed as a Public Interest Litigation
(PIL). This was despite the fact that vast amounts of food grains were rotting away in storage
facilities. In this particular case, the Supreme Court made decisions that expanded the meaning
of the right to life as outlined in Article 21 to include the right to nourishment. As part of its
interim decisions, the Court urged governments to transform several food programs, such as
the Public Distribution System (PDS) and the Mid-Day Meal Scheme, into legal rights for the
general public (Narula, 2016). These programs include the Public Distribution System (PDS)
and this scheme.

C. National Food Security Act (NFSA), 2013

1. Key Provisions

The National Food Security Act (NFSA), which was enacted in 2013, is an important piece of
legislation that was enacted with the intention of ensuring that almost two-thirds of India's
population has the legal right to cheap access to food grains. Rice, wheat, and coarse grains are
among the food grains that are guaranteed to be distributed at subsidised prices according to
the Public Distribution System (PDS), which is established under the Act. Additionally, it
offers particular benefits to vulnerable populations, such as pregnant women, children, and the
elderly, giving them certain privileges. According to Bhattacharya (2017), in situations when
these rights are unable to be satisfied, it is the responsibility of both the central government and
the state governments to provide food security allowances.

2. Targeted Public Distribution System (TPDS)

The National Food Security Administration (NFSA) places an emphasis on the Targeted Public
Distribution System (TPDS), which seeks to guarantee that the most disadvantaged members
of society get food grains. Antyodaya Anna Yojana (AAY) households get the maximum
amount of help under the TPDS, whereas Priority Households receive less. Problems with
inefficiency, corruption, and exclusion mistakes have plagued the TPDS, despite its good
intentions. To combat these issues, innovations including biometric verification and direct
benefit transfers (DBT) have been implemented (Swaminathan, 2016).

IVV. Government Schemes and Initiatives
A. Mid-Day Meal Scheme

1. Impact on Children’s Nutrition and Education

To improve the nutritional condition of school-going children, the Mid-Day Meal Scheme
(MDMS) is a major food security initiative in India. Free lunches are provided to kids enrolled
in public and publicly-funded schools via this program, which has been running since 1995. Its
impact on better educational and nutritional results has been substantial. Children from
disadvantaged backgrounds have benefited most from the MDMS's positive effects on their
cognitive development, school attendance, and reduction of malnutrition, according to the
research. Singh (2018) found that problems including anaemia and malnutrition were
successfully treated by the meals since they provided necessary vitamins and proteins. Also,
the initiative has helped decrease educational inequities by increasing enrolment of females
and children from low-income families (Afridi, 2017).

B. Integrated Child Development Services (ICDS)

The Integrated Child Development Services (ICDS) program, initiated in 1975, represents a
crucial government effort to provide essential services like nutrition, early childhood education,
and healthcare to children under six and their mothers. Its primary goals include tackling
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malnutrition, lowering child mortality, and enhancing maternal health. Studies have shown that
participation in the ICDS program leads to improved health outcomes, such as healthier growth
patterns and a decrease in stunting. However, challenges remain, particularly in terms of
resource distribution, effective implementation, and adequate coverage (Nair, 2016). The ICDS
is vital in addressing food security, health, and development, particularly in rural and
underserved regions.

C. Public Distribution System (PDS)

1. Reforms and Challenges in PDS

An important part of India's plan to ensure its citizens have access to affordable food is the
Public Distribution System (PDS), which uses a wide network of fair pricing stores to provide
subsidised grain to homes who qualify. Inefficiencies, leakage, and exclusion mistakes are only
a few of the problems that the PDS has faced, despite its important role in fighting hunger.
Because to corruption and poor administration, a large amount of food grains that should have
gone to recipients never get it to them. The digitisation of ration cards, the implementation of
direct benefit transfers (DBT) to increase transparency and decrease leakage, and the linkage
of beneficiaries with Aadhaar, a biometric identification system, are all examples of recent
changes that aim to solve these challenges. Problems remain, however, and it is especially
difficult to guarantee that underserved populations are properly taken care of (Khera, 2017).

D. National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (NREGA) and Its Linkage to Food
Security

The National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (NREGA), enacted in 2005, plays a crucial
role in enhancing food security by providing rural households with guaranteed wage
employment for at least 100 days a year. By increasing purchasing power, NREGA helps
vulnerable communities access food and other essential goods. Studies show that NREGA has
improved food security by ensuring a regular source of income for households, which they can
use to purchase food from local markets. Additionally, the scheme has been linked to
improving nutritional outcomes, particularly for women and children in rural areas (Dreze &
Oldiges, 2017). However, the implementation of NREGA has faced issues such as delayed
wage payments and unequal access to employment opportunities, which have limited its impact
on food security in some regions.

V. Challenges in Implementing the Right to Food

A. Poverty and Inequality

When it comes to India, the right to eat is still severely hindered by poverty and inequality.
Food insecurity persists for a large segment of the population because they are unable to escape
poverty, even when the economy has grown substantially. Inequalities in power and wealth,
according to research, make food poverty even worse, especially along gender and caste lines.
Extremely low food availability is a major cause of hunger and malnutrition among vulnerable
populations, such as women-headed families and members of Scheduled Castes and Scheduled
Tribes (Reddy & Reddy, 2018). For food security measures to reach those who need them most,
tailored interventions are necessary due to the interaction between inequality and poverty.

B. Corruption and Inefficiency in Food Distribution

Corruption and inefficiency within the food distribution system have long plagued India's
efforts to implement the right to food. The Public Distribution System (PDS) is particularly
vulnerable to leakages and malpractices, where food grains intended for the poor are diverted
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for sale in the open market. Reports indicate that a significant percentage of food grains are
lost due to corruption, inefficiencies, and mismanagement, undermining the effectiveness of
government schemes (Khera, 2017). Efforts to reform the PDS, such as digitization and the
introduction of biometric systems, aim to address these issues, but challenges remain in
ensuring accountability and transparency.

C. Climate Change and Agricultural Instability

Climate change poses a significant threat to food security in India by impacting agricultural
productivity and food availability. Extreme weather events, such as droughts and floods,
disrupt farming activities and reduce crop yields, thereby affecting the supply of food grains.
A study by Kumar et al. (2018) highlights how changing rainfall patterns and rising
temperatures are likely to exacerbate food insecurity, particularly in vulnerable regions
dependent on rain-fed agriculture. The need for adaptive strategies to combat climate change
is critical to safeguarding food security and ensuring the realization of the right to food.

D. Lack of Awareness and Accountability

A significant challenge in implementing the right to food is the lack of awareness among
citizens about their entitlements under various government schemes. Many individuals,
particularly in rural areas, are unaware of the benefits available to them, leading to
underutilization of food security programs. Additionally, accountability mechanisms for
ensuring the effective implementation of these schemes are often weak, resulting in a lack of
redress for grievances. Activists argue that enhancing awareness and establishing robust
accountability frameworks are essential for empowering communities and ensuring the right to
food is upheld (Chopra & Basu, 2017).

Table 2: Challenges in Food Security Implementation
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V1. Judicial and Civil Society Interventions

A. Role of the Judiciary in Enforcing the Right to Food

By interpreting the right to food as an essential component of the right to life as outlined in
Article 21 of the Constitution, the Indian court has been instrumental in the accomplishment of
the right to food being enforced. Precedents have been established for the duty of the
government to ensure food security to its population, notably in the case of PUCL vs. Union
of India (2001), which was a landmark opinion. Food security programs, such as the Public
Distribution System (PDS) and the Mid-Day Meal Scheme, are required to be put into action
as a result of directions that have been issued by the Supreme Court. According to Mohan
(2017), the court has placed a strong emphasis on accountability, and it has mandated that food
security measures be subjected to frequent monitoring and reporting in order to guarantee
consistency and effectiveness. The court has not only safeguarded the right to food by taking a
proactive posture, but it has also developed a structure for holding the state responsible for its
commitments within the framework that it has established.

B. Role of NGOs and Civil Society Organizations in Food Security Advocacy
Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) and civil society organizations have been
instrumental in advocating for food security and the right to food in India. These organizations
engage in various activities, including raising awareness about entitlements, monitoring
government programs, and providing direct assistance to vulnerable populations. Their efforts
have been crucial in bringing issues of food insecurity to the forefront of public discourse and
influencing policy changes. NGOs often work at the grassroots level, facilitating community
participation and ensuring that the voices of marginalized groups are heard in policy-making
processes (Patnaik, 2018).

1. The Right to Food Campaign

In India, the Right to Food Campaign stands out as a leading movement that brings together
different civil society groups to demand that the right to food be recognised and upheld. This
initiative has been running since 2001 with the goal of guaranteeing that all people can put food
on the table, stay healthy, and support themselves. The National Food Security Act (NFSA)
and other food security policies were shaped and put into place thanks to the Right to Food
Campaign's efforts to mobilise the grassroots, advocate for policies, and intervene in the legal
system. Singh (2019) states that the campaign's goal is to encourage communities to demand
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their rights by emphasising the significance of accountability and transparency in food delivery
system.

VI1. Impact of the Right to Food on Vulnerable Groups

A. Women and Children

Women and children are often disproportionately impacted by food insecurity, making the right
to food particularly significant for these groups. Women, who play an essential role in both
food production and preparation, frequently encounter obstacles in accessing critical resources
and entitlements. Empowering women through initiatives aimed at ensuring food security not
only improves their nutritional health but also leads to positive outcomes for their children's
well-being. Studies have demonstrated that better access to food and nutrition for women
correlates with reduced child mortality and enhanced growth and cognitive development in
children (Nussbaum, 2018). Programs like the Mid-Day Meal Scheme and Integrated Child
Development Services (ICDS) have proven highly effective in improving both maternal and
child health outcomes by focusing on women’s access to food resources (Choudhary & Singh,
2017).

B. Tribal Communities and Marginalized Populations

Tribal communities and marginalized populations often experience the highest levels of food
insecurity due to historical marginalization, poverty, and lack of access to resources. The right
to food framework is crucial for addressing the specific needs of these groups. Programs
designed to enhance food security must be inclusive and culturally sensitive to effectively reach
tribal populations. Studies show that targeted interventions can lead to improved nutritional
outcomes and livelihoods for these communities, as well as increased participation in decision-
making processes related to food security (Mishra & Prakash, 2018). However, challenges such
as land rights issues and access to public distribution systems remain significant barriers.

C. Migrant Workers and Urban Poor

Migrant workers and the urban poor face unique challenges related to food security,
particularly in the context of economic instability and inadequate social safety nets. The
COVID-19 pandemic further exacerbated these vulnerabilities, revealing the fragility of urban
food systems and the plight of migrant laborers who lost access to food during lockdowns.
Research indicates that policies that integrate food security with employment opportunities,
such as the National Rural Employment Guarantee Act (NREGA), can significantly improve
food access for these populations (Kumar & Singh, 2020). Ensuring that food security measures
address the specific needs of urban migrants is essential for fostering resilience and improving
overall well-being.

VIII. International Commitments and India’s Role

A. United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDG 2: Zero Hunger)

India's dedication to the right to food is closely aligned with the United Nations Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs), particularly Goal 2, which focuses on eliminating hunger,
securing food access, and enhancing nutrition by 2030. Over the years, India has implemented
numerous initiatives and programs aimed at improving food security, making notable progress
in this area. Despite these efforts, challenges persist, particularly in ensuring that vulnerable
and marginalized populations have equal access to food. The SDGs provide a comprehensive
framework that guides the Indian government in strengthening its food security strategies, with
an emphasis on adopting integrated approaches to tackle the root causes of hunger and
malnutrition (Chatterjee, 2019).
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B. India’s Participation in Global Food Security Initiatives

Understanding the importance of international cooperation in combating hunger and
malnutrition, India is actively involved in worldwide initiatives to improve food security. India
actively contributes to the development of international initiatives pertaining to food security
via its membership in prominent organisations such as the Food and Agriculture Organisation
(FAO) and the World Food Programme (WFP). Other developing countries may learn from the
country's large-scale food security programs. As a country that recognises the importance of
food security for all people everywhere, India has made it a priority to work with other
countries to address this pressing global problem (Bansal, 2018).

IX. Future Prospects and Policy Recommendations

A. Strengthening Agricultural Productivity and Sustainability

To ensure food security and the right to food in India, enhancing agricultural productivity while
promoting sustainability is crucial. Investments in sustainable agricultural practices, such as
organic farming, agroecology, and integrated pest management, can increase crop yields and
improve soil health. Research indicates that adopting sustainable practices not only enhances
productivity but also contributes to climate resilience, ensuring food availability in the face of
climate change. Policy initiatives should focus on providing farmers with access to quality
seeds, fertilizers, and training programs that promote sustainable farming techniques, thereby
fostering a more resilient agricultural sector.

B. Enhancing Technological Interventions in Food Distribution

Technological innovations can significantly improve the efficiency and transparency of food
distribution systems. Implementing digital solutions, such as e-PDS and mobile applications
for monitoring food distribution, can help reduce corruption and ensure that food reaches the
intended beneficiaries. Studies show that leveraging technology in food distribution can
enhance accountability and streamline processes, thus improving access to food for vulnerable
populations. Policymakers should prioritize investments in digital infrastructure and training
for stakeholders to effectively utilize these technologies.

C. Improving Governance and Reducing Leakages in Food Schemes

Effective governance is essential for the successful implementation of food security programs.
Strengthening monitoring mechanisms and accountability frameworks can help reduce
leakages and ensure that resources are utilized efficiently. Regular audits and community
participation in monitoring food distribution can empower beneficiaries and create a sense of
ownership over food security programs. Additionally, fostering collaboration between
government agencies, NGOs, and community organizations can enhance the effectiveness of
food security initiatives by ensuring that diverse perspectives and local needs are considered.

D. Recommendations for Improving the NFSA and Other Programs
There are a number of policy suggestions that might improve the National Food Security Act
(NFSA) and associated programs:
1. Expansion of Coverage: Increase the number of households eligible for food security
programs to encompass more marginalized communities.
2. Nutritional Quality: Enhance the nutritional quality of food provided under the NFSA
by including fortified foods and diverse food options.
3. Community Participation: Encourage community participation in the planning and
implementation of food security programs to better address local needs and preferences.
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4. Linkage with Livelihood Programs: Integrate food security initiatives with livelihood
programs to improve the purchasing power of vulnerable populations.

5. Awareness Campaigns: Implement awareness campaigns to educate citizens about
their rights and entitlements under food security programs, ensuring that they can access
available resources effectively.

X. Conclusion

A basic human right that is essential to everyone's health and sense of worth is the right to eat.
With the help of several governmental programs and court rulings, India has made great strides
in developing a framework for food security. Notwithstanding these efforts, obstacles continue
to arise in guaranteeing fair food security, especially for disadvantaged populations including
women, children, tribal communities, and migratory labourers. It will need a multifaceted
approach to overcome these obstacles, with an emphasis on increasing agricultural output,
developing technical solutions, upgrading governance, and reorganising existing food security
initiatives.

The right to food must be positioned as a basic entitlement by policymakers in order to
successfully address these concerns via inclusive and sustainable measures. India may achieve
significant headway in guaranteeing food security for its whole populace by putting the tactics
suggested in this conversation into practice. This would advance the goal of a society free from
hunger while also being in compliance with the nation's international responsibilities.
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