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Ensuring food and nutrition security is a challenge for India, Given its huge population 
and high levels of poverty and malnutrition. India is a net agricultural exporter, 
particularly of milk, fruits and vegetables  and cereals. However, food availability is 
threatened by the effects of climate change and declining water resources on agricultural 
output. Economic access to food by about a fourth of the population living below the 
poverty line is problematic, despite impressive economic growth in the recent years. The 
level of food absorption is also low. About 44% of children under the age of 5 are under 
weight, around half of pregnant women are anemic, and the majority of women do not 
have access to toilet facilities and safe drinking water.  
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Introduction  :  

Food security has both economic and physical dimensions; the former referring to 
economic access and the latter to physical availability of food grains in sufficient 
quantities required for an active and healthy life. The official definition and measurement 
of income/ consumption poverty in India is anchored in a physical norm for food 
insecurity. Hence, one would except the estimates of poverty and food insecurity to tally 
for any given reference year. However, the two sets of estimates could diverge for any 
other subsequent year for the following methodological reasons :   

(i) Estimates of poverty are based on monetary measures of consumer 
expenditure distributions (at current prices) with reference to a base 
year norm, where only the norm gets adjusted for percentage price 
changes; and  

(ii)  Those for deprivation in physical access to food are made in terms of 
physical quantities with reference to a constant base year physical 
norm.  

One approach could be to revise the food security norms downward taking into 
account the on going structural changes in consumption preferences. Until 1993/94, 
cereal consumption, which is the major source of calorie intake for the Indian household, 
has increased for the bottom two docile groups and declined for the top seven docile 
group in rural All-India; urban All-India does not exhibit such clear cut patterns;  but 
broadly speaking cereal consumption increased somewhat for the bottom docile groups 
and decreased for the top docile groups per capita calorie intake increased for the top six 
docile groups in rural All-India; as regards urban All-India, it increased for the bottom six 
docile groups and declined for the top four deciles groups. In other words, levels of cereal 
consumption and calorie intake for different deciles group have been converging to a 
limit. 

Abstract 
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Definition:  
Food security means the easy availability and access of food at all times in 

sufficient quantity in requirement and food preferences for an active, healthy and 
productive life.  
 
Food and nutrition security in India : A Backdrop  

With a population approaching almost 1.22 million in 2012, India is likely to be 
the most populous country on this planet by 2030 with 1.6 million people. It currently 
accounts for more than 17% of the global population and 456 million poor, or 41.6% 
living on less than 1.25 a day. Ensuring food and nutrition security is thus a challenge for 
India.  

Food security concerns can be traced back to the experience of the Bengal famine 
in 1943 during British colonial rule. With the launching of major reforms in 1991, 
although liberalization was already under way since the 1980, India has grown out of a 
period of acute shortages and heavy dependence on food aid to self-sufficiency, or 
broadly, self reliance in food. The agriculture sector in India has had quite a revolutionary 
past with the Green Revolution in the late 1960s and 1790s, and efforts to usher in a 
second Green Revolution to re-energize the food grain sector in 2010. India agriculture 
system is also undergoing a structural transformation, especially the high value segment. 
Production patterns are diversifying forward high-value commodities such as fruits and 
vegetables, milk, eggs, poultry and fish in response to changing demand patterns fuelled 
by a growing economy and rising income levels while the achievements of India 
agriculture since the early 1970s together with a robust economy and buoyant external 
sector, have helped to ensure macro-level food security to large extent, a considerable 
humbler of people continue to live in poverty and hunger.  

The key question is, can India feed itself in the near and medium-term future? 
Can it enhance agricultural productivity in an environmentally sustainable manner, 
exploit the untapped potential of eastern India, and play on the word agriculture markets 
to satiate domestic demand ?  Raising productivity of staples like rice and wheat is a 
challenge as the area under these grains is likely to remain constant or even decrease due 
to increasing pressure on land for nonagricultural uses. Unlike in the past when the 
country had to suffer foreign exchange constraints and depend heavily on food aid, India 
today is in a much better position to enter the global markets with $294.4 billion in 
foreign exchange reserves. While increased investment and technological breakthrough 
can improve availability, these may not necessarily translate into increased accessibility 
and absorption of food with nearly 43.5% the children under the age of 5 basing 
underweight (the niches rate in the world), and 50% of pregnant women being anemic 
(comparable to African countries), the nutritional security of children and women is a 
serious issue that needs to be addressed urgently.  
Food and nutrition security is broadly characterized by three pillars : Availability, 
accessibility and absorption ( nutritional outcomes). In an effort to attain these, it is 
almost certain that it will be necessary to innovate and consider out-to-the box policy 
options. The role of various stakeholders and partnerships among them will be critical. 
These includes public and private sectors, community groups, multilateral agencies, and 
philanthropic foundations as well as bilateral collaboration between nations.  
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Growth in food grains productions :  
It has been realized that there are limits to increasing the food grains productions 

through increase in area under cultivation because the country has almost reached a 
plateau in so far as cultivable land is concerned. The contribution of high yielding 
varieties which has been the basis of green evolution in seventies has how plateaved and 
there is hardly and fresh contribution to growth in yields. There is a new awareness that a 
substantial proportion of food crop output is lost offer harvest. A grain saved is grain 
produced should be India’s motto as ten percent of food grains produced in the country is 
lost before it reaches the consumer.  
 
Table No. : 1 
Food grains production in India 
 

Year Production 
 (million tones) 

1950-51 50.82 
1960-61 82.02 
1970-71 108.42 
1980-81 129.59 
1990-91 176.39 
1997-98 192.43 
1998-99 195.25 
2001-02 209 
2008-09 226 
2009-10 235 
2011-12 246.2 

2012-13 
250 (Estimates of agriculture 
minister) 

Availability of food grain : 
 Indicate that changes in the precipitate het availability of food grain per day in 
India.  
 
Table No. : 2 
“Changes in the per-capita net availability of food grain per day.” 
 

Year Average 
(grams per capita per day) 

% change from previous 
period 

1951-1960 429.8 - 
1961-1970 447.5 4.1 
1971-1980 442.5 7.2 
1981-1990 446.2 5.0 
1991-2000 475.5 2.4 
2001-2010 454.2 -4.5 
 
Note :  The net availability of food grains to be gross production less seed, feed and 

wastage and  exports plus imports and draw down of stocks.  
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Sources :   Calculated from agricultural statistics at a glance. 
  
Post liberalization period witnessed a decline in the per capita net availability of cereals 
and pulses and emerging food grain availability crisis.  
 
Food grains damages : 
The following table is indicate the quantity of food gain damaged in India.  
 
Table No. : 3 
“Quantity of food grains damaged in India.” 
 

Year Quantity (in lakh M.T.S.) 
2002-03 1.35 
2003-04 0.76 
2004-05 0.97 
2005-06 0.95 
2006-07 0.25 
2007-08 0.34 
2008-09 0.03 
2009-10 0.03 

 
 This table indicate that India’s system of grains management is in crisis- 
 
India’s food security problem : 

India’s food security is very strong but she is not depend on strong base, because 
she is face many problem.  

Malnutrition is nothing new for many Indians. According to the International 
Food Policy Research Institute’s 2011 Global Hunger Index, the upshot of this perennial 
problem is that about 60 million children in India are underweight and malnourished, 
while 21 percent of the population as a whole general is malnourished. Unfortunately, 
this problem is unlikely to change anytime soon, with the recent introduction of the 
 National Food Security Bill threatening to continue market inefficiencies in food 
supply and extend the problem of malnutrition far into the future. 

The developmental repercussions of this situation are dramatic, not only for 
individuals who suffer numerous health issues resulting from malnutrition, but also for 
the economy at large. Malnutrition results in a loss of productivity, indirect losses from 
impaired cognitive development, and losses from increased longterm healthcare costs. 

According to a report by the World Bank, productivity losses in India due to 
stunted growth, iodine deficiencies, and iron deficiencies are equivalent to almost 3 
percent of GDP. While during the colonial era famine was the primary result of “food 
insecurity,” malnutrition has replaced it as the chief concern of legislators and 
economists. 
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The last great famine in India occurred in 1943, and served as a case study for 
Amartya Sen, the Nobel Prize winning Indian economist, in his groundbreaking work 
Poverty and Famines, in which he showed that famine was rarely the result of a lack of 
food, but rather the result of intervening economic factors, such as unemployment, 
declining wages, and, as is often the case in India, poor food distribution systems. The 
current problem in India is of that nature: it’s not so much a lack of nutrient-rich food, but 
rather a weakness in the food supply chain. 

On a more positive note, India is expected to remain self-sufficient in the 
production of food staples until at least 2025. However, inefficiencies in the downstream 
segments of the food supply chain are still rampant, and threaten to undermine self-
sufficiency and perpetuate malnutrition. For example, inefficiency in the tomato business, 
according to the editor of the Wall Street Journal Asia, results in as much as 20 percent of 
tomatoes rotting in transit, while the price for consumers is marked up by as much as 60 
percent. 

High prices for the consumer, as well as limited quantity and quality, all resulting 
from supply chain inefficiency, are sustaining increased malnutrition amongst the poor 
population. 

The current Congress Party-led government is attempting to rectify the problem 
of malnutrition with its National Food Security Bill, which was introduced late last year. 
Sadly, though, the bill does little to alleviate the root cause, instead addressing only the 
symptoms – and in the most expensive and inefficient manner possible. Rather than 
correct supply chain issues, which would increase availability of food while reducing 
costs, the government has chosen to subsidize grain purchases. In addition, the 
government is doing this at a time when it can ill afford the expense associated with 
underwriting grain purchases for almost two thirds of the country’s population. 

Despite complaints from all political parties regarding the bill, the Congress Party 
pushed the legislation through, as much to prove legislative power as anything else after 
an embarrassing bout of policy paralysis during the uproar over amendments to rules 
regarding foreign direct investment (FDI) in the retail sector. Even more disappointing 
than the politicized nature of the National Food Security Bill is the fact that revisions to 
FDI rules are exactly the type of legislative changes necessary to start rapid improvement 
in the food supply chain, negating the need for the bill in the first place. 

The result of allowing increased FDI would have been to move firms such as 
Wal-Mart and Carrefour into the Indian market. These Western big-box retailers would 
have brought with them expertise in supply chain management. The influx of desperately 
needed fresh thinking and innovation into the agricultural and food supply business 
would have expedited changes downstream, helping alleviate malnutrition. Rather than 
an increased government intervention into the food economy, an influx of FDI and 
foreign expertise in supply chain modernization would be a surer route to freedom from 
malnutrition. 
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It’s likely that continued government subsidies as contained in the food bill will 
only lead to further market distortions. Absent legislative progress and further market 
liberalization, market distortions, along with vested interests by middlemen in 
perpetuating the existing lengthy supply chains, will continue to plague the population of 
India for some time. The result of this sad situation will surely be a continuation of the 
ongoing malnutrition epidemic, which will continue to handicap an already slowing 
economy. 
 
Solutions :- 

Food security policy in India has for many years favored extensive government 
intervention. Farmers are assisted by input subsidies and, if necessary, their harvests will 
be purchased at guaranteed minimum support prices. 
  

A safety net for the poor is provided by the long established Public Distribution 
System (PDS). This offers BPL families the opportunity to purchase heavily discounted 
food and cooking essentials through a vast network of 489,000 “fair price shops”. 

The persistence of hunger in India has finally persuaded the government that this 
strategy has failed. Corruption and fraud has ravaged the PDS to the extent that 70% of 
its resources may be misdirected. The government’s food storage facilities have proved 
woefully inadequate. 

A new National Food Security bill currently under consideration would introduce 
radical reform. Recognizing the right to food under international law, the bill would 
bypass the PDS structure by issuing credits for staple wheat and rice direct to eligible 
families. A new system of Universal Identification smart cards would fulfill the role of 
case at the fair price  shops. 

 
There is much debate as to whether the new right to food should be universal 

rather than limited to BPL families. This would overcome the inherent unfairness 
between those families who are just above of the poverty line and those just below.  
With food, fuel and fertilizer subsidies already absorbing 12.5% of the national budget, it 
is no surprise that government finance departments are more cautious. There is also 
uncertainty whether the government could acquire sufficient food, despite the prospect of 
good harvests. These concerns have together delayed publication of the Food Security 
bill. The agriculture sector was favored in the 2008 budget which introduced a loan 
waiver scheme writing off debts totaling $14 billion for tens of millions of farmers. This 
was a response to the mounting tragedy of over 200,000 suicides since 1997, most of 
them believed to be related to crippling debts for farm inputs.  
Community and civil society organizations are piloting schemes for more sustainable and 
nutritious farming practices. For example, Greenpeace is campaigning for a switch of 
subsidies from fertilizer to low input methods. 
Micro-irrigation sprinkler technologies are attracting widespread interest as the 
alternative to wasteful flooding methods. Farmers are encouraged to plant indigenous 
crops such as millet which are more nutritious than rice and consume far less water. 

At the opposite extreme, resort to genetically-modified food crops appears 
unlikely as farmers are generally opposed. In a landmark decision in early 2010, the 
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Environment Minister, Jairam Ramesh, rejected proposals to develop Bt Brinjal, a 
modified aborigine. 

Although the government expresses confidence in the vision of national food 
sufficiency, the reality is betrayed by its passive stance on controversial foreign land 
acquisition by Indian commercial interests. Purchases of agricultural land in Africa alone 
are believed to total over $2 billion 
 
Conclusion :  

The green revolution was the product of a million small beginnings. Likewise, the 
next green revolution will advance on the basis of an outpoaring of human 
creativity, innovations not just in the technological but in the human land scale as 
well the only way a new story can arise.  
i) Freedom from hunger is not only a basic human right; it is essential for the 

full enjoyment of other rights, such as health, education, information etc.  
ii)  Innovative strategic interventions are the needs of the hour to ensure food 

availability, food access and utilization of food.  
iii)  The strategic and technological intervention can improve the agricultural 

food production scenario to fulfill the domestic demand and also look for 
food export prospects. 

iv) Sustainable agricultural practices may help to mitigate the negative 
impacts of climate change. 

v) Agro biodiversity key to climate change adaptation. 
vi) Innovative food access mechanism such as food coupons, food stamps and 

food credit cards may be adopted to ensure food security from access point 
of view. 

vii)  Nutrition security can be ensure by increasing consumption of coarse 
cereals.  

viii)  Non-farm interventions to give individuals and households more 
capabilities to improve livelihood security and to raise living standards.  
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