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TOPIC;- FOOD SECURITY; AN INTRODUCTION 

 

The subject of improving food security to the people is an issue of great importance to the 

today’s welfare state. Food is the most important need, as it is indispensable for the 

maintenance of human life. Despite impressive food production in recent decades, such 

that enough food is available to meet the basic needs of each and every person, complete 

food security has not been achieved. It is more imperative in case of India where millions 

of poor suffer from persistent hunger and malnutrition. The concept of food security has 

evolved over the last few decades. Academics, policy-makers and activists have 

contributed substantially to the debates on what constitutes food security and how it can 

be ensured at the global, regional, state, household and individual levels. There are various 

definitions of food security. Also different approaches have been devised to tackle the 

problem of hunger and food insecurity. The present chapter analyses various themes and 

approaches of food security and in the process examines the various national and 

international covenants on food security. It also intends to analyse debates on food security 

and the issue of food as a human right.  

Definitions of Food Security:- 

 Food is a fundamental basic need and should be treated as a universal human right. 

Food also has significant implications for the potential economic and social development. 

People without secure access to food are unlikely to progress economically or to contribute 

indirectly to the welfare of other populations through economic trade, cultural exchange, 

or social interaction. Thus, alleviating hunger and poverty is in the long-run interest of the 

human development. Hunger is generally not a question of sudden starvation but rather of 

chronic under nutrition that leaves populations vulnerable to disease and their members 

unable to lead active and products lives. Food security requires ensuring that food grains 

are physically and economically accessible to households. Physical accessibility of food 



grains in India for the poor mainly depends upon the public distribution that operates to a 

network of fair price shops (FPS). Economic accessibility depends upon the purchasing 

power of the people, which is primarily affected by two factors, the price of food grains 

and the income of the people. A state of food insecurity exists when the members of a 

household have an inadequate diet for part or all of the year or face the possibility of an 

inadequate diet in the future. Here two fundamental concepts are implicit, one, food 

insecurity is defined in terms of household, and two, food insecurity relates to both the 

current and future adequacy of the household diet.  

Food security can be defined as the state in which all persons obtain a nutritionally 

adequate and culturally acceptable diet at all times. The notion that all people, especially 

the most vulnerable, have dignified and unthreatened access to the quality and quantity of 

culturally appropriate food that will fully support their physical, emotional and health, 

means that all people in the community have access to good nutritious food at all times. It 

means that food is available to all people, at all times, in order to have an active, healthy 

life. The World Food Summit held in 1996 in Rome, which took place at a time of growing 

international concern over food security gave a new impetus to the fight for food security 

by focusing attention on food Issues. The Rome Declaration on World Food Security, 

convened by the Food and Agricultural Organisation defines food security as, “when all 

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

food to meet their dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life (FAO, 

1996).” Thus food security means that there should be enough food for people and they 

have the purchasing power to access the food so available, and also that the food available 

is culturally acceptable. It should fulfil adequate nutritional value for healthy life. The 

concept of ‘nutrition security’ emerged from the 1992 Universal Declaration on Nutrition. 

While the concept and the relationship between FS and NS have been debated, it is generally 

conceded that food security is a necessary but insufficient condition for nutrition security (See 

FAO 2008). 

The definition adopted at the World Food Summit has been referred to in numerous tex ts 

and resolutions since and forms the basis of the international consensus on actions required 

at global, regional and national levels to achieve world food security. The most commonly 

used definition today from the 2001 Food and Agricultural Organization (FAO) annual 

state of world food insecurity report, which states that “food security exists, when all 

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



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

life” (FAO, 2009: 8). This emphasis on social access has been adopted at national levels 

as well.  

These definition covers multi dimension concepts of food security. These are as follow:  

1. Availability defined as aggregate supply, ensured either through sustainable growth 

in production or through imports or both and encompasses both the inter-temporal and 

spatial stability of supplies for every section of the population; 

2. Accessibility defined in terms entitlement to adequate food, whether through 

production, labour, trade or transfer based entitlements;  

3. Absorption of food a function of environmental hygiene, nutrition practices and 

access to primary health care and clean drinking water; 

4. Sustainability involves conservation and enhancement of natural resources. 

(V. S. Vyas, 2005: 29) 

Indicator of Food Security 

Food security, as with poverty is a cross- cutting and multifaceted phenomenon. The 

food security is generally broken down in to four different components- availability, access, 

utilization and vulnerability. There is no single indicator can capture all aspects of food 

insecurity. Following FAO (2003), identify five general types of methods/indicators:- 

(1) Undernourishment: - This FAO Methods being with an estimate of the per capita dietary 

food energy supply derived from aggregate food supply data. This supply a cross 

households are made on the basis of income or consumption distribution. The 

proportion of the undernourished in the total population is then defined as that part of 

the distribution lying below a minimum energy requirement level. 

(2) Food Intake:- It measure the amount of food actually consumed at the individual or 

household level. It can be measure through food intake survey. Household level data 

can be used to construct a number of measures of food insecurity, including food energy 

deficiency and poor diet quality and diversity. 

(3) Food Utilization through Nutritional Status:- It include Anthropometric measures:- (1) 

Height for weight (2) Height for Age (3) Age for Weight. 



Anthropometric attainment is a non specific indicator because it is the result not only 

of food intake but also of factors such as sanitation, health and child care practices. 

Since nutritional status is an individual level indicator, it has distinct advantages. For 

example, It does not mask food insecurity in seemingly food secure households when 

intra household allocations rules result in unequal distribution of food resources. 

Nutritional status is only available for young children; it has limited power in describing 

food security for the broad population. 

(4) Access to Food: - If households or individual do not have enough financial or 

productive resources to acquire food, then this indicator has been little use. This 

indicator revolves around the concept of access to food and can be proxies by wealth 

status, measured by total consumption, expenditures or income. This access to food 

indicator and in particular income has served as the main food security indicator in 

many countries. 

(5) Vulnerability: - If household are not currently undernourished, they may be at risk or 

vulnerable to future deprivation. It is difficult to measures. Households may regard 

themselves as hunger, even if there are no recognizable signs of under nutrition. Other 

measures of vulnerability of food deprivation also drawn from household surveys 

include the share of income spent on food and various coping- strategy indexes 

(Khasnobis et al, 2017: 15-17). 

Public Distribution System:- 

Public Distribution System (PDS) is one of the largest welfare policies in India. It 

represents the direct intervention of the Indian state in the food market to ensure food 

security. PDS serves a dual purpose of providing subsidised food to the consumers as well 

as providing price-support to farmers. It supplements the policy of buffer stocking under 

which the effect of raising prices on account of supply Constraints is modulated by market 

intervention. The objective of PDS and the grain procurement policy of the government 

are to achieve the twin goals of price stability of food grains, which is expected to 

contribute to macro-economic stability and to create demand for food grains resulting from 

food subsidies leading to multiplier raising the overall growth of the economy. Over the 

decades the functioning the government PDS has suffered due to inefficient management 

and lack of proper targeting to improve the food security of the poor. Although, India has 

thieved self-sufficiency in food grain production and surplus food stocks are available in 



the FCI godowns across the country, the poor have little access to food because they lack 

purchasing power. This paradox of surplus food availability in the market and chronic 

hunger of the poor has brought into sharp us the lopsided policies of the government with 

regard to food distribution in the country. 

The basic approach to the PDS is decided by the Planning Commission after detailed 

discussions with expert groups. Various Plan documents contain the statement of 

objectives of the PDS as described earlier. The Planning Commission, the main policy 

formulating body of the government, decides the objectives. The PDS has been assigned 

multiple objectives such as, 

(1) Stabilising prices of essential food grains. 

(2) Aiming at an equitable distribution of essential commodities. 

(3) Providing access to essential commodities at reasonable prices to the vulnerable 

sections. 

(4) Keeping checks on private trade, and, 

(5) Rationing essential commodities during situations of scarcity, drought and famine. 

 It is clear that some of these objectives are less important today than in the past, 

like rationing in periods of famine and checks on private trade. Prior to the establishment 

of the Food Corporation of India (FCI) in 1965, procurement from internal sources was 

limited. It was the responsibility of the State Department of Revenue and the Department 

of Civil Supplies to procure food grains by imposing a levy on farmers, traders and millers. 

The major source of procurement prior to the mid-sixties was imports under PL-480 

handled by the Government of India through the State Trading Corporation. As mentioned 

earlier, since 1965, internal procurement has been managed by the FCI and the state 

agencies such as the Civil Supplies Departments or Civil Supplies Corporations. As part 

of the procurement strategy, cooperatives were also encouraged as agencies through which 

these organisations could procure food grains. The Food Corporation of India generally 

purchases food grains in regulated markets and pays commission to the agents for their 

services. The price paid is fixed by the government on the recommendations of the 

Commission for Agricultural Costs and Prices (CACP). In order to facilitate procurement, 



the prices in surplus states are depressed by restricting movement of grains outside the 

zones, so that the prices closely approximate the support prices” (Bapna 1990:114).   

Figure:1  Organizational Structure of PDS in India 

 

Source Swaminathan (2000),Quoted in Bapna (1990) 

PDS is a rationing mechanism that entitles households to specified quantities of selected 

commodities at subsidized prices. In most parts of the country, PDS has been universal and all 

households, rural and urban, with a registered residential address are entitled to rations before 

1997. Eligible households are given a ration card that entitles them to buy fixed rations (varying 

with household size and age composition) of selected commodities. The exact entitlement 



(quantity, range of commodities and prices) varies across states. There have been major 

changes in entitlements in the last few years.  

The six essential commodities supplied through PDS nationally are rice, wheat, sugar, edible 

oils, kerosene and coal. Additional commodities like pulses, salt, tea are supplied selectively. 

The commodities are made available through a network of fair-price shops. In 1998, there were 

a total of 4.6 lakh fair-price shops in the country of which 3.6 lakh were in rural areas. Presently 

the number of FPS is to be 5.2 lakh. These shops were run by private agents and co-operatives 

and a few were state-owned. As of 1995, there were a total of 182.8 million families with ration 

cards in the country and on average, there were 406 ration cards assigned to each fair price 

shop (Swaminathan, 2000:7). 

There are many problems with the Targeted PDS. First, targeting has led to larger-scale 

exclusion of genuinely needy persons from the PDS. The major problem of targeting is the 

Targeting errors. Targeting errors leave out those who are genuinely deserving of access 

to food grains. There are two types of errors in targeted public distribution due to defective 

measurement of poverty levels; a miscalculation leads to the exclusion of genuinely poor 

or deserving households from PDS. Errors of wrong inclusion refer to the inclusion of non-

eligible persons or APL households in a programme. 

Conclusion 

Food is directly related to human development. Presently, despite all remarkable achievement 

by our society, this world is still facing this disastrous human tragedy of hunger. 1.02 billion 

People are facing this tragedy. Food security comprises all notions e.g. economic, social and 

cultural security and environmental security. Food security is a matter of consumption and 

production both. The supply and demand of food grains both affects our food security. The 

policy implication requires a coordination between markets, state, civil society, and political 

system. The mechanism that we follow in our country to tackle the problem of food insecurity 

is PDS. But since, its initiations we got mix of results regarding success of PDS in eradicating 

hunger. India in the position to move towards the implementation of new food models like 

food coupon/stamp, cash transfer etc. and eliminate the seventy five year old rationing 

system of PDS. The contradictions and the interrelations between politics and economy 

are the ultimate determinants of development of society.  
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