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ABSTRACT 

 

The National Food Security Act (NFSA), 2013 is one of the world’s largest rights-based social protection 

interventions, aimed at ensuring access to adequate food for approximately two-thirds of India’s population. This 

paper evaluates the impact of the NFSA on hunger eradication in India, examining coverage, affordability, 

administrative design, inclusion–exclusion dynamics, and nutritional outcomes. Using a desk-review methodology 

with policy analysis, secondary data synthesis, and state-level case illustrations, the paper finds that NFSA has 

stabilized household food consumption, reduced seasonal distress, and improved food affordability through 

expanded entitlements and price subsidies. At the same time, implementation disparities, leakages, identification 

errors, and supply chain constraints limit the Act’s full effectiveness. The paper proposes actionable reforms in 

beneficiary targeting, portability, nutritional diversification, grievance redressal, and data governance to strengthen 

the NFSA’s role in achieving Sustainable Development Goal 2 (Zero Hunger). 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

India’s journey towards food security has evolved from a focus on self-sufficiency in grain production to a broader rights-

based approach that guarantees access to food as a legal entitlement. The National Food Security Act (NFSA), 2013 

consolidated and expanded key food and nutrition schemes—the Targeted Public Distribution System (TPDS), Mid-Day 

Meal Scheme (MDMS) for school children (now integrated into PM-POSHAN), and the Integrated Child Development 

Services (ICDS) for children under six years, pregnant women, and lactating mothers—under a statutory framework. The 

Act aims to ensure availability, access, and affordability of staple foodgrains to the most vulnerable sections of society, 

thereby addressing chronic hunger and undernutrition. 

 

This paper evaluates the NFSA’s contribution to hunger eradication by asking three core questions: (i) To what extent has 

the Act improved household food access and affordability? (ii) How effectively has the administrative architecture 

delivered entitlements across states and beneficiary groups? (iii) What gaps remain, particularly in nutrition outcomes, 

grievance redressal, and program responsiveness to shocks such as pandemics or climate events? The analysis draws upon 

policy documents, government reports, research studies, and state-level experiences to present a balanced, evidence-

informed assessment in a simplified professional style suitable for policy audiences and practitioners. 

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

The NFSA emerged from a decade of legal and civil society advocacy around the constitutional right to life under Article 

21 and the jurisprudence on the right to food. Academic literature highlights three interconnected strands: (a) the historical 

evolution of India’s food security apparatus; (b) the economics of subsidies and targeting; and (c) governance and 

accountability mechanisms within public welfare systems. 

 

Historical evolution. Studies trace the Public Distribution System (PDS) from its origins in urban rationing during the mid-

20th century to its transformation into the Targeted PDS (TPDS) in the late 1990s. The NFSA codified entitlements for 

priority and Antyodaya Anna Yojana (AAY) households at highly subsidized issue prices and expanded coverage 

nationally. Literature also documents how complementary schemes—ICDS and school feeding—create a life-cycle 

approach to nutrition, crucial for breaking intergenerational cycles of deprivation. 

 

Economics of subsidies and targeting. There is consensus that price subsidies stabilize real purchasing power for low-

income households, particularly during inflationary episodes. Yet, the design of targeting using poverty or deprivation 

criteria introduces errors of exclusion and inclusion. Some economists argue for universal or near-universal coverage in 

low-income states to minimize administrative costs and errors, while others recommend refined targeting supported by 

dynamic databases. 
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Governance and accountability. Researchers have examined leakages, diversion of grains, authentication failures, and data 

quality challenges. The literature credits end-to-end computerization, Aadhaar-enabled authentication, ePoS devices, and 

social audits with reducing leakages in many states, while cautioning about authentication barriers for certain groups (e.g., 

migrant workers, elderly, or those with biometric difficulties). New advances such as One Nation One Ration Card 

(ONORC) have improved portability and access for migrants. 

 

Overall, the literature frames NFSA as a necessary but not sufficient instrument: it secures staple food access but must be 

complemented by nutrition-sensitive interventions (diversified diets, fortification, sanitation, and healthcare) to impact 

malnutrition indicators such as stunting and anemia. 

 

3. Objectives of the Study 

This paper pursues the following objectives: 

1) To evaluate the NFSA’s impact on household food access and affordability. 

2) To analyze the coverage, targeting, and delivery mechanisms across the TPDS, ICDS, and school feeding programs. 

3) To identify state-level innovations and bottlenecks that shape outcomes. 

4) To assess the NFSA’s responsiveness to shocks, including pandemics and climate-related disruptions. 

5) To propose policy and administrative reforms for strengthening hunger eradication efforts. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

 

The study adopts a qualitative desk-review methodology triangulating four sources: (i) statutory provisions of the NFSA 

and associated rules; (ii) government guidelines, circulars, and published administrative data; (iii) peer-reviewed research 

and evaluation studies; and (iv) secondary datasets and policy briefs that synthesize state-level experiences. Where 

quantitative indicators are discussed, they are used illustratively and interpreted cautiously to avoid overgeneralization. The 

paper follows an analytical narrative, supported by logical reasoning and comparative insights across states. 

 

5. Overview of the NFSA, 2013 

The NFSA provides legal entitlements to subsidized foodgrains—primarily rice, wheat, and coarse grains—through the 

TPDS for priority households and Antyodaya (poorest) households. Key features include: 

• Coverage of approximately two-thirds of the population, with state-wise caps based on 2011–12 population estimates. 

• Specified issue prices (initially Rs. 3/kg rice, Rs. 2/kg wheat, Rs. 1/kg coarse grains) subject to periodic revision. 

• Nutritional support via ICDS (supplementary nutrition for children under six and pregnant/lactating women) and   school 

feeding (hot cooked meals for primary and upper-primary children). 

• Transparency and accountability provisions, including disclosure requirements, social audits, vigilance committees,   

grievance redressal mechanisms, and food security allowances in case of non-supply. 

• Special focus on vulnerable groups and lifecycle nutrition by integrating feeding and maternity entitlements. 

 

Implementation is shared: the Union government procures and allocates foodgrains; states identify beneficiaries, distribute 

entitlements through fair price shops (FPSs), and administer ICDS and school meals. The Food Corporation of India (FCI) 

manages procurement, storage, and transport following minimum support price (MSP) policies. 

 

6. Impact on Hunger Eradication: Analysis and Discussion 

 

6.1 Access and Affordability 

By stabilizing issue prices well below market rates, the NFSA reduces the share of household income spent on staple 

grains, particularly for the bottom income deciles. This affordability cushion is most visible during food price spikes, crop 

failures, or macroeconomic shocks. Regular availability at FPSs mitigates seasonal hunger and smooths consumption. 

 

6.2 Coverage and Targeting 

High coverage caps enable wide inclusion, but identification methods (e.g., Socio-Economic Caste Census criteria, state-

specific deprivation indicators) create variability. Errors of exclusion persist for homeless persons, migrants lacking 

documentation, and households near eligibility thresholds. Universal or near-universal strategies in some states show gains 

in uptake and reduced administrative burdens. 

 

6.3 Delivery Mechanisms and Leakages 

End-to-end computerization, online stock tracking, GPS-enabled transport monitoring, and ePoS devices have curtailed 

leakages in many districts. Aadhaar-based authentication—while beneficial for deduplication—can create access barriers 
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for beneficiaries with biometric challenges or network issues. Contingency protocols (e.g., OTP or offline modes) are 

essential to prevent denial of entitlements. 

 

6.4 Nutrition and Diet Diversification 

While NFSA’s grain entitlements address caloric sufficiency, they are not by themselves a guarantee of dietary quality. 

States that add pulses, oils, or fortified staples through state budgets or central schemes demonstrate improved dietary 

diversification. Linking NFSA with behavior change communication, sanitation, and primary healthcare magnifies nutrition 

impacts. 

 

6.5 Resilience to Shocks 

The NFSA’s legal framework facilitated rapid scale-up of free or additional rations during crises. Portability through One 

Nation One Ration Card (ONORC) supports migrant workers by allowing access to entitlements away from the home FPS. 

Expanding portability to ICDS and school feeding benefits, where feasible, could strengthen resilience for mobile 

populations. 

 

6.6 Gender and Vulnerable Groups 

Women-centric design elements—such as issuing ration cards in the name of the eldest woman—enhance intra-household 

bargaining power and prioritize children’s nutrition. However, single women, elderly persons living alone, tribes in remote 

habitations, and persons with disabilities may still face last-mile barriers. Community-based monitoring and mobile 

delivery units can close access gaps. 

 

6.7 State-Level Variation 

Performance varies due to administrative capacity, logistics, grievance redressal, and political commitment. States that 

invested in end-to-end digitization, transparent allocation orders, doorstep delivery to FPSs, and strong vigilance 

committees have lower diversion and higher beneficiary satisfaction. Others continue to battle stock-outs, FPS viability 

issues, and weaker accountability. 

 

Table 1. NFSA: Strengths and Implementation Challenges 

 
Strengths Implementation Challenges 

Legal right to food with wide population coverage 
Identification errors; exclusion of 

migrants/homeless without documents 

Stable, subsidized prices that cushion inflation 
Authentication issues with biometrics; network 

failures at ePoS devices 

Portability via ONORC improves access for 

mobile workers 

Leakages persist where digitization or oversight is 

weak 

Lifecycle approach via ICDS and school meals 
Limited dietary diversity if states do not add 

pulses/oils/fortification 

Transparency provisions: social audits, grievance 

systems 

Variability in grievance redressal effectiveness 

across districts 

 

7. Case Illustrations: State-Level Practices 

This section presents brief case-style illustrations to highlight the range of implementation practices across India. These 

vignettes are illustrative and focus on design features rather than precise metrics. 

 

Case A: Digitization and Doorstep Delivery 

In several states, the adoption of end-to-end digitization—from online allocation orders to SMS alerts—has reduced 

discretion and opacity. Doorstep delivery of grains to FPSs minimizes transport-related leakages and reduces the burden on 

FPS dealers. Beneficiaries report improved reliability and reduced travel costs. 

 

Case B: Dietary Diversification 

Some states augment central allocations by distributing pulses and edible oil during lean seasons or festival periods. Where 

sustained through state budgets, such additions improve protein and fat intake, aligning the NFSA with nutrition goals. 

 

Case C: Grievance Redressal and Social Audits 

Community oversight, helplines, and time-bound redressal mechanisms empower beneficiaries. Public display of FPS stock 

positions and monthly allocation orders enhances transparency, deterring diversion. 
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Case D: Portability and Migration 

ONORC has enabled inter- and intra-state portability. Migrant workers can access entitlements near work sites, reducing 

hunger risk during migration cycles. Outreach and awareness campaigns are crucial so that workers know how to use 

portability. 

 

DISCUSSION 

 

The NFSA’s primary success lies in establishing a justiciable entitlement that converts food support from a discretionary 

benefit into a legal right. This shift has catalyzed administrative modernization and improved predictability in foodgrain 

supply. The Act’s wide coverage reduces the stigma of accessing subsidized food and creates macroeconomic stability in 

food demand—benefiting producers via assured procurement and consumers via price protection. 

 

Yet, hunger in India is multidimensional: while caloric intake may be stabilized, micro- and macro-nutrient deficiencies 

persist, and poverty dynamics continue to shape diet diversity. The NFSA is therefore a necessary foundation but 

insufficient on its own to eliminate hunger and malnutrition. Complementary policies—nutrition education, diversified 

procurement (including pulses and millets), safe water and sanitation, women’s empowerment, and health interventions—

are essential. 

 

Furthermore, the governance architecture must evolve: dynamic and portable beneficiary databases, contingency rules for 

device failure, stronger grievance redressal, and continuous community oversight can reduce exclusion and enhance trust. A 

balanced approach that combines near-universal inclusion in high-poverty areas with targeted refinements elsewhere may 

deliver the best results at reasonable fiscal cost. 

 

9. Policy and Administrative Recommendations 

 

1) Strengthen Dynamic Targeting and Inclusion: Regularly update beneficiary lists using multiple deprivation indicators, 

with simple on-demand inclusion for vulnerable groups (single women, homeless, migrants, persons with disabilities). 

 

2) Enhance Portability Beyond TPDS: Consolidate ONORC while exploring portability in ICDS take-home rations and 

school meals for migrant children through interoperable registries and flexible provisioning. 

 

3) Assure Access During Authentication Failures: Institutionalize fallback modes (OTP, offline tokens, paper-based 

backups) to prevent denial of entitlements when ePoS or biometrics fail. 

 

4) Diversify the Food Basket: Integrate pulses, millets, and fortified staples where feasible, aligning procurement with local 

agro-ecologies and nutrition needs. Encourage states to use decentralized procurement to support smallholders. 

 

5) Modernize Logistics and FPS Viability: Expand doorstep delivery, rationalize FPS coverage to ensure viability, and 

adopt tamper-evident packaging with QR-based traceability for last-mile transparency. 

 

6) Invest in Grievance Redressal and Social Audits: Time-bound helplines, independent grievance officers, and community 

audits should be mandatory. Publish monthly dashboards with key service indicators at district level. 

 

7) Build Convergence with Health and Sanitation: Co-locate nutrition counselling with ICDS and primary health centers; 

link households to safe water and sanitation schemes to amplify nutrition outcomes. 

 

8) Data Governance and Privacy: Adopt privacy-by-design in beneficiary data systems. Use anonymized, aggregate data for 

monitoring and research while protecting personal information. 

 

9) Shock-Responsive Safety Nets: Predefine triggers (price spikes, disasters) for temporary top-ups or universalization to 

protect households during crises. Maintain buffer stocks and flexible supply routes. 

 

10) Evidence and Learning: Commission regular independent evaluations and randomized service audits; scale up what 

works and sunset ineffective practices. 

 

10. Key Findings 

• The NFSA has significantly improved food access and affordability for low-income households, stabilizing consumption 

during shocks. 
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• Administrative modernization (digitization, doorstep delivery, ONORC) has reduced leakages and improved service 

reliability in many areas. 

• Exclusion errors and authentication barriers persist, particularly for migrants and households with limited documentation. 

• Nutrition outcomes depend on complementary measures beyond staple grain provision; dietary diversification and health 

convergence are pivotal. 

• State capacity and political commitment drive variation; best-practice states demonstrate the value of transparency and 

community oversight. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

The National Food Security Act, 2013 represents a landmark in India’s social policy, embedding the right to food in law 

and operationalizing it through one of the largest public food systems in the world. The Act has played a vital role in 

mitigating hunger and protecting household consumption, particularly during periods of economic stress. Going forward, 

achieving the broader ambition of a hunger-free and well-nourished India requires bridging the remaining gaps in targeting, 

portability, dietary diversity, and grievance redressal, alongside strategic convergence with health, sanitation, and 

livelihood programs. With sustained political will and evidence-driven reforms, the NFSA can continue to be a cornerstone 

in India’s pathway to achieving Zero Hunger. 
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