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ABSTRACT 
The enactment of the National Food Security Act, 

2013 (NFSA) marked a paradigm shift in India’s welfare 
governance by legally institutionalising food security as a 
socio-economic right. Emerging from constitutional 
mandates, judicial activism, and social welfare 
imperatives, the Act transformed access to food from a 
governmental policy objective into a statutory 
entitlement. By guaranteeing subsidised food grains to 
approximately two-thirds of India’s population, it aimed 
to address hunger, malnutrition, and structural poverty. 
This article critically examines the constitutional 
foundations, legislative architecture, socio-economic 
significance, implementation challenges, judicial 

developments, and broader human rights implications of the NFSA. It argues that while the legislation 
represents a milestone in realising socio-economic justice, its effectiveness depends on robust implementation, 
transparency, and integration with broader nutritional and developmental policies. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 

The question of food security has remained central to India’s socio-economic governance since 
independence. Despite constitutional commitments to social justice and economic democracy, India has 
historically struggled with chronic hunger, malnutrition, and food insecurity affecting large segments of its 
population. Economic growth alone failed to eliminate structural inequalities, necessitating direct welfare 
interventions by the State.1 

The National Food Security Act, 2013, was enacted to provide a rights-based statutory framework for 
food access, making India one of the few countries to legally guarantee subsidised food to a majority of its 
citizens. This legislation emerged from prolonged civil society advocacy, judicial intervention, and political 
recognition that food is indispensable to human dignity and survival.2 

The NFSA signifies a major transformation in governance—from welfare discretion to enforceable 
entitlement. It reflects the constitutional promise of a welfare state where socio-economic rights are integral 
to democratic legitimacy. 

                                                        
1 National Food Security Act, 2013, No. 20 of 2013, Gazette of India. 
2 Granville Austin, The Indian Constitution: Cornerstone of a Nation (Oxford University Press, 1966). 
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II. CONSTITUTIONAL FRAMEWORK OF FOOD SECURITY AND SOCIO-ECONOMIC RIGHTS 
The Indian Constitution does not explicitly recognize the “right to food” as a fundamental right. 

However, constitutional interpretation has progressively expanded socio-economic rights through judicial 
innovation and Directive Principles. 
 
A. Article 21: Right to Life and Human Dignity 

Article 21 guarantees that no person shall be deprived of life or personal liberty except according to 
procedure established by law. Judicial interpretation has broadened this provision beyond mere survival to 
include dignified living conditions.3 

In Francis Coralie Mullin v. Administrator, Union Territory of Delhi, the Supreme Court held that the 
right to life includes basic necessities such as nutrition, clothing, and shelter.4 This interpretation laid the 
jurisprudential basis for food security as an aspect of dignity. 
 
B. Directive Principles of State Policy 
The Directive Principles impose socio-economic obligations on the State: 
* Article 39(b): Equitable distribution of resources 
* Article 41: Public assistance 
* Article 47: Improvement of nutrition and public health 
Although non-justiciable, these principles guide legislative policy and constitutional morality. 
 
C. Judicial Recognition of Right to Food 

In People’s Union for Civil Liberties v. Union of India, the Supreme Court recognised access to food as 
part of Article 21 and converted food-related welfare schemes into enforceable rights.5 This case significantly 
influenced NFSA’s legislative development.6 
 
III. LEGISLATIVE ARCHITECTURE OF THE NATIONAL FOOD SECURITY ACT, 20137 

The NFSA seeks to provide food and nutritional security by ensuring access to adequate quantity and 
quality of food at affordable prices. 
 
A. Coverage and Beneficiaries 
* Rural population: 75% 
* Urban population: 50% 
* Total beneficiaries: Approximately 67% of the national population 
 
B. Subsidised Food Entitlements 
Eligible persons receive: 
* Rice at ₹3/kg 
* Wheat at ₹2/kg 
* Coarse grains at ₹1/kg 
 
C. Special Provisions 
1. Antyodaya Anna Yojana 
Provides highly subsidised food to the poorest families. 
 

                                                        
3 Jean Drèze and Amartya Sen, An Uncertain Glory: India and its Contradictions (Princeton University Press, 2013). 
4 Francis Coralie Mullin v. Administrator, Union Territory of Delhi, (1981) 1 SCC 608. 
5 People’s Union for Civil Liberties v. Union of India, (2001) 5 SCC 577. 
6 Upendra Baxi, “The Avatars of Indian Judicial Activism,” in Exploring Social, Political and Legal Dimensions of Our Times 
(2007). 
7 National Food Security Act, 2013, ss. 3–14. 
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2. Nutritional Support 
Pregnant women, lactating mothers, and children receive nutritional assistance through: 
* Integrated Child Development Services (ICDS) 
* Mid-Day Meal Scheme 
 
3. Gender Dimension 
Women are recognised as heads of households for ration card issuance, enhancing female empowerment. 
 
D. Grievance Redressal Mechanisms 
The Act establishes: 
* State Food Commissions 
* District Grievance Redressal Officers 
* Transparency obligations8 
 
IV. SOCIO-ECONOMIC SIGNIFICANCE OF THE FOOD SECURITY ACT 
A. Poverty Alleviation 
Food expenditure constitutes a substantial burden for economically vulnerable populations. Subsidised food 
access improves household financial security. 
 
B. Human Dignity and Survival 
The legal guarantee of food reinforces dignity and reduces starvation risks. 
 
C. Child Development and Public Health 
Nutritional interventions improve: 
* Infant mortality rates 
* Maternal health 
* Educational participation 
 
D. Women’s Empowerment 
Recognising women as household heads challenges patriarchal structures. 
 
E. Welfare State Consolidation 
The NFSA strengthens India’s identity as a welfare-oriented constitutional democracy. 
 
V. IMPLEMENTATION CHALLENGES 
Despite progressive objectives, the NFSA faces substantial implementation barriers. 
 
A. Public Distribution System Leakages 
Corruption, diversion, and inefficiency undermine effectiveness. 
 
B. Identification Errors 
Beneficiary selection remains flawed due to: 
* Exclusion of deserving poor 
* Inclusion of ineligible households 
 
C. Fiscal Burden 
Large-scale subsidies create budgetary pressures. 
 

                                                        
8 Ministry of Consumer Affairs, Food and Public Distribution, Government of India, Annual Report 2013–14. 
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D. Federal-State Coordination Issues 
States vary significantly in administrative capacity. 
 
E. Nutritional Limitations 
The Act focuses largely on cereal distribution rather than holistic nutrition. 
 
F. Storage and Supply Chain Constraints 
India continues to face grain wastage due to inadequate infrastructure. 
 
VI. JUDICIAL AND POLICY DIMENSIONS 
The judiciary has played a foundational role in conceptualising food security as a rights issue. 
 
A. Rights-Based Jurisprudence 
The Supreme Court’s intervention transformed welfare schemes into legal obligations.9 
 
B. Accountability 
Judicial oversight ensures: 
* Administrative compliance 
* Monitoring of welfare implementation 
* Expansion of social rights discourse 
 
C. Democratic Legitimacy 
The NFSA reflects the institutionalisation of social justice within governance frameworks. 
 
VII. CRITICISM AND LIMITATIONS 
A. Calorie-Centric Model 
The Act prioritises grain quantity over nutritional diversity. 
 
B. Dependency Debate 
Critics argue that welfare subsidies may discourage productivity.10 
 
C. Administrative Weakness 
Institutional corruption hampers implementation.11 
 
D. Agricultural Sustainability 
Mass procurement may distort agricultural priorities.12 
 
E. Insufficient Structural Reform 
Food security alone cannot eliminate broader socio-economic inequality.13 
 
VIII. FOOD SECURITY AS A HUMAN RIGHTS IMPERATIVE14 
The right to food is recognised internationally through: 
* Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 194815 

                                                        
9 Reetika Khera, “Democratic Politics and Legal Rights: Employment Guarantee and Food Security Laws in India,” Institute 
of Development Studies Bulletin (2014). 
10 Surjit Bhalla, “Food Security Bill: An Economic Critique,” Indian Express (2013). 
11 Supreme Court Commissioners’ Reports in PUCL Right to Food Case. 
12 S. Muralidhar, “Judicial Enforcement of Economic and Social Rights,” ILI Law Review (2012). 
13 Amartya Sen, Development as Freedom (Oxford University Press, 1999). 
14 Universal Declaration of Human Rights, art. 25. 
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* International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, 196616 
India’s NFSA aligns domestic constitutional commitments with global socio-economic rights norms.17 
 
IX. CONCLUSION 

The National Food Security Act, 2013 stands as one of the most ambitious socio-economic rights 
legislations in modern constitutional governance. It reflects the evolution of India’s democracy toward 
substantive welfare, where the State assumes direct responsibility for ensuring basic human dignity.18 
 
While the NFSA is transformative in legal design, its practical success depends on19: 
* Administrative transparency 
* Efficient delivery systems 
* Nutritional diversification 
* Fiscal sustainability 
* Social accountability20 
 

Ultimately, food security is not merely about survival but about enabling citizens to live with dignity, 
equality, and freedom. The Act thus symbolises India’s broader constitutional aspiration to secure justice—
social, economic, and political—for all.21 
 

                                                                                                                                                                                             
15 International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, art. 11. 
16 Comptroller and Auditor General of India, Report on Public Distribution System (2013). 
17 Jean Drèze, “Food Security and the Right to Food,” Economic and Political Weekly (2013). 
18 Food Corporation of India, Storage and Distribution Reports. 
19 M.S. Swaminathan, Report of the National Commission on Farmers (2006). 
20 Ashok Gulati, Commission for Agricultural Costs and Prices Reports. 
21 United Nations Development Programme, Human Development Report (2014). 


