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Abstract: 

 
Zero hunger and eradication of poverty are two important goals to achieve sustainable 

development in India. For achieving these goals, food security and nutritional intake among 

the poor are required to improve. The important principles of achieving zero hunger and to 

eradicate poverty are increasing availability of food, access of nutritious diet, utilization of 

adequate nutritional intake and stability in the system. Again,provision of food security is one 

of the most basic forms of assistance to the poor people in the developing nations. Many 

governments around the world provide food subsidies becausethis is considered to play 

important role for enhancing well-being of the poor and to sustain food security among them. 

In India the highest share of the total explicit subsidy goes to the food subsidy through Public 

Distribution System (PDS). In connection with this, the current study tries to examine the 

impact of food subsidy in reduction of poverty and hunger in India. 
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Introduction: 

The Government of India has undertaken various reform measures to enhance country’s 
nutritional status and to achieve food security among the Indians. Some of the major schemes 
are the National Food Security Act., the National Nutrition Strategy and the National 
Nutrition Mission. These schemes have been undertaken to achieve the food and nutritional 
security so that government can address malnutrition and food insecurity in the country. This 
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will also help in achieving the Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 2. The SDG-2aims at 
zero hunger, food security, improved nutrition and sustainable agriculture. The important 
dimensions to end hunger and to achieve food security are availability of food grains, access 
of food grains and utilization of food. Availability of food is possible from domestic 
production, import, food assistance and sufficient national stock of food grains. To improve 
the availability of food grains, agricultural diversification, sustainable agricultural 
productivity and policy support are required. Again, state policies are provided for ensuring 
the adequate access of food for all members of the household. Along with the availability and 
access of food, utilization of food is also important to meet the required dietary and health 
needs of the people.Food subsidy is a safety net to make access of food among the people. 
Therefore, it is expected to help in achieving sustainable development in the country 
(Ministry of Statistics and Programme Implementation, 2017).  Provision of food subsidy is 
considered as a safety net programme to the poor. Food subsidy in India is provided basically 
by food stamps, price subsidies with quantity limit and direct in kind transfers (Kaul, 2014). 
Food price plays a crucial role to affect the purchasing power of the poor and thereby the 
wellbeing of them (Sharma, 2012). The food subsidy carries income effect (Singh and 
Subramanian, 1989). It can increase the purchasing power of the people. With the increase in 
consumer’s real income, they can substitute more nutritional food in their food baskets 
(Jensen and Miller, 2011). This also helps in achieving dietary balance which is required to 
get food security. 

The current study tries to examine the role of food subsidy in achieving sustainable 
development goal by helping to eradicate poverty and hunger in India. 

Literature review: 

Changing composition of food subsidy in India: 

There are many studies highlighting the changing composition of food subsidy in India. Saini 

et al. (2017) have found that food subsidy grew by 1.8 times while total subsidy grew by 1.5 

times in real term from 2007-08 to 2016-17 in India. So, food subsidy grew at greater rate 

than the total subsidy during the period. Again, Sharma and Alagh (2013) have found 

significant increase of food subsidy as a percentage of agricultural GDP in India. The study 

has found food subsidy to increase from 2.1% during 1991-92 to 1995-96 to 5.3% during 

2006-07 to 2011-12 as a percentage agricultural GDP. Sharma (2012) has stated the reasons 

of increasing food subsidy in his study. The factors that cause the increase in food subsidy are 

increase in MSP, accumulation of large stock of food grains, increasing economic cost, rise in 

the quantity of offtake of food grains under TPDS and other welfare schemes and constant 

increase in Central Issue Price of food grains.   

From the above studies, it can be noticed that food subsidy is considered as an important 

element of the expenditure budget of government of India. It shows increasing trend with 
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some fluctuations. The major reasons of increasing expenditure on food subsidy are stated as 

the increasing minimum support price on procuring food grains over the years, large stock of 

food grain, increasing allocation and offtake of food grains under Targeted Public 

Distribution System and other welfare programmes like Mid-day meal scheme, Annapurna 

scheme etc. but fixed central issue prices of food grains under the various programmes of the 

government. The following reviews of literature discuss the effect of food subsidy on the 

consumers. 

Effect of food subsidy on food security: 

Chakrabarti et al. (2018) have conducted the study in some Indian states to examine the 

effectiveness of food subsidy on the improvement of nutrition among the poor. The study has 

considered those states of India which provide subsidy on pulses. While considering food 

subsidy, the study has considered subsidy on pulses and its impact on the consumption of 

pulses and protein intake from it. Pulse subsidy has been found to work mainly as an income 

transfer program and not so much as a nutritional intervention by the study. 

Kaul (2014) has focused on the rice subsidy programme in India. The study has examined the 

nutritional outcome of food subsidy of the poor household in India. For this study the author 

has considered period six years from 2002 to 2008. The study has found small elasticity of 

food subsidies for cereal consumption and caloric intake. But it has also been found 

significant positive impact on the overall food intake of the poor. Thus, food subsidy has 

resulted income effect which ultimately improves the nutritional intake of the poor 

households. 

Shrinivas et al. (2018) have examined the effectiveness of PDS in India on the household 

nutrition. The study has found positive impact of PDS on the nutrition of beneficiaries. 

The main purpose of proving food subsidy is to achieve the food security in a nation. While 

proving food subsidy on few food items, it is not sufficient in improving nutritional balance 

of the people. Since, diversity of diet is positively associated with the food security 

(Parappurathu et al. 2015 & Food and Nutrition Security Analysis, India; 2019). Therefore, 

while finding the effect of food subsidy on food security, it is important to find the pattern of 

diversification of food basket among the people and also to find the impact of food subsidy 

on the food basket diversification.  

Objective of the study: 
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To examine the role of food subsidy towards fulfilling the goal of sustainable development in India 

 

Methodology for the study: 

The study is based basically on secondary data sources. The data have been collected from 
various published sources such as Expenditure Budget of Government of India, Consumption 
Expenditure Survey of NSSO etc. The study is specifically descriptive in nature. The data 
have been analysed by using simple percentages and graphs. 

Results and discussion: 

The current study will try to find the importance of the provision of food subsidy in achieving 
sustainable development in India. The following table shows the trend of food subsidy in 
India from 2001-02 to 2020-21. 

Table 1: Trend of Food Subsidy in India 

Year Food Subsidy 
 
2001-02 17499 (56.06%) 

2002-03 24176 (55.53%) 

2003-04 25181 (56.81%) 

2004-05 25798 (56.14%) 

2005-06 23077 (48.56%) 

2006-07 24014 (42.04%) 

2007-08 31328 (44.17%) 

2008-09 43751 (33.73%) 

2009-10 58443 (41.35%) 

2010-11 63844 (36.81%) 

2011-12 72822 (33.41%) 

2012-13 85000 (33.06%) 

2013-14 92000 (36.01%) 

2014-15 117671(45.14%) 

2015-16 139419(52.79%) 

2016-17 110173(46.92%) 

2017-18 100282(44.68%) 

2018-19 101327(45.45%) 

2019-20 RE 108688(41.24%) 
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2020-21 BE 115570(44.09%) 

Source: Expenditure Budget, Ministry of Finance, Govt. of India (various issues) 

*Figures under brackets show the percentage share of food subsidy of the total explicit 
subsidy* 

Food subsidy continues to be the highest component of the total budgetary explicit subsidy in 
the central government budget of India. Food subsidy has two components – consumer 
subsidy and buffer subsidy (Saini et al. 2017). However, between these two components 
consumer subsidy capturers more share of the total food subsidy than buffer subsidy. The 
Table 1 shows the food subsidy in India from the year 2001-02 to 2020-21(Budgeted 
Estimate). From the table, it can be noticed that there is an increase in food subsidy from Rs. 
17499 Crores in 2001-02 to Rs. 115570 Crores in 2020-21(BE). It also increases the share on 
non-plan expenditure in the government budget. While total explicit subsidy increases from 
Rs. 31210 Crores in 2001-02 to Rs. 262109 Crores in 2020-21(BE) by more than 8 times. 
Again, the Compound Annual Growth Rate (CAGR) of the food subsidy is around 10%. The 
food subsidy increases by around 7 times during the same period.In 2001-02, food subsidy 
captured 56.06% of the total explicit subsidy and in 2020-21(BE) it captures 44.09% and 
continuously being the major component of the total explicit subsidy in the government 
budget of India.  

Though food subsidy continues to be the highest component of the total explicit subsidy but 
food consumption expenditure as a share of total expenditure is found to be declining in 
India. This can be shown by using household consumption expenditure data during different 
survey rounds of NSSO. 

Table 2: Percentage Share on Food Consumption Expenditure in India: 

NSSO Rounds Food Expenditure in Urban 
India 

Food Expenditure in Rural 
India 

27th 64.5 72.9 
32nd 60 64.3 
38th 59.1 65.6 
43rd 56.4 64 
50th 54.7 63.2 
55th 48.1 59.4 
61st 42.5 55 
66th 40.7 53.6 
68th 38.5 48.6 
Source: Consumer Expenditure Survey, NSSO (various issues) 

In the Table 2,  it can noticed that while percentage share of food consumption is 
continuously declining from 64.5% in 27th round to 38.5% in 68th round in urban areas, the 
share in the rural areas is also declining from 72.9% to 48.6% during the same periods. It can 
also be noticed that in the rural areas, the percentage share of food expenditure is more than 
that of the urban areas of India. 
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Indian economy experiences many changes on the grounds of employment, income, access to 
food, urbanisation and more specifically consumption pattern. With changing consumption 
pattern, the percentage share of expenditure on food basket is continuously declining on the 
other hand percentage share of expenditure is increasing for non-food items. However, due to 
changing consumption patterns of people, there is changing composition of the food basket of 
the people. Now demands for fruits, vegetables, dairy products, meat, and oils have been 
increasing in both rural and urban areas of India. It results in importance towards crop 
diversification and expansion of allied activities (Dev and Sharma, 2010). The diversification 
of consumer’s food basket is a good sign towards the dietary balance which is expected to 
help in achieving food security and good health. However, there are huge malnutrition, food 
insecurity and poverty in the country. Poverty and nutrition have inter-relationships. Poverty 
restricts access to food that is required to meet daily requirement of dietary diversity. It also 
causes malnutrition which ultimately brings the people under the poverty (Varadharajan et 
al., 2013). According to FAO estimates in ‘The State of Food Security and Nutrition in the 
World, 2019’ report, India has 194.4 million undernourished people. That is, 14.5% of the 
population in India are undernourished. The Global Hunger Index 2019 ranks India at 102 out 
of 117 countries on the basis of three leading indicators – lack of economic access to food, 
shortfalls in the nutritional status of children and child mortality. These measures reflect the 
large extent of malnutrition in the country. 

Poverty is an extremely complex phenomenon which includes economic, political and social 
deprivations. Again, hunger is equated with chronic food insecurity as both hunger and food 
insecurity refers to a situation in which people consistently consume inadequate calories and 
essential nutrients. This condition is resulted by inability of the people to access food because 
of low purchasing power. This ultimately depicts the picture of poverty. Since poverty has 
many aspects as already mentioned therefore, policies to eradicate poverty should consider all 
the aspects of it. Similarly, hunger is multidimensional and has many faces such as lack of 
energy, apathy, increased susceptibility to diseases, shortfalls in nutritional status etc. 
Important food security issues like stability in food consumption, dietary diversity, food 
absorption and utilisation of food are to be solved by the poverty related programmes 
(Saxena…).  

While the expenditure on food subsidy has increased, the ratio of people below the poverty 
line has reduced over the years. This can be shown by the following table: 

Table 3: Poverty in India 

Year Poverty ratio (%) Number of poor in Crores 
1973-74 54.9 32.1 
1977-78 51.3 32.9 
1983-84 44.5 32.3 
1987-88 38.9 30.7 
1993-94 36.0 32.0 
2004-05 27.5 30.2 
2011-12 21.9 26.9 
Sources: Planning Commission; PRS (2018) 
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*Figures from 1973 to 2004 have been computed using the LakdawalaMethodology, and 
figures for 2011-12 using the Tendulkar Methodology.* 

The Table 3 shows poverty in India. It can be noticed from the table that poverty is declining 
in the country. The number of poor has declined from 32.1 Crores in 1973-74 to 26.9 Crores 
in 2011-12. At the same time, the ratio of poverty has declined from 54.9% in 1973-74 to 
21.9% in 2011-12. 

 

Conclusion: 

Food subsidy becomes a long tradition of the Indian economy. This captures a huge 
budgetary share of the government of India. Food subsidy also captures the highest share 
among all the explicit subsidies in India. In India, the expenditure on food subsidy is 
continuously increasing since decades. The provision of food subsidy is considered to be 
important for achieving the food security in the country. The food security is also associated 
with the reduction of poverty and malnutrition. Again, food security is also important to 
achieve the sustainable development. From the above discussion, it can be noticed that with 
the increasing expenditure on food subsidy there is declining poverty and under nourishment 
in the country. Therefore, provision of food subsidy can be considered as the important 
instrument to achieve sustainable development by reducing poverty and under nourishment. 
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