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Brief PointsIndia is a rapidly growing and increasingly 
globalized economy. Yet, a large part of 
its population suffers from malnutrition 
and lack of food. Self-sufficiency in food 
production has been a key policy goal 
since India gained its independence. 
Today, civil society organizations call for 
implementation of the Right to Food, 
and the need to address socio-political 
factors that continue to produce poverty 
and malnourishment. Supporters of seed 
sovereignty warn against multinational 
pressures to use seeds from genetically 
modified organisms (GMOs), and the risks 
associated with loss of crop biodiversity as 
climate variability increases.
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• Vital to the food security of India’s 
citizens is the availability, safety, 
affordability, and nutritonal value of 
food products.

• The Right to Food was enshrined 
in Indian law in 2013, giving legal 
entitlement to subsidized grain 
through the Public Distribution 
System (PDS).

• The movement for seed sovereignty 
promotes the use of indigenous 
seeds and the right to grow food, as 
well as secure access to healthy and 
affordable food.
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India’s Food Insecurity

Food insecurity and malnutrition coexist 
with India’s emergence as a global power, and 
continues despite the country’s rapidly growing 
and increasingly globalized economy. On the 
national level, self-sufficiency in food produc-
tion has been a central policy agenda since India 
gained its independence, and an important goal 
as reflected in consecutive Indian Five-Year 
Plans.

Issues of vital importance to the food security of 
India’s citizens include availability, accessibility, 
and affordability of food. Food security has 
primarily been the concern of agriculture 
and economy. However, food security has 
much wider implications when we consider 
those who grow food and their security, the 
desperate small farmers who commit suicide, 
and the challenge of procuring safe food for the 
government to distribute through the Public 
Distribution System (Dreze et al. 2015). The 
nexus between local bureaucrats and politicians, 
large food production companies and mining 
corporations competing for water and land (Sen 
et al. 2015), and the uprooting of farmers from 
their land, turning them into urban poor, are all 
issues of vital importance to food security at the 
individual level.

There is an overall inflation of around 6 per 
cent in India, but in food items, the inflation 
rate is closer to 10 per cent. Nearly a quarter 
of the Indian population under the age of five 
remains malnourished (WHO 2014). There is 
a widespread lack of adequate protein intake 
among pregnant women and mothers of 
breastfeeding infants. These are crucial issues 
related to gender equality as well as maternal 
and child health, which highlights the need to 
understand the complexity of food security and 
food insecurity as socio-political phenomena 
(Vir 2016).

The Right to Food

The National Food Security Bill was tabled 
in late 2011 and subsequently referred to the 
Standing Committee on Food, Consumer 
Affairs and Public Distribution. The 
Committee’s recommendations were presented 
in January 2013, covering issues such as the 
categorization of beneficiaries, cash transfers 
and cost sharing between the center and state.

A revised version of the Bill was introduced to 
the Parliament in March 2013, giving legal en-
titlement to subsidized grains under the Public 
Distribution System (PDS) to 67 per cent of the 
population, 75 per cent of the rural population, 
and 50 per cent of the urban population (The 
National Food Security Bill, 2013).

In August 2013, the Food Security bill was 
passed in the Lok Sabha (Indian parliament). 
The successful completion of this effort will 
not only depend on production of grain, which 
today stands at 253 million tons, but also on 
the universal access to and proper supply of 
a nutritionally balanced diet, including milk 
products, vegetables and fruits, pulses and a 
variety of other foods (Modgal 2016).

The Indian government has repeatedly stressed 
the need to place food security on the agenda of 
international trade negotiations, reflecting the 
government’s concern for basic food security 
and food safety (Purohit 2015). India has taken a 
cautious view as regards open international pric-
ing systems, as this would leave Indian farmers 
in a vulnerable position. At the same time, there 
is also a debate on how to modernize the PDS 
for basic food items (Dreze 2016). Civil society 
organizations call for measures to implement 
the Right to Food, and emphasize the need to 
address socio-political factors that continue to 
produce poverty and malnourishment.

The Green Revolution

In the 1960s, India was faced with serious food 
shortages and had to receive aid from the USA 
under the P.L. 480 Scheme. India then called on 
international agencies for more support to sup-
ply India with high-yield varieties of seeds. As 
a result, the Philippines, Taiwan and the USA 
helped India with high-yielding seeds, includ-
ing IR8 rice in a collaboration between ICRISAT 
(International Crops Research Institute for the 
Semi-Arid Tropics) and the Indian International 
Rice Research Institute (IRRI) (Modgal 2016). 
High-yielding varieties of seeds need proper 
irrigation and other input requirements in 
order to maintain higher productivity over 
time. Meanwhile, India also worked to produce 
its own high-quality seeds, suitable for all the 
geographical conditions on the subcontinent.

India’s food production increased as a result 
of these efforts, and the success story became 
known as the “Green Revolution” during 
1965–68. India’s “Green Revolution” comprised 
the development of seed industries, fertilizer 
industries, various extension services and many 
other measures. In 1996–97, the agricultural 
production of India reached 200 million tons, 
which was four times that of 1947. As of 1991, 
the Indian government started liberalizing the 
country’s economic policies. This was a big 
boost to industry and business, but agricultural 
productivity decreased. The deceleration in the 
agricultural growth rate resulted in an increase 
in the below-poverty-line population during 
1996–2006 (Modgal 2016).

Meanwhile, the Minimum Support Price (MSP) 
was introduced by the government to insure 
agricultural producers against sharp falls in 
crop prices. Various schemes were subsequently 
introduced in support, such as the Bharat 
Nirman Scheme, the National Food Security 
Mission, the horticulture policy, and others. A 
number of individual food security measures 
were also introduced, such as the targeted 
Public Distribution System (PDS), the Mid-Day 
Meal Scheme, the National Rural Employment 
Guarantee Act (NREGA), the Fair Price Scheme 
and the system of ration cards.

Seed Sovereignty

Seed sovereignty is an issue of crop diversity 
and promotes the cultivation, storage and 
exchange of home-grown seeds. Supporters 

Vandana Shiva, Porto Alegre, 28 May 2012. 
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of seed sovereignty view pressure from global 
markets as a key cause of increased reliance on 
pesticides and genetically modified seeds, and 
a reduction in the variety of crops produced. 
India has its own Patenting Act (1970) 
prohibiting the patenting of agricultural and 
horticultural plants, and Indian organizations 
have strongly criticized the Trade-Related 
Aspects of Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPS) 
agreement for opening up for the patenting and 
private ownership of “global commons” such 
as seeds and plants. This view is also reflected 
in the positions India has taken in multilateral 
fora on the WTO regime and trade negotiations 
with regard to intellectual property rights in 
agriculture.

Food sovereignty implies a holistic approach to 
food, including the right to grow food, and the 
right to have secure access to healthy and af-
fordable food, resources and entitlements (Shiva 
2009). Food sovereignty further advocates the 
right of peoples and countries to democratically 
determine their own agricultural and food 
policies.

There has been growing debate in India on 
the use of GMOs as a way to boost crop yields. 
Critics disagree with the promotion of GMO 
seeds by experts who envisage the high technol-
ogy of GMOs as a crucial element of India’s 
“second Green Revolution”.

Across India, extension workers continue to 
promote high-yield seeds, including seeds from 
GMOs, to local farmers. Reliance on inputs such 
as GMO and high-yielding seeds creates depen-
dency. Small farmers still knowhow to store 
their own seeds, but they are led to believe that 
inputs such as pesticides, fertilizers, and seeds 
from GMOs and varieties of crops produced 
by multinational companies are necessary to 
increase yields (Shiva 2000).

Food Security and Globalization

The goal of the National Rural Employment 
Guarantee Act (NREGA) is to ensure that 
everybody in India has a very basic income and 
purchasing power. However, inclusion and 
exclusion errors have been enormous, to the 
benefit of the relatively privileged. Large leakages 
of resources have been observed. Even with the 
introduction of biometric unique IDs (Aadhaar) 
and the issuing of Aadhaar cards to all NREGA 
recipients, there have been critical questions 
raised about the replacement of food supplies 
to recipients with cash transfers to beneficiary 
accounts. Widespread problems have been un-
covered, regarding biometric ID cards, matching 
of IDs with the actual NREGA recipients, and 
lack of Internet facilities and infrastructure.

Research on climate change highlights the 
prospect of increased climate variability, 
more frequent extreme weather events, rising 

temperatures, and greater propensity for 
drought, resulting in water shortages and forest 
fires. All of these factors present challenges to 
global food security. In recent years, some have 
called for a strengthening of global governance, 
with food security as one of the key issues at 
stake. In 2008, the UN set up a High-Level 
Task Force on the Global Food Security Crisis 
(HLTF). Since the 2008 food price crisis, food 
security has also become a main item of consul-
tations at G8/G20 summits. In 2011, the BRIC 
countries adopted an action plan on “Making 
Joint Efforts for World Food Security”. Similarly, 
the IBSA trilateral forum has been investigating 
global food security solutions.

In 2004, the Global Crop Diversity Trust was 
established to provide financial support to the 
world’s biodiversity gene banks. Together with 
the Nordic Genetic Resource Center (NordGen), 
the Trust established the Global Seed Vault 
in Svalbard to provide the world’s crop seed 
depositories with safe storage space for crop 
seeds so as to conserve crop biodiversity further 
and help prevent extinction of valuable strains of 
edible plants.

The Global Seed Vault was opened in 2008, and 
in 2014, India made its first seed deposit, consist-
ing of one box of 25 accessions of pigeon pea. 
The pigeon pea is an important crop for farmers 
in India’s semi-arid environments, and is consid-
ered a valuable crop for global food security.

Rice threshing near Sangrur, Punjab. Photo: Neil Palmer (CIAT) @ Flickr
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• Loss of cropland to industry, mining and 
urbanization, agricultural land alienation, 
and persistent socioeconomic inequality 
are interrelated challenges that call for a 
more holistic approach and a comprehensive 
review of current policies.

• Self-sufficiency in food production and 
integration with global markets are policies 
that can be difficult to reconcile.  
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The pigeon pea is also a high-priority research 
topic at the International Crop Research 
Institute for the Semi-Arid Tropics in 
Hyderabad, as a crop that is particularly resis-
tant to drought and other climate challenges.

Key Findings

• Top food security priorities in India are fair 
prices for agricultural produce, sustainable 
food production and sustainability in the 
agricultural sector, reliable infrastructure, 
and well-managed food redistribution for the 
impoverished.

• There is a need for nutritional mapping 
among the malnourished, and for 
mapping of indigenous knowledge about the 
nutritional value of forest foods.

• Subsistence farming practices need to be bet-
ter understood. Local knowledge of farming 
and indigenous seeds should be preserved, 
not devalued.

• Communal property rights and communal 
resources need to be taken seriously so as 
to address the needs of populations without 
private ownership of land, whose access to 
water and forest food is threatened.

• The protection of crop diversity becomes 
increasingly important with greater climate 
variability.

• Agricultural experts should consider the 
social context of food insecurity, not just 
scientific knowledge about food production, 
keeping in mind that farming is a way of life 
and fundamental to rural livelihood as well 
as food production.

Reindeer grazing near the Global Seed Vault. Photo: Renato Granieri/Visitnorway.com


