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ABSTRACT 

The need for achieving food security is felt significantly in 

the recent years due to enormous pressure from the ever-increasing 

population in India. Owing to the change in preferences in crop 

production techniques over a period of time, several new challenges 

draw attention to food security. The World Food Conference1974 

resolved that the food security ensures adequate supplies and 

availability. Food security has become a significant issue across the 

world predominantly in developing countries like India. In a report 

of International Food Policy Research Institute's Global Hunger 

Index, 2011, has declared India’s 67th rank of the 81 countries of the 

world with the worst food security status. 

 

This article addresses the imperative of food security in India 

in the context of persistent prevalence of malnutrition despite several 

years of rapid growth. In particular, the article posits that the recent 

promulgation of the National Food Security Act in September 2014 

to meet this challenge also offers an opportunity to reconfigure its 

food distribution system and agricultural trade policy. These two 

issues pose the greatest and most immediate challenges for India. The 

more enduring challenge for India would be to sustain food 

production to ensure not only adequate quantities, but also to support 

dietary quality and diversity. 
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Introduction 

Food security is a condition related to the supply of food, and individuals' 

access to it. Concerns over food security have existed throughout history. There is 

evidence of granaries being in use over 10,000 years ago, with central authorities in 

civilizations including ancient China and ancient Egypt being known to release food 

from storage in times of famine. At the 1974 World Food Conference the term "food 

security" was defined with an emphasis on supply. Food security, they said, is the 

"availability at all times of adequate world food supplies of basic foodstuffs to sustain 

a steady expansion of food consumption and to offset fluctuations in production and 

prices". Later definitions added demand and access issues to the definition. The final 

report of the 1996 World Food Summit states that food security "exists 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". 

 

Food insecurity per se, exists when all people, at all times, do not have 

physical and economic access to the sufficient, safe and nutritious food to meet their 

dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life (Food and 

Agriculture Organization, FAO, 1996). Food insecurity can lead to lower cognitive 

ability, diminished work performance and substantial productivity losses. All of these 

can hamper the growth and development of national economy. India has made 

substantial progress in health determinants over the past decades. The critical 

indicators of health, including Infant Mortality Rate, maternal mortality ratio, disease 

prevalence, and morbidity as well as mortality rates have shown consistent decline 

over the years. India’s life expectancy has improved and infant mortality, nearly 

halved in the last fifty years. There has been an impressive economic progress with 

achievements in the domain of agriculture contributing significantly. India ranks 

second worldwide in farm output. 

 

Food Security in India - Overview 

The green revolution initiated in the late 1960s was a historic watershed that 

transformed the food security situation in India. It tripled food grain production over 

the next three or four decades and consequently reduced by over 50 percent both the 

levels of food insecurity and poverty in the country, this was achieved in spite of the 

increase in population during the period, which almost doubled. The country 

succeeded in the laudable task of becoming a food self sufficient nation, at least at 

the macro level. The per capita dietary energy supply increased significantly from 

2370 kcal/day in the early 1990s to about 2440 kcal/day in 2001-03 and to 2550 

kcal/day in 2006-08.  

 

The prevalence of undernourishment in the total population also decreased 

from 25 to 20 per cent during the period of 1990 to 2000, and as many as 58 million 

individuals were estimated to have come out of the poverty trap. The absolute number 

of poor persons came down from 317 million to 259 million with other livelihood 

indicators such as the literacy rate and longevity increasing substantially. 
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The life expectancy at birth for males and females respectively, in 2005-06 

was 63 and 66 years respectively as compared to that in 1986-91, which was as low 

as 58 and 59 years for males and females respectively. (Agricultural Statistics at a 

Glance; 2007). 

 

Food security  
The term “food security” was first used in the international development 

literature of the 1960s and 1970s, and referred to the ability of a country or region to 

assure adequate food supply for its current and projected population. During this era, 

Malthusian theory that if the population growth exceeded the growth in food 

production, there will be disastrous consequences was widely accepted3. The focus 

of international and national efforts was to grow more food and reduce population 

growth rates to sustainable levels. Food security was measured by food grain 

production to ward off famine, improving availability and access to food at affordable 

cost, to meet the energy requirements and prevent chronic under nutrition among the 

ever growing population.  

 

Over decades, there has been increasing recognition that though there has 

been reduction in severe acute food insecurity, dietary intake in large segments of 

population does not meet energy (hunger) and micronutrient (hidden hunger) 

requirements and consequently under-nutrition and micronutrient deficiencies are 

widespread. Falling physical activity and unaltered food intake beyond requirements 

lead to over nutrition, and are associated with adverse health consequences. Taking 

these into account the World Food Summit in 1996 re-defined food security as a 

situation in which “all people, at all times, have access to sufficient, safe and 

nutritious food to meet their dietary needs and food preferences for an active and 

healthy life”. This definition encompasses whole lot of pre-requisites for food 

security and brings into focus the linkage between food, nutrition and health. The 

revised definition has been accepted by all the member countries and many countries 

refer to this comprehensive definition as food and nutrition security. 

 

India’s quest for food security  
In 1950s India the second most populous country in the world, was not self 

sufficient in food grain production and had to import wheat. The continued high 

fertility [birth rate of 40.8 and total fertility rate (TFR) of 6] and relatively lower 

mortality [crude death rate (CDR) of 25.1] resulted in high population growth rate 

and consequent increase in projected food requirement1. Review of the food security 

and nutrition situation in the new millennium showed that the country had been self 

sufficient in food grain production for four decades and the threat of famine has been 

eliminated. Food insecurity, mostly seasonal, was confined to poorer segments in 

remote areas; hunger had been reduced and energy needs met by food grains. But 

pulses critical to meet protein needs in populations subsisting on vegetarian diets, 

were expensive and consumption had come down. Vegetables intake which is 

essential to provide the needed micronutrients continued to be low. Low dietary 
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intake is the major factor responsible for under nutrition but nutrient loss associated 

with infections comes a close second. Potable water supply and sanitation are critical 

for prevention of infections. Health care for early detection and effective management 

of infections can reduce under nutrition due to infections. 

 

Challenges in food production  
The crux of India's food problem today pertains not so much on increasing 

food availability or production but with the distribution of food. This is not to suggest 

that the challenges associated with ensuring food availability in sustainable ways is 

not a policy concern, but rather, in terms of the immediacy of challenges, ensuring 

food access would appear to score over concerns over food availability. 

 

There is growing recognition that mono cropping with cereals has adverse 

impact on soil nutrition. Agricultural scientists and nutritionists in India joined hands 

in the advocacy nutrition orientation of food production policies for sustaining an 

ever green revolution which will maintain both soil and human nutrition and health. 

Mere self sufficiency in food grain production cannot result in steep reduction in 

under nutrition rates or micronutrient deficiencies in the country because population 

needs adequate quantities of balanced diet to remain well nourished and healthy. 

Pulses are the major source of protein in Indian diets. Reduction in pulse consumption 

will have adverse effect on nutrient intake and nutritional status of the population. 

Pulse production does not require much water, and is not so labour intensive. Growing 

pulses enriches soil. Pulses command reasonable price. In spite of all these favourable 

factors, pulse production has been stagnant for the last five decades. Gap between 

demand and supply necessitated import of pulses. The cost of pulses soared. In spite 

of continued expenditure on pulses, there was reduction in household pulse 

consumption. The pulse component of food security mission has introduced on farm 

inputs, price support and procurement policies for pulses. These have resulted in 

increase in pulse production to 15 million tonnes in 201; it is projected that pulse 

production will reach 17 million in the next two years and pulse gap could be 

eliminated in the foreseeable future.  

 

India is at the top in vegetable and fruit production in the world, but vegetable 

intake of Indians remains low; consequently prevalence of anemia and vitamin A 

deficiency continue to be high2.India’s Horticultural Mission7 is expected to focus 

on production, processing and marketing of low cost, nutrient rich vegetables so that 

these are available throughout the year at an affordable cost to urban and rural 

population. If this is achieved, nutrition education for increase in vegetable 

consumption will succeed in increasing vegetable intake and there will be reduction 

in micronutrient deficiencies. 

 

Clear View on Challenges 

Crop diversification 

In the successive years of green revolution when food security was fulfilled 

at national level due to stupendous efforts of ICAR, the emphasis of agricultural 
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scientists has been put on implementation of crop diversification. This was advocated 

to the farmers for two main reasons. 

 

First, the prices of food grains like rice and wheat were not encouraging and 

farmers ended up with very low net returns even during years of bumper production. 

By concentrating on other crops like cotton, chilli and sunflower the farmers were 

encouraged to earn higher profits. Second, the productivity of rice and wheat was 

poor in some regions like uplands and dry lands due to high moisture stress sensitivity 

of these crops. Hence by encouraging farmers to diversify to oil seeds and pulse crops 

and high value medicinal plants which require less quantity of irrigation compared to 

that of field crops, they would certainly get higher profits. 

 

Bio-fuel and medicinal plant cultivation 

One of the main reasons for food security crisis at global level is the diversion 

of agricultural lands that were used for cultivating maize and wheat to bio-fuel and 

medicinal plants in the United States and other European, Asian and African 

countries. The recent preference for cultivation of sugarcane and other field crops for 

production of ethanol is certainly considered to be a big challenge for the food 

security of the world.  

 

At the same time, there has been considerable increase in cultivated area of 

medicinal plants like amla, ashwagandha, sarpagandha and bio-fuel crops like 

jatropha witnessed in India in the recent years. For example, the cultivated area under 

amla was reported as 100,000 ha in India and it occupies about 40,000 ha in South 

India itself2. In Tamil Nadu, the cultivated area under amla was found to be increased 

from mere 46 ha in 2000 to 9020 ha in 2011 which reflects the higher rate of increase 

in terms of crop diversification3. In several instances, it was recorded that the 

traditionally productive regions for cultivation of food crops like rice and wheat were 

converted to medicinal and bio-fuel crops, which is really alarming in the context of 

food security. Hence, there is a strong necessity of regulating the amount of land area 

and nature of land that can be diversified for this purpose. 

 

Climate change 

Food security is severely influenced by climate change. The changing climate 

will influence the food grain production in different ways. For example, the temporal 

and spatial variations in precipitation including rainfall may result in deficit moisture 

stress, i.e. drought or excess moisture stress condition, i.e. flooding. Similarly, 

extreme high or low temperatures result in variations in the length of crop growing 

season. These factors would also affect the crop productivity and farm net income 

and hence climate resilient agricultural practices have to be promoted. 

 

This is applicable to all the nations, including India. Understanding the 

impact of climate change on Indian agriculture is quite complex as several factors are 

involved in this phenomenon. For example, the negative effect of global warming on 

crop productivity in India may be compensated by carbon fertilization to some extent. 
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Several researchers conducted studies on the interrelationship between climate 

change and food security in relation to impacts of climate change on crop 

productivity, food production and socio-economic aspects. 

 

Production of high yielding varieties 

The challenge of food grain production is generation of sufficient number of 

new varieties of field crops with threshold potential in changing climate scenario. 

Several varieties of rice and wheat were released, but still exists a gap between the 

yield obtained through these genotypes and their field level performance. One of the 

main issues might be the genetic potential exploitation has attained saturation 

according to the climatic and edaphic conditions hat existed in India. For some crops 

like rice, the hybrid varieties developed resulted in yield jump but the magnitude has 

not been achieved like the scenario in China. 

 

The poor harvest index of pulses and oil seeds also remains a challenge to the 

plant breeding programmes. In some of the problematic soils, the varieties with full 

yield potential in normal situation cannot fit well resulting in poor crop productivity. 

This situation has to be corrected by employing modern biotechnology techniques. In 

several regions of India, farmers are not able to get information about the availability 

of new and improved varieties and some are not having access to quality seeds of 

these varieties, resulting in lesser yields.  

 

This situation has to be corrected by developing a national-level network to 

monitor and coordinate the activities with the various State Government and 

CentralGovernment functionaries working in the area of crop production. 

 

Agricultural pricing and crop insurance issues 

The farmers in India face severe problem in marketing their crop produce 

after harvest due to lack of remunerative prices for the end-products. Several times, 

the farmers are forced to opt for distress sale leaving them in a vulnerable condition 

due to poor market prices. It is really unfortunate to find some section of farmers’ 

vulnerability to higher cost of cultivation accompanied by the unreasonable market 

prices. The situation is alarming in case of pulses like black gram, green gram and 

red gram, and commercial crops like cotton, tobacco and chilli. 

 

Globalization has brought openness in trade, but it could not ensure better 

market prices. Hence there is a need to regulate the agricultural marketing policy for 

the welfare of the farming community, which in turn would facilitate food security in 

India. The Commission for Agricultural Costs and Prices (CACP) may decide the 

policy related to market prices of crops in India, in a manner which would fetch better 

returns to the farmers. 

 

CACP presently determines the level of minimum support prices of different 

agricultural crops by taking into consideration factors like cost of production, changes 

in input prices, input–output price parity, trends in market prices, demand and supply, 
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inter-crop price parity, effect on industrial cost structure, effect on cost of living, 

effect on general price level, international price situation, parity between prices paid 

and prices received by the farmers and effect on issue prices and implications for 

subsidy. In this context, it is heartening to note that the minimum support price for 

cereals like rice and wheat, and pulses like black gram and green gram has been 

enhanced in the recent years.  

 

Conclusion 

Overall, it may be concluded that food security in India can be achieved by 

paying higher attention to issues such as climate change, integrated water 

management, agricultural pricing and crop insurance. The impact of globalization in 

the form of SEZs and other factors has been both positive and negative in terms of 

agricultural prosperity and there is a strong need to regulate the policies related to 

globalization for reducing its negative effects on food security in India. 
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