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Delhi’s Poor Say NO to Cash Transfers in lieu of PDS!

Give us Food Security! Strengthen the PDS!

There is a growing debate within the media and amongst policy circles on replacing the Public Distribution System (PDS) through which subsidised foodgrains are made available to people, with direct cash subsidies. The Government made the first move towards this by announcing in the recent budget that fertiliser and kerosene subsidies will be replaced by cash transfers. The draft food security act approved by the Empowered Group of Ministers (EGoM) also makes a mention of cash transfers as one of the steps to be taken for improvement of PDS. A committee headed by Nandan Nilekani has been asked to look into the methodology for replacing transfer of foodgrains through PDS with direct subsidies.

In recent times, the Delhi Government has been suggesting the dismantling of the PDS in favour of a system of direct cash transfers. Through this, eligible citizens would get fixed amounts of money monthly in their bank accounts, to be used as they wish. The Government argues this will reduce leakages in the system and also reduce its fiscal burden. The Delhi Government in partnership with SEWA and India Development Foundation has been conducting a pilot study funded by the UNDP, with 100 families in Raghubir Nagar to test the feasibility and effectiveness of such a programme. Each of these 100 families is being provided Rs. 1000 per month in lieu of their PDS entitlements. Another 400 families are also being surveyed as a ‘control’ group. While the results of the pilot are still awaited, there are already some concerns with the nature of this study. 

Raghubir Nagar is not representative of the poorer localities of Delhi. Further the study is being conducted among 100 families who expressed ‘willingness’ to part with their PDS entitlements in lieu of a cash transfer. Therefore, opinion of those who are already against such a move is not being considered. The sample size is too small to form the basis of a policy change across the State. Further, given identification errors, it is not clear whether those who have BPL cards and are a part of the pilot study are indeed poor. According to NSS data of 2004-05, only 27.5% of those who are below the poverty line (based on consumption expenditure) in Delhi have BPL cards. 
The Rozi Roti Adhikar Abhiyan, Delhi has been opposing this move towards dismantling the PDS in Delhi. We strongly believe that given the high levels of hunger and malnutrition in the country, and in Delhi, there is a need for a strong PDS that guarantees at least a minimum amount foodgrains at subsidised prices. Cash transfers by themselves do not solve the problems of inclusion/exclusion errors in identification of the poor, can hurt the poor in times of rising inflation, are prone to leakages and many other problems that exist with the PDS (enclosed a note that details out some of our concerns with replacing PDS with cash transfers).  
Survey Findings

To understand the poor’s preferences, Rozi Roti Adhikar Abhiyan, Delhi conducted a survey of 4005 households covering slums, resettlement colonies and homeless persons of different parts of Delhi (enclosed a summary report). In this survey, 91.4% of all respondents said that they preferred a reformed PDS over cash transfers. Only 5% of the respondents were in favour of replacing PDS with cash transfers while the rest had no opinion. 
The survey also found that only 31.5% of daily wage labourers who lived in these vulnerable locations had BPL cards. Further, of all the respondents 17% had no ration card at all. Even among those who had ration cards, 60% said that ration was distributed regularly and almost 60% got less than the quota they were entitled for (which is 35kgs per month of rice and wheat). Many did not have access to any ration cards because they did not have ration cards, their cards were unstamped, cancelled or not renewed, their biometrics were due. There were also cases where shops were always closed or dealers refused to give rations.
On the other hand the survey also found that the cash based welfare schemes in Delhi such as the old age, widow and disability pensions also have their own share of problems. Only about 63% of the beneficiaries covered in the survey said they received their pensions regularly (only 30% in case of disability pensions). Further, respondents reported problems in accessing these schemes due to difficulties in opening bank accounts, submitting documents, application procedures, attitude of bank officials and presence of middle-men.
The study therefore found that while the PDS in Delhi needs a lot of reform for it to effectively reach people, people still prefer a reformed PDS over a shift to cash transfers. Further, the experience with current cash transfer schemes shows that even these are riddled with problems in delivery. The most significant issue that came up time and again during the survey was that of identification and the arbitrary manner in which BPL cards have been issued. The other is that of frequent policy changes (such as stamping of cards, use of biometrics) without informing people or making proper arrangements resulting in many being denied of their entitlements.

In light of our recent campaign in different slums of Delhi and the survey, we demand the following:
1. The PDS in Delhi be strengthened rather than dismantled. The commodities available under the PDS must be expanded to include along with rice and wheat, pulses, sugar, kerosene, edible oil and millets
2. It is clear that targeting has failed. PDS should be universalised and the current system of dividing the population in APL/BPL must be done away with. 

3. Immediate steps must be taken to reform the PDS. This would include enhancing transparency, putting in place an effective grievance redressal system, ensuring doorstep delivery of foodgrains to the PDS shop, end-to-end computerisation, making fair price shops (FPS) viable, taking immediate action against erring FPS dealers and so on.

4. Urgently address the problems being face by people in Delhi in relation to renewal of ration cards.
We further demand that before making major policy change such as replacing the PDS with cash transfers, such proposals be widely discussed, especially with those who will be directly affected by this. The Government must hold public consultations with the poor in different regions of Delhi on strengthening the PDS. 
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APL-BPL Band Karo! Sabko Sasta Ration Do!
Paisa Nahin Anaj Chahiye!!
