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Lip Service to Food Security
The National Food Security Bill is an absurd text under which nobody will know who is entitled to what.

The Union Ministry of Food’s version of the National Food 
Security Bill that has been approved by the Empowered 
Group of Ministers (EGoM) is a giant step backwards in the 

fight against hunger and malnutrition. While the National Advisory 
Council’s (NAC) version of the bill was seriously lacking in some 
important aspects, the government’s draft bill is a non-serious and 
reluctant attempt without any honourable intentions. In fact, the 
objective seems to be to use this bill to further weaken the public 
distribution system (PDS). If this bill is actually passed by Parlia-
ment, it would represent a failure to ensure food security for all.

The biggest problem with both the NAC and EGoM versions of 
the bill is that the proposed PDS entitlements are based on the 
faulty below the poverty line (BPL) census. The flaw of a BPL ap-
proach that is linked to poverty ratios is now well known. Studies 
have repeatedly shown that targeting errors in identifying BPL 
households are high, with most of the poor being left out of the BPL 
population. What was expected from the bill was a step towards 
ensuring food security for all in a rights’ framework, but the latest 
version of the bill has even given up the pretence of providing a 
“right” to food, by defining “food security” as “supply of entitled 
quantity of foodgrains and cooked meals”. The bill lays out the 
targeted approach providing legal sanction to the BPL list. 

The bill states that there will be two categories of people –  
priority and general – under which 75% of the rural population 
and 50% of the urban population will be entitled to subsidised 
foodgrains and the rest will be excluded. While the government’s 
bill has retained the monthly entitlement of the priority group of 
7 kg per person as laid down in the NAC draft, it has further 
reduced the monthly entitlement of the general households 
from 4 kg per person to 3 kg per person. 

It goes on to say that the central government will determine the 
number of priority households in each state based on state-wise 
poverty ratios to be updated from “time to time”. It is not even 
clear which poverty ratios will be used once the Act is passed – 
whether it will be based on the 2004-05 ratios as suggested by the 
NAC or the even lower poverty ratios that one expects the recent 
round of the NSS survey (2009-10) to throw up. It is possible that 
by using the updated poverty ratios, the number of beneficiaries in 
the priority category will come down by almost 60 million even 
before the bill is placed in Parliament. Anyway, whichever ratio is 
used, it is clear that, over time, the number of people eligible for 
benefits will only keep falling. 

The government’s bill seems to be aimed not at improving ac-
cess to food but at minimising its own obligations. It is supposed 
to be an Act which will guarantee a legal entitlement to food, but 
in its present form it does not make clear who is entitled to what. 
With the entitlements hinging on the complicated and failed sys-
tem of using central government-determined identification crite-
ria in a manner such that the number of beneficiaries meet the 
poverty “caps”, no individual or household can ever know for 
sure whether they are entitled or not and to what. It is absurd to 
have a legal guarantee which cannot be demanded as a right 
because nobody knows who the right-holder is. 

In all other aspects as well, the bill is halfhearted. It provides 
for entitlements of children to mid-day meals and supplementary 
nutrition (but with no minimum guarantee of quality or quantity). 
Other nutrition-related services such as maternity entitlements, 
nutrition counselling, breastfeeding support and treatment of 
severe malnutrition are not even mentioned. Destitute feeding 
and community kitchens are provided for, but with no clear entitle
ments. The provisions for redress of grievances, accountability 
and transparency have all been diluted, with no real powers to 
independent monitoring agencies. In all these cases, there are 
broad statements of intent with the details, including the cost share 
to be borne by the states, being left to rules and central govern-
ment guidelines. As we well know, the devil lies in the details!

Even with regard to reforming the PDS, the bill does not say 
much. While the NAC had detailed proposals related to the man-
agement of fair price shops, procurement, transport, storage, 
transparency and accountability, the EGoM bill is again lacking in 
this regard. Moreover, instead of providing safeguards against 
weakening the PDS, the bill provides a backdoor entry to cash 
transfers by stating that, “In case of failure to supply the entitled 
persons, they will be entitled to receive (a) food security allow-
ance from the state government in a manner prescribed by the 
central government”. And among other “provisions for advancing 
food security”, it further lists “introducing (a) scheme of cash 
transfer in lieu of entitlements” as part of what the government is 
supposed to “strive for”. This again goes against the grain of what 
people really want. A recent survey on the PDS and cash transfers 
in nine states across the country found that more than two-thirds 
of people said that they preferred food over cash. Further, more 
than 90% of households preferred food over cash in states where 
the PDS is functioning well.
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Lesson from Utoeya

The Norwegian killings illustrate the mainstreaming of prejudice in the west.

There is a sense of disbelief which still hovers over the mass 
killings in Norway earlier this month. It is not just the 
manner in which over 70 young people were killed, picked 

up one by one and shot dead with cold-blooded precision at point-
blank range, or the planning of the shooting and bombing which 
has so shocked everyone. What has really been startling is that 
Anders Behring Breivik lived in Norway, which along with the 
other Scandinavian countries have often been seen as models for 
social democracy and welfare. That such psychopathic violence 
nurtured within the fjord-like calm of Nordic societies has been 
an unsettling revelation to most. 

From the scale of the attacks it appears incredulous that he 
acted alone in Norway, though, as we go to press, the police have 
not said anything about the involvement of any other individual 
or organisation. What is beyond doubt is that Breivik has for long 
been involved with various right-wing and extremist parties and 
organisations. He was a member of the extreme right-wing, anti-
immigrant, Progress Party of Norway till 2006 but seems to have 
lost patience with it and moved on to other associations.  

His “manifesto” which he pompously titled “2083: A European 
Declaration of Independence” shows that his ideas drew heavily 
on the rising cacophony of anti-Muslim and anti-Islamic writings 
and messages which were spreading in the western world after 
the terrorist attacks of 11 September 2001. In specifics, Breivik’s 
manifesto departs from the regular template of the western  
right-wing extremists – he is strongly opposed to the Nazis, is not 
anti-Jewish and is not a white supremacist or ultranationalist. 
Rather, it appears that he identifies Islam and its followers to be 
the single greatest threat to Europe and its culture. Having iden-
tified his enemy, he then proceeds to build a political strategy to 
fight them off and protect Europe from its influence. He thus is 
keen to forge political and military alliances with Zionists and 
Hindutva activists to put up a united fight against Muslims and 
those who support them – the “multiculturalists” and “cultural 
Marxists”, who, he alleges, control policies in Europe. Which is 
why his first (and hopefully there will be no more) attack was on 
a summer camp organised by the Workers’ Youth League, the 
youth wing of the Labour Party, whom he accuses of “opening the 
gates for Muslims” to enter Norway. All fundamentalists first kill 
their “traitors”. 

Anti-Muslim violence has become endemic in the west in the 
past decade, not to mention the structural violence of silent 
prejudice and discrimination, both within state structures and in 
society. A clear indication of this was the ease with which “ex-
perts” and journalists assumed this to be an attack by Muslims, 
before it was known that Breivik had committed it. Reading 

Breivik’s attack on multiculturalism, or the policies which en-
courage tolerance and protect minority rights in Europe, is like 
reading the texts of speeches by mainstream political leaders 
who head governments and main opposition parties. 

It is somewhat shocking that the only difference one finds 
between these mainstream politicians and Breivik is that they do 
not advocate violence such as he committed. Which is perhaps why 
it was so easy for such a person, with nauseatingly prejudiced ideas, 
to remain unmarked and unexceptional even in a supposedly 
liberal and progressive Norway. From Bush Jr when he was in the 
White House to Sarkozy in France, Cameron in Britain and Merkel 
in Germany, similar ideas – that Muslims are taking over the west, 
that there is a demographic deluge, that Muslims are violent and 
medieval, that multiculturalism is dangerous to western values – 
have been spread repeatedly and made mainstream. What Breivik 
shows us is that ideas and political positions which were correctly  
considered extreme and prejudicial even a couple of decades ago 
are now bang in the centre of the west’s “mainstream”! 

Breivik’s writings also point to an interesting evolution in ex-
treme right-wing ideas. Traditionally, western right-wing extrem-
ism has always been based on racism and anti-Semitism. How
ever, the ideological churning of the last two decades has not only 
transformed the terrain of the left, it has equally changed the 
contours of the extreme right. There has emerged a self-conscious 
alliance between Zionism and Hindutva with European and 
North American right-wing extremism, with the latter taking on 
an increasingly religious (Christian fundamentalist) colour. Even 
before Breivik we have had Zionists and the state of Israel build-
ing alliances with Hindutva forces in India. For those who may 
have forgotten history, it would do well to remember that not too 
long back, it was Islamic fundamentalism which was the global 
pet of western reaction, killing and pushing back progressive and 
left-wing movements in the global South. Some of the players 
may have changed sides, but their actual political opponent 
remains the same – progressive and left-wing politics. 

This then is the singular lesson which we can derive from the 
horror of Norway – that the prejudices and chauvinism which 
help western politicians drum up support for their wars waged in 
the name of democracy kill not only Iraqi, Afghan and other third 
world children, but also kids in a summer camp in Norway. The 
clash between fundamentalisms is always a charade – all funda-
mentalisms are basically opposed only to the progressive and 
left-wing forces. If the people of Europe and other western 
“democracies” can learn this lesson it would perhaps be the most 
apt tribute to the young volunteers of the Workers’ Youth League 
of Norway who have been killed so mercilessly. 

The true intentions of the government are betrayed by the force 
majeure clause at the end which states that, “central/state govern-
ment shall not be liable for any claims by entitled groups for failure 

of supply, to force majeure conditions, viz, war; flood; drought; fire; 
cyclone; earthquake or any other act of God”. It seems like only an 
“act of god” can protect India’s people from hunger and malnutrition. 


