How the National Food Security Bill Threatens to Undermine Food Security

The National Food Security Bill (NFSB) is based on a narrow vision of what is required to ensure food security – restricted largely to grain handouts under the Public Distribution System (PDS). But even within this restricted approach, the Bill is deeply flawed and threatens to undermine what is already there.
In recent years, many states have radically improved their PDS by moving away from BPL targeting and adopting a more inclusive approach, with wider coverage. The NFSB threatens to undermine this trend by imposing an ill-devised straightjacket on state governments – the division of the population into “Priority”, “General” and “Excluded” groups based on centrally determined parameters. This straightjacket perpetuates all the well-known problems of “BPL targeting”, such as large exclusion errors and divisive entitlements

In particular:
1. There is no clarity as to how Priority and General households are to be identified. It seems that the criteria are to be set after the Socio-Economic and Caste Census (SECC) is completed. But how can a law on food entitlements be passed without specifying who is entitled?
2. This framework creates an overwhelming dependence of the NFSB on the timely and successful completion of the SECC, which is far from guaranteed – the SECC is already mired in controversy.
3. Even if the SECC is completed, there are bound to be large exclusion errors (the SECC pilot itself brings this out), leaving many poor households with meagre entitlements as “General” households.
4. The NFSB framework is very disruptive. “Targeting” will effectively be re-imposed on many states that have already moved towards a more inclusive PDS.
5. Small households, including millions of “Antyodaya” (poorest of the poor) households, stand to lose from the NFSB, because of the imposed switch to “per-capita” entitlements. For instance, an old widow living on her own will get just 7 kgs per month under NFSA, instead of 35 kgs today as an Antyodaya household.
6. Tamil Nadu’s universal PDS, a model for the whole country, will be undermined.
7. The coverage of Priority groups is still tied to the official, measly “poverty lines”. In effect, Priority households are just BPL households with another name!
This entire framework needs radical change before the Bill is tabled in Parliament – otherwise the “food security bill” will end up undermining food security.
