National Food Security Bill: Major Problems
1. The Bill interprets food security only as distribution of cereals and cooked meals and is completely silent on other important components of food security. There is no commitment towards nutritional security which also requires assurance of other components of nutrition such as pulses and oil. Strong provisions to address child malnutrition are missing. Production, procurement (including local procurement), storage and distribution are not seen as an integrated process in order to address issues of food and nutritional security. 

2. In spite of overwhelming evidence showing the failure of the targeted approach, the draft Bill continues to use the same approach. It provides for subsidised food to priority and general households only, with the numbers of such households being decided through poverty estimates of the Planning Commission. It is in fact giving a legal sanction to the very unpopular APL-BPL selection process, which is more known for its exclusion and inclusion errors and its use in partisan politics rather than proper targeting.
The poverty line is too low and does not represent the extent of hunger in the country. Repeated studies and ground experiences are showing that PDS works when it universal or ‘near universal’. 

In view of burgeoning food stocks and widespread hunger, the proposed Act must expand existing provisions of subsidised food grains, instead of curtailing them further. The proposed Act must also therefore refrain from continuing with the targeted PDS, instead this opportunity must be used to universalise the PDS.

3. The NFS Bill is opening the way for the dismantling of the PDS and its replacement with cash transfers. It gives the Government unlimited powers to provide a “food security allowance” in cash, on its own terms, in lieu of PDS entitlements. Among recommended reforms of the PDS, Schedule IV includes “introducing schemes such as cash transfer, food coupons, among others, to the targeted beneficiaries in lieu of their foodgrain entitlements...”. These provisions open the door to a wholesale replacement of the PDS with cash transfers, impacting household food security. This will also affect farmers as the Government will not procure grain or store it, as it will not need to run the PDS shops. This is also a threat to the nation’s food security. 
4. The draft gives full powers to the Central Government, including powers to modify or withdraw most entitlements and to specify the sharing of costs with State Governments (Section 7). For example, ICDS and mid-day meal scheme are presently schemes that are largely financed by the Central Government. This provision paves the way for the Central Government to pass on the expenses of these schemes to the State Government.

5. The draft has reduced the entitlements for women, adolescent girls, old people and vulnerable groups that are already available under the Supreme Court orders. Maternity benefits, which should be increased to Rs 1,000 per month for six months, have been totally omitted. Universalisation of ICDS (including ALL services of ICDS) as directed by Supreme Court orders has been left out of the draft Bill. Key provisions for adolescent girls, malnourished children and out-of-school children are absent. Social security pensions have not been included.
6. The well-crafted grievance redressal structure proposed by the NAC has been junked, including the provisions for compensation and penalties. Similarly, the national and state Food Security Commissions have been deprived of any real powers; they are just advisory bodies. Most of the transparency provisions in the NAC draft have been dropped. Most importantly, the premise of the NAC framework was independence and autonomy of the grievance redressal functionaries. This has been thrown out by bringing in serving officers. This defeats the purpose of a system of checks and balances, where the implementation and monitoring were to be carried by separate agencies.  
What is needed
1. Universalisation of PDS entitlements (along with expansion in quantity and introduction of other commodities such as pulses and oil).

2. Provisions to incentivise food production and for decentralised procurement and storage.
3. Provisions for strengthening the PDS delivery system based on the experience of many successful initiatives by states such as Tamil Nadu, Chhattisgarh, Himachal Pradesh, Orissa etc.

4. Comprehensive measures for addressing child malnutrition that include school mid-day meals, universalisation with quality of the ICDS and maternity entitlements along with provisions for treatment of severely malnourished children.
5. Clearly defined entitlements for vulnerable groups such as the aged, disabled, widows, migrants and destitute including monthly pensions, community kitchens and destitute feeding programmes.
6. Effective measures for grievance redress, transparency and accountability. 

7. Safeguards against commercial interference in any of the food/nutrition related schemes and against the introduction of cash transfers in place of PDS.

