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Abstract 

The National Food Security Act of 2013 (NFSA) was a major initiative by the Indian government to combat hunger and 

malnutrition by providing subsidized food grains to a substantial part of the population. The success of the NFSA also 

depends on the appropriate identification of the right households as eligible and the distribution of the benefits in an 

effective way issues that are compounded in a fragmented and densely populated city such as Delhi. By an assessment of 

the NFSA against demographic statistics, this study aims to identify gaps in the system and which parts of the population 

are likely to be left behind. The study takes into consideration how issues of age, marital status, size of the family, level  of 

education, and level of income influence the eligibility for and access to food aid in Delhi. The results show wide gaps in 

targeting the most vulnerable sections, as well as gaps in the current policy process. To solve these problems, the paper 

suggests the use of more flexible beneficiary identification processes, the use of different demographic factors, and tailoring 

the program to suit the conditions of Delhi. 
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INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background and Objectives of the National Food Security Act (NFSA) 2013 

The National Food Security Act 2013 [1] was passed to address India's chronic hunger and malnutrition issue, 

especially among poor sections. By providing 67% of the population with legally guaranteed access to 

subsidized food grains, with priority being given to poor rural and urban households, the Act aimed to 

redefine access to food as a legally binding right and not an optional welfare benefit. It merged existing 

programs like the Public Distribution System and school meals with new ones, like maternity benefits to 

pregnant women [2]. A major improvement was its focus on promoting gender equality, with ration cards 

being provided in the name of the household's elderly woman to enable women to exercise control over food 

resources [3]. The NFSA also promoted modernization by making technology-driven reforms mandatory, like 

Aadhaar-based distribution and transparent redressal mechanism, to reduce corruption [4]. Despite its 

proactive nature, the NFSA faced critical implementation issues. States found it difficult to identify eligible 

beneficiaries, using in most cases outdated census data that excluded vulnerable populations such as migrant 

workers or single mothers. [5] Instances of leakages in supply chains, poor storage facilities, and a narrow 

cereal focus instead of nutrient-dense foods such as pulses persisted. [6] Critics claimed that stringent 

eligibility criteria failed to account for city migration patterns or economic shocks, [7] depriving new poor 

families of access to benefits. [8] Although the Act represented a milestone in food security 

institutionalization, its potential is contingent on filling these loopholes using dynamic targeting, diversified 

food baskets, and increased integration with health and livelihood programs. [9] 

1.2 Rationale for Focusing on the National Capital Territory of Delhi 

Delhi's role as the country's capital positions it at the center of India's economic and political hub; yet the 

city also houses some of India's worst social inequalities. The pace of urbanization has led to a sudden 

explosion of informal settlements, where millions live in a condition of limited access to resources, stable 
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employment, or basic public services. Such settlements are typically crowded and lacking in infrastructure, 

presenting overwhelming hurdles to welfare programs like the National Food Security Act (NFSA) [10], to 

identify and provide relief to the most vulnerable. The city's heterogeneity is also eroded by an unremitting 

inflow of migrants [11], the majority of whom come in search of work but face overwhelming barriers to 

access government benefits due to reasons such as lack of proper documentation or inability to prove 

residence. This maze-like setting ensures that a significant portion of Delhi's population [12] continues to be 

vulnerable to food insecurity [13], even as the city's overall prosperity in the economy. 

Rolling out the NFSA in Delhi highlights the unique challenges of urban food security in an administrative 

and demographic landscape marked by fragmentation and flux [14]. Governance fragmentation among 

various municipal bodies and state institutions has the propensity to create gaps and overlaps in service 

delivery, rendering it more difficult to keep beneficiary lists up to date and provide consistent supplies of 

food. Large numbers of slum [15] [16] dwellers have to travel long distances to reach fair-price shops, and 

logistics bottlenecks can result in congestion and shortages of supplies. Besides, local innovations like 

doorstep delivery of rations and digital coupons have been promising but are not yet widely implemented or 

scaled. These circumstances are why Delhi is a key proving ground for scaling up the NFSA and developing 

more flexible, inclusive strategies for urban food security that could be models for other fast-growing cities in 

India. 

1.3 Importance of Demographic Data in Policy Evaluation 

Demographic data is key to making effective policies, especially for mass welfare schemes like the National 

Food Security Act (NFSA) of 2013. Categorization of the population by variables like income, type of 

household, sex, and age provides policymakers with information on population groups that are most at risk 

and optimal resource distribution [17]. In urban centers like Delhi, where there is perpetual migration, slum 

living, and economic insecurity, such demographic data is key to ensuring that the NFSA reaches the neediest 

[18]. A look at demographic trends identifies lacunae in NFSA coverage that general statistics tend to miss. 

For example, migrant workers, who form a significant part of Delhi's informal economy, tend to be excluded 

due to the lack of appropriate documentation of local residence [19]. Older persons who are heads of 

households in the resettlement colonies are also likely to be excluded because existing eligibility criteria do 

not always account for the dynamics of intergenerational poverty. Further, gender analysis identifies that 

widows and unmarried women are less likely to have ration cards, even though they are recognized as a priority 

group under the NFSA [20]. These findings highlight the importance of accurate demographic evidence in 

the design of evidence-based interventions that target the most at-risk populations effectively. 

Assessing the effectiveness of targeting within the NFSA [21] depends heavily on demographic analysis. 

Distinguishing between different beneficiary categories, such as Priority Households and the more vulnerable 

Antyodaya Anna Yojana group [22], is not always straightforward. Studies have shown that some households 

classified as Priority actually have incomes above the threshold, while others who qualify for the most support 

are left out. Households with low literacy levels are especially prone to exclusion because they face difficulties 

with paperwork and bureaucratic procedures. Such insights allow for the refinement of targeting processes, 

reducing both wrongful inclusion and exclusion. Demographic data [23] also sheds light on where service 

delivery is falling short. For instance, mapping out where people live in relation to fair-price shops reveals that 

many in unauthorized colonies must travel long distances to access subsidized food. In neighborhoods with 

high concentrations of migrants, there is a greater risk of food grains being diverted before reaching the 

intended recipients, partly because these residents often lack the influence to hold distributors accountable. 

Furthermore, data on household size shows that larger families sometimes receive less food per person than 

they are entitled to, due to limits on the number of rations per card [24]. 

These demographic findings have led to concrete changes in how the NFSA is implemented in Delhi. 

Recognizing the challenges faced by migrant workers, authorities have piloted programs that allow people to 

use their ration cards across state lines. Age-specific data has supported the expansion of nutrition centers for 

young children in slum areas, resulting in measurable improvements in child health. Nonetheless, ongoing 
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issues such as the lack of protein-rich foods in the NFSA’s provisions, despite widespread nutritional 

deficiencies underscore the need for continued, detailed demographic [25] monitoring. 

A closer examination of Delhi’s slums illustrates just how complex these challenges can be. More than half 

of slum residents face multiple forms of poverty at once. Female-headed households are especially vulnerable 

to food insecurity, and daily wage laborers with large families often spend the majority of their income on 

food, yet many still lack access to ration cards because of informal housing arrangements. Elderly migrants 

from other states also have a harder time enrolling in the NFSA compared to long-term Delhi residents. 

Addressing these overlapping vulnerabilities requires targeted solutions, such as home delivery of rations for 

people with disabilities and mobile distribution points for migrant workers at construction sites. 

Demographic information turns the NFSA into a more targeted instrument to tackle urban hunger. By 

uncovering underlying shortcomings and enabling real-time adjustments, it enables policymakers to react to 

the evolving realities [26] of a city like Delhi. In the years to come, it will be critical to update demographic 

records, incorporate information from other departments such as health, and engage communities in data 

collection to ensure that the benefits of the NFSA actually are delivered to those who need them most. 

1.4 Research Aims and Scope 

This research endeavors to evaluate the performance of the National Food Security Act (NFSA) in Delhi's 

case by a rigorous examination of the interplay between demographic factors—age, gender, household type, 

and migration status and program eligibility and actual enrollment. By linking precise demographic 

information to those who are covered or not covered by the program, the research seeks to determine deficits 

of the NFSA, especially in the case of marginalized populations such as migrant workers, elderly-headed 

households, and single-headed female-headed households. The research also examines policy-related and 

administrative constraints to effective implementation, including inefficient beneficiary lists, deficits in digital 

infrastructure, and coordination issues between agencies. Based on these findings, the research provides 

actionable, evidence-based recommendations, such as beneficiary list updating on a regular basis, greater use 

of technology for distribution, and special targeting for populations with multiple disadvantages. Overall, the 

research seeks to help policymakers to make NFSA implementation consistent with the actual needs of Delhi's 

heterogeneous, rapidly changing population, and food security programs to reach those who need them most. 

Time and Budget: Larger sample size would significantly increase the time and budget required, potentially 

making the study unfeasible. The current sample size strikes a balance between accuracy and practicality. 

Data Collection Challenges: Potential challenges in data collection (e.g., logistics, participant recruitment) 

and the chosen sample size is manageable within these constraints. 

NFSA 2013: Legislative Framework and Demographic Relevance 

The National Food Security Act (NFSA) of 2013 [27] is a paradigm shift in the food security policy of India, 

extending legal entitlements to subsidized food grains to approximately 67% of the population. The act 

outlines eligibility for a monthly ration to 75% of rural and 50% [28] of urban populations with a focus on 

the marginalized sections in two broad categories: Priority Households (PHH) and Antyodaya Anna Yojana 

(AAY). The beneficiaries under PHH are identified on the basis of socio-economic indicators specific to the 

state, including landlessness, income, and social vulnerability and thus cover groups such as landless 

agricultural laborers, marginal farmers, and casual workers. AAY, a subset of PHH, targets the “poorest of the 

poor” - destitute individuals, elderly persons without familial support, disabled individuals, and tribal 

communities in remote areas. This dual structure aims to balance broad coverage with targeted support for 

extreme vulnerability. 

Eligible PHH households receive 5 kg of food grains per person monthly at subsidized rates (₹3/kg for rice, 

₹2/kg for wheat, ₹1/kg for coarse grains), while AAY households receive 35 kg per family monthly irrespective 

of household size. These provisions aim to mitigate calorie deficits and stabilize food access for 813.5 million 

Indians, as per the 2011 Census. However, implementation challenges persist. For instance, the exclusion of 

migrant workers [29] in urban centers like Delhi who lack local ration cards highlights gaps in portability 
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and targeting. Studies note that 23% of Delhi’s slum [30] households remain excluded from PHH/AAY lists 

due to outdated socio-economic data, underscoring systemic inefficiencies. 

The NFSA’s reliance on the Public Distribution System (PDS) [31] as its delivery mechanism has also drawn 

scrutiny. While the Act mandates reforms like digitized ration cards and biometric authentication, leakages 

[32] remain significant: a 2020 audit found 12% of subsidized grains in Delhi were diverted to black markets. 

Apart from that, the cereal-based [33] approach overlooks nutritional variety, with complementarity schemes 

offering pulses or oil to only 1.7% of NFSA recipients residing in urban regions. Critics claim that this dilutes 

the Act's ability to correct micronutrient imbalance, especially among children and women. 

2.1 Demographic Variables and Eligibility Criteria 

Demographic factors are of utmost importance in deciding entitlement criteria under the National Food 

Security Act (NFSA) 2013, allowing for the provision of support to the most vulnerable to food insecurity. 

Age is an overwhelmingly important consideration, with families headed by older persons or with large 

numbers of dependent children frequently facing serious challenges in accessing appropriate nutrition. Older 

persons who live alone or without the support of kin typically have lower incomes and mobility, exacerbating 

their issues in accessing subsidized food or navigating bureaucratic barriers. Similarly, families with large 

numbers of children have higher nutritional needs and are more susceptible to becoming malnourished, 

especially in poorer settings. In response to these vulnerabilities, the NFSA functions in conjunction with 

programs like the Integrated Child Development Services (ICDS) and the Mid-Day Meal Scheme (MDMS) 

to provide supplementary nutrition and prepared meals for children, and thereby to their short-term health 

alongside long-term development. 

Marital status also plays an important determinant role, with widow-headed and single women's households 

generally experiencing economic and social disadvantage. Such women can be priced out by exclusionary 

barriers like limited job opportunities, social stigma, or exclusion from government assistance due to lack of 

proper documentation. The NFSA itself tries to provide priority to such households, but practical 

exclusionary barriers can still keep them out of receiving their entitlements. Research indicates that such 

households tend to be underrepresented in the beneficiary group, indicating the imperatives of better 

outreach and support to achieve gender balance and nutritional security. Household size, with the number 

of children being a critical determinant, also influences entitlement to nutritional support. Larger households 

are eligible for increased benefits under schemes like ICDS and MDMS, which are vital in breaking 

malnutrition cycles and improving children's educational performance from disadvantaged backgrounds. 

Education, and more so literacy, is another determinant factor. Low-literacy-rate households may be unaware 

of their entitlements or unable to complete the necessary paperwork, leading to unintentional exclusion from 

the NFSA. Targeted information campaigns and streamlined procedures are necessary to bring in all eligible 

families. 

Finally, income remains the sole test for NFSA qualification. Fixed or stagnant poverty rates are likely to miss 

deserving families, as well as ineligible families on the rolls. Regularly updated income tests and more flexible 

criteria are needed to ensure that assistance is reaching those who need it most, especially in fast-growing 

urban areas. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

3.1 Data Sources and Collection 

Demographic empirical data for Delhi residents were obtained from recent household surveys of nine NCT 

of Delhi districts as mentioned on NFSA-Delhi website. Data were structured at household level through a 

questionnaire of twenty-two questions, involving variables such as age, gender, marital status, children, 

education, and income. 

3.2 Analytical Framework 

The selected sample size of 460/443 respondents have been determined on the basis of standard statistical 

criteria for determining sufficient sample sizes. The number is a reasonable compromise between ensuring 
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statistical precision and accommodating the study's practical constraints. As such, the research findings on 

food security and the role of the National Food Security Act (NFSA) in Delhi can be deemed to be accurate 

and representative, lending legitimacy to the findings of the study. In conducting this study, a mixed doctrinal 

and empirical methodology has been adopted. The researcher has conducted library-based research through 

the use of both primary and secondary sources related to the subject matter. Including an overview of 

textbooks, reference books, and writings of experts in the subject matter at hand. 

3.3 Mapping Demographic Variables to NFSA Criteria 

Across all nine districts of Delhi, the research involved surveying 460 households based on important 

demographic factors such as age, family size, income, and education levels. Out of these 443 were found to 

be usable. These detailed household profiles were then matched with information about who qualified for 

and who actually received NFSA benefits. This comparison helped highlight specific communities and 

neighborhoods where vulnerable groups might be missing out on the support they need, allowing the study 

to identify gaps in coverage and areas that require more focused attention. 

Implementation Assessment Using Demographic Analysis 

Table 1. District wise Distribution of Beneficiaries/Respondents 

S. No. Districts Total Collected Total Relevant 

1 Central 51 50 

2 East 50 47 

3 New Delhi 50 50 

4 North 50 49 

5 North East 59 59 

6 North West 50 41 

7 South 50 49 

8 South West 50 50 

9 West 50 48 

 
Total 460 443 

Source: Empirical Data collection by the Author through field survey of Households and FPSs 

4.1 Age Distribution Analysis 

Analysis revealed that elderly-headed households and those with high child dependency were 

underrepresented among NFSA beneficiaries, despite being at higher risk of food insecurity. This indicates 

gaps in identification and outreach. 

Table 2. Age wise Distribution of Beneficiaries/Respondents 

S. 

No. 

Districts Between 18 

to 30 years 

Between 31 

to 45 years 

Between 45 

to 60 years 

Above 

years 

60 Total 

1 Central 0 25 22 3 
 

50 

2 East 6 22 9 10 
 

47 
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3 New Delhi 23 21 5 1 50 

4 North 12 26 10 1 49 

5 North East 23 25 9 2 59 

6 North West 4 17 18 2 41 

7 South 0 12 23 14 49 

8 South West 10 18 7 15 50 

9 West 9 16 16 7 48 

 
Total 87 182 119 55 443 

 
Percentage 19.63 41.08 26.86 12.41 100 

Source: Empirical Data collection by the Author through field survey of Households and FPSs 

4.2 Marital Status and Vulnerability 

Widow-headed and single women households were found to be less likely to receive benefits, particularly 

when intersecting with low income and low education levels. This points to systemic barriers in 

documentation and social stigma. 

Table 6.5 Marital Status of Beneficiaries/Respondents 

S. 

No. 

Districts Married Un-Married Widower/Wid 

ow 

Total 

1 Central 50 0 0 50 

2 East 47 0 0 47 

3 New Delhi 48 2 0 50 

4 North 49 0 0 49 

5 North East 52 7 0 59 

6 North West 41 0 0 41 

7 South 47 0 2 49 

8 South West 48 1 1 50 

9 West 46 1 1 48 

 
Total 428 11 4 443 

 
Percentage 96.61 2.48 0.90 100 

Source: Empirical Data collection by the Author through field survey of Households and FPSs 

4.3 Educational Attainment and Targeting 
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Households with lower literacy rates faced higher exclusion errors, often due to lack of awareness or inability 

to navigate bureaucratic processes. There was a strong correlation between education, income, and accurate 

targeting. 

Table 6.8 Educational Background of Beneficiaries/Respondents 

S. 

No. 

Districts Below 

Matriculatio 

n 

Matriculatio 

n 

10+2 Graduate Total 

1 Central 14 15 14 7 50 

2 East 23 13 3 8 47 

3 New Delhi 12 30 1 7 50 

4 North 2 20 6 21 49 

5 North East 11 16 13 19 59 

6 North West 10 21 8 2 41 

7 South 18 13 11 7 49 

8 South West 10 27 12 1 50 

9 West 29 13 6 0 48 

 
Total 129 168 74 72 443 

 
Percentage 29.11 37.92 16.70 16.25 100 

Source: Empirical Data collection by the Author through field survey of Households and FPSs 

4.4 Income Distribution and Targeting Efficiency 

Income analysis showed that while the poorest households were generally covered, a significant number of 

near-poor and newly poor households were excluded due to outdated income assessments. Inclusion errors 

were also observed, with some non-poor households receiving benefits. 

Table 6.7 Income slab per annum of Beneficiaries/Respondents 

S. 

No 

. 

Districts Ten 

thousand 

or less 

Ten 

thousand 

to twenty 

thousand 

Twenty 

thousand 

to thirty 

thousand 

Thirty 

thousand 

or more 

Total Total 

Collected 

1 Central 21 16 12 1 50 50 

2 East 29 9 2 7 47 47 

3 New Delhi 42 0 1 7 50 50 

4 North 15 16 1 14 46 49 

5 North East 42 1 0 16 59 59 
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6 North West 33 5 2 1 41 41 

7 South 21 15 8 5 49 49 

8 South West 34 16 0 0 50 50 

9 West 33 15 0 0 48 48 

 
Total 270 93 26 51 440 443 

 
Percentage 60.94 20.99 5.86 11.51 99.32 100 

Source: Empirical Data collection by the Author through field survey of Households and FPSs 

Systemic Defects and Implementation Challenges 

The National Food Security Act (NFSA) 2013 [34] has faced several deep-rooted challenges that have limited 

its ability to fully achieve its goals. One of the most significant problems has been accurately identifying who 

should receive benefits. Many states continue to use old and inflexible lists to determine eligibility, which 

means that families who genuinely need support are sometimes left out, while others who are no longer in 

need still receive assistance. This lack of regular updates and the use of varying selection criteria from state to 

state particularly disadvantaged groups like migrants and informal sector workers, who are often overlooked 

by the system. Another major obstacle is the presence of corruption and inefficiency [35] within the food 

distribution process. There have been frequent reports of subsidized grains being siphoned off or diverted 

before they reach the intended recipients. Those without social or political influence such as the poor, 

widows, or marginalized communities [36] often face extra hurdles in accessing their rations. Instances of 

bribery or favoritism in both the issuing of ration cards [37] and the actual delivery of food further erode 

public confidence and limit the Act’s reach to those who need it most. 

The NFSA's financial pressures also test its viability. Sharing subsidized food with so many people places huge 

pressures on the public finances. With stretched resources, there is a danger that the quality and quantity of 

support to the most in need will be cut back, particularly in times of economic uncertainty or austerity. 

Administrative complexity is another level of complexity. Most regions, especially the fast-growing cities, lack 

infrastructure, budgets, and trained staff to implement the program successfully. All these shortcomings have 

the potential to cause delay, uneven coverage, and monitoring and complaint redressal problems, especially 

in high-turnover slums or areas. Lastly, the Act's emphasis on distribution of [38] mainly rice and wheat has 

limited the program's scope to improving overall nutrition. By focusing mainly on cereals and leaving out 

other important foods like pulses, proteins, and micronutrient-dense foods, the NFSA is not treating the 

malnutrition problem in a holistic manner. This is especially a problem for children, pregnant women, and 

new mothers, who require a more diversified and balanced diet. Most experts believe that broadening the 

food basket to include a greater diversity of nutritious foods would make the program more effective in 

improving public health. 

Data-Driven Conclusions and Policy Recommendations 

6.1 Strengthening Targeting Through Intersectional Analysis 

Operate a more sophisticated scoring system that takes into account several demographic factors such as age, 

gender, education level, and income in order to identify such households that are multiple layers of 

vulnerability, e.g., older women with low literacy, and prioritize them better. 

6.2 Refining Eligibility Criteria to the Regional Setting 

Realign the eligibility criteria to Delhi's own socio-economic reality, such as being able to address the needs 

of the informal sector workers and slum residents. This will avoid excluding transitory populations as well as 

those who lack formal documentation. 

6.3 Managing Gender and Generational Vulnerabilities 
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Increase assistance to single women and child-headed families by giving them proportionate special quotas, 

giving rations in accordance with child-rearing requirements, and linking beneficiaries with vocational 

training and skill development schemes. 

6.4 Updating Current Beneficiary Records 

Conduct demographic censuses every few years in order to update the lists of beneficiaries so that changes 

resulting from migration, changes in work, or health emergencies that may impact the economic status of a 

household are recorded. 

6.5 Integrating Complementary Social Programs 

Pair food assistance with programs that promote adult education and job creation, addressing the causes of 

poverty and long-term food security instead of simply distributing grain. 

 

CONCLUSION 

Overall, this study highlights the fact that while the National Food Security Act has made tremendous 

progress in eliminating hunger in Delhi, its effects are weakened by widespread gaps in targeting and reaching 

the city's most vulnerable. The evidence indicates that older citizens, single women, and households with 

poor literacy abilities are often not reached, in part due to rigid eligibility standards and outdated beneficiary 

rolls. To effectively achieve the NFSA's vision of inclusive food security, it is necessary to move away from a 

one-size-fits-all approach and instead seek flexible, data-based strategies that respond to Delhi's dynamic social 

and economic realities. Regular updates to beneficiary records, region-level eligibility assessments, and the 

integration of food assistance with education and employment initiatives will help to close current gaps and 

ensure that relief reaches those most in need. Ultimately, a more flexible and integrated strategy must be 

pursued to move the NFSA away from a thin safety net and towards a robust platform for long-term food and 

nutritional security in Delhi. 
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