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India’s huge population, its density, and very large numbers of poor present an extraordinary 
challenge for the country’s COVID-19 response, and the Indian government imposed the largest 
lockdown in history: 1.3 billion people ordered to shelter in place for 21 days as a part of “lock-
down 1.0” which began March 25. Even China, where the disease originated, ordered a total lock-
down in just one area, Hubei Province (while imposing other restrictions throughout the country). 
Implementing a lockdown in a country of India’s size has been socially, economically, institutionally, 
and politically very demanding and disproportionately affects the poor, daily wage earners, and other 
marginalized groups.

Thus COVID-19 exposes a harsh reality: an inadequate and uneven safety net may leave many from 
these economically vulnerable groups without access to food and other services. This struggle is 
particularly acute for large numbers of informal sector workers — including self-employed, subcon-
tracted laborers, small farmers, and landless workers. India’s informal sector employs 303 million; the 
workforces of Uttar Pradesh and Bihar states are more than 80% informal, while even in advanced 
states like Maharashtra, that share is 70%. COVID-19 may push this group and their families into tran-
sient poverty.

The nature of the COVID-19 pandemic is unique. Shutting down many business operations, which 
leaves people without work, is an integral part of efforts to “flatten the curve” of disease progression. 
Laid-off workers, particularly daily wage workers who are largely seasonal migrants, will struggle to 
find employment even as the lockdown eases. Some 9 million workers are estimated to move annu-
ally, though their total number was as high as 139 million in 2011. Coronavirus-related layoffs will dis-
proportionately hit service workers in low-paying jobs as restaurants, malls, cafes, and shops shut 
their doors indefinitely.

For informal sector workers and rural poor, missing even a day’s earnings can make it difficult to buy 
basic food items, and joblessness extended over several days can mean economic ruin. As India wit-
nesses large-scale reverse migration, with desperate migrants leaving cities amid lockdown and 
walking hundreds of miles toward their home villages, the prospect of economic devastation and a 
growing population of rural poor — internal COVID-19 refugees — looms large.

Yet compared to those of other countries at a similar income level, India’s social safety net is exten-
sive. An elaborate array of programs exists to assist the poor, including the world’s largest food-
based social program, the Public Distribution System (PDS), covering 800 million people. To respond 
quickly, India is utilizing these existing schemes and reshaping them to address the unique challenges 
of COVID-19.
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The food-based safety net and COVID-19

On March 26, the government announced a $22.6 billion relief package with a major food compo-
nent. PDS has played a key role, providing 5 kg of either rice or wheat and 1 kg of preferred pulses 
per month free, offered in two installments. (This is in addition to the preexisting entitlement of 5 kg 
of low-cost wheat/rice per person per month.) The relief package cereal allotment should meet most 
families’ cereal requirements, but the pulses allocation is likely inadequate, given that per month con-
sumption is 4 to 5 kg. Several states, meanwhile, have announced their own relief packages (Table 1). 
Supplying these relief efforts should not be a problem. Rice, wheat, and pulses stocks are adequate 
to feed the country for now, and the harvest of rabi crops is around the corner. This emergency food 
support is happening at a propitious time.

Implementation challenges

Implementing the relief package is fraught with challenges that must be addressed, or the entire 
effort could be undermined:

• PDS coverage in urban areas is low (about 50%), thus leaving out many urban poor. In response to 
the pandemic, responsible agencies should quickly expand the list of eligible households. If neces-
sary, the broader coverage could be rolled back after COVID-19 subsides. In the initial phase of the 
lockdown, only the Delhi government had announced that people without ration cards could also 
get rations. The central government made a similar announcement of free distribution of 5 kg each 
of wheat and rice and 1 kg of pulses per family to 80 million migrant workers without ration cards 
almost a month and a half following the first lockdown. Bihar announced use of direct cash trans-
fers, depositing funds to the bank accounts of ration-card holders.

• With commodity prices expected to rise, and the small amount of pulses in the relief package, 
ensuring access to adequate diets is problematic. Indeed, some states are offering a food kit via 
PDS (see Table 1 for food kit intervention).

• Given the stresses of the emergency, there is a high likelihood the program will have both exclu-
sion and inclusion errors.

• PDS ration cards are neither portable across locations nor can rations be divided to allow fam-
ily members to pick up portions at different locations; this makes them potentially useless for sea-
sonal migrant laborers. The government’s new One Nation, One Ration Card (ONORC) program 
will be rolled out in all states and Union Territories only by March 2021. Even if implemented then, 
the program has no provision for divisibility.

• Food quality, not just quantity, must be maintained. India’s supply chain must gear up to deal with 
the transportation, storage, and distribution of large volumes of food in short timeframes during 
the lockdown to avoid spoilage and contamination.

• The extra grains pumped into the system are likely to depress prices; in the long run this 
may affect small farmers and small businesses — another impact on those most vulnerable to 
COVID-19 restrictions.
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table 1 State governments’ food-based relief measures during COVID-19 lockdown 

STATES TOTAL BENEFICIARIES
SUBSIDY/

FREE QUANTITY (PER MONTH)
DURATION 
(MONTHS)

INSTALL-
MENTS ADDITIONAL INFORMATION

Kerala NFSA ration-card holders/people 
under quarantine/passengers 
stranded in the state 

Free  
(canteen 

meals 
subsidized)

BPL families to get 30 kg of rice along with 
the kit/ those entitled to 2 kg of rice will 
get free 15 kg rice/hh & food kit (sunflower 
oil - 1 kg; coconut oil - 1/2 kg; salt - 1 kg; 
wheat flour - 2kg; rava - 1 kg; green gram - 
1 kg; black chana - 1 kg; tur dal - 1/4 kg; 
mustard - 100 gm; fenugreek - 100 gm; 
coriander - 100 gm; urad dal - 1 kg; chilli 
powder - 100 gm; sugar - 1 kg; tea - 250 gm)

1 1,000 food canteens for subsidized meals at Rs. 20. Open com-
munity kitchen to be formed at the panchayat level will operate 
across the state: a telephone number will be given for people to 
reach out and ask for food. Passengers stranded in the state will 
be given special accommodation and food. 

Dealer may introduce a token system to avoid crowding of card 
holders. Volunteers and ward members may be needed help in 
door delivery of grains for the elderly and bed-ridden who are 
unable to reach the retail outlets.

Delhi 7.2 million (including people with-
out ration cards who need to apply 
online and rations to be disbursed 
on that basis)

Free NSFA ration with 50% more quantity 
(7.5 kg rice/wheat instead of 5 kg)

1 Lunch and dinner free for night shelters.

Haryana NFSA ration-card holders Free NFSA wheat & rice,* mustard oil & 1 kg 
sugar/hh 

1 Doorstep delivery. The state Food Supplies Department has 
issued a list of 22 items under the PDS, adding masks, sanitizers, 
and gloves (no information on the list of items).

Uttar 
Pradesh

16.5 million construction workers, 
AAY card holders (poorest), desti-
tute old-age pension holders, PWD 
pensioners, daily wage laborers

Free 20 kg wheat/hh & 10 kg rice/hh 2 Door-to-door delivery of essential commodities apart from the 
e-commerce companies and supermarkets that will use their 
own workforce for the home delivery of essentials; community 
kitchens to distribute food packets to the poor; mobile vans, 
e-rickshaws, thelas (carts), and other vehicles being arranged in 
various districts for door-to-door delivery of essential items.

Karnataka 38.3 million Free 5 kg rice & 2 kg wheat per person 2 1 (April)

Andhra 
Pradesh

14.2 million (beneficiaries already 
identified under the YSRCP last year)

Free 1 kg tur dal, 4 kg rice per person, oil & salt 1 Doorstep delivery by village and ward volunteers.

Telangana 8.75 million white ration-card hold-
ers, BPL, unorganized sector (ben-
eficiaries were chosen based on a 
“comprehensive household survey” 
held last year)

Free 12 kg rice/person  
(double the monthly supply)

1

Bihar 16.8 million Free NFSA wheat & rice* 1 In addition to food grains, Rs. 1000 DBT for food to 1.8 million 
ration-card-holding households.

Rs. 1,000 DBT to state residents stranded outside Bihar (about 
0.2 million people) because of the lockdown.

Maharashtra NFSA ration-card holders Free 5 kg wheat & rice 1
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STATES TOTAL BENEFICIARIES
SUBSIDY/

FREE QUANTITY (PER MONTH)
DURATION 
(MONTHS)

INSTALL-
MENTS ADDITIONAL INFORMATION

Tamil Nadu NFSA ration-card holders Free 15 kg rice, 1 kg dal & 1 kg cooking oil/hh 1 Through token system at an appointed day and time. Tamil Nadu 
follows Universal Public Distribution System.

Punjab 1 million (daily wagers and laborers) Free 10 kg wheat, 2 kg dal & 2 kg sugar 1 Doorstep delivery.

NFSA beneficiaries can collect 6 months advance ration at one go.

West 
Bengal

79 million Free 5 kg rice & 5 kg wheat per person 6

Jharkhand  NFSA ration-card holders Free 2 months ration in advance 2 1 (April) 600 dal bhat Kendra (Rice-dal centres), 2,000 food kits (2 kg 
crushed rice, 1/2 kg jaggery, 1/2 kg gram).

Rajasthan 48 million NFSA ration-card holders Free Wheat 2 PDS food grains distribution will be carried out in phased man-
ner to prevent crowding at these shops. Distribution of ration 
packs (wheat, pulses, rice, oil, and other essential commodities 
for urban poor not included in NFSA list).

Chhattisgarh NFSA ration-card holders, disabled, 
single destitute, and Annapurna 
ration-card holders 

Free NFSA rice 2

Gujarat 6 million Free 3.5 kg wheat/person, 1.5 kg rice/person, 
1 kg pulses/hh, 1 kg sugar/hh, 1 kg salt/hh

1 Distribution will be carried out in phased manner to prevent 
crowding at these shops.

Jammu and 
Kashmir

0.16 million NFSA ration-card holders Free NFSA rice and wheat 2 1 (April) Doorstep delivery of PDS ration and other essential 
commodities.

Odisha 32.6 million NFSA ration-card hold-
ers and 0.45 million State Food 
Security Scheme beneficiaries

Free 3 kg rice, 2 kg wheat/person, oil 3 Three months of PDS food grains without any biometric verifica-
tion. Doorstep delivery for elderly.

Uttarakhand 2.3 million Free  NFSA wheat & rice* 3

Mizoram NFSA ration-card holders Free  NFSA wheat & rice* 1

Manipur NFSA card holders Free 3 kg rice, 2 kg wheat/person 1

Source: Authors’ compilation from newspaper sources through March 28, 2020.

Note: *National Food Security Act (NFSA) wheat & rice: the total quantity to be distributed per month is unclear, though the center has directed the states to allow beneficiaries to pick up 6 months’ rations 
at one go. The center has also announced that the monthly quota of subsidized foodgrains is to be increased by 2 kg to 7 kg per person (earlier it was 5 kg per person) through ration shops for 80 crore 
NFSA beneficiaries. Across most of the states, there is no clarity on eligibility list of the beneficiaries. AAY/BPL/APL = Antyodaya Anna Yojana (poorest of the poor)/Below Poverty Line/Above Poverty Line. 
YSRCP = Youth, Labour and Farmers Congress Party. 
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The way forward: Getting markets to function

Past experience shows that states with more universalized coverage have lower leakages and better 
success at reaching the poor. The current COVID-19 context suggests that a universal transfer may be 
at least as effective or better than targeted transfers, as the crisis is likely to create a vast new pool of 
near-poor or poor households.

While social safety nets are needed, and critical to ensure food security, they cannot supersede the 
market, even now. Food demand comprises a variety of food products, and only cereals and some 
pulses are to be provided via the PDS. Many other essential commodities including edible oil, sugar, 
milk, salt, and pulses are needed. In addition, even if a household gets wheat, if the local millers who 
convert it into flour are not working, the benefit might prove useless.

The government should ensure markets keep functioning, especially by safeguarding against price 
gouging. The lockdown has left millions of small farmers vulnerable; they are depending on supply-
ing fresh produce and on returns from the impending rabi harvest. Many wholesale markets (agri-
cultural produce market committees or APMCs) initially shut down and are just beginning to open 
partially; many traders have been unwilling to operate, fearing infection.

It is imperative now that food move seamlessly across state borders, which can happen only if the 
states work together. However, the interstate transport of goods faces many problems. Truck drivers 
are being frisked at lockdown checkpoints, and casual laborers for loading and unloading are in short 
supply. In many cases, farm products are not reaching the mills. Even before the lockdown, millers 
had started depleting stocks of raw materials. As the wheat harvest is imminent, uncertainty looms for 
both farmers and traders on the status of the government’s wheat procurement operations.

Disbursing aggregately, that is, providing several months’ rations at once, could be the preferred 
mode from a social-distancing perspective. Similarly, doorstep delivery will help minimize exposure, 
particularly for high-risk groups such as the elderly. To the degree that the movement of food may 
spread the disease, moving to direct cash transfers may have public health benefits. Cash transfers 
may also have multiplier effects on the economy and thus provide a source of much-needed stimulus 
(Handa et al. 2018 or Egger et al. 2019).

The food relief program can also be used as a medium to communicate key messages about the epi-
demic, including on social distancing and other public health and safety measures. COVID-19 may 
be with us for a year or more; India’s relief package is only the beginning. Going forward, the govern-
ment needs a contingency plan focusing on how much, and for what length of time, the food system 
can continue to supply the social safety net in its current configuration. The lives and livelihoods of 
hundreds of millions depend on it.
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