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THE LIFT LINE

A safety net that stops at the state border is no net at all for the worker who crosses that border to survive;

India’s food-security architecture was built for people who stay put, in an economy that increasingly forces

them to move.

WHY THIS EDITORIAL MATTERS FOR YOUR EXAM

This editorial sits at the intersection of hunger, migration and welfare delivery, a combination that lets you
write across two GS papers with one fact set. UPSC values candidates who can connect an income shock at the

household level to the design of a national scheme.

GS Paper 2: Welfare schemes for vulnerable sections; issues relating to poverty and hunger; mechanisms,

laws and institutions for the protection of vulnerable sections; government policies and interventions.

GS Paper 3: Food security; public distribution system, objectives, functioning, limitations and revamping;

issues of buffer stocks; inclusive growth and employment.

BACKGROUND AND CONTEXT

India runs one of the world’s largest food-security systems. The National Food Security Act (NFSA),
2013 entitles roughly two-thirds of the population to subsidised grain through the Public Distribution
System (PDS) at fair price shops. Alongside sit MGNREGA, a rural wage-employment guarantee, and cash

and nutrition schemes.

But the architecture assumes a settled beneficiary. India has an estimated 450 to 500 million internal
migrants; a construction worker who moves from Odisha to Maharashtra historically had to return home to

collect rations or lose them. Income shocks, a failed harvest, a lost gig, an illness, are precisely what push such
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households below the food line and out onto the road in distress migration.

The policy answer has bgj&? rtiﬁérﬁrﬁéfﬁlat%ﬁrbwé eﬁt‘iﬁ%%ﬁ?‘&%ﬁf&ﬁﬁ gcﬁéi%%ﬁaunched in pilot in

August 2019, which decouples the ration entitlement (https://ujiyari.com/vocab/entitlement/) from a fixed shop.

Using Aadhaar-based biometric authentication on e-PoS devices, a beneficiary can draw grain from any fair

price shop anywhere in India. It is a genuine advance, but it inherits the gaps of the system it rides on.

THE CORE ARGUMENT / ISSUE

The central argument: portability (https://ujiyari.com/vocab/portability/) of benefits, not just their
existence, is what protects the poor in a mobile economy. An entitlement fixed to a place fails the

person who must leave that place to earn.

The income-shock to food-insecurity chain

A shock cuts income; a poor household with no buffer cuts food first, in quantity and in nutritional quality. If
the shock persists, an earner migrates in search of work, often to informal, insecure jobs. At destination,
without portable entitlements, the household is doubly exposed: new to the city, off the local welfare rolls, and

cut off from home entitlements.

Where the net still tears

GAP WHY IT EXCLUDES THE VULNERABLE

No NFSA card ONORC only works if you are already enrolled; the newly poor and quota-
excluded fall through

Stale 2011 Census quotas State entitlements capped on old population data leave many uncovered

Biometric/connectivity failure Authentication errors and poor networks deny grain at the point of sale

MGNREGA is location-bound Rural, home-state work guarantee does not travel with the migrant to the city

No urban employment The distress migrant at destination has no wage-safety floor

guarantee

The counter-view and its limits

Some argue universalising and fully porting benefits invites duplication, leakage and fiscal strain, and that
targeting must stay tight. The rejoinder: exclusion errors (denying a hungry person) are ethically and socially
costlier than inclusion errors, and digitisation now makes leakage-control and portability compatible rather

than opposed.
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HOW TO THINK ABOUT THIS (ANALYTICAL FRAME)

The frame is entitlement versus access. Having a right on paper (an entitlement) is not the same as being
able to exercise it where you are (access). Migration is the stress test that separates the two: a beneficiary with
avalid card but no way to use it 1,000 km from home has an entitlement without access. Good welfare design
closes that gap by making benefits person-linked and portable rather than place-linked. Ask of any scheme:

does it travel with the beneficiary, or does the beneficiary have to travel back to it?

THE DIAGRAM IN WORDS

Income shock (bad harvest, lost gig, illness) -> household cuts food quantity and
quality (food insecurity) -> earner migrates for work (distress migration) -> at
destination: new, informal, off local rolls -> if benefits are place-linked (old PDS,
MGNREGA at home): entitlement without access -> if benefits are portable (ONORC,

universal enrolment, urban work): protection travels with the person -> food and income

security through the shock.

WAY FORWARD

o Universalise enrolment, then port it. Move toward saturation (https://ujiyari.com/vocab/saturation/)

NFSA coverage and update quotas beyond 2011 Census data so ONORC has someone to serve; make

Aadhaar-seeded cards fully portable by default.

© Harden the last mile. Fix e-PoS reliability and connectivity, and keep manual/override fallbacks

so biometric failure never means an empty plate.

© Extend the wage floor to migrants. Pilot an urban employment guarantee and make

MGNREGA works accessible at destination for those who need them.

O Track and register migrants. Operationalise a national migrant-worker database and inter-state

coordination so entitlements, health and nutrition follow the worker.

> Nutrition, not just calories. Widen the portable basket beyond grain to pulses, oils and fortified

foods to address the quality dimension of food insecurity.

PYQ LINKAGE AND PRACTICE

UPSC has asked on the PDS and its reform, on food security and buffer stocks, on the challenges of internal

migration, and on the design of welfare delivery. The live angle is portability, linking the income-shock-to-
migration chain with the ONORC redesign of the PDS.
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Practice Mains question (GS2/GS3, 250 words, 15 marks): “For an economy on the move, welfare

must move too.” Examine how income shogks drive food insecurity and distresssmigration among vulnerable
households, and assess whether One Nation One Ration Card, alongside NFSA, PDS and MGNREGA,

adequately protects internal migrants. Suggest reforms.

Sources: Down To Earth (https://www.downtoearth.org.in)

Source: Hunger on the Move: Income Shocks, Migration and Portable Safety Nets — Ujiyari.com | Free UPSC &
State PCS Editorial Analysis
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