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FOREWORD 
 

The National Food Security Act, 2013, aims to provide food and nutritional security in India 

through making the right to food a legal entitlement. The responsibility of providing óadequate 

quantity of quality food at affordable prices to peopleô as spelt out in the Act, is carried out 

through the Midday Meal Scheme, Integrated Child Development Services scheme, and Public 

Distribution System (PDS). These schemes have nationwide reach. For large sections of people 

across the country in conditions of poverty and insecure work, they enable the family to subsist 

and survive.  

 

The central, state and local administrations have specific responsibilities in implementing these 

schemes. For the PDS, these obligations are established for foodgrain provisioning till  it 

reaches the (ration) cardholder through the Fair Price Shops in the neighbourhood. The PDS 

is, however, known to be riddled with problems including those of poor quality or inadequate 

foodgrains, pilferage at different stages in the supply chain, and lack of transparency in the 

transactions between the ration shopkeeper and cardholder. Although a system of grievance 

redressal is in place, people may be unaware of it, or lack faith in its potential to change 

practices at the ration shop level. It is therefore significant that Chapter XI  of the Act details 

the mechanisms for ensuring transparency and accountability for the programme. It stipulates 

that periodic social audits of the schemes under NFSA are to be conducted, with the state 

governments taking action on the findings of these audits.  

 

As a beginning with regard to the NFSA, the Department of Civil  Supplies, Government of 

Kerala, invited Tata Institute of Social Sciences to conduct a pilot social audit of the 

functioning of Fair Price Shops. The insights from this exercise are expected to lead to chalking 

out of a clear plan and methodology for state-wide social audit of the NFSA schemes. This 

social audit, conducted systematically by Dr. Jyothi Krishnan, Senior Consultant, and a team 

of field level social auditors, working closely with the Social Audit Unit in the state, lays out 

the methodology for future social audits of NFSA. Its process highlights the educative potential 

of social audits, while the findings are evidence of the importance of institutionalised local 

level vigilance and monitoring of social service provision. 

 

The Tata Institute of Social Sciences is glad to have had this opportunity to contribute to this 

exercise of strengthening grassroots democracy.  

 

Mouleshri Vyas 

Professor  

Tata Institute of Social Sciences, Mumbai 

2019 
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Executive Summary  
 

The National Food Security Act was passed in 2013. The Act seeks to make the right to food 

a legal entitlement, by providing foodgrains at subsidised prices to eligible households, with 

state governments entrusted with the responsibility of identifying eligible households. The 

existing Targeted Public Distribution System has been used to deliver foodgrains. The NFSA 

is anchored on the principle of citizen entitlements. The Act streamlines processes related to 

distribution of foodgrains at the ration shop, the point at which cardholders access their 

entitlements. It also streamlines all other back end processes related to the flow of foodgrains 

from the central depots to the state depots and finally to the ration shop. Being citizen-centred, 

the Act lays strong emphasis on measures related to grievance redressal, social audits, 

transparency and accountability. The effectiveness of these measures is dependent on a 

functional grievance redressal mechanism, periodic conduct of social audits and feeding in of 

social audit findings into implementation, periodic inspections and actively functioning 

Vigilance Committees along with widespread citizen education about the entitlements 

guaranteed under the Act. This would re-establish the Fair Price Shop as a site of public service 

delivery, where citizens access their legal entitlements.  

The Pilot Social Audit of NFSA was conducted by the Tata Institute of Social Sciences, 

Mumbai for the Department of Civil  Supplies, Government of Kerala. The objective was to 

demonstrate the conduct of a social audit of the NFSA and to develop a methodology specific 

to the Kerala context.  

The pilot audit helped to identify existing problems with regard to distribution of foodgrains at 

the Fair Price Shop level. While the Electronic Point Of Sale system is functioning reasonably 

well barring a few issues of failed biometric authentication, the audit revealed ways in which 

foodgrain diversion is possible despite complete digitisation. The audit was able to identify 

measures that need to be taken to strengthen transparency and accountability. These include 

ongoing citizen education programmes focussed on awareness of category specific 

entitlements and functioning of the EPOS system, regular inspections of the weighing and 

billing process at fair price shops, conduct of grievance redressal drives and grievance redress 

hearings, putting in place effective grievance redressal mechanisms, setting up and 

strengthening of Vigilance and Monitoring Committees, regular inspections of foodgrain 
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quality, conduct of public weighing exercises and periodic conduct of social audits. The 

findings of the social audit need to be continuously fed into the Public Distribution System in 

order to bring about continuous improvements. Social audits provide an opportunity to reclaim 

the FPS as a site of public service delivery, ensuring food entitlements to the most deserving.  
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1. Introduction  
 

The ration shop has often been viewed as the poor personôs shop. The Public Distribution 

System (PDS) has rarely been conceived of as an entitlement driven programme. The 

commonplace understanding of the ration shop is one in which inferior quality grains are 

distributed. Consuming óration riceô (ration ari) is often viewed as a symbol of low economic 

status, the general perception being that anybody who is capable of purchasing rice from the 

open market will  not consume poor quality ration rice.  

 

The NFSA attempts to bring about a change in this perception. The Act is centred around the 

entitlements of the citizens. It also makes clear the roles and responsibilities of various 

stakeholders in the process, with specific emphasis on the responsibilities of the Fair Price 

Shop (FPS). The functioning of the fair price shop is in turn monitored by the Vigilance and 

Monitoring Committees and by periodic social audits. While the individual cardholder interacts 

with the state through the FPS, factors related to distribution of food grains from state and 

central godowns to the FPSs also play a role in the realisation of entitlements. Similarly, the 

role of the Department of Civil  Supplies in ensuring that Authorised Ration Dealers (ARDs) 

function as per the mandate of the Act is critical.  

 

At the outset ensuring category wise entitlements in full  quantity and quality on a monthly 

basis is the responsibility of the state. While the state needs to take proactive measures to ensure 

the same, citizens on their part also need to be aware of their entitlements, so that they can 

assert and claim the same. This requires a departure from behavioural patterns that have set in 

firmly. While the ARD needs to view himself as a public service provider, the cardholder needs 

to view herself as a citizen with rights and responsibilities. The new system of commissions 

that are proportionate to the sales at each shop, as well as the category wise system of 

entitlements needs to be internalised by both the ration dealer and the cardholder. Central to 

this understanding is the appreciation of the fact that the entire system is built on public 

subsidies that are intended to arrest malnourishment and food deprivation in the country.  
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The social audit process therefore attempted to enhance citizensô understanding of entitlements 

under the NFSA. This was aimed through one-to-one conversations as a part of house-to-house 

visits, citizen education meetings, dissemination of written information and conduct of public 

events. The following sections detail different aspects of NFSA implementation where the 

citizenôs awareness, assertion and participation play an important role.  

Outline of the Report 
 

The report is structured in six sections. Following this Introduction, Section 2 discusses issues 

related to NFSA implementation in the state. It details the implementation of the Electronic 

Point Of Sale (EPOS) system, identification of eligible households and so on.  

Section 3 discusses the methodology followed in the Pilot Social Audit of NFSA.  

Section 4 details the findings of the house-to-house visits to homes of cardholders, 

supplemented by other observations. 

Section 5 discusses the Public Events conducted as a part of the social audit process.  

Section 6 presents the Recommendations based on the Pilot Social Audit. 

Section 7 presents the Toolkit for the future conduct of Social Audit of NFSA. 
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2. NFSA 2013  
  
The Preamble to the National Food Security Act of 2013 defines the Act as one that aims to 

óprovide for food and nutritional security in human life cycle approach, by ensuring access to 

adequate quantity  of quality food at affordable prices to people to live a life with dignity and 

for matters connected therewith or incidental theretoô.  

The primary objective is to distribute quality food grains to eligible households. Eligible 

households refer to households belonging to the Priority Household category as well as the 

Antyodaya Anna Yojana (AAY) . It also  brings under its ambit the provision of hot cooked 

meals to children in the age group of six months to six years, as well as pregnant women and 

lactating mothers at Anganwadis through the ICDS programme, and to children from the age 

of six to fourteen at schools through the Mid Day Meal Scheme. These schemes, in addition to 

the TPDS aim to provide food and nutritional security through the human life cycle.  

While the percentage of coverage under the Targeted Public Distribution System in rural and 

urban areas is determined by the Central government (upto seventy five per cent of the rural 

population and up to fifty  per cent of the urban population), identification of eligible 

households as per this guideline is undertaken by the state government.    

 

The NFSA gives central focus to entitlements, with households in the priority category having 

the right to receive foodgrains at subsidised prices. Every AAY  household is entitled to 35 

kilograms of food grains per month free of cost. In the case of Priority Households, each 

member is entitled to receive five kilograms of foodgrains per month at subsidised prices 

specified by the state government.  

 

The other notable features of the Act include its emphasis on digital transparency through 

application of information and communication technology tools and end-to-end 

computerisation, leveraging Aadhaar for unique identification of beneficiaries, full  

transparency of records, doorstep delivery of food grains to fair price shops and so on.  

The Act mandates putting in place internal grievance redressal mechanisms as well as 

constitution of the State Food Commission for monitoring and reviewing implementation of 
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the Act. In addition, there is an explicit emphasis on Transparency and Accountability  

measures mandating that TPDS related records be placed in the public domain, and conduct of 

periodic social audits on the functioning of fair price shops as well as constitution of Vigilance 

Committees to regularly supervise implementation of all schemes under the Act.  

 

NFSA implementation in Kerala 
 

Following passing of the NFSA in 2013, the Government of Kerala framed the draft of the 

Rules on 20.1.16 in keeping with Section 40 of the Act. These rules have been subsequently 

revised, with the revised version issued on 16.5.2018. These Rules specify provisions related 

to criteria for inclusion and exclusion of eligible households, grievance redressal mechanisms, 

constitution of the State Food Commission, Vigilance Committees as well as Transparency and 

Accountability  (including social audit) mechanisms.  

Identification of eligible households 

 

The Rules issued by the State government list the eligibility  criteria for identification of eligible 

households. These include being designated as an Asraya family, belonging to the Scheduled 

Tribe community, any member in the household suffering from serious diseases and single 

women headed households. In addition, households having a select set of poverty parameters 

shall be included as per the weightage marks decided by government from time to time. These 

parameters include:  

i) being socially and physically vulnerable (existing BPL families, those suffering from fatal 

diseases, families with elders above 65 years of age, belonging to the SC community) 

ii)  belonging to occupationally vulnerable groups (including those in the unorganised sector) 

iii)  traditional labourers (conventional fishermen, weavers, artisans, potters, goldsmiths, 

barbers, blacksmiths etc. working on a daily wage basis) 

iv) head of household or male head of household is unemployed 

v) landless and homeless residing in óporombokeô 

vi) households living in huts/kutcha houses/ dilapidated houses/houses constructed under 

rehabilitation schemes of the government 

vii)  no secure toilet facility 
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viii)  no drinking water available around an area of 500 ms of the house (100 ms in hilly  areas) 

ix) non electrified houses 

 

It also lists down criteria that would exclude households from being treated as eligible. This 

includes having a regular employment, being an income tax payee, ownership of land of more 

than .40 hectare, in possession of a four wheeler or heavy vehicle, owning a house or flat with 

an area of 1000 sq m or more, any member of household having a gross monthly income of Rs 

25000 and above (these criteria are detailed in the Rules issued by the state government). The 

process of inclusion and exclusion is an ongoing one.  

 

Households other than eligible households come under the category of General/Non-Priority 

households. The number of such households will  be determined by the state government from 

time to time and they will  get entitlements at subsidised prices as may be specified by the 

government from time to time1.    

Ration cardholders in the state of Kerala therefore fall into four categories, each with a distinct 

set of entitlements.  

Categories of Cardholders  

Category Colour of 

the Card 

Entitlement 

AAY  (Antyodaya Anna 

Yojana) 

Yellow Per Card- 30 kg rice + 5 kg wheat+ .5 litre kerosene 

(@Rs 36/litre) + 1 kg sugar (@Rs 21/kg) (No Atta) 

PHH (Priority Household) Pink Per member- 4 kg rice (@Rs 2/kg)+ 1 kg wheat 

(@Rs 2/kg) (No Atta) 

NPS (Non Priority 

Subsidy) 

Blue Per member 2 kg rice (@Rs 4/kg) + Per card- 3 kg 

Atta (@Rs 17 per kg)  

 
1 (G.O. (P) No. 5/2018/F&CSD), page 4 
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NPNS (Non Priority Non 

Subsidy) 

White Per card- 8 kg rice (@Rs 10.9/kg) + 3 kg Atta (@Rs 

17/kg) 

 

 

End-to-end computerisation, EPOS and doorstep delivery 

 

End-to-end computerisation was completed and ration distribution through the EPOS machines 

was initiated in 2018. Door to delivery from interim storages to FPSs was first implemented in 

Kollam in March 2017 and later implemented throughout the state. The nodal agency for 

distribution is Supply Co (the State Civil  Supplies Corporation), which takes the stock from 

FCI and delivers to the FPS. Supply Co replaced the private dealers who used to earlier lift  the 

stock from the state storages and deliver it to the FPS. This transition was not an easy one as 

the private dealers put up stiff resistance.  

 

Ration distribution through the EPOS was first piloted in the Karunagappally Taluk of Kollam 

district. Subsequently, this was taken up in all districts and by the end of 2018, the entire state 

had switched to the EPOS mode.  
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Figure 1: Biometric authentication

 

 

The web portal (epos.kerala.gov.in) to track different aspects of the PDS became functional in 

2018. This allows for tracking shop wise details, number of ration cards in each shop (category 
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wise), total intake and offtake, stock status, individual beneficiary details and the quantity of 

rations availed each month.  

Changing Regime of Commissions to ARDs 

 

The social audit was taken up soon after the new commission policy was introduced by the 

government. Following a long drawn out process of engagement with the ARD dealers, the 

Government introduced the new policy on commissions to the ARDs. Prior to this, ARD 

dealers got Rs 100 as commission for every quintal that was sold. As per the new policy, 

introduced in 2017, a monthly minimum commission of Rs 16000 was assured to all authorised 

ration dealers. A ration dealer who procures foodgrains of 45 quintals or less will  be given 

commission of Rs 220 per quintal and Rs 6100 as financial assistance, amounting to Rs 16000 

per month. For every additional quintal sold, the dealer gets Rs 220 per quintal. In the earlier 

regime, ration dealers selling 45 quintals would get only Rs 4500 as monthly commission as 

compared to the Rs 16000 that they now get. This amounted to a 250% of increase in 

commissions. In order to meet the additional fund requirement the government decided to levy 

Re 1 per kilogram of grain sold to all beneficiaries except AAY  cardholders. This was expected 

to raise Rs 117.4 crores towards the additional expenditure required.  

 

Despite getting this enhanced commission, ration dealers have expressed discontent. What 

remains unsaid during personal conversations is that transactions through the EPOS make it 

difficult for them to divert unsold grain. As per the new system, only if  a beneficiaryôs finger 

print is authenticated via the EPOS machine can their ration be withdrawn from the stock. If  

the beneficiary does not do so, the stock remains unsold. Moreover, once the ration is given, 

an accurate weighing and billing process will  ensure that there is no unsold grain remaining 

with the shopkeeper. This makes illegal diversions difficult. So it was commonplace to listen 

to comments of discontent that the new system would not be beneficial to them. óWe will  not 

be able to move further with this new systemô, óThere is no profit in this new systemô and so 

on.  
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3. Methodology  of Pilot  Social Audit  of NFSA 
 

The Pilot Social Audit of NFSA was undertaken with the aim of developing a methodology for 

the conduct of social audit, as mandated in the Act. While preliminary consultations and field 

level enquiries commenced in 2018, the actual field work was conducted during the months of 

January to June 2019. As the commencement of social audit followed the digitisation of ration 

distribution and sale through the EPOS system, the social audit was also aimed at examining 

the effectiveness of the new system as well as identifying the loopholes in implementation.  

 

The NFSA places the Public Distribution System in a rights-obligations framework. The Act 

clearly defines the individual entitlement of each cardholder. It also positions the fair price 

shop as the site of public service delivery, clearly outlining the responsibilities to be discharged 

at each level of service delivery. The social audit process was aimed at assessing the extent to 

which both right holders and other stakeholders were aware of the entitlement driven nature of 

the Act, as well as the corresponding obligations and responsibilities.  

Selection of ARDs 
 

Following several rounds of discussions with officials from the Civil  Supplies department, it 

was decided to commence the pilot at a fair price shop with a large number of AAY  and PHH 

cardholders. Accordingly ARD No 107 located in Rajaji Nagar in Trivandrum city was 

identified, which had 38 AAY  and 327 PHH cardholders. It serviced many of the residents 

living in the Rajaji Nagar colony (also known as Chengal Choola colony). While conducting 

preliminary house-to-house visits, it was observed that inhabitants of the thickly populated 

Rajaji Nagar colony were serviced by 5 fair price shops in the vicinity. Since citizen education 

and community mobilisation was an objective of the social audit process, it would not have 

been suitable to audit just one ARD and leave out the others. Hence, after joint consultation on 

this matter with department officials, it was decided to conduct a social audit of five ARDs that 

service the area. The ARDs chosen were 107, 77, 114, 116 and 117. Since 114 and 117 were 

subsequently merged into one ARD (ARD 114), the audit was finally conducted in four ARDs, 

viz. ARD Nos. 77, 107, 114 and 116. These four ARDs serviced a total of 2222 beneficiaries, 

of which 1174 belonged to the AAY  and PHH category.  
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Chengal Choola 
 

 

The Chengal Choola colony in which many of the cardholders resided is a low income 

settlement located in the heart of the city.  
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Figure 2  Rajaji  Nagar  Colony 
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Many cardholders also resided in the Poundkulam colony located nearby. The Chengal Choola 

or Rajaji Nagar colony is located on approximately 12 acres of land providing housing to 

approximately 1000 households. This figure could be much higher. The Kerala Housing Board 

and more recently COSTFORD had undertaken house construction programmes. Despite 

providing water connections and toilet facilities, overall sanitation and hygiene continues to 

pose a huge challenge in the area owing to locational specificities. The colony is located in a 

low lying area, by the side of a drainage channel, as a result of which the area is contaminated 

by overflowing sewage during the rains. 

 

Figure 3 The open drainage channel that runs through the colony 

 



21 

 

Figure 4  Open sewage channels within  the colony 

 

Most residents are engaged in the informal sector, with a small percentage employed as 

permanent government employees. The vulnerable economic background of the residents is 

reflected in the fact that a great majority of the households located in the area belong to the 

PHH category. A large number of women are domestic workers in addition to working in 

hotels, as part time sweepers in the Corporation, running tea shops, vegetable and fish vending 

and other odd jobs. The menfolk too were found to be engaged in daily wage work of various 
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kinds- as auto drivers, painting and electrical work, working as salesmen in shops, lottery sales, 

loading and unloading work, running small tea shops in and around the area, vegetable and fish 

vending and so on. A small section of the younger generation had acquired jobs such as 

teaching and in the software sector. A number of tea shops selling tea and snacks including 

breakfast functioned for a few hours within the colony. Morning and evening markets selling 

fish and vegetables functioned in the area, with the sales mostly being undertaken by elderly 

women from the neighbourhood.  

 

Study of the EPOS system 
 

Visits were conducted to Karunagapally Taluk in neighbouring Kollam district where the 

EPOS was first piloted by the Department of Civil  Supplies.  

 

Visits were also conducted to ARDs in Trivandrum to city to understand details of the 

functioning of the EPOS system. The audit team also participated in the training organised by 

the Department for ARD dealers on use of the EPOS system in April  2018.  The FPS dealers 

were just getting familiarised with the new EPOS system.  

 

The EPOS system 

¶ Names of ARD salespersons have to be registered with their Aadhar cards. Only 

registered ARD salespersons can operate the EPOS machines after scanning their 

fingerprints 

¶ The Main Page contains details of the Received Commodities in each ARD, Daily 

Reports of stock with opening and closing balance. 

¶ Once stock is downloaded at the ARD, these details are automatically uploaded on 

the site and visible under the óReceived Commoditiesô tab.  

¶ Ration cardholders without Aadhar and those whose mobile numbers have not been 

linked can access rations through a manual transaction.  

¶ Poor internet connectivity(especially during the monsoons) coupled with power 

failures can disrupt functioning of the EPOS 
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It was observed that the FPS dealers too need to be familiarised with the EPOS website, to 

understand how the operations they undertaken on the EPOS machine get reflected on the 

website. They also need to appreciate how distribution of individual rations corresponds with 

the concept of entitlements assured under the Act. A handbook in Malayalam with instructions 

and terminologies may be given to all ration dealers. These instructions also need to refer to 

the entitlements assured in the Act. Such a handbook could be a speaking book not just about 

the use of the EPOS but also about NFSA entitlements.  

Preliminary Visits to Rajaji Nagar 
 

Prior to commencement of the Audit, the social audit team undertook visits to the 4 shops to 

be audited as well as to the Rajaji Nagar and Poundkulam areas where most of the beneficiaries 

resided. Audit team members held discussions with cardholders of the identified ARDs. Visits 

to ration shops and discussions with the ration shop dealers also helped to understand their 

perceptions and views on the changed situation.  

Discussions with officials from the Civil  Supplies Department 
 

Several rounds of discussions were held with Department officials regarding the process to be 

followed in the pilot social audit. An initial consultation was held with Director of Civil  

Supplies and senior officials. This was followed up with discussions with various officers of 

the department including officers in the IT cell who coordinated the digitisation process. Issues 

related to distribution of grains at the FPS level, along with the supply of grains to FPS and the 

issues therein were discussed. Initial problems with EPOS systems, and other aspects of 

digitisation were also discussed.  

Preparation of Interview Schedule and the Mobile App  
 

Based on discussions with ration cardholders, ration shop dealers and officials from the 

department, an interview schedule was prepared to collect information during house-to-house 

visits. This covered subjects related to citizen awareness of entitlements, awareness about the 

functioning of the EPOS system, issues related to ration distribution, weighing and billing, as 

well as use of grievance redressal mechanisms. The interview schedule was converted into a 

mobile phone based App which made it easier for social auditors to collect information.  

 

Along with collection of information social auditors also educated cardholders about their 

rights and entitlements under the NFSA. This included 
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a) the full  entitlement due to them every month 

b) the need to check quantity of monthly rations and to ensure that it corresponded with 

the amount printed on the bill  

c) the right to examine grain samples before purchasing rations 

d) the need to collect the bill  after every transaction 

e) the portability dimension introduced by the Act. 

 

Training of Social Auditors 
 

Social auditors were selected and trained  prior to commencement of audit. Care was taken to 

ensure that they did not live in the area in which the audit was being conducted. In addition a 

large number of student volunteers also participated in the social audit at different phases. 30 

social auditors participated in the pilot audit at different points of time, in addition to about 10 

Resource Persons from the Social Audit Unit and about 30 student volunteers.  

 

Figure 5 Training  of Social Auditors 

 

 

As a part of the four day training, the social auditors were given an orientation to the NFSA 

and its implementation. They were also given an orientation to social audit processes 

undertaken for various other programmes such as MGNREGA. This was done in order to give 
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them a broader understanding of social audit processes, as well as larger efforts towards 

transparency and accountability.  

 

Figure 6 Training  of Social Auditors 

 

 




































































































































