


Abstract

As a growing proportion of world’s population lives in cities and towns, food security is increasingly acquiring an urban
character. The locus of food security research and policy agendas has correspondingly expanded from rural areas to include
cities and towns in the past few years. However, the dominant discourse on urbanization-food security relationship appears
to be shaped by perspectives from the Global North and large cities, and shows a lack of adequate understanding of the
urbanization-food security nexus in the small towns of the Global South. This paper aims to correct this bias. With a focus
on India where urban growth is increasingly concentrated in small, former rural regions, this paper reviews the food and
nutrition security implications of the country’s rural-urban transition. It identifies three conceptual pathways through which
to understand the bearing of rural-urban transition on food and nutrition security that include: livelihood change, land use
change, and dietary change. The evidence reviewed suggests the overall worsening of food and nutrition security for people
in this rural-urban transition, particularly for the poor populations. The paper also identifies several key research questions
and calls for more research on the urbanization-food security nexus in India.
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Introduction

More than half of the global human population now lives in
urban areas, and the share of urban residents in the global
population is projected to increase continually in the future.
This projected trend has led the recent World Urbanization
Prospects report to declare that “the future of the world’s
population is urban” (UN 2019, p. 1). As a growing propor-
tion of the world's population lives in cities and towns, the
issue of food and nutrition security is increasingly acquiring
an urban character. The locus of food security research and
policy agendas in the past few years has expanded corre-
spondingly from rural areas to include cities and towns. The
Food and Agriculture Organization (FAQ) of the United Na-
tions, which leads the international efforts to improve global
food and nutrition security, has recently issued an Urban
Food Agenda framework to focus on the urbanization-food
security relationship (FAO 2019). Similarly, the 2022 edition
of the World Cities Report of the United Nations Human
Settlements Programme (UN-Habitat), which presents a
vision of creating sustainable cities and resilient urban
communities, points to the importance of food security
for sustainable urban futures (UN-Habitat 2022). Despite
this increasing attention to the issue of urban food secu-
rity, a close reading of academic and policy discourse on
the subject shows a lack of adequate understanding of
the urbanization-food security nexus in the Global South
(Crush 2016; Crush, Frayne, and Haysom 2020). The pri-
mary reasons for this disregard lie in the prevailing frames
of enquiry. The dominant discourse on food security tends
to take a productivist view and therefore focuses invariably
more on strengthening food production. Urban agriculture
has emerged as a dominant theme in this discourse and
is increasingly viewed as a “multifunctional nature-based
solution” to improve food and nutrition security in cities
(Langemeyer et al. 2021, p. 6). However, the discourse on
urban agriculture and urban food security more generally is
typically informed by perspective from the Global North and
large cities (Davies et al. 2021). In urban studies, the uncrit-
ical celebration of cities as offering distinct advantages in
terms of better incomes, infrastructure, food, nutrition, and
health outcomes is also largely informed by the Northern
experience (Glaeser 2012) which further obfuscates the
challenges of urban food security in the Global South. The
nature of the urban transition currently underway requires a
rethink of the urbanization-food security relationship.

In many parts of the Global South, where much of current
and future growth is concentrated, accelerating urbanization
is fundamentally reshaping food systems and their ability to
ensure food secure futures for growing urban populations.
Urban expansion in the developing world is not accompa-
nied by gainful livelihood opportunities for the vast majority
of urban dwellers, as has been observed in the historical
experience of Western countries (Henderson 2010, Nijman
2019). Rather, there has been an increase in urban poverty
and undernourishment in many parts of the developing
world. Concurrently, dietary and lifestyle changes associ-
ated with urban ways of life are also leading to increased
overweight and obesity (IFPRI 2017, Ruel et al. 2017). More-
over, urbanization in developing countries is increasingly led

by smaller places, usually involving former rural regions ad-
jacent to cities and economic corridors that transform into
urban centres (Balakrishnan 2019, van Duijne and Nijman
2019, Randolph and Deuskar 2020). This urban spread that
incorporates former agrarian zones is leading to the spatial
disconnect of cities from traditional food sources that adds
to the challenge of improving the nutritional well-being of
urban dwellers. Indeed, urbanization in developing countries
is leading to multiple burdens of malnutrition whereby over-
weight and obesity are rising, along with persistently high
levels of food insecurity and hunger (IFPRI 2017, pp. 15-16).

In this paper, we focus on the implications for food and nu-
trition security of urbanization processes in India, which is
in the midst of a major rural-urban transition. Following the
economic liberalization reforms since the early 1990s, India
has achieved rapid economic growth. Economic liberaliza-
tion has been accompanied by structural economic change
in which the importance of the farm sector has markedly
declined, and recent economic growth has been led by
urban-based non-farm sectors. As a result, the past few de-
cades have seen millions of rural households transition their
dependency away from farm-based livelihoods to urban
nonfarm jobs. This livelihood transition also parallels sub-
stantial urban growth in former agrarian regions (Choithani,
Van Duijne, and Nijman 2021). This rural-urban transition is
changing the sources of food security, as well as instigating
dietary changes that require a detailed understanding, but
very little is known about these processes. In what follows,
we review the influence of India’s rural-urban transition on
food and nutrition security.

The structure of the paper is as follows: The next section
places India in the global urban transition. The following
section teases out the pathways of linkages between urban-
ization and food security in the context of India’s rural-urban
transition. The evidence on these pathways is then reviewed,
followed by the conclusions.

India in the Global Urban Transition

Urbanization is considered as one of the defining demo-
graphic “mega-trends” of the 21st century (UN 2019, p.1).
In fact, we now live in what is referred to as an urban age
because, for the first time in human history, more than half
of the world’s population resides in cities and towns. In
2018, there were 4.2 billion urban dwellers compared to 3.4
billion people who lived in the countryside. And future popu-
lation projections show that this global urban transition will
accelerate in the coming years, and humanity is ultimately
headed towards an urban future (Figure 1). Between 2018
and 2050, the number of urban dwellers will increase by
2.5 billion people (from 4.2 billion to 6.7 billion), accounting
for almost all the increase in global population during this
period. While the high-income countries in the Global North
will witness an increase in their urbanization levels, much of
the future projected urban growth will occur in the countries
in the Global South. Indeed, it is the towns and cities of the
developing regions that will contain most of urban human-
ity. In particular, the continents of Africa and Asia, which
are currently home to 90 percent of global rural population,
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will witness rapid urbanization and absorb 90 percent of all
increase in urban population between now and 2050 (UN
2018, 2019). These numbers have led to growing interest
among academics and policymakers in the questions of
global urban conditions, particularly focused on the future
of city dwellers in the developing world. Historically, cities
have acted as important catalysts for economic develop-
ment and innovation. However, the kind and nature of urban-
ization in the cities of the Global South limits opportunities
for urban populations to improve their life chances (Crush
2076, UN 2016). This is due to the apparent decoupling of
urbanization and income growth in many developing coun-
tries, deviating from the established pattern (Glaeser 2014,
Gollin et al. 2016).

Conventional wisdom suggests that urbanization and de-
velopment share a positive association, reinforcing each
other (e.g. Glaeser, 2012, Henderson, 2010, Scott 2017).
The key causal pathway underpinning this relationship is
that economic growth leads to sectoral and spatial shifts
of workers from lower-productivity, farm-based work in
rural areas to higher-productivity economic activities in
urban-based manufacturing and service sectors (Kuznets
1973). These sectors benefit from agglomeration dynamics
that include specialised firms of similar sort locating near
one another in cities to allow economic production at re-
duced costs and generate scale economies (Glaesar 2010,
p. 1). This also leads to an increase in population densities
as economic opportunities attract people to migrate to
towns and cities. Thus, employment shifts out of farming
and into industrial and service jobs tend to involve rural-ur-
ban migration and urban growth. This has been observed
in the historical experience of West Europe, North America,
Japan, and China more recently, where economic progress

Figure 1: Trends in global population distribution, 1950-2050
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was accompanied by migration to towns and cities (Bairoch
1988, Nijman 2019). The 2018 World Urbanization Prospects
report summarised this two-way urbanization-development
relationship:

Historically, the urban transition has been linked
closely to economic development.. economic de-
velopment fuels urbanization. People are drawn to
cities that offer varied opportunities for education
and employment, particularly in the industry and
services sectors. Urbanization, in turn, has generally
been a positive force for economic growth, poverty
reduction and human development (UN 2079, 3).

But, as noted earlier, this expected relationship does not
seem to hold in a large number of developing countries
today in Asia and Africa (Collier and Venables 2017, Hen-
derson and Turner 2020) where the bulk of present and
future urban growth is concentrated (UN 2018, 2019). In
many developing nations, rapid urbanization has continued
unabated even in the absence of significant urban-based
economic growth (Fay and Opal 2000, Gollin et al. 2016).

Urbanization without industrialization also characterised
the Indian development experience in the first few decades
following the country’s independence in 1947. India’s mega-
cities including Chennai, Delhi, Kolkata and Mumbai grew
through in-migration from rural areas despite slow overall
national economic growth and inadequate employment op-
portunities in secondary and tertiary sectors, leading to con-
cerns about ‘urban decay’ (Mukherji 2006). However, more
recent trends in urbanization and economic growth show an
inverse relationship. Following economic liberalization since
the early 1990s, the Indian economy has witnessed rapid
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economic growth. This growth is also largely urban-centric,
with cities and towns contributing to about two-thirds of
national income (Planning Commission 2011, p. 378). But
this growth has not resulted in a concomitant rise in ur-
banization levels. Although the absolute number of urban
dwellers increased by 91 million in the last decade alone,
only 31 percent of India's population lived in urban areas
in 2071. Furthermore, contrary to expectations, the period
coinciding with rapid economic growth has witnessed a
decline in urban population growth rates (Table 1 and Figure
2). The fall in urban growth rate has been steepest in some
of the large cities in India with dynamic economies such as
Delhi, Kolkata, and Mumbai which have seen their growth
rates plummet by more than half; at the extreme, the core
regions of cities such as Kolkata have lost populations in
recent times (Bhagat 2012).

This decline in urban growth does not reconcile with two
major trends associated with structural transformation
of Indian economy: that of massive shift of employment
out of agriculture and significant rise in rural-urban labour
migration (Choithani, Van Duijne and Nijman 2021). While
the agriculture sector still remains the largest employment
provider in the country, it has been under significant duress
to support livelihoods (Pani 2022). In the past three decades

(1990-2021), the share of agriculture sector in national
income has declined from 33 percent to 16.8 percent (Me-
hrotra et al. 2013, World Bank 2022). Moreover, progressive
reductions in already small landholdings in the country due
to demographic pressures have added to the challenge of
farm-dependent livelihoods. Data from successive agricul-
ture censuses show that the average landholding in India
reduced from 2.28 hectares in 1970-71 to 1.08 hectares in
2015-16 (Government of India 2020). These pressures on
agriculture are shrinking farm employment opportunities
for millions of households in the country. Between 2004
and 2076, nearly 40 million farm jobs were lost. And if we
consider the fact that livelihood construction in India occurs
in the broader context of family, the effects of these shifts
out of faming potentially extend to nearly 200 million people,
assuming an average family size of 5 persons (Choithani,
Van Duijne and Nijman 2021). On the other hand, structural
economic change in India has also resulted in cities and
towns becoming more important drivers of economic activ-
ity and national income. This has also propelled significant
increases in rural-urban labour migration (Choithani 2017,
Deshingkar and Akter 2009, Government of India 2017,
Nayyar and Kim 2018). But urbanization has not followed
as expected.

Table 1: Urbanization in India, 1951-2011

Urban population (millions) Percent urban Annua‘:fe:r;anne::::lz‘l:::h rate

1951 62.44 17.29

1961 78.94 17.98 2.34

1971 109.11 19.91 3.24

1981 159.46 23.34 3.79

1991 21718 25.72 3.09

2001 286.12 27.86 2.75

2011 37710 31.16 2.76

Source: Bhagat (2012, p. 28)

Figure 2: Average annual Gross Domestic Product growth rate in India, 1961-2019
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There are two broad sets of interrelated explanations for
this India’s urbanization puzzle (Van Duijne 2017). First,
the slowing of urbanization despite high economic growth
indicates the exclusionary nature of the country’'s recent
economic growth. While India’s economic growth post-1990
has been urban-centric dominated by large agglomerations,
it is driven primarily by capital- and skills-intensive sec-
tors, such as information technology and finance (Kotwal,
Ramaswami and Wadhwa 2011, Nijman 2012). This has
created formal, decent employment options for a small
section of urban educated workers with skills to participate
in this new economy. At the same time, unskilled and low-
skilled populations (which make up a large majority) moving
to cities to make up for livelihood deficits in rural areas are
left out of India’s economic boom (Choithani 2021). Job
growth in urban manufacturing industries that tend to ab-
sorb low-skilled populations transitioning their dependency
away from farming has been modest and shrinking (Nijman
2015, 2019), setting in motion the process of what Rodrik
(2016, p. 2) refers to as “premature deindustrialisation”.
Some less skill-intensive urban sectors, such as construc-
tion, have witnessed employment growth in the recent past
(Kotwal, Ramaswami and Wadhwa 2011); however, most
jobs are informal. Indeed, the share of formal, salaried
jobs in overall urban employment in India is very low and
the urban workforce is becoming increasingly informal,
with almost all new jobs being created in the low-wage,
high-precarity informal sector; and more than 40 percent of
urban jobs involve self-employment of various types such
as street vending (Breman 2010, Chen and Ravindran 2014,
Mehrotra 2019). While these informal urban jobs often pro-
vide an important alternative for millions of people leaving
agriculture, they curtail the prospects for migrants to carve
out more permanent and secure urban lives. Added to this
are prohibitively rising costs of urban living, which further
contribute to exclusionary urbanization (Kundu 2003, 2014).
The resultant effect of these processes is that while a
growing number of people in India are moving to cities for
work, labour migration is predominantly circular, in which
migrants earn in cities while remaining embedded with their
natal places. This circular migration has kept overall urban-
ization low in India.

If India’'s large cities exhibit exclusionary tendencies, the
lower echelons of the urban system show growing dy-
namism. Therein lies another major explanation for the
slowing of urban population growth related to the way
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urban is defined and measured in the country. Since 1961,
the official definition used in India includes two criteria to
classify places as urban (and the residual units are then
categorised as rural). These include: a) all places with a
statutory administration such as municipality, corporation,
cantonment board, or notified town area committee; b) for
other settlements without statutory administration, they
have to meet three criteria simultaneously to be classified
as urban including i) minimum population of 5000 people,
ii) population density of 400 persons or more per square
kilometre, and iii) 75 percent or more of male workers
engaged in non-farm activity (Census of India 2011a, p.
1). The latter are classified as census towns. These are
small(est) urban units that lack formal urban governance
structures, although they meet the urban population and
density thresholds and have an economic structure that is
non-agrarian. This definition of small urban towns requiring
these three conditions to be met has been perceived as
being too stringent and considered to be the main reason
for lower levels of urbanization in official reports. Alternative
estimates based on one or two of these three indicators
yield urbanization estimates of between 40 percent and 70
percent (Tandel, Hiranandani and Kapoor 2016, Sen 2017).
Added to this is arbitrariness in setting village boundaries
in census enumeration, which often misses the spatial
contiguity. This means that several large settlements with
requisite population and occupational structures that
should ideally render them urban status as per census def-
inition are often classified as separate, individual rural units
(Choithani, Van Duijne and Nijman 2021, Van Duijne and
Nijman 2019). As those who have conducted field research
in remote areas of India would testify, village boundaries are
hard to delineate so much so that sometimes a house or a
farm plot can administratively fall under two villages. These
definitional issues notwithstanding, data from the last two
population censuses conducted in 2007 and 2011 show
that 2532 former rural settlements acquired the status of
census towns in this decade alone (Figure 3). This figure is
nearly equal to the number of census towns added in the
past century (1901-2001) (Kundu 2011, Roy 2013, Roy and
Pradhan 2018). This classification of the former rural areas
into urban towns contributed to one-third of the total urban
growth rate in India between 2001 and 2011 (Bhagat 2012).
It also ended the trend of decline in growth rate of urban
population that began in the 1990s (Table 1; also see Van
Duijne and Nijman 2019 for a useful synthesis of India’s
urbanization puzzle).



Figure 3: Census towns in India, 1961-2011
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Although phenomenal, even this growth at the base of In-
dia's urban system does not fully capture the true extent of
the country’s rural-urban transition. As noted above, India
is in the midst of a structural transformation, characterized
by massive shifts of employment out of agriculture and a
parallel increase in rural-urban labour migration. India’s eco-
nomic growth after the1990s has been highly urban-centric.
This has come at the expense of the rural farm sector, which
is under tremendous duress. Incomes and livelihoods are
becoming progressively detached from farming, with mil-
lions of households transitioning their dependency away
from agriculture (Choithani, Van Duijne and Nijman 2021).

This is corroborated by village-level data on changing occu-
pational structure. Figure 4 presents the 2011 Indian census
data on villages with a population of 1,500 people and more
where at least two-thirds of the male main workers are in
non-farm jobs (one of the three conditions for settlements
to be classified as urban). In 2011, there were more than

1991 2001 2011

13,500 of these high non-agricultural settlements with a
combined population of nearly 55.3 million (Census of
India 2011). These numbers indicate that the magnitude
of the rural-urban transition in terms of number of people
involved is much higher than what the figures in census
towns suggest. Detailed, fine-scale spatial analysis of these
high non-agricultural settlements also shows that many of
them amalgamate to constitute large urban formations but
are classified as rural due to arbitrary census boundaries, as
noted earlier (Choithani, Van Duijne and Nijman, 2021).

This rural-urban transition has major implications for food
and nutrition security in India. It is fundamentally reconfigur-
ing food and livelihood systems and presenting a new set of
challenges. The next section examines the conceptual links
between rural-urban transition and food security in India,
and identifies a set of key issues which are then empirically
reviewed through available evidence.

Rural-Urban Transition and Food Security in India _



Figure 4: High nonfarm settlements with a population of 1,500 and above
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Source: Authors’ work based on village level 2011 Primary Census Abstract data (Census of India 2011b). The base map is from the Survey
of India (2022)
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Conceptualizing the Links Between
India’s Rural-Urban Transition and
Food Security

The nature of India’s urban transition has forged new dy-
namics for food security. As noted earlier, this transition is
not neat and does not fit into the existing theoretical models
on urbanization-development relationship that assume a
linear, one-way permanent shift of rural populations to cities
(Harris and Todaro 1970, Kuznets 1973, Lewis 1954, Todaro
1969). Indian cities, particularly large agglomerations,
have witnessed a growing concentration of employment
and income opportunities in recent years, but permanent
rural-urban migration is low. Urban growth in large cities
has stagnated and some areas within them are also begin-
ning to lose population. However, recent urban growth has
occurred in peripheral regions of the country that include
former rural and agrarian zones being classified as urban:
these places accounted for one-third of all urban growth
during 2001-2011, and projections show that they will con-
tinue to act as an important anchor for future urban growth
in India (Pradhan 2013, Roy and Pradhan, 2018). Given the

Figure 5: Rural-urban transition and food security

growing importance of these emerging urban spaces in
India’s urbanization story, these places are also becoming
central to understanding the issue of urban food security. At
the same time, little is known about urbanization-food se-
curity linkages in these rural-urban transition geographies.

The distinct nature of India’s urban transition notwithstand-
ing, the key underlying driver of urbanization in country’s
periphery is structural economic transformation and related
dynamics. Historically, structural transformation has been
observed to drive economic growth, shift labour from farm
to non-farm occupations, reshape agricultural systems, and
change dietary patterns. As highlighted in the career-long
work of Timmer (inter alia, 1988, 2000, 2009, 2015, 2017),
connections between economic development and food
security are shaped by three interlinked transformations,
namely structural, agricultural, and nutritional (on this spe-
cific point, see Timmer 2017, p. 7; italics added). These
interlinked transitions provide useful guide to conceptua-
lise interactions between economic growth, urbanization,
and food security in India, and we use these foundational
connections to inform our conceptual framework on food
security in emerging urban spaces (Figure 5).

Structural transition
- Decline of agriculture’s share in national income
- Livelihood shifts from farm to nonfarm jobs
- Increasing dependence on nonfarm incomes for food security

Agricultural transition
- Shifts in land use patterns
- Loss of farmland to urbanization
- Changes in food availability

Nutritional transition
- Alterations in the nature of work

- Wider availability of cheap, processed food

- Changes in diets and nutritional profile

Source: Authors’ work
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It is well established that the process of structural transfor-
mation reconfigures the sectoral composition of the econ-
omy. As the economy advances, the share of the rural-farm
sector in national income decreases, while the urban non-
farm sectors comprising various industries and services
gain importance in terms of their share in the overall eco-
nomic output and income. This transformation has also led
to livelihood shifts from farm to nonfarm occupations, as
people respond to changes in the economic environment.
Given that urban non-farm jobs are generally associated
with higher incomes, structural transformation also pro-
vides a powerful force to reduce poverty and improve living
standards. However, these outcomes of improved incomes
and living standards do not occur automatically. They re-
quire public policies that enhance the productivity growth in
both rural and urban sectors. The absence of such policies
results in the growth of less productive informal jobs and
threatens the viability of the transition itself (Timmer 2009,
2017). In India, these latter outcomes of slow productivity
and growth of the informal sector are more visible, leading
some analysts to characterise India’'s structural transfor-
mation as “stunted” (Binswanger-Mkhize 2013, p. 5). At the
same time, the declining fortunes of the farm sector in the
overall framework of the national economy have induced
employment shifts out of farming. Agriculture now plays a
reduced role in households’ livelihoods, and it is non-farm
incomes earned locally and distant labour markets that now
constitute a major component of income portfolios for a
large majority of households in India. From the perspective
of food security, these shifts imply that a growing number
of households now depend on non-farm income to source
their food and nutrition needs. Although households often
hold onto land that acts as an important economic (and
cultural) asset, it does not adequately meet households’
income and food security needs (Choithani 2023). House-
holds in these rural-urban transition geographies represent
what De Janvry and Sadoulet (2011, p. 476) call “net food
buyers”, whose production of basic food staples from their
land falls short of their food needs and who now depend
on market purchases to source their food needs. These
changes can be positive and negative. If non-farm jobs are
more remunerative, they can improve food security and di-
etary diversity. At the same time, reliance on the market for
food can also have adverse effects on food consumption
when food prices increase. The effect can be particularly
severe for poor households who depend on low-paid jobs in
the informal sector for whom even minor upward changes
in food prices can adversely affect their nutritional wellbe-
ing. Whether and how these outcomes play out in India’'s
rural-urban transition geographies is an important question,
and we investigate these linkages using available evidence.

The second pathway of linkages between urban transition
and food security manifests itself through agricultural
transformation, which generally results in improved farm
productivity. Structural transition often provides the early
trigger for this change, but agricultural transformation is
driven by a wide range of factors, including domestic food
requirements, nature of the country’s agri-food system,
international trade opportunities, and change in production
technologies. There are wide spatial and temporal varia-
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tions of agricultural transformation across countries, but
historical experience shows two common paths to increas-
ing farm productivity. The first is through enhancing land
productivity via technologies such as high-yield varieties
seeds, synthetic fertilizers, and pesticides, as was achieved
through the Green Revolution in many land-scare Asian
countries, including India. The second common way is by
raising labour productivity through farm mechanization,
as was witnessed in land-abundant countries such as the
United States and Canada (Timmer 2017, p. 10). In India, the
Green Revolution reforms in the northwest of the country in
the 1960s and 1970s led to tremendous gains in domestic
agricultural productivity, helped the country achieve food
self-sufficiency, and boosted farm incomes (Pingali, Mitra
and Rahman 2017). However, land productivity appears to
have reached the upper limit in northwestern states, making
further gains difficult. Environmental stressors are adding
to the challenge of improving productive capacity of land
resources (Pritchard et al. 2014). One way around this chal-
lenge is to increase the land under cultivation. But this is
difficult in many land-scarce contexts where there is very lit-
tle unutilised productive land available for farming (Timmer
2017). In fact, agricultural holdings in low- and lower-mid-
dle-income countries are getting progressively smaller in
size, and India is no exception to this trend (Government of
India, 2020, Lowder, Skoet, and Raney 2016). The absence
of permanent migration to cities due to the pervasive urban
informal sector means that the rural population continues
toincrease in India, placing demands on agricultural land for
housing and developmental needs. In fact, this also explains
India’s rural-urban transition, which is characterised by huge
changes in land use patterns and the built environment,
with agricultural land increasingly being converted for urban
uses (Balakrishnan 2019, Van Duijne and Nijman, 2019). In
terms of food security, urbanization-induced land demands
can intensify pressure on rural agricultural land, and the
reduced land available for agriculture can potentially also
result in high food prices, which can affect poor populations.
How these processes weigh on food security in new urban
geographies is another issue we examine.

Finally, the urban transition is generally associated with the
nutrition transition involving “large shifts in the structure of
diet” (Popkin 1999, p. 1905). Compared to rural diets, urban
diets typically involve greater consumption of milled gains
such as rice and wheat, animal products, foods higher in
fat and sugar, processed foods, and out-of-home eating
(Popkin and Bisgrove 1988; d’Amour et al. 2020). Structural
economic change plays an important role in this process.
The shift from farm to non-farm jobs generally improves in-
comes, which in turn leads to increased demand for calories
and dietary diversity (Pingali and Sunder 2017). These live-
lihood shifts also reduce the need for strenuous manual la-
bour, promote more sedentary lifestyles and are also linked
with changes in time allocation patterns, including less time
spent cooking, which promotes greater consumption of
processed food and more food eaten outside of the home
(dAmour et al. 2020, Popkin 1999). Urban transition is also
linked to wider availability of cheap, processed food through
supermarkets (Reardon et al. 2003). The effects of these di-
etary, livelihood and lifestyle changes manifest themselves



in a changing nutritional profile, with an increasing incidence
of overweight and obesity. Whether and how urbanization
in India’s former rural geographies is driving these changes,
and what are the outcomes of these processes for different
socioeconomic groups are another set of questions we
investigate.

Urban Transition and Food Security:
Pathways of Linkages

These processes provide pathways through which the urban
transition can have a significant impact on the outcomes
of food security in India. The next section builds on these
conceptual links and reviews evidence on these pathways.

Urban transition and households as net food buyers

As noted earlier, at the heart of this rural-urban transition in
India lies the structural economic change, which involves a
massive shift of employment out of agriculture to non-farm
jobs. While the agriculture sector in the country has always
suffered from the problem of disguised unemployment
with several individual members of smallholder households
working on tiny land parcels, the past few decades have
witnessed an intensification of pressures on farm-based
livelihoods. For millions of people in rural-urban transition, it
is the nonfarm jobs, pursued in the nearby town and distant
urban markets, that now provide alternative livelihoods.

From the perspective of food security, this livelihood change
also means that agriculture’s capacity as a source of in-
come and food provisioning has decreased significantly for
a large majority of Indian households. Indeed, the available
research shows that there exists a disconnect between
agriculture and nutrition in India (Headey, Chiu and Kadiyala
2011). It is important to note that despite growing pressure
on farm-based livelihoods in India, many households hold
onto land as a source of security and agriculture still forms a
part of a broad livelihood portfolio. But land and agriculture
no longer adequately meet household food and nutrition

security needs. Landholdings in India are generally very
small and have witnessed a further diminution over time.
More than 85 percent of landholdings in India are less than
2 hectares (Government of India 2020). Not surprisingly,
nearly two-thirds of smallholders in India are net food buyers
(Figure 6), meaning “they produce less [of their staple food]
than they need and purchase the remainder on the market”
(De Janvry and Sadoulet 2011, p. 476). This also means that
cash incomes earned outside agriculture provide a more im-
portant anchor for food security. This can have both positive
and negative effects on food and nutrition.

On the one hand, this nonfarm livelihood diversification can
provide an important cushion to deal with dwindling agrar-
ian prospects and improve living standards and food secu-
rity (Barret, Reardon and Webb 2001, Pritchard et al. 2014).
Research in India shows that in the wake of agrarian decline,
non-farm incomes often equip the migrant communities
with purchasing power to gain food access (Choithani 2017)
and improve dietary diversity (Rahman and Mishra 2021).
On the other hand, the detachment of agriculture from food
provisioning also means a greater reliance on market for
food purchase among urban migrant communities.

This issue is relevant in the context of food price volatility
that has characterised the global food system since 2006.
The spike in food prices between 2006 and 2008 that re-
sulted in the global food crisis added more than 100 million
people to the ranks of undernourished (FAO 2009), and poor
populations dependent on the market for their food needs
were the most hit as they saw the real value of their already
meagre incomes decline. In 2022, global food prices in real
terms were 45 percent higher (FAO 2022). Supply chain
disruption due to the COVID-19 pandemic and the ongoing
Russia-Ukraine war have compounded the challenge of
persistently high food prices in recent times, and food price
inflation will likely persist for a foreseeable future. As the
recent International Monetary Fund's (2022, p. xvi) World
Economic Outlook report focused on rising costs of living
warned: “More energy and food price shocks might cause

Figure 6: Net buyers among smallholder households in select Asian countries (%)
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inflation to persist for longer” Many countries across the
world are fighting price spikes in basic commodities, and
food inflation is @ major contributor to rising costs of living.
In India, the prices of food items have remained high for the
past 10 years from their base (Figure 7).

The urban poor are the worst affected by the rise in food
inflation due to their informal jobs and excessive reliance
on market purchases. Research in Africa shows that the
circular nature of migration creates complex rural-urban
linkages, and urban migrants receive food remittances
from their rural families to cope with income and livelihood
deficits in cities (Onyango, Crush and Owuor 2021, Tawod-
zera 2010). The evidence on this in an Indian context is not
clear. But with livelihoods becoming deagrarianised in India
(reflected in the fact that even smallholders now purchase
most of their food), food remittances are perhaps not as
significant in India. The way the urban poor in the country
cope with these food shocks is to cut their consumption or
reduce dietary diversity. Recent research on the impact of
COVID-19 on food security in India suggests that among

urban communities, urban poor saw the greatest decline
in their dietary diversity (Gupta and Kaicker 2022). Another
recent analysis by Crisil India (2021) of the impact of price
rise by living standard and place of residence in 2020 and
20217 (up to September 2021) showed that while the ‘food
and beverages’ accounted for almost 60 percent of expen-
diture of the bottom 20 percent of the population in both
rural and urban areas, the urban poor felt the most impact
of inflation. Our analysis of India’s recent round of National
Family Health Survey (2019-21) also shows that India's
rural-urban transition is also relocating food and nutritional
deficits from villages to cities, particularly affecting the
urban poor. Urban children under 5 years are significantly
more likely to experience any form of anthropometric failure
than their rural peers. Within urban areas, the prevalence
of childhood undernutrition varies substantially by wealth:
compared to wealthy households, more than twice as many
urban children from poor families are stunted (21.5 percent
vs 46.8 percent) and underweight (16.1 percent vs 41.7

percent) (Figure 8). These outcomes point to exclusionary
urbanization.

Figure 7: Wholesale price index of food commodities in India, 2012-2022 (base value of 100 at 2011-2012 prices)
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Figure 8: Undernutrition prevalence among children aged 0-59 months by economic class in urban India (percent of children)
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Land use changes and food security

Another way in which India’s urban transition is adding to
the food security challenge is through changes in land use
pattern, with farmland increasingly being converted to sup-
port urban growth. In an insightful study of these dynamics,
Pandey and Seto (2015) showed that during 2001-10 (a pe-
riod coinciding with rapid rural-urban transition), India lost a
total of 7,00,000 hectares of agricultural land (Figure 9). This
is a "very conservative” estimate of farmland loss in India
due to difficulties associated with capturing conversion of
agricultural land for non-farm use in its entirety (p. 63). But
even if we take this figure at its face value, urbanization is
a leading driver of these changing land use dynamics. The
authors found that while the extent of farmland loss varied
across different parts of the country, with agricultural land
conversion being concentrated in Indian states witnessing
economic growth, urban population growth explained
more than half (53.8 percent) of the variation in state-level
farmland loss estimates. Two other important findings of
this study were as follows: i) smaller cities witnessed faster
farmland conversion compared to big cities, which indicates
greater growth at smaller places, as noted earlier (this is
perhaps also a function of the fact that scope for urban ex-
pansion is greater in smaller places); i) agriculture land loss
was predominantly in states with higher agricultural land
suitability. In other words, the states that had the suitable
agricultural land lost this land to nonfarm uses.

In 2001, the Indian government launched an ambitious ini-
tiative to develop economic corridors which were to be sup-
ported by highway infrastructure throughout country; these
developments have required (and accompanied) massive

land acquisitions in former agricultural regions. While these
changes have instigated new politics around land, the eco-
nomic opportunities and road infrastructure have also led
to massive urban growth in these heretofore rural regions
(Balakrishnan 2019, Levien 2018, Van Duijne, Choithani and
Pfeffer 2020, Van Duijne and Nijman 2019). As noted earlier,
these places are not fully urban and retain elements of the
rural, but the livelihoods in these rural-urban transition zones
are increasingly detached from farming. A growing number
of households now earn their living mainly from non-farm
jobs, pursued locally and in distant urban places. Regarding
the latter, circular labour migration to large cities is a key live-
lihood strategy of households in the rural-urban transition
which is further propelling urbanization processes in these
regions. One key aspect of this is the growth of housing. A
study in rural Karnataka (a southern state of India), showed
that circular labour migration fuelled the incipient urban-
ization process, with migrants working in the construction
industry using their money and skills to build better houses
in their sending areas (lyer 2017). Similarly, another study on
remote urbanization fuelled by circular labour migration in
eastern India, which involved surveys with 645 households
in the states of Bihar and West Bengal, showed that nearly
half of households had built their current house in the past
10 years (Choithani, Van Duijne and Nijman 2021). Many of
these households use their agriculture land for their housing
needs.

These changes in land use patterns have implications for
food security. First, the conversion of farmland to urban
use poses a threat to overall food availability. The study by
Pandey and Seto (2015), quoted above, found no adverse
effects of agricultural land conversion on food production in
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India, perhaps due to intensification of agriculture. Research
in other parts of the world also suggests that food produc-
tion continues at these rural-urban transition places due to
increased demand for food from growth in urban population
as well as cultural values associated with land and farming
(Lerner and Etkin 2011). At the same time, urban growth in
the rural-urban transition raises important questions about
the future of food production. While farm intensification
may enable the same output from less land, this may not
hold when the positive benefits of technological interven-
tions subside. India's “food bowl” states of Punjab and
Haryana are examples where excessive farm intensification
through Green Revolution reforms, while boosting overall
food production, has also resulted in serious depletion of
groundwater tables, making any future gains impossible
(Pritchard et al. 2014). This loss of farmland assumes
greater significance in the context of climate change, which
will (and already does) have negative impacts on food pro-
duction (IPCC 2014, 2022). Secondly, urbanization and non-
farm jobs can also lead to a shift in cultural values towards
farming, particularly among youth, who may withdraw from

farming altogether, which can pose a challenge to long-term
sustainability of food production (Craven and Gartaula
2015). Indeed, a recent study in India shows that rural
families with working adults living close to economically
dynamic cities send their members as migrants to work in
cities and do not replace lost family labour in agriculture. In-
stead, they reduce their labour (and financial) investment in
farming and cultivate less land, which reduces overall food
production. While this leads non-migrant households to live
in villages farther from high-growth cities to deepen their en-
gagement with agriculture, this does not fully compensate
for the loss of food production (Madhok et al. 2022). Third,
this urban growth is also fuelling land speculation in which
traditionally disadvantaged communities are being further
dispossessed of their land-based resources (Levien 2018).
These processes can result in a decline in overall food
availability, particularly in the long run, which can in turn hurt
the urban poor through increased food prices. These flow-
through food security implications of urban land conversion
are perhaps already hurting the urban poor in India, but this
issue requires a more systematic investigation.

Figure 9: Year-wise trends in agricultural land loss in India (in hectares)
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Figure 10: Malnutrition in India among women aged 15-49 years by place of residence, 2019-2021
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Dietary changes and nutritional wellbeing

India’s rural-urban transition is also changing the food en-
vironment in the country, and overweight and obesity are
on the rise. Traditionally, caste has played a significant role
in determining the food choices of Indians who were very
inflexible about their culinary preferences (Achaya 1994).
But rapid economic change and urbanization are steadily
altering eating patterns (Beinhocker, Farrell and Zainulbhai
2007). Convenience seems to be replacing caste, and foods
like pre-cut vegetables, bottled and canned products, frozen
meat and snacks, etc. are gaining popularity among urban
dwellers (Kaur et al. 2016). Urban diets are also charac-
terised by increased consumption of sugars, fats, oil, and
ultra-processed foods (Gulati and Misra 2014; Law et al.
2019; Shetty 2013). Overweight and obesity are also on
the rise as a consequence. The results of a study based on
data from two nationally representative surveys, the Indian
Human Development Survey (2004 and 2012) and National
Family Health Survey (2005-06), showed that while in rural
areas underweight exceeded overweight in all age groups,
overweight was more prevalent in urban areas across age
groups, and that overweight was the predominant form
of unhealthy weight in urban areas from young adult ages
of 29 years and older (Patel et al. 2015). Recent round of
NFHS (2019-21) shows that while overweight far exceeds
underweight in urban areas, obesity and overweight are also
on the rise in rural India. In fact, among some population
groups, overweight is now more prevalent than underweight
even in rural areas (Figure 10). While information on the
dynamics of nutritional transition in India’s rural areas is
lacking, these trends align with the evidence on the growing
urbanization in remote, rural places that are not part of offi-
cial urban imaginations and discourse in India.

Furthermore, our analysis shows that food consumption
patterns also vary between rural and urban areas. Figure 11

presents data on the consumption of various food items by
adult women (15-49 years). Although urban diets in general
are better than rural diets and a greater proportion of urban
women consume fruits, eggs, fish, and meat vis-a-vis their
rural counterparts, consumption of unhealthy diets such as
fried foods and aerated drinks is also higher in urban areas.
Itis also important to note that access to healthy food items,
such as fruits and vegetables, varies by economic status.
For example, the proportion of women who drink milk daily
is 33 percent in the poorest quintile, while this proportion
in the richest quintile is 66.4 percent. Similarly, daily fruit
consumption among women from the poorest and richest
quintile is 6 percent and 22.5 percent, respectively. This
indicates that income effects often weigh more heavily on
diets, and urbanization does not offer the same benefits to
the poorest (d’Amour et al. 2020, Pandey et al. 2020). These
findings are not surprising, as a large majority of urban poor
work in the low-wage, precarious informal sector jobs, as
noted previously.

Poor populations in urban areas often find it difficult to afford
expensive healthy foods such as fruits and milk, and rely on
low-cost cereal-based diets. A National Nutrition Monitoring
Bureau report (2017) shows that urban dwellers in India
are unable to meet the recommended dietary allowance
(RDA) in terms of macronutrients (energy and protein), and
micronutrients (iron, thiamine, niacin). The intake of vitamin
A and riboflavin was also found to be grossly inadequate
among the urban population, especially among the poor.
Our analysis of NFHS-5 (2019-20) data shows that only one
in every five children aged 6 to 23 months of the poorest
wealth quintile receives the minimum acceptable diet rec-
ommended by WHO, and urban children of poor economic
backgrounds have significantly worse levels of undernutri-
tion than those in better-off families (Figure 8). As noted
earlier, structural economic change has not created better
paying nonfarm jobs for all sections of the population, and
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the persistence of high poverty mean that urban areas are
homes to multiple forms of malnutrition, whereby chronic
undernourishment persists alongside rising increasing
rates of overweight and obesity. Urban poor still suffer from
chronic food insecurity, while excesses in diet are making
better-off sections overweight.

It is important to note that much of this research reported
above on the urbanization-diets-nutrition nexus in India
focuses on large cities, and there is very little evidence on
nutrition transition in emerging urban spaces. However,
limited research shows that the process of structural
transformation and its implications for food security are not
very different. The newly emerging urban forms appear to
have better living standards compared to rural areas (Roy
and Pradhan 2018). Livelihood shifts are accompanied by
general improvements in well-being, and increased demand
for urban forms of consumption (Van Duijne, Nijman and
Choithani 2022). The peripheries of large cities are witness-
ing these changes, but even remote places connected with
travel infrastructure are seeing transformations (Mondol
and Samata 2021). These changes are also reconfiguring
diets, and body composition.

A study on nutrition transition in Indian villages closer to
town showed that urban proximity is associated with better
livelihoods, dietary changes, and increased overweight and
obesity (Aiyar, Rahman and Pingali 2020). At the same time,

the outcomes of livelihood changes are not identical for
everyone, and low- and middle-income populations still suf-
fer from the lack of adequate access to healthy food. This
is highlighted by two recent studies focusing on food and
nutrition security in the rural-urban transition zones of large
Indian cities. The study by Geetha et al. (2020, pp. 3-5) that
looked at food consumption among 300 middle-income
men and women residing at the rural-urban interface (sam-
ple evenly distributed between rural, transition and urban
areas) of the fast-growing city of Bangalore in southern In-
dia documented poor dietary diversity, including lower con-
sumption of “protective food groups” rich in micronutrients,
in (rural-urban) transition places compared to population in
the other two geographies. Similarly, research in another
southern Indian city of Hyderabad using 1108 urban and
808 peri-urban respondents showed a significantly low con-
sumption of dark green leafy vegetables, as well as other
fruits and vegetables rich in vitamin A among peri-urban
populations, particularly among the adult women which is
also indicative of the added gender-based disadvantage of
women in transition areas (Marla and Padmaja 2023). It is
also likely that the very poor in these transition zones suffer
from basic calorie deprivation, given their detachment from
traditional farm-based livelihoods and precarious urban
informal jobs. How the urban transition in these peripher-
ies shapes nutritional outcomes for differently positioned
groups is a question that requires further systematic field-
based assessment.

Figure 11: Consumption of various food items (daily or weekly) by urban and rural women (15-49 years) in India (NFHS-5, 2019-2021)
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Conclusion

This paper looks at the food and nutrition security implica-
tions of the rural-urban transition in India, within the wider
context of accelerating urbanization at the global scale. A
close reading of key policy documents and academic liter-
ature on urbanization and food security at the wider global
level suggests that the connections between them have not
been adequately acknowledged and explored. This neglect
seems to emanate from the dominant frames of enquiry
that posit food insecurity as a production concern and view
cities as having a distinct urban advantage. However, the
nature of the global urban transition, as it is currently oc-
curring, defies these dominant logics. In many parts of the
Global South, where much of the current and future urban
growth is concentrated, urban environments are increas-
ingly hotspots of chronic hunger and undernutrition due to
their inability to provide decent, stable livelihoods to the vast
majority of urban dwellers (Crush 2016). Worryingly, more-
over, recent patterns of urban-centric economic growth in
many developing economies have also weakened the tradi-
tional role of land and agriculture as a source of income and
food security and intensified rural-urban labour migration
(Choithani 2017, Pritchard et al. 2016). But a bulk of urban
jobs are informal, which, while enabling migrants and their
families to make up for the agrarian decline, preclude op-
portunities for them to carve out permanent urban futures.
In other words, rural-urban migrants in developing countries
face the double curse of farm decline and deterioration of
urban prospects.

Perhaps nowhere in the world are these exclusionary
outcomes as prominent as in India. Over the past three
decades, the Indian economy has witnessed tremendous
growth, and urban areas contribute a large portion of the
country’s national income (IIHS 2015, Planning Commission
2011). India’s urban-centric economic growth also means
that livelihoods are increasingly disconnected from farming
and millions of former agricultural households now increas-
ingly depend on nonfarm jobs in India’s large cities, where
income and employment opportunities are concentrated.
But these alternative jobs are predominantly in the informal
sector and are of low-wage, high-precarity nature, which
prevent a complete shift from rural-farm to urban-nonfarm
existence for millions in this transition. Add to this the
escalating costs of basic amenities in India’s big cities, as
well as increased attempts of better-off urban denizens to
deny the poor migrants space in these cities (Kundu 2003,
2074, Parthasarathy 2011). While rural-urban labour migra-
tion has grown significantly, much of it is of circular nature,
with migrants earning in cities while maintaining their rural
base (Choithani, Van Duijne and Nijman 2021). India’s ex-
clusionary urbanization is manifested in national statistics
showing a slowing of urban growth despite rapid economic
advancement. Crucially, moreover, the exclusionary nature
of India’s large cities is also driving substantial urban growth
in the former agrarian zones. There is a dearth of systematic

research on the food and nutrition security implications of
this bottom-led urbanization in India. This paper has at-
tempted to conceptualize the links between the rural-urban
transition and food security in India, and using available
evidence, it has sought to tease out the implications of food
security of this transition.

The reviewed evidence suggests an overall worsening of
food and nutrition security for people in this rural-urban
transition, particularly for the poor populations. First, the de-
creasingimportance of land and agriculture for food security
has led to an increased dependence on the market for food
purchases, and an increasing number of farm households
now depend on cash incomes from non-farm jobs to meet
their food needs. However, the generally low cash incomes
from informal jobs do not always allow households to im-
prove their nutritional well-being. In India, recent evidence
shows that in the period between 2014-15 and 2021-22, the
real wages of low-skilled workers, including non-agricultural
labourers, barely grew (Dreze 2023). Even when income
gains from non-farm sources are significant, their positive
effects are often negated by the rise in food prices, which
has been a defining feature of the global food system in the
past few years. Second, the conversion of fertile agricultural
land to support urban growth in former rural geographies
also appears to hurt the poor through higher food prices.
While these changes in land use do not have immediate
negative effects on overall food production, they can com-
pound the challenges of food access among the poor in the
wake of increasingly volatile food prices. Third, the rural-ur-
ban transition also seems to be driving dietary changes
which affect the different socioeconomic groups differently:
while there is a general increase in overweight and obesity,
poor populations still suffer from basic macronutrient depri-
vation. Finally, there is another major issue that this paper
has not addressed due to lack of data which pertains to the
implications of rural-urban transition for gender roles and
food security. In India, circular labour migration is domi-
nated by men, while women remain behind, reconfiguring
gender relations. Male migration often requires women to
assume the additional load of productive and reproductive
functions of households that can undermine the food secu-
rity of women and children (Choithani 2023).

These insights have relevance beyond India. Urban expan-
sion in many parts of the developing world is increasingly
dominated by smaller places (Randolph and Deuskar 2020).
Although the drivers of this bottom-led urbanization are
complex and context-specific, it is likely that exclusionary
urban processes contribute to peripheral urbanization on
a larger scale. Whether and how this rural-urban transition
weighs on nutritional outcomes is a pressing policy ques-
tion. This review presents a conceptual framework on the
pathways of linkages between the rural-urban transition and
food security that could provide a useful guide to explore
these linkages.
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