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A B S T R A C T   

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 urban centres in recent years. However, the dominant discourse on urbanization-food security 
relationship appears to be shaped by perspectives from the Global North and large cities, and disregards 
urbanization-food security nexus in small towns of the Global South. This paper aims to correct this bias. With a 
focus on India where urbanization is increasingly concentrated in small, former rural regions, this paper looks at 
the food security implications of country’s rural-urban transition and advances a conceptual framework to un-
derstand the food security impacts of peripheral urbanization.   

1. Introduction 

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 recent years. 
The Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) which leads the inter-
national efforts to improve global food and nutrition security has 
recently issued an urban food agenda framework to focus on 
urbanization-food security relationship (FAO, 2019). Similarly, the 
2022 edition of World Cities Report of the United Nations Human Set-
tlements Programme (UN-Habitat) points to the importance of food se-
curity for sustainable urban futures (UN-Habitat, 2022). However, the 
discussions on the subject show a lack of adequate understanding of 
urbanization-food security nexus in the developing world. The primary 
reasons for this disregard lie in the prevailing frames of enquiry. First, 
the dominant discourse on food security tends to take a productivist view 
and focuses invariably more on strengthening food production (Choi-
thani, 2022). Urban agriculture has emerged as an influential theme in 
this discourse and is increasingly viewed as a go-to solution to improve 
urban dwellers’ nutritional wellbeing (Pradhan et al., 2023). The debate 
on urban agriculture and urban food security more generally however is 
typically informed by perspective from the Global North and large cities 
(Davies et al., 2021). In urban studies, the uncritical celebration of cities 
that offer distinct urban advantage in terms of better incomes, 

infrastructure, food, nutrition and health outcomes which is also largely 
informed by Northern experience (Glaeser, 2012) seems to further 
obfuscate the urban food security challenges of the Global South. 

In many parts of the Global South, where much of the current and 
future growth is concentrated, accelerating urbanization is fundamen-
tally reshaping the food systems and their ability to ensure food secure 
futures for growing urban populations. Urban expansion in the devel-
oping world is not accompanied by gainful livelihood opportunities for a 
large majority of urban dwellers, as has been observed in the historical 
experience of today’s advanced countries (Henderson, 2010; Nijman, 
2019). Consequently, there has been an increase in urban poverty and 
undernourishment in many parts of the developing world. Concurrently, 
dietary and lifestyle changes associated with urban ways of living are 
also leading to rise in overweight and obesity (IFPRI, 2017; Ruel et al., 
2017). Moreover, processes of urbanization in the developing countries 
are increasingly led by small places, usually involving erstwhile rural 
regions adjacent to cities and economic corridors turning into urban 
centres (Balakrishnan 2019; Van Duijne and Nijman, 2019; Randolph 
and Deuskar, 2024). This urban spread extending to engulf former 
agrarian zones is leading to spatial disconnect of cities from traditional 
food sources which is adding to the challenge of improving the nutri-
tional wellbeing 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). 

* Corresponding author. 
E-mail addresses: cchoithani@nias.res.in (C. Choithani), jaleel.cp@icmr.gov.in (A. Jaleel CP), rajan@iimad.org (S.I. Rajan).  

Contents lists available at ScienceDirect 

Global Food Security 

journal homepage: www.elsevier.com/locate/gfs 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gfs.2024.100780 
Received 4 October 2023; Received in revised form 15 March 2024; Accepted 3 June 2024   

mailto:cchoithani@nias.res.in
mailto:jaleel.cp@icmr.gov.in
mailto:rajan@iimad.org
www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/22119124
https://www.elsevier.com/locate/gfs
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gfs.2024.100780
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gfs.2024.100780
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.gfs.2024.100780
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1016/j.gfs.2024.100780&domain=pdf


Global Food Security 42 (2024) 100780

2

This paper focuses on the food and nutrition security implications of 
urbanization processes in India which is in the midst of a major rural- 
urban transition. In India, rapid economic growth following the liber-
alization reforms in early 1990s has been accompanied by structural 
transition. The importance of farm sector has markedly declined, and 
recent economic growth has been led by urban-based nonfarm sectors. 
Consequently, millions of rural households have moved from rural-farm 
to urban-nonfarm jobs. This livelihood change also parallels substantial 
urban growth in former agrarian regions (Choithani et al., 2021; Van 
Duijne et al., 2023). This rural-urban transition is changing the sources 
of food security, as well as instigating dietary changes that necessities 
their understanding. 

2. India in the global urban transition 

Urbanization is considered as one of the defining demographic 
“mega-trends” of the twenty-first century (United Nations, 2019, p.1). In 
2018, there were 4.2 billion urban dwellers compared to 3.4 billion 
people who lived in the countryside. And future population projections 
show that this number will increase to 6.7 billion people by 2050. Much 
of the future projected urban growth will occur in developing countries. 
In particular, the continents of Africa and Asia that are currently home to 
90 percent of global rural population will absorb 90 percent of all in-
crease in urban population between 2018 and 2050 (United Nations, 
2018, 2019). 

Historically, cities have acted as important catalysts for economic 
development and innovation. However, the kind and nature of urbani-
zation in the cities of Global South is precluding realistic opportunities 
for urban populations to improve their life chances. This is because of 
apparent decoupling of urbanization and income growth in many 
developing countries, deviating from the established pattern. 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). 

In India, however, urbanization-economic growth decoupling shows 
an inverse relationship. Following the economic liberalization since the 
early 1990s, Indian economy has witnessed rapid economic growth; this 
growth is also urban-centric with urban areas contributing to about two- 
thirds of national income (Planning Commission, 2011). But this has not 
resulted in concomitant rise in urbanization levels. While the absolute 
number of urban dwellers increased by 91 million in just last decade, 
only 31 percent of India’s population lived in urban areas in 2011. 
Moreover, contrary to expectations, the period coinciding with rapid 
economic growth has witnessed decline in growth rates of urban pop-
ulations (Table 1). Some of India’s megacities with dynamic economies 
such as Delhi and Mumbai have seen their growth rates plummet by half; 
at the extreme, core regions of the cities such as Kolkata have lost 
populations in recent times (Bhagat, 2012). 

There are two broad set of interrelated explanations for India’s 

urbanization puzzle. First, the slowing of urbanization despite high 
economic growth indicates the exclusionary nature of country’s recent 
economic growth. While India’s economic growth post-1990 has been 
dominated by large urban agglomerations, it is driven mainly by capital- 
and skills-intensive sectors, such as information technology and finance 
(Kotwal et al., 2011; Nijman, 2012). This has created formal, decent 
employment options for a small section of urban educated workers, 
while the unskilled and low-skilled populations – which constitute a 
large majority – moving to cities to make up for livelihood deficits in 
rural areas are left out from the riches of India’s economic boom 
(Choithani, 2021). Most rural-urban migrants engage in low-wage, 
high-precarity informal jobs. While these informal urban jobs often 
provide an important alternative to millions of people moving out of 
agriculture, they curtail the prospects for migrants to carve out more 
permanent urban lives. Thus, labour migration is predominantly circular 
whereby migrants earn in cities while remaining embedded in their 
natal places. This circular migration has kept the overall urbanization 
low in India (Kundu, 2003; Choithani et al., 2021). 

If India’s large cities exhibit exclusionary tendencies, the lower 
echelons of India’s urban system show growing dynamism: therein lies 
another major explanation for slow urbanization which pertains to how 
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 municipality, corpora-
tion, 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 per 
square kilometre, and iii) 75 percent or more of male workers engaged in 
nonfarm activity (Census of India, 2011a, p. 1). The latter are referred to 
as census towns (CTs) which are small(est) urban units that do not have 
proper urban governance structures, but they meet the demographic and 
economic criteria. This definition of urban involving three conditions to 
be met simultaneously is viewed as too stringent and is considered as the 
reason for lower official levels of urbanization. Alternative estimates 
based on one or two of these three indicators yield urbanization esti-
mates of between 40% and 70% (Sen, 2017; Tandel et al., 2019). These 
definitional issues notwithstanding, data from the last two population 
censuses conducted in 2001 and 2011 show that a total number of 2532 
former rural settlements acquired the status of CTs in just this decade 
(Fig. 1), which is almost equal to the number of CTs added in the past 
century (1901–2001) (Kundu, 2011; Pradhan, 2013). This classification 
of erstwhile rural areas into urban towns contributed to one-third of the 
total urban growth rate in India during 2001-11; it also halted the trend 
of decline in growth rate of urban population that set in from 1990s 
(Bhagat, 2012). 

While phenomenal, even this growth at the base of India’s urban 
system does not quite capture the true extent of rural-urban transition in 
the country. Fig. 2 presents the 2011 Indian census data on villages with 
a population of 1500 people and more where at least two-thirds of male 
main workers are in nonfarm jobs (one of the three conditions for set-
tlements to be classified as urban). In 2011, there were over 13,500 of 
these high non-agricultural settlements with a combined population of 
nearly 55.3 million (Census of India, 2011b). These numbers indicate 
that the magnitude of rural-urban transition in terms of number of 
people involved is way higher than what the figures on CTs suggest. 
Detailed, fine-scale spatial analysis of these high non-agricultural set-
tlements also show that many of them amalgamate to constitute large 
urban formations but are classified as rural due to arbitrary census 
boundaries (Choithani et al., 2021). 

Table 1 
Urbanization in India, 1951–2011.   

Urban Population (in 
million) 

Percent 
Urban 

Annual exponential growth rate of 
urban population 

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 217.18 25.72 3.09 
2001 286.12 27.86 2.75 
2011 377.10 31.16 2.76 

Source: Bhagat (2012, p. 28) 
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3. Rural-urban transition and food security: a conceptual 
framework of pathways of linkages 

The nature of India’s urban transition presents a challenge to 
conceptualize its links with food security. 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 (Kuznets, 1973). While large Indian 
cities dominate country’s economy, recent urban growth has occurred in 
peripheral regions that include former agrarian zones. Projections show 
these places will continue to act as an important anchor of future urban 
growth in India (Pradhan, 2013; Roy and Pradhan, 2018). Given the 
growing significance of these emerging urban spaces in India’s urbani-
zation, these places are also becoming central to understanding the issue 
of urban food security. At the same time, not much is known about 
urbanization-food security linkages in these rural-urban transition 
geographies. 

The distinct nature of India’s urban transition notwithstanding, the 
key underlying driver of urbanization in country’s periphery is the 
structural economic transformation and its attendant forces. Histori-
cally, it has been observed that structural transformation drives eco-
nomic growth, shifts labour from farm to nonfarm occupations, reshapes 
agricultural systems, and changes the 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 (Timmer, 2017, p. 7; italics added). These 
interlinked transitions provide useful guide to conceptualize pathways 
of linkages between economic growth, urbanization and food security in 
India, and we use these foundational connections to inform our con-
ceptual framework on food security at emerging urban spaces (Fig. 3). 

To focus on structural transformation first, which also triggers the 
other two transitions, it is well-established that this process reconfigures 
the sectoral composition of the economy. As economy advances, the 
share of rural-farm sector in national income declines while the urban- 
nonfarm sectors gain significance. This structural transformation also 
instigates livelihood shifts from farm to nonfarm occupations as people 
respond to changes in economic environment. Given the urban nonfarm 
jobs are generally more remunerative, the structural transformation also 
provides a potent force to improve living standards. These outcomes of 
improved incomes and living standards, however, require public pol-
icies that enhance the productivity growth in both rural and urban 
sectors, failing which it can lead to growth of less-productive informal 
jobs and threaten the very viability of the transition itself (Timmer, 
2009, 2017). In India, these latter outcomes of slow productivity and 
growth of informal sector are more visible. That said, the declining 
fortunes of farm sector in the national economy means that agriculture 
now plays a reduced role in households’ livelihoods, and it is local and 

extra-local nonfarm incomes that a growing majority of households rely 
on. From the perspective of food security, these shifts imply that a 
growing number of households now depend on nonfarm incomes for 
their nutritional needs. While households often hold onto land, land no 
longer fulfils their food requirements (Choithani, 2022). Households in 
these rural-urban transition geographies represent what De Janvry and 
Sadoulet (2011, p. 476) call “net food buyers” whose production of even 
the basic food staples from their land falls short of their food re-
quirements and they now depend on market purchases to source food. 
These changes can be both positive and negative. If nonfarm jobs are 
more remunerative, they can improve food security and dietary di-
versity. At the same time, reliance on market for food can also have 
adverse effects on food consumption when food prices increase. For poor 
households who depend on low-paid informal jobs, even minor upward 
changes in food prices can adversely affect their nutritional wellbeing. 
Using the available evidence, this paper investigates these linkages. 

The second pathway of linkages between urban transition and food 
security manifests through agricultural transformation which generally 
results in improved farm productivity. Structural transition often pro-
vides the early trigger for this change, but agricultural transformation is 
driven by a wide range of factors including domestic food requirements, 
nature of country’s agri-food system, international trade opportunities, 
production technologies. Historical experience shows two common 
paths to increasing 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 way is through raising labour productivity via farm mechaniza-
tion, 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 1960s and 1970s led to 
tremendous gains in domestic agricultural productivity, helped the 
country achieve food self-sufficiency and boosted farm incomes (Pingali 
et al., 2017). However, land productivity seems to have hit the upper 
ceiling in northwestern states, making further gains difficult. And 
environmental stressors are only adding to the challenge of improving 
land productivity (Pritchard et al., 2014). Moreover, agricultural hold-
ings in India are getting progressively smaller due to demographic 
pressures (Government of India, 2020). Lack of permanent migration to 
cities due to pervasive urban informal sector means that rural popula-
tion continues to increase in India, placing demands on agricultural land 
for housing and developmental needs which is fueling India’s 
rural-urban transition (Van Duijne et al., 2023). In terms of food secu-
rity, urbanization-induced land demands can intensify pressure on rural 
agriculture land, and the reduced land available for agriculture can 
potentially also result in high food prices which can affect poor pop-
ulations. How these processes play out is another issue this paper 
examines. 

Fig. 1. Census towns in India, 1961–2011. 
Source: Various Indian censuses. 
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Global Food Security 42 (2024) 100780

4

Finally, the urban transition is generally associated with 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; Holdsworth et al., 
2020). Shift from farm to nonfarm jobs generally improves incomes 
which, in turn, leads to increased demand for calories and dietary di-
versity (Pingali and Sunder, 2017). These livelihood shifts also reduce 
the need for strenuous manual labour and promote more sedentary 

Fig. 2. High nonfarm settlements with a population of 1500 and above. 
Source: Authors’ work based on village level 2011 Primary Census Abstract data (Census of India, 2011b). 
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lifestyles; they are also linked with changes in time allocation patterns 
including less time spent in cooking which promote greater consumption 
of processed food and more out-of-home eating (Popkin, 1999; d’Amour 
et al., 2020). Urban transition is also linked to wider availability of 
cheap, processed food through supermarkets (Reardon et al., 2003). 
These lifestyle changes manifest in nutritional profile, with increasing 
overweight and obesity. These dietary and nutritional shifts provide 
another set of questions this paper probes. 

4. Evidence on impact of rural-urban transition and food 
security in India 

Building on the conceptual framework of pathways of linkages pre-
sented above, this section reviews the evidence on the impact of India’s 
urban transition on food security. 

4.1. Urban transition and households as net food buyers 

Growing pressure on farm-based livelihoods in India means that 
agriculture no longer sufficiently fulfils household food and nutrition 
needs. Over 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 (Fig. 4), 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 now provide an important 
food security anchor. 

Evidence from India’s National Sample Survey shows that there has 
been a steady growth in nonfarm employment between 1983 and 
2004–05. These nonfarm jobs also increasingly involve the poor. How-
ever, greater participation of poor communities in nonfarm sector is 
accompanied by deterioration of quality of nonfarm jobs involving in-
crease in causal labour that entails daily wages or unfixed contracts as 
opposed to regular jobs (Himanshu et al., 2011). In the wake of agrarian 
decline, even these precarious nonfarm incomes can equip the com-
munities with purchasing power to gain food access and improve dietary 
diversity (Choithani, 2017; Rahman and Mishra, 2020). However, 
weakened role of agriculture for food provisioning and growing reliance 
on market for food purchases also need to be understood in the context 
of food price volatility that has characterised the global food system in 
recent times. In 2022, global food prices in real terms were 45 percent 
higher (FAO, 2022). Supply chain disruption due to 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. The IMF’s (2022, p. xvi) has 
recently warned: “More energy and food price shocks might cause 
inflation to persist for longer.” Many countries across the world are 
battling prices spikes in basic commodities, and food inflation is a major 
contributor to rising costs of living. In India, prices of food items have 
remained high over the past 10 years from their base (Fig. 5). 

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 urban migrants receive food remittances 
from their rural families to cope up with income and livelihood deficits 

Fig. 3. Rural-urban transition and food security: a conceptual framework. 
Source: Authors’ work. 

Fig. 4. Net buyers among smallholder households in select Asian countries (percentage of households). 
Source: De Janvry and Sadoulet (2011, p. 475) 
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in cities (Onyango et al., 2021). Evidence on this in Indian context is not 
clear. But with livelihoods becoming degararinsed in India, food re-
mittances are perhaps not as significant in India. The way urban poor in 
the country seem to cope with these food shocks is to cut their con-
sumption or reduce dietary diversity. Recent research on the impact of 
Covid-19 on food security in India suggests that among urban commu-
nities, urban poor saw the maximum decline in their dietary diversity 
(Gupta and Kaicker, 2022). Another recent analysis by Crisil India 
(2021) showed that while the ‘food and beverages’ accounted for almost 
60% of expenditure of the bottom 20% of population in both rural and 
urban areas, urban poor felt the impact of inflation the most. Our 
analysis of India’s recent round of National Family Health Survey 
(NFHS) (2019-21) also shows that India’s rural-urban transition is also 
relocating the food and nutritional deficits from villages to cities, 
particularly affecting the urban poor. The stunting and underweight 
prevalence among urban children aged below 5 years belonging to poor 
households was 46.8% and 41.7%, compared to the children from 
wealthy families where only 21.5% and 16.1% children were stunted 
and underweight respectively (IIPS, 2021). 

4.2. Land use changes and food security 

Another way in which India’s urban transition is adding to the food 
security challenge is through the changes in land use, with farmland 

increasingly being converted to support urban growth. In an insightful 
study of these dynamics, Pandey and Seto (2015) showed that during 
2001-10 (a period coinciding with rapid rural-urban transition), India 
lost over 7,00,000 hectares of agricultural land – a “very conservative” 
estimate (p. 63) (see Fig. 6). Urbanization is a leading driver of these 
changing land use dynamics, and urban population growth explained 
53.8% of the variation in state-level farmland loss estimates. Two other 
important findings of this study were: i) smaller cities witnessed faster 
farmland conversion compared to big cities which indicates greater 
growth at smaller places (perhaps also a function of the fact that scope 
for urban expansion is greater in smaller places); ii) agriculture land loss 
was predominantly in states with higher agricultural land suitability 
(pp. 56–63). Other estimates show that growth in urban land area in 
India exceeded 1,00,000 hectares between 1992 and 2016 which ranked 
India among the top three countries out of 186 nations in terms of urban 
land expansion, and this urban expansion came at the expense of crop-
land displacement (Huang et al., 2020). 

In 2001, Indian government launched an ambitious initiative of 
developing economic corridors which were to be supported by highway 
infrastructure across the length and breadth of the country. These de-
velopments have required massive land acquisitions in former agricul-
tural regions. While these changes have instigated a new politics around 
land, the economic opportunities and road infrastructure have also led 
to massive urban growth in these heretofore rural regions (Levien, 2018; 

Fig. 5. Wholesale price index of food commodities in India, 2012–2022 (base value of 100 at 2011-12 prices). 
Source: Authors’ work based on Government of India (2022) 

Fig. 6. Year-wise trends in agricultural land loss in India (in hectare). 
Source: Pandey and Seto (2015, p. 57) 
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Balakrishnan, 2019; Van Duijne and Nijman, 2019; Van Duijne et al., 
2020). As noted earlier, these places are not fully urban and retain el-
ements of the rural, but livelihoods at these rural-urban transition zones 
are increasingly detached from farming. A growing number of house-
holds now eke out their living chiefly from nonfarm jobs, pursued locally 
and/or in distant urban places. As regards the latter, circular labour 
migration to large cities is key livelihood strategy of households at the 
rural-urban transition which is further propelling urbanization processes 
in these regions. One key aspect of this is the housing growth. Recent 
field-based studies in different parts of India show that circular migrants 
invest their incomes to build better houses at origin (Iyer 2017; Choi-
thani et al., 2021). Many use their agriculture land for their housing 
needs. 

Conversion of farmland for urban use can change food availability. 
The study by Pandey and Seto (2015), quoted above, did not find any 
adverse effects of farmland conversion on food production in India, 
perhaps due to agriculture intensification. At the same time, urban 
growth at rural-urban transition does raise important questions about 
future of food production. While farm intensification may enable same 
output from less land, this may not hold when the positive benefits of 
technological interventions subside. India’s food bowl states of Punjab 
and Haryana in the northwest provide examples where Green Revolu-
tion reforms, while boosting food production, have also depleted 
groundwater tables, making any future gains difficult (Pritchard et al., 
2014). Indeed, recent research also shows that between 1992 and 2016 
cropland loss due to urban expansion reduced net primary productivity 
(NPP) in India, and it is among the top five countries (along with China, 
Brazil, United States and Argentina) with “the largest cropland NPP 
losses due to urban expansion” (Huang et al., 2020, p. 6). This loss of 
farmland assumes greater significance in the context of climate change 
which will have negative impacts of food production (IPCC, 2022). 
Secondly, urbanization and nonfarm jobs can also lead to shift in cul-
tural values towards farming, particularly among the youth, who may 
withdraw from farming altogether which threatens the long-term sus-
tainability of food production. A recent study in India shows 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; instead, they reduce their labour (and 
financial) investment in farming which reduces overall food production. 
While this leads to non-migrant households living in villages farther 
from high-growth cities to deepen their engagement with agriculture, 
this does not fully compensate the food production loss (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 pro-
cesses can result in decline in overall food availability, particularly in 
the long run, which can in turn hurt the poor through increased food 
prices. 

4.3. Dietary changes and nutritional wellbeing 

India’s rural-urban transition is also changing the food environment 
in the country, and overweight and obesity are on the rise. Caste has 
traditionally played a significant part in determining the food choices of 
Indians (Achaya, 1994). But rapid economic change and urbanization 
are steadily altering eating patterns. 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 the urban 
dwellers (Kaur et al., 2016). Consumption of sugars, fats, oil, and 
ultra-processed foods has also increased (Shetty, 2013; Gulati and Misra, 
2014; Law et al., 2019). Overweight and obesity are also on the rise 
consequently. Recent NFHS (2019-21) data show that while overweight 
far exceeds underweight in urban areas, obesity and overweight are also 
on the rise in rural India. In fact, some population groups such as adult 
women (15–49 years) have greater prevalence of overweight (21.3%) 
than underweight (18.1%) even in rural India (IIPS, 2021). These trends 

align with the evidence on growing urbanization in remote, rural places 
which are not part of official urban imaginations and discourse in India. 

Furthermore, our analysis shows that food consumption patterns also 
vary between rural and urban areas. Fig. 7 presents data on consumption 
of various food items by adult women (15–49 years). While a greater 
proportion of urban women consume fruits, eggs, fish and meat vis-à-vis 
their rural counterparts, consumption of unhealthy fried foods and 
aerated drinks is also higher in urban areas. Economic status mediates 
access to healthy food items. For example, proportion of women who 
drink milk daily is 33% in the poorest quintile, while this proportion in 
the richest quintile is 66.4%. Similarly, daily fruit consumption among 
women from poorest and richest quintiles was 6% and 22.5%, respec-
tively. This indicates that income effects often weigh more heavily on 
diets, and urbanization does not offer the same benefits to the poor who 
rely on low-cost cereal-based diets. In other words, while urban poor still 
suffer from chronic food insecurity, diet excesses are making better-off 
sections overweight. 

Much of this research on urbanization-diets-nutrition nexus in India 
focuses on large cities. But recent studies on food security at peripheral 
urban geographies show that improved living standards and increased 
demand for urban consumption is linked to rising overweight and 
obesity prevalence (Aiyar et al., 2021), and dietary diversity remains 
abysmal at these transition zones (Geetha et al., 2020; Marla and Pad-
maja, 2023). It is also likely that the very poor in these transition zones 
continue to suffer from basic calorie deprivation, given their detachment 
from traditional farm-based livelihoods and precarious urban informal 
jobs. 

5. Conclusion 

This paper looks at the food and nutrition security implications of 
rural-urban transition in India, within the wider context of accelerating 
urbanization of the globe. A critical reading urbanization-food security 
discourse suggests that the connections between them are inadequately 
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 occurring, 
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 increasingly the hotspots of chronic hunger and un-
dernutrition due to their inability to provide decent, stable livelihoods to 
a large majority of urban dwellers (Crush, 2016). Worryingly, moreover, 
recent patterns of urban-centric economic growth in many developing 
economies have also weakened the traditional role of land and agri-
culture as a source of income and food security and intensified 
rural-urban labour migration (Choithani, 2022). But a bulk of urban jobs 
are informal which, while enabling migrants and their families to make 
up for the agrarian decline, preclude opportunities 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 curtailed 
urban prospects. 

Perhaps nowhere in the world are these exclusionary outcomes as 
prominent as in India. Structural economic change and urban-centric 
economic growth in India over the past three decades mean that mil-
lions of former agricultural households now increasingly depend on 
nonfarm, urban jobs in India’s large cities where economic opportunities 
are concentrated. But these alternative jobs are predominantly in the 
informal sector and are of low-wage, high-precarity nature which pre-
vent a complete shift from rural-farm to urban-nonfarm existence for 
millions in this transition. While rural-urban labour migration has 
grown significantly, much of it is of circular nature with migrants 
earning in cities while maintaining their rural base (Choithani et al., 
2021). India’s exclusionary urbanization is manifested in national sta-
tistics that show slowing of urban growth despite rapid economic 
advancement. Crucially, moreover, exclusionary nature of India’s large 
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cities is also prompting substantial urban growth in 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 attempted such an understanding. 

The evidence reviewed suggests overall worsening of food and 
nutrition security for people in this rural-urban transition, particularly 
for the poor populations. First, the decreasing significance of land and 
agriculture for food security has led to increased reliance on the market 
for food purchases, and an increasing number of farm households now 
depend on cash incomes from nonfarm jobs to meet their food needs. 
The generally low cash incomes from informal jobs, however, do not 
always allow the households to improve their nutritional wellbeing. 
Even when income gains from nonfarm sources are significant, their 
positive effects are often negated by food price rise 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 seems to hurt the poor through increased 
food prices. While these land use changes may not result in drastically 
negative effects on overall food production in the immediate run 
(though the evidence indicates productivity losses), they seem to com-
pound the challenge of food access among the poor in the wake of 
increasing volatile food prices. Third, rural-urban transition also seems 
to be driving dietary changes which affect the different socio-economic 
groups differently: while there is a general increase in overweight and 
obesity, the poor populations still suffer from basic macronutrient 
deprivation. Finally, there is another major issue 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 dominated by men while the women stay behind 
which reconfigures the gender relations; it often requires women to 
assume the added load of household’s productive and reproductive 
functions which can undermine the food security of women and children 
(Choithani, 2022). 

These insights have relevance beyond India. Urban expansion in 
many parts of the developing world is increasingly dominated by smaller 
places (Randolph and Deuskar, 2024). While the drivers of this 
bottom-led urbanization are complex and context-specific, it is likely 
that exclusionary urban processes are contributing to peripheral ur-
banization at a wider scale. Whether and how this rural-urban transition 
weighs on food and nutritional security are pressing questions. This 
paper presents a conceptual framework on the pathways of linkages 
between rural-urban transition and food security which could provide a 
useful guide to explore these linkages. 
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