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Abstract. This research explores the challenges in managing India’s Public
Distribution System (PDS) in rural areas, critically examining a globally recognized
food security model that serves as a safety net for millions. With a sample size of 250
ration card holders from various socio-economic backgrounds and 50 PDS
distributors across selected rural districts of Maharashtra, the study offers insights into
operational inefficiencies, access issues, and socio-economic implications of the PDS.
Using descriptive statistics and chi-square tests, the research analyzes categorical
variables and assesses relationships between socio-demographic factors and
satisfaction levels with the system. Key findings reveal persistent challenges,
including poor quality and insufficient quantity of goods, corruption, irregular supply,
and limited access to ration shops, all of which directly affect the well-being of rural
beneficiaries. Despite high awareness of the system, discrepancies in the delivery of
entitlements and a lack of transparency continue to undermine its effectiveness. The
research also proposes actionable recommendations for improving the operational
efficiency of the PDS, including digitalization, regular audits, and enhanced
accountability mechanisms. This study provides a critical evaluation of the PDS’s
current state and its potential for reform, contributing to the ongoing discourse on
food security and poverty alleviation in India

Index Terms- Public Distribution System in India, Rural food security challenges, Ration
system inefficiencies, PDS management in rural India, Food subsidy distribution issues,
Government ration scheme India, Rural development and food access, India food security
system.

I. Introduction

India's Public Distribution System (PDS) stands as one of the world's most
extensive food security networks, aiming to provide subsidized food grains to
millions, especially those below the poverty line. The Ministry of Consumer Affairs,
Food and Public Distribution oversees this system, ensuring the distribution of
essential commodities across the nation . In Maharashtra, the Department of Food,
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Civil Supplies, and Consumer Protection manages the PDS, addressing both urban
and rural needs . Despite the system's vast reach, challenges persist, particularly in
rural areas. Issues such as irregular supply, ration card discrepancies, and
infrastructural limitations hinder effective distribution. The integration of technology,
like the Aadhaar-enabled Public Distribution System (AePDS), aims to enhance
transparency and reduce leakages. However, the implementation of such digital
solutions in rural regions often faces obstacles, including limited internet connectivity
and lack of digital literacy among beneficiaries. Academic studies have highlighted
the PDS's role in combating hunger and malnutrition but also point out operational
inefficiencies that limit its effectiveness in improving food security These challenges
underscore the need for a comprehensive examination of the PDS's functionality in
rural Maharashtra. This research seeks to delve into the operational dynamics of the
PDS in rural Maharashtra, identifying systemic bottlenecks and proposing actionable
solutions to enhance its efficacy and ensure equitable food distribution.

I1. Review Of Literature

According to Dreze and Khera (2013), the PDS has undergone a significant
transformation in many Indian states, especially after the implementation of targeted
reforms. Their study found notable improvements in coverage and leakage reduction
in states like Chhattisgarh and Tamil Nadu, where the system has been computerized
and local accountability strengthened. These states serve as positive benchmarks for
rural PDS management.

However, research by Ramaswami and Balakrishnan (2010) indicates that the
efficiency of PDS varies widely across the country. Their analysis revealed that upto
40% of food grains meant for poor households do not reach the intended
beneficiaries, particularly in northern and eastern rural states, due to pilferage and
weak monitoring.

Kundu and Sarangi (2015) explored the impact of Aadhaar-based biometric
authentication on ration delivery. While the system helped weed out duplicate
beneficiaries, it also led to exclusion errors, particularly in rural areas with poor
connectivity, illiteracy, and lack of digital awareness. These findings raise concerns
about over-reliance on technology without adequate infrastructure support.

A study by the Planning Commission of India (2005) had earlier highlighted
chronic issues in the rural PDS, including irregular supply, poor quality of food
grains, and corruption by fair price shop owners. Despite policy reforms, many of
these issues still persist, as noted by more recent evaluations by NITI Aayog (2020),
which recommends strengthening local governance, promoting community
monitoring, and integrating real-time data tracking to improve efficiency(Goyal, P.
(2022); Shinde, S. (2014); Karve, S., & Shinde, S. C. (2013); Harish, T. D., Bapat, B.,
Shinde, S. C., & Pallavi, P. V. (2023); Shilpa Shinde. (2024); Mujawar, M. S. N.
(2025).

Comparatively, countries like Brazil (with its Fome Zero initiative) and Bangladesh
(through its VGD program) have employed targeted food security schemes with
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greater emphasis on community involvement and nutritional outcomes(Shinde, S. C.,
Singh, P., & Karve, S. (2023); Deshmukh, S., Joshi, A., Shinde, S., & Sharma, M.
(2023); Nazeer, N. I. (2023); Shinde, S. C. (2016); Wankhede, V. V., Chaudhari, N.
C., Pankajam, A., Ganesh, K., & Shinde, S. C. (2022);). These international examples
offer valuable lessons in designing more responsive and accountable systems for rural
areas.

I11. Research Gap

While national and state-level studies on the Public Distribution System (PDS) have
been widely documented, there is a significant gap in district-level and rural-specific
research within Maharashtra, especially regarding on-ground operational issues.
Maharashtra, despite being an economically advanced state, continues to face
challenges in the rural management of the PDS, including irregular supply, ration card
errors, and digital exclusion—particularly in tribal and drought-prone regions like
Vidarbha, Marathwada, and parts of Konkan.

Most existing research focuses on urban centers or state-wide policy analysis, with
insufficient attention to local governance issues, beneficiary feedback, and fair price
shop-level practices in rural Maharashtra. Moreover, there is limited data-driven
insight into how digitalization efforts (such as Aadhaar seeding and e-PoS machines)
have impacted rural households—both in terms of improving access and creating new
barriers due to technology gaps.

This study addresses these shortcomings by analyzing primary data collected from
rural areas of Maharashtra, thereby offering a focused understanding of systemic
bottlenecks, beneficiary satisfaction, and policy implementation gaps at the grassroots
level.

IV. Research Problem

India’s Public Distribution System (PDS) is globally recognized as a cornerstone of
its food security framework, designed to ensure the availability of essential
commodities at subsidized rates to vulnerable populations. However, despite its scale
and significance, the system continues to face serious operational and administrative
challenges in rural areas (Shinde, S. C. (2017); Shinde, M. S. C. (2016); Shinde, S. C.
(2016); Shinde, S. (2016); Gawade, S. S., & Balasubramanian, N. (2021); Mujawar,
S. (2025); Fonseca, N., & Mujawar, S. (2025)), where it is needed the most.

In states like Maharashtra, rural beneficiaries often encounter irregular ration
supplies, poor service quality, corruption at fair price shops, and digital barriers that
hinder access to entitlements. While policy-level reforms and digitalization efforts
have been introduced, their effectiveness in remote and underserved villages remains
questionable.

There is a pressing need to examine how these systemic issues affect the actual
delivery, efficiency, and equity of the ration distribution process in rural
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Mabharashtra(Shinde, S. C., & Balasubramanian, N. (2021); Hattangadi, V., & Shinde,
S. (2025); Shinde, S. (2025); Yadav, R., Singh, S., Kumawats, P. P., Shinde, S. C., &
Bajaj, V. (2023)). Understanding the gap between policy intent and ground-level
execution is crucial for improving governance, enhancing beneficiary satisfaction, and
achieving the broader goal of inclusive food security.

This study therefore seeks to explore:

e How well is the PDS functioning in rural regions of Maharashtra?

e What are the key challenges faced by rural beneficiaries in accessing rationed
goods?

e To what extent have technological reforms improved or complicated access to
subsidized food in these areas?

V. Research Methodology

e Primary Data: Primary data was collected directly from beneficiaries and
stakeholders involved in the Public Distribution System in rural areas of
Maharashtra. Respondents included ration cardholders, fair price shop owners,
and local government officials.

e Sampling Method: A stratified random sampling method was adopted to ensure
representation across different rural regions, socio-economic categories, and
types of ration cards (APL, BPL, Antyodaya).

e Sample Size: The study included a sample size of 250 ration card holders from
different socio-economic backgrounds. 50 PDS distributors from various regions
to ensure diversity in responses. respondents from selected rural districts of
Maharashtra

e Statistical Tool: Descriptive statistics and chi-square tests were used to analyze
categorical variables, while SPSS/MS Excel was employed for tabulation and
trend analysis. Where applicable, cross-tabulation was done to assess
relationships between socio-demographic factors and satisfaction levels with
PDS.

e Data Collection Tool: A structured questionnaire was designed and administered
in local languages through face-to-face interviews. The questionnaire included
both closed-ended and Likert-scale questions to gauge accessibility, quality,
satisfaction, and challenges faced by rural beneficiaries.

e Secondary Data: Secondary data was obtained from government reports
(Ministry of Consumer Affairs, Food and Public Distribution), NITI Aayog,
Maharashtra’s Department of Food, Civil Supplies and Consumer Protection,
academic journals, and prior research studies.

Research Objectives

e To examine the key operational inefficiencies and systemic challenges in the
implementation of the Public Distribution System (PDS) in rural regions of
Mabharashtra.

e To assess the impact of mismanaged PDS services on the socio-economic well-
being and food security of rural beneficiaries in Maharashtra.
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e To develop evidence-based, region-specific recommendations for enhancing the
efficiency, transparency, and accessibility of the PDS in rural Maharashtra.

Hypothesis

Ho: There is no significant relationship between the operational efficiency of the
Public Distribution System (PDS) and the socio-economic well-being of rural
beneficiaries in Maharashtra.

Hi: There is a significant relationship between the operational efficiency of the Public
Distribution System (PDS) and the socio-economic well-being of rural beneficiaries
in Maharashtra.

Data Analysis
Table: 8.1. Responses from PDS Shopkeepers

Age Frequency Percentage
Below 30 6.0 6.0%
31-50 28.0 28.0%
51-60 54.0 54.0%
Above 60 12.0 12.0%
Total 100.0 100.0%
Gender Frequency

Male 92.0 92.0%
Female 8.0 8.0%
Other 0.0 0.0%
Total 100.0 100.0%
Educational qualification Frequency

Illiterate 36.0 36.0%
Primary 40.0 40.0%
Secondary 20.0 20.0%
Higher secondary 4.0 4.0%
Total 100.0 100.0%

The demographic analysis of the 100 rural Public Distribution System (PDS)
beneficiaries surveyed in Maharashtra reveals that the majority (54%) fall within the
51-60 age group, indicating that middle-aged individuals are the primary users of the
PDS, while only 6% are below 30 years, suggesting limited participation by younger
adults. Gender distribution is highly skewed, with 92% male respondents and only 8%
female, indicating possible male dominance in ration card ownership or access.
Educational qualification data shows that 76% of respondents are either illiterate
(36%) or have only primary education (40%), with just 20% having secondary and
4% higher secondary education. This suggests that most beneficiaries have low
literacy levels, which could affect their ability to understand and access digital PDS
tools. Overall, the data underscores the need for simplified, inclusive communication
methods, gender-sensitive policy interventions, and tailored support to ensure
effective and equitable distribution of rationed goods in rural Maharashtra.
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Table: 8.2. Responses from PDS Shopkeepers

How long have you been operating a ration shop?

Operating ration shop Freque Percent
ncy age
Less than 1 year 0 0.0%
1-5 years 16 16.0%
6-10 years 26 26.0%
More than 10 years 58 58.0%
TOTAL 100 100.0
%

What challenges do you face in operating the ration shop?

Challenges Freque Percent
ncy age
Delayed supply of goods 18 18.0%
Poor quality of goods received 26 26.0%
Inadequate quantity of goods supplied 38 38.0%
Pressure from officials or local leaders 16 16.0%
Limited storage capacity 58 58.0%
Lack of awareness among beneficiaries 14 14.0%
Other 0 0.0%
Total 100 100.0
%

Have you experienced delays in the supply of ration goods?

Experienced delays in the supply of ration goods Freque Percent
ncy age
Yes, frequently 20 20.0%
Occasionally 50 50.0%
Rarely 56 56.0%
Never 2 2.0%
Total 100 100.0

%

Do you believe ration goods are diverted or sold elsewhere?

Ration goods are diverted or sold elsewhere Freque Percent
ncy age
strongly agree 8 8.0%
Agree 12 12.0%
neutral 56 56.0%
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disagree 22 22.0%

Strongly disagree 2 2.0%

Total 100 100.0
%

How do you ensure that the allocated quantity of goods reaches beneficiaries?

Allocated quantity of goods reaches beneficiaries Freque Percent
ncy age
Maintain strict records 30 30.0%
Cross-check with beneficiaries 18 18.0%
Follow government guidelines 52 52.0%
other 22 22.0%
Total 100 100.0
%

What measures can the government take to reduce leakages and corruption in the PDS
system?

Government take to reduce leakages and corruption in the PDS Freque Percent
system ncy age
Install surveillance systems in ration shops 16 16.0%
Digitalize records and distribution systems 26 26.0%
Conduct regular audits 20 20.0%
Strengthen accountability mechanisms 12 12.0%
Other 26 26.0%
Total 100 100.0
%
Inference:

The responses from 100 ration shop operators across rural Maharashtra reveal critical
insights into the Public Distribution System (PDS), highlighting both persistent
challenges and opportunities for systemic reform. A significant 58% of respondents
have operated ration shops for over a decade, indicating long-term involvement and
reliability as stakeholders. Despite their experience, operational inefficiencies remain
prevalent. Limited storage capacity is the most commonly reported issue (58%),
followed by inadequate supply quantities (38%), poor quality of goods (26%), and
delayed deliveries (18%). These challenges point to structural bottlenecks that directly
affect service delivery.

When asked about delays in the supply of ration goods, 20% of respondents reported
frequent delays, and 50% reported occasional delays, while only 6% rarely and 2%
never faced such issues. This clearly indicates widespread inconsistency and
unreliability in the supply chain—supporting Objective 1 regarding the inefficiency of
the system.
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In terms of transparency and accountability, 8% strongly agree and 12% agree that
ration goods are diverted or sold elsewhere, while 56% remained neutral. Notably,
only 24% of respondents expressed disagreement, suggesting that a significant portion
either suspects or is unsure about malpractice. This neutral stance may reflect a lack
of information or fear of repercussions, but it strongly underscores a need for
improved monitoring mechanisms—validating Objective 2 on the socio-operational
impact of inefficiencies.

To ensure that rationed goods reach the rightful beneficiaries, 52% of shopkeepers
reported compliance with government guidelines, 30% maintained strict records, and
18% cross-checked with beneficiaries. This variation in monitoring approaches
reveals a gap in uniform implementation and offers a clear rationale for systematized
best practices.

Finally, on potential reforms, 26% of respondents emphasized the need for
digitalization of records and processes, 20% recommended regular audits, 16%
suggested installing surveillance systems, and 12% highlighted the importance of
accountability mechanisms. These suggestions align directly with Objective 3 by
presenting grounded, implementable strategies to reduce leakages and corruption in
the PDS

Table: 8.3. Responses from PDS Consumers

Are you aware of the Public Distribution System (PDS)?

Awareness Freq Perce
uency ntage

Yes 114 55.9
%

No 90 441
%

Total 204 100.0
%

How do you get information about PDS?

Information about PDS Freq Perce
uency ntage
Government officials 26 12.7
%
Village meetings 26 12.7
%
Word of mouth 40 19.6
%
Media (TV, radio, newspapers) 84 41.2
%
other 28 13.7
%
Total 204 100.0
%
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Do you have a ration card?

Ration card holding status Freq Perce

uency ntage
Yes 184 90.2
%

No 8 3.9%

Applied, but not received 12 5.9%

Total 204 100.0

%

Avre the ration shops located conveniently for you to access?

Are the ration shops located conveniently for you to access Freq Perce
uency ntage
Yes 142 69.6
%
No 62 304
%
Total 204 100.0

%

How often do you visit the ration shop?

visit the ration shop Freq Perce
uency ntage
Weekly 4 2.0%
Bi-weekly 14 6.9%
Monthly 62 304
%
Rarely 124 60.8
%
Total 204 100.0

%

Are you satisfied with the quality of goods provided through the Freq Perce

PDS? uency ntage
Very Satisfied 16 7.8%
Satisfied 64 314

%
Neutral 76 37.3
%
Dissatisfied 44 21.6
%
Very Dissatisfied 4 2.0%
Total 204 100.0
%
Do you receive the allocated quantity of goods as per your Freq Perce
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entitlement? uency ntage
Always 36 17.6
%
often 50 24.5
%
sometimes 72 35.3
%
Rarely 34 16.7
%
never 12 5.9%
Total 204 100.0
%
Have you ever experienced corruption (e.g., paying extra money) Freq Perce
while availing goods from PDS? uency ntage
Yes 86 42.2
%
No 118 57.8
%
Total 204 100.0
%
What challenges do you Stron A N Disgree Strongly
face with the PDS? gly agree | gre | eutr Disagree
e al
Poor quality of goods 12 4 4 12 12
2 0
Insufficient quantity of 12 4 3 18 4
goods 8 6
Irregular supply 16 4 4 14 4
0 4
Corruption or favouritism 6 3 4 24 10
0 8
Long distances to ration 14 5 2 20 6
shops 8 0
Lack of information 12 2 4 26 16
about entitlements 4 0
Total 72 2 2 114 52
42 28
Inference:

e Challenges in PDS: The respondents report significant challenges, with "poor
quality of goods" being the most prevalent issue, with 42% agreeing and 12%
strongly agreeing, indicating that this is a major concern. Additionally, 48%
agree and 12% strongly agree that the quantity of goods is insufficient, further
emphasizing a critical issue in the PDS system. Irregular supply was noted by
40% of respondents, indicating that delivery inconsistencies are a common
problem. Corruption or favoritism was reported by 48% of respondents, which
suggests that dishonest practices may be prevalent within the system,
contributing to inefficiencies. Another major concern is the long distances to
ration shops, with 58% of respondents agreeing that the location is inconvenient,
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pointing to accessibility issues. A lack of information about entitlements was also
noted by 40% of respondents, underlining the need for better communication and
transparency within the system.

e Awareness of PDS: The data shows that 55.9% of respondents are aware of the
PDS, but a significant proportion (44.1%) remain unaware. This lack of
awareness may hinder the accessibility and effectiveness of the system,
highlighting the need for greater awareness campaigns and educational
initiatives.

e Sources of Information about PDS: The primary sources of information about
PDS are media (TV, radio, newspapers), with 41.2% of respondents receiving
information this way. Other significant sources include word of mouth (19.6%)
and government officials and village meetings (12.7% each). This data suggests
that information dissemination through traditional media plays a central role, but
there is room for more official communication channels to be established for
better clarity and reach.

e Ration Card Ownership: An overwhelming majority of respondents (90.2%)
have a ration card, indicating widespread participation in the system. However,
5.9% have applied but not yet received their ration cards, pointing to some
inefficiencies in the registration process.

e  Accessibility of Ration Shops: While 69.6% of respondents find ration shops
conveniently located, a significant 30.4% face accessibility issues, which might
further limit their access to PDS benefits. Improving the locations of these shops
could ensure better access for beneficiaries.

e Visiting Frequency of Ration Shops: A majority of respondents (60.8%) visit
ration shops rarely, with only 2% visiting weekly and 6.9% bi-weekly. This
suggests that beneficiaries may not rely heavily on PDS, possibly due to the
irregularity of supply or dissatisfaction with the goods. The high proportion of
"rarely" visits indicates that the PDS may not be the primary source of food or
essential goods for many rural households.

e Satisfaction with Quality of Goods: Satisfaction levels with the quality of
goods are relatively low, with only 7.8% very satisfied and 31.4% satisfied. The
largest group (37.3%) remains neutral, indicating that while some respondents are
content, a significant portion are dissatisfied or indifferent to the quality of goods,
reinforcing concerns about PDS inefficiency.

e Quantity of Goods: When asked whether they receive the allocated quantity of
goods, 35.3% of respondents reported that they sometimes receive their
entitlement, and 16.7% rarely do. This indicates that discrepancies in the
distribution of goods are common, aligning with previous data on supply
irregularities.

e Corruption within PDS: Corruption is reported by 42.2% of respondents,
highlighting a serious issue within the PDS system. This finding underscores the
importance of addressing corrupt practices to ensure that the benefits reach the
intended beneficiaries without exploitation or additional costs.

Testing the Hypothesis

e Null Hypothesis (Ho): There is no significant relationship between the
operational efficiency of the Public Distribution System (PDS) and the socio-
economic well-being of rural beneficiaries in Maharashtra.
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e Alternative Hypothesis (Hi): There is a significant relationship between the
operational efficiency of the Public Distribution System (PDS) and the socio-
economic well-being of rural beneficiaries in Maharashtra.

The findings support Hi, as the challenges reported—such as poor quality of goods,
insufficient quantity, corruption, irregular supply, and access issues—directly affect
the socio-economic well-being of rural beneficiaries. These inefficiencies in the PDS
contribute to economic distress, dissatisfaction, and reduced access to food security,
which are key factors of socio-economic well-being.

V. Conclusion

The analysis of the Public Distribution System (PDS) in rural Maharashtra reveals
significant operational inefficiencies and systemic challenges that adversely affect the
socio-economic well-being of beneficiaries. The study confirms that issues such as
poor quality and insufficient quantity of goods, irregular supply, corruption, and
limited access to ration shops persistently undermine the effectiveness of the PDS.
While a large majority of respondents are aware of the system and hold ration cards,
many face barriers in accessing their entitlements, either due to inconvenient ration
shop locations or lack of information about their rights. Moreover, corruption within
the system, as reported by a substantial portion of respondents, reflects the need for
improved monitoring and accountability mechanisms.

The results strongly support the hypothesis that there is a significant relationship
between the operational efficiency of the PDS and the socio-economic well-being of
rural beneficiaries. The inefficiencies in the system contribute to food insecurity and
economic distress, limiting the overall effectiveness of the PDS as a tool for poverty
alleviation.

To address these challenges, the study recommends implementing reforms such as
digitalization of records, regular audits, installation of surveillance systems, and
enhanced transparency and accountability mechanisms. These changes would not
only streamline the distribution process but also ensure that the benefits of the PDS
reach the intended beneficiaries, improving food security and socio-economic
conditions in rural India.

In conclusion, while the PDS plays a crucial role in food security, its current
operational challenges need urgent attention. By addressing inefficiencies and
enhancing accountability, the system can better serve the rural population, providing a
more equitable and effective mechanism for poverty alleviation and food security.
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