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Abstract:

This article examines the intricate relationship between sustainable livelihoods and food
security in the context of rural India, drawing insights from global definitions, development
frameworks, and region-specific strategies. Livelihood security, as defined by UN-ESCAP and
Frankenberger, encompasses the ability to recover from shocks while ensuring access to
income, resources, and essential services. Food security, with its four pillars—availability,
accessibility, utilization, and stability—is positioned as both a human-centric and ecosystem-
dependent objective. The interplay between environmental sustainability and nutritional
adequacy is emphasized, particularly in regions vulnerable to climate change and poverty.
Highlighting the holistic efforts of organizations such as SOVA in southern Odisha, the paper
outlines integrated interventions aimed at enhancing rural incomes, promoting climate-resilient
agriculture, diversifying income sources, and empowering marginalized communities. The
Sustainable Livelihoods Approach and Appreciative Inquiry are presented as effective
frameworks that center human potential and participatory development to inform long-term,
inclusive policy and programmatic action?
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1.Introduction

In a world divided by abundance and deprivation, the dual challenges of food insecurity and
livelihood fragility continue to affect billions. These two issues are deeply intertwined,
especially in developing regions like rural India, where communities depend heavily on
agriculture and natural resources for their survival. The Sustainable Development Goal (SDG)
2—Zero Hunger—highlights the pressing need to ensure access to safe, nutritious food while
promoting sustainable agricultural practices and resilient livelihoods.
Food security, as defined by the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), exists when “all
people, at all times, have physical, social, and economic access to sufficient, safe, and nutritious
food to meet their dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life” [FAO,
1996]. However, long-term food security cannot be achieved without sustainable livelihoods—
those that enhance people’s abilities to withstand shocks, protect natural resources, and ensure
socio-economic inclusion [UN-ESCAP, 2008].
2.Understanding Sustainable Livelihoods

According to the UN Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific, a sustainable
livelihood is “the ability to cope and recover from unexpected events, while at the same time
enhancing current and future capabilities” (UN-ESCAP, 2008). Livelihood strategies include both
natural resource-based activities such as farming, fishing, and animal husbandry, as well as non-
resource-based practices like trade, services, and remittances. Most rural households use a
combination of these for sustenance.
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Frankenberger (1996) expanded the concept of household livelihood security to include
sustainable access to income, food, water, healthcare, education, and housing—essentials that
shape the quality of life. However, these essentials are vulnerable to threats from climate
change, economic instability, market volatility, and insufficient policy support.

The Sustainable Livelihoods Approach (SLA) frames development initiatives through a
people-centered, participatory lens. It recognizes the complex asset base—natural, social,
human, financial, and physical capital—that people rely on, and promotes strategies that are
dynamic, locally informed, and environmentally sustainable.
3.Food Security and Its Dimensions

Food security has evolved from a production-focused issue to a multi-dimensional concern
encompassing four key pillars: availability, accessibility, utilization, and stability [FAO, 2009].
While availability is about sufficient food production, accessibility refers to individuals' ability to
obtain that food. Utilization concerns nutritional knowledge and food safety, and stability
focuses on resilience against economic or climate-related disruptions.

Food insecurity is influenced by multiple social factors such as income, employment, race,
gender, and disability. Women, in particular, are disproportionately affected—globally, over one
billion adolescent girls and women suffer from malnutrition. Cultural norms often relegate
women to eating “last and least,” further exacerbating inequality.

Sustainability is essential to food security. Climate change impacts, such as erratic rainfall
or rising temperatures, reduce agricultural productivity and threaten food systems. Therefore,
addressing food security requires not just food-focused interventions, but environmental and
livelihood resilience as well.
4.SOVA: A Case Study in Southern Odisha

In India, organizations like the South Orissa Voluntary Action (SOVA) offer tangible
examples of holistic, ground-level interventions. SOVA’s strategy integrates sustainable
agriculture, skill development, health, education, and social security into a unified development
framework for rural communities.

Operating in southern Odisha—a region marked by low income, poor infrastructure, and climate
vulnerability—SOVA addresses food and livelihood insecurity through a three-pronged
approach:

1. Promoting Climate-Resilient Agriculture: Supporting sustainable farming techniques,

on- and off-farm enterprises, and agro-based job creation.

2. Empowering Communities: Ensuring entitlements such as land rights, pensions,
employment through MGNREGA, and access to Public Distribution Systems.

3. Strengthening Social Inclusion: Focusing on women, youth, and marginalized groups
through microfinance, education access, and enterprise support.

4. By fostering community participation, ensuring legal rights, and enhancing agricultural
productivity, SOVA not only improves income but also nurtures resilience and dignity in
rural households.

5.Strategies for Improving Food Security and Livelihoods

Seven interrelated strategies have been identified to address the root causes of food
insecurity:

1. Reducing food waste: Nearly one-third of global food is lost, impacting supply chains

and affordability.

2. Improving infrastructure: Better storage, transport, and irrigation systems improve
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productivity.
Promoting fair trade: Ensures equitable returns for farmers and producers.
Diversification: Encourages multiple income sources and varied diets.
Closing the yield gap: Especially between traditional and improved farming methods.
Mitigating climate impacts: By adopting sustainable and adaptive practices.
Tackling indirect factors: Such as illiteracy, health issues, and lack of access to credit or
entitlements.
When implemented inclusively, these strategies enhance not only food availability but also
social justice and economic resilience.
6.Conclusion
Sustainable livelihoods and food security are not parallel pursuits but deeply interwoven
goals essential for addressing poverty, malnutrition, and ecological degradation. The
experiences of rural households in India reveal that income diversity, ecological stewardship,
and access to social safety nets are fundamental to resilience. The case of SOVA exemplifies how
region-specific, inclusive strategies—ranging from skill development and entrepreneurship to
advocacy for rights and entitlements—can bridge systemic gaps. When guided by participatory,
people-centred frameworks like the Sustainable Livelihoods Approach, interventions become
more responsive and impactful. Addressing the twin challenges of food and livelihood insecurity
requires multifaceted, cross-sectoral collaboration that prioritizes not just survival but dignity,
agency, and long-term sustainability
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