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Abstract 

This paper examines North–South linkages in the politics of contemporary 
food assistance and social welfare, and in particular the normalisation of 
poverty and humanitarian crisis caused by increased digitalisation, privatisation 
and individualisation of aid or welfare. Migrants and displaced populations are 
considered as extreme cases and we examine how these policies and practices 
are leading to the growth of a global precariat who are constantly on the edge 
of survival (or death). We use Sudan, India and the UK as case-study countries 
which have seen persistently high levels of acute malnutrition or rising levels of 
hunger (as in the case of the UK), as well as the introduction of new digital 
welfare systems. Digital practices often aim to improve access to food and 
form a key part of humanitarian and welfare assistance, thereby creating digital 
welfare states. In the past decade Sudan has seen a shift from emergency food 
aid to digital cash interventions, including the establishment of a new national 
cash-based Family Support Programme (FSP). India’s Public Distribution 
System (PDS) has been undergoing digital transformation since 2010. In the 
UK, welfare has been digital by default since 2012 and from 2016 assistance 
for asylum seekers is provided through biometrics and debit cards. The Covid 
pandemic has accelerated processes of digitalisation across all three countries. 
In this paper, we argue that digitalisation has not addressed hunger, but instead 
is likely to lead to exclusions and invisibility of the already politically 
marginalised groups. Additionally, a number of troubling political and 
economic questions linked to identity, surveillance and profit have been 
subsumed in the larger debate about efficiency and accountability in 
provisioning. On the other hand, evidence of protests and organised struggles 
indicates a growing opposition to the digitalisation of bodies and lives.  

Keywords 

Food assistance, food poverty, social welfare, PDS, cash transfer, digitalisation, 
digitisation, Sudan, India, UK. 
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Digital bodies and digitalised welfare: North-South 
linkages in the politics of food assistance and social 
welfare1 

1 Introduction  

Food insecurity and hunger are rising phenomena across the world, in contexts 
as widely varying in politics, geography and food systems and in the mix of 
public and private sector welfare, as in Sudan, India and the UK. Even prior to 
the Covid-19 pandemic, humanitarian crises were becoming increasingly 
protracted with a large number of countries experiencing persistently high 
levels of acute malnutrition (Young and Marshak 2018). In India a high 
proportion of the population suffers the consequences of chronic deprivation 
and precarious livelihoods. Populations in Sudan continue to experience 
conflict and displacement as well as long-term deprivation and precarity, 
despite the 2019 revolution that ousted President Al-Bashir’s 20-year long 
authoritarian regime. In the UK, food insecurity and hunger have been 
growing steadily since the introduction of austerity measures and changes in 
the welfare system in 2010 (Sosenko et al. 2019). Furthermore, all three 
countries have experienced increasing inequality in the past twenty years.  

These crises have persisted and arguably worsened despite – or perhaps 
because of – policy changes in the past two decades. During this period a shift 
was made towards resilience and austerity approaches and an increased focus 
on reducing the role of the state, increasing private sector and market 
engagement, and shifting responsibility to individuals. The 2008 food crisis, in 
particular, stimulated a rebirth of technocratic approaches (Moseley et al. 
2015), which has included various degrees of digitalisation, individualisation 
and privatisation of food assistance and social welfare.  

Food insecurity is a key manifestation of poverty, marginalisation and 
humanitarian crisis, and the aims of food assistance and welfare programmes 
are to address it. In humanitarian crisis contexts, food assistance is generally 
taken to mean in-kind food aid, food vouchers or cash vouchers to buy food, 
direct cash transfers, and sometimes agricultural and market support (Harvey 
et al., 2010). In this paper, we use a broad definition that includes interventions 
such as food subsidies, strategic grain reserves, and social protection or longer-
term social welfare programmes which are either cash or in-kind transfers.2 In 

 
1 An earlier version was presented in the panel on ‘Governance in moments where 
normality and exceptionality meet’ at the EADI-ISS conference 2021, held from 5-8 
July 2021. The authors are grateful for feedback from the panellists and participants at 
the session. This paper is work in progress. Susanne Jaspars (sj43@soas.ac.uk and C. 
Sathyamala (sathyamala@iss.nl) look forward to comments, thoughts, and suggestions 
to help in furthering the arguments presented in this paper. 
2 This is close to the FAO definition of food assistance: ‘Food assistance is all actions 
that national governments, often in collaboration with non-governmental 
organisations and members of civil society, and with external aid when necessary, 

 

mailto:sj43@soas.ac.uk
mailto:sathyamala@iss.nl
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the UK the concept ‘food poverty’ – a lack of food due to resource or other 
constraints, is commonly used as an alternative to food insecurity.3  

In recent years, aid agencies and policymakers have been promoting the 
digitalisation of food assistance and social welfare to counter some of the 
problems in providing food aid, and to achieve greater efficiency and 
accountability in general. Mobile phone assessments, mobile cash transfers, 
electronic beneficiary cards with biometric identification (for example finger 
printing and iris scans), geospatial technologies, and crowdsourcing are some 
of the technologies that are deployed (Bergtora Sandvik et al. 2014, Weitzberg 
et al. 2021). The use of biometrics in humanitarian assistance is said to offer 
advantages in beneficiary identification and reducing fraud but risks in terms of 
reliability, security and exclusions (The Engine Room and Oxfam 2018). 
Digital technologies are used for remotely managed programmes in conflict 
situations and now in the pandemic, where physical access has been difficult 
for humanitarian organisations (Duffield 2018). The World Food Programme 
(WFP) has played a key role in adopting digital technologies, in particular for 
beneficiary registration, food security assessments and distributing assistance. 
However, analysis of the politics of digitalisation is rare and the implications of 
private sector involvement are underexplored (as pointed out by Duffield 
2018, and Bergtora Sandvik et al. 2014). For example, ‘a mobile phone 
application brings in an application developer, a mobile phone or satellite 
company, an internet service provider and a data storage company …, as well 
as government regulators – all of these being invisible to the beneficiary’ but 
will have particular political and economic effects (Bergtora Sandvik et al. 
2014: 235). Issues of surveillance – both positive, as in formulating health 
programmes or negative in terms of political control – have been highlighted 
in a few refugee and humanitarian contexts but are underexplored in others 
(Weitzberg et al. 2021). McCully (2020) defines a ‘digital welfare state’ as one 
rolling out digital tools as strategies to reduce poverty and vulnerability as 
problems that can be solved or fixed by technological innovation.  

In this paper we present some initial thoughts on the politics of food 
assistance and social welfare with particular reference to digitalisation, which 
involves varying degrees of individualisation and privatisation of assistance. 
Even though Sudan, India and the UK appear to be too different to be 
comparable, we have taken these contrasting case studies precisely because 
they can yield important information on processes and outcomes of the 
particular trends (Flyvbjerg 2006: 230). In this paper, we examine trends of 
digitalisation in food assistance and social welfare, its effect on political and 
economic processes, and possible outcomes in terms of food security. We will 
show that what is happening in the treatment of poor and marginalised 

 

undertake to improve the nutritional well-being of their citizens, who otherwise would 
not have access to adequate food for a healthy and active life’ (FAO 1996 no page). 
3 Food poverty has also been explained as: ‘… not simply about immediate hunger ... 
It is not just about the quantity of food … but involves the dietary choices, the 
cultural norms and the physical and financial resources that affect which foods are 
eaten, ultimately impacting on health status’ (Maslen et al. 2013: 4). 
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populations (displaced populations, refugees, small-holder farmers, and 
labourers) seems remarkably similar despite the apparent differences. We make 
the case for looking at political issues of welfare globally rather than with 
preconceived notions of a North–South divide. As such, we also build on the 
work of Duffield (2018 and 2021) who suggested a blurring of North–South 
distinctions through digitalised welfare, and in the creation of a precariat who 
could function as adaptable and disposable labour. In all three countries, the 
Covid-19 pandemic has further aggravated food insecurity, hunger, and 
inequality, and has been accompanied by an increased use of digital 
technologies. The paper begins with a brief description of the situation in each 
country in terms of the digitalisation of assistance and welfare, followed by the 
identification of the key political issues these programmes raise that we see as 
North–South linkages and which need further exploration. 

2 Food assistance and social welfare: Moving towards 
digitalisation 

2.1 The Global South: Sudan’s protracted humanitarian crisis 

Sudan has experienced a humanitarian crisis requiring external assistance 
almost every year since 1984, when the country experienced severe famine, and 
has received food aid even longer (Jaspars 2018). Digital assistance is relatively 
recent, however, although the trend towards digitalisation in humanitarian 
assistance is generally acknowledged (Bergtora Sandvik et al. 2014, Duffield 
2018). In Sudan, in 2013, WFP tested remote food security assessments using 
mobile phones (Mock et al. 2016), and in 2015 introduced SCOPE, its 
biometric beneficiary identification and benefit management system. This 
enabled digital food assistance through the provision of e-vouchers and was 
part of efforts to better target assistance to vulnerable displaced populations 
(WFP Sudan 2017). Other digital techniques have been introduced more 
recently in the form of prepaid bank cards and plans to use mobile money for 
both humanitarian programmes and the newly started national cash-based 
Family Support Programme (FSP) (WFP 2018). These programmes build on a 
long history of food aid and food assistance interventions.  

Sudan first received substantial quantities of international food aid in 
1958, just two years after independence.4 US food aid in these early years was a 
direct bilateral loan agreement with the Sudan government and had trade, 
surplus disposal, and foreign policy objectives. It also formed the basis of an 
urban bread subsidy – arguably one of Sudan’s most important food security 
interventions which continues to this day (Maxwell et al. 1990). The proceeds 
were used to fund development projects in Sudan’s (elite) centre, reinforcing 
inequalities between centre and peripheral regions such as Darfur. Sudan 
experienced two more distinct ‘regimes’ of food assistance practices (Jaspars 

 
4 During colonial times the UK provided some limited food aid as famine relief and 
attempted to transfer the famine codes developed in India (19th century) and the 16th 
century poor laws in the UK, but with little success (De Waal 1989). 
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2018). From the mid-1980s, Sudan saw a shift to emergency food aid in its 
peripheries5 carried out by NGOs and the WFP, in response to famine, 
conflict and refugees. For much of the 1990s and the early 2000s, emergency 
food aid was the main form of aid to Sudan (ibid.). Following the Islamist coup 
in 1989, Sudan received no development aid and because Sudan’s government 
was thought to support terrorist groups, Western countries imposed a number 
of sanctions. Food aid became an intimate part of the country’s political 
economy, whether as a form of government budget support, a way of 
maintaining or attracting political allies (including those in the private sector), 
to feed soldiers and government officials or to starve enemies (ibid., Keen 
1994, Duffield 1994).  

A massive WFP food aid operation in 2005 in response to conflict and 
displacement in Darfur was followed in 2008 by an overall decline in material 
assistance, and a shift from in-kind food aid to cash and nutrition interventions 
(Jaspars 2018). This included the introduction of food vouchers in selected 
camps for displaced populations in North Darfur in 2011. These were justified 
in terms of choice (and the potential improved dietary diversity), market 
support, and efficiency, but the nature of the contracts, limited local 
availability, inflation and collusion often meant control by large traders and 
high prices (Harrison and Wagabi 2011, Jaspars 2018). WFP introduced digital 
assessments in 2013, e-vouchers in 2015 and prepaid cards for cash transfers in 
2016 (WFP Sudan 2017). Digital assessments collect a number of quantitative 
indicators by mobile phone and have been justified for reasons of speed, 
accuracy and access in volatile humanitarian settings (Mock et al. 2016). 
Vouchers, cash transfers, and mobile assessments also need to be understood 
in the context of declining international access to crisis-affected populations in 
the last decade of Sudan’s previous government. The former government often 
denied access for international organisations and for food aid transporters 
(through travel permits, fees, checkpoints, in particular to rebel-held areas), and 
attacks on aid workers were frequent. Digital technologies can overcome these 
constraints because they enable remote programming.  

Sudan’s revolution of 2019 presents a new era but also continuities. The 
transitional government is composed of a civilian and a military element, and is 
increasingly fragile due to a severe economic, health (current Covid-19 
situation), and humanitarian crisis. In 2021, 13.4 million people are estimated 
to be in need of humanitarian assistance (UN OCHA 2021). External support 
for Sudan’s political transition has led to a number of potentially new forms of 
aid and trade, but with conditions. Removal from the list of terrorist-
supporting countries required paying $335 million to US victims of terrorist 
attacks. Potential access to World Bank and IMF loans required floating the 
Sudanese pound on the international market and the removal of state subsidies 
(mainly fuel and wheat) (Baldo 2021). These international institutions also 
suggested a targeted Family Support Programme (FSP) to replace state 
subsidies, claiming that this would assist the poor more effectively (Thomas 

 
5 The peripheries include Darfur, Kordofan, Red Sea State and southern Sudan (until 
the latter became a separate country).  
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and Ghizouli 2020). The FSP was launched in February 2021, implemented by 
the Ministry of Labour and Social Development, and is funded by the World 
Bank and a Multi Donor Trust Fund. It aims to provide the equivalent of 
$5/person/month for 80% of the population but was only half-funded at the 
start (Radio Dabanga 2021a). Even if fully funded, the Prime Minister has 
stated that $5/month is only a symbolic gesture (Hendawi 2021). Others have 
argued this will make households more vulnerable to volatile markets (Thomas 
and Ghizouli 2020). It also does not solve a key aspect of the economic crisis 
which is that many economic enterprises are in the hands of the military 
(including food import/export, transport, agriculture, telecommunications, and 
banking) and do not pay tax (Baldo 2021, Jaspars and El-Tayeb 2021). High 
food prices are thought to be in part due to speculation and intentions to 
undermine the transitional government (Fewsnet 2020, 2021). 

With government prioritising peace negotiations, constitutional reform 
and tackling corruption, WFP has become the main aid actor in food and cash 
assistance. It sets policy for assessments, registration, targeting, 
transport/financial transfers, and monitoring of food assistance. This remains 
mostly in-kind food aid, with much actually purchased in Sudan. However, 
from 2016, in the Darfur camps for protracted displaced populations, cash 
transfers were introduced, using SCOPE cards as prepaid debit cards. WFP 
also assists the Sudan government with imports of wheat and in the 
establishment of the FSP.  

Digital technologies in food assistance and in the FSP include the use of 
biometrics, bank cards and mobile phones, which in turn require local banking 
agents, moneybrokers, and telecommunications companies, as well as traders 
and shopkeepers. These approaches have been justified because of cost 
efficiency, speed of data collection, and access to remote and otherwise 
inaccessible populations. WFP promotes its SCOPE system because it can 
store biometrics and a range of demographic and food security data, can be 
linked to a range of interventions from different actors, and removes the 
possibility for duplicate registrations, thus reducing fraud and corruption. It is 
also said to enable rapid adjustment of assistance when needed (WFP 2016, 
Clausen 2021). Analysis of potential risks are relatively rare, for example on the 
possibility that the data gathered is used for commercial or security purposes 
(Duffield 2016). Digital technologies also fundamentally change the 
relationship between aid workers and beneficiaries, and aid organisations’ 
understanding of the problems faced by conflict-affected populations (Jaspars 
2018: 51). Remote or digital technologies create an emotional as well as 
physical distance which can make it easier to withdraw assistance (ibid.).  

Duffield (2016) links digital humanitarianism to the neoliberal 
governmentality of resilience approaches in which crisis-affected populations 
are given information to promote adaptation rather than material assistance 
and protection. Potential risks can also be identified from studies in other 
humanitarian crisis contexts. For example, connectivity problems have led to 
delayed payments in Kenya (Bergtora Sandvik et al. 2014) and the network 
connection in Sudan is notoriously unstable. Cash transfers may need an 
entirely new payment infrastructure, including the provision of ID cards to 
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populations who did not previously have one, thus creating the notion of 
consumers and citizens (Donovan 2013). The need for ID cards, when most 
Sudanese have never owned one, is likely to be highly controversial. Identity 
and settlement (or landownership and occupation) are highly contentious 
political issues, particularly as part of the population is still living in rebel-held 
areas and altering population demographics have been key political strategies. 
Because of all these factors, exclusions through digitalisation are more than 
likely. Current voucher and cash transfer programmes in Darfur already appear 
to lead to unintended as well as intended exclusions (through targeting 
strategies) and need further exploration (Jaspars and El-Tayeb 2021).  

Potential risks associated with WFP’s SCOPE system has attracted little or 
no attention from the aid community (it was hardly mentioned in WFP Sudan 
last evaluation – see Brewin et al. 2017). Despite an audit criticising WFP for 
poor data handling (Parker 2018) the roll-out of the system does not appear to 
have slowed down. WFP also appears to have received little resistance against 
its holding of biometric data. An exception is in Yemen, where Houthi rebels 
refused for WFP to hold this data because they considered it a challenge to 
their sovereignty (Weitzberg et al. 2021). This could well become an issue in 
Sudan. Furthermore, they accused WFP of being political and of gathering 
intelligence, which was given credence by the recent controversy over WFP’s 
partnership with Palantir, an algorithm intelligence firm (Clausen 2021). In 
situations of conflict, breaches of privacy can literally be a matter of life and 
death (Clausen and Martins 2021). In Sudan, the Security Services are major 
shareholders in the telecommunications companies (Gallopin 2020) that are 
planned as partners for mobile cash transfers. Given their past role in 
surveillance (and detention) of political opponents, this should be a cause for 
concern.6 

Finally, issues of profit are little discussed. Both vouchers and cash 
transfers create business opportunities for traders, shopkeepers, banking 
agents, brokers, telecom and money transfer companies, and those who 
manage digital platforms. Somalia provides a good example of how much 
power telecommunications companies can gain through involvement in cash 
transfer programmes. Mobile cash transfers as aid massively increased the 
power of one telecom and money transfer company – who is now investing in 
every part of the food chain (production, processing, trade, import/export). 
Arguably companies involved in digitalised aid can become more powerful 
than governments (Jaspars et al. 2020).  

2.2 The Global South: India, a developing country? 

Compared to Sudan, India is considered a more advanced, lower middle-
income country. Since late 2010, India is transforming into a digital welfare 
state, which is apparent in the way its largest welfare service, the Public 

 
6 Note the recent case of UNHCR’s sharing of data on Rohingya refugees with the 
Myanmar government and the issues of consent and risks that this raised (Holloway 
and Lough 2021). 
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Distribution System (PDS) is being digitalised. The PDS in India is a national 
food security programme which ensures that certain essential commodities, 
including food items, such as cereals, lentils and oil are distributed at highly 
subsidised prices to specified populations.  

Its precursor was the rationing system of food in 1939 by the British 
during World War II which was discontinued in 1943 (Nawani 1994). Later, 
post-Independence, the Indian state revived it in 1950 primarily to stabilise 
food prices and to provide some basic measure of food security, and the 
programme came to be known as PDS. In 1965, the Food Corporation of 
India and Agricultural Prices Commission were created, and procurement rates 
for paddy and wheat were established to build buffer stocks of grains (ibid.). 
Thus, PDS became an important welfare policy measure that provided 
subsidised food grains to the vulnerable sections of the population as well as 
stabilised open market prices.  

The PDS has undergone several changes in the last decades and its 
operationalisation is not uniform throughout the country. In 2013, the 
National Food Security Act was passed which, according to Indian 
government, shifted the approach to food security from welfare to a rights-
based approach (National Food Security Portal, n.d.). Under this Act, PDS 
became a targeted system with eligible beneficiaries receiving five kilograms of 
food grains per person per month at subsidised prices.7 

The same year, the Indian government launched the Direct Benefit 
Transfer (DBT) programme covering 34 central schemes (Government of 
India).8 DBT is built on a technological platform linking bank accounts, unique 
identification numbers (Aadhaar cards)9 and mobile phone numbers (Sharma 
and Nair 2016). The electronic transfer of money is allegedly meant to reduce 
delays in payments and accurate targeting of beneficiaries, curbing leakage 
(Ministry of Finance, n.d.). However, lack of banking infrastructure, enrolment 
in the Aadhaar registry, poor network connectivity and lack of grievance 
redressal have been identified as some of the major shortcomings (Sharma and 
Nair 2016).  

In August 2015, the government brought the PDS under DBT by passing 
the ‘Cash Transfer of Food Subsidy Rules,’ through a Gazette notification. 

 
7 Currently the state of Tamil Nadu is the only one with universal system of PDS 
available to all households irrespective of their economic status. A study in rural Tamil 
Nadu found that the universalising meant that the poorest of the poor households 
were reached, whereas, whenever there was ‘targeting’, the service was appropriated by 
the wealthier households (Sathyamala 2016). 
8 Currently, there are 429 schemes routed through 56 Ministries (Gupta 2020: 132). 
These include scholarship schemes, women and child welfare, and labour welfare, 
including the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme 
(MGNREGS).  
9 ‘Aadhaar: Universal scheme under which a 12-digit unique ID is issued to all 
residents after collection of their demographic information and biometric 
identification markings (fingerprints and iris scans). The Unique Identification 
Authority of India (UIDAI), who stores this in an online cloud-based database, 
collects this data.  
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Under this, the cash equivalents of subsidy amounts were to be transferred 
directly into the bank accounts of eligible households to enable them to 
purchase food grains from open markets. This was launched in a few territories 
on an experimental basis. In May 2018, the government of India launched a 
Handbook for Implementation of Cash Transfer of Food Subsidy that had been jointly 
developed with the WFP. The Reserve Bank of India (RBI) however cautioned 
against the DBT expansion in PDS because of ‘inadequacy of transfers to 
maintain pre-DBT consumption levels, insufficiency of last-mile delivery 
mechanisms and weak grievance redressals’ (Reserve Bank of India 2018: 31). 
The RBI further advised the states with lower literacy levels, higher 
percentages of below poverty-line populations and relatively high child 
malnutrition to ‘first strengthen the existing PDS through Information and 
Communication Technologies (ICT)-based in-kind transfers before embarking 
on ICT-based DBT cash transfers.’ Using data from the National Sample 
Survey, it was pointed out that the PDS was in any case already functioning like 
a cash transfer and that ‘neither an efficient, corruption-free PDS nor cash 
transfers can be relied on to increase food consumption in poor Indian 
families’ (Balasubramanian 2015: 656). A study carried out in three states of 
India implementing DBT found that households preferred in-kind transfer 
over cash for food subsidies (Satapathy et al. 2021). In 2018, in one of the 
experimental territories, people went on a protest march against the continued 
implementation of DBT and demanded that the in-kind food transfer be 
reinstituted (Byatnal 2018). 

In June 2019, the Indian government ushered in the proposal of ‘One 
Nation One Ration Card’ (ONORC) system giving a one-year deadline for its 
implementation throughout the country as part of the digitalisation of PDS. 
This proposal was, however, opposed by some of the state governments as 
being against the spirt of federalism (PTI 2019). By August 2020, the PDS had 
been fully digitalised under the ONORC system, covering 650 million citizens 

in 24 states and Union Territories (Haq 2020). The system currently enables 
80% of all ration-card holders under the National Food Security Act to 
withdraw their entitled quota of food grains from specific fair-price shops in 
the country (ibid.). This is projected as being an advantage for migrant 
workers, particularly in the aftermath of the first wave of Covid-19 pandemic 
which witnessed them leaving the cities en masse to return to their villages. 
Under the ONORC, migrant workers can now withdraw their share of the 
quota of subsidized grains (or cash) from the family ration card anywhere in 
the country. On 21 June 2021, the Supreme Court of India, in a Public Interest 
Litigation questioning the move, observed that ‘“no excuse will be considered 
and that the state must implement ONORC scheme”’ (Mathur 2021: no page). 
A study assessing the impact of digitalisation in Jharkhand, one of the states 
implementing the programme, concluded that,  

[b]y itself, requiring biometric authentication to transact did not reduce leakage, 
slightly increased transaction costs for the average beneficiary, and reduced 
benefits received by the subset of beneficiaries who had not previously registered 
an ID by 10.6%. An event study of subsequent reforms that made use of 
authenticated transaction data to determine allocations to the program shows 
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that these coincided with large reductions in leakage, but also significant 
reductions in benefits received. Our results highlight that attempts to reduce 
corruption in welfare programs by making ID requirements more stringent can 
also generate non-trivial costs in terms of exclusion and inconvenience to 
genuine beneficiaries. (Muralidharan et al. 2020) 

It is not just the PDS that has been digitalised. The foundation of PDS 
which rests on the procurement of food grains directly from the Indian 
farmers at minimum support prices is also a part of the digitalisation drive. In 
September 2020, the Indian government passed three farm laws: Farmers 
Produce Trade and Commerce (Promotion and Facilitation) bill, the Farmers 
(Empowerment and Protection) Agreement of Price Assurance and Farm 
Services Bill, and the third, the amendment to the Essential Commodities Act, 
1955, according to which, cereals, pulses, oilseeds, edible oils, onions, and 
potatoes were to be deregulated. These laws will lead to the dismantling of the 
government-held buffer stocks of food items now distributed through the PDS 
(Pani 2020). Farmers are also encouraged to use smart technology to play the 
market. Allegedly to increase farmers’ income, the plan is to create online 
platforms to provide ‘both farmers and traders with direct, electronically 
enabled channels delivering timely information about local prices, supply, [and] 
counterparty records’ (Ministry of Electronics and Information Technology, 
n.d.: 238). These actions will allow the hoarding of essential commodities by 
private actors and will destabilise the market by bringing in the corporate 
sector, particularly agribusiness and supermarket chains, as national and 
transnational actors. Importantly, it will lead to further land consolidation by 
forcing the smallholders out of the market (Varghese 2020). 

In addition, digital technology is being ushered in, to advice farmers on 
‘precision agriculture’ on inputs, soil health, weather forecasts and 
recommendation for crops to be sown (Kaka et al. 2019). ‘Additional advice is 
provided based on real-time data from internet-connected sensors in the field 
and GPS-enabled equipment that delivers the optimal amount of inputs at the 
individual crop level’ (ibid.: 76). In a country where basic literacy is at a 73% 
with only 8.3% being graduates (Rukmini 2016), it is not difficult to imagine 
the negative impact on Indian agriculture which consists mostly of smallholder 
farms. 

Taking advantage of the lockdown strategy during the Covid-19 pandemic, 
these three farm laws were passed without any debate in the parliament. 
However, it has been met with unprecedented protest by farmers across the 
country who have been camping at the border of Delhi, the capital city, since 
December 2020 (Tricontinental 2021). Specifically, the farmers are against the 
new laws because by liberalising and deregulation, digitalising agriculture, and 
opening up the market by loosening state control, the stage is being set to 
corporatise Indian agriculture. On 12 January 2021, the Supreme Court of 
India put a break to the implementation of the three laws by a stay order and 
set up a four-member expert committee to make recommendations on the 
basis of feedback from the farmers (Rajagopal 2021).  
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2.3 The Global North: the United Kingdom, a developed 
country? 

The UK’s welfare state has an even longer history and dates back to the 20th 
century. It was intended to improve health care, education, employment, and 
social security for its citizens. However, it was not until the Second World War 
and immediately thereafter, that food and health care systems were established 
with the aim of providing equal access for all. During WW2 a Ministry of Food 
ensured that everyone was adequately fed by implementing a strict food 
rationing system. National kitchens (‘British restaurants’) were set up locally, 
where inexpensive meals were available (Caplan 2020). Like other aspects of 
the welfare state, in particular the National Health Service, the aim was to 
provide comprehensive universal and free services for all. In recent decades, 
this system has been gradually dismantled and privatised, and access to food 
has become highly unequal, with responsibilities shifted to individuals and the 
market. This section will focus on social security for its citizens and assistance 
for non-citizen asylum seekers.  

From 2010 onwards, a ‘Universal Credit’ (UC) system was introduced to 
reform and combine all forms of social assistance. Since 2012, this system has 
been digital by default, as all procedures and services, including applications, 
are done online and digitally assessed. According to the UN High 
Commissioner for Human Rights, the system may exclude some of the most 
vulnerable people (Alston 2018). First, many poor and vulnerable people are 
offline and without digital skills. As shown by the Lloyds Bank Consumer 
Digital Index, 16% of the population cannot complete an online form (ibid.: 
8). Many more do not have access to broadband at home. Furthermore, the 
application can only be done in English although it is used by people whose 
first language is not English, for example those newly granted refugee status. 
One third of claims fail in the application process (ibid.: 9). Exclusions also 
occur through the use of algorithms that work out the level of benefits using 
data on past income. People considered ‘high risk’ by an algorithm are 
subjected to further scrutiny. Errors often result in incorrect benefit levels or 
exclusions that are difficult to challenge.  

The UC system is part of the Conservative government’s austerity 
measures and is designed with the belief that being on benefits should entail 
hardship (Alston 2018). In addition to making it difficult to access the system, 
drops in income are built into the system: a five-week wait for benefits to be 
received, changes or reductions in health-related benefits, in rent, benefit caps 
and the use of sanctions (Sosenko et al. 2019). Given these obstacles, it is not 
surprising that its introduction has coincided with an increase in hunger and 
food insecurity, and a growth in food bank use (Alston 2018, Sosenko et al. 
2019). The rise in food insecurity has also been linked to low wages and an 
increased precarity in employment (Caplan 2020). In response to rising hunger, 
the number of charitable and volunteer organisations providing food aid has 
increased. The Trussel trust, the UK’s main food bank network, grew from 65 
food banks in 2011 to over 1,200 in 2019 (Sosenko et al. 2019).  
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Hunger and food insecurity increased further during the Covid-19 
pandemic (Goudie and McIntyre 2021). By March 2020, one month into the 
lockdown strategy, one million newly poor had already signed on to UC and 
more than 1.5 million were going for days without food that same month (The 
Food Foundation 2020). In response, the government introduced its furlough 
scheme (providing loans to businesses to retain staff) and increased UC by 
£20/week. Supermarkets introduced rationing and provided food and funds to 
food banks. A footballer successfully lobbied for meals for schoolchildren 
when schools were closed. But food banks struggled to meet demand. The 
number of people in need increased, buying food in bulk was more difficult, 
and food banks had to cope with reduced staffing because of social distancing 
regulations, and some volunteers could not work because they were vulnerable 
and shielding (Caplan 2020). Although the government frequently made 
comparisons with WW2 in terms of national actions, food systems during the 
pandemic did not provide universal access. Feeding people and rationing 
became in large part the responsibility of individuals, food banks and 
supermarkets. The latter made huge profits, and as food banks received 
donations from supermarkets and food retailers, they too became corporatised 
(ibid.). The increase in food insecurity and inequality in the UK also came to 
the attention of Human Rights Watch (Human Rights Watch 2020). Food 
sector workers and black, Asian and minority ethnic (BAME) groups were 
amongst the worst affected (Goudie and McIntyre 2021).  

Those in ‘food poverty’ in the UK often have a migration background 
(O’Connell and Brannon 2021). As part of the hostile environment, 
‘destitution is built into the asylum system’ (Alston 2018: 19), which aims to 
deter migrants from coming to the UK. Asylum seekers are banned from 
working and receive a ‘derisory level of support’ that guarantees they will live 
in poverty (ibid.). In the past five years, their assistance has been digitalised – 
enabling close surveillance. In 2016, the Home Office introduced a debit 
payment card for asylum seekers. Prior to this, asylum seekers collected cash 
from the post office. Reasons given for this change include increased 
convenience and access for users (Privacy International 2019). Payment is 
currently £8/week for hotel accommodations (‘full-board’, used particularly 
during the pandemic) and £39.63/month for those in other type of housing 
provided by the Home Office (HO) (usually several months after arrival). 
Food provided as part of ‘full-board’ arrangements is generally of poor quality 
and quantity and being left for months without being able to prepare food is 
deeply dehumanising (Jaspars 2021). With the debit payment card (called the 
Aspen card), asylum seekers can withdraw cash or buy goods in specified 
shops. Acceptance of the card is, however, conditional on surveillance (Tillyard 
2019). The HO is explicit that expenses are monitored – and the way asylum 
seekers spend their money can be used against them. Asylum support can be 
stopped based on invisible and arbitrary rules (Right to Remain News 2019, 
Privacy International 2021). For example, asylum seekers could be questioned 
if it is found that they had not been spending money (but in fact they might 
have been saving for a more expensive item such as warm clothes) or if they 
had travelled to outside their ‘authorised city’ (for instance to meet friends)  



16 

 

(Tillyard 2019). If asylum seekers cannot justify their expenditure or 
movements, access to cash can be suspended, which means all expenditure are 
monitored. This is also done if an asylum claim is rejected but while an appeal 
is in progress. Forcing people to live on such minimal amounts of money, and 
then monitoring them is a form of slow violence, involving – amongst other 
things – limiting consumption to be able to meet other basic needs (Mayblin et 
al. 2020). When recently the HO changed the company providing the debit 
cards, thousands went hungry because they did not receive their card on time 
(Taylor 2021a). 

As such, a digital welfare system performs as a tool for disciplining the 
poor and altering their social behaviour (Foucault 1977 and 2007, de Laat 
2019). Behaviour can be altered not only through state actions on the basis of 
surveillance – e.g., monitoring expenditure and issuing sanctions on the basis 
of this – but also just by the thought of being surveilled (panopticism) and the 
shame attached to being seen to claim social welfare payments (Alston 2019). 
It can influence what people buy with their welfare payments and, as we have 
seen, it impacts mobility (people have to stay in one place and are therefore 
easier to control). For asylum seekers, it functions as part of the hostile 
environment.10  

An important critical element is the issue of private sector involvement. 
The digitalisation of welfare in the UK (and elsewhere) is closely associated 
with its privatisation (Alston 2019). The government has outsourced the design 
and management of the technological infrastructure to private sector partners 
or corporations. The administration of the system for asylum seekers was first 
managed by Sodexo and since May 2021 by Prepaid Financial Services, both of 
whom have been mired in controversy; the former because of disregard for 
privacy and wellbeing when managing the probation service (amongst other 
issues) (Tillyard 2019), and the latter for breaking competition rules and money 
laundering (Asylum and Refugee Network 2021). The transfer has already been 
controversial. Many asylum seekers did not receive the new card on time and 
more than two weeks later, at least one third of asylum seekers had not 
received or had not been able to activate their card (ibid.). Tillyard (2019) 
remarks ‘as the Aspen programme gradually expands, it would be short-sighted 
not to wonder whether similar systems may be rolled out to other benefit 
claimants in the UK in the future’. Testing these digital technologies on asylum 
seekers in the UK could well be a pilot before rolling out on general 
populations globally.  

 
10 In other refugee contexts, the use of digitalised assistance to restrict mobility has 
been used as a form of containment, for example in Greece, where only people who 
claimed asylum received debit cards, thus penalising onward movement (Tazzioli 
2019). 
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3 Some key political issues 

The use of digital technologies is a political choice, not the inevitable result of 
scientific progress. (Alston 2019) 

Our preliminary review of the three-country case study has shown remarkable 
similarities between the UK welfare system and its treatment of asylum seekers, 
and food assistance and social protection programmes in countries like India 
and Sudan. In all three cases, new digitalised approaches are justified because 
of increased convenience, access, efficiency, and the potential to overcome 
corruption or diversion in previous food or welfare systems. Digital welfare is 
supposedly meant to increase access to food, through cash assistance or 
increased production and farmers income in India and reduce hunger and 
malnutrition. All these have been questioned and found to create problems for 
the beneficiaries. It is also interesting to note that in the UK the digital welfare 
state is seen as part of austerity measures and the hostile environment, but that 
in Sudan it is part of development and humanitarian assistance, and in India it 
is presented as progress and improvement of its national food distribution 
system.  

A number of previous studies highlight the need for in-depth exploration 
of the politics of digital assistance, addressing issues such as how technology 
and humanitarian policy influence each other, what power these technologies 
represent, and how they affect power relations (Bergtora Sandvik et al. 2014). 
There is also a need to examine the positive elements of digitalised practices 
and surveillance, its scope for political control and serving particular interests 
(Weitzberg et al. 2021), and the full array of threats represented by the 
emergence of the digital welfare state (Alston 2019). Duffield (2018 and 2021) 
has gone furthest in analysing the political effect of digital technologies, their 
role in drawing the world together in terms of welfare systems, and in creating 
and governing a global precariat. Our brief analysis adds to these studies and 
shows the following to be areas of concern needing further exploration.  

3.1 Exclusions and making invisible (or disappear) 

All three case studies identify the potential for exclusion of vulnerable 
populations from digitalised systems, the very group it is supposed to protect. 
In the UK, a large proportion of the population is not able to complete online 
applications and another proportion may be incorrectly excluded through the 
use of algorithms. A recent change in debit payment cards for asylum seekers 
left about one third without access to financial assistance. In India, more 
stringent ID requirements – including biometric identification – have shown to 
lead to exclusions. In Sudan, indications are that exclusions from highly 
targeted cash transfer programmes occur for a number of reasons but are yet 
to be examined. Moreover, the need for national ID documents (which many 
people currently do not have) could lead to a number of new exclusions, 
including those in opposition-held areas.  

Alston (2019) describes ‘big tech’ as a driver of inequality leading to the 
creation of a vast digital underclass. The elimination of human interaction and 



18 

 

compassion that digital, or remote, technologies entail also makes it easier to 
withdraw assistance or make those that need it invisible. Digitalisation has led 
to a shift from material assistance to provision of information – for example 
on food and hygiene habits to improve nutrition (Duffield 2018, Jaspars 2018), 
or on prices of agricultural goods to allow farmers to engage in the global 
market. As such it also represents a shift from state or international 
organisations to individual responsibilities and resilience (ibid.). The move to 
digital identities and digital assessments contributes to a loss of compassion 
and visibility of suffering. The Covid-19 pandemic has increased digitalisation 
and remoteness globally. 

It may be argued that the exclusions, and their associated invisibility of a 
digital underclass, are intended. In a country like India and Sudan, with their 
low literacy levels, and the testing of new digital systems on asylum seekers in 
the UK, unleashing digitalisation could only mean that there is a more than 
tacit acceptance that large populations will be ‘let to die’ in the Foucauldian 
biopolitical sense. As the UK case study shows, the digital divide has also been 
observed in ‘developed’ western countries where large numbers of people are 
falling below the poverty line due to austerity measures, including cuts in 
benefits, exacerbated by income and job losses in the Covid-19 pandemic 
shutdowns.  

3.2 Changing behaviour and disciplining populations 

Each one of these case studies also highlights the potential for digital 
technologies to discipline populations and influence behaviour. A range of 
practices can be identified. In most welfare states, or humanitarian crises, 
surveillance of health indicators (and other indicators of well-being or risk) is 
necessary to plan assistance programmes, and a formal identity enables access 
to resources or assistance (Weitzberg et al. 2021). In many contexts, proof of 
identity is now a biometric ID card.  

Surveillance is, however, also a tool for discipling and control (ibid.). The 
direct disciplining through surveillance of asylum seekers in the UK is one 
example – people’s expenditures and movements are monitored, and benefits 
removed if these are considered not authorised or inappropriate. Even more 
sinister is that financial assistance is conditional on being monitored in this 
way. The surveillance of asylum seekers in the UK may seem an extreme case 
but the potential exists everywhere, with possibly even worse consequences. 
Another example is the Aadhaar identification system in India, which has 
become ubiquitous and the PDS is only one of the welfare services where it is 
used. If taken as a technology, it is a surveillance technology which identifies 
an individual as a citizen (therefore deemed worthy of certain benefits and 
rights), whose identity is reduced to a bare number; the data that the number 
represents would be at the fingertips of the person who is transcribing it, hence 
the danger of its use and misuse in highly polarised contexts. In Sudan, any 
involvement of the Security Services in the digital welfare system – even if only 
as shareholders in the telecommunications firms contracted to transfer cash aid 
– also spells danger. These same security services have been involved in the 
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surveillance, detention, and torture of political opponents in the past. On the 
other hand, WFP ownership of data in Sudan may be seen as an infringement 
on Sudan’s sovereignty.  

Restrictions or influences on mobility through digital systems can also be 
noted in other contexts. People usually have to redeem their allowance in 
specified places. These are often urban locations, thus potentially shifting 
assistance from rural to urban areas (e.g., in India where the One Nation One 
Card system is justified as benefitting migrant workers), or in the case of 
political insurgencies (Sudan and Somalia) from rebel-held to government-held 
areas. It also has implications for keeping displaced populations in camps or 
towns. Restricting the mobility of migrants or asylum seekers functions as a 
tool for control or containment. In Greece, for example, bank debit cards for 
cash transfers are only provided to those who claim asylum there – thus 
excluding a large proportion who wants to move to another EU country 
(Tazzioli 2019). This also links to the theme of exclusions above.  

People’s food habits are also streamlined and controlled through 
observation and surveillance; even just the expectation of being observed is 
bound to change behaviour as part of governmentalised ‘self-care’. In other 
studies, beneficiaries have been noted to buy what they think they are expected 
to buy with assistance, in the assumption that if they act as responsible 
consumers, they can maintain a low profile and not come under the eye of 
surveillance (Vogel et al. 2020). The same holds in the case of debit cards when 
surveillance is expected. In places like Sudan, cash transfers are sometimes 
conditional on attending classes in child feeding and hygiene practices. 
Providing people with below-subsistence levels of assistance forces them to 
behave in certain ways – having to make impossible choices between food, 
clothes, health care, legal assistance, transport, social contact, etc. Being 
constantly pre-occupied with the day-to-day survival in isolation reduces the 
potential for resistance and protest and is therefore also a tool for disciplining 
and containing dissent.  

3.3 Profit 

In all three case studies, much of the digital infrastructure is outsourced to 
private companies, whether by governments or by the WFP. This may include 
companies such as Mastercard for banking and debit card services, and 
financial service providers like Sodexo to handle the administration of the 
beneficiary data. WFP has developed its own beneficiary identification and 
management system through SCOPE, but still needs partnerships with banks 
and mobile phone or satellite companies, and perhaps internet service 
providers, traders, and shopkeepers in some contexts. Each of these may also 
have particular political affiliations within the countries concerned. Global 
connections are also important – companies such as Mastercard and Sodexo 
(involved in digital assistance to asylum seekers in the UK and with WFP in 
India) are vast multinational conglomerates that require as much attention, if 
not more, as was the case in the global grain trade in the 1970s (see for 
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example George 1976).11 The Aadhhar Unique Identifcation System of India 
was proposed and helmed by a co-founder of Infosys Technologies. These 
companies will be interested not only to provide the contracted services but 
also, because digitised cash transfers create consumers, to open up new 
possibilities for capital accumulation (Tazzioli 2019). In India, the concept of 
‘smart agriculture’ or precision agriculture on the one hand makes all 
traditional knowledges of farming unsmart and redundant. But most 
importantly it is yet another neoliberal solution to the problems of ecosystem 
and climate change, themselves brought on by neoliberal capitalism. Digital 
technology is a new frontier being opened up for capital accumulation and the 
Covid pandemic has created conditions conducive for its legitimisation 
(Sathyamala 2020). Global financial industries linked with national power 
structures may be interested in a status quo in which a level of crisis and 
precarity is maintained but with enough targeted social assistance to prevent 
insurgencies.  

3.4 Survival and protest 

It appears that digital technologies are consolidating the emergence of a new 
global precariat, governed by restrictions on movement, closely monitored, 
positioned to be easily exploitable, neglected, or done away with. Little is 
known about how the people that make up this global precariat actually 
survive, or even whether they do survive. What is the scope for resistance, 
activism, and protest to reverse this situation? What does it take to protest 
rather than focus on survival? Farmers in India clearly feel their survival 
actually depends on protest against the farm laws that would deprive them of 
their land and livelihood. Protests against the selective provision of debit cards 
in Greece is yet another example: 120 asylum seekers occupied the UNHCR 
building in Athens (in 2018), to claim the debit cards they were entitled to. The 
protest about cards acted as a catalyst for other struggles (Tazzioli 2019). 
Protests in Darfur’s displaced camps have been linked to the shift to vouchers 
and greater targeting (Radio Dabanga 2021b), and recent looting of warehouses 
could also be linked to changes in assistance (Jaspars and El-Tayeb 2021). 
Furthermore, in urban areas, the young people who ousted Al-Bashir’s 
authoritarian regime have continued to protest against corruption or the slow 
progress towards democracy and justice, as well as high food prices. Limited 
knowledge or information on the digital transformation happening in their 
country would naturally limit dissent. In the UK, possibilities of resistance are 
limited. Asylum seekers on a constrained budget are focused on survival – 
unable to contact family and meet friends (or pay for transport or necessities 
for social gathering) and disempowered through their isolation (Mayblin et al. 
2020). Moreover, they are told that protesting may negatively affect their 

 
11 Susan George (1976) critically examined the global food system and the use of food 
aid as a political tool and to promote consumption and export of US-grown food. She 
also argued that the speculation of multinational grain traders, the expansion of 
agribusiness and the increased inequality resulting from the introduction of modern 
agricultural technology contributed to the 1974 world food crisis. 
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asylum claims. When fires were started in the military barracks, where 
overcrowding and dismal sanitary conditions had led to an outbreak of Covid-
19 infections amongst asylum seekers, they may have felt – like the farmers in 
India – that they had to protest as their actual survival was at stake (Taylor 
2021b).  

4 Concluding remarks: Consolidation of  a North-South 
class divide? 

In this paper, we raise serious questions about the ability of digital food 
assistance and social welfare technologies to address food insecurity and 
hunger. Promoted in the name of efficiency and accountability, even a brief 
review of information on three widely varying countries underlines the need to 
further explore the threats represented by digital technologies, specifically to 
those it is said to serve, and its North–South linkages. Digital technologies 
have the potential to lead to exclusions and invisibility – or even disappearance 
– of politically marginalised groups. The surveillance it entails can have 
benefits for managing the health and welfare of populations but can also be a 
means of political control. Forcing people to live on below subsistence-level 
aid while giving a cosmetic appearance of helping them further influences 
behaviour. These are forms of slow violence, which suppress political dissent 
and undermine people’s ability to live with dignity, or even to live at all.  

Our review has also highlighted the global nature of digital assistance or 
welfare, and that perhaps rather than talking about a North–South divide, we 
should be talking about North–South linkages, and a class divide irrespective 
of where the precariat resides. Governing through digital technologies has 
become a global phenomenon. By making invisible, and enabling ‘letting die’ 
without resistance, digital technologies may facilitate the normalisation of 
humanitarian crisis or extreme poverty amongst sections of the population. As 
such, they can also enable their continued promotion by business and aid 
actors leading to globalised financial and surveillance benefits. Each of these 
issues needs further exploration.  
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