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FOOD CONSUMPTION BEHAVIOUR OF URBAN FOOD STAMP RECIPIENTS
IN SRI LANKA

D. Herst!, W. A. T. ABeysekera”> AND T. W, WIKRAMANAYAKE'

summary. Nearly half the population in Sri Lanka are currently served by the food stamp programme
initiated by the government in 1979 to protect the nutritionally vulnerable, poorest segment of the popula-
tion. The programme is essentially an income transfer scheme enabling those eligible to receive free stamps
encashable against a basket of food.

A socio-economic survey (by means of a que:tionnire) and a dietary survey (24 hour recali) were

cartied out on 87 out of 572 registered food stamp recipient households in Mount Lavinia, to study
food consumption and food expenditure patterns.

The study findings clearly suggest that the current operational efficiency of the food stamp programme
is low, largely due to the poor targeting of programme benefits. Although the officially specified
income cut-off point for eligibility is Rs. 700 per month/household, only about 20% of the sample house-
holds were shown to be within the limit.

For nearly 80% of the samiple households investigated, the food stamps provide only a marginal
contribution to the the total household budget. The largest benefit is accrued to the poorest20 % of the sample
households in which the income from food stamps account for about a tenth of their total household budget.
In the two highest expenditure quintiles of the study sample, the value of food stamps contributed only to
4° and 2% of the total household expenditure. The average value of food stamps received per houschold
varied around Rs. 60.00 per month. The rapid escalation of food prices in the recent years has resulted ina
marked reduction in the real purchasing capacity of the food stamps issued to the beneficiaries.

At the household level income is the major determinant of nutritional intake. The estimated
energy adequacy ratios showed that the energy consumption of the sample households in the poorest expen-
diture quintile is about 67 % of the recommended per capita consumption. Ip the second and third guintiles,

the corresponding ratios are about 77% and 85% respectively. Energy consumption of households in

the last two quintiles, representig the highest income groups, is near the recommended level. In the case
_of proteins, however, the intake was nearer the recommendation than energy intake. This suggests that

malnutrition among food stamp recepients is more due to energy inadequacy than protein inadequacy.
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INTRODUCTION

Malnutrition is a chronic problem affecting many human communities in most parts
of the world. The problem is relatively more acute in the developing countries and has
attracted serious attention of all concerned. The causes of malnutrition are numerous
and include economic, cultural, social and geographic factors. Although poverty is a
leading factor causing malnutrition, it may also result from causes such aslack of education,
poor sanitation and living standards. Greater availability of food alone does not necessar-
rily lead to higher consumption levels. Another key factor that determines the level of
consumption is the pattern of distribution of food within as well between households.
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Emergence of the Food Stamp Scheme

Mainly because ofits political significance, all successive governments in Sri Lanka
during this century have adopted wide-ranging policy measures, both direct and indirect,

food commodity distribution mechanism to reach ali segments of the population, (c)
supply essential food commodities at subsidized prices, (d) provide free food to specified
target groups such as school children and others who are nutritionally vulnerable, and
(e) increase the income/purchasing capacity of the economically disadvantaged groups
through various direct, income transfer programmes. Amongthese direct policy measures,

the operation of a food subsidy programme has been a key feature in Sri Lanka’s past
economy.

" The food subsidy policies, introduced after the achievement of independence,
basically involved the supply of essential food commodities to all consumers at low prices
through a food ration system. “Under this system, every individual was entitled to receive
specified quantities of rice and other essential food items at substantially cheaper rates.
The food ration was distributed through an intricate network of consumer cooperatives
scattered throughout the country. . The food ration system, providing food at concessionary

rates to the entire population; has been s major' component of the social welfare system
in Sri Lanka until the late 1970s.

ik »'Mainly asa consequence of the rapidly growing budgetary burden, resulting from
‘the operation of food subsidy, the government in late 1970s made sweeping changes in its
food subsidy policies. These changes were made under the new economic reforms intro-
duced in 1977. .. The new policies.did away with the food ration:scheme; and introduced
anew income transfer programme, the food stampscheme. The new scheme was primarily
designed to focus on the nutritionally vulnerable groups of the population. The bene-
ficiaries of the food stamp scheme were expected to be those deemed ‘needy’, i.e. those
};ﬁk}pgingrtp,low income categories, who are unable to satisfy theii basicneeds. By 1988,
the Benefigiaries of the scheme amounted to-about eight million, nearly half the country’s
pepBlatiensy<Of the total number of food stamp recipients in the country, the rural sector
Eeﬁipémma@mmﬂ\%, the urban sector 32 % and the estate sector Hggebn -
[foilsonbslo Aosles dovz zseins ot 0218 ¢8I H 1 INIBHI 3N I2UB 10
182230911 Jou esob onols boot o yiilid '8 1518910 brigi; ilbrs nolislinss oo
1o beﬁ?l'héieﬁfg%ﬂﬁyiﬂ)f%o&?é%ﬁﬁﬁ&ﬁs‘ based on the ¢criterion of household income. ‘n
the iithelundgesof sd lprografinié ali o useholds earning less than Rs. 300 pet’ month
were considered as eligible for receiving benefits. However, in the subsequent period,
due to large increases in the cost of livingﬁ‘g,},gﬁ)@{pe‘n;gonth was considered inadequate
and the cut-off point was raised to Rs: Z@pedmonthal g ne dyinseas] 1A .S
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Study objectives

The main purpose of this investigation was to examine the food consumption be-
behaviour of a sample of food stamp recipients in an urban area in detail, with a view to
identifying their specific tood intake and food expenditure patterns. More specificially,
the investigation was aimed at studying the differences in household food consumption
patterns among different income groups of the food stamp recipients and to examine the
relative contiibution made by the food stamps to the economy and the nutrition of the food
stamp recipient households.

The analysis was based on the hypothesis that the consumption behaviour of the
different income groups within 1he food stamp recipient households show significeant
differences and such differences would be reflected in their levels of food intake and expen-
diwre.

STUDY LOCATIONS AND DATA BASE
Study area

The specific study site selected for the investigaticn involves three Grama Sevaka
divisions in Mount Lavinia and is located just outside Colombo city limits and 12km
away from Colombo. It is a rapidly growing subuib and has shown a fast change from
semi-urban to urban conditions in the recent years. The study area falls within the limits
of Dehiwala-Mount Lavinia Municipal Council, which is divided into 29 wards. Of this,
wards 17, 18, 19, 22 and parts of 23 and 24 constitute Mount Lavinia. Accoiding to in-
formation gathered from Food Commissioner’s data, of the 5,529 households in Mount
Lavinga, 572 households (10%) received food stamps during the first quarter of 1988.

Sampling

The analysis is based on consumption data from a sample of 87 households in the
study area. This corresponds to about 15% of the total number of food stamp recipient
households in Mount Lavinia. |,

Initially, a list of all food stamp recipients in the three study locations were obtained
from the Food Commissioner’s Department, primarily with a view to collecting information
from all concerned. However, due to thecivildisturbances prevailing at that time and
cancellation, and also due to lack of cooperation of some of the food stamp recipient
households, only 90 households could be reached for the purpose of recording data. Of
the 90 households, information from 3 was rejected on account of unreliability, leaving
87 households as the effective study sample.
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Data Collection Methodology

Cross section data, gathered using two types of surveys, formed the basis of analysis
inthisinvestigation. The first survey involves a single visit, socio-economic survey and the
second, a dietary survey.

Socio-economic Survey : This survey was designed to collect information on the basic
social and economic aspects of the sample households. A structured, pre-tested question-
naire was used for the purpose. The enumeration of the sample households was undertaken
with the assistance of two enumerators who were given a prior training.

The questionnaire covered a wide range of information such as demographic features,
educational aspects, employment status, income, expenditure patterns, household asset
ownership, living standards and sanitation of the household. The regularity or irregularity
of employment was determined by the number of days worked during the previous month. .

The total income of the household included directincomes from ali employment
activities of the members of the household aswell asindirect incomes from food and
kerosene stamps, “triposha” etc. Expenditure on items such as clothin g per month was
estimated from expenses incurred yearly. In the case of food, the data gathered included
the day’s expenditure. -

Dietary Survey : Inthe dietary survey, specific data was collected on the kind and
quantity of foods consumed by the househoid during the previous 24 hour period. Because
of the possibility of wide variations that is likely to occur in the daily food intake, it would
have been preferable to collect dietary information for a number of days. For practical
reasons, however, collecting dietary data in this study was confied to a single day.

The dietary survey was conducted over a period of about one month in the latter
part of 1988. Given the relatively large sample size and the fairly long pericd through
which the data gathering was done, it was assued that any daily variations of household
consumption would be averaged out to a reasonable degree.

In estimating household food intake and expenditure, meals taken outside by any
member of the housechold and visitors entertained at a meal etc., were also taken in to
account. Foritems such as coconut oil, condiments, milk, sugar and tea, which are usually
purchased on a weekly or monthly basis, the daily intake was estimated. Tn instances
where left over meals are consumed appropriate adjustments were made.

Method of Analysis

Income is a critical variable in analyzing consumption data, and therefore, the
determination of the actual incomes earned by the sample households was given special
attention in the study. The collecton of household income information was found to be
a tedious task. Therefore, witha view to supplement and double check the income data,
information on household expenditure was also gathered in the survey.
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The survey experiences showed that it was easier to check the expenditure data
for accuracy than the data on income. Therefore, in analyszing the data, expenditure
was used as a proxy for income and purchasing capacity. Based on the houschold
cxpenditure data reported, the sample was categorized into five expenditure quintiles,
the first representing the lowest income gioup and the last quintile the highest income
category.

The assessment of the levels of adequacy of energy and protein intake were based
on the daily allowances for adults recommended by the Medical Research Institute,
Colombo, namely 9.20 MJ and 48 gms respectively.

Study Limitations

The estimates of the percapita food consumption and expenditure in this analysis
is based on the assumption that the food consumed was equitably distributed within the
household (2). Because of the tediousness of collecting consumption data within the family

members, no attempt was made in this study to collect information on intra-family distri-
bution of food.

SOCIO-ECONOMIC PROFILE OF THE FOOD STAMP RECIPIENTS

Primary information that would help to establish the socio-economic status of the
sample households are presented in this section. Although factors such as employment
and income show a large influence on the houschold consumption pattern, others such

as the demographic features, religion etc., also exert asignificant influence on household
consumption patterns.

Demographic features

Of the total populaton of 498 inthe sample a majority (86%) were Sinhalese with
129, Moors and Malays and 29 Tamils and Burghers.

Age-wise composition the sample population indicate a relatively large proportion
of younger age categories. Nearly a thiid of the population (31%) was 14 years or less
and 657, were in the 15to 64 year old group. According to this data the child dependency
ratio (defined as the ratio of the number of individuals aged 14 years and younger expressed
as a percentage of the individuals aged between 15 and 64 years) is about 48%. The
proportion of adults of age 65 years and above are relatively small, about 4%.

The average household was composed of 5.7 persons. About 40% of the households
had families larger than 6 members. The distribution of houscholds by size was as follows:
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Persons|Household Households
(No.) Y%
1—4 31

5 28
6—7 20
8—10 15

11 and over 6
All 100

Educational level

Of the total sample population, 44% had already left school while about 259
were still attending school. There were about 18% pre-schoolers and 139 had never
attended school.

Information on the grade at which school leavers left school was also investigated.
This showed that the highest proportion, 38% left school at grades 6—8. About 29%
left school at grades 9 and 10 and only about 5% had attended the 11th and 12th grades.
The percentage of the school leaveis leaving between grades 1 and 5 was about 29%.

Employment Status

The average household expenditue increased as the number employed per household
increased. The average number of income earners per household was about 1.5, Nearly
30 7; of the labour force was employed in temporary type of employment activities.

Nearly 267 of the population reported as employed and the type of occupations
varied widely. Of the employed, 819 was casual labourers. Nearly 69, were engaged
in their own trading activities and another 3% were self employed in other ventures.

The survey information suggested that households with regular employment oppor
tunities usually tend to be associated with higher expenditure. This may be because a
regular type of employment, in general, ensures a steady income which in turn would lead
to higher expenditure.

Housing and Sanitation

About 257 of the sample of households surveyed wereliving in one-roomed houses.
The number of one -roomed houses decreased with increase in expenditure.

Of the 87 houses surveyed, 219 had temporary types of roofing, 429 did not
have brick walls, 409 did not have a separate kitchen and cooking was done in the
living room itself.

There was no electricity supply in 439, of the houses, 36% had no access to pipe
borne water either inside or immediately outside the house. In 38 7% of the households,
the members of households were sharing a latrine with more than 2 other families.
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Household Asset Ownership

Information gathered in respect of households assets owned by sample households
indicated the ownership of a relatvely small range of items. Ownership of bicycles were
reported by 179 of the sample, radios by 409/, sewing machines 20 %, cassette recorders
249 and television sets 119,. The data sgguested that the number of households owing
such items tend to increase with increase in household expenditure. In the highest
income category, 9 families had electrical appliances ranging from irons to fans and re-
fridgerators. Although these assets do not provide a full picture of the present wealth or
lack of it, they to some extent provide an insight into living standards. ;

Income and Expenditure Levels

In most households, the income was derived from more than one source. The
survey data showed that in most households, the reported incomes were lower than the
reported expenditure (Table 1). The difference was particularly large except.in the third
expenditure quintile. Such a difference could perhaps be explained on the basis of the
short-term nature of the incomes and expenses reported by the respondents. However,
the typical tendency of the households to underestimate their incomes and to over-estimate
expenses may also explain the disparity, to some extent.

TABLE 1. Average income and expenditure reported per household, classified by expenditure quintiles.

Expenditue Av. No. Av. Income Av. Expenditure
Quintile Employed Per Household Per Household
Per Household (Rs/Month) (Rs/Month)
1 1.0 421 478
2 1.1 572 838
3 1.6 1178 1146
4 L5 1074 1503
5 2.3 2079 : 2327

The monthlyincome and expenditure data presented in Table 1 show a wide variation
between different expenditure quintiles. In the lowest expendiiure catcgory, the average
income reported was Rs 421 per month while in the highest expenditure group it was
almost five times, Rs. 2,078 per month.

The income variation between these categories is partly attributed to the number of
income earners per household. The lowest expenditure group, on the average, is asscci-
ciated with about 1.0 employed per household whereas the highest expenditure quintile
shows about 2.3 individuals employed per houschold . This data also shows that the
income differential between the expenditure groups is also attributable to the monthly
income per income earner. In the lower expenditure categories, the income earned per

employed is substantially low (Rs. 20/ employed), in comparison to that of higher
expenditure quintile (Rs. 903/ employed).






























