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Need: Since its inception, Amma Canteens 

have served and catered to the food needs of 

the urban poor whose vulnerabilities go 

largely unaddressed otherwise. The situation 

is particularly grim for migrant workers, who 

are often excluded from social protection 

schemes, or when included remain 

disadvantaged due to failures of 

implementation. Migrant workers with low 

wages and non-existent benefits find in the 

Amma Canteen Scheme a viable source of 

nutritious food at extremely low costs.  

In periods of crisis such as the Covid-19 

pandemic, the services provided by Amma 

Canteens become even more essential to the 

survival of migrant workers, and informal 

sector workers, who are left unemployed, 

without any wages and vulnerable, not only to 

the virus but also malnutrition and hunger. 

Chennai-based economist, and expert in food 

security, J. Jayaranjan notes that Amma 

Canteens are more important and busier than 

ever in crisis situations. He notes (in context 

to the countrywide lockdown), “Imagine, all 

the factories and shops are closed and there 

are no trains or buses for migrant workers to 

go back home. The announcement for a 

country wide lockdown came all of a sudden  

 

yesterday, they have no savings, and no 

sources of income to sustain themselves – 

where will they go?” 

Response: The Amma Canteen Scheme was 

launched by the AIADMK government in Tamil 

Nadu with the intention of addressing the 

food security needs of the urban poor, 

providing low cost subsidized meals. Over 

time, the initiative has grown to be one that 

caters to all people, providing affordable, 

quality, standard meals.  

In the time of this lockdown, Chennai 

Corporation, responsible for the functioning 

and running of Amma Canteens has 

announced that sanitation workers and 

migrant labourers will get food for free.  G. 

Prakash of the Corporation told a leading 

publication, that ‘Amma Canteens are a great 

asset now and have always been so. This is 

the least we can do for our workers, as they 

are the real heroes of society’. At present, the 

Corporation has 407 Canteens adequately 

stocked for at least 30 days. Each canteen has 

the potential to cater to 2000-3000 people 

and together they serve 10 lakh people every 

day. Owing to current demands, the Canteens 

across the state are being equipped to cater 

to more people. Amma Canteens are located 

 

Key Message:  The Amma Canteen Scheme, comprising 

government run eateries providing subsidized food, serve 

as a lifeline for informal sector and migrant workers, 

unemployed and vulnerable, in the coronavirus induced 

lockdown period. 

 

                          Food Security  
                          Provisions for workers amidst COVID-19 
 
                             Lead Organisation: Amma Canteen 

Geographic Spread: Tamil Nadu, India 



at every half a kilometre, ensuring that people 

do not have to travel long distances for food, 

nor do any particular facilities see 

overcrowding.  

This is not the first time Amma Canteens have 

effectively responded to a crises. When 

Chennai was hit by Cyclone Vardah in 

December 2016, the canteens remained open 

across the city, providing free food to anyone 

who came in. With the coronavirus-induced 

lockdown, leaving many daily wage labourers 

stranded, this important food security 

program has risen to the occasion again, 

providing a food security solution for those 

vulnerable.  

Drivers of the Initiative: Since the time of its 

inception in 2013, the scheme has received a 

fair share of criticism labelled a ‘stunt’ causing 

severe losses for the government. Yet over 

the years, the Amma Canteen model has 

stood resilient and several states including 

Odisha, Karnataka and Andhra Pradesh have 

set up their own versions of the scheme. The 

resilience and success of the welfare scheme 

has been attributed to the AIADMK political 

party and its former leader, the late Ms. 

Jaylalitha. The seriousness of the people at 

the helm of affairs, efficiency of the scheme’s 

functionaries and involvement of the people 

have also been key drivers in the sustained 

popularity of the scheme. 

Objectives: The Amma Canteen Welfare 

Scheme, launched under the AIADMK 

government in 2013, aims at providing easily 

accessible and affordable cooked meals for 

disadvantaged sections of society.  

Stakeholders Involved:  Amma Canteens are 

run by Self-Help Groups of local women from 

the area/ward. From cooking to managing 

expenses and all other day to day activities of 

the canteen, it is these women that lead from 

the forefront. The government has entrusted 

the financials of the scheme to local bodies, 

such as the Greater Chennai Corporation, who 

are also responsible for the larger managerial 

aspects of the scheme at the city and state 

levels.  

Innovative Features: This section discusses 

only innovative features adopted within the 

scheme during the coronavirus lockdown. Its 

regular functioning and procedures are 

detailed in the next section.  

 The women at the Amma Canteen 

have been instructed not to 

encourage crowds keeping in mind 

social distancing protocol. Since 

consumers in a particular facility are 

from nearby areas, they are 

requested to check for crowds and 

only then come in to eat. The teams 

are also ensuring a certain distance 

between customers, wherever 

possible.  

 Women from the SHG groups have 

also pooled in their own money to 

buy masks and sanitizers. According 

to one SHG member, ‘there will not 

be a compromise on quality even if it 

means we have to shell out a bit from 

our own pockets in times like this’. 

Further, according to the Chennai 

Corporation Commissioner, all 

women in charge of the canteens 

have been trained in hygienic 

practices.  

 Teams are extremely particular in 

keeping the place clean. Customers 

are asked to rinse their own plates, 

but even after that, plates and all 

cutlery are washed again in hot water 

to reduce risks.  

 Whereas earlier dinner was not 

served at Amma Canteens, now they 

have begun serving food between 

6:30-7:30 PM since the advent of the 

lockdown, for the benefit of workers. 

 Food has also been made freely 

available since the lockdown and care 

is taken to ensure no wastage by 



distributing left over food to those 

that come in late in the evening. 

Donation boxes are kept at canteens 

for those who are able to contribute. 

 The state government has also 

announced an additional sum of 

money to the Canteens in order to 

provide provisions equipping them to 

cater to an increased demand. The 

state government is also ensuring that 

the civic corporation body is 

adequately equipped with 

disinfectant vehicles and liquids to 

sanitize all canteen facilities at regular 

intervals.  

The Process: 

 At Amma Canteens, food is offered at 

heavily subsidized prices, for instance, 

idli at Re 1 each, lemon and sambar 

rice at Rs 5 etc. to ensure its 

affordability for those from the 

marginalized sections of society. A 

person can eat as much as they like, 

standing in different lines for different 

dishes. No parcels are entertained.  

 With a well-maintained kitchen and 

tidy little space with tables that are 

frequently cleaned, the Canteens 

ensure a hygienic environment.  

 All Canteens maintain an official 

register to record the names of 

beneficiaries as well as places of 

original residence.  

 Serving breakfast early in the 

morning, the Canteen becomes a 

place for daily wage labourers and 

other workers to acquire a filling meal 

before their day’s work.  

 However, it is not uncommon to see 

policemen, municipal workers, media 

people and others having their 

breakfast and lunch at these canteens 

too.  

Overcoming Barriers:  

It has been said that over time, Amma 

Canteens have lost their sheen due to official 

apathy and lack of the required patronage, 

despite AIADMK still remaining in power in 

the state. Corporations responsible for 

financing these canteens and providing 

provisions are lacking in their delivery. 

Corporations themselves claim that Amma 

Canteens cost around 130 crores in 

expenditure, bringing in a revenue in recent 

years of only around 30 crores thus, severely 

denting the corporation’s funds.  

After much deliberation, it was decided that 

Amma Canteens should be made financially 

self-sustainable with the Chennai Corporation 

bringing them all under a trust so they can 

avail benefits of Corporate Social 

Responsibility (CSR) schemes and other 

external donations all exempt from taxation.  

Unresolved Bottlenecks: 

However, for women from SHG’s working at 

Amma Canteens however, the situation has 

grown progressively worse. These women 

that came forward to run the government’s 

subsidised canteens in 2013 are presently 

working seven days a week, with poor wages 

and few rights. Promises of the Corporation to 

provide them job security and benefits of 

working under the aegis of the government 

have remained largely unfulfilled.  

Environmental Benefits: 

------------- 

Economic Benefits: Due to an overwhelming 

demand in the lockdown period, Amma 

Canteens have provided employment to many 

more workers that had been left unemployed 

in this period. These workers are paid daily 

wages, from the extended government 

budget allocated to the Canteen in the 

lockdown period.  

Social Benefits: 



Since the lockdown was announced, most 

hotels and eateries have shut down in the city 

of Chennai and the state of Tamil Nadu 

causing a deep fear among homeless people, 

daily wage workers and those involved in 

essential services on the availability, 

accessibility and affordability of food. In this 

time, Amma Canteens have up scaled their 

efforts in providing food to all those in need, 

whether by extending their services to 

provide dinner or building capacity to cater to 

larger numbers of people. Ensuring no one is 

left without food, homeless people, labourers, 

police personnel and many others depend on 

the canteens for their everyday food 

requirements.  

 


