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Global food systems in the wake of Covid-19

Research by IFPRI on the impacts of Covid-19 regarding global food security suggest that the poor are disproportionately
affected. Furthermore, the pandemic appears to have pushed more people into poverty in rural than in urban areas.
Analyses also address impacts which Covid-19 has had on supply chains. Our authors look at some of the findings and
emphasise the role of policies in making food systems sustainable, resilient and inclusive.

By Johan Swinnen and Eleanor Jones

The world has been struggling to contain
Covid-19 for more than two-and-a-half years.
Many initial policy responses to the pandemic,
including widespread lockdowns and border
closures, had severe impacts on food securi-
ty through a massive recession and major dis-
ruptions of global food value chains. Poor and
marginalised communities were dispropor-
tionately affected by these measures, through
loss of livelihoods and assets, and for women,
diminished empowerment and opportunities.
Covid-19 exposed the vulnerability of agricul-
tural and food systems to multiple shocks, in-
cluding climate change and now, the conflict
in Ukraine. From 2020 to 2022, researchers
from the International Food Policy Research
Institute (IFPRI) published key insights and
analyses on how the pandemic affected and is
still affecting poverty, food security and nu-
trition, food trade and supply chains, gender,
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With markets closing down because of the lockdown,
many rural women have lost their sole source of income. *

and employment. Two books, COVID-19 &
Global Food Security (2020) and COVID-19
& Global Food Security: Two Years Later
(2022) present these insights, recommend pol-
icy interventions and offer reflections on les-
sons to better prepare for future crises. Some
of the findings are presented in the following.

Immediate impacts: income losses,
value chain disruptions, increase in
malnutrition

The impact of Covid-19 on global food se-
disproportionately
affecting the poor as compared to richer popu-
lations. What are the reasons for this disparity?
Rising food prices and falling incomes meant
that people had less real income to pay for
food, forcing them to adjust accordingly. This

curity was heterogeneous —

effect is stronger when one has less income to
begin with, spelling more hardship for those
who are already impoverished. The immediate
impacts of the pandemic on supply chains cen-
tred on disruptions concentrated in labour-in-
tensive nodes of these chains. A lack of work-
ers hampered harvesting, while limited inputs,
like seed and fertiliser, caused difficulties in
planting. Reduced transport facilities restrict-
ed transportation, and lockdowns and social
distancing interfered with market exchanges.
These value chain disruptions hurt both con-
sumers and producers, as there were fewer ur-
ban supplies and less farm-level demand. This
is also demonstrated in an analysis by Ceballos
and colleagues from IFPRI of the short-term
effects of Covid-19 in the Western Highlands
of Guatemala, one of the country’s most vul-
nerable regions, which is already characterised
by high poverty and stunting rates. The re-




gion experienced sharp decreases in incomes,
a doubling of food insecurity and a decline in
dietary diversity.

The income losses and disruptions to value
chains affected dietary choices and have in-
creased global malnutrition. When incomes
decrease due to labour disruptions, lower-in-
come households switch to cheaper and less
nutritious foods at the expense of more nutri-
ent-dense, albeit costlier foods. Low-income
countries are the most vulnerable to the rise
in international food prices, as food accounts
for approximately half of consumption bas-
kets and 20 per cent of imports. This shift in
prices, and therefore consumer choices, ulti-
mately limits dietary diversity and increases
the risk of adverse health consequences. For
example, Laborde and colleagues estimate that
due to the pandemic, an additional 141 mil-
lion individuals from low- and middle-income
countries (LMICs) could not afford a healthy
diet amid a slow global economic recovery.
These disruptions could lead to an additional
9.3 million wasted children, 2.6 million stunt-
ed children, and 168,000 child deaths by 2022.
Women are also disproportionately affected:
2.1 million additional women could poten-
tially suffer from anaemia, and 2.1 million
children could be born to mothers with a low
body mass index (BMI), continuing the cycle
of intergenerational malnutrition. In response
to these numbers, our research projects that
countries will need to spend between 762 mil-
lion and 1.7 billion US dollars per year on nu-
trition interventions to combat the increased
malnutrition brought on by the pandemic.

SDG 1 and 2 out of reach

Confirming the concerns expressed by this IF-
PRI report, the State of Food Security and Nu-
trition in the World (SOFI) 2021 report esti-
mated that over 300 million more people faced
food insecurity that year compared with 2019.
Our model assessing the pandemic’s short- and
long-term impacts between 2020 and 2030
shows sub-Saharan Africa experiencing an in-
crease in the number of undernourished peo-
ple — reaching 37 million in 2030, up from 25
million in 2020 (see upper Figure). These esti-
mations and corresponding projections suggest
two concerning trends: first, the pandemic will
most likely have long-lasting impacts, setting
back progress in reducing food insecurity, and
second, the world’s goals of ending poverty
and hunger by 2030 may now be out of reach.

At the beginning of the pandemic, more than
190 countries implemented school closures
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which affected approximately 1.6 billion chil-
dren around the world. These closures, in turn,
impacted on houschold food security by inter-
rupting school feeding services. For example,
India’s school closures led to the suspension
of its school feeding programmes — one of the
country’s largest safety nets. Other safety nets
were also affected, including nutrition pro-
grammes for pregnant women and lactating
mothers. In early 2021, Unicef estimated that
the provision of essential nutrition services,
such as India’s school feeding programmes,
had fallen by 30 per cent.

As seen in the middle Figure, in Nigeria, the
disruption of school feeding services increased
the probability by nine percentage points that
a household skipped a meal in the past month.
Single mothers and poorer houscholds were
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more likely to report a higher probability of
skipping a meal, as these households typical-
ly rely on school feeding services for accessing
nutritious diets; therefore, these populations
are more likely to be disproportionately affect-
ed by these closures.

Medium-term impacts highlight
vulnerability of rural households

In 2020, IFPRI worked with local partners
across 30 countries to develop models ana-
lysing measures to respond to the pandemic’s
impact on economic growth, food systems
and livelihoods. Analyses using these mod-
els revealed the socioeconomic impacts of
Covid-19 and countries’ corresponding na-
tional restrictions. Researchers’ review of 18
country studies showed median Gross Domes-
tic Product (GDP) losses ranging from 6 per
cent to 8 per cent based on faster or slower re-
covery scenarios in 2020. While the pandemic
has had significant negative impacts on food
security and poverty globally, there has been
variation in impact on different social groups,
since disadvantaged groups, such as women
and low-skilled and informal workers, were
disproportionately affected.

While the pandemic made all households worse
off, rural and urban areas were affected differ-
ently. Non-agricultural and urban households
experienced more severe employment and in-
come effects, which ultimately narrowed the
income gap between urban and rural and be-
tween poor and non-poor households. How-
ever, in most countries (with Kenya and Nige-
ria being exceptions), the greater proportion of
people who became poor during the pandemic
was rural, making apparent the comparative-
ly higher vulnerability of rural households to
shocks. As agricultural and rural households
are typically poorer, income losses experienced
by these households pose a significant risk for
food insecurity. Poorer households spend a
more significant proportion of their income
on food, and the pandemic caused more dis-
ruptions in their food value chains as they are
typically more labour-intensive. As public so-
cial and nutrition programmes are disrupted,
these vulnerable communities have even less
access to health services.

Multidimensional challenges make
unresolved trade issues visible

Many low- and middle-income countries ac-
cumulated high levels of debt and low levels of
foreign reserves after coping with the econom-

School feeding services are an important security
net for poor households.
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ic shocks of the pandemic. Therefore, they are
currently limited in their ability to respond to
other shocks to their food systems and must
make difficult policy choices when confront-
ing multidimensional challenges.

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in early 2022
has created such a challenge. Even before the
Ukraine conflict, inflation was already on the
rise in 2021, with international food prices
surging to levels only seen during the 2007/08
and 2010/11 global food price crises, further
endangering food systems in low-income
countries that are import-dependent. Unfor-
tunately, the current food price crisis and the
economic sanctions that the Ukraine conflict
triggered have increased vulnerability and
highlighted unresolved trade issues within our
food systems, as developing countries struggle
to meet agrifood needs.

Looking ahead, trajectories of recovery dif-
fer significantly across countries and income
groups. The recession was less severe in
high-income countries, thanks to their fiscal
resources; aggregate incomes in these rich
countries are projected to rebound by 2025. In
contrast, economic activity in developing and
low-income countries is projected to remain
well below the pre-pandemic growth.

The increasing prevalence and intensity of
shocks and crises call for a paramount re-
shaping of how food is produced, traded, and
consumed. The elevated frequency of shocks
reveals the urgency to diversify where and
how food and fertiliser needs are sourced. The
pandemic responses from the past two-and-a-
half-years provide valuable insights into how

to increase the sustainability, resilience, and in-
clusivity of global, regional and national food
systems.

The role of research and policies in
creating better food systems

IFPRI, a member of CGIAR, the world’s
largest agricultural innovation network, and
partners around the world are conducting
research that contributes to “building back
better” local and global food systems. This
research is achieving a better understanding
of different sources and levels of vulnerabili-
ty affecting people and the commodities or
value chains in which they operate. Building
back better requires research on the specific
obstacles facing small to medium-scale actors
forming the majority of the food systems in
low- and middle-income countries, including
women, youth and informal sector workers.
Researchers are paying particular attention to
how different parts of the food system react to
and mitigate shocks, including climate change,
adverse weather events, food price volatility,
conflict and more.

Ultimately, policies can play an effective role
in building sustainable, resilient and inclusive
food systems. Evidence-based policies can
implement and scale up effective emergency
response interventions, including expanding
social safety nets, setting up early warning and
monitoring systems to intervene in any future
shocks quickly and effectively, and coordinat-
ing food system actors to build up livelihoods,
produce food sustainably and safely, and en-
sure high-quality, nutritious and diverse diets.
Using the lessons learned over the past two
years of shocks, we can implement these valu-
able insights into creating better food systems,
especially for those most vulnerable.
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