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Abstract. Before the COVID-19 pandemic ravaged Africa, a large percentage of Africans were already affected by
poverty and food insecurity. The pandemic wreaked havoc on their already unfavorable situation. The direct and indirect
impacts of COVID-19 included but not limited to illness and deaths of food systems’workers, interruption of food supply
chains, unemployment, depreciation of currency value, and disruption of social protection programs. COVID-19 will lead
to further economic fallout. Thus, the situation needs careful observation and timely intervention to safeguard the vul-
nerable African communities. AlthoughAfrica has soughtways to lessen the dire impact of thepandemic on food security,
short-term solutions should include and enhance social and economic relief initiatives such asmonetary intervention and
social safety net. Considering a balance between health benefits of COVID-19 restrictions and their economic implica-
tions, the African countries, at the regional level, must preserve open and efficient social protection programs and cross-
border supply and distribution networks for agricultural inputs. Africa’s medium- and long-term strategies for improving
food security should include improving and diversifying its agricultural productivity and production of key food com-
modities. This will reduce Africa’s dependence on importation of these key commodities, and will help the continent
address underlying economic vulnerabilities and better manage food, pandemic, and/or health-related crises affecting
food security in the long term.

INTRODUCTION

Food security is defined as a condition in which all the
people, at all times, have physical and economical access to
adequate, safe, and nutritious food, meeting their nutritional
requirements and their food preferences for an active and a
balanced life.1 However, despite fundamental efforts and ac-
complishments in the battle against poverty in recent de-
cades, many countries in Africa have been suffering from
economic recession, and many Africans are profoundly af-
fected by the dramatic fallout of livelihoods and income. There
is a large number of people in Africawho live under the poverty
line and are vulnerable to food insecurity.2 Although the pov-
erty rate in Africa has declined from 54% in 1990 to 41% in
2015, the number of poor people has increased from 278
million to 413 million during the same period because of high
population growth.3

The latest figures in Africa show that 73 million people suffer
from acute food insecurity.4 From 2016 to 2018, Africa imported
around 85% of its food from outside the continent, making an
annual foodbill of $35billion,which is projected tohit $110billion
by 2025. This heavy dependence onworldmarkets is hazardous
for foodsecurity, particularly in timesof prolongedcrisis.4 African
regions, especially the Sahel and southern Africa, have been
harshly affected by climate change and drought since last year.4

The unprecedented locust outbreak in the Horn of Africa has put
an additional pressure on regional food systems. Conflict ham-
perspeople’saccess to foodas farmersabandon their farmsand
donot bring their products tomarkets to avoid risking their lives.5

Hence, given the prevalence of conflict and political instability,
the region is at great risk of food insecurity.4,6

In light of the COVID-19 pandemic, the greatest public health
threat of our time,7 not only the health of African people but also
their socioeconomic status and food security have greatly been
affected.8 The pandemic has led to various government-led re-
strictions and interventions9,10 to curb the spread of the virus on
the continent wreaking havoc on the continent’s food supply,
and compounding the already bleak picture of food security in
Africa.11 This article aims to highlight Africa’s efforts to mitigate
the impactofCOVID-19, its implications to foodsecurity inAfrica,
and the recommendations to boost food security amid and after
the pandemic in the continent.

EFFORTS

Africa has sought ways to lessen the dire impact on food
security brought about by the pandemic. Led by the lessons
learned from previous health crises, including the Ebola out-
break in 2014–2015 and the food crisis in 2008–2009, the
African Development Bank responded to the epidemics by
bringing together a robust public and private sector package,
Feed Africa Response to COVID-19 (FAREC).12 Feed Africa
Response to COVID-19 promotes the growth of resilience,
sustainability, and self-sufficiency in food production and
distribution by the African governments, farmers, and the
private sector, particularly small and medium-sized enter-
prises. It also responds to minimize COVID-19–related dis-
turbances to the value chain of agriculture. As of mid-June
2020, FARECassisted 23African countries in finding capital in
current bank-financed farm loans to fund farm inputs, building
“green corridors” for a free flow of food, and stabilize food
prices, via the targeted release of grain and the replenishment
of food stocks.12 Moreover, some African countries also
provided stimulus packages in the forms of cash or food
aimed at assisting those citizens who lost their jobs and in-
come because of COVID-19 restrictions.11,13
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IMPLICATIONS OF COVID-19

The measures taken to contain COVID-19 spread have had
significant implications for food systems, nutrition, and food
security in Africa. Many dynamics threatened food security
during the pandemic. The disruption of food supply chains
during the lockdown period affected food availability, pricing,
and quality. The World Bank estimates that millions of people
will experience extreme poverty as the lockdown policies,
closure of borders and restrictions on transportations resulted
in the disruption of the food supply chains and the slowdown
of the economic activities.4,14 The restrictions on exportations
and importations of essential food items such as wheat and
rice have made many African countries vulnerable because of
their dependenceon importationof these items.Moreover, the
illnesses of food systems workers also played a major role in
the disruption of supply chains. Many people lost their jobs
during the lockdown period, especially those who work in in-
formal sectors and procure their income on a daily basis.4,14

Agriculture is one of the most significant economic sectors
in Africa, which makes up 23% of the continent’s Gross Do-
mestic Product (GDP). Nearly 60% of the economically active
populations in sub-Saharan Africa are employed in this area.6

In rural areas of Africa, agriculture is considered as the main
source of nutrition and income. However, the disruption of
transportation and livelihoods due to the restrictions have
made it difficult for farmers to sell their products and make
them available for the population, and they could not gain
access to veterinary services either.15 It is expected that the
agri-food sector can be spared and expanded, as the collapse
in export earnings and the loss of food import capacity push
domestic production upward. Lower labor demand in the ur-
ban service sectors will drive workers back to farming, leading
to higher domestic food production. However, workers’ in-
come would decrease with more workers joined in the sector
while their products are not sold.16 Furthermore, many people
in Africa, especially poor families, depend on social protection
programs that were hampered during the pandemic. For in-
stance, schoolchildren lost their meals because of the closure
of schools caused by the disruption of social protection pro-
grams.15 With COVID-19 now expanding to the poorest areas
of Africa and the economic fallout rising, evenmore people are
at great risk of becoming poor and food-insecure. The In-
ternational Labor Organization estimates that 200 million
employees will be thrown into unemployment across the
globe, and Africans are not spared from this issue.12

RECOMMENDATIONS

The COVID-19 pandemic will lead to further economic fall-
out. Thus, the situation needs careful observation and timely
intervention to safeguard the vulnerable African communities
from food insecurity. As COVID-19 expands in Africa, short-
term solutions should include social and economic relief ini-
tiatives including monetary intervention and social safety net
tomitigate and avert a drastic rise in poverty and hunger in the
continent. The COVID-19 pandemic strongly illustrated the
degree of intercountry interconnectedness and the impor-
tance of retaining trading ties, ensuring minimum food chain
disturbances. Hence, considering a balance between health
benefits of COVID-19 restrictions and their economic impli-
cations, the African governments, at the regional level, must

preserve open and efficient social protection programs and
cross-border supply and distribution networks for agricultural
inputs. Thiswill allow the flourishingof robust value chains that
connect domestic and regional markets.16 The movement of
goods, including food, and associated vital services (i.e.,
transportation) should be assured in the continent while
relaxing restriction policies.4

The COVID-19 pandemic also highlights the need for me-
dium- and long-term strategies to further build Africa’s food
security capacity. Africa can achieve this goal by improving its
agricultural productivity and production of key food com-
modities. This will reduce Africa’s dependence on importation
of key commodities, which has been one of the main factors
for increasing their vulnerability to food insecurity due to high
prevalence of poverty in the continent. This strategy will also
help the continent address underlying economic vulnerabil-
ities andbettermanage food, pandemic, and/or health-related
crises affecting food security in the long term.2,11

In Africa, food security is likely to benefit from the effective
implementation of the African Continental Free Trade Area
(AFCFTA). African Continental Free Trade Area ensures the crea-
tion of jobs and income to battle poverty and food insecurity
through greater economic diversification (value addition and intra-
African trade).4 Hence, diversifying Africa’s commodity base and
adding value to that can be achieved if significant increase in ag-
ricultural labor productivity and full implementation of AFCFTA is
ensured.4 The short-, medium-, and long-term responses of the
Africangovernmentsneed to feedAfrica’s risingpopulation,which
is1.2billion todayand isexpected to increase in thenextdecades.
In these strategies, a special focus should be used on disadvan-
taged communities to benefit from nutrition services.12

CONCLUSION

Food insecurity was rampant in Africa even before the
COVID-19 pandemic ravaged the continent. COVID-19 re-
strictions jeopardized not only the health but also food secu-
rity of Africans. Although Africa has sought ways to lessen the
dire impact of the pandemic on food security, the need for
more interventions to boost African food systems has been
indicated by these stresses. Short-term solutions should in-
clude social and economic relief initiatives such as monetary
intervention and social safety net. While lifting COVID-19 re-
strictions, the African countries, at the regional level, must
preserve open and efficient social protection programs and
cross-border supply and distribution networks for agricultural
inputs. Africa’s medium- and long-term strategies for im-
proving food security should include improving and di-
versifying its agricultural productivity and production of key
food commodities to reduce their dependence on importation
of key commodities, and to address the continent’sunderlying
economic vulnerabilities.
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