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Executive Summary
The Covid-19 pandemic, inclusive of associated policy responses, has affected food systems in subSaharan Africa (SSA) through numerous avenues. As of late 2020, the most striking impacts are felt
through the policies aimed at preventing the spread of the virus through restrictions on movement and
economic activity. These include, inter alia, directives to remain at home with exceptions made for
limited essential activities; social distancing requirements in public spaces including markets and
public transportation; the closure of markets and workplaces where social distancing cannot be
ensured; the closure or heightened security of borders and inter-state roads; and the closure of
schools. Governments in SSA have also introduced some social protection policies to mitigate the
harm caused by the Covid-19 pandemic, including food assistance, cash transfers, and tax
postponements. In addition to these policy responses, the Covid-19 pandemic has affected food
systems in SSA through a global recession, which has shifted international demand for agricultural
products and broadly reduced the flow of international remittances.
Commentary and analyses regarding the impacts of the Covid-19 pandemic on SSA food systems
have proliferated since early 2020. Yet no broad evidence synthesis has been undertaken to unpack
the complex impacts of the crisis, particularly with respect to domestic food value chains,
regional/international food trade, and food and nutrition security. This report applies a systematic
literature review methodology to comprehensively survey the evidence on this topic. In September –
November 2020, a literature search was conducted to identify studies that met pre-specified inclusion
criteria for this evidence synthesis, including the requirement that studies evaluate the impact of the
Covid-19 pandemic on food systems or food security in SSA and that they be based on empirical
data. A total of 57 studies were found to meet these criteria. It should be emphasized that although
this report endeavours to be comprehensive at the time of writing, the literature on this topic will surely
grow over the coming months.
The existing evidence comes largely from the grey literature (75%), which is generally non-peer
reviewed and hence not fully vetted by experts. However, grey literature has the distinct advantage
of being available more quickly to guide policy discourse, which is critical during a crisis requiring
rapid policy response. These trade-offs warrant consideration of processes to make high-quality,
peer-reviewed research available more quickly to respond to future fast-moving crises.
Most of the studies reviewed in this synthesis use quantitative methods (86%), and among these,
most are ex post analyses, though some are ex ante models of national economies. Across the 57
studies, about three quarters (74%) of the policies that are discussed relate to restrictions on
populations, often in the form of stay-at-home decrees/lockdowns, market closures, and national
mandates for social distancing. It is far less common to find attention given to policies that aim to
protect food supply, bolster food production, or stimulate employment and/or the economy.
Nevertheless, many SSA governments have sought to protect food systems through nuanced policies
that place limits on most parts of the economy but carve out exceptions for the agri-food sector. In
this body of literature, the measured impacts of the Covid-19 pandemic are overwhelmingly negative,
spanning declines in agricultural production and farmer incomes; declines in the income of other
actors throughout the food value chain, such as food vendors; and declines in food security among
consumers.
Within domestic food value chains, the studies included in this synthesis reveal impacts on input
supply—with some evidence of decreased supply and increased prices, at least partly due to trade
restrictions—and domestic agricultural production. Such disruptions were observed particularly in
places where small-scale farms were not considered to be “essential”, thus impeding farmers’ access
to their fields. The literature also documents impacts on transport, with movement restrictions making
it difficult for farmers, transporters, and processors to move agricultural inputs to farmers and
agricultural outputs to the market. In addition, the informal food sector has been singled out by policy
responses to the Covid-19 pandemic, as several SSA countries enforced closures of informal and
open-air (“wet”) markets based on relatively high perceived risks, such as high density and an inability
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to reduce crowding. Such policies necessarily affect the livelihoods of informal food vendors and
retailers and restrict consumers’ options for acquiring food.
In terms of regional and international food trade, the most noticeable impact has come through
temporary bans and restrictions on exports and through road and border closures. However,
pervasive impacts are also felt through additional inspections at the border, reduced hours of
operation for trading, and increased transport costs. Logically, these bans and restrictions should
have resulted in higher marketing costs, lower prices received by farmers, and/or higher prices paid
by consumers, though empirical evidence is as yet too sparse to discern the magnitude and incidence
of these outcomes. Several studies document a sharp decline in regional trade between neighbouring
countries, with roadblocks and checkpoints particularly affecting value chains of perishable products,
such as fruits, vegetables, and dairy, which cannot withstand an extended delay en route. The
contraction in regional trade necessarily affects the livelihoods of informal cross-border traders, a
large majority of whom are women and youth.
Covid-19-related restrictions on economic activity have especially affected the demand side of food
markets in SSA. The studies included in this evidence synthesis show some stability in the availability
of staple foods, though perishable items have been less available to consumers. However, of the
three facets of food access (economic, physical, and social), all have been negatively affected by the
Covid-19 pandemic and its associated policy responses. Consumers have experienced diminished
economic access through lost income, reduced remittances, and higher food retail prices; they
experienced reduced physical access with the closure of (particularly informal) markets and
restrictions on public transportation; and they experienced reduced social access because social
networks and informal safety nets have been disrupted in such a widespread shock. There is also
evidence that households in SSA have responded to the pandemic by shifting their consumption from
more expensive and nutritious foods toward staple foods, which are a poor source of micronutrients.
Policies that restrict movement or economic activity in response to Covid-19 have been far more
common in SSA than policies aimed at economic support and social protection. It is possible that
most SSA governments simply do not have the fiscal latitude to offer economic support. Even in
countries in which the government sought to provide social protection, this evidence synthesis shows
that few people received assistance. The main challenges associated with social protection policies
seem to be limited funding and poor timing of delivery. However, three out of the 57 studies in this
synthesis demonstrate that social protection initiatives, such as lump sum cash transfers or
continuous income support, can have a positive impact on food security, health, and conflict outcomes
during the Covid-19 pandemic.
The pandemic has revealed both strengths and weaknesses of food value chains in SSA. One lesson
gleaned from this study is the critical role of informal markets in the food security of (primarily but not
only) the urban poor. The policy reflex to close or restrict informal markets has been detrimental to
market vendors and consumers, and this underscores how these markets are (in normal times) nodes
of food value chain resilience. With respect to restrictions on mobility and transport, horticulture and
other perishable products stand out as being vulnerable to such measures. This suggests an urgent
need for cold storage systems to make the value chains of perishable products more resilient to
disruptions. To the extent that SSA food systems are reliant on global food value chains, the region
is vulnerable to external shocks. However, a more robust system of intra-Africa trade would render
SSA more resilient in the face of global shocks.
This report concludes with a set of policy recommendations drawn from the evidence synthesis. For
example, policy makers should acknowledge the importance of informal markets and, during a public
health crisis like the Covid-19 pandemic, should find better ways to engage with those whose
livelihoods and food access depend on such markets. In the event of another such crisis, it is
imperative to support the continuous functioning of local food markets; to improve their sanitary
conditions; to collaborate constructively with market leadership and trader associations to build
capacity to adhere to social distancing guidelines; and to be patient as markets and shopkeepers
adjust. In addition, policy attention to secure and strengthen food value chains in the Covid-19 era
should be directed to actors beyond “farm” and “plate”, including input suppliers/transporters and food
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transporters, processors, traders, and retailers. Even when it is necessary to restrict movement in
order to reduce the spread of the virus, it is imperative that food value chains continue to function
(albeit with safeguards, such as the distribution of personal protective equipment to reduce the risk of
spreading disease). Finally, policy commitments to strengthen intra-Africa trade, building on the
momentum of the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA), are essential to make SSA food
systems more resilient to current or future shocks.

1. Introduction
The Covid-19 pandemic arrived on the world stage in early 2020 and, as of the time of this writing,
shows little sign of abating. Thus far, countries in sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) have mostly evaded an
intense, direct public health effect of Covid-19, and this is indeed something to celebrate. However,
the Covid-19 pandemic, inclusive of the associated policy responses,10 has affected food systems in
SSA through numerous other avenues. The pandemic triggered a global recession, which in turn has
negatively affected international supply and demand for some agricultural imports and exports and
broadly reduced the flow of international remittances into lower-income countries. In addition, within
SSA, policies have been adopted to prevent contagion or provide social protection. Restrictions on
movement and economic activity vary across countries and span the closure of borders, directives to
remain at home with exceptions made for limited essential activities, social distancing requirements
in public spaces including markets and public transportation, and the closure of schools. Social
protection policies implemented by governments and multilateral organizations to mitigate the harm
caused by the Covid-19 pandemic include, among others, income support and food assistance. Such
policies have myriad effects on actors throughout the food system, including producers, traders,
transporters, processors, wholesalers, retailers, and consumers.
Commentary and analyses regarding the impacts of the Covid-19 pandemic and associated policy
responses in SSA have proliferated over the past year. Yet no broad evidence synthesis has been
undertaken to unpack the complex impacts of the crisis, particularly with respect to domestic food
value chains, regional/international food trade, and food and nutrition security (Porciello et al., 2020).
This report applies a systematic literature review methodology to comprehensively survey the
evidence on this topic. The objectives of this report are to:
●

Provide a synthesis of the impacts of the Covid-19 pandemic (inclusive of associated policy
responses) on domestic food value chains, regional/international food trade, and food and
nutrition security in SSA.

●

Synthesize evidence of the gendered impacts of the Covid-19 pandemic on food system actors
and assess the implications of the crisis for food system resilience.

●

Identify what has been effective among the various measures put in place to address the
impacts of the pandemic (to the extent that this is captured in the evidence base).

●

Identify gaps in what is known on this topic.

●

Provide policy recommendations to strengthen domestic food value chains, address
regional/international food trade bottlenecks, and improve food security during and after the
Covid-19 pandemic.

It bears emphasizing that this report does not cover the health aspects of Covid-19, such as morbidity
among workers or patterns of virus transmission associated with trade or migration. Rather, the focus
is on the indirect avenues through which the pandemic has affected food systems and food security.

10
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The remainder of this report is structured as follows (Figure 1). A summary of policy responses to the
Covid-19 pandemic is provided in section 2, along with a framework for understanding the
multifaceted impacts of this shock. Section 3 lays out the method used to gather evidence on the
impacts of Covid-19 on food systems in SSA. A quantitative description of the literature is provided in
section 4, while a broad qualitative synthesis of the evidence is found in section 5. Sections 6 through
8 then delve into a few themes relevant to the above research objectives in greater detail. Section 6
discusses social protection policies, section 7 discusses the impacts of Covid-19 across different
subpopulations, and section 8 discusses the implications of the crisis for food system resilience.
Section 9 includes recommendations for both policy makers and analysts, and section 10 concludes.
Figure 1. Report structure
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2. Background and Conceptual Framework
As noted in section 1, numerous measures have been introduced in SSA in response to the Covid19 pandemic to control the spread of the virus and, less commonly, to offer social protection to those
harmed by the public health measures and the associated economic contraction. Public health policy
responses aiming to flatten the Covid-19 curve range from the imposition of curfews to discourage
physical/social interactions in the evening hours, to barriers to domestic travel, public transportation
restrictions, and limitations on working hours. Such policies also include the closure of schools, “nonessential” businesses, open-air food markets, supermarkets, other shops, restaurants, and street food
vending. The severity of these policy measures (both de facto and de jure) and the length of time over
which they have been enforced vary from country to country and across regions and municipalities
within countries.
The Oxford Covid-19 Government Response Tracker (OxCGRT) gathers information on policy
responses from many countries in the world, including 44 of the 48 countries in SSA (Hale et al.,
2020). This information has been used to create a composite measure of the ‘strictness’ of
government policies to control the pandemic. For SSA, these are mapped in Figure 2, showing
moderate dispersion in the extent to which governments responded to the public health emergency
with efforts to combat the spread of the virus. Several of the indicators that comprise the Government
Response Stringency Index are depicted in Figure 3, revealing that almost every country in SSA
(except for Burundi, Cameroon, Malawi, and Tanzania) introduced some level of restrictions on
internal movement. Note that these are not inclusive of recommendations, but rather connote
mandatory limits on internal movement. Somewhat fewer SSA countries introduced stay-at-home (or
“shelter-in-place”) requirements. These could be less strict (making exceptions for daily exercise,
grocery shopping, and other “essential” trips) or stricter (with more limited exceptions for one
household member at a time or one trip per week). It was less common for SSA countries to close
public transport, though some countries avoided closures by reducing the volume of public transport
via social distancing requirements.
Information collected in the OxCGRT is also used to create a measure of economic support intended
to lessen the hardships experienced due to the Covid-19 pandemic (Figure 2). These index values
tend to be much lower than the index of government stringency, with 18 countries having a value of
0 (indicating no economic support offered whatsoever). Several countries stand out in terms of
offering more support at the national level, including Gabon, Senegal, South Africa, and Togo. Some
indicators that comprise the Economic Support Index are depicted in Figure 4, revealing that few
countries have been able to offer actual income support. However, it is more common for countries
to offer debt/contract relief to households: for example, when the government continues to provide
services such as water, electricity, and public housing regardless of whether the customer keeps up
with payments. Information on Covid-19-related policies for a selection of countries is also collected
in the IFPRI Covid-19 Policy Response Portal (IFPRI, 2020). Figure 4 focuses on welfare-related farm
policies, welfare-related business policies, import waivers, and social protection policies, broadly
defined—all intended to alleviate the economic pain of the Covid-19 crisis. Across 13 SSA countries,
the most common of these policies are around food aid, cash transfers, and support for businesses
(including financial and in-kind support and VAT waivers). For example, Kenya has used an existing
cash transfer program to increase payments to those affected by the pandemic (GAIN, 2020), and in
Ghana, the government covered the cost of water supply to all Ghanaians from April to June 2020
(Asante & Mills, 2020). Six of the 13 SSA countries waived the duties on imports to compensate for
the burden of stricter border clearance protocols.
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Figure 2. Government Response Stringency Index (left) and Economic Support Index (right)
across SSA

Source: Oxford Covid-19 Government Response Tracker (OxCGRT), as of November 9, 2020; Maps created by authors.
Note: These indices are scaled to range from 0 to 100 (stringency index: 0 = least strict, 100 = strictest; economic support
index: 0 = least support, 100 = greatest support). Information on the construction of these indices can be found in Hale et
al. (2020). The delineation of sub-Saharan Africa in this report conforms to the model used by the United Nations Statistics
Division (UN 2020b). South Sudan, which is considered part of SSA and covered by OxCGRT, is not depicted in this map
because an updated shapefile of Africa was not available.

Figure 3. Indicators of Covid-19-related public health policies across SSA

Source: OxCGRT 2020
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Figure 4. Indicators of economic support policies across SSA

Source: OxCGRT 2020

Figure 5. Policy measures applied by 13 SSA governments in response to the Covid-19
pandemic

*Support for businesses is inclusive of financial and in-kind support and VAT waivers.
Source: IFPRI Covid-19 Policy Response Portal, as of November 9, 2020
Note: Data pertain to Burkina Faso, Ethiopia, Ghana, Kenya, Malawi, Mali, Mozambique, Nigeria, Rwanda, Senegal,
Sudan, Uganda, and Zambia. Policies considered here include welfare-related farm policies, business policies, fiscal
policies, trade policies (import waivers), and social protection policies, broadly defined.

The duration of implementation of the policy responses detailed in Figures 1 through 4 have varied
across countries. In some SSA countries, the most severe stay-at-home mandates were introduced
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in March and lifted by April–July 2020 (IFPRI, 2020). Limits on transportation have likewise been
enforced for varying lengths of time, lifted by the end of April in Burkina Faso but are still being
implemented, as of November 2020, in Kenya and elsewhere. Most social protection efforts seem to
have taken place in April–July 2020.
This evidence synthesis adopts a food systems approach to understanding the impacts of the Covid19 pandemic in SSA. According to the Committee on World Food Security, a food system
encompasses “all the elements (environment, people, inputs, processes, infrastructures, and
institutions) and activities that relate to the production, processing, distribution, preparation, and
consumption of food, and the output of these activities, including socio-economic and environmental
outcomes” (HLPE, 2017). This perspective therefore covers all activities involved in food production,
acquisition, and consumption, with attention paid to how a change in one component affects other
components (Béné 2020; Devereux et al. 2020). While our synthesis does not give specific attention
to some elements of the food system, such as environmental outcomes or infrastructure networks, it
aims to capture the Covid-19 impacts on a wide set of interdependent actors and activities within SSA
food systems.
It is possible for Covid-19 to manifest as a direct health threat to food system actors in SSA—though
this had not been observed in most countries at least through the end of 2020; as of January 2021,
this may be changing. Public health policy responses to the Covid-19 pandemic constitute a source
of profound stress on food systems in SSA, while social protection policies work to counteract this
impact. However, these are not the only sources of pandemic-related stress on food systems in SSA,
as illustrated in Figure 6. The broader global economic contraction that began in early 2020 also has
implications for food systems and the welfare of food system actors within SSA. Specifically, this
affects demand and prices for agricultural and other exports from SSA countries, most likely
manifesting as a decline in demand and slowdown in international trade. Likewise, global economic
trends could affect the availability and price of agricultural inputs (such as fertilizer) that are imported,
as well as food imports. Though a large majority of food consumed in SSA is from domestic
production, some countries are relatively more reliant on food imports to meet their food needs and
stabilize food prices. The global uncertainty that has prevailed in 2020 may also result in reduced
foreign direct investments in SSA, especially in the construction, transportation, and energy sectors
(Morsy et al., 2020a).
The global economic contraction brings another source of economic pain for SSA countries in the
form of the marked decline in remittances sent from abroad. Such remittances have long been an
important source of financing, and some countries derive an especially high share of their GDP from
remittances, including Liberia (at 31%) and the Gambia (at 22%) (Bisong et al., 2020). The World
Bank has estimated that SSA would experience a 23% decline in remittances in 2020 (ibid). Yet
another pathway through which the Covid-19 pandemic negatively affects SSA food systems is a
sharp decline in international tourism, an impact that may be negligible in some settings but significant
in others.
The Covid-19 pandemic also spurred some countries to instate export restrictions on food or
agricultural inputs to reserve stocks for domestic consumption. Examples include some major riceexporting countries that briefly banned or limited rice exports in mid-2020 (Kathiresan et al., 2020), or
Burkina Faso which temporarily banned seed exports (Porciello et al., 2020). This would impact SSA
countries that are importers of such products.
As part of the global economic contraction, SSA countries themselves have exhibited national
economic contractions. This is likely linked to national policies to preserve public health, though it
could also have broader causes (with precise causality difficult to establish). Nigeria, for example,
was found to be in a national recession in November 2020, and this is due to both the Covid-19
pandemic and a decline in oil prices that may be partly attributed to the economic slowdown triggered
by the pandemic but is also attributed to unrelated factors. Such an economic contraction has the
effect of reducing the purchasing power of food buyers, with implications for food and nutrition
security. The decline in domestic demand for agricultural products sends ripple effects up the food
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value chain to affect the welfare of producers and all midstream actors, such as transporters, vendors,
and other service providers.
A final pathway through which the Covid-19 pandemic can negatively affect food systems within SSA
is macroeconomic stress. As public sector budgets are redirected to address the public health threat
of Covid-19 or provide social protection in the short term, and as national tax revenues decline with a
broad economic contraction, it is likely that spending on agriculture will be squeezed. For example,
cuts may be made to extension and farmer training services (Willy et al., 2020). This could negatively
impact the domestic food value chain over the coming months and years, an effect that would manifest
in the longer term.
Figure 6. Pathways of impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on food systems in sub-Saharan Africa

Source: Authors

It is clear from Figure 6 that the sources of stress on SSA food systems are numerous and diverse,
with effects likely to be found throughout the food system. This evidence synthesis will be threepronged, focusing on domestic food value chains, regional and international food trade, and food and
nutrition security in SSA countries (Figure 7). Within domestic food value chains, attention will be
given to the availability and prices of agricultural inputs (excluding labour); impacts on agricultural
production (including access to labour, decisions around production, ease of finding buyers or
accessing markets, and incomes of food producers); impacts on domestic trade, transport,
processing, and storage; the experiences of wholesalers and those who work in markets, including
retailers and vendors; and the prices received by producers and food sellers. This report distinguishes
between regional food trade (within Africa, often between neighbouring countries) and international
food trade (between SSA and other continents). Under the heading of regional/international food
trade, this evidence synthesis will consider impacts on the magnitude and direction of trade flows
(including both structured and informal cross-border trade); the prices of imports and exports; and
impacts on cross-border traders.
This report considers the term ‘food and nutrition security’ to encompass four dimensions, namely
food availability, food accessibility, food utilization, and stability (FAO, 2020c). Accordingly, food and
nutrition security is determined by whether there is enough food available locally; whether people
have physical, economic, and social access to that food; whether people can access a diet of suitable
nutritional quality for an active and healthy life, along with access to clean water, sanitation, and health
care; and whether people are able to meet their food needs consistently. Under the heading of food
and nutrition security, this evidence synthesis will consider metrics of food security, as well as the
three dimensions of availability, access, and dietary quality. Regarding economic food access,
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attention will be given to broad impacts on incomes and livelihoods and the retail prices faced by food
consumers.
Figure 7. Three-pronged analysis of food systems

Source: Authors

3. Methodology of Evidence Synthesis
Overview
This evidence synthesis follows in the spirit of the rigorous systematic review protocol suggested by
Porciello et al. (2020). These authors note that, as evidence on the topic of agricultural development
in SSA proliferates, there is a need for systematic reviews to inform evidence-based policy making
and identify gaps in knowledge or evidence. To avoid bias, the body of literature that is being
synthesized should be analysed using inclusion and exclusion criteria that have been previously
agreed upon in an a priori protocol. Our protocol fits neatly within the definition of a ‘systematic review’
(Grant & Booth, 2009), as it seeks to systematically search for, appraise, and synthesize research
evidence, adhering to guidelines on the conduct of a review; it aims for exhaustive, comprehensive
searching; a quality assessment is included among our inclusion and exclusion criteria; and the
evidence synthesis is of a narrative form with a tabular accompaniment. Furthermore, our analysis is
focused on what is known, recommendations that can be gleaned from the evidence, what remains
unknown, and recommendations for future research.
This evidence synthesis was conducted in September – November 2020, and the steps taken are
outlined in Figure 8. Before the literature search, a set of clear inclusion and exclusion criteria (detailed
in section 3.2) were specified. The goal was to comprehensively gather all the evidence that had been
found through rigorous studies on the topic of Covid-19 impacts on food systems in SSA. The
research team then searched the literature using both computerized and manual methods, gathering
items that seemed to meet the inclusion criteria. In the literature screening step, each document was
assessed to confirm whether it met the inclusion criteria, leaving us with 57 studies. Each study was
then coded to extract data on the content and findings, and this data set was used for the next steps
of the evidence synthesis, namely a quantitative description of the literature, a narrative (qualitative)
synthesis of the evidence, and the drafting of a set of policy recommendations to address the
challenges of the Covid-19 pandemic (as well as future crises) and build more resilient food systems
in SSA.
Figure 8. Steps of evidence synthesis

Source: Authors
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Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
Before beginning the literature search, a set of inclusion and exclusion criteria were specified as
follows.
Studies were included if:
(a) They evaluated the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on the local population, specifically
around food systems (production, value chains, and regional/international trade) or food
security (inclusive of impacts on income and employment). This was inclusive of studies that
evaluated the impact of a policy response to Covid-19.
(b) They were based on either empirical evidence (ex post) or ex ante modelling using empirical
data.
(c) They were based on either quantitative or qualitative data. For qualitative studies, the method
of data collection and analysis should reflect well-known qualitative research methods.
(d) They discussed government policies or policies of relevant international agencies.
(e) They were peer-reviewed, were preprints in the process of peer review, or were from the grey
literature.
(f) They were focused on countries in sub-Saharan Africa.
(g) They were published in English, French, or Portuguese.
(h) They were published on or before October 19, 2020.
Documents were excluded if:
(a) They discussed (in the form of commentary) likely impacts of a policy without analysis of data.
(b) They focused only on the health impacts of Covid-19.
(c) The impact evaluated was broadly around government revenues but not on the food system
or the welfare of the population.
(d) There was no explanation of the source of the data being used, or the explanation offered
would not reasonably be accepted in an academic setting (i.e., the paper’s conclusions are
not supported with evidence).

Process of Identifying, Screening, and Coding Studies
To identify documents that could potentially meet our inclusion criteria, the evidence synthesis team
undertook several search steps concurrently. These included:
(a) A search of two library databases (Scopus and CAB Abstracts) for peer-reviewed publications
with keywords including Covid-19, the names of countries in SSA, and keywords associated
with food systems and food security.11 Additionally, a similar search was conducted in Google
Scholar.12

11

The search string employed was (TITLE-ABS-KEY(Covid-19 or Covid or coronavirus) AND TITLE-ABS-KEY(food or "food
system" or agriculture or agricultural or "food security" or hunger)AND TITLE-ABS-KEY(Africa or “sub-Saharan Africa” or
Angola or Benin or Botswana or "Burkina Faso" or Burundi or Cameroon or "Central African Republic" or Chad or Comoros
or Congo or "Cote d'Ivoire" or Djibouti or "Ivory Coast" or Eritrea or Ethiopia or Gabon or Gambia or Ghana or Guinea or
Guinea-Bissau or Kenya or Lesotho or Liberia or Madagascar or Malawi or Mali or Mauritania or Mauritius or Mozambique
or Namibia or Niger or Nigeria or Rwanda or Senegal or Seychelles or “Sierra Leone” or Somalia or “South Africa” or “South
Sudan” or Tanzania or Togo or Uganda or Zambia or Zimbabwe)).
12 The search of Google Scholar extended over the first 800 (80 pages of) search results.
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(b) A search of the websites of the following organizations: African Development Bank, Food and
Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, International Fund for Agricultural
Development, United Nations, World Bank, and World Food Program.
(c) A search of the websites of relevant CGIAR Centres.
(d) A general internet search for materials from specific geographies, including Lusophone Africa,
Francophone Africa, and several large countries, including Ethiopia, Nigeria, and South Africa.
The literature search was conducted between September 20 and October 19, 2020. Documents that
appeared to meet the pre-specified inclusion criteria were gathered and de-duplicated. These
documents were then rigorously screened to determine whether they met each of the inclusion criteria
and did not fall within the exclusion criteria. At least two reviewers independently screened each
document. If the first two reviewers disagreed on whether a document met the criteria for inclusion, a
third reviewer was engaged, and the paper was included in this review if two out of the three reviewers
approved.
A total of 57 studies were found to have met the criteria for inclusion in this evidence synthesis (listed
in Box A1 in the annex). Each document was then coded to extract data from the study. These data
points include the geography of focus; type of analysis (quantitative or qualitative; ex ante simulation
or ex post analysis); level of rigor; type of policy maker (where relevant); policy intent; policy type;
specific policy actions; policy effectiveness; subpopulations evaluated; outcomes evaluated; and
impacts. The complete coding framework is provided in Table A1 in the annex of this report.
It should be emphasized that although this report endeavours to be comprehensive at the time of the
literature search, the literature on the topic of Covid-19 will surely increase over time.

4. Description of the Literature
This section presents a quantitative characterization of the body of literature that contains evidence
on the impacts of the Covid-19 pandemic on food systems and food and nutrition security in SSA.

Geographic focus and general characterization of the
literature
The geographic coverage of the 57 studies that met our inclusion criteria is presented in Figure 9,
showing that evidence on our topic is available across all regions of SSA. Specifically, the evidence
spans 20 of the 48 SSA countries. Of note, several countries that rank lowest in terms of the Human
Development Index (UNDP, 2019) are absent from this body of literature, including Niger, the Central
African Republic, Chad, South Sudan, and Burundi. Some other countries that were found to have
the lowest Government Policy Response Stringency Index (in Figure 2), such as Burundi and
Tanzania, are also not covered in this literature. A large majority (88%) of the documents were
published in English, while 6% were in French and 6% were in Portuguese.
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Figure 9. Geographic coverage of the empirical literature on Covid-19 impacts on food systems
in SSA

Source: Authors

Three quarters of the studies that met our inclusion criteria are found in the grey literature (inclusive
of organizations and research institutes) (Figure 10). This is likely a reflection of the timeline of this
evidence synthesis relative to the timeline of the peer review process, and it underscores the
important role of grey literature in rapidly disseminating new knowledge during a crisis. Eleven percent
of the studies are pre-prints that have not been peer-reviewed (usually authored by academic
scholars). Just 14% of the studies that were published by October 19, 2020 are in the form of peerreviewed journal articles.
The number of studies that met our inclusion criteria peaked in May and July but then declined in
September and October 2020. There are several possible explanations for this pattern. Many of the
studies seem to be focused on the most intense period of lockdown orders, and these had mostly
been lifted by September 2020. Along the same lines, many of the earlier studies were rapid
assessments of non-academic organizations at the start of the crisis; it is expected that the peer
review process will produce more output on this topic later. A final possible explanation is that
attention may have shifted away from this topic by late 2020 if the impacts captured in the literature
were not as severe as had been initially feared. Note that the studies conducted in April–June
necessarily captured only the immediate or short-term impacts of the Covid-19 crisis, some of which
may have dissipated (while some may have intensified) after the date of publication.
Across the 57 studies in our review, a large majority (86%) are quantitative in nature (Figure 12).
Among these, most studies are ex post, using data gathered through surveys or other data collection
avenues. A much smaller share of studies (16%) are ex ante, modelling the likely impacts using a
Social Accounting Matrix (SAM) / Computable General Equilibrium model.
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Figure 10. Distribution of publication
types

Figure 11. Distribution of publication dates

Source: Authors

Source: Authors

Figure 12. Distribution of methods of analysis and types of quantitative analysis

Source: Authors

Distribution of Topics Explored in the Literature
For each study, the research team gathered information on up to three main policies that are
evaluated or implicitly understood to cause a measured impact on food systems. Because a given
study could cover multiple policies, there are 80 Covid-19 response policies among the 57 studies
that met our inclusion criteria. Almost three quarters (74%) of the policies discussed relate to
restrictions on populations, often in the form of stay-at-home decrees/lockdowns, market closures,
and national mandates for social distancing (Figure 13). Along these lines, 74% of the policies have
the intention to protect public health and limit the spread of the virus (Figure 14). In this literature, it is
far less common to find attention given to policies that aim to protect the food supply, bolster food
production, protect workers, or stimulate the economy. The reasons for this may be twofold. First, as
seen in
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Figure 2, it seems that public health policies that restrict movement or economic activity have been
far more common in SSA than policies aimed at economic support and social protection. It is possible
that most SSA governments simply do not have the fiscal latitude to offer economic support. Second,
SSA governments have largely sought to protect food production through nuanced public health
policies, thus placing limits on most parts of the economy while carving out exceptions for the agrifood
sector. However, these are not assessed by authors as being types of social protection, relative to a
counterfactual of a stay-at-home order with no exceptions. The implications of this framing will be
discussed further in section 9.2 in a discussion of knowledge gaps.
Figure 13. Distribution of policy types among policies discussed in the literature

Source: Authors

Figure 14. Distribution of policy intentions among policies discussed in the literature

Source: Authors

Information was also collected on whether the analysis in each study is disaggregated to report the
impacts experienced by men and women separately. As many of the studies are based on householdlevel surveys, just 14% of studies seem to disaggregate the findings according to gender. A higher
share of studies (49%) either disaggregate their findings by the rural or urban residence of survey
respondents or focus specifically on one of these settings. It is therefore likely that the literature offers
a clearer understanding of the differential impacts of the Covid-19 pandemic across rural and urban
populations, as compared to the differential impacts according to gender.
For each study, the research team also recorded up to three outcomes related to food systems or
food and nutrition security. Because a given study could report on multiple outcomes, there are 129
outcomes evaluated across the 57 studies that met our inclusion criteria. As seen in
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Figure 15, a large focus of this literature is on food security, and 40% of all outcomes are of overall
food security or food access of consumers. About 16% of outcomes relate to the incomes of nonfarmer food system actors, while 13% relate to farmer incomes and 7% to agricultural production. Just
6% of outcomes seem to relate to imports or exports. This may reflect the availability of different types
of data for studies that were conducted with speed and urgency. However, as will be discussed in
section 9.2, it leaves gaps in what is known about the Covid-19 impacts on regional/international food
trade in SSA.

Figure 15. Distribution of outcomes evaluated in the literature

Source: Authors

Limitations of Analyses of Causality Associated with Covid19 Policy Responses
Limitations of this evidence synthesis should be acknowledged. Much of the relevant literature
currently is descriptive and does not attempt to disentangle the impacts across, for example, policy
responses to Covid-19 versus macroeconomic stress resulting from the Covid-19 pandemic.13
Furthermore, even quantitative studies at this point often rely on respondents to report their
perceptions of how they have been affected by the Covid-19 pandemic, rather than rigorously
measuring its impacts. The literature on policy responses also does not attempt to measure the impact
of policies relative to a counterfactual of the Covid-19 pandemic in the absence of any policy
responses. In other words, analysts tend not to consider a scenario without any policy response but
with self-induced changes in behaviour as some people choose to follow social distancing guidelines
even without any policy directive. Nor do analysts seem to evaluate the impact of specific nuances
within larger policies. For example, the impact of exempting the agricultural sector from economywide
restrictions is not evaluated on its own, relative to a counterfactual of not exempting the agricultural
sector. Thus, the precise impacts of policy nuances have, so far, rarely been isolated in the literature.

13

One exception is the analysis of Amare et al. (2020) who exploit spatial variation in lockdown measures across Nigerian
states to effectively isolate the impact of lockdowns on food security.
COVID-19 IMPACTS ON FOOD SYSTEMS IN SSA

| 21

Distribution of Impacts of the Covid-19 Pandemic
Figure 16 displays the distribution of directions of impacts on the outcomes evaluated in the literature.
Across the eight studies that evaluate the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic on agricultural production,
78% record a decrease in production, and 22% record no impact. Across all studies that evaluate the
impact on farmer incomes, 100% record a decrease in income. Note that this could be due to lower
prices received for agricultural outputs and/or a lack of non-farm income-generating options. Across
the 10 studies that evaluate the impact on agricultural labour availability, two-thirds record a negative
impact and one-third documents a positive impact. Twenty studies evaluate the impact of the Covid19 pandemic on incomes and livelihoods of non-farmer food system actors, such as market vendors
or agro-dealers. The impact is found to be negative in 95% of these cases. Overwhelmingly negative
outcomes are also documented with respect to the flow of imports/exports and the food security of
consumers. Of the 14 studies that consider food prices as an outcome variable, 71% record price
increases. Overall, this tells a story of loss for actors all along the food value chain in SSA countries.
This impact can reasonably be attributed to the Covid-19 pandemic and often to the policy responses
aimed at protecting public health.
Figure 16. Distribution of impacts observed for each outcome evaluated

Source: Authors
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5. Impacts of the Covid-19 Pandemic on
Food Systems and Food Security in subSaharan Africa
Domestic Food Value Chains
Approximately 75–90% of all food consumed in Africa is supplied by domestic food value chains
(Reardon & Swinnen, 2020). These are comprised of ‘vertical chains’ that link farmers to consumers
and ‘lateral chains’ comprised of the materials, labour, logistics, and other complementary services
that support each node of the vertical chain (Liverpool-Tasie et al., 2020). Furthermore, across six
African countries, 20% of rural employment and 25% of urban employment is found within postfarmgate food value chains (Dolislager et al., 2020). In various ways, the Covid-19 pandemic has
affected the entire length of these value chains (Table 1).

Input Supply and Prices
The pandemic has imposed constraints on input supply, which is particularly damaging for sub-sectors
which rely on imported inputs, including fertilizer, seed, and agrochemicals. As an example, some
seed companies source breeder and foundation seed from surrounding countries, and this supply line
is hampered by slow border clearance or export restrictions (Porciello et al., 2020; Willy et al., 2020).
A number of studies included in this synthesis show some evidence of a decline in the supply of
agricultural inputs, an increase in prices, and a reduction in domestic purchasing power. For instance,
a reduction in fertilizer supply and higher fertilizer prices were observed in western Kenya and the Rift
Valley, leading farmers to resort to substitutes, while the supply of post-harvest handling equipment
was also hampered in the drier areas of eastern Kenya (WFP, 2020). In Senegal, most households
experienced limited access to inputs, such as seed and fertilizers (IPAR, 2020). Agro-dealers also
reported a decline in the number of customers as most farmers saw their incomes decline and
therefore had fewer resources with which to purchase agricultural inputs. It was further reported that
suppliers increased the wholesale prices of inputs, compelling retailers to raise input prices for
farmers. In Nigeria, farmers who purchased inputs also reported a surge in input prices (PAD 2020;
World Bank, 2020b).

Producers and Agricultural Production
The policy response to Covid-19 is likely to have a negative effect on 2020 agricultural production and
producers’ incomes. On one hand, Barrett (2020) notes that as of spring 2020, most harvests were
undisturbed by Covid-19, and forecasts predicted good harvests for the main crops in locations where
the growing season was ongoing. The March/April cultivation time in Eastern Africa (Ethiopia, Kenya,
Rwanda, Tanzania, and Uganda) was minimally affected since most farmers had prepared their land
and purchased inputs before the advent of Covid-19. Even in West African countries (Burkina Faso,
Côte d’Ivoire, Ghana, Nigeria, and Senegal) where the planting season was approaching when the
pandemic began, minimal disruptions were expected (Moseley and Battersby, 2020; Willy et al.,
2020).
On the other hand, among the 57 studies in this synthesis, there is evidence of disruption to
agricultural production. In Mozambique, the disruption of international input supply chains led to a
40% reduction in the use of inputs required for agricultural production and a halt in the purchase of
agricultural outputs from small farmers by exporting companies (CTA, 2020). A reduction in production
is also likely in Zimbabwe and Cape Town, South Africa, as small-scale farms were not considered
"essential", leading to farmers being deprived of access to their farms and markets (Paganini et al.,
2020). Severe lockdowns in some parts of Mozambique, South Africa, and Zimbabwe limited
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smallholder production capacity in the informal economy and exacerbated their food insecurity
(Paganini et al., 2020; FEWS NET, 2020).
Food production requires labour and, even on modest-sized farms, contract workers provide that
labour at certain points throughout the crop production cycle. Devereux et al. (2020) predicted
disruptions in hired labour caused by restrictions on movement or an unwillingness on the part of
workers to travel to a workplace. Indeed, there is some evidence of this among the studies included
in this synthesis. In Ethiopia, labour markets suffered a dramatic impact, with a shortage of daily
workers alongside rapid wage increases in key production areas, which significantly disrupted the
regular production patterns of farmers (Minten et al., 2020). Disruptions to domestic labour markets
and reduced family work time on farms have also been reported in Ghana, Kenya, Malawi, and
Rwanda (Carreras et al., 2020; Chadza et al., 2020a; Fransesconi et al., 2020; PAD, 2020). At the
same time, producers in Nigeria, Tanzania, and Zimbabwe report that they have been able to contract
both temporary and permanent workers since the onset of the pandemic (Carreras et al., 2020).
Another avenue through which producers could potentially be affected is the interruption of agricultural
extension and advisory services because of mobility restrictions, thus limiting farmers' access to
information (Arouna et al., 2020; FAO, 2020a). This was not discussed by any of the 57 studies
included in this synthesis.

Trade, Transport, Processing, and Storage
In transitional supply chains in Africa, informal small and medium enterprises in the food sector are
dominant. These enterprises tend to depend on labour rather than on mechanization for activities
such as processing, transportation, and storage. The viability of their businesses is thus particularly
jeopardized by restrictions on workers’ movement. Further down the food value chain, traders and
transporters could be affected by policy responses to Covid-19 if mobility restrictions lead to logistical
difficulties, causing supply delays. In Ethiopia, decreases in either international trade or domestic
trade between subnational regions appear to have contributed to unusually high volatility in
agricultural prices. This decline in long-distance trade has produced winners and losers, as farmers
who previously faced international and regional competition in marketing their products apparently
benefited as trade disruptions lowered supply, resulting in price increases. Conversely, farmers
producing crops that had previously been exported to other regions lost out due to declining demand,
which led to excess supply on the local market and decreased prices (Hirvonen et al., 2020a).
As noted by the United Nations Economic Commission for Africa (2020), travel bans and limitations
on public transport have adversely affected the transportation sector, which has seen a substantial
decline in traffic, resulting in revenue losses. Specifically, by May 2020, rail and truck volumes in
Southern Africa probably fell by half due partly to the reduced flow of international goods. Transport
bans and quarantine measures are further capable of impeding farmers and fishermen from accessing
output markets (Calderon et al., 2020). For example, among the 57 studies of this synthesis, there is
evidence that restrictions on transport services and logistical difficulties associated with transporting
food to markets in Ethiopia, Mozambique, and Nigeria had an impact on food availability and therefore
on food prices (GAIN, 2020). In Uganda, challenges were also reported around the transport of
products for processing, such as bringing rice to the mill (Francesconi et al., 2020). In Addis Ababa,
Ethiopia, a majority of wholesalers and retailers reported a decline in choices for transportation, along
with an increase in associated costs (Hirvonen et al., 2020a). And in Nigeria, a patchwork system of
inconsistent restrictions across states, characterized by roadblocks and checkpoints, limited the
prospects for suppliers to connect with customers and opened the opportunity for extortion on the part
of police (Liverpool-Tasie et al., 2020).
Processors may also be impacted by policy responses to Covid-19, particularly by restrictions on the
circulation of goods and people that may complicate the logistics of collecting agricultural products
and transferring them to buyers further down the value chain. Processors dealing with informal traders
(instead of those who coordinate with farmers via contract farming (vertical coordination) or organize
their own agricultural production (vertical integration)) could be especially affected (Arouna et al.,
2020). In Malawi, 40% of processors (including half of maize and soybean processors) reported that
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Covid-19 measures caused a decline in the demand for processed commodities (Chadza et al.,
2020b).

Wholesalers and Retailers
Food traders, including wholesalers14 and retailers, are essential for the functioning of agricultural
value chains and the agri-food system. However, Covid-19 has negatively affected the performance
of the wholesale and retail food sector of many SSA countries. For example, in Malawi, among
wholesalers and retailers, 89% of the respondents reported that the food sourcing side of their
business has been adversely affected by Covid-19, either due to high prices or difficulty finding a
supplier (Chadza et al., 2020b).
As for the food selling side of the business, in most SSA countries, the formal retail trade of essential
food, hygiene, and medical products were permitted during periods of lockdown (Arndt, et al., 2020).
Yet social distancing measures have affected sales indirectly. For example, in Ethiopia, dairy shops,
coffeehouses, and pastry shops located near universities saw less business when students were sent
home (Tesfaye et al., 2020). In Uganda and Zimbabwe, food vendors that were mostly patronised by
schoolchildren and workers in various workplaces also experienced a drop in customers due to school
closures and restrictions on non-food economic activity (Trotter et al., 2020). In Malawi, it has been
estimated that the monetary size of the food services sector experienced a decline of 73% due to the
closure of restaurants and other food outlets during two months of social distancing (Baulch et al.,
2020).
At the same time, the informal food sector has been singled out by policy responses to the Covid-19
pandemic, as a number of SSA countries responded to the pandemic by enforcing closures of informal
and open-air (“wet”) markets based on relatively high perceived risks, such as high density and an
inability to reduce crowding or enforce social distancing. Such policies obviously affect the livelihoods
of informal food vendors and retailers, cutting off all income. In South Africa, this sector —made up
of small-scale owner-operated enterprises who sell food of various kinds— employs more people than
the formal food and grocery sector (Wegerif, 2020). According to Wegerif (2020), governments’
responses have reflected an “anti-informality bias,” reflecting “a continued undervaluing and
undermining of this sector to the detriment of the traders themselves, their suppliers, and their
customers.” In Ghana, this sometimes took the form of police brutality toward urban traders during
the lockdown (Asante & Mills, 2020).
Among small and medium enterprises in the SSA food system, there have been widespread reports
of decreased sales, difficulty paying staff, and difficulty accessing inputs; most of the enterprises
surveyed in one study (GAIN, 2020) had reduced their production volumes since the pandemic began.
In Liberia and Malawi, market activity for informal players was severely disrupted and large income
declines were observed among market vendors; food vendors’ monthly profit declined by about 42%
in Malawi and 52% in Liberia (Aggarwal et al., 2020). In Ethiopia, there has been a decrease in
activities by small informal distributors of raw milk who sell their product to urban residents. Customers
indicated that they feared buying from such vendors due to perceived Covid-19 risks from the high
number of visits the traders make to different houses, their lack of health precautions, and the fear of
contamination of utensils used by collectors, milkmen, or vendors across the raw milk marketing chain
(Tesfaye et al., 2020).
It should be noted that, while informal market closures are deleterious for their vendors, this policy
would be beneficial for formal markets which may claim a larger market share, even after informal
market closures are ended.

14

A food wholesaler is a business that sells food products to other businesses, usually in bulk and at prices lower per unit
than retail prices (Chadza et al., 2020b).
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Prices received by Producers and Processors
Covid-19 has brought mixed effects on the prices received by producers and processors. As of early
June 2020, global food prices had shown relatively little change (World Bank, 2020b), partly because
of good grain harvests in key suppliers such as Brazil and partly because the fall in oil prices reduced
the cost of transporting food. In Rwanda, as of March 2020, the Government imposed price controls
to restrict price increases of goods (Bizoza & Sibomana, 2020).
However, the 57 studies included in this evidence synthesis do reveal some price fluctuations. In
Ethiopia, all but one respondent to a survey reported increases in prices and changes in availability
for at least some items; in most cases, price increases were reported to affect just a small number of
items (GAIN, 2020). In the same survey, it was also found that there was little impact on urban retail
prices of vegetables – though farmgate prices were simultaneously declining due to low demand
(ibid). In Malawi, it was noted that the price paid by buyers for agricultural produce had fallen
significantly, and larger buyers, such as the National Smallholder Farmers' Association of Malawi,
had paused their buying activities (Francesconi et al., 2020). Farmers were therefore concerned that
traders would take advantage of the limited number of outlets available to farmers to offer lower prices
(Chadza et al., 2020b). In Uganda, respondents indicated that buyers in the village offered lower
prices for farm produce compared to before the pandemic, and in Madagascar, a lack of public
transport options has meant that villagers travel to the market on foot to sell their produce at a lower
price than normal (Francesconi et al., 2020). Prices paid by consumers will be discussed in more
detail in section 5.3.

Regional and International Food Trade
Countries in SSA, as elsewhere, rely on agricultural trade to earn foreign exchange, meet their food
needs, and stabilize food prices. The Covid-19 pandemic has affected trade—most noticeably through
temporary bans and restrictions on exports and through road and border closures. For example,
several Asian countries, including Vietnam, Myanmar, India and the Philippines, briefly placed
restrictions on rice exports at the start of the Covid-19 crisis, prompting concern for rice availability
and prices in SSA countries that rely on rice imports (Kathiresan et al., 2020). Food imports in Africa
are comprised mainly of staple cereals (maize, rice, and wheat), dairy products, and meat, making
these critical to food security (Willy et al., 2020). Pervasive impacts have also been felt through
additional inspections at the border, reduced hours of operation for trading, and increased transport
costs (Banga et al., 2020). Trade is also affected by shifts in demand, particularly related to the global
economic contraction that was triggered by the pandemic (see Figure 6). Reductions in both regional
and international trade15 therefore affect food availability and food prices for consumers, employment
for those involved in import/export activities, and incomes (especially of farmers).

Trade Flows
Among the 57 studies in this evidence synthesis, eight discussed imports and exports, whether of
regional or international trade. With respect to regional trade between neighbouring countries, several
of the studies document a sharp decline. For example, maize flows from Uganda to Southern Sudan
decreased by 30–50% in response to stricter border clearance protocols, including Covid-19 testing
of truck drivers, which resulted in extreme road congestion at the border crossing (WFP, 2020).
Roadblocks and checks on the Kenya-Ethiopia border similarly impeded the movement of goods,
particularly affecting fruit and vegetable value chains that cannot withstand an extended delay en
route (ibid). Between January (pre-crisis) and March 2020, average cross-country cargo transit times
in Kenya rose from 4 to 12 days. Overall, Kenyan exports to Uganda, Tanzania, and Rwanda fell
sharply (Mold & Mveyange, 2020). In Burundi, the cross-border flows of food items such as sugar and

15

Recall that this report distinguishes between regional food trade (within Africa, often between neighbouring countries) and
international food trade (between SSA and other continents).
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cheese were also disrupted (WFP, 2020). Ugandan exports and imports declined by 36-37% from
March to May 2020, a time during which cross-border small-scale trading was completely prohibited
(Mold & Mveyange, 2020). Regional trade was also especially volatile over this time period, with both
spikes and troughs in re-exports (international imports that pass through a country to enter the
regional trade network). Thus, from March to May 2020, re-exports of goods passing through Kenya
declined by 23% (ibid).
There is also some evidence of suppressed international trade. Regarding exports from SSA, lower
growth projections in China, the United States, and the European Union resulted in lower commodity
prices and export revenues for commodity dependent SSA countries (UN 2020a). For example,
Kenyan exports were temporarily disrupted by the suspension of international flights and a decrease
in demand for Kenyan goods in the United States and the Netherlands (Mold & Mveyange, 2020). In
Mombasa, Kenya, social distancing requirements at the port resulted in delays in cargo clearance for
imports (WFP, 2020). Overall, domestic imports in Kenya declined by 25% from March to May (in
year-on-year terms).

Prices of Imports and Exports
The contraction in regional and international trade has had implications for the prices of imports and
exports. On one hand, the closure or narrowing of border crossings means price increases in
importing countries. For example, while Ethiopia would typically import onions from Sudan, the lengthy
pause in imports led to an onion shortage and higher prices in Ethiopia (Minten et al., 2020). Nigeria,
which relies on rice and wheat imports to meet its food needs, saw prices for these items climb in
2020 (Amare et al., 2020). Similarly, while most food retail prices in Mali remained stable, prices
increased for imported food items, such as dairy, sugar, and cooking oil (WUR, 2020).
Waning demand for exports is also noted as a threat to some states in Southern Africa. For example,
the prices for soybeans and cotton declined in 2020, particularly due to diminished demand in China,
and this is expected to translate into lower revenues for farmers in South Africa, Malawi, Mozambique,
Zambia, and Zimbabwe (United Nations Economic Commission for Africa, 2020). Maize and wheat
prices also declined, though their prices have been volatile (ibid), and the international price for
cashews that are typically exported from Côte d’Ivoire fell in 2020 (Ouattara et al. 2020). Nevertheless,
an examination of the international commodity prices for some key agricultural exports does not seem
to reveal a noticeable “jolt” in these prices in 2020, relative to earlier years (see Figure A1 in the
annex). This suggests that prices of goods that are traded within the Africa region (i.e., regional trade)
may have been more severely affected by trade disruptions—at least initially—than goods sold on the
international market.

Impact on Traders
The contraction in regional and international trade necessarily affects those whose livelihoods are
entwined with imports and exports, particularly informal cross-border traders (ICBTs). ICBTs are
instrumental to SSA food systems, balancing supply and demand and ferrying goods to remote
settings. It is noteworthy that women and youth comprise a large majority of ICBTs and would
therefore experience high levels of unemployment with trade disruptions (Parshotam, 2020; Porciello
et al., 2020; United Nations, 2020a). In Uganda, women and youth ICBTs were particularly affected
when cross-border small-scale trading was prohibited (Mold & Mveyange, 2020). Disruptions in trade
also affect other actors along the food value chain, including buyers and transporters. For example,
in Malawi, the closure of borders left buyers uncertain of whether they would be able to access export
markets (Chadza et al., 2020a).
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Food and Nutrition Security
Food and nutrition security have been adversely affected by Covid-19 and the associated restriction
measures. Due to income losses and price increases resulting from restriction measures, the demand
side has been more impacted than the supply side of the market for food. Consequently, households
have experienced problems with food availability and access that have pushed them toward coping
strategies such as shifting to less expensive but also less nutritious food.

Availability
The 57 studies in this evidence synthesis reveal that Covid-19 impacts on food availability vary
according to food type and origin. Disruptions to the food supply in markets, mainly with respect to
imported and perishable foods, have been observed in countries across East, South, and West Africa
(Ethiopia, Kenya, Rwanda, Tanzania, Mozambique, and Nigeria) (GAIN, 2020). Carreras et al. (2020)
found that approximately 30% of the respondents across several countries (Ghana, Kenya, Malawi,
Nigeria, Tanzania, and Zimbabwe) reported less availability for grains and white roots, tubers, and
plantains. Most of the respondents in Kenya also reported that dark green, leafy vegetables and fruits
were significantly less available during the time of Covid-19. In Senegal, IPAR (2020) found that
although most households did not have cereal stocks at the time of the survey, many reported that
they did not have difficulties in accessing cereals within seven weeks of the introduction of restrictions
on movement and economic activity. However, some parts of the country did seem to experience
acute difficulty accessing food. In Mali, a normal food supply in the main markets and stable
availability of cereals has been largely sufficient to meet demand (WUR, 2020). However, the
availability of animal proteins (meat and dairy) has decreased. The study also finds that although 28%
of respondents had experienced a lack of food in their households between April and May 2020, the
reason given was a loss of income and food price increases. Just 0.3% of respondents reported a
lack of food availability in the local markets, suggesting that availability was not particularly a problem
in Mali.

Access
Covid-19 and associated policy measures can affect the supply side of the food value chain,
particularly production, processing, and marketing (Devereux et al., 2020). However, the most
concerning impacts of Covid-19 and policy measures on food security are on the demand side
(Barrett, 2020; Mogues, 2020), particularly around economic, physical, and social access to food
(Devereux et al., 2020).
Concerning economic access, restrictions on movement and economic activity due to the Covid-19
pandemic have had implications for households’ ability to purchase food, due to both reduced income
and increased food prices. Several studies have shown (i) a decrease in incomes due to lost jobs or
restricted economic activity (Abate et al., 2020; Balde et al., 2020; Buonseno et al., 2020; Devereux
et al., 2020; FAO, 2020b; Francesconi et al., 2020; Kansiime, et al., 2020; Le Nestour et al., 2020;
Shupler et al., 2020; Teachout & Zipfel, 2020), (ii) a decrease in cash availability from remittances
(Carreras et al., 2020; WUR, 2020), and (iii) an increase in food prices (Akinyele et al., 2020; Amare,
et al., 2020; Erokhin & Gao, 2020; Fransesconi et al., 2020; Mahmud et al., 2020; Matsungo &
Chopera, 2020; WUR, 2020). Some studies show that these effects are stronger for informal workers
and women (Balde et al., 2020; Fall et al., 2020) and among the poorest sections of the population.
On the other hand, Mahmud et al. (2020) found that the negative effects of the lockdown in rural
Uganda were higher for wealthier households because they depend on “enterprise and salaried
income”. Despite the largely negative effects of Covid-19 and accompanying policies to control the
pandemic on incomes and food prices, Aggarwal et al. (2020) report a reduction in food prices in
Malawi, while FAO (2020b) and WUR (2020) observe largely stable food prices in Mali.
As examples of the effect of reduced income/cash availability on food security, PAD (2020) found that
over 80% of farmers interviewed in Kenya were struggling to purchase food, while 50% reduced the
amount of food they consumed due to a lack of resources. In Uganda, Mahmud et al. (2020) report
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that rural households reduced their expenditure on food per adult equivalent by 40% due to an income
decline attributed to lockdown measures. In their study of an informal settlement in Nairobi, Kenya,
before and after lockdown measures were imposed, Shupler et al. (2020) found that 88% of the
households were unable to satisfy their food needs because of reduced income, with over half
reporting that they cooked less frequently.
Physical access to food has also been reduced. Indeed, bans or restrictions on markets and street
vending have been widely adopted across Africa and have significantly impacted food access. The
informal sector enables consumers to purchase food in small quantities and at lower prices than what
is found in supermarkets or formal vendors, and further allows consumers to pay in cash or credit
(Battersby, 2020). Bans or restrictions that disrupt business operations in the informal sector of the
food system may therefore be especially disruptive in terms of physical food access for poor
consumers. In Rwanda, for example, the closure of open-air markets prevented people from buying
food at low prices (Francesconi et al., 2020).
The covariate nature of the shocks brought about by the Covid-19 pandemic has also reduced social
access to food. Thus, social networks that are conventionally used to access food or other basic
needs in times of hardship are now less available, due partly to measures related to social distancing
(Moseley & Battersby, 2020) and partly because much of society is suffering at the same time. The
aforementioned decrease in international remittances has further reduced the likelihood of receiving
help through social networks (Bisong et al., 2020). School closures have also prevented children from
receiving food through school feeding programs, an important social safety net in normal times
(Devereux et al., 2020). Tsimpo et al. (2020) found that in Burkina Faso, about 1 in 4 households
reported that at some point, they were unable to access key staple foods, with a higher proportion of
poor (30%) compared to non-poor (22%) reporting difficulties in accessing food.
Households have adopted several coping strategies to manage reduced access to food, including
drawing on their savings (Abate et al., 2020; Kansiime et al., 2020; PAD, 2020). In Ethiopia, for
example, Abate et al. (2020) argue that the effect of the pandemic on food security was not alarming
compared to the period just before the outbreak because households resorted to using their savings
as a means to buffer food consumption. However, this strategy cannot be relied on for the long term.

Dietary Quality
To ensure a healthy and balanced diet, staple foods should be complemented with nutrient-dense
foods such as fruits, vegetables, and animal-sourced foods. However, to manage both physical and
economic challenges associated with access to food, households have adopted coping strategies that
might negatively affect the nutrition quality of the foods they consume. Indeed, households have
tended to consume less of more expensive foods such as fruits and dairy products, which have better
nutritional value (Abate et al., 2020; Calderon et al., 2020; Chege et al., 2020; Devereux et al., 2020;
GAIN, 2020; Mogues, 2020; Hirvonen et al., 2020b). According to Trotter et al. (2020), some food
supply chains such as matooke and fish in Uganda or tomatoes and lettuce in Zimbabwe have largely
collapsed, partly because of declining demand for perishable products. Along these lines, GAIN
(2020) notes that consumers in SSA have tended to eat fewer perishable goods and more staple
foods, which are a poor source of micronutrients. Kansiime et al. (2020) report an increase in the
number of food insecure households in Kenya (by 38%) and Uganda (by 44%), as well as reduced
frequency (by 30%) of consumption of fruits during the pandemic. Some households have coped by
consuming less diverse diets, skipping meals, and reducing portions of food consumed. In Uganda,
another study found that residents of an urban informal settlement in Kampala reduced their number
of meals from 2.4 to 1.3 per day, on average, while respondents from rural areas indicated a reduction
from an average of 2.5 to 2.2 meals per day (Trotter et al., 2020).
These types of coping strategies were also observed in West Africa. In Senegal, for example, Le
Nestour et al. (2020) report a reduction in the size of meals mainly in villages and among the poor,
and a reduction in the number of meals mainly in the capital city Dakar. In Mali, WUR (2020) report
that among households that had experienced hunger over the months of April and May 2020, 69%
had gone a whole day without eating anything at home. Approximately 53% of respondents had
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experienced situations where their household was worried about not having enough to eat because
of the lack of resources or money. In Malawi, the World Bank (2020d) reports that the prevalence of
moderate or severe food insecurity among the adult population remains high; about 66% of
households in the study had at least one adult in the household skipping a meal, 52% of households
ran out of food, and 23% had an adult spending an entire day without eating anything.
Table 1. Evidence of impacts of Covid-19 and associated policy responses on food systems
in SSA
Domestic Food Value Chains
Agricultural inputs
•

Trade, transport, processing, and storage

Some evidence of decline in supply,
increase in prices, and reduction in
domestic purchasing power among
potential buyers.

•

Evidence of decline in transportation
options and increase in transport costs
due to mobility restrictions.

•

Roadblocks extend the time spent in
transport, which is especially detrimental
to perishable products.

•

Evidence of difficulties in moving food
between farm, processor, port, and
market, affecting food supply and retail
prices.

Producers and agricultural production
•

Some evidence of disruption to
agricultural production, especially where
farmers were limited by mobility
restrictions.

•

Mixed evidence regarding labor
availability.

•

Some evidence of fewer traders/buyers
and lower farmgate prices.

•

Volatility in agricultural prices due to
mobility restrictions, producing both
winners and losers.

Wholesalers and retailers
•

Evidence of difficulties sourcing food due
to high prices or few suppliers.

•

Closures of, or restrictions on, informal
markets lead to massive income
disruptions for retailers and food
vendors.

•

Decline in business due to social
distancing requirements or restrictions
on non-economic activity that reduced
foot traffic.

Regional (intra-African) and international food trade
Trade flows
•

Prices of imports and exports

Evidence of declines (and/or volatility)
in regional trade due to heightened
border clearance protocols and road
congestion at border crossings.

Impacts on traders
•

Loss of livelihoods for informal crossborder traders where such trade was
prohibited.

•

Some evidence of price increases for
imported food items.

•

Mixed evidence regarding price effects
for exports traded internationally, with
some reports of price declines and other
evidence of price stability.

Food and nutrition security
Availability
•

Access

Mostly stable availability of staple foods.
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Domestic Food Value Chains
•

Reduced availability of specific items,
particularly imported foods, perishable
foods, and animal-sourced foods.

Dietary quality
•

Evidence that households have shifted
away from more nutritious and
expensive foods, such as vegetables
and dairy products, toward cheaper
foods.

•

Reduced economic access due to
reduced income and increased food
retail prices.

•

Reduced physical access due to bans or
restrictions on informal markets or street
vending.

•

Reduced social access due to the
covariate nature of the Covid-19 shock,
which disrupted informal safety nets.

•

Reduced frequency and quantity of
consumption.

Source: Authors
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6. Effectiveness of Social Protection
Policies in Response to the Covid-19
Pandemic
As discussed in section 5, the effects of Covid-19 on SSA households and the consequences of public
policies intended to address health risks have been intense. Considerable evidence suggests that
incomes of the poor shrank during the height of the pandemic, and this ultimately compromised food
security and the general welfare of SSA households. For example, Nigeria witnessed an increase in
food prices caused by the lockdown policy in most parts of the country, which to varying degrees
hampered normal activities in agricultural production and food distribution. This, in turn, resulted in
food supply shortages (Akinleye et al., 2020). In addition, a decline in economic activities reduced
households' incomes and weakened their purchasing power. To support their citizens through these
shocks, some governments in SSA adopted various social protection policies. This section examines
the nature and extent of social protection policies in SSA, the challenges encountered in their
implementation, and the policies’ impact on households.
Overall, compared to policy responses to curtail the spread of Covid-19, policy responses to provide
social protection were less common (see Figure 4 in section 2). These include food aid/basic needs
packages, cash transfers, support for businesses, tax reduction or postponement, farm input
subsidies or distribution, food price controls, price support to farmers through procurement or
regulation, and unemployment benefits, among others. Subsidies for utilities were also offered, to
varying degrees. These social protection measures can be broadly grouped into three categories:
consumption, production, and marketing (through price mechanisms). Policies which supported
household consumption and access to services were more common than those which sought to
promote production and marketing (see Figure 5 in section 2). This is expected, as the immediate
concern of a government during a pandemic would be to ensure food security and access to basic
services for its people. But it is also important not to overlook support for production and marketing
activities, as these are critical to building resilience in the food system. In the medium to long term,
emphasis in these areas, especially for agricultural households, will be crucial.
A closer look at social protection policies in SSA reveals that in many countries, only a limited number
of people received assistance. For example, in Liberia and Malawi, Aggarwal et al. (2020) report that
no household in their study received social assistance during the pandemic. In Uganda, the incidence
of household cash transfer receipts from social assistance programs was less than 1% (World Bank,
2020e). Similarly, over 60% of respondents in a study in Nigeria, Tanzania, and Zimbabwe did not
receive social assistance from any source (Carreras et al., 2020). In Nigeria, Akinyele et al. (2020)
note that there was limited support from SSA governments to cushion households against the effects
of the pandemic. They report that only 8–13% of households in their study received financial support
from the federal, state, or local governments; the majority that did not receive support remained
economically vulnerable and were pushed deeper into food insecurity and poverty.
Implementation of social protection initiatives in the time of Covid-19 has not been without challenges.
These mainly include limited funding and untimeliness of delivery. Funding is constrained by tight
government budgets in SSA countries, making it less likely that the governments’ good intentions to
provide support for citizens will be actualized. Increasing debt among SSA countries and the
associated debt repayment burdens also mean that government revenues rarely meet their financial
obligations. Therefore, it is not surprising that, for example, although the Federal Government of
Nigeria intended to offer a cash transfer of N20,000 (approximately US $51.75) to each vulnerable
household, it supported only a small number of households (Akinyele et al., 2020). Untimely delivery
of social protection support is also an important challenge. For example, 100% of participants in a
study in South Africa reported delayed delivery of food aid, difficulties in accessing health services,
and postponement of hospital appointments (Nyashanu et al., 2020).
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Three out of the 57 studies in this evidence synthesis demonstrate empirically that social protection
initiatives can have a positive impact on food security, health, and conflict outcomes. Using a
randomized controlled trial in the context of an existing universal basic income project in Kenya, IPA
(2020) find that households that received cash transfers experienced improved food security and
physical and mental health outcomes (Box 1). In Liberia and Malawi, Aggarwal et al. (2020) find that
cash transfers improve dietary quality and quantity, while Gutiérrez-Romero (2020), using data on 24
countries in Africa, shows that the probability of food-related conflicts declined by about 0.2
percentage points with an additional anti-poverty policy response to Covid-19 (e.g., cash transfers,
utility support, or wage subsidies).

Box 1. Impact of unconditional cash transfers on household welfare in
the context of Covid-19 in Kenya
Taking advantage of a pre-existing project providing universal basic income (UBI) to adults in
295 villages in Siaya and Bomet Counties in Kenya, IPA (2020) evaluated the impact of different
types of unconditional cash transfers on income, self-reported well-being, food security, mental
health, and social interaction of recipients in the context of Covid-19, using a randomized
controlled trial (RCT). The objective was to evaluate the extent to which unconditional cash
transfers would cushion poor households from the negative effects of the pandemic.
Study design
Group

No. of villages (people)

Treatment

Long-term UBI

44 villages (5,000 people)

Each adult over 18 years receives
daily transfer of US $0.75 for 12 years.

Short-term UBI

80 villages (8,800 people)

Each adult over 18 years receives
daily transfer of US $0.75 for 2 years.
Payments had stopped by the time the
survey was conducted in May/June
2020.

Lump sum UBI

71 villages (8,800 people)

Each adult over 18 years received a
one-time transfer of US $500.

Control group

100 villages (11,000 people)

Received no assistance

Results
•

Recipients of long-term transfers diversified income sources before the pandemic, though
earnings significantly declined during the pandemic.

•

Recipients of the transfers were less likely by 5–11 percentage points to report hunger,
and the effect was greater for the long-term transfers group.

•

Incidence of sickness was less likely by 4–6 percentage points in recipients’ households.
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7. Impacts Across Subpopulations
Rural / Urban Differences in the Impact of the Covid-19
Pandemic
There is reason to assume that the Covid-19 pandemic and its associated policy responses may have
different impacts on rural and urban populations in SSA. To the extent that rural households may be
less reliant on markets for their food access and may derive less of their livelihoods from market
settings, rural households would be in a relatively stronger position to withstand the economic
disruptions of 2020 (Aggarwal et al., 2020; Mosely & Battersby, 2020). They would be less negatively
affected by market closures, variability in market prices, and regulations of public transport.
Accordingly, farmers in Kenya and Uganda have been less likely to experience declines in their food
security than other urban-based groups (Kansiime et al., 2020). In Nigeria, state-level lockdowns
seem to have disrupted non-farm business activities more than farming activities. In Liberia and
Malawi, Aggarwal et al. (2020) write, “our results suggest that the typical farming household was able
to cope.” In contrast, urban dwellers largely rely on markets for access to food. Furthermore, those
who work in the informal sector (as do a large majority of the urban population in SSA) toil each day
for income with which to meet their daily needs, such that interruptions to the functioning of informal
markets cut them off from their livelihoods.
Nevertheless, this evidence synthesis also demonstrates that rural populations are often affected by
the Covid-19 pandemic through similar pathways. As noted by Willy et al. (2020), a majority of rural
labour time is allocated to off-farm (often informal) activities. Consequently, even rural households
have lost income with the economic restrictions introduced to stem the spread of Covid-19. Rural
households are also food purchasers too. And in fact, an average of two thirds of the value of rural
food consumption across five countries (Ethiopia, Malawi, Nigeria, Tanzania, and Uganda) is being
purchased (Liverpool-Tasie et al., 2020). Thus, a decline in income and any increase in food prices
is detrimental to the welfare of rural households in SSA. In Kenya and Uganda, farmers are more
likely than others to report experiencing income reductions (Kansiime et al., 2020).- this could be
driven by difficulties in getting their produce to markets. Nigerian households residing in remote areas
were most likely to suffer in terms of reduced food security (Amare et al., 2020).

Gender Patterns in the Impact of the Covid-19 Pandemic
The Covid-19 pandemic, as with most shocks, has had somewhat different impacts on men and
women in SSA food systems. In Kenya and Uganda, men were more likely than women (by 11
percentage points) to report that their income sources have been affected by the Covid-19 crisis.
Given that men tend to have more diverse income portfolios, if one area or another is affected by a
shock, other areas may remain unaffected (Kansiime et al., 2020). At the same time, because women
do considerable work in the informal sector (and are less likely to be employed formally as wage
workers), they are also quite exposed as informal workers. In East Africa, for example, women play a
key role in the processing of meat and dairy, with over 90% of this activity being informal (FAO,
2020a). Some gendered impacts cannot be generalized across different settings. For example, in
Ghana, female-headed rural households report that they have had lower access to off-farm work in
the Covid-19 era, relative to their male-headed counterparts, while the reverse pattern is found in
Nigeria (Carreras et al., 2020).
Another pathway through which the Covid-19 pandemic has affected men and women differently is
through restrictions on cross-border trade. Informal cross-border traders (ICBTs) play an important
role in Africa. It serves as a vehicle for ferrying agricultural commodities and other consumer goods
between producers and consumers in different countries. In Rwanda, for example, over half of exports
to neighbouring countries pass through informal cross-border channels (Parshotam, 2020). Because
women comprise up to 70% of ICBTs across the continent and over 50% in East Africa (Parshotam,
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2020; Porciello et al., 2020), the closure of borders and more stringent regulations of cross-border
trade that were introduced with the pandemic have likely been particularly difficult for women ICBTs.
Nevertheless, this hypothesis is not explicitly addressed among the 57 studies that met our inclusion
criteria for this review.
As noted in section 4, a minority of the studies in this synthesis measured the differential impacts of
the Covid-19 pandemic along gender lines. This leaves us with more hypotheses than evidence
regarding the gendered patterns around how Covid-19 has affected food systems in SSA, a frontier
worth expanding by future research.

8. Implications for the Resilience of Food
Value Chains in SSA
The Covid-19 pandemic has revealed both strengths and weaknesses of food value chains in SSA.
On the demand side, one lesson learned is the critical role of informal markets in the food security of
(primarily but not limited to) the urban poor for three reasons. First, these consumers rely on frequent
trips to nearby informal markets because they have limited incomes and no capacity to purchase and
store food in bulk. Second, the markets upon which these consumers depend sell foods in small
quantities and in prepared forms that are convenient to them. Third, these markets are accessible to
poor communities. On the supply side, these informal markets play a key role in securing jobs for the
urban poor. As noted earlier, in South Africa, informal food markets employ more people than the
formal food and grocery sector (Wegerif, 2020), a pattern that is likely amplified in other SSA
countries. The policy reflex to close or restrict informal markets has been detrimental to market
vendors and consumers, and this underscores how these markets are (in normal times) drivers of
food value chain resilience.
With respect to restrictions on mobility and transport, horticulture and other perishable products stand
out as being vulnerable to such measures. Fruits and vegetables could not be ‘paused’ in their journey
from production to consumption, meaning that public health policies were especially disruptive for
them. The upshot is that consumers had less access to nutritious but perishable food products,
diminishing their nutrition security. This experience suggests an urgent need for cold storage systems
to make horticulture value chains (and those of other perishable products such as dairy) more resilient
to disruptions. Given the capital intensity and time requirements associated with the development of
cold storage systems, positive discriminatory public health rules could be designed to cater for the
needs of handlers of perishable goods in case of another lockdown. For, example there could be
fewer road check points for perishable goods and truck drivers on transit, and where they must
necessarily stop for checks, a separate booth can be assigned them to speed up the process of
checking and clearing them to proceed with the journey. Transportation firms operating across
countries can also consider using an approach where for the same truck load of perishable goods,
different drivers are used in different jurisdictions where the legal regimes allow them to. For instance,
if vegetables and fruits are being moved from say Kenya to Ethiopia, then a Kenyan resident would
simply drive to the border and hand it over to an Ethiopian to eliminate the waiting time that would be
incurred when the Kenyan driver would be checked by health inspectors on the Ethiopian side.
To the extent that SSA food systems are reliant on global food value chains—primarily as importers
but also as exporters of low-value, unprocessed agricultural commodities—the region is vulnerable to
external shocks. This is evident in the alarm expressed for West African rice value chains early in the
pandemic (Arouna et al., 2020; Kathiresan et al., 2020). However, a more robust system of intraAfrican trade would render SSA more resilient in the face of global shocks, as regional trade can be
used to stabilize food supply and prices without engaging with other continents that may be more
affected by a given disturbance. The implication is that intra-African trade should be facilitated and
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augmented. This will be discussed further in section 9.1 (‘Recommendations for policy makers’).
Beyond the promise and potential benefits of intra-African trade in the medium to long term, a
deliberate attempt by SSA governments to strengthen and promote local production of key food
security crops is important. For instance, in the case of West Africa, which is a net importer of rice,
there is ample evidence that given the needed attention, rice value chains in many of the individual
countries can bridge the demand gaps – without the need to import from neighbours or from other
continents. Targeted investments in these key crops in the short to medium term can prepare SSA
for future shocks, even if international trade fails. Another way to potentially tackle and break the
dependence on imports is to consider promoting the consumption of food staples which are produced
in excess in specific countries. For example, for some West African countries cassava production far
exceeds local demand, and measures to develop the taste for cassava products among a greater
proportion of their populations could reduce the need for importation of other crops which drives
uncertainties up in crises times.
This evidence synthesis also brings to light the scarcity of agrifood data in real (or near) time, as a
lack of information through administrative or other channels was a frequent rationale for these data
collection or modelling efforts. As noted by Porciello et al. (2020), up-to-date agricultural data is a
building block of a resilient food system, and it seems likely that policy makers with greater access to
information on what is occurring throughout a country’s food system would be able to craft policies
that are more context-driven and responsive to the needs of food system actors. Along these lines,
Chadza et al. (2020a) recommend that policy makers engage consistently with food system actors to
discern how they are affected by policies and what can be done to support them. To this end,
functional and decentralized agricultural ministries and statistical offices across countries need
attention with just in time collection, cleaning, organizing and transmission of data as the core driver.
Where such decentralized data collection systems exist, they need to be strengthened through
standardization of the data collected across the country and an up-to-date team whose work is to
analyse the data to support evidence-based policy making processes.

9. Recommendations
Recommendations for Policy Makers
The preceding analysis gives rise to several recommendations for policy makers, some of which are
immediately applicable while others would be relevant if a lockdown were re-introduced in a future
crisis (Box 2).
Support the functioning of informal markets: It is important for policy makers to recognize the
critical importance of informal markets and find better ways to engage with those whose livelihoods
and food access depend on such markets. As noted earlier, the initial wave of restrictions on economic
activity were particularly harsh for informal markets. They were temporarily closed, relocated, or
restructured to ensure that fewer shoppers were crowded into the space. In some instances, this was
even accompanied by police violence against informal traders (Asante & Mills, 2020). Closures of
informal markets particularly destabilize food access for the urban poor, and they disrupt the
livelihoods of the many people who work in the informal service sector. At the same time, formal food
outlets (supermarkets) were, to a greater extent, able to continue functioning as they could more
easily adhere to social distancing regulations simply by having an entrance and exit that could be
controlled. Wegerif (2020) refers to this readiness to clamp down on the informal sector as an “antiinformality bias” in policy. In the event of another set of restrictions on economic activity, it is
imperative to support the continuous functioning of local food markets; to improve their sanitary
conditions; to collaborate constructively with market leadership and trader associations to build
capacity to regulate the volume of foot traffic and adhere to other social distancing guidelines; and to
be patient as markets and shopkeepers adjust (Asante & Mills, 2020). In general, it would be
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constructive for governments to support the functioning of informal food markets and maintain a
continuous dialogue with operators.
Strengthen the performance of food value chains: Policy attention to secure and strengthen food
value chains in the Covid-19 era should be extended to include actors beyond “farm” and “plate”, such
as input suppliers/transporters and food transporters, processors, traders, and retailers. As noted
earlier, the body of research on Covid-19 impacts in SSA tends to give more attention to farm
production and consumers’ food security than to the many actors in the midstream of input supply
chains or midstream/downstream of food value chains. These actors provide farmers with inputs or
move food to consumers, and many are small and medium-scale enterprises that perform critical roles
in maintaining the food system (Liverpool-Tasie et al., 2020). As an example of policy attention that
might be warranted, Chadza et al. (2020a) suggest that policy makers in Malawi offer stimulus
packages to be disbursed through local financing facilities to ensure that small and medium scale
agrifood firms have access to liquidity during this difficult time. Other policy measures could include
the temporary curtailment of taxes on agricultural goods crossing district borders within countries, as
well as those crossing country borders. Even when it is necessary to restrict movement to reduce the
spread of the virus, it is imperative that food supply chains continue to function (Liverpool-Tasie et al.,
2020).
Ensure social protections for the most vulnerable: Greater social protections need to be extended
to those most affected by restrictions on economic activity, particularly the urban poor and informal
workers. As noted by Béné (2020), “decision-makers, from the international and down to the local
levels, were poorly equipped to navigate the painful trade-off between health and economy, and as a
consequence (and as is often the case), the poor have been the ones who suffered the most.” While
some SSA governments provided support in the form of food assistance or debt/contract relief, it is
clear from the evidence in this synthesis that people suffered from having their livelihoods abruptly
cut off through restrictions on movement and economic activity, particularly as this was a covariate
shock that inhibited the functioning of informal safety nets. As documented in Nigeria, Tanzania, and
Zimbabwe (Akinyele et al., 2020; Carreras et al., 2020), people were left to rely on their own limited
savings. To the extent possible, public health policies that cause indirect harm to livelihoods need to
be accompanied by more robust protections for those who suffer the harm. Governments in SSA
generally have limited funds for such purposes, though there may be scope for building up a more
substantial emergency fund that could be drawn down during a crisis. Bisong et al. (2020) also
suggest that service providers through which people receive remittances should be regarded as
“essential”, with fees temporarily waived to facilitate remittances.
Implement the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA): A more robust and seamless
system of intra-Africa trade is essential to make SSA food systems resilient to current or future shocks.
The disruptions to trade caused by the Covid-19 pandemic, inclusive of export bans in other places
(placing pressure on SSA countries that rely on agricultural imports to meet their food needs) and
heightened cross-border trade security requirements, make clear the need for a more fluid system of
trade within the Africa region. For individual countries, this can take the form of temporarily waived
taxes and duties on trade to shorten processing times, streamline trade procedures, and support
transport and logistics service providers (Brenton & Chemutai, 2020; Willy et al., 2020). More broadly,
the Covid-19 pandemic has strengthened the case for the African Continental Free Trade Area
(AfCFTA), which was launched in July 2020 and became operational in January 2021. The AfCFTA
aims to create a barrier-free trade zone among members with the removal of tariffs and the
harmonization of trade rules (Morsy et al., 2020b). In a pandemic such as Covid-19, member countries
could establish a safe travel and trade corridor in which all participants adhere to codified public health
regulations—provided such precautions are devised and agreed upon in advance. By increasing intraAfrica trade, the AfCFTA will limit Africa’s exposure to future shocks to global food value chains,
whether they stem from public health crises or other causes. More integrated food markets within
Africa will likely lead to more vibrant cross-border trade, which can stabilize food supply and prices in
member countries, as well as more competitive and well-functioning markets (ibid). The AfCFTA
should be embraced and implemented quickly to help SSA countries recover from the Covid-19 shock.
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Continue to monitor the effects of the Covid-19 crisis on food systems: Both policy makers and
analysts need to be mindful of the long-term fallout from the Covid-19 pandemic. This evidence
synthesis necessarily captured the short- and medium-term effects of the crisis, particularly among
the 76% of studies that conducted an ex post quantitative analysis. However, it seems likely that the
effects may extend beyond the end of the pandemic itself. At the time of this writing, farmers in
southern Africa may have difficulty accessing or paying for inputs for the upcoming agricultural
season, particularly if their household incomes declined in the agricultural year that just concluded.
Government budgets may also tighten due to reduced revenue streams, or governments may
prioritize public health concerns in the years ahead. In that case, agriculture could be overlooked in
spending. Children’s future growth may likewise be affected by coping strategies that have sacrificed
diet quality and adequacy. Because these effects would persist over the long term, it is necessary to
continue monitoring the impacts of the Covid-19 pandemic.

Box 2. Recommendations for policy
•

Keep informal markets functioning and work with market leaders and shopkeepers to
strengthen their ability to adhere to public health guidelines.

•

Give policy attention to input suppliers/transporters and food transporters, processors,
traders, and retailers to ensure that the entire food value chain can function.

•

Extend greater social protections to those most affected by restrictions on economic
activity, particularly the urban poor and informal workers.

•

Implement the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA) to make SSA food systems
more resilient to current or future shocks.

•

Be mindful of the long-term fallout from the Covid-19 pandemic.

Recommendations for Analysts
This comprehensive evidence synthesis has unearthed some significant gaps in data and research
around the topic of Covid-19 impacts on food systems in SSA (Box 3).
Attribute causality to specific policies and stressors: As discussed in section 4.3 (‘Limitations of
the analysis’), the extant literature tends not to assign clear causality across the various stressors
presented in Figure 6. Rather, the literature is thus far preoccupied with characterizing what is
happening in the population (for example, tracking measures of food security) and broadly attributing
changes in welfare to the Covid-19 pandemic. Relatively few authors have tackled the challenge of
attributing causality to distinct aspects of this massive shock to the food system. However, there are
a few exceptions. Amare et al. (2020) consider variation over space and time in terms of both the
prevalence of the virus and the nature of lockdown decrees across Nigerian states. The use of
longitudinal data enables the authors to identify the outcomes of lockdown measures as distinct from
other stressors. Another exception is the ex ante economywide studies in which analysts model the
effect of different aspects of the Covid-19 shock (such as trade slowdowns) and quantify impacts that
can be attributed directly to each aspect (Amewu et al., 2020). There is a need for more studies that
go beyond descriptive evidence to rigorously attribute causality across the many facets of the Covid19 crisis.
A related gap in the literature is the limited attention given to explaining variation in outcomes across
different settings. Thus, retail food prices have been documented to spike in Nigeria (Amare et al.,
2020) but flatline in rural Liberia and even decline in rural Malawi (Aggarwal, et al., 2020). Yet there
is not yet an explanation in the literature for what drives these different outcomes, which may be
sensitive to local rates of Covid-19 infection as well as the levels of urbanization in each setting, the
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relative reliance on food imports, the strictness of the government policy responses to the pandemic,
the existence of a social safety net, or the pre-pandemic levels of food system resilience.
Examine policy nuances that aim to balance public health and economic function: Policy
makers may be interested in learning what nuances of widely applied Covid-19 policy responses are
most protective of vulnerable livelihoods while still safeguarding public health. This is particularly true
in SSA, where governments have limited resources with which to extend measures of social protection
to their populations. However, few studies seem to evaluate the impact of specific policy nuances,
such as exemptions to movement restrictions for agrifood-related activities, relative to a counterfactual
scenario with no such exemptions. This lack of attention to efforts to balance public health and
economic function leaves readers with the impression that the impact of these policies is primarily
detrimental for livelihoods, though the impact of policy nuances is more likely to be positive. In ex ante
analyses, such as the economywide model of Malawi assessed by Baulch et al. (2020), different
policy options can be modelled and compared. In ex post analyses, analysts may be able to exploit
variation in policy details across multiple countries to address this oversight.
Allocate more research attention to trade, including informal cross-border trade: A topical gap
in the literature is evident in the relatively few studies that focus on regional and international trade,
as compared to those that assess domestic production and consumption / food security. This may
reflect the ease of accessing different types of data amid a crisis, as household surveys can be
administered remotely, while other types of data collection may require face-to-face interaction, and
administrative data may be published with some delay. However, tracking the current flow of imports
and exports, inclusive of informal cross-border trade, is quite important, as is documenting what
specific changes in border clearance protocols have been most damaging (or helpful) to trade.
Consider the entire food value chain: Another topical gap in the literature pertains to the middle
segments of food value chains linking farmers and consumers. Processors, transporters, and
wholesalers “between farm and fork” are often overlooked in research and have not received much
attention in the literature on Covid-19 impacts. While the 57 studies in this synthesis focus mostly on
either consumption or production, several papers do collect evidence on the impacts of the Covid-19
pandemic on actors in the midstream of food value chains. In Malawi, Chadza et al. (2020a) capture
a holistic view of the food system through interviews with food transporters, food processing
companies, and food traders. Agro-dealers are interviewed in Kenya (PAD, 2020), and market
vendors are interviewed in Liberia and Malawi (Aggarwal et al., 2020).
Compare the impacts of the Covid-19 crisis on small- and large-scale food system actors: Yet
another topical gap in the literature relates to the focus on informal food markets. Such markets have
been dramatically affected by government policy responses to the Covid-19 pandemic, as open-air
markets have been alternately closed, relocated, or restricted in their hours of operation. Because
policy responses to Covid-19 have been especially destabilizing for informal markets, the market
share of supermarkets may have increased in SSA, plausibly extending beyond the time-delimited
closures of open-air markets. However, in the 57 studies that met our inclusion criteria, none
evaluated the relative market shares of formal and informal food outlets—or, more broadly, the
differential impact of Covid-19 policy responses on small- versus large-scale actors in the food
system. This topic merits attention because, as noted by Battersby (2020), harsh government policy
responses may result in consolidation of the food system and a shift in the pace and direction of
agrifood system transformation in SSA.
Give research attention to the poorest countries: Recall that the 57 studies in this synthesis also
exhibit a geographic gap. As noted in section 4, several countries that rank lowest in terms of the
Human Development Index (UNDP 2019) are not captured in the literature, including Niger, the
Central African Republic, Chad, South Sudan, and Burundi. Particularly because the poorest
countries seem to be clustered in this excluded group, this may bias the overall story told by the
included studies; thus, it is critical to gather evidence on the impacts of the Covid-19 pandemic in
these countries.
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Box 3. Recommendations for future research
•

Identify direct causality between policy responses to the Covid-19 pandemic and the
impacts of these policies.

•

Evaluate the impacts of specific policy nuances (such as exemptions to movement
restrictions for agrifood-related activities) to draw clear lessons for policy makers.

•

Explain the variation in outcomes (such as food retail prices) across different settings.

•

Differentiate the immediate or short-term effects from the medium- or long-term effects
of the Covid-19 crisis.

•

Consider the impacts of the pandemic on the “hidden middle”, including the
processors, traders, transporters, wholesalers, and retailers that link “farm” to “fork”
within food value chains.

•

Measure the extent to which small-scale versus large-scale enterprises (or informal
versus formal food outlets) have been differentially affected by Covid-19 policy
responses.

•

Examine the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic and changes to border clearance
protocols on both regional (intra-African) and international food trade.

•

Give attention to the impacts experienced in the poorest countries in SSA.
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10. Conclusions
This report has summarized the evidence as of October 2020 on the impacts of the Covid-19
pandemic on food systems in SSA, with attention given to domestic food value chains, regional and
international trade, and food and nutrition security. The first objective was to provide a synthesis of
these impacts. We found that the measured (or modelled) impacts of the pandemic have been
overwhelmingly negative, spanning declines in farmer incomes and disrupted supply chains,
particularly for perishable foods; declines in the income of other actors throughout the food value
chain, such as food vendors; disruptions in (particularly regional) trade that have affected food
availability and prices; declines in physical, economic, and social access to food; and reduced diet
quality and sufficiency among consumers.
The second objective was to assess the gendered impacts of the pandemic, as well as the
implications for food system resilience. Some differential effects by gender are evident, as women
comprise a considerable share of cross-border traders and informal food processors and vendors in
SSA. However, the evidence of differential effects seems to be more pronounced for other
subpopulations, such as rural/urban populations. The experiences of food system actors have shown
that the resilience of a food system—even during a public health emergency—is contingent on the
ease of movement along the agricultural input supply chain and food value chain, the continued
operation of informal food markets, the unimpeded movement of goods across borders, and the ability
of consumers to withstand economic distress.
The third objective was to identify what is effective among the various measures put in place to
address the impacts of the pandemic. Because the existing literature tends not to assign causality to
specific policies (with some exceptions), and because analysts have tended not to examine the effects
of specific policy nuances (such as agrifood exemptions within larger movement restrictions), we were
constrained in the specificity with which we could meet this objective. However, the evidence available
does suggest that social protection initiatives, such as lump sum cash transfers or continuous income
support, can have a positive impact on food security, health, and conflict outcomes during the Covid19 pandemic.
The fourth and fifth objectives were to identify gaps in what is known on this topic and to provide policy
recommendations, respectively. Future research should aim to determine causality with respect to
specific policies and policy nuances in order to produce the most policy-relevant and actionable
evidence. The scope of research should furthermore capture regional and international trade in
greater detail. To provide a reliable backbone for such research, it is important for SSA governments
to establish and maintain data collection and management infrastructure that provide timely and
reliable data. Among our policy recommendations, policy makers should seek to maintain the
functioning of the entire length of food value chains and should empower informal markets to better
manage public health emergencies so they can remain open.
This review is among the first to systematically gather, tabulate, and synthesize the emerging
evidence on the impacts of the Covid-19 pandemic on food systems in SSA. The aim was to glean
lessons that can potentially be applied in SSA in the immediate term to better manage the ongoing
crisis as it continues to unfold. To some extent, we were limited by the scope of the evidence that
exists to date, indicating some disconnect between the prevailing research foci and the questions that
policy makers and development practitioners most need to see answered in the near term. The
evidence around this topic will surely grow over the coming months and years. Furthermore, the
Covid-19 pandemic has been anything but predictable, and the nature of the crisis may veer towards
more of a direct public health threat in 2021, which would make the widespread availability of a
vaccine in SSA the most important public policy question around this disease. It is our hope that
analysts may be inspired to pursue the recommendations for research highlighted above, and that
this report can serve as a foundation for further evidence reviews as this body of literature expands
and matures.
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Annex
Table A1. Coding framework for documents included in the evidence synthesis
Variable

Drop-down menu options

Type of publication

Peer-reviewed journal article; Pre-print (not peer reviewed
article); grey literature

Author

Academic scholar / university; Research institute; International
organization; National or subnational NGO

Date of publication (month)

January – October 2020

Method 1

Quantitative; Qualitative; Mixed methods

Method 2

Ex ante; Ex post; Mixed

Level of rigor

Descriptive; Correlation; Robust causal analysis

Geography (region)

Central Africa; East Africa; South Africa; West Africa; Multiple
regions

Geography (specify
countries)

---

Type of policy maker

National government; Subnational government; International
organization

Policy intent

Stimulate food production; Protect food supply / food access /
lower food prices; Stimulate the economy and jobs; Support
enterprises, employment and incomes; Protect workers

Policy type

Farm policy; Restrictions on populations; Trade policy; Social
protection policy; Business policy; Monetary and financial policy;
Covid-19 specific health policy

Specific policy actions
(specify)

---

Subpopulations: gender

Yes / No

Subpopulations: rural/urban

Yes / No

Subpopulations: other
vulnerable groups

Yes / No

Effective

Yes / No / Inconclusive (not applicable for public health policies)

Outcomes evaluated

Agricultural production; Labour availability; Farmer incomes;
Livelihoods / Incomes of non-farmer food system actors; Imports /
Exports; Food prices; Food security (consumers); Food access
(consumers)

Impact on each outcome

Increased; Decreased; No change or multiple directions of
change

Source: Authors
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Box A1. List of 57 studies included in the evidence synthesis
Abate et al., 2020; Aggarwal et al., 2020; Akinleye et al., 2020; Amare et al., 2020; Amewu
et al., 2020; Andam et al., 2020; Arndt et al., 2020; Balde et al., 2020; Baulch et al., 2020;
Buonseno et al., 2020; Calderon et al., 2020; Carreras et al., 2020; Chadza et al., 2020a;
Chadza et al., 2020b; Chege et al., 2020; CTA, 2020; Da Rocha et al., 2020; Demeke et
al., 2020; Desbureaux et al., 2020; Erokhin & Gao, 2020; FAO, 2020b; Fall et al., 2020;
FEWS NET, 2020; Francesconi et al., 2020; GAIN, 2020; Goshu et al., 2020; GutiérrezRomero, 2020; Hirvonen, 2020; Hirvonen et al., 2020a; Hirvonen et al., 2020b; IPA, 2020;
IPAR, 2020; Kamanha et al., 2020; Kansiime et al., 2020; Le Nestour et al., 2020; Mahmud
& Riley, 2020; Matsungo & Chopera, 2020; Minten et al., 2020; Mold & Mveyange, 2020;
Morsy et al., 2020; Nyashanu et al., 2020; Ouattara, 2020; Paganini et al., 2020; PAD,
2020; Shupler et al., 2020; Teachout & Zipfel, 2020; Tesfaye et al., 2020; Trotter et al.,
2020; Tsimpo et al., 2020; UN, 2020a; WFP, 2020; Wieser et al., 2020; World Bank, 2020b;
World Bank, 2020c; World Bank, 2020d; World Bank, 2020e; WUR, 2020.

Figure A1. Commodity prices, January 2015 – October 2020

Source: World Bank Commodity Prices “Pink Sheet” Data, as of November 16, 2020 (World Bank 2020a)
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