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Photo description: A customer shops for produce among empty shelves  
Source: Amanda Hoover, NJ Advance Media For NJ.com, April 2020 
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Introduction 

The food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) celebrated National Food Day 

on October 16 of this year by not only acknowledging food heroes in the 

agricultural and food production space, but also by highlighting the challenges that 

the mission of the FAO has had to face in the midst of the Covid-19 Pandemic. The 

FAO is a specialized agency within the United Nations that leads international 

efforts to defeat hunger and support greater food security initiatives around the 

world. However, in the last year, the challenge that the organization sets out to 

tackle has undoubtedly been exacerbated by Covid-19 and the effect it has had on 

food security and agricultural supply chains globally. According to the organization, 

in our world where around 690 million people already experience hunger, the 

COVID-19 pandemic has the potential to add between 83-132 million people to this 

already incredibly high number.  For this reason, it is important to analyze not only 1

the impact that this pandemic has had on food security globally, especially in 

developing nations, but also how it has impacted communities across the United 

States. Additionally, the growing need for agricultural work to continue throughout 

the mandated quarantine to keep food supply moving, a job largely done by 

underprotected minority community workers, highlights just how essential their 

work is to the foundation of this country and to supplying food to millions of 

Americans. This analysis aims to highlight these ideas, and many more, as we 

1 FAO Website - Food day page  
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continue to look at the impact that Covid-19 has had on food security and global 

supply chains, but also on the communities that have held these industries up. 

Covid-19 and Global Food Security   

Food security around the world has already been challenged by 

environmental factors such as climate change, rising temperatures, and rising sea 

levels. Additionally, increasing populations continues to put a strain on food supply 

globally. So not only is the production of food incredibly vulnerable to outside 

forces, but the infrastructure and policies in place to distribute those resources 

around the world presents another vulnerability to ensuring food security around 

the world. Countries like India, the United States, China, and Brazil are historically 

large agriculture producing countries, often exporting most of its product to 

countries around the world . Thriving in the production of agriculture requires the 2

combination of large quantities of land, ideal climates for growing, various types of 

naturally-occurring and cultivated vegetation, and a feasible economy to support it. 

While these conditions are not a comparative advantage that all countries have, the 

big four have become the most notable front runners of supplying food around the 

world. In a time when there is abundance of production due to ideal conditions, 

booming economies, successful supply chains, and few global threats, the system 

of few countries producing the majority of food consumed around the world works 

in theory. According to basic economic theory, this promotes greater diversification 

of products, higher quality of products, and a lower price for those participating in 

2 Ross, Investopedia, 2020 
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the global trade of food products. However, throw into the mix a global pandemic, 

and one starts to realize some of the vulnerabilities in this kind of a system where 

not all countries are fully independent and free from food insecurity. 

Food security is not only a matter of the availability of food around the world, 

but also on an individual or country’s ability to access it. While the availability 

globally can be impacted by the land, the climate, and the economic investment 

that goes into it, the distribution of those resources to all communities depends on 

policy, specifically the policy in place of the countries producing it. Out of this 

pandemic arose the fear of domestic food security, and when such fears infiltrate 

policymakers in the countries that export products, policy can shift to a more 

protectionist approach, and the hoarding of resources or the slowing of exports 

may begin. This was notable in April of this year; As the quarantine mandate was 

implemented, globalization and production began to slow down. Individuals with 

the means to do so began hoarding food products in their home, stockpiling their 

individual inventory in the case that they would be stuck at home. Just as individuals 

feared that there would be a shortage of food to meet basic needs, countries began 

to take this fearful preventative approach as well and in April, fourteen countries 

implemented export restrictions across 20 different food products. The countries 

most vulnerable to these policies are those that rely heavily on the import of food 

products, and what may start as a small restriction may have much larger 

consequential impacts downstream. These dangerous policies have the ability to 

hurt the already vulnerable communities in regards to food security, and ultimately 
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highlights a great divide between the economic position of more developed nations 

versus lower income developing nations. If a country is not able to produce enough 

food to meet domestic consumption, then they are in the most vulnerable position 

where there are these changes to policy and disruptions in the supply chain and 

distribution of food. One area that is most vulnerable to food insecurity, which was 

highlighted during the 2007/2008 economic crisis, is the MENA (Middle East 

Northern Africa) region. Not only is this region highly water scarce, but according to 

the Brookings Institute, they are some of the worlds’ largest food importers and are 

highly dependent on international trade to meet their basic needs . Protectionist 3

policies put in place by exporting countries directly contributes to the rising food 

insecurity in these areas, which has been seen increasingly since the beginning of 

this pandemic.  

Additionally, another impact of export restrictions is the increase it has on 

the global prices of food. As there is a lower supply of food in the global market due 

to domestic stockpiling and increased export restrictions, the demand in the global 

marketplace from net importers of food products remains the same or is in some 

cases even higher. For this reason, the laws of supply and demand are in play, and 

the decrease in supply allows for global prices to rise to levels that are not 

affordable to many communities around the world. Green Life, a company in 

support of food security in Africa, stated, “The Potential risk for global food 

availability and food prices will depend on the duration of the outbreak and the 

3 Karasapan, Brookings Institute, July 14 2020 
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severity of containment measures needed. Isolated country-level policies are likely 

to amplify the effects of the crisis on food security and nutrition at the global level, 

especially for low-income and food-insecure countries” .  The sooner that the world 4

is able to get its hands around the Coronavirus and can better implement the policy 

and infrastructure to deal with this large disruption to production and markets, the 

better food security around the world will be. However, even in the event that a 

Covid-19 vaccine gets approved and distributed, it is likely that the same regions 

that struggle to import food, will likely not be the first to receive the vaccine 

resources in a timely manner, thus again demonstrating the great disparity 

between the developed and developing world.  

Covid-19 and Domestic Food Security 

Just as the hoarding of food products has led to supply shortages of food in 

the global marketplace, the same has happened domestically in the United States. 

When the lockdown was first encouraged in the United States, families did not 

know if it would last for one week, one month, or one year. As a panicked response, 

they began to buy large quantities of non-perishable items which left many with too 

much to consume, and even more with too little to get by. As people across the 

United States were furloughed or laid off, more than ever there were great strains 

put on the U.S. Food Bank Operations. More families suddenly did not have a 

source of income, and were increasingly more dependent on local food banks and 

government resources just for food to feed their families. Alternately, those that 

4 Food Security Post CoronaVirus, Green Life 
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had the financial means to buy products in bulk from grocery stores before the 

shopping quotas were implemented were decimating the supply of shelf-stable 

products that are the foundation of food-relief efforts. Ultimately, there was a 

greater demand for food to supplement the increasing number of unemployment 

and rising number of families crossing into the poverty level, but there were fewer 

resources to work with due to panic stockpiling. Feeding America, a food and 

hunger relief organization, estimated that the pandemic put an additional 17 

million people into food insecurity, with food banks having to serve an estimated 

50% more people than it did in the year prior.  Just as countries began to look out 5

for themself in the global space, domestic panic buyers did the same, leaving 

grocery store shelves barren and fewer resources to help the larger number of 

families in need of food relief. All in all, this severely worsened the food security of 

many individuals and families across the United States. In order to deal with these 

challenges in food distribution, there have been community led efforts to get 

resources to America’s most vulnerable populations, largely minority and elderly 

communities. These notable displays of humanity have been highlighted in the 

media, and have done a great deal in providing relief to hundreds, if not thousands, 

of families across the United States. However, entering into the ninth month of the 

lockdown and the beginning of the winter months and what is predicted to be the 

worst phase of the pandemic yet, the issue of food security for many in the United 

States is far from being resolved as they continue to fight this uphill battle. 

5 Smith, WSJ, July 16 2020 

 
7 

https://www.wsj.com/articles/grocers-stopped-stockpiling-food-then-came-coronavirus-11584982605
https://www.wsj.com/articles/grocers-stopped-stockpiling-food-then-came-coronavirus-11584982605


 
 

Another challenge that the United States has seen in regards to food 

distribution was the inefficient infrastructure to deal with the mass closures of 

restaurants and food service providers. The overall demand for food was not down 

in the US, only distributed among different parties. Wholesalers were not set up to 

switch their sales from food service providers, to individual food consumers. For 

example, food service providers faced abrupt order cancellations across their entire 

customer bases when restaurants closed down. This disruption in demand left 

many of the suppliers with excess stock of perishable food that they couldn’t easily 

redirect to consumers. Packaging constraints were one large challenge as the 

packaging that restaurants receive food is not the same as packaging used for 

commercial sale in traditional grocery stores.  The large quantities were not easily 6

repurposed into quantities that were suitable for individual sales, and 

unfortunately a lot of food went to waste that could have significantly helped 

American families, especially in lower income communities. In this way, Covid-19 

helped increase food insecurity in the United States by disrupting domestic supply 

chains, and by not having a system that was agile enough to quickly respond. Of 

coursewith all this said, we can not diminish the extent to which American 

communities quickly came together to pull resources, to restock food banks, to 

provide warm meals for front line workers, and to help distribute resources in 

communities badly impacted by the coronavirus pandemic. However, these 

6 Felix et all, Mckinsey and Company, July 2 2020 
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challenges were heightened by the consumer stockpiling and re-distribution 

failures that impacted the United States’ food supply.  

Food Heroes 

Out of this pandemic has come the concept of “essential workers”, which are 

workers who’s labor, production, or services are deemed essential to continue 

critical infrastructure operations in the country. Since the start of the pandemic, 

essential workers have been part of the few that had the ability to keep their jobs, 

which is more than millions of Americans can say. However, they have faced their 

own range of challenges including working longer hours, often in increasingly 

hazardous conditions, and very often without proper compensation. Out of this 

essential worker revolution in the United States has come greater national 

appreciation for the hometown heroes that truly keep this country moving. It is not 

the big-tech CEOs, or the lawyers that keep our country moving at a day-to-day 

level, but rather the nurses, grocery store clerks, and delivery men that do. Also in 

this pool of essential workers are the many harvesters, farmers, and field workers 

that are essential to the food production industry in America. The death of over 200 

meat factory workers in the United States near the start of the pandemic 

highlighted the severe lack of protection measures in factories and the inadequacy 

of current policies and infrastructure to support those essential workers and their 

working conditions. These food heroes were not adequately protected early on in 
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the process, which brought notice to many shortfalls in worker protection in the 

food manufacturing industry .  7

Just as factory workers had to continue to work, so did agricultural field 

workers, especially in the state of California. Throughout the entirety of the 

lockdown, the pandemic has not stopped the need for agricultural production and 

harvesting to continue to keep the food supply chain moving. However, just as with 

the meat industry, many workers have had to work in conditions without adequate 

protection. Many agricultural workers, especially in California do not hold US 

citizenship or qualify for government assistance programs, yet they continue to be 

the backbone of the agricultural industry. Working manual labor for days on end in 

hazardous conditions, all while not being able to qualify for any government 

assistance payments or unemployment, this group of essential workers are one of 

the most underappreciated and underprotected workers in this country. 

  For the most part, as agricultural workers have continued to work, food 

production in key industries such as produce has continued to meet production 

numbers from the year prior despite the challenges of the ongoing pandemic. 

However, for those who have fallen ill, or have seen increased financial strains due 

to the pandemic, these workers are worse off as they head into the winter months 

and will have fewer opportunities to work . Now more than ever there is a need to 8

recognize these food heroes in America and to encourage cultural shift in how 

7 Kindy, Washington Post, Sep 13 2020 
8 Chabria, Los Angeles Times, Oct 26 2020 
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these workers are compensated for what they provide to the American economy. In 

a time where anti-immigrant policy coming from Washington is amplified with 

horrible rhetoric that immigrants are stealing the jobs of Americans, this pandemic 

has highlighted that these communities are not only willing to do the hard labor 

that many Americans aren’t, but they they continue to due so in the tumultuous 

conditions of minimal worker protection and poor air quality from widespread 

wildfires. If a group of workers are labeled as essential due to what they contribute 

to families across the United States and around the world, they are deserving of the 

protections and support of other essential workers, and this is something that this 

country will need to address if it wants the food supply chains to continue moving.  

Looking Forward  

In an already complex world of climate change, rising geopolitical tensions, 

protectionist policies, and food insecurity, the Covid-19 pandemic has only 

amplified these challenges and added to the complexity of resolving them. For 

countries that were already food insecure and had a large dependency on the 

import of food to meet basic needs, the disruption in supply chains and increase in 

export restrictions that the coronavirus brought only exacerbated these challenges. 

At a global level, Covid-19 and the protectionist trade policies that sprung up as a 

result have led to even greater vulnerabilities for countries dependent on food 

imports. Additionally, export control policies implemented by many countries leads 

to increased global prices for food which also contributes to greater food insecurity 

for low-income countries. At a domestic level, panic buyers contributed to food 
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insecurity by leaving grocery stores barren, and unevenly distributed among 

households. Additionally, supply chain challenges early on in the pandemic led to 

uneven distribution of foods between food service providers and individual food 

consumers. Lastly, despite these challenges, Covid-19 has revealed many 

inadequacies about the United States, who it considers to be an essential worker, 

and how this country cares for those workers.  

As this pandemic is still far from over, it is important that we continue to 

closely monitor the food security situation of the US and around the world. In order 

to address these complex problems, it is important to swiftly identify the key 

challenges, and to address them quickly. It will need to be a global effort to keep 

production moving, supply chains flowing, and global prices stable. Additionally, the 

world needs to continue to come together and celebrate the food heroes around 

the world, and fight to make sure their protection and compensation is adequately 

balanced with the production and value they bring to food security around the 

world.  
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