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Coronavirus measures could cause global food

shortage, UN warns

Protectionist measures by national governments during the coronavirus crisis could

provoke food shortages around the world, the UN’s food body has warned.

Harvests have been good and the outlook for staple crops is promising, but a shortage of
field workers brought on by the virus crisis and a move towards protectionism — tariffs and
export bans — mean problems could quickly appear in the coming weeks, Maximo Torero,

chief economist of the UN Food and Agriculture Organisation, told the Guardian.

“The worst that can happen is that governments restrict the flow of food,” he said. “All
measures against free trade will be counterproductive. Now is not the time for restrictions
or putting in place trade barriers. Now is the time to protect the flow of food around the

world.”

Governments must resist calls from some quarters to protect their own food supply by

restricting exports, he said, as some have begun to do.

Kazakhstan, for instance, according to a report from Bloomberg, has banned exports of
wheat flour, of which it is one of the world’s biggest sources, as well as restrictions on
buckwheat and vegetables including onions, carrots and potatoes. Vietnam, the world’s
third biggest rice exporter, has temporarily suspended rice export contracts. Russia, the
world’s biggest wheat exporter, may also threaten to restrict exports, as it has done before,
and the position of the US is in doubt given Donald Trump’s eagerness

for a trade war in other commodities.

“Trade barriers will create extreme volatility,” warned Torero. “[They]

will make the situation worse. That’s what we observe in food crises.”

While the supply of food is functioning well in most countries at
present, problems could start to be seen within weeks and intensify
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over the following two months as key fruit and vegetables come into season. These types
of produce often have short ripening times and are highly perishable, and need skilled
pickers to work quickly at the right time.

“‘We need to be careful not to break the food value chain and the logistics or we will be
looking at problems with fresh vegetables and fruits soon,” said Torero. “Fruit and
vegetables are also very labour intensive, if the labour force is threatened because people

can’t move then you have a problem.”

As governments impose lockdowns in countries across the world, recruiting seasonal
workers will become impossible unless measures are taken to ensure vital workers can

still move around, while preventing the virus from spreading.

“Coronavirus is affecting the labour force and the logistical problems are becoming very
important,” said Torero. “We need to have policies in place so the labour force can keep
doing their job. Protect people too, but we need the labour force. Major countries have yet

to implement these sorts of policies to ensure that food can keep moving.”

Countries such as the UK, with a sinking currency and high level of imports, are also likely
to see food price rises unless the government takes action or retailers absorb some of the

costs, he said.

The most important role governments can play is to keep the food supply chain operating,
intervene to ensure there are enough workers, and keep the global food markets from

panicking, according to Torero.

“If traders start to become nervous, conditions will get difficult,” he
said. “It just needs one big trader to make a decision [to disrupt the
supply of staple crops] and that will affect everywhere. Governments
must properly regulate, that is their biggest function in this situation.
I's very important to keep alive the food value chain: intervene to
protect the value chain [including the supply of workers] but not to

distort the market.”



M®ROCCO
FOODEX

Individuals can also play an important role, by avoiding panic buying and hoarding of food,
and cutting down on food waste. Buying too much fresh farm produce that then goes off
before it can be eaten will just exacerbate food supply problems, he said. “Individuals

should only buy what they need to avoid food waste.”

Animal welfare is also an issue as border delays caused by the Covid-19 lockdown
measures are meaning that livestock journeys are lengthened.

In the UK, some farming leaders have called for a “land army” of workers to replace a
shortfall of workers that could reach 80,000, according to one estimate, if the 60,000
seasonal workers recruited from abroad in normal years are prevented from coming, and

if some British workers fall ill.

Organisations representing both wealthy landowners and agricultural workers have urged
the government to intervene. The Landworkers’ Alliance, representing more than 1,000
small and medium farmers and landworkers across the UK, wrote to the chancellor of the
exchequer asking for a £9.3m package of support to pay a “land army” of workers to

increase domestic fruit and vegetable production as the Covid-19 crisis bites.

The Country Land and Business Association (CLA), representing more than 30,000 UK
landowners and rural firms, made a similar call last week, for the government to make it
easier for people thrown out of work by the lockdown to find seasonal work on farms. Mark
Bridgeman, president of the CLA, said: “We need urgent government assistance to help
source workers and advertise positions. Time is of the essence as many farmers will soon

begin, or have already begun, planting or harvesting.”

The Department of Environment, Food and Rural Affairs has said its
officials and ministers are in regular communication with
representatives of the food industry to ensure the food supply chain

remains resilient.

Andre Laperriere, executive director of Global Open Data for
Agriculture and Nutrition, which provides data on food and agriculture,
said the government must make plans to ensure the food supply chain

functioned smoothly.
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“‘Empty shelves in supermarkets should not be much of a concern,” he said. “It is not a
supply problem — it is a logistics problem. There is enough supply for all, as long as
everyone stays calm and stops hoarding. We may tend to waste food if we hoard more
than required, and hoarding would also artificially increase food prices because of the

pressure on the supply chain.”

He called for borders between the UK and other countries to remain open for imports and
exports, and for farm workers to be supplied with protective equipment to enable them to
carry on with their jobs safely amid the coronavirus lockdown. “The food sector comes
under the critical infrastructure sector, along with healthcare and emergency services,” he
said.
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