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166th Session of the Council 

FAO’s response to COVID-19: Building to Transform 

 

With reference to the document CL 166/5, this introductory note is prepared to provide an update to the 166th 

Session of the Council.  

Monitoring Policy Responses to COVID-19 

The last edition of the State of Food Insecurity and Nutrition in the World (SOFI) projected that even without 

considering the impact of COVID-19, the number of undernourished people in the world could rise to reach 840 

million people by 2030. COVID-19 is expected to worsen the overall prospects for food security and nutrition as 

it erodes people’s ability to purchase food. Pockets of food insecurity are appearing in countries and population 

groups that were not traditionally affected. A preliminary assessment also presented in SOFI 2020 suggested that 

the pandemic may add up to 132 million people to the total number of undernourished in the world in 2020. The 

expected recovery in 2021 would bring the projected number of undernourished people in 2030 down, but still 

above what was projected in a scenario without the pandemic. 

As part of its monitoring of the impact of COVID-19 on food security, FAO collected data between October 2020 

and January 2021 using the Food Insecurity Experience Scale (FIES). Results show that there was an 

increase, between 2019 and 2020, in the prevalence of chronic food insecurity at moderate-or-severe level, severe 

level only, or both, in twelve out of the fourteen countries surveyed and where a previous assessment was 

available. Among these twelve countries:  

➢ seven countries show an increase only in the prevalence of moderate or severe food insecurity 

(combined), but not in severe food insecurity: El Salvador, Guatemala, Iraq, Mozambique, Sierra Leone, 

South Africa and Zimbabwe;    

➢ two countries show an increase at severe level only: Ethiopia and Niger;  

➢ three countries show a worsening at both levels: Afghanistan, Burkina Faso and Nigeria,.  

FAO’s data shows that the magnitudes of the increases are modest. There is no evidence of a sharp increase in 

food insecurity between 2019 and 2020. On average, relative change at moderate or severe level was larger than 

that at severe level (10 percent versus 5 percent respectively).  

In addition, FAO has been monitoring country specific policy responses to the COVID-19 pandemic and its 

impact on agri-food systems in more than 30 low and middle-income countries. The analysis shows that the sector 

has proved to be more resilient than others. The result is due to relatively large exemption from the restrictive 

measures but also to policies aimed at supporting the smooth functioning of the agri-food production and markets.  

However, chronic undernourishment and acute food insecurity have increased, mainly due to the effects of the 

global recession which has affected the most vulnerable groups (women, children, youth, rural and urban poor 

among others), through reduced employment and incomes. Conducive policy decisions taken by Governments 

targeting the agriculture and food sectors have helped to adjust within the overall framework of restrictions, 

namely; 

➢ Support to local agriculture and food production through provision of subsidies, direct distribution of 

agricultural inputs, and promotion of mechanization and home gardening, among other measures. 

➢ Provision of financial support and facilitating access to credit for micro, small and medium enterprises 

(MSMEs) and other private sector actors.  
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➢ Limited and short-lived use of both export- and import-restriction measures and, instead, increased 

flexibilities in trade-related border procedures and trade facilitation measures, to keep supply chains alive. 

Governments and development/humanitarian partners have been providing support to the livelihoods of 

vulnerable groups in almost all countries surveyed. However, such support has not been and will not be sufficient 

to compensate for the effects of the recession. Expanding and sustaining support to agri-food systems and 

livelihoods has depended and will continue to depend upon the capacity of countries to mobilize additional 

resources or re-purpose existing ones with implications for long-term development of the agri-food systems.   

The FAO COVID-19 Response and Recovery Programme 

The COVID-19 Response and Recovery Programme has a corporate target of USD 1.32 billion. This Programme, 

as of mid-March 2021, received confirmed and pledged contributions for USD 247 million, nearly 19 percent of 

the overall target. Voluntary contributions – which are channeled to both development and emergency-oriented 

projects – amount to USD 218 million, of which USD 106 million are confirmed contributions and USD 112 

million are pipeline contributions. FAO’s resources currently invested in the programme amount to USD 29.8 

million. 

The World Bank, the European Union, Canada, Japan and the United Nations Office for the Coordination of 

Humanitarian Affairs (UNOCHA) are the current top five Resource Partners, followed by Belgium, the United 

States of America, Saudi Arabia and Sweden who have also significantly supported the initiative across the 

Organization. The share of development-oriented approved voluntary contributions has shifted from an initial 9 

percent to the current level of 25 percent of the overall approved contributions. Forecasted voluntary contributions 

with development-based targets progressed from an initial 37 percent to the current share of 50 percent of the 

overall forecasted contributions.  

Examples of results and activities are provided below for the priority areas of work under this Programme:  

1) Ensuring availability and stabilizing access to food and ensuring continuity of the critical food supply chain 

for the most vulnerable populations. 24 million acutely food insecure people threatened by COVID-19 

impacts have received emergency livelihood support and scaled-up cash transfers in the 34 focus countries of 

the Global Humanitarian Response Plan.  

2) Strengthening governments’ capacities to invest for post COVID-19 recovery and the development of a new 

monthly Nominal Rate of Protection (NRP) indicator to timely assess the incentive/disincentive that different 

policies have generated for the value chains. It serves as a tool to recommend policy responses to facilitate 

economic recovery. 

3) Strengthening national shock-responsive social protection to address the impact of the pandemic (e.g. 

Rwanda, Somalia), linking social protection to agricultural and rural-based livelihoods, and integrated country 

approach for decent jobs for youth in agri-food systems adapted for COVID-19. 

4) Support for gender equality and enhancing the resilience of the most vulnerable groups with focus on 

indigenous people in 4 countries. Green Transformation in the context of resilience for recovery in an 

additional six countries.  

The Food Coalition  

The Food Coalition is a multi-stakeholder global alliance, a network of networks facilitating unified global action 

in response to and recovery from COVID-19.  

The Coalition aims to mobilize political commitment, financial resources, innovation and technical expertise 

while establishing a neutral space for dialogue among countries and key partners in support of the most 

vulnerable. The Food Coalition is currently mobilizing support for FAO’s COVID-19 Response and Recovery 

Programme, with operational requirements of USD 1.32 billion. For this purpose and in order to provide 
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information on needs and demands on the ground, the Food Coalition’s web-based hub hosts 100 Action Sheets 

developed by FAO’s Country Offices and COVID-19 teams, in close consultation with national governments and 

Decentralized Offices. 

In addition, the Food Coalition will provide significant support for the Food Security Agenda of the G20 

under the Italian Presidency, with the objective of mobilizing political and financial assistance around a 

number of priority areas of support in the context of COVID-19 pandemic. FAO will launch and facilitate a 

call for proposal, which will offer FAO Members an opportunity to submit their proposals and express 

interest for receiving support.  

 

 

Máximo Torero Cullen, Chief Economist 


