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Food security challenges for Pakistan during
COVID-19 pandemic: An overview of the
response plan

Hafiz Ubaid-ur-Rehman | Waqas Asghar | Nauman Khalid

School of Food and Agricultural

Sciences, University of Management and Abstract

Technology, Lahore, Pakistan The COVID-19 pandemic has imparted a significant impact
on the global economic conditions. The food security status

Correspondence . . .. .

Nauman Khalid. School of Food and in the developing and under-developed countries is getting

Agricultural Sciences, University of worse with the progression of the pandemic. According

Management and Technology, Lahore to the World Food Program (WFP), 271.8 million people

54000, Pakistan. . . .

Email: nauman khalid@umt.edu.pk were acutely food insecure due to the destructive impact of

COVID-19 pandemic across the world. Similarly, around
20%-30% population of Pakistan, that is, 40—62 million
people, has been suffering from acute food insecurity due to
the pandemic, and other socio-economic and environmen-
tal/climatic issues. The highly vulnerable groups include
daily wage class, refugees, and people living in drought-
affected areas, locust-affected areas and areas with winter-
ized emergency. The COVID-19 response plan of Pakistan
aimed at improving the food security situation and protect-
ing the livelihood of the demographic groups highly vul-
nerable to the COVID-19 pandemic through defining the
implementing the policy for ensuring the uninterrupted food
production and supply chain, integrating the food produc-
tion system into the COVID-19 relief packages, adopting

innovative practices to enhance the functionality of food

supply chain market, and treatment of acutely malnourished
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and groups affected by food insecurity. Accordingly, this
opinion-based article reports the food security challenges
faced in Pakistan in the COVID-19 era and explicates the
government policies for stabilizing the functionality of agri-

food systems in Pakistan.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

The global situation of COVID-19 pandemic has put a momentous stress on the food and health
systems all around the world. The pandemic created severe impediments to the economic activity
resulting in drastic changes in the livelihoods of people and the situations of food security and nu-
trition. Increasing rates of globalization, and international travel and trade are primarily responsible
for the outbreak of the virus across the world. Moreover, the situations of lockdowns and restricted
movements within and across the countries have manifested a drastic effect on the local, national, and
international markets, resulting in truncated global economic activity. The situation is even worse in
the underdeveloped, and countries with low socioeconomic growth further exacerbating the already
fragile agri-food systems and consequently, the livelihoods of the people. According to the Global
Report on Food Crises 2020, around 135 million people are suffering from “crisis” level of acute food
insecurity situation which needs immediate attention. It is further stated in the report that over 183
million people have been facing the “stressed” level of acute food insecurity, and are at a high threat
of moving into the “crisis” phase (Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations [FAO],
2020a; Food Security Information Network [FSIN], 2020).

With the protraction of the COVID-19 crisis, it has become vital to correlate challenges and needs
of food security with the continually deteriorating and aggravating impacts on the key drivers of
vulnerability such as climate change, socio-economic downturns, and natural hazards (Mamun &
Ullah, 2020; Waris et al., 2020). The global pandemic has disrupted the economy and the projected
number of acutely food insecure people has increased significantly. According to the recently pub-
lished report by the World Food Program (WFP) in November 2020, around 271.8 million people
were acutely food insecure across the world due to the devastating impact of COVID-19 pandemic
(WFP, 2020a). The details about the projected number of people suffering from acute food insecurity
are given in Table 1.

The COVID-19 pandemic reached Pakistan at a time when people of this country had been grap-
pling with various other crises such as prolonged drought, desert locust (Schistocerca gregaria Forsk.)
infestation, severe winter season, spiraling economic losses, persistently widespread poverty, and con-
sequent food security challenges. According to Pakistan's National Nutrition Survey (2018), the rate
of global acute malnutrition among children under 5 years of age has already exceeded the emergency
threshold established by the World Health Organization—that is, 18%—with the situation particu-
larly alarming across the provinces of Sindh (23.3%), Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (23.2%), and Balochistan
(18.9%; OCHA [Office for the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs], 2020).

The current situation of food security in Pakistan is quite worrisome in the light of evolving nature
of the global pandemic. The biggest challenge in the present time is to devise a suitable strategic plan
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TABLE 1 Projected number of acutely food insecure people (millions) in various regions of the world

Central Asia, Latin
Asia and Middle East, Central and  Southern  East America and
Regions the Pacific ~ North Africa West Africa  Africa Africa  the Caribbean Total
Number 51.4 54.5 57.4 50.1 40.1 184 271.8

(million)
Source: WFP global update on COVID-19: November 2020

for improving the economic, food and health systems in Pakistan for prevent/prepare for the similar
outbreaks from intensifying into the full-blown social and economic crises. Therefore, the present
work is aimed at highlighting the food security challenges faced by Pakistan and the other developing
and resource-poor countries in the era of the COVID-19 pandemic. Additionally, the current opinion
also provides an overview regarding the adopted and future COVID-19 response plan aimed at en-
suring the food security and livelihood protection to the demographic groups highly vulnerable to the
COVID-19 pandemic.

2 | METHODOLOGY

The present work is an opinion-based article which is compiled keeping in view the facts published
in the reports prepared by several organizations such as WFP, OCHA, FSIN, Pakistan Humanitarian
Response Plan for COVID-19 Pandemic 2020, and FAO.

3 | RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

This report describes the food security challenges which are being faced by Pakistan, particularly
in the intensely affected areas of Pakistan and associated socio-economic impacts. Additionally, the
report elaborates the government policies for stabilizing the functionality of agri-food systems in
Pakistan. Moreover, the description regarding the potential impacts of these measures on the food
security situation and livelihoods of the vulnerable groups and probable options for the agri-food
system policies to improve the food security situation in Pakistan. The details have been provided in
the subsequent sections.

3.1 | COVID-19 pandemic and food security challenges in Pakistan

The situation of COVID-19 pandemic is getting worst in Pakistan like the other countries and the
pandemic attacked the country at the time when Pakistan is going through slow economic growth
and high inflation. It is estimated that around 53 million people in Pakistan live below the poverty
line. Likewise, 20%-30% population in Pakistan is already suffering from food insecurity and the
economic experts believe that the number of food insecure people will rise in Pakistan in 2021 due
to the evolving nature of the current pandemic. It has also been reported by the Pakistan Bureau of
Statistics that the Consumer Price Index has been increased in Pakistan by 8.2% between May 2019
and May 2020. Moreover, food inflation has also been increased by 13.73% in the rural areas and
10.94% in the urban areas during this pandemic era (FAO, 2020a, 2020b; Noreen et al., 2020) . The
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FIGURE 1 (a) Map of moderately or severe food insecure households in Pakistan (Source: FAO, 2020a, 2020b).
(b) Map of Map of severe food insecure households in Pakistan (Source: FAO, 2020b)
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food insecurity maps provided by FAO, describing the food insecurity situation in Pakistan, are pro-
vided in Figure 1a,b. Therefore, it is direly needed to carefully monitor the next production season in
Pakistan as high risk of production losses has been predicted.

Recently, the World Food Programme (WFP), and FAO collaborated for a food security and nutrition
analysis aimed at stocktaking of the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on the livelihood, food security,
agricultural supply chain, prices of food commodities, market conditions, and management strategies
along with suitable measures for mitigating the effects of this pandemic on the food insecure groups.
The findings of the analysis revealed that close to 36.43 million people are highly vulnerable to food
insecurity owing to both natural and manmade hazards, including the ongoing pandemic. Also, around
49 million people (25%) are moderately food insecure, while 21 million (10%) households are severely
food insecure in Pakistan (OCHA, 2020; WFP, 2020b). The demographic groups most susceptible to the
COVID-19 pandemic are the daily wage class (accounting for 22% of all the wage earners), refugees,
internally displaced persons, senior citizens, and persons with preexisting medical conditions, as well
as low-income urban households, market-dependent rural communities, and child-headed households.

Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations and WFP further stated that an additional
2.5 million people are at a high risk of becoming food insecure due to the current pandemic situation,
consequent lockdowns, and the scenario is projected to become even worse if the pandemic continues to
proceed unabated. Based on these concerted estimates, WFP and FAO have recommended immediate re-
sponse planning for the populations with acute livelihood needs such as the provision of lifesaving food,
and food, and non-food production assistance in a highly targeted manner, thereby, to prevent a full-scale
humanitarian emergency. These extremely susceptible populations mostly belong to the afore-mentioned
geographical regions severely impacted by the COVID-19 shock. An overview of the food insecurity
situation in Pakistan under the influence of the COVID-19 pandemic has been illustrated in Figure 2.

3.2 | Response plan of Pakistan for COVID-19 pandemic

In 2019-20, the Food Security and Agriculture Working Group (FSAWG) targeted recovery assis-
tance to various population groups affected by several emergencies across various parts of Pakistan,

COVID-19 pandemic
and food security

Situation > ( R Wichuum iy anmong Y on ey Siciug aeuie W
situation in Pakistan ;

Tood insecurity due to COVID-19 pandemic

*  Daily wage class
*  Refugees
Intensely affected Vulnurable | - + Internally displaced people
EEE groups * Elderly people
*  People with specific medical conditions
i/L “.* Women and child headed poor households

* Drought-affected areas of
Sindh and Balochistan Impacts
*  Locust affected areas

* Areas with winterized
emergency

Rising unemployement or underemployment
Reduced purchasing power

Decline in consumers’ demand

Increased food prices at local level
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panic buying by developed world
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FIGURE 2 COVID-19 pandemic and food security situation in Pakistan
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in particular, Balochistan, KPK, Gilgit Baltistan, and Pakistan-administered Kashmir. For instance,
FSAWG disbursed around USD 16.4 million as part of a Drought Response Plan for Balochistan
and Sindh for the provision of emergency food security and livelihood assistance to about 2.1 mil-
lion people. Similarly, another USD 2.194 million were mobilized under the Winter Emergency
Response 2020 for Kashmir and Balochistan to fulfill the immediate needs of around 0.5 million peo-
ple. Additionally, the Government of Pakistan has put in place a National Preparedness and Response
Plan, allocating about USD 44 million for prevention/control of desert locust infestation. In addition
to these strategies, the government has also launched the Ehsaas Emergency Cash program for sup-
porting the people during the COVID-19 pandemic by distributing PKR 12,000/household to over 12
million families (Akhtar, 2020).

The COVID-19 response plan has been aimed at providing food security and livelihood protection
to the demographic groups highly vulnerable to the COVID-19 pandemic. The FSAWG designed the
response plan by focusing on the prevalent needs of the pandemic- and disaster-affected communities,
and the inability to meet and protect their livelihood and food-associated needs. Another focal point
of the designed response plan was augmenting the efforts of the Government of Pakistan for meeting
the food consumption needs and other necessities of the pandemic-affected community groups. The
plan is primarily based on the assistance of vulnerable groups through a combination of cash/food/
food production, as well as agriculture-based livelihood protection assistance, that will aid in enabling
the people to not only improve and protect their livelihoods but revitalize and recommence their
productive activities as well. The key objectives of the response plan include ensuring food security,
provision of effective cash/food/other facility transfer platforms, technical assistance in agriculture,
livestock, and animal health maintenance, quick dispatching of response facilities, and avoiding the
humanitarian emergency among vulnerable groups. A generalized description of response plan of
Pakistan to improve the food security situation by maintaining the food systems and provision of nu-
trition services has been provided in Table 2 (Wazir, 2020).

4 | CONCLUSION

This report elaborates the food security challenges faced by Pakistan along with the concomitant socio-
economic impacts. Moreover, the policies of the government to stabilize the functionality of agri-
food systems in Pakistan have also been discussed in this treatise. Despite momentous efforts, several
livelihoods- and food security-related needs remain unfulfilled due to limited resources. Hence, it is
highly imperative that the risks associated with the failure to deliver an equitable response to all the
vulnerable groups be identified. This has the potential to markedly improve the livelihood sustenance,
ensuring food security, and self-reliance. Government should ensure the provision of proper transpor-
tation and storage systems to mitigate the food losses, promote the export of value-added fruit and
vegetable products which can be a good source of foreign exchange, subsidize farmers by providing
essential inputs like seeds, pesticides and fertilizers in order to prevent economic losses, so that the ex-
isting food supply chain management can be strengthened and the future food crises can be prevented.
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