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The Impact of COVID-19 on Food Security and 
Nutrition in 2020: Making sense of what we know 
& what we expect when more data are available
• The impact of COVID-19 on Food Security and Nutrition is dramatic

• FSN indicators in 2019 and were already bad, and worsening from 
2014

• Understanding the drivers of food insecurity and malnutrition helps 
understand how COVID-19 has impacted households and overall 
populations

• Most numbers so far are estimates of what we believe has happened 
in 2020 (and is happening in 2021).
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The Indicators --- two big divides

Food security  (reliable, consistent, healthy, safe food access)     versus

Malnutrition (anthropometric indicators, e.g. stunting and wasting)

and

Chronic (think of child stunting, longer-term vulnerabilities)     versus

Acute (think of child wasting, the outcomes of crises and emergency 
situations) 



Two main global FAO/UN annual reports:

• The State of Food Insecurity and Nutrition in the World (SOFI) – chronic, 
historically mainly on food insecurity, now with much more on nutrition

• Global Report on Food Crises (GRFC) – acute, both FS and Nutrition



SOFI – Contains two SDG2 food security indicators

Historical series on Prevalence of Undernutrition (POU), number and 
percentage, by country, dietary energy consumption = calories

• POU calculated about every year for every country, based on 
parameters that are relatively easy to obtain

• Adjustments to the series made as better information on the 
parameters is obtained (e.g., a big revision in 2019 based on better 
estimates on inequality of dietary energy consumption in China)

New Food Insecurity Experience Scale (FIES)

• Based on sampling and interviews regarding people’s direct 
experience in their lives

• Two FIES numbers reported: Severe food insecurity and Moderate
and Severe food insecurity





Global Food Crises Report

• Covers Acute Food Insecurity and Malnutrition

• Includes only Countries in Crisis, number changes from year to year

• Consensus views among multiple agencies on numbers and severity 
of crises across and within countries

• Based on IPC methodology (Integrated Phase Classification) levels 1-5: 
1 - Minimal, 2 - Stressed, 3 - Crisis, 4 - Emergency, 5 - Famine 

• Contains information on Acute Malnutrition (% < 5 children suffering 
degrees of wasting and other data), among other aspects which 
determine the classification level

• Aggregate numbers and in-depth discussion for each country included







2019 Numbers, Pre-COVID-19, reported in
SOFI 2020

• 690 million people, 8.9% of the global population undernourished (POU)

An increase of 10 million since 2018 and +60 million in five years

• FIES indicator – 750 million affected by severe food insecurity

2 000 million suffering from severe or moderate food insecurity 

• 21.3% of children <5 stunted, 144 million; 6.9% were wasted, 47 million; 
5.6% overweight, 38.3 million







India SOFI numbers for 2019 (note: not competing 
with much richer NSSO and hh surveys)

• POU 2004-2006 21.7%     2017-2019 14%

249.4 m                       189.2 m

• FIES  not reported

• <5 wasting   2019 17.3%

• <5 stunting 2012 47.8    2019 37.4%

• <5 overweight 2012 1.9%   2019 1.6%



Why the Increase in Food Insecurity since 2014?
…Increasing burdens on the most vulnerable

• Weak, stagnant, deteriorating economic conditions = less income, 
fewer remittances = increasing poverty and undernourishment

-- 10% of population remains below poverty line of USD 1.90/day

• Increasing debt burden in poorer economies

• Increasing extreme weather events, altered environments, spread of 
pests and diseases (e.g., desert locust)

• Growing inequality, uneven benefits of economic growth

• Conflict and violence, displacement of populations (70.8 m) 

70% higher in 2018 than in 2010





Global Food Crises Report 2020



IPC Phase 2







Impact of COVID-19 and Lockdown/Restrictions

• Disruption in the food supply chain

• Reduced employment and income

• Reduced remittances

• Price increases and market closure, instability, increased cost of 
healthy food, impaired access

• Internal migration, spread of the disease, further impacts

• Diminished social services, health care and health services, school 
feeding, community-led services

• Deterioration of childcare practices due to quarantine, illness, death 

• Many others, all increasing vulnerabilities of the most vulnerable







Impact of COVID-19: The Current Numbers
1. Chronic food insecurity – SOFI estimates
• A lot will depend on economic growth and increase in poverty – any 

slowing of growth is bad, a negative number is dramatic

• The impacts continue into 2021

• The outlook remains uncertain

• Estimates of economic growth continue to be refined, January 2021 
IMF estimates of economic growth are better than they looked in 
October and those were better than April 2020



October 2020, three global growth 
scenarios, impact on undernourished

-4.9% GDP decline > 83 million
-7% decline > 102 million
-10% decline > 132 million





Current Rough Estimate for 2020 Total 
Undernourished (POU)
2020 estimated economic decline from 2019 was

-3.5 percent                            Additional undernourished 
population of around 75 million people, an increase of 11% 
attributable to the pandemic.

An important number, but not the complete picture of COVID-
19 impacts.  

For that we will need FIES results, anthropometric data, new 
household surveys where available



Impact of COVID-19 (2):
Acute food insecurity – IPC/CH 
latest reports

39 Countries analysed so far,
additional 22.4 million people
+ 21%, IPC Phase 3 or above, 
with considerable variation 
due to national context and 
causes of crises.

If the similar increase applied 
to all 55 countries, global total 
would be around 163 million



Concluding Thoughts

• The pandemic made the world much more aware of the complexity of 
food systems (supply chains, institutional segment of the market, 
importance of school feeding, food sector employment, etc)

• Reinforced the importance of healthy diets and their affordability (far 
from acceptable)

• Vivid examples of vulnerabilities to adequate food and nutrition and 
the importance of social safety nets

• Recovery from the pandemic provides an opportunity to put these 
lessons learned into policy and practice.


