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At the same time, to ensure the availability of critical food items and contain potential food price 
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METHODOLOGY

Covering the first half of 2020, this report provides an overview of the short-term changes in trade 
patterns and the policy measures related to food and agricultural trade that were adopted by 
countries in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. 

The monthly trade data used in most part of the analysis were extracted in October 2020 and used 
as reported by the countries at that time. Data revisions and delays in reporting may still lead to 
changes in the reported data afterwards. At the time of extracting the data, 95 countries had reported 
data for January to June in 2018, 2019 and 2020 (see Table 11 in the Annex for an overview of the 
countries represented in each of the regions). The data as reported by the countries include exports to 
and imports from their trading partners, even if these had not reported data themselves. All monthly 
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CHAPTER 1

COVID-19 eύects on agricultural trade

The COVID-19 pandemic crisis has had unprecedented effects on all dimensions of human life and 
the full economic and social impacts are still unfolding, as the disease continues to spread around 
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Figure 2.
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Figure 3. 
Percentage change of world agricultural and food 
import values, January to June 2020 compared to 
the same month average in 2018/19.

Figure 4. 
Percentage change in the number of import flows 
of agricultural and food products, world, January 
to June 2020 compared to the same month average 
in 2018/19.

Source: Estimates based on Trade Data Monitor (accessed October 2020).

 
Box 1. Evolution of world commodity prices.

Changes in trade values reflect both the changes in quantities traded and in import and 
export prices. Broadly in parallel with trade values, the FAO Food Price Index, a measure of 
the monthly change in international prices of a basket of globally traded food commodities, 
dropped in the first months of 2020 and reached its lowest value in May (Figure 5). Between 
May and December 2020, the FAO Food Price Index increased continuously. Against the 
widespread expectation at the beginning of the pandemic that food prices would drop in 
response to falling demand caused by the global recession, the FAO Food Price Index reached 
a three-year high for 2020 as a whole, 3.1 percent higher than in 2019, bu3ep1lhe surr thaf 
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http://www.fao.org/worldfoodsituation/foodpricesindex/en/
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Box 3. A closer look at markets in Africa.
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Box 4. A closer look at markets in the Americas.

In Latin America and the Caribbean, Brazil, a major agricultural exporter, managed to drive 
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in the period March to May 2020. The demand for flowers declined as a clear effect of the closure 
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1.3	
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Figure 14. Percentage change of an index of export and import diversification across agricultural and food 
products and markets, 2020 compared to the same month average in 2018/19, by region.

Source: Estimates based on Trade Data Monitor (accessed October 2020).
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85



16The aggregate patterns at global and regional level suggest that the impact of the first wave of the 
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2.1	
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Such international political commitments can play an important role in coordinating a global 
response to the crisis and deterring countries from taking unilateral measures that may 
harm the food security situation in other countries. However, despite these commitments, 
countries may still implement export restrictions in the face of tightening of demand and 
supply conditions, as was the case for medical equipment during this pandemic. Going 
forward, efforts to further strengthen market transparency and cooperation among countries 
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2.2	 Lowering of import restrictions and advances in trade 
	 facilitating practices
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2.2.3	 Flexibilities in trade procedures and advances in trade digitalization 

Recognizing that lockdown measures may hamper the normal operations of government authorities 

https://www.ephytoexchange.org/landing/


23

AGRICULTURAL TRADE & POLICY RESPONSES DURING THE FIRST WAVE OF THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC IN 2020 

2.3	 Domestic measures 

Measures to support producers or value chain actors differed among countries depending on their 
fiscal space and implementation capacities. In high-income countries, policies mainly aimed to 
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Targeted assistance for smallholders or poor farmers:
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•	 South-easMn Asia:25
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Nevertheless, lockdowns, physical distancing and quarantines are still having a significant impact 
on the supply side, the effects of which may play out in the coming months, depending on the length 
and extent of countries’ COVID-19 containment measures. For instance, in Bangladesh, shortages 
of labour during the lockdown have been reported to have hindered the harvesting of rice and 
efforts were made to mobilise labourers across the country to aid harvesting activities (Soreng, 
2020; Bhuyan, 2020). Similarly, in some Indian regions, the lack of specialized labour force due to 
travel limitations pushed producers to move production from one crop to another, and also induced 
changes in crop establishment methods e.g., moving away from transplanting towards direct seeding 
(Seth and Mukherjee, 2020). 

Further problems have also been recorded regarding transportation, both at the local and international 
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Box 9. Impacts of pests on cereal production in developing countries.

The desert locust is a species of short-horned grasshoppers known for being one of the 
most destructive migratory pests in the world. They can consume their own weight per day, 
affecting both crops production – including on maize, sorghum, wheat, and rice - and forage. 
Usually, these locusts can be found in the semi-arid and arid deserts of Africa, Western Asia 
and Southwest Asia. However, in cases where weather and habitat conditions allow it, desert 
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3.1.2	 Policy measures adopted

During the first wave of the COVID-19 outbreak, grains such as wheat, buckwheat, maize and 
sorghum as well as rice have been the subject of many policy measures worldwide, involving both 
major net-importing and exporting countries. 

3.1.2.1 Wheat and wheat flour

Net exporting countries 

Large wheat exporters such as Canada, the United States of America, and the European Union 
mainly provided farm support in the form of direct payments and loans, not exclusive to wheat 
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Several countries also aimed to stabilize markets by releasing wheat stocks on the market. India 
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3.1.2.3 Rice

Net exporting countries 
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3.2	 Meat and dairy

3.2.1	 Market situation and supply chain disruptions 

Due to a combination of problems including the spread of animal diseases, for example the African 
swine fever (Box 10), and COVID-19-related disruptions, world meat output fell by 0.5 
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As such, building upon the experience of the long-standing collaboration for the management 
of animal health related risks, the OIE and FAO made a call on countries and partners to join 
forces against this disease by adopting the new Initiative for the Global Control of ASF
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Table 9. Policy measures affecting meat and dairy markets.
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Table 10. Policy measures affecting vegetable oils.
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reported, for example, in relation to papayas from Brazil, or mangos from Cote d’Ivoire and India 
(Mano, 2020; Freshplaza, 2020a; Freshplaza, 2020b).

Disruptions affecting the timely transportation of perishable goods were also reported for port 
operations (OECD, 2020c) and in relation to container and truck transport, with reduction in service 
operations due to additional screening and mandatory quarantines (Schmidhuta 
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Moreover, reduced incomes also pose a threat to many developing countries that are highly reliant 
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Figure 21. Percentage change of world agricultural and food import values, January to June 2020 
compared to the same month in 2019 and the average in 2018/19.

Source: Estimates based on Trade Data Monitor (accessed October 2020).

Table 11. Regional grouping of countries considered in the analysis.
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