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outlook

Cooperateto
prevent food-
system failure

To keep people nourished
during aglobal pandemic, our
food systems must evolve,
and governments must work
together, saysJessica Fanzo.

s journalist Joan Didion wrote in her 1967 essay
‘Goodbye to All That’, “It is easy to see the begin-
nings of things, and harder to see the ends.” She was
writing about her love affair with the city of New
York, but the same can be said of COVID-19.

How the pandemicbeganis reasonably well understood —
thevirus, SARS-CoV-2, probably madeits way from wild bats
tohumans throughafood market. COVID-19isthelatestina
longline of diseases that have crossed from animals to peo-
ple,including HIV/AIDS, severe acute respiratory syndrome
and Ebola. Infact, 60% of emerging infectious diseases are
zoonotic, and of the pathogens that cause these, atleast 71%
originate in wildlife'. The reshaping of habitats around the
world, often initiated by the need to grow more food, puts
peoplein ever closer contact with wild animals and makes
the transmission of infections more likely.

How the pandemicwillend,and whatdamageit will cause,
islessclear.Sofar, thereis noendinsight. Many people will
be affected forever —economically, physically, socially and
psychologically. The World Bank estimates that up to 115 mil-
lion extra people will fall into extreme poverty (living on
less than US$1.90 per day) in 2020 owing to the economic
shocks of the pandemic. This, in turn, will have significant
impacts onfood security, nutrition and health. Itis projected
that130 million more people will face acute food insecurity
by the end 0f2020, in addition to the estimated 135 million
who faced itin 2019.

The healthofthose who are already undernourished could
decline further —particularly older, vulnerable and margin-
alized people. Disruptions to health care in many low- and
middle-income countries owing to COVID-19 could lead
to around 193,000 additional deaths among children per
month? Obesity and non-communicable diseases are signif-
icantrisk factors for hospitalizationwith COVID-19, and they
canresultin medical complications forboth youngandolder
people. Obesity and metabolic disordersare also factorsin
the disproportionate risks of hospitalization and death in
low-income and ethnic minority populationsin high-income
countries. In Chicago, lllinois, for example, nearly 70% of the
peoplewho have died from COVID-19 were Black, although
Black people make up only 30% of the population®.

Early evidence suggests that the pandemic is trounc-
ing the functionality and efficiency of food systems — the
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the already
compelling
casefor
ensuring
theglobal
food supply
is equitably
distributed.”

Jessica Fanzo

is a food-system
researcher and
nutritionist at Johns
Hopkins University in
Baltimore, Maryland.
e-mail: jfanzol@jhu.
edu

activities involved in producing, processing, distribut-
ing, preparing and consuming food, and the people who
influence those activities — in multiple ways. It is reducing
food-production capacity, slowing distribution and lim-
iting access to both markets and financial or nutritional
safety nets. Farmers are economically vulnerable owing
to the tight profit margins associated with their industry.
Governmentrestrictions onthe movement of people have
hindered farmers’ access to necessary goods, labour and
equipment, slowed the planting and harvesting of crops
and affected feeding of livestock. Restrictions have also
impeded the ability to move food to markets, ports and
acrossborders, leading toincreases infood loss — particu-
larly of perishables, such as meat and dairy. Food waste has
alsoincreased asaresultof reductionsin the available work-
force at meat-processing plants. Together with higher levels
of unemployment and loss of income, this has resulted in
anincrease inthe number of people struggling to access a
healthy diet. Many people are already opting instead for
staple grains and unhealthier, highly-processed foods that
are cheaper and have longer shelf lives*. This pandemic,
and the need to stave off the next one, bolsters the already
compelling case for ensuring the global food supply is safe,
nutritious and equitably distributed.

Governments and businesses should prioritize ensuring
that producers are making healthy food and that consumers
haveaccesstoit. They should supportandinvestinfood-as-
sistance programmes during and after the pandemic. Gov-
ernments must support the United Nations’ $10-billion
COVID-19 Global Humanitarian Response Plan, set up soits
agencies can provide the most marginalized and vulnerable
populations with basic services, such as COVID-19 testing
materials, medical equipment, food, water and basic health
coverage, suchasvaccines. As of September, the programme
hadreceived less than30% of its target.

The integrated One Health approach (addressing risks
at the intersection of human, animal and environmental
health) is crucial in responding to COVID-19, recovering
from it and preparing for the next zoonotic pandemic. To
minimize viral reservoirs and contactbetween virus-carry-
inganimals and people, wildlife habitats must be protected
against urbanization and deforestation. Governments need
to police the illegal sales of wildlife in food markets and
the global food trade, and to complement this with pub-
lic-health disease-prevention programmes and messaging.
Stronger surveillance tools to track potential zoonotic and
food-borneillnesses across food systems are also needed.

These recommendations to ensure food systems func-
tion effectively during the pandemic and long after cannot
work without a united global effort. Instead of the splin-
tered responses to the COVID-19 crisis seen so far, involving
political polarization and geopolitical competition, pol-
iticians must embrace global cooperation and inclusion.
Governments should notfaceinward. They should double
down onopportunities tore-engage and collaborate on the
interlinked challenges of climate change, malnutritionand
environmental collapse.
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