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Abstract 
The COVID-19 pandemic and the ongoing Russia-

Ukraine war had severe implications for global 

food security and nutrition. It was feared that food 

systems would be impacted negatively, especially 

food, seed, fertilizer, and fuel quantities required 

for agricultural production. The study aimed to 

ascertain the extent to which calls to action by AU 

policy organs, as well as recommendations by 

experts, to mitigate possible effects of the COVID-
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19 pandemic, were implemented at the national 

level across three of the five regional economic 

communities and whether they yielded any tangible 

impacts. The study conducted a desk review of 

literature and key informant interviews in 18 

African countries. We found a wide range of varia-

tions in terms of country responses to the pan-

demic. Countries in the East African Community 

focused more on expanding targeted social protec-

tion programs, Economic Community of West 

African States countries focused more on support-

ing smallholder farmers and digital agriculture, and 

the Southern African Development Community 

focused on budgetary stimulus packages. We found 

a lack of coherence in responding to the crisis 

within each region to improve the supply and dis-

tribution of food, seed, fertilizer, and fuel; thus, 

necessitating an immediate and aggressive imple-

mentation of strategies aligned with continental 

and regional policy resolutions and recommenda-

tions. 

Keywords 
seed, fertilizer, food, fuel, COVID-19, pandemic, 

Africa, national food policy, regional economic 
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Introduction 
Food insecurity and malnutrition in Africa have 

persisted for decades despite reportedly improved 

economic growth and performance of the agricul-

ture sector. The Africa Regional Overview of the State of 

Food Security and Nutrition 2021 report (FAO et al., 

2021) notes that Africa is not on track to meet Sus-

tainable Development Goal (SDG) 2 (“End hun-

ger, achieve food security and improved nutrition 

and promote sustainable agriculture”) by 2030, 

with only 11 countries having less than 10% preva-

lence of undernourishment. The State of Food Secu-

rity and Nutrition in the World 2022 report (FAO et 

al., 2022) paints an equally worrying picture for 

Africa as it shows that hunger continues to rise, 

albeit at a slow pace. 

 The COVID-19 pandemic and the Russia-

Ukraine war threatened food security and nutrition 

around the world (Ben Hassen & El Bilali, 2022; 

United Nations, 2020). The overlapping crises 

affected food, fertilizer, and fuel prices. Jaacks et al. 

(2021) report that the extended COVID-19 lock-

down impacted Indian farmers’ ability to sell their 

crops and livesock products and decreased daily 

wages and dietary diversity. The pandemic is also 

reported to have negatively impacted food produc-

tion systems and supply chains (Alam, 2021; 

Nchanji & Lutomia, 2021). It worsened the econ-

omies of countries already suffering other eco-

nomic downturns such as South Africa (declining 

sovereign credit rating), Tanzania (significant fall in 

stock exchange), Angola (sharp decline in oil 

prices), and Zambia (facing mounting foreign debts 

of up to US$11.2 billion) (Golubski & Schaeffer, 

2020). The Russia-Ukraine war also is seen to have 

threatened economies. Its impact is being felt in 

dramatic consumer price hikes of major farming 

inputs, including fertilizer, seeds, and fuel for 

mechanized agriculture. 

 The widespread international border closures 

and travel restrictions following the COVID-19 

outbreaks led the African Union and its partners to 

convene an extraordinary meeting of African Min-

isters of Agriculture, held virtually on April 16, 

2020. The meeting came out with a declaration 

(AU & FAO, 2020) urging AU member states to 

ensure that “farmers have timely access to quality 

equipment and crop inputs, including seeds and 

planting material” (p. 5). A policy brief on input 

supply chains strongly recommends subsidies on 

inputs, among others (FAO & AUC, 2020c). 
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 The follow-up Joint Conference of Ministers 

of Agriculture, Ministers of Trade, and Ministers of 

Finance was convened on July 27, 2020. It con-

cluded with the “Joint Ministerial Declaration and 

Agenda for Action,” which made bold commit-

ments including a call to AU member states to pro-

vide smallholder farmers with “access to quality 

agricultural equipment and inputs, including seeds, 

planting materials, breeding stocks, fertilizer, veter-

inary products, animal feeds, and access to pasture, 

while ensuring sustainable management of natural 

resources and conservation of biodiversity for food 

and agriculture” (AU & FAO, 2020, p. 5). 

 The goal of this study is to assess whether or 

not member state governments took actions on the 

bold, high-level commitments made nearly three 

years ago. Based on a comparative analysis of pol-

icy responses in food, fertilizer, and fuel in three of 

Africa’s Regional Economic Communities (RECs) 

—Eastern African Region (the East African Com-

munity and other countries in the Horn of Africa), 

Economic Community of West African States 

(ECOWAS) and Southern Africa Development 

Cooperation (SADC)—the study aims to establish 

the extent to which member states responded with 

policies to mitigate the effects of the COVID-19 

pandemic, the Russian-Ukraine war, and other 

recent shocks causing hikes in prices and scarcity 

of food, fertilizer, and fuel. It is necessary to ascer-

tain if the policy recommendations and calls for 

action by AU policy organs and experts (through 

policy briefs) were implemented, and if so, if they 

were impactful. Desired outcomes of this study are 

to (a) highlight important lessons learned in miti-

gating the crisis; (b) influence policy formulation or 

adjustments with regard to responding to ongoing 

crises or taking preventive actions ahead of the 

outbreak of a crisis; and (c) share experiences and 

lessons across countries and regions. 

Methodology 
The study followed a two-track approach: a desk 

review of literature and key informant interviews. 

The literature review examined how countries in 

the three RECs under study responded. It also 

looked at whether they implemented measures to 

mitigate the effects of the overlapping crisis of 

COVID-19, the Russia war on Ukraine, and recur-

rent climate-related challenges. The focus of the 

desk review was on inputs and food supply, 

imports and exports, social protection, markets, 

including regional spillover effects and distribution 

channels, and labor supply. The key informant 

interviews examined the differences in national and 

regional perceptions (Eastern Africa, Southern 

Africa, and Western Africa). 

 Twenty-five purposefully selected key inform-

ants from 22 countries were interviewed. Inter-

viewees were senior policy-level position holders 

(56%) and those who played planning and moni-

toring roles (36%) in government, intergovernmen-

tal, parastatal, and academic and research institu-

tions. The majority (92%) of the respondents were 

knowledgeable and competent to provide the 

needed information. However, the rest of the 

respondents were excluded from the sample 

because they indicated that they could not provide 

the needed information. The purpose of the key 

informant interviews was to corroborate the review 

of literature.  

Key Findings and Discussion 

African countries responded in various ways to the 

anticipated effects of the COVID-19 pandemic and 

the Russia-Ukraine war (ECA, 2020). South Africa, 

for instance, implemented a program of cash 

transfer to low-income households, which was 

expected to provide critical support to the most 

vulnerable populations during the crisis imposed 

by the pandemic and protracted lockdown (Arndt 

et al., 2020). However, it is yet to be ascertained 

whether the program resulted in any impact at all. 

In Ethiopia, Geda (2021)projected that the 

COVID-19 pandemic was likely to stretch the 

macroeconomic balance of the country, which was 

already “in a precarious condition” (p. 23) prior to 

the pandemic’s onset. Among the possible socio-

economic effects are unemployment and poverty. 

Pape et al. (2021) concluded that the “pandemic 

has had a strong impact on the livelihoods of 

Kenyan households” (p. 2). Onsomu et al. (2021) 

determined that Kenya, a country in which tourism 

An Overview on the Impact of the CO VID-19 
Pandemic and the Russia-Ukraine War and 
Country Responses 
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contributes substantially to its GDP, was worst hit 

by the pandemic compared to other selected indus-

tries without smokestacks (IWOSS) (Onsomu et 

al., 2021). The tourism sector contracted by 83.3%, 

with total tourism revenue losses estimated at 297.2 

million dollars, including at least US$3.60 million in 

park entry fees alone (Onsomu et al., 2021). Other 

affected sectors included horticulture; information 

communication and telecommunication (ICT), and 

youth employment (Onsomu et al., 2021).  

 In Nigeria, the United Nations Development 

Program (UNDP, 2021) reports that at least two-

thirds of businesses had to close down during the 

pandemic. The report also outlined five different 

impact areas: operations; production and capacity 

utilization; sales, revenue, and finances; workforce; 

and perceptions of business owners regarding the 

future of their enterprises. Balana et al. (2020) 

reported that as a result of restricted movements 

imposed to curb the spread of COVID-19, on-

farm activities were reduced, with 24% of farmers 

reporting that they reduced fertilizer application, 

leading to low crop productivity and production, 

especially of staples highly dependent on fertilizer. 

A study conducted in Ghana and Nigeria by 

Ojokoh et al. (2022) reported that the extensive 

lockdowns caused scarcity in farming inputs such 

as planting materials, agrochemicals and fertilizers, 

badly affecting the livestock and fish farming 

subsectors.  

 In Tanzania, the impact of the COVID-19 

pandemic fell heavily on smallholder farmers, with 

85% experiencing an income reduction, thus 

increasing the vulnerabilities of affected commu-

nities (Mugabe et al., 2022). A study by Ssempebwa 

et al. (2022) reported that 8% of young people in 

Uganda had their sources of livelihoods affected 

due to the increase in prices of farming and busi-

ness inputs. The UNDP (2020) reported disrup-

tions in the supply of farm inputs for both crops 

and animals in Uganda, which are attributed to the 

effects of the stringent COVID-19 restrictions on 

the supply of agricultural labor, technical services, 

and the supply of inputs, such as improved seed, 

fertilizer, veterinary medicines, animal and fish 

feed, insecticides, and pesticides. Fall et al. (2022), 

quoting Van Hoyweghen et al. (2021) and Sánchez 

et al. (2020), reported that the agriculture produc-

tion sector in Uganda and Senegal experienced 

strains due to low access to inputs like seeds and 

fertilizers, as well as the availability of labor. Nolte 

et al. (2022) reported accessing farming inputs 

being a challenge to more than 10% of respond-

ents in Burkina Faso, Ethiopia, Uganda, and 

Zambia. 

 To mitigate the effects of the COVID-19 pan-

demic and other economic and livelihoods shocks 

on poor and small-scale farming communities, a 

number of institutions, academics and researchers 

recommend policy adjustments, apart from those 

made by AU policy organs. Erinle et al. (2021) out-

line six such policy areas: (a) establishment of com-

munity-based food networks, (b) food and agricul-

ture data collection and maintenance, (c) stabiliza-

tion of food prices, (d) infrastructural development 

for food security, (e) increased investment in agri-

cultural research and policies, (f) adoption of mod-

ern farming practices, and (g) reduction and man-

agement of agricultural and food waste. Some 

governments in Africa played their part in imple-

menting the measures, either through their own 

initiative or in alignment with the universal recom-

mendations. For instance, Nyirenda et al. (2021) 

report that in the 2020–2021 farming season, the 

government of Malawi replaced the Farm Inputs 

Supply Program (FISP) with the Affordable Inputs 

Program (AIP), with the aim of achieving food 

security, improving nutrition, and reducing poverty 

by increasing farmers’ access to improved inputs 

(fertilizer, hybrid maize seed packs and open-

pollinated variety (OPV) maize, sorghum or rice) at 

reduced prices. In The Gambia, the International 

Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD, 2020) 

reported supporting rural farming communities 

with seed and fertilizer, among other needs, in an 

effort to boost the resilience of the rural 

populations (Ojokoh et al., 2022).  

 Besides the financial and material support to 

small-scale farmers, digital technology (mobile 

communication and applications), although limited 

in rural areas, was used to gather information. This 

practice became a strategy to cope with limited 

physical movements after the imposition of the 

curfew. For example, in Tanzania, 20% of small-

holder farming households surveyed reported hav-

ing used digital information technology (electronic 
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tablets and mobile phone handsets) during the 

peak of the pandemic to gather information since 

physical movements were restricted, although 

Tanzania did not impose a total lockdown (Mugabe 

et al., 2022).  

An overwhelming majority of respondents (84%) 

reported that governments made some policy 

responses to the crisis and initiated input supply 

programs to mitigate the prevailing crisis. Food 

crops were targeted in governments’ response to 

the crisis, which is a laudable action due to its 

effect on weakening food insecurity during the cri-

sis. However, it was also reported that this action 

was not taken countrywide but in specific locations 

or parts of each country, mainly because they were 

determined to be food-deficit regions. 

 Among the respondents interviewed about the 

sources of farm inputs, they identified various 

sources: 28% mentioned warehouses, 44% cited 

local markets, and 48% referred to imports 

(respondents could choose more than one source). 

A reliable strategy would be to stock a large pro-

portion of the inputs in warehouses rather than 

depending on imports, which would drain foreign 

reserves and weaken economies. Government 

(80%), foreign donation (24%), and internal aid 

(12%) combined as the sources of the payments 

for the inputs and food supplied to curb the effects 

of the crisis. The inputs and food supplied were 

mostly delivered through direct public distribution 

systems (72%), followed by digital platforms 

(16%), including web-based mediums and phone-

based reporting (12%), indicating that information 

communication infrastructure and systems were 

still not commonly used across the continent to 

reduce delays and the costs of travel. Conventional 

paper-based reporting was the dominant method 

(68%) for tracking and monitoring progress in the 

distribution of inputs, while phone-based and digi-

tal platforms came in a distant second (12%).  

 About half of the key informants (48%) 

reported that governments introduced market 

reforms to inputs in order to mitigate the crises, 

which was one of the calls for action by the minis-

ters of trade of the AU in their July 27, 2020, meet-

ing. They were reported to have come in the form 

of price adjustments (38.5%) and subsidies (77%). 

This government intervention reflects the impor-

tance of market reforms for a functioning food sys-

tem that guarantees both food sovereignty and 

food security.  

 Over half (56%) of the respondents reported 

that governments initiated food supply programs 

to mitigate the COVID-19 effect. Just under two-

thirds (62.5%) of the respondents reported that 

food was supplied to specific locations or parts of 

the country considered to be food-deficit. Govern-

ments depended more on markets and imports to 

secure food for the vulnerable population in prepa-

ration for and during an emergency. According to 

the respondents, government food aid came from 

national food reserves (41.2%) and local markets/ 

imports (58.8%). This indicates a need to build 

national food-reserve management institutions, 

capacities, and systems. It also calls for developing 

harmonized continental, regional, and national 

strategies that target increased food storage capaci-

ties and equity in developing new food reserve 

infrastructure, taking advantage of recent 

technological advances.  

 A majority of the respondents (60%) perceived 

that governments made very limited efforts, while 

36% thought governments made commendable 

efforts. Fifty-six percent reported the existence of 

coordination mechanisms (institutional setups and 

reporting mechanisms) for governing their 

response to the crisis. 

About half of the respondents reported that gov-

ernments responded well to the call for opening 

food and agriculture input markets and supply 

chains. The majority of respondents (ranging from 

60% to 84%) agreed that governments took affirm-

ative action toward mitigating the crisis through 

support to smallholders and the private sector, 

expanding social protection programs, and pro-

moting innovative digital agriculture to increase 

productivity and production. 

 About half of the respondents agreed that gov-

ernments took some actions to operationalize 

essential food trade corridors and reduce custom 

Perceptions of Key Infonnants Regarding 
Country Responses to the Shocks 

State Response to July 2022 Joint 
Declaration and Agenda for Action 
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duties on food products. The majority of respond-

ents reported that they were aware of governments 

keeping domestic food markets operational in sup-

port of consumers and producers. ECOWAS 

countries equally reduced customs duties on food 

products and kept domestics food markets opera-

tional. The eastern Africa region more effectively 

operationalized food trade corridors compared to 

the other RECs, but all the three RECs did well in 

keeping domestic food markets operational to 

support consumers producers.  

 Half of the respondents (52%) reported that 

governments made favorable financial decisions to 

help their countries (especially private investors) 

recover from the effects of the recent crisis on 

food systems. These measures included mobilizing 

additional external resources to supplement domes-

tic and private sector resources, increasing the 

share of direct sovereign wealth funding for invest-

ment in agriculture, and encouraging financial insti-

tutions to use guarantees and refinancing mecha-

nisms. About a third of the respondents reported 

that governments took other appropriate financial 

measures. 

Conclusion 
Our data analysis showed that member states 

responded variably to the crisis. While there were 

some attempts by AU member states to respond to 

the crisis, a significant number of countries were 

yet to implement the AU 2020 Call for Action. 

Indeed, only about a third of the respondents 

thought that governments made a commendable 

effort to mitigate the potential effects of the crisis.  

 A key takeaway from this study is that the 

selected regions responded to the effects of the 

COVID-19 pandemic and the Russia-Ukraine war 

on food systems, agri-food inputs (seeds, fertilizer 

and fuel), and food supplies to varying degrees. 

The Eastern Africa region did well in expanding 

and improving social protection programs for 

income support to enable food production and 

market access. ECOWAS provided a range of 

activities to support smallholder producers, pro-

moting innovation and digital agriculture technol-

ogy and supporting the private sector in accessing 

investment finance. The level of response to the 

crises in the SADC region was generally low. 

 The findings show that there was no coherent 

intervention from RECs or the mandated conti-

nental organizations in the form of an immediate 

and aggressive strategy to support member states in 

developing action plans that would have been 

coherent with the continental policy recommenda-

tions and commitments, which in fact were made 

by the member states themselves. Overall, the find-

ings seem to point to a relatively low level of 

response in the SADC region based on the recom-

mendations of the ministers responsible for agri-

culture, trade, and finance. This does not mean that 

no responses were made, but that responses in the 

SADC region were weaker than those in Eastern 

Africa and ECOWAS.  

 Furthermore, our analysis indicates that key 

informants were dissatisfied with the responses to 

both the COVID-19 pandemic and the ongoing 

Russia-Ukraine war. Additional studies will be 

required to establish the impact of the responses. 

In this case, the ultimate beneficiaries, including 

smallholder farmers and vulnerable groups, will 

need to be the respondents.  

Recommendations 
Based on the findings outlined above, three recom-

mendations can be made for continental and 

regional actors and members states, and also for 

CGIAR’s National Policies and Strategies for 

Food, Land and Water Systems Transformation 

(NPS).  

1. The African Union Commission and AUDA-

NEPAD, working in close collaboration with 

RECS development partners, should: 

• Increase the capacity and develop a strategy 

for supporting member states to develop 

coherent and harmonized agri-food systems 

and livelihood resilience action plans. This 

is consistent with a recommendation in 

FAO and AUC policy brief (FAO & AUC, 

2020b).  

• Develop and endorse an aggressive advocacy 

strategy for engaging with national leaders of 

member states to motivate the allocation of 

resources to implement the resolutions of 

the July 2020 Joint Ministerial Declaration, 

which point in the right direction for mitigat-
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ing the effects of the crisis affecting food 

systems resilience on the continent. This is 

consistent with the policy brief on crop cal-

endars and recommended actions during the 

COVID-19 period (FAO & AUC, 2020a).  

2. Member states should: 

• Pay special attention to strengthening the 

inputs and food supply subsectors as the 

critical area of intervention for effective miti-

gation of the crisis. In doing so, Africa can 

achieve food sovereignty, meet the goal of 

tripling intra-African trade in agricultural and 

food commodities, and reduce unnecessary 

food imports. This is consistent with the 

policy brief on safeguarding input supply 

chains for small-scale agricultural producers 

(FAO & AUC, 2020c).  

3. CGIAR’s NPS and other policymaking institu-

tions should: 

• Use the evidence from this study and other 

relevant information to develop policy briefs 

that provide AU member states with policy 

recommendations for action.  

• Use the findings of the study as a basis for 

conducting a larger study to establish the 

impact of the response interventions.  
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