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COVID-19 AND AGRICULTURE: A STORY OF RESILIENCE 

INFORMATION NOTE1 

Key points 

• The COVID-19 outbreak and its rapid spread caught many governments and agricultural 
producers by surprise, prompting immediate policy responses by WTO members. Many of the initial 
measures were expected to impact negatively on the agricultural sector. But agriculture has in fact 
shown resilience, with a trade performance that has fared better than other sectors. 
  
• The initial response measures were aimed at addressing members’ most urgent concerns: 
containing the virus to save lives, and ensuring food security at home. In addition to lockdowns, 
these measures included policies that both facilitated and restricted agriculture trade: new sanitary 
and phytosanitary (SPS) measures and tariff reductions, as well as export restrictions. There was 
also an increase in stockpiling. Agricultural trade flows changed significantly, due notably to a sudden 
change in consumption patterns triggered by the measures put in place. 
 
• Initial measures focused on guaranteeing the immediate availability of food, have been 
followed by a second phase of policies seeking to mend broken supply chains and to help agricultural 
producers to cope with the “new normal” situation. While  many governments have gradually relaxed 
lockdown measures, removed several export restrictions, and introduced domestic support measures 
to support the agricultural sector, the pandemic continues to spread in different parts of the world 
and is expected to continue to influence the demand for and supply of agricultural products. 
 
• Trade in agricultural products has been more resilient than overall trade. This reflects the 
essential nature of food and the resulting relative income-inelasticity of demand for it, as well as the 
fact that most agricultural trade (notably cereals and oilseeds) takes place in bulk marine shipments 
that have not been subject to major disruptions. While overall merchandise trade fell sharply in the 
first half of 2020, agricultural and food exports increased by 2.5 per cent during the first quarter of 
the year compared to the same period in 2019, with an increase of 3.3 per cent in March, followed 
by a 0.6 per cent increase in April, although the preliminary data for May indicate a small decrease 
(-1.3 per cent) compared to 2019.2  
 
• This overall picture conceals the fact that demand for certain agricultural products (e.g. non-
food agricultural products such raw fur skins, wool or flowers) dropped dramatically, while increasing 
for others (e.g., staple food, processed fruits and vegetables) reflecting initial panic buying and 
increased home-based consumption. In April 2020, exports dropped also for several food products, 
notably for higher-value products, such as fresh produce, dairy and meat, which are generally more 
dependent on sales to restaurants, schools and the tourism sector than to households. In addition, 
high-value perishable products transported by air were hit harder by the sudden collapse in air 
passenger traffic, which diminished air freight capacity and raised costs. 
 
• Impacts have varied across regions. Asia saw its agricultural exports decline in March 2020, 
followed by Europe and North America in April. But some regions have seen exports increase 
compared to the same period in 2019, with the biggest increases in South America, driven by Asian 
demand for the region’s exports of products such as soybeans, sugar and meat. 

 
 

 
1 This document has been prepared under the WTO Secretariat's own responsibility and is without 

prejudice to the positions of WTO members or to their rights and obligations under the WTO. 
2 Data for May 2020 were available for a limited set of 64 countries at the time of writing.  
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• Food prices were already on a downward trend at the beginning of 2020. The COVID-19 crisis 
exerted further downward pressure on prices, and therefore on producer revenues. Although June 
saw the first increase in world food prices since the beginning of 2020,3 prices are expected to 
remain at low levels amid the economic downturn.  
 
• While world food stocks and production levels for the most widely consumed staples – rice, 
wheat and maize – are at or near all-time highs,4 and lower prices in principle make food more 
affordable, the COVID-19 pandemic’s impact on jobs and incomes has increased the number of 
hungry people. According to the World Food Programme’s most recent estimates, 270 million people 
could be acutely food-insecure by the end of 2020, representing an 82 per cent increase from before 
the pandemic. Producing and storing enough food is not sufficient if it does not reach those in need. 
By contributing to the availability and affordability of food, trade remains a crucial part of the solution 
to countries’ food security concerns – particularly at a moment when people’s incomes are under 
pressure. It is therefore critical to keep trade flows open, and to ensure that food supply chains stay 
operational. 
 
1. TRENDS IN AGRICULTURAL MARKETS AND TRADE 

Trade in food and agricultural products has been more resilient than trade in other products.5 Trade 
in agricultural products (Agreement on Agriculture (AoA) definition,6 value terms) even increased in 
March and April 2020 (by 3.3 per cent and 0.6 per cent, respectively) compared to the same period 
in 2019 (see Figure 1).7,8 Trade in agricultural products has been more resilient than trade in other 
products owing to several factors including, in particular, the relative income inelasticity of demand 
for food (given that food products are essential for survival) and the fact that most agricultural trade 
(notably cereals and oilseeds) takes place in bulk marine shipments that require less human 
interaction and have not been heavily disrupted by pandemic-related transport restrictions. 
 
While total exports increased for many food products, other products saw their exports decrease, 
with the sharpest drop in exports for non-edible agricultural products (such as raw fur skins, wool, 
raw hides and skins, vegetable textile fibres, essential oils, live trees and other plants, and flowers). 
The agricultural products that registered increased exports in March included cereals, some meat 
products, edible nuts, oilseeds and oleaginous fruits, and fruits (fresh and dried). In April, however, 
exports of agricultural products dropped for most product groups with the notable exception of oil 
seeds and oleaginous fruits. The preliminary data for May 20209 seem to confirm the same trend, 
recording lower levels than in April 2019, with the exception again being oil seeds and oleaginous 
fruits.  

  
The initial increase in exports for many food products, notably in March 2020, reflects in large part 
the rise in demand for retail products, representing the shift in consumption patterns away from 
restaurants and other public eateries and towards people’s homes. In addition to initial panic-buying 
by consumers, many governments have revived or increased stockpiling programmes (increasing 
demand notably for cereals) or have stepped in to procure unsold produce for distribution to 
populations in need. In April, total agricultural exports remained at a similar level to that of the 
previous year; however, exports of several individual product groups decreased as a result of 
reduced demand triggered by lockdown measures. The food products for which trade performance 
has suffered the most since the outbreak of COVID-19 are those that are most sensitive to 
transportation disturbances (particularly those requiring airfreight and containers) and/or those for 
which demand has fallen as a result of confinement measures and the economic crisis (such as high-
value perishable products).  
 
Cotton is monitored closely at the WTO, given its importance to some of the poorest countries in the 
world. Cotton exports have dropped significantly since the beginning of the year due to declining 

 
3 According to the FAO Food Price Index. 
4 FAO, World Food Situation.  
5 Trade statistics in this note are based on available data for countries, representing around 90 per cent 

of world trade. 
6 The Agreement defines in its Annex 1 agricultural products by reference to the Harmonized System of 

product classification. The definition covers both basic and processed agricultural products, as well as products 
such as wines, spirits and tobacco, fibres such as cotton, wool and silk, and raw animal skins destined for 
leather production. Fish and fish products are not included, nor are forestry products. 

7 All figures can be found at the end of this information note. 
8 Trade in non-agricultural products dropped by 10.2 per cent in March and by 25.7 cent in April 2020 

compared to the same time period in 2019. See also WTO trade forecast (22 June 2020). 
9 Data for May 2020 were available for a limited set of 64 countries at the time of writing.  

http://www.fao.org/worldfoodsituation/foodpricesindex/en/
http://www.fao.org/worldfoodsituation/csdb/en/
https://www.wto.org/english/news_e/pres20_e/pr858_e.htm


3 
 

global consumption amid the impact of COVID-19 on global apparel trade. Projections by the 
International Cotton Advisory Committee (ICAC) show that the global demand for cotton is likely to 
decrease by 13 per cent in the 2019-20 marketing season compared to the previous season, reducing 
world cotton exports to 8.6 million tonnes. According to ICAC, some four million smallholder farmers 
in Africa are likely to be severely hit by these downward trends, in particular in least-developed 
countries (LDCs), including the Cotton-4 countries (Benin, Burkina Faso, Chad and Mali), where 
revenue from cotton accounts for between 8 and 12 per cent of their GDP. Cotton trade represents 
up to 40 per cent of their total exports revenue, and the sector employs up to 33 per cent of the 
national work force. 
 
While most regions saw agricultural exports hold up relatively well, or even increase, exports from 
Asia fell during the first quarter of 2020, followed by a fall in exports from Europe and North America 
in April (see Figure 2), reflecting, among other factors, the spread of COVID-19 (see Figure 8). 
Preliminary data for selected LDCs (see Figure 4) indicate a bigger drop in exports than in other 
regions, with the exception of Ethiopia and Myanmar, which saw their exports increase, notably for 
their key export products (coffee and oilseeds for Ethiopia and vegetables, corn and rice for 
Myanmar). In contrast, South America saw the highest increase in exports. This positive 
performance comes mainly from the increase in agricultural exports by Brazil (of 14.2 per cent in 
March and 30.6 per cent in April compared to same period in 2019), which account for around half 
of the continent’s agricultural exports. Brazil's exports of soybeans, sugar and meat increased 
significantly during these months compared to the previous year, as a result, notably, of demand 
from Asia. 

 
Imports of agricultural products during the first quarter of 2020, and particularly in March, increased 
for virtually all regions (including for LDCs) compared to the same period in 2019 (see Figure 3 and 
Figure 5). Demand for imports in April contracted compared to the previous year in Europe, North 
America and South America and some LDCs (e.g. Myanmar, Zambia), but expanded in the rest of 
the world. 
 
According to the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO), the food price index 
was already trending downward in early 2020, even before the COVID-19 crisis put further pressure 
on prices, and consequently farm revenues (see Figure 6). The FAO Food Commodity Price Index 
indicates that the sharpest fall was in vegetable oil and sugar prices, followed by the prices of meat 
and dairy products. By contrast, prices for cereals have been relatively stable, as demand has been 
less affected by the pandemic, and supply chains have been less disrupted due to the fact that 
cereals are typically shipped in bulk, and bulk shipments have not seen any major disruptions. 

 
In June, the FAO Food Price Index registered its first increase in 2020 (2.4 per cent compared to 
May), due notably to recoveries in the prices of vegetable oils, sugar and dairy products following a 
sharp decline in May. Food prices are nevertheless expected to remain at lower levels given the 
looming economic downturn. Prices for cotton have also followed a downward trend, reflecting 
decreased demand and other factors affecting supply chain operations, with a Cotlook average price 
at US$ 0.714 per pound’s weight of cotton lint for 2019-20 so far, down from around US$ 0.845 in 
2018-19. 
 
2. MEASURES TAKEN BY GOVERNMENTS 

The measures taken by governments to address the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic can be 
divided into two broad groups: Phase 1 measures that aimed to contain the spread of the virus while 
guaranteeing food availability to their populations, and Phase 2 measures introduced to mend broken 
supply chains and help agricultural producers to cope with the “new normal”. In many cases, 
measures from both categories have been in place simultaneously. 
 
Phase 1: Crisis management  

When the COVID-19 health crisis broke out, governments reacted with sweeping measures that can 
be broadly divided into three main categories: 
 
a) Lockdown measures, e.g. business closures, social distancing requirements, movement 

restrictions and travel bans, border measures and closures;  
b) Recognizing agriculture, food processing and retailing as essential activities;  

https://www.cotlook.com/
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c) Measures to guarantee adequate supplies of food, such as measures to facilitate imports (e.g. 
tariff reductions, streamlining of border procedures, relaxation of labelling requirements), 
restrict exports, build or expand stockpiles and distribute food to vulnerable populations.  
 

After a short initial phase of panic buying, the lockdown measures resulted in a drop in demand for 
many agricultural products due to changes in consumption patterns. Compounded by the direct 
health impacts of the virus, these measures contributed to a shortage of labour across the food 
supply chain, affecting agricultural production and harvests, as well as the processing and 
distribution of food products, sometimes resulting in food loss and waste.  
 
High-value crops, which are typically more labour-intensive and reliant on migrant workers, were 
particularly affected. It is estimated that more than one-quarter of global farm work is done by 
migrant workers,10 although this share can vary significantly from one country to another. For 
example, in Italy, 90 per cent of agricultural workers are seasonal (mainly from Romania), while 
around 80 per cent of the agricultural labour force in France is foreign.11 In Australia about 50 per 
cent of the labour force on vegetable farms and 30 per cent on fruit and nut farms is made up of 
seasonal and temporary migrant workers. In the United States, temporary migrant workers make 
up 10 per cent of crop farmworkers.12 Internal restrictions on movement have also affected countries 
like India where seasonal farm workers have been unable to travel within the country during 
lockdown. 
 
To guarantee the availability of food and support agricultural production, many governments around 
the world classified agriculture, food processing and distribution as essential activities, and moved 
rapidly to facilitate the entry of seasonal migrant workers.13 As early as in March/April, in order to 
maintain food supply chains, certain economies eased entry restrictions such as visa requirements 
for temporary agricultural workers (e.g. Germany, the United States), extended working visas to 
temporary and seasonal migrants (e.g. Australia, Italy, New Zealand), granted exemptions from 
travel restrictions (e.g. Canada) and in some cases provided financial support for these workers (e.g. 
Canada). China took measures to prevent the termination of migrant workers’ contracts in case of 
illness or containment measures, and implemented measures to support jobs and entrepreneurship 
in rural areas and in the agricultural sector.14 Fears nevertheless grew that migrant workers would 
seek to return to their home countries to avoid contagion risks, and that farms would be able to 
attract fewer workers from abroad.15  

 
Some import-restrictive SPS measures were initially adopted with the main objective of preventing 
the entry and spread of the virus in importing countries. At first, these mainly restricted animal 
imports and/or transit from affected areas (some of these measures were subsequently lifted) and 
increased certification requirements. Since April, though, most notifications and communications 
submitted relate to measures taken to facilitate trade, for example, by allowing control authorities 
temporary flexibility to use phytosanitary and/or veterinary certificates electronically. In total, up to 
mid-July, 23 WTO members (counting the European Union as one) had notified COVID-19-related 
SPS measures. The Standards and Trade Development Facility is providing assistance to developing 
countries in this area (see Box 1). 

 
10 International Organization for Migration (IOM), COVID-19 Analytical Snapshot #18: Migrants & global 

food supply, “Understanding the migration & mobility implications of COVID-19”, 20 April 2020. 
11 International Labour Organization (ILO) Brief, “Seasonal Migrant Workers’ Schemes: Rethinking 

Fundamental Principles and Mechanisms in light of COVID-19”, May 2020. 
12 Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO), “Migrant workers and the COVID-19 

pandemic”, 7 April 2020. 
13 As early as March, the European Commission identified a range of workers with critical occupations 

including seasonal workers in agriculture and for which ensuring their smooth passage across borders was 
deemed essential. See European Commission, “Coronavirus: Commission presents practical guidance to ensure 
the free movement of critical workers”, 30 March 2019. 

14 FAO, “Migrant workers and the COVID-19 pandemic”, 7 April 2020. 
15 This happened in the European Union and in Thailand, where thousands of migrant farm workers 

returned to their countries. 

https://www.standardsfacility.org/
https://www.iom.int/
https://www.iom.int/sites/default/files/documents/covid-19_analytical_snapshot_18_-_migrants_and_global_food_supply.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/global/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_protect/---protrav/---migrant/documents/publication/wcms_745481.pdf
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_protect/---protrav/---migrant/documents/publication/wcms_745481.pdf
http://www.fao.org/home/en/
http://www.fao.org/3/ca8559en/CA8559EN.pdf
http://www.fao.org/3/ca8559en/CA8559EN.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/info/index_en
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_545
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_20_545
http://www.fao.org/3/ca8559en/CA8559EN.pdf
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Box 1: Standards and Trade Development Facility (STDF) 

The STDF's work on developing and rolling out safe trade solutions for developing countries is 
helping countries mitigate the impacts of COVID-19 on agriculture trade. For instance, the STDF's 
work on electronic SPS certification, including the eVet and ePhyto projects, have piloted 
innovative solutions to SPS certification, including in Ghana, Samoa and Sri Lanka. By March 
2020, 80 countries were connected to the ePhyto Hub (which has the capacity to handle up to 
100,000 certificates per day) and were exchanging 11,000 certificates per month. Other STDF 
projects are helping governments and producers build resilience in agri-food systems and better 
cope with the challenges posed by COVID-19. These include projects to build SPS capacity in 
diverse value chains in Africa and Asia, a regional project in Southeast Asia on the use of 
information technology (IT) solutions for surveillance and pest reporting, and upcoming projects 
in West Africa and Central America to pilot public-private collaboration to improve food safety and 
target inspection resources more efficiently. 

 
 

Tariff measures taken in response to the COVID-19 crisis have largely exhibited a liberalizing trend 
aimed at enabling a steady supply of food products. Over 20 economies (including a few non-WTO 
members), at varying levels of development, adopted temporary tariff reductions or granted duty 
exemptions or other types of temporary respite to agricultural and food products. These measures 
were typically adopted for a limited duration, such as from under two months to six months, either 
as part cross-cutting policies covering all imports, or in conjunction with measures applicable to 
medical supplies and other critical goods for fighting the pandemic. Agricultural products covered by 
tariff reductions or exemptions ranged from daily food products (e.g. Qatar, Samoa, South Africa) 
to main staple foods (e.g. Morocco) or a selection of key products (e.g. Chad, Costa Rica, El Salvador, 
Eurasian Economic Union member states,16 Mauritania, Turkey and Uzbekistan). Other trade-
opening measures included a temporary exemption of value-added tax (VAT) on all imports (e.g. 
Kenya), a 30-day postponement of duty payment on all imports (the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia), and 
a time-limited increase of partial tariff quotas for butter, eggs and potatoes (Liechtenstein and 
Switzerland). To accelerate customs procedures, special "green lanes" were introduced for 
agricultural products (e.g. European Union). 
 
A few economies, including some major producers and exporters, also adopted export restrictions 
or prohibitions (e.g. Cambodia, Egypt, El Salvador, European Union (Romania), Honduras, 
Kazakhstan, the Kyrgyz Republic, North Macedonia, Myanmar, the Russian Federation, Thailand, 
Turkey, Ukraine and Viet Nam) for key food staples (e.g. wheat, wheat flour, buckwheat, rice, 
sunflower seeds and oil, eggs), as well as processed food (e.g. pasta, sugar, animal feed, bran, salt, 
wine), and some vegetables. Several of these measures have subsequently been removed.  

 
Governments also pursued stockpiling, in several cases with the double objective of making food 
available to the poor and of helping agricultural producers (by purchasing unsold products and/or 
guaranteeing a minimum revenue to farmers). Many members chose to revive, enhance or expand 
purchases under their public stockholding programmes (e.g., Egypt, India, Morocco, Philippines, the 
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia), and to increase procurement prices (e.g., Turkey).  
 
Phase 2: Mending supply chains and helping agricultural producers  

Measures introduced to help farmers to cope with the "new normal" can be broadly divided into three 
categories: 
 
a) Measures to build resilience; 
b) Measures to support producers’ revenues; and 
c) Measures to support exports and facilitate trade. 
 
As members shift from urgency of containment towards other challenges and policy priorities, many 
have adopted economic stimulus packages on a large, even unprecedented, scale. The agricultural 
sector is no exception, with an increasing number of members of all sizes and levels of development 
announcing new packages of support measures. 
 

 
16 Armenia, Belarus, Kazakhstan, the Kyrgyz Republic and the Russian Federation. 

https://www.standardsfacility.org/
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Some larger economies were at the forefront of this trend, but many other members are following 
by introducing fiscal and financial measures to support their agricultural sectors. 
 
The support measures adopted have sought to deal with a sudden drop in demand for agricultural 
products by assisting producers to dispose of surpluses and reduce food loss and waste through food 
aid programmes, storage aid, or direct compensation for losses (e.g. Brazil, Canada, the European 
Union, Japan, Switzerland, the United States). Some support measures aim at facilitating access to 
credit (e.g. Canada, the European Union, the United States), postponing rural debt repayments (e.g. 
Brazil), facilitating access to raw materials and other inputs (e.g., China, Japan), improving facilities 
and introducing hygienic measures, including those to prevent COVID-19 (e.g. Japan) and to cope 
with the mandatory isolation period for workers arriving from abroad (e.g. Canada), and upgrade 
supply chain infrastructure (e.g. India).  
 
Among other WTO members, support measures include agricultural input support (e.g. Côte d’Ivoire, 
Fiji, Paraguay), support to improve the use of technology and production techniques (e.g. Paraguay), 
cash transfers (e.g. Côte d'Ivoire, Paraguay), an extension of the moratorium on the tax law of 
agricultural land (e.g. Egypt), expedite approval for loans under a subsidized credit programme (e.g. 
Honduras), loan guarantees (e.g. Namibia), interest subsidies (e.g. Montenegro); and payments for 
the contributions of insured agricultural workers (e.g. Montenegro).17 

 
A handful of members (e.g. Myanmar, Sri Lanka) adopted measures allowing the government to 
control import volumes through provisional protective duties or temporary suspension of imports.  
 
A few members have also included measures to support exporters, including of food and agriculture 
producers, in responding to the COVID-19 crisis, notably through export promotion (e.g. Indonesia, 
Sri Lanka, the United Kingdom), digitalization of export procedures (e.g. Paraguay) and export 
financing support. Some members have also introduced logistical and administrative support 
measures to compensate for higher airfreight costs (e.g. Australia), reduce air cargo tariffs on some 
exports (e.g. Pakistan), reduce export-related fees and charges (e.g. Jamaica), and assist airlines 
in enhancing air freight capacity and in restarting cargo transportation of agricultural products (e.g. 
New Zealand). 
 
Many of these measures were discussed during the meetings of the Committee on Agriculture on 18 
June and 28 July 2020, and several have been notified to the WTO.18 
 
 
3. FOOD SECURITY AND TRADE MEASURES 

Cereal stocks are at their highest levels in recent years, according to the FAO (see Figure 7).19 The 
FAO also revised its forecast for 2020 cereal production up by 3 per cent compared to the record 
harvest in 2019. In addition, international food prices are relatively low, making food products more 
affordable.  
 
Despite the stocks and good harvests, it has become more difficult for poor people to access food, 
a function of the impact of the ongoing economic crisis on people’s incomes and purchasing power 
as well as the disruptions to agricultural trade and supply chains. After years of trending downwards, 
poverty and hunger are rising. According to the World Food Programme’s most recent estimates, 
270 million people could be acutely food-insecure by the end of 2020, representing an 82 per cent 
increase from before the pandemic.20 In addition, countries in sub-Saharan Africa are also fighting 
other crises, such as the locust crisis and African swine fever, increasing their vulnerability to hunger. 

 
Trade has a crucial role to play in global food security, by matching plentiful food supplies with 
increasing food demand. This point has been made by several international organizations and groups 
of economies since the outbreak of COVID-19. The joint statement by the Directors-General of the 
WTO, FAO and World Health Organization (WHO) on 31 March 2020 specifically stressed the 

 
17 Summary of the Main Economic, Monetary and Financial Policy Measures Taken in the Face Of The 

Global Pandemic Covid-19", 14 May 2020 and International Monetary Fund (IMF), Policy Tracker, Policy 
Responses to COVID-19. 

18 More information regarding the discussions and notifications can be found at https://agims.wto.org/.  
19 FAO, World Food Situation. 
20 World Food Programme, “World Food Programme to assist largest number of hungry people ever, as 

coronavirus devastates poor nations”, 29 June 2020. 

https://www.wto.org/english/news_e/news20_e/agri_18jun20_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/news_e/news20_e/agri_18jun20_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/news_e/news20_e/agri_28jul20_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/news_e/news20_e/igo_26mar20_e.htm
https://www.imf.org/en/Topics/imf-and-covid19/Policy-Responses-to-COVID-19
https://www.imf.org/en/Topics/imf-and-covid19/Policy-Responses-to-COVID-19
https://agims.wto.org/
http://www.fao.org/worldfoodsituation/csdb/en/
https://www.wfp.org/
https://www.wfp.org/news/world-food-programme-assist-largest-number-hungry-people-ever-coronavirus-devastates-poor
https://www.wfp.org/news/world-food-programme-assist-largest-number-hungry-people-ever-coronavirus-devastates-poor
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importance of trade for food security and the livelihoods of millions of people around the world, and 
called on governments to ensure that any trade-related measures in response to the crisis do not 
disrupt food supply chains. Many statements have been adopted by different country groups, (e.g. 
G-20, LDC Group, African Group, Cairns Group members, Ottawa Group, ASEAN), calling for trade 
flows to remain open, for restraint in the use of export restrictions, and for adopted measures to 
remain targeted, temporary, proportionate and transparent.21 Several declarations also stressed the 
importance of transparency in food-related trade measures and in levels of food production, 
consumption and stocks, as well as in food prices. 

 
During the special meeting of the Committee on Agriculture dedicated to COVID-19 on 18 June 2020, 
several concerns were raised in respect of trade-related measures adopted by WTO members. 
Discussions focussed notably on export restrictions and the newly introduced agricultural support 
measures. In the case of export restrictions, the emphasis was mainly on the obligation to submit 
advance notifications of such measures. An appeal was made for members to submit all outstanding 
notifications, including in cases where restrictions have been revoked. Other concerns expressed 
related to the growing number of agricultural support measures, with some suggesting that certain 
measures could actually aggravate the impact of the pandemic. It was noted that, while around 20 
members had imposed export restrictions, around 50 members had introduced some form of new 
domestic support. Members that had engaged in public or private stockpiling of food were also urged 
to minimize distortions and to abide by their WTO commitments when stored food is released into 
the market. 
 
4. CONCLUSIONS 

The COVID-19 crisis has had a major impact on the global economy and trade. Countries are still 
fighting the pandemic, and its repercussions for food supply chains are still unfolding. While 
agricultural trade has proven more resilient than trade in other goods owing to the essential nature 
of food products, additional disruptions to supply chains could start to undermine this resilience, 
with damaging consequences. 
 
There is currently no supply-related reason why the ongoing health crisis should turn into a food 
crisis. However, disruptions to food supply chains constitute a risk for global food security. 
Governments’ trade policy choices will play a major role in shaping how the situation evolves.  
 
Transparency remains crucial for food security. Incomplete or insufficient information creates 
uncertainty that, in turn, leads to sub-optimal policy decisions. Sharing timely information on trade-
related measures, as well as making information available on production, consumption, stocks and 
food prices, would help markets function efficiently and contribute to ensuring global food security. 

 

 

 
21 WTO official documents WT/GC/219 – TN/C/20; WT/GC/218/Rev.1 - G/AG/31/Rev.1 – 

TN/AG/44/Rev.1; WT/GC/217; WT/GC/212/Rev.1; WT/GC/211; WT/GC/210; and WT/GC/208/Rev.2 – 
G/AG/30/Rev.2 

 

https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/covid19_e/proposals_e.htm
https://www.wto.org/english/news_e/news20_e/agri_18jun20_e.htm
https://docs.wto.org/dol2fe/Pages/FE_Search/FE_S_S001.aspx
https://docs.wto.org/dol2fe/Pages/SS/directdoc.aspx?filename=q:/WT/GC/219.pdf&Open=True
https://docs.wto.org/dol2fe/Pages/SS/directdoc.aspx?filename=q:/WT/GC/218R1.pdf&Open=True
https://docs.wto.org/dol2fe/Pages/SS/directdoc.aspx?filename=q:/WT/GC/218R1.pdf&Open=True
https://docs.wto.org/dol2fe/Pages/SS/directdoc.aspx?filename=q:/WT/GC/217.pdf&Open=True
https://docs.wto.org/dol2fe/Pages/SS/directdoc.aspx?filename=q:/WT/GC/212R1.pdf&Open=True
https://docs.wto.org/dol2fe/Pages/SS/directdoc.aspx?filename=q:/WT/GC/211.pdf&Open=True
https://docs.wto.org/dol2fe/Pages/SS/directdoc.aspx?filename=q:/WT/GC/210.pdf&Open=True
https://docs.wto.org/dol2fe/Pages/SS/directdoc.aspx?filename=q:/WT/GC/208R2.pdf&Open=True
https://docs.wto.org/dol2fe/Pages/SS/directdoc.aspx?filename=q:/WT/GC/208R2.pdf&Open=True
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Figure 1: World* agricultural exports (AoA definition), percentage change  
 

 
* Trade statistics are based on available data for countries representing around 90 per cent of world trade. 
 
Source: WTO Secretariat estimates. 
 
 



9 
 

Figure 2: Agricultural exports by region (AoA definition), percentage change 

 
Source: WTO Secretariat estimates. 

 

 

Figure 3: Agricultural imports by region (AoA definition), percentage change 

 
Source: WTO Secretariat estimates. 
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Figure 4: Agricultural exports (AoA definition) by selected LDCs, percentage change 

 
Source: WTO Secretariat estimates. 

 

 

Figure 5: Agricultural imports (AoA definition) by selected LDCs, %-change 

 
Source: WTO Secretariat estimates. 
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Figure 6: FAO Food Price Index and Food Commodity Price Indices 

   
Source: FAO. 

 

 

Figure 7: Cereal production, utilization and stocks 

 
Source: FAO.  
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Figure 8: Number of confirmed COVID-19 cases, by date of report and WHO region, 30 
December 2019 through 28 July 2020 

 
Source: WHO Coronavirus Disease (COVID-19) Dashboard, 28 July 2020. 

https://covid19.who.int/
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