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COVID-19 imposed major stresses, but food supply
chains in the OECD bounced back quickly

Examples of shocks

Farms • Bottlenecks for inputs, especially
seasonal/migrant labour

• Agriculture declared an essential sector
exempt from lockdowns

• Easing of visa restrictions for migrant 
workers

Processing
• Lockdowns, employee sickness, and 

social distancing
• Meat processing heavily affected

• Increased operating hours
• Some manufacturers reduced variety to 

focus on essentials

Transport 
and trade

• Bulk (cereals) not really affected
• Road transport: border controls
• Air freight (fruits & veg) heavily

disrupted

• Road transport reoriented quickly
• Quick policy response to reduce lines at 

borders (e.g. EU « green lanes »)
• Increased use of specialised aircraft

Consumer 
demand

• Massive shift from restaurants to 
supermarkets

• Increased operating hours, extra staff
• Quickly shifted to new suppliers
• Shift to online / deliveries

Responses

Source: http://www.oecd.org/coronavirus/policy-responses/food-supply-chains-and-covid-19-impacts-and-policy-lessons-71b57aea/

http://www.oecd.org/coronavirus/policy-responses/food-supply-chains-and-covid-19-impacts-and-policy-lessons-71b57aea/


Most shocks to food supply were domestic, not global
Example: consumer demand

Restaurant reservations collapsed… … while food demand in supermarkets soared
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Governments took various steps to ensure food
availability, especially for vulnerable households

• Food assistance, either through new programmes or by boosting existing ones, e.g.
• United States: expanded budget to food and nutrition support
• Canada and Italy: expanded funding of food banks or assistance programmes
• Philippines: delivered pay-outs from its cash transfer programme earlier than scheduled. 
• United Kingdom: vouchers to low income families instead of of free school meals 
• … 

• In-kind food assistance, eg.
• China, Costa Rica and Chile: food baskets to low income populations. 
• Czech Republic: fruits, vegetables and milk destined for schools sent to food banks. 
• South Africa: Delivering food for school children
• United Kingdom: distributed food parcels to vulnerable citizens
• India: distributed a six-month quota of subsidised food grains in one go, and increased monthly 

allocation of subsidised food grains

• Market measures, e.g. 
• China released 10m tonnes of wheat from its reserves
• Ukraine, the Russian Federation, Slovenia and Viet Nam expanded their stocks
• Israel, Turkey, Poland, Portugal and Romania: increased oversight on prices of consumer products
• Colombia focused its price monitoring activities on food baskets for vulnerable population
• Croatia and the Philippines fixed consumer prices for selected commodities. 

Source: OECD (2020), Agricultural Policy Monitoring and Evaluation 2020, OECD Publishing, Paris, https://doi.org/10.1787/928181a8-en

https://doi.org/10.1787/928181a8-en


Even before COVID-19, food systems were facing
serious challenges

Source: IPCC (2019) “Climate Change and Land”, Summary for Policymakers, Table SPM 1
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What makes matters complicated are the 
synergies and trade-offs between the challenges

Food security & 
nutrition 

Resource use 
& climate 
change

Livelihoods 
and rural 

development 

• Some priorities can be pursued independently 
via targeted policies; a food systems approach 
becomes important when there are spill-overs

• Spillovers are easy to hypothesise but need to 
be verified – many are weaker than sometimes
assumed

• For synergies, need to calibrate policies –
there are no silver bullets: need to find the 
optimal policy mix

• For trade-offs, need to mediate between
conflicting objectives – not a purely technical
question but involves value judgments

A triple challenge for food systems
around the world



Existing policies in agriculture are not helping
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Total Support to Agriculture:
USD 708 bn (26% of agricultural value-added)

75% of all support to Agriculture
goes to producers individually

69% of all transfers to/from producers
in the form of most distorting measures:

MPS - 60%

Implicit
Tax

GSSE:
15%

Cons:
10%

Other 
producer support

Other support 
to agriculture

USD
89 bn

Other
most
dist.
10%

Support to agriculture, 2017-19

Source: OECD (2020), Agricultural Policy Monitoring and Evaluation 2020

• Across 54 countries covering all continents,
government policies provided more than 700
billion in support to agriculture – not only
through subsidies but also through higher
prices (e.g. via import tariffs)

• Most of the support is coupled to production,
encouraging overproduction and leading to
environmental damage

• They also lock producers into certain products,
reducing resilience to adapt to climate
change and shifts in consumer demand



Interests Values 

Achieving better policies is also made difficult by 
disagreements over facts, interests, and values

Facts

• Lack of data/evidence about 
problems, their causes and 
effects of policy responses

• Need to build a shared 
understanding of the facts

• Most policies create winners 
and losers, creating political 
frictions; special interests can 
capture policy processes

• Need to promote 
transparency, accountability 
and a level playing field

• Many food systems issues are 
marked by value conflicts (e.g. 
GMOs, animal welfare) 

• Creative adjustments so 
policies are acceptable to 
people with different values

• Making difficult decisions 
through deliberative 
processes



Thank you!

Koen Deconinck: koen.deconinck@oecd.org
Ellie Avery: ellie.avery@oecd.org
Lee Ann Jackson: leeann.jackson@oecd.org 



Summary of forthcoming OECD report:
Making Better Policies for Food Systems



Chapter 3

Chapter 2

Chapter 1

The report on food systems in a nutshell

What are the challenges and 
achievements, and what is the role
of policies? 

If everything is connected, how 
should coherent policies be made? 

What stands in the way of better
policies for the global food system?

Our questions:The starting point:



Food security and nutrition
Feeding a world population that is expected to approach 10 billion by 2050 and providing 
adequate nutrition

Livelihoods and rural development
Providing incomes to more than 500m farmers and others along the food chain, and supporting 
balanced development

Resource use and sustainability
Doing so sustainably, i.e. using essentially the same amount of land and less water, while 
adapting to climate change and contributing to lower GHG emissions

Food systems are facing a daunting triple challenge

1

2

3

Chapter 1

Things are not black or white: on each of these dimensions, there are 
both important achievements and shortcomings

Better policies can make a difference, and existing OECD work has 
identified areas for improvement



What makes matters complicated are the 
synergies and trade-offs between these challenges

Food security & 
nutrition 

Resource use 
& climate 
change

Livelihoods 
and rural 

development 

• Some priorities can be pursued independently 
via targeted policies; a food systems approach 
becomes important when there are spill-overs

• Spillovers are easy to hypothesise but need to 
be verified – many are weaker than sometimes
assumed

• For synergies, need to calibrate policies –
there are no silver bullets: need to find the 
optimal policy mix

• For trade-offs, need to mediate between
conflicting objectives – not a purely technical
question but involves value judgments

Chapter 2



Facts
• Lack of data/evidence about problems,

their causes and effects of policy
responses

• Build a shared understanding of the facts
• Cfr. OECD work on Regulatory Impact 

Assessment, scientific advisory bodies, etc.
• But data alone rarely sufficient

Interests
• Most policies create winners and losers, 

creating political frictions
• Special interests can capture policy

processes

• Promote transparency, accountability and a 
level playing field

• May need to mobilise a countervailing coalition 

Values
• Many food system issues are marked by 

value conflicts (e.g. GMOs, animal 
welfare) – hard to buy off opposition with
compensation 

• Adjusting policies so they are acceptable to 
people with different values

• Making difficult decisions through deliberative
processes (so that choices have legitimacy)

All of the 
above…

• A policy controversy combines all of the 
above – difficult to resolve due to 
incompatible worldviews (e.g. « wizards
versus prophets »)

• Difficult to solve, but e.g. ensure communication 
by experts with diverse values to reduce
polarisation

• Prevent emergence of controversies through
best practices for facts, interests and values 

Achieving better policies is made difficult by 
disagreements over facts, interests, and values

Chapter 3

The problem Possible approaches



Ruminant livestock Processed food

These issues are explored in detail in three case 
studies

Seeds

Case studies

• Can make significant
contribution to the triple 
challenge, e.g. through
sustainable productivity growth

• Controversies over role of 
private sector; access, benefit
sharing and conservation of 
genetic resources, and new 
technologies

• Plays important role in global 
food security and provides
many livelihoods, but major 
contributor to GHG emissions
and nitrogen pollution

• Developing effective policy
responses has been difficult so
far given sensitivity of the sector

• Some techniques beneficial for 
food security (e.g. fortification), 
but high intake of energy-dense 
and nutrient-poor foods linked
to overweight and obesity

• Main policy constraints are data 
gaps, resistance to measures
that restrict choice, and 
corporate political activity



Thank you!

Lee Ann Jackson (leeann.jackson@oecd.org)
Koen Deconinck (koen.deconinck@oecd.org)
Ellie Avery (ellie.avery@oecd.org) 
Clara Frezal (clara.frezal@oecd.org)
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Work on food security and nutrition



Work on livelihoods
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Work on resource use and climate change
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