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2.2 

AFRICA 

 
With one in every five people enduring hunger, the primary concern when COV-
ID-19 reached Africa was hunger and not getting sick from the virus. The need for 
food to survive became all the more dire and intense as containment measures 
carried out by African states to slow the spread of the pandemic disrupted inter-
nal supply chains and catapulted unemployment to crisis levels. Measures includ-
ed border closures, domestic travel restrictions, curfews, limit of transport ser-
vices, regulation of street markets, and closures of restaurants, hotels, and bars. 

This swift but shortsighted response to the pandemic made hunger worse. It par-
ticularly affected the continent’s informal sector, which equates to nearly 86% of 
its working population and includes 33 million small-scale farmers, fishers, and 
pastoralists, who contribute up to 70% of the food supply in Africa. 

With social safety nets that were either inadequate or difficult to avail, or both, 
and state policies that supported corporate food systems, those already at the 
bottom of Africa’s socio-economic ladder, including small-scale food produc-
ers, sank deeper into destitution. The prolonged COVID-19 crisis revealed the 
extent to which they continue to be victimized by existing inequities, injustices,  
and impoverishment. 

For instance, socio-economic marginalization became more acute in South Afri-
ca as its unemployment rate peaked 32.5% at the end of 2020 – the highest figure 
since job surveys were first carried out in 2008. Among those impacted the most 
by job loss were small-scale fishing communities, who were already continuously 
“squeezed by low prices for fish”. The month during which the government im-
posed a hard lockdown to curb the crisis coincided with the best time to catch yel-
lowtail, the second most commonly caught fish in the country. The shutdown of 
restaurants, movement restrictions, and the closure of international borders to 
food exports shrank the market for fish and thereby raised the relative costs of go-
ing to the sea, causing fishers to operate at a loss. Despite the economic hardship, 
no financial support or subsidies were provided to small-scale fishers, who were not 
even recognized as essential service providers during the hard lock-down in 2020. 

Small-scale fishers continued to not only be marginalized but also criminalized 
during the pandemic. This is because the National Freshwater (Inland) Wild Cap-
ture Fisheries Policy Framework that acknowledges and promotes the activities 
of inland small-scale fishers has not yet been finalized, and thus labels fishing 
for food and livelihoods in lakes, rivers and dams as “unrecognized”. The result-
ing deprivation of communities of the rights to their traditional fishing grounds 
worsened during the pandemic. In the words of a South African fisherwoman:  

“We get life from the lake…but with Covid, things have gotten much worse for 
those who depend on the lakes for their livelihood. We are not able to fish or 
collect reeds from the lake to make straw mats. We are simply stuck at home. 
When we enter the lake, our nets are confiscated and the fishers are beaten.” 

http://www.fao.org/publications/sofi/2021/en/
https://www.ilo.org/global/about-the-ilo/newsroom/news/WCMS_627189/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ifad.org/thefieldreport/
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-safrica-economy-unemployment-idUSKBN2AN0S1
https://www.plaas.org.za/lost-seasons-for-small-scale-fishers/?fbclid=IwAR3mmCQcuhq_G-uqgOIdgBeB8YsWVrCjwzXB4rTPQGhS0wBdmim5JZDNt5Q
https://www.righttofoodandnutrition.org/criminalized-and-marginalized-south-africa-fishers-call-ramaphosa-secure-their-right-food-and
https://www.righttofoodandnutrition.org/criminalized-and-marginalized-south-africa-fishers-call-ramaphosa-secure-their-right-food-and
https://www.masifundise.org/we-were-held-in-quarantine-the-impact-of-covid19-on-south-africa-small-scale-fishing-communities/
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In Senegal, the curfew imposed last year amid COVID-19 severely limited the 
small-scale fishers’ work routines, decreased their catch and increased the pric-
es of fresh fish in local markets, resulting in widespread hunger. Fish is a major 
nutrition source among Senegalese people, accounting for more than half of the 
protein consumed. What made the curfew extremely insensitive to the people’s 
livelihood needs was the decision to shut local markets by 3 p.m., which was the 
same time that fishers ended their fishing – a routine that usually started at 6 a.m.  
This meant that fishers would no longer be able to have their fresh catch sold in 
the markets. With no access to storage facilities, fish often rotted shortly after 
landing it. The scarcity of fish supplies resulting from the curfew also severely 
impacted the economic well-being and food security of Senegalese women, who 
work in post-harvest fish processing such as sorting, dressing, salting, and smok-
ing, as well as in marketing and selling the fish.   

In Uganda, in November 2020 the government announced the introduction of a 
fisheries and aquaculture bill (to be adopted in 2021) that seeks to legalize the 
use of force by the Ugandan army to deter illegal fishing. Ugandan soldiers are al-
ready accused of perpetrating human rights violations against what they perceive 
as illegal fishers – most commonly the small-scale fishing community members 
who depend on Lake Victoria to feed themselves and their families. Such atroci-
ties would be legalized if the bill were to be adopted. 

Africa’s small-scale farmers, agricultural workers, and traders from the infor-
mal sector were also among the most severely affected by the response of differ-
ent governments to the pandemic, which entailed very limited social protection 
schemes. Measures largely focused on hasty lockdowns and other physical dis-
tancing methods, and ultimately favored the corporate food systems. 

For instance, in Zimbabwe, amid a 30-day lockdown in January 
2021 that sparked the arrests of people for breaking lockdown 
rules, the Zimbabwe Chamber of Informal Economy Asso-
ciations (ZCIEA) pointed out that informal workers did 
not intend to defy state orders, but were left with no 
choice but to go back to their work places “because 
they live from hand to mouth trading, so they are 
hunting food for the day.”

In South Africa, the government was criticized 
for prioritizing support to corporate food sys-
tems while imposing severe restrictions on infor-
mal food traders, who buy much of the livestock 
and vegetables produced by small-scale farmers. 
Food sourced by supermarkets in the country 
comes largely from large-scale commercial farm-
ers, as the many small-scale farmers in the country 
either do not have access to them, or cannot afford to 
sell at the low prices dictated by them. 

 → Watch African Centre for Biodiversity video

https://www.agrilinks.org/post/covid-19-jeopardises-artisanal-fish-supply-and-trade-senegal
https://www.voanews.com/africa/hit-covid-senegals-women-find-renewed-hope-fishing
https://www.voanews.com/africa/hit-covid-senegals-women-find-renewed-hope-fishing
https://afsafrica.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/covid-19-english-stories-en.pdf
https://www.dw.com/en/senegals-female-fish-processing-breadwinners-grapple-with-the-pandemic/av-57486583
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Yj8MHnWHHTY
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2021/jan/05/zimbabwe-enters-covid-lockdown-amid-fears-over-crowded-new-year-parties
https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2021/jan/05/zimbabwe-enters-covid-lockdown-amid-fears-over-crowded-new-year-parties
https://www.zciea.org.zw/zciea-pleads-with-the-government-to-provide-cushioning-support-to-informal-economy/
https://www.zciea.org.zw/zciea-pleads-with-the-government-to-provide-cushioning-support-to-informal-economy/
https://www.plaas.org.za/how-covid-19-regulations-affected-commercially-oriented-smallholder-farmers-in-umgungundlovu-in-south-africa/
https://www.plaas.org.za/how-covid-19-regulations-affected-commercially-oriented-smallholder-farmers-in-umgungundlovu-in-south-africa/
https://www.righttofoodandnutrition.org/africa-how-government-responses-pandemic-worsened-injustices
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While farming was declared an essential service in South Africa, the lockdown 
heavily impacted the country’s informal workers and small-scale farmers, as they 
were prevented from travelling to their plots of land. Only those who live on their 
land were allowed to farm. Also, the many farmers who rely on commercial seeds 
and seedlings had difficulties obtaining these. Those who managed to farm were 
unable to sell their produce, due to difficulties in accessing transport and re-
quired movement permits, while not being allowed to sell at informal marketing 
points. Meanwhile, extension services and local offices of South Africa’s Depart-
ment of Agriculture were mostly unavailable and closed. 

In Ghana, small-scale food producers and workers in the informal sector, found 
it difficult to access social protection benefits provided by the state, such as the 
GH¢600-million soft loan scheme that was offered to micro, small and medium 
businesses affected by COVID-19. The requirements, such as belonging to or as-
sociating with a trade group, possession of a tax identification number, and own-
ership of a bank or a mobile money account, made it impossible for many to ac-
cess the much-needed funds. 

Meanwhile, in Kenya and Nigeria, the government’s use of digital technology to 
reach out to populations and sectors severely affected by the COVID-19 crisis, 
ironically isolated those most in need. 

In Kenya, the government announced in May 2020 a stimulus package worth US$ 
503 million to support sectors hit by the pandemic, which included agriculture. 
The package could be accessed via an electronic voucher support program imple-
mented by a bank and a mobile network operator. However, in a poll conducted 
among Kenyan farmers, it was found that many of them did not know how to 
access the e-voucher program, which should be done via SMS and redeemed at 
pre-qualified and registered ‘agrovets’ around the country. Only 40% of farmers 
have a smartphone, and only 13% use digital agriculture extension services.

Likewise, small-scale farmers, especially women, in Nigeria found it difficult to 
access financial support schemes, as these required beneficiaries to fill out on-
line application forms. Many rural communities in Nigeria do not have access to 
Internet, let alone electricity; nor do they have formal education. Requirements 
such as land titles as collateral, moreover, made it de-facto impossible for most 
small-scale women to access the relief package. Though women are responsible 
for 70 to 80% of agricultural labor in Nigeria, only 10% of them are landowners 
due to customary laws on land and property ownership that favor men.

The narrow response by many African states to the COVID-19 crisis also heavily im-
pacted thousands of the already vulnerable children from poor rural households, 
whose nutrition, health and education were compromised amid the pandemic. 

For instance, in Ghana and Uganda, many children whose parents had lost their 
livelihoods during the COVID-19 lockdown and had not received any or little as-
sistance, were not able to return to school once these re-opened, because they 
had to supplement their families’ income. Children living in poverty had to work 
in carpentry, gold and sand mining, fishing, stone carrying, construction work, 

https://biowatch.org.za/download/impact-of-covid-19-on-food-systems-sa/?wpdmdl=1772&refresh=608f8c98d8fe31620020376
https://afsafrica.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/covid-19-english-stories-en.pdf
https://www.microsave.net/2021/01/19/impact-of-covid-19-on-farmers-in-kenya-and-governments-response/
https://www.microsave.net/2021/01/19/impact-of-covid-19-on-farmers-in-kenya-and-governments-response/
https://www.boell.de/en/2020/08/04/impact-covid-19-small-scale-farmers-nigeria
https://www.boell.de/en/2020/08/04/impact-covid-19-small-scale-farmers-nigeria
https://www.cfr.org/blog/ensuring-womens-land-rights-nigeria-can-mitigate-effects-climate-change
https://www.iser-uganda.org/images/downloads/Barriers_to_Continuity_of_Education_for_Vulnerable_Children_Impacted_by_Covid-19_in_Uganda.pdf
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and sales. The working conditions were often exploitative and dangerous: They 
were subjected to highly exhausting physical work, very long working hours, and 
exposure to toxic substances, dust, and fumes.  

In the case of Ugandan children who were able to return to school, many of them 
attended classes with empty stomachs throughout the entire school day (from 
7am to 5pm) as their parents could no longer afford the school meals. Inability to 
pay school meals also led parents to keep their children at home. 

State-backed land-grabbing continued unabated and even intensified amid the 
crisis, aggravating hunger as people were evicted from their lands. One example 
is the widespread displacement of Ugandan populations of the Acholi district, 
which was followed by mass deforestation.

In Angola, the government was criticized over its failure to protect the San peo-
ples’ right to their traditional land in the province of Cuando Cubango. The land 
was fenced off as part of the 76,000-hectare Agro-Industrial Horizonte 2020 mega 
project, which includes the establishment of huge livestock farms. The San peo-
ples’ displacement from their land has caused them to suffer from hunger and 
malnutrition and made them more vulnerable to the pandemic, while intimida-
tion and attacks on those defending their rights are increasing. 

States have also continued to promote ‘false solutions’ to hunger and environ-
mental destruction. For instance, they put forward faulty solutions to address fall 
armyworms (FAW) infestations, which swept across the continent and affected 
the food security of more than 300 million people in Zimbabwe, Burkina Faso, 
Kenya, Cameroon, and Malawi, and led to a loss in agricultural yields of sever-
al billion US$. The armyworms primarily feed on maize, but also attack other 

crops such as millet, wheat, sorghum, sugarcane, cotton, and vege-
tables. The responses of African governments to this prob-

lem included spraying poisons that are harmful to nature 
and living beings, and adopting genetically modified 

seeds. But these ‘false solutions’ serve the interests 
of agri-business, and lock small-scale food pro-

ducers into industrial agriculture. 

https://fonghana.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/Final-report-Covid-19-and-child-labor.pdf
https://www.iser-uganda.org/images/downloads/Barriers_to_Continuity_of_Education_for_Vulnerable_Children_Impacted_by_Covid-19_in_Uganda.pdf
https://www.aciafrica.org/news/3484/catholic-peace-organization-exposes-brutal-land-grabbing-and-evictions-in-uganda
https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2020-08-10-angola-authorities-must-do-more-to-protect-the-vulnerable-san-people-during-covid-19/ 
https://www.dailymaverick.co.za/article/2020-08-10-angola-authorities-must-do-more-to-protect-the-vulnerable-san-people-during-covid-19/ 
https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/AFR1223562020ENGLISH.pdf
https://phys.org/news/2021-03-households-zimbabwe-affected-fall-armyworm.html
http://www.fao.org/news/story/en/item/1395187/icode/
http://www.fao.org/news/story/en/item/1395187/icode/
https://www.un.org/africarenewal/web-features/malawi%E2%80%99s-farmers-battle-armyworms
https://www.acbio.org.za/sites/default/files/shock-after-shock-in-africa-a-tale-of-ecological-imbalance-the-fall-armyworm-infestation-and-false-solutions-fInal-briefing.pdf
https://www.acbio.org.za/sites/default/files/shock-after-shock-in-africa-a-tale-of-ecological-imbalance-the-fall-armyworm-infestation-and-false-solutions-fInal-briefing.pdf
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CIVIL SOCIETY  
AND COMMUNITY RESPONSES

In spite of mobility restrictions during the pandemic, the crisis triggered 
moves within the agroecology movement to widen its reach through 
stronger advocacy and sharing of practical knowledge. 

For instance, although Biowatch South Africa’s face-to-face work slowed 
down amid the lockdown, the organization “embraced the online space 
and opportunities for training, networking and spreading agroecology.” 
A highlight was the Biowatch-hosted bio-inputs training course. 

Still in South Africa, an alliance called C-19 People’s Coalition consist-
ing of members of CSOs was formed. The African Centre for Biodiversity 
(ACB) was strongly involved in setting up the coalition. One of its first 
activities was to coordinate a grassroots-based food distribution net-
work across the country. 

Thanks to the Coalition’s joint efforts, they were able to map localized 
food system networks, envision a new food system that extends these 
pathways, and submit a critique of the proposed allocation of a sup-
plementary budget during Covid-19. In their statement, civil society 
denounced that the funding formerly earmarked for land reform, food 
security, and rural development had been redirected to military and 
police spending.

In Uganda, the Centre for Food and Adequate Living Rights (CEFROHT) 
headed calls for the government to address gaps in the laws and policies 
regulating the use of agrochemicals, and is campaigning for organic ag-
riculture as a viable alternative to pesticide-dependent farming. The or-
ganization also brought the Ugandan government to court for failing to 
ensure access to adequate food during the COVID-19 pandemic.

https://biowatch.org.za/download/biowatch-bulletin-january-2021/?wpdmdl=1874&refresh=608fdeb86e7131620041400
https://biowatch.org.za/biofertiliser-training/
https://c19peoplescoalition.org.za/more-about/
https://www.acbio.org.za/civil-society-statement-south-african-supplementary-budget).
https://www.acbio.org.za/civil-society-statement-south-african-supplementary-budget).
https://cefroht.org/publications/
https://cefroht.org/publications/
https://www.fian.org/en/news/article/human-rights-organizations-join-efforts-to-defend-the-right-to-food-in-uganda-during-covid-19-2549

