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2.3

LATIN AMERICA 
AND CARIBBEAN 

According to recent projections by the Economic Commission for Latin Ameri-
ca and the Caribbean (ECLAC), the economic contraction across the region due 
to COVID-19 has been dramatic. The number of people living in poverty rose 
by 22 million to 209 million, or one third of the population, by the end of 2020. 
More than 26 million people have lost their jobs, with women, informal sector 
workers, and migrants particularly affected. Food insecurity has increased most 
drastically in this region, affecting 41 percent of the population (compared to   
32 percent in 2019).

Latin America and the Caribbean (LAC) have been at the epicenter of the pan-
demic, with countries such as Brazil topping the list of cases and deaths. At the 
time of writing, according to official figures, Brazil accounted for 16.9 million 
infected people and over 472,000 deaths. There are probably many more people 
who have not been counted because they do not have access to health services, 
or simply remain undocumented. Food and nutrition insecurity has been on the 
rise in recent years as a result of authoritarian decisions by the Bolsonaro regime, 
including the dismantling of the country’s renowned National Council for Food 
Security and Nutrition (CONSEA). This situation has been compounded by mis-
management of the COVID-19 pandemic, pushing over half of the population 
into a situation of food insecurity.  

In the context of this crisis, the situation faced by Indigenous Peoples – which 
constitute nearly one quarter of the continent’s rural population – needs under-
lining. Many Indigenous Peoples live in forest areas and have historically seen 
their political, economic, social and cultural rights undermined, placing them 
among the most impoverished segments of the population. These long-stand-
ing and systemic barriers inhibit their access to resources and to decent enough 
living conditions to be able to protect themselves from the pandemic. Access to 
adequate food and nutrition is of vital importance in this context, as different 
forms of malnutrition, as well as the chronic diseases caused by malnutrition, af-
fect the body’s ability to respond to infections such as COVID-19.  Furthermore, 
extractive companies subject Indigenous Peoples to internal colonization, there-
by limiting their agency to establish their own measures, and exposing them to 
high risks of infection. 

It is estimated that over 80% of Indigenous workers are employed in the infor-
mal sector, which is known to have been particularly hit by restrictive measures 
imposed by governments. Some measures banned peasant and Indigenous food 
producers and fisherwomen/men from accessing markets, which, coupled with 
overall instability, fomented price speculation. For example, among other coun-
tries experiencing similar situations during the pandemic, in Ecuador the price 
of some basic products rose fivefold, making it very difficult for the wider popu-
lation to access food. 

The pandemic has allowed governments in the region to provide themselves with 
a legal framework to further restrict movement, legalize the loss of labor rights, 

https://www.cepal.org/en/publications/46688-social-panorama-latin-america-2020
https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---americas/---ro-lima/documents/publication/wcms_779118.pdf
http://www.fao.org/publications/sofi/2021/en/
http://www.fao.org/3/ca9692en/ca9692en.pdf
https://covid19.who.int/region/amro/country/br
https://covid19.who.int/region/amro/country/br
https://fian.org/files/files/State-RtFN-Report_2020_ENG(1).pdf
https://fian.org/files/files/State-RtFN-Report_2020_ENG(1).pdf
http://olheparaafome.com.br/VIGISAN_AF_National_Survey_of_Food_Insecurity.pdf
https://www.cepal.org/sites/default/files/publication/files/46543/S2000817_es.pdf
https://www.cepal.org/sites/default/files/publication/files/46543/S2000817_es.pdf
https://www.fian.org/en/publication/article/crisis-alimentaria-en-ecuador-nuestro-derecho-a-la-alimentacion-en-tiempos-de-covid-19-2606
https://www.csm4cfs.org/csm-global-synthesis-report-covid-19/
https://www.csm4cfs.org/csm-global-synthesis-report-covid-19/
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privatize public resources and common goods, introduce tax exemptions, and 
digitalize lives. While informal markets and farmers’ markets were closed down, 
large food corporations were able to remain open, and commodity exports were 
supported and classified as ‘essential’. 

In Honduras, measures to contain the pandemic have negatively impacted the 
realization of the RtFN, especially of historically marginalized and disadvan-
taged groups, such as Indigenous Peoples, fisherfolk, women and informal lab-
orers. Restrictions on mobility and commercial activities imposed by govern-
ment decrees have had disastrous consequences on the right to food of urban 
populations, especially women, who represent the majority of the workforce in 
the informal sector. The closure of food markets particularly affected these sec-
tions of the population, as they depend on these markets to access food at a low-
er price. In line with the current trend, peasant and small-scale fisher families 
were also severely affected. 

All the while government measures significantly constrained people’s access to 
healthy agricultural produce and fish from local markets, they cleared the path 
for imports, and in some instances even relaxed phytosanitary and food safety re-
quirements. Moreover, in several countries, such as Chile, Cuba, Bolivia, Ecuador 
and Peru, the use of genetically modified organisms (GMOs) received renewed at-
tention. Although already an issue of debate beforehand, the pandemic gave rise 
to arguments backing the introduction of GMOs as a solution for local produc-
tion in times of crisis. Based on the negative experience of peasant and indige-
nous populations and on the impacts on biodiversity in GMO producer countries, 

it is common knowledge that they provide a ‘false solution’. 

Between March 2020 and May 2021, the Brazilian govern-
ment extended tax exemptions on the commercializa-

tion of pesticides and approved 613 new pesticides. 
A recent study by FIAN International sections 

and groups in LAC shows that agrochemicals 
have devastating impacts across food sys-

tems, and particularly on the RtFN of people 
in the region. 

In Ecuador, the health and economic cri-
ses provided the perfect setting in which to 
implement economic and labor policies 
that had been proposed in 2019 but then 
taken back amid widespread protests. The 
policies prioritize the economic growth 

of corporations over food sovereignty, the 
right to food, and gender equality. 

In Honduras, the Program to Support the Food 
Producing Sector and Agroindustry to guarantee 

food security and food sovereignty is another ex-
ample of government policies that favor national and 

https://apublica.org/2021/05/agrotoxicos-podem-aumentar-vulnerabilidade-a-covid-19-diz-relatorio-inedito/
https://fianbrasil.org.br/wp-content/uploads/2021/04/Agrotoxicos-en-America-Latina-Espanol.pdf
https://www.fian.org/en/publication/article/crisis-alimentaria-en-ecuador-nuestro-derecho-a-la-alimentacion-en-tiempos-de-covid-19-2606
https://www.sar.gob.hn/download/decreto-ejecutivo-pcm-030-2020-no-35222-del-9-de-abril-2020-declara-prioridad-nacional-el-apoyo-al-sector-productor-de-alimentos-y-agroindustria-alimentaria-se-decretan-medidas-para-asegurar-la-sobe/
https://www.sar.gob.hn/download/decreto-ejecutivo-pcm-030-2020-no-35222-del-9-de-abril-2020-declara-prioridad-nacional-el-apoyo-al-sector-productor-de-alimentos-y-agroindustria-alimentaria-se-decretan-medidas-para-asegurar-la-sobe/
https://www.sar.gob.hn/download/decreto-ejecutivo-pcm-030-2020-no-35222-del-9-de-abril-2020-declara-prioridad-nacional-el-apoyo-al-sector-productor-de-alimentos-y-agroindustria-alimentaria-se-decretan-medidas-para-asegurar-la-sobe/
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transnational agribusiness. The program provides incentives to investors to cre-
ate agro-industrial parks, yet, although it includes the term “food sovereignty” 
in its title, it will actually not support the food sovereignty of the people of Hon-
duras. Quite the contrary, given that article 4 of the decree, which stipulates that 
‘unused’ public lands can be earmarked for this program, could potentially legit-
imize the grabbing of peasants’ lands. The definition of ‘unused’ is not clarified, 
nor are the procedures for the expropriation and concession of state lands. Hence 
a likely outcome could be the dispossession of peasants of their lands, thus lay-
ing the basis for the expansion of the agricultural frontier, and the destruction 
of protected areas as well as areas designated for the purpose of accessing water.

The disaster caused by hurricanes ETA and IOTA in Central America in November 
2020 led to the displacement of many people, and seriously aggravated an already 
extremely difficult situation. The hurricanes caused around 63,000 victims in Nic-
aragua and 28 deaths, including 4 children. In the Caribbean and Pacific region 
of Nicaragua, villages were flooded, houses destroyed, and road infrastructure 
damaged. Thousands of rural families were cut off from communication, while 
in the fields, 70% of the harvest – mainly of basic grains – 
was lost.  Due to the subsequent shortage of seeds, 
sowing in the spring of 2021 was disrupted. As 
is often the case given the discriminatory un-
equal sexual division of labor, women are 
the most affected because they are re-
sponsible for feeding their families and 
for subsistence agriculture. In addition 
to being victims themselves, they live 
with the distress of not being able to re-
spond to emergencies in their homes. 
In Honduras, the combined effects 
of the hurricanes and COVID-related 
measures have pushed one third of the 
population into an emergency situation 
of acute food insecurity. 

Some governments have responded to the 
food crisis by distributing ‘food aid’ to the 
most vulnerable sectors. It has been reported 
that in countries, such as Honduras, most of the 
food in the ‘solidarity bags’ are actually ultra-processed 
food products from large corporations, which means that the nutritional val-
ue of the food aid is limited, while the investment made by governments does 
not favor local small-scale food producers. This goes against Decree 025-2020, 
according to which the government formally commits to source food aid local-
ly. Additionally, the quantity of the products was said to be insufficient. Lastly, 
irregularities in the distribution have been denounced, as government agents 
privileged supporters of the ruling party. In Guatemala, which is also prone to 
clientelism, patterns of discrimination against the most marginalized people in 
the distribution of food aid have been reported.  

Photo | CLOC-LVC Nicaragua

https://www.sica.int/noticias/2-9-millones-de-hondurenos-se-identificaron-en-crisis-o-emergencia-de-inseguridad-alimentaria-aguda-para-el-periodo-de-diciembre-2020-a-marzo-2021_1_126275.html
https://www.sica.int/noticias/2-9-millones-de-hondurenos-se-identificaron-en-crisis-o-emergencia-de-inseguridad-alimentaria-aguda-para-el-periodo-de-diciembre-2020-a-marzo-2021_1_126275.html
https://www.fian.org/files/files/Documento_Base_analisis_impacto_DHANA_con_la_emergencia_del_Coronavirus.pdf
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Restrictions on mobility have gone hand in hand with strong militariza-
tion in some countries. In Paraguay, for example, cases of abusive use of 
force, fiscal arbitrariness and extortive behavior have been denounced.  
In Honduras, armed forces violently repressed protests by rural peasant and fish-
ing communities to draw attention to their precarious situation following the clo-
sure of local markets, as described above. Similarly, the government took advan-
tage of the declared state of emergency and of restrictions on freedom of associ-
ation and peaceful assembly to push through large-scale ‘development’ projects, 
violently targeting communities that oppose such projects on their territories. 

In spite of this overall dim outlook, there were some positive developments worth 
sharing. For example, in Mexico, in August 2020 the Congress of Oaxaca approved 
a law that prohibits the distribution and sale of sugared drinks and junk food 
to children and adolescents. In Paraguay, a new law was adopted to support the 
‘ollas populares’ (community kitchens) that have been organized throughout Par-
aguay since the beginning of the pandemic. Based on the demands and drafted 
with contributions of community-based organizations (CBOs), the bill includes 
important provisions on, for example, nutritional value of food.

CIVIL SOCIETY 
AND COMMUNITY RESPONSES

Faced with the hunger and food insecurity unleashed by government 
measures to contain the pandemic, peasant organisations in Brazil and 
Ecuador organised diverse solidarity actions to give food to those in 
need, including unemployed, evicted, and homeless people.1 

In Brazil, between August and October 2020, more than 300 initiatives, 
including donations of farm produce, food banks, and community 
kitchens, led by social movements, popular organisations and collec-
tives, sprouted across the country. The concern for healthy food, which 
received a strong boost during the crisis, became a strategic angle for 
constructing new relations between rural and urban populations. These 
place the appreciation of peasant agroecological production and ex-
change of knowledge (e.g. on the creation of agroecological community 
gardens) at their centre. Many of the initiatives are documented in data-
bases, such as this one: https://agroecologiaemrede.org.br. 

In Ecuador, amid the closure of popular markets and fairs, various 
peasant, indigenous, and fishing organisations – in collaboration with 
women’s and other social organisations – revived the ancestral practice 
of “trueques alimentarios” (food bartering) to confront the crisis.

1  Macías et al. (forthcoming, October 2021). An Imperceptible Growth: Healthy Food and Transformative Solidarity.. Right to 
Food and Nutrition Watch Issue 2021.

https://www.fian.org/files/files/Monitoreo_FIAN_2020_Final.pdf
https://www.frontlinedefenders.org/sites/default/files/fld_global_analysis_2020.pdf
https://alianzasalud.org.mx/2020/08/la-alianza-por-la-salud-alimentaria-celebra-el-logro-en-oaxaca-y-llama-a-proteger-los-derechos-de-la-infancia-y-privilegiar-el-derecho-a-una-alimentacion-saludable-por-encima-de-intereses-comerciales/
https://alianzasalud.org.mx/2020/08/la-alianza-por-la-salud-alimentaria-celebra-el-logro-en-oaxaca-y-llama-a-proteger-los-derechos-de-la-infancia-y-privilegiar-el-derecho-a-una-alimentacion-saludable-por-encima-de-intereses-comerciales/
https://www.sen.gov.py/index.php/acciones/hollas-populares
https://agroecologiaemrede.org.br
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Across the country food was donated, exchanged, and shared between 
communities, both locally and across regions, showing the immense 
solidarity and resilience of communities in times of crises. The logis-
tics of collecting and distributing the food were led by youth who col-
lectively mobilized and engaged with local administrations. In addi-
tion to the exchange of food, knowledge on culturally adequate rec-
ipes were shared, including on medicinal plants that strengthen the 
immune system, and which rural and indigenous women preserve in 
their territories.  In Guayaquil, peasant pharmacies were set up to pro-
vide the population with medicinal plants at a time when access to 
health centres was severely limited.  

In Oaxaca, Mexico, local fishers have been providing 50–60 tons of free 
seafood to their communities per week. Meanwhile in Colombia, youth 
groups are recovering peasants’ knowledge, and learning to value their 
work in communities. 

 → Watch video by youth of Gamero and Evitar (Colombia)

http://www.csm4cfs.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/EN-COVID_FULL_REPORT-2020.pdf
https://www.righttofoodandnutrition.org/colombia-sharing-ancestral-knowledge-food-production-and-processing

