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The COVID19 pandemic has presented an unprecedented challenge to many low and middle-income
countries' public health, social security, and food security (1). Food insecurity is a situation that exists
when people do not have secure access to sufficient amounts of safe and nutritious food for normal
growth, development and active healthy life (2).
In Sri Lanka, the first case of COVID19 was reported in late January 2020 (3). With COVID19 cases
continuing to rise, the World Food Program raised food security concerns among vulnerable sections in
Sri Lanka due to the impact and control response of the COVID19 outbreak (4). In 2019, Sri Lanka was
ranked 66 among 113 countries in the global food security index, which indicates that food security was
an area that required intervention even prior to the COVID19 pandemic (5).
During the prolonged curfew imposed in mid-March 2020, Sri Lanka began to face the impacts of
COVID19 on food systems (6), in a dual shock on agriculture markets which has affected both supply
and demand (7). Increased levels of food loss and wastage occurred due to market closure and blockages
to transport routes (5). According to the Central Bank of Sri Lanka’s annual report, weaker earnings from
tea, seafood, and other agricultural exports in 2020 exhibited a decline in earnings by 5.1% compared to
2019 (8). The sudden imposition of curfew and its continuation has confined the movement of people to
restricted hours. As a result, huge queues occurred after lifting the curfew (5). Year-on-year inflation
increased to 6.0% in August 2021 due to high food inflation (11.5%) (9). Normal crop cultivation and
harvesting were adversely impacted due to being advised to stay home (42%), being unable to purchase
inputs (33%), and poor demand in the market (56%) (10). According to a study, half of the households
were either moderately (36%) or severely (14%) affected by food insecurity between December 2020 and
February 2021 (10).
To counteract the adversities faced by the COVID19 pandemic, Sri Lankan Government
implemented numerous measures to address immediate supply and demand side issues (6). The
government allowed farmers to continue with their operations, and approval of the transport of vegetables
during curfew hours was helpful to minimize losses (11). Packets of seeds were distributed free of charge
in some areas (11). Notably, the “Saubhagya” National Program on Harvesting and Cultivation was
launched to develop one million home gardens islandwide (11). However, the World Bank’s rapid phone
surveys done in 2021 showed that around 44% of households had worried about running out of food.
Among this group, more than 80% reduced consumption or ran out of food (12). Also, food price inflation
in Sri Lanka remained at elevated levels, making food less affordable (6). A study published in July 2021
showed that, based on the cost assessment of basic breakfast or lunch, the highest rises have been in Sri
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Lanka and Pakistan, with over 40% during COVID19. The average cost of a lunch for a family of four
has increased by 44.5% based on a table including chicken, eggs, rice and vegetables (13). Also, despite
the broad outreach of the policy response to support livelihoods, more than 45% of households indicated
that further distribution of food and cash transfers would be helpful (12).
Adapting alternative inputs and marketing strategies, promoting innovative technology, providing
immediate financial support, and implementing intervention strategies tailored to farmer heterogeneity
would improve the sector's prosperity in a crisis situation (14). Even if the spread of COVID19 begins to
ease shortly, we cannot pass it off as a temporary shock. Hence, it is essential to strengthen the food
system to face future blows. Furthermore, attention should be paid to developing strategies to efficiently
manage national food reserves, which is of utmost importance in the backdrop of a pandemic.
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