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1. Executive summary 
 

The overall objective of the project was to inform and influence African governments, development 
agencies, business and civil society in their responses to COVID-19 and future shocks, by investigating how 
their policies and practices affect and reshape different parts of the food system in three African countries, 
and bringing to the fore the voices, experiences, strategies and priorities of marginalised actors in the 
food system – especially women and small-scale farmers, fishers, traders, processors and retailers in the 
informal sector. The three countries that are the focus of this study cover a spectrum of different 
economies, food systems and Covid-19 responses, as summarised in the table below. 

 

Table 1: COVID-19 responses, agrarian structures and food systems in the countries studied 

 

Our research is a collaboration between universities and civil society organisations. In Ghana, 
the Institute of African Studies at the University of Ghana collaborated with the Network for Women’s 
Rights in Ghana (NETRIGHT). In Tanzania, Ardhi University is working with the Eastern and Southern 
Africa Small Scale Farmers Forum (ESAFF) and the Environmental Management and Economic 
Development Organization (EMEDO) which works with small-scale fishers and traders. In South 
Africa, PLAAS at the University of the Western Cape is working with the University of Pretoria, and 
with Masifundise Development Trust which works with small-scale fishers and traders and the 
Association for Rural Advancement Land Rights Advocacy (AFRA) which works with small-scale 
farmers, farm workers and traders. Our project website contains further information about the project 
partners.  

 Variables Ghana     South Africa     Tanzania     

COVID-19 regulatory & 
mitigation response 

Short & medium level 
lockdown 

Long & hard lockdown Minimal regulation & 
denialism (to now) 

Agrarian structure (capital 
intensity & size distribution) 

Mostly smallholder but with 
medium-scale & some large-
scale 

Concentrated commercial 
but dualistic 

Smallholder producers 
anchor primary production 

Food system formalisation: 
corporatisation & 
supermarketisation 

Small-scale traders 
significant, but growth of 
formal retail 

Highly corporatized but big 
informal sector 

Small-scale traders dominate 
in diversified, short value-
chains 

https://ias.ug.edu.gh/
https://www.netrightghana.org/
https://www.netrightghana.org/
http://www.aru.ac.tz/
https://esaff.org/index-php/
https://esaff.org/index-php/
https://web.facebook.com/emedotz
https://web.facebook.com/emedotz
https://www.plaas.org.za/
https://www.uwc.ac.za/Pages/default.aspx
https://www.up.ac.za/
https://www.masifundise.org/
https://afra.co.za/
https://www.plaas.org.za/african-food-systems-and-covid-19/
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Findings on regulatory impacts 

1. Prices spikes in staple foods arose from the interaction of supply disruptions and demand fluctuations 
due to income losses. We tracked these shifts in volumes, prices and food flows over time via diaries 
conducted with farmers, fishers, traders, wholesalers and street vendors.  
 

2. The effects have been diverse, with surpluses and shortages coexisting often in short proximity, and 
with price spikes and drops offering ample opportunity for price gouging and profiteering, especially 
where highly unequal power exists within the food system. The most significant profiteering from the 
COVID context in South Africa, where the lockdown of the massive informal sector in which large 
numbers of small-scale farmers, fishers and traders compete with a highly concentrated commercial 
farming, agroprocessing and food manufacture and supermarket retail sector.  

 
3. Food price inflation exceeded core inflation based on the consumer price index following COVID 

measures. This was most marked in South Africa, where food price inflation overtook inflation in 
March 2020 and has averaged 60% above the consumer price index in the 18 months since. Similarly, 
sharp discrepancies between farmgate, wholesale, supermarket and street trade prices show how 
new opportunities for value capture have emerged. This contrasts strongly with both Ghana and 
Tanzania, where less concentration in the food system exists, where the regulations were more evenly 
applied, and where typically shorter supply chains smoothed some of the disruption except for food 
items typically traded across borders, and key to the national cuisine, such as tomatoes and onions. 
 

4. The gendered burden of social reproduction: across all our nine case studies of COVID responses 
perpetuating or aggravating existing gender inequalities in the food system, but also in labour 
markets. We note the disruption of labour markets, the return of urban migrants to rural homes, shifts 
in household formation, and reduced waged incomes. This context, combined with widespread and 
in Ghana and South Africa also prolonged school closures, shifted significant reproductive labour 
burdens onto women – increasing their childcare burden, often in tension with their food system 
functions, at a time when, for instance, bringing children to markets was not allowed due to 
restrictions. We looked for, but did not find clear evidence of women challenging gender roles, and 
men taking on more reproductive labour burdens as women struggled to sustain farming, processing 
and trading businesses. 

 

Findings on mitigation impacts 

1. Food relief had negative effects on marginalised food system actors, except where collective action 
enabled either locally-sourced food. This was not feasible rapidly or at scale for the public sector; local 
non-profit and micro-enterprises linking producers and consumers fared better, but not at scale. 
 

2. Food vouchers too marginalised women in the informal food system, especially in highly unequal food 
systems, by concentrating spending in formal food outlets. This was not the case where low-cost 
digital food vouchers were redeemable via USSD codes (for ‘non-smart’ phones) accessible to informal 
traders.  

 
3. A productionist bias was observed in the design of mitigation measures, with input subsidies and 

other measures aiming to reduce production costs, offset risk and maintain production levels. These 
were often poorly suited to contexts in which small-scale farmers and fishers were able to maintain 
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production – but had lost market access. The result has been the channeling of available public funds 
into (often heavily bureaucratically mediated) relief programmes with patchy reach, and often more 
accessible to more formal businesses, to better-educated food system actors, and to men. 
 

4. Consumer mitigation was highly effective, but typically delayed and patchy in reach and timing. 
Maintaining cash incomes via cash transfers had a very significant effect especially for farmers and 
fishers serving low-income communities. 
 

5. A blind spot in mitigation measures were traders and those providing services including labour in food 
systems.  Mitigation almost consistently ignored the need for mitigation and support of the myriad 
forms of food system functions that exist upstream and downstream of production.  

 

Lessons about resilience 

1. Short and local supply chains were more resilient. Longer supply chains were more vulnerable to lost 
markets and incomes for food system actors. The closure of borders and interruption of cross-border 
trade aggravated these effects, especially in Ghana and Tanzania, and less so in South Africa which is 
more of a source than a destination of food trade. 
 

2. Infrastructure, especially storage facilities, enabled people to store value during rapid fluctuations in 
availability, demand and prices. Public as well as private facilities for food storage in and around cities 
plays a crucial role to support marginalised livelihoods in the food system. 

 
3. Land for urban agriculture and for Providing for and defending space for well-located urban street 

trade and markets is essential. Dispersed rather than concentrated spaces for trade provided more 
resilient options to continue trading. This suggests also that formalisation and congregation of food 
trade in cities may have anti-poor outcomes. 

 

Lessons about equity 

1. Zero sum game or lose-lose game? Tanzania and South Africa illustrate this point. Surpluses of food 
in the midst of declining purchasing power has meant producers have lost out – those sometimes 
consumers have managed to secure more affordable nutritious foods as a result. 
 

2. A blind eye to traders has been a central problem in mitigation responses. Supply-side (production) 
and demand-side (consumer) support need to be complemented with support for traders in the food 
system to better respond to . Without this, systems of credit, and the trust and relationships that 
underpin complex food systems, are at risk; such oversight can aggravate economic exclusion when 
marginal actors cannot sustain their businesses. 
 

3. Gender equity is undermined when crises shift social reproductive burdens more firmly onto women, 
constraining their roles in the food system, limiting their capacity to earn livelihoods . School closures 
and return migration dynamics during shocks – whether a pandemic, extreme climate events or other 
shocks – increased social reproduction burdens with gendered effects on participation in food 
systems. 
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2. The research problem  
 

The three countries that are the focus of this study cover a spectrum of different economies, food systems and 
Covid-19 responses. South Africa is an upper-middle-income country; Ghana a lower-middle-income country, and 
Tanzania a low-income country. Urban populations are 66%, 56% and 35% respectively, and food systems range 
from smallholder-based and informal (Tanzania) to large-scale farming and highly supermarketized (South Africa). 
Ghana falls somewhere between these extremes, with smallholders as well as larger producers, and food retail that, 
while still mostly informal, is undergoing significant supermarket penetration. South Africa and Tanzania exemplify 
opposite extremes in Covid-19 responses: the South African government swiftly instituted a far-reaching lockdown, 
intervened decisively in economic activity and trade flows, while the Tanzanian approach has verged on outright 
denialism. Between the two, Ghana's government has emphasised community and primary healthcare, short-term 
and modest restrictions on movement and trade, and limited programme of financial aid and soft loans for 
producers, aggregators and processors. 

The research purpose was threefold: first, 
to ensure that actors in the food system 
articulate and have their stories heard; 
second, that policymakers (governments, 
donor agencies) and practitioners have a 
working, real-time understanding of 
direct impacts of regulatory responses on 
production systems short and long value 
chains, and formal and informal markets, 
reliable and accessible information about 
the identity, location, and exposure of 
vulnerable populations in the food 
system, and empirically-grounded 
guidance on appropriate palliative and 
ameliorating measures, to identify short- 
to medium-term special measures for 
vulnerable livelihoods and interventions 
to bridge disrupted market connections, 
as well as points of leverage for long-term 
interventions to “build back better”; and 
third that an original contribution is made 
to the scholarly understanding of the 
long-term implications of crisis 
governance for the political economy of 
food, and the implications for equity, 
resilience, voice and agency. 
 

Figure 1: Location of nine study sites in the three studied countries 
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3. Progress towards milestones 
 

We present below our milestones for the three reporting periods of this project. For evidence of 
completed milestones, please refer to the Excel spreadsheet which lists our completed activities and 
events, as well as our project outputs. In each case, we have attached html links to the evidence of these 
activities and outputs. 

Table 2: Milestones for months 1-3 

Milestones for months 1-3 Status 
1.1. Project set up in place including: Agreements among partner institutions and team 

members finalized; research design agreed by all partners; ethics approvals and 
government clearances obtained  

Completed 

1.2. Key project implementation strategies in place including: methodology work package 
developed; research instruments field-tested; and commodity focus confirmed in each 
country 

Completed 

1.3. Key informants recruited for self-reporting via food system diaries across 9 sites in 3 
countries 

Completed 

1.4. Communication channels set up and initiated including: Webpage and social media 
presence set up; 2 blogposts and 2 media articles published; 1 online webinar held 

Completed 

1.5. Literature review completed (pre-publication) Not done 
1.6. First technical progress update summarizing key project achievements and status of 

milestones 
Completed 

 
Commentary on milestones for months 1-3: We amply completed our milestones with the exception of 
the literature review. This requires some explanation. We collected a large volume of background 
literature as well as the rapidly-emerging published and grey literature specifically on COVID and food 
systems. As we did so, this literature continued to shift, and as our literature review grew, we realised 
that making determinations as to what to focus on was drawing us away from focusing on our field 
studies. We therefore called a halt to the literature review, and focused on the field studies, and drew 
selectively from the material gathered for the literature review to inform our six draft papers prepared 
for the academic roundtable. We both did not prioritise and then ran out of time to return to the 
literature review. We do not feel this is a major shortcoming in the project, as we nonetheless have, in 
respect of each paper and country study, reviewed relevant literature.  

 

  



9 
 

Table 3: milestones for months 4-6 

Milestones for months 4-6 Status 
2.1. First round of desk-top collation and analysis of national official data completed Completed 
2.2. Quantitative data compiled into central database, and commodity-specific mapping 
completed and presented online 

Partially done 

2.3. First months of food diaries collated and analysed (preliminary) Completed 
2.4. Qualitative interviews with actors in the food system underway Completed 
2.5. Communication and dissemination activities including: 1 dialogue event, 2 government 
presentations, 2 podcast episodes, 2 blogposts, 2 media articles and 1 online webinar 

Completed 

2.6. Contribution to scholarly knowledge including: literature review published as working paper Not done 
2.7 Second technical progress update summarizing the key project achievements and status of 
milestones 

Completed 

 

Commentary on milestones for months 4-6: Regarding the literature review, please see explanation 
above. With regards to the quantitative data, we did not compile quantitative data from all countries 
into a single central database. Instead, each country developed their own database system, notably for 
two purposes: first, to capture the food diary data (on a simple Excel spreadsheet system) and second, 
to capture other market data. Some teams decided to conduct mapping while others felt this was either 
unfeasible or not a priority, given the information that they could obtain about the diverse sources and 
destinations of food items.  

Table 4: milestones for months 6-12 

Milestones for months 6-12 Status 
3.1. Completion of data analysis and collation including: Desk-top collation and analysis of 
national official data; food diaries and qualitative interviews; preparation of a technical paper  

Completed 

3.2. Communication and dissemination activities including: 2 dialogue events, 2 government 
presentations, 3 fact sheets with infographics, 1 online webinar, 3 short videos, 1 short 
animation video and 3 policy briefs  

Partially done 

3.3. Contribution to scholarly knowledge including: Academic roundtable hosted; 3 lectures 
incorporated in postgraduate curricula; 4 reports / conference papers; and at least 4 journal 
articles prepared for submission to international academic journals 

Completed 

3.4. Project completion report produced and submitted to IDRC Completed 
 

Commentary on milestones for months 6-12: We have successfully completed all the milestones, with 
the exception that we produced one not three fact sheets with infographics, and the short animation 
video is not yet completed.  

 

We did not set quantitative targets for our data collection. In designing the research, we agreed on 
ballpark targets for the numbers of interviews per case study, and in most cases these were exceeded. 
The only challenge was in sustaining the food diaries throughout – as noted before, there was some 
attrition, either because people became unavailable, were no longer interested, became ill, stopped 
trading, or died.  
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Table 5: Summary of primary data collection 1 

DATA COLLECTION Respondents Interviews 
In-depth interviews 527 527 
Key informant interviews 107 107 
Food diaries 2 142 899 
Social dialogues 3 293 15 

 

  

                                                             
1 See Appendix A for more details (tab 3) of the data collected by our four universities and five civil society 
organisations. 

2 Interviews exceed respondents for 'food diaries' as the same people were interviewed repeatedly, on regular 
occasions. 

3 Respondents exceed interviews for 'social dialogues' as many people were present at these meetings. 
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4. Synthesis of research results 

 

Here we summarise our research results under the headings of our four objectives, and then list our main 
substantive findings in general; by country; and then highlight what we consider to be some of the more 
unexpected and interesting, intriguing findings that should be flagged in further messaging and which may 
require further investigation in future initiatives.  

Objective 1. To monitor and analyse regulatory and support responses to COVID-19 as they relate to 
the food system. 

All our organisations – both academic and civil society – were already engaged in monitoring and 
responding to COVID regulations immediately prior to the start of the project. Throughout the project, we 
monitored shifts in lockdown levels; associated regulations; and their provisions vis-à-vis the food system. 
We noted the public pronouncements and political debates concerning adjustments to both the 
regulatory and mitigation frameworks, and our project was active in both promoting and contesting some 
of the mitigation measures. We monitored infection and testing rates in our respective countries, to the 
extent to which this was possible.4 In making sense of the governance of crisis, and the relationships 
between a public health set of policy responses and governance of citizens, populations and “the 
economy”, we have noted the “biopolitics” and securitisation of official discourses, including in depictions 
of the food system as the anchor of society and the economy while the rest must shut down, and 
simultaneously potentially a vector of virus transmission. We noted in particular discrepancies in policy 
provisioning, for instance between the opening of airports and closure of land borders; the opening of 
formal shops but the closure of informal ‘spaza’ shops and market stalls; the opening of formal restaurants 
and ongoing banning of the sale of cooked food on streets; the closure of schools but the reopening of 
places of employment; and so on. The discrepancy between state officials’ accounts of the food system 
versus other stakeholders reflects the state’s overall concern for the maintenance of social order over and 
above the reality of the lives of various actors in the food system.  This highlights the importance of 
advocacy to get state authorities to recognise the impact of Covid-19 on the vulnerable actors in the agri-
food system. Along with collecting information on regulations, we have analysed the discrepancies in 
responses to infection levels, for instance drawing on the Oxford stringency index, which collects Covid-
19 government responses, which we have mapped against reported infections and compared across 
countries. This shows that Tanzania has had the lowest score of 13.89, indicating a less strict response 
(The index ranges from 0 to 100, with 100 indicating strictest response (Hale et al., 2021). 

 

Figure 2: Stringency indices for Ghana, South Africa and Tanzania’s COVID regulatory responses 

                                                             
4 While WHO data for Ghana and South Africa provide a fairly reliable (if not valid) indicator of fluctuations in the 
rates of infection and death, this is not the case for Tanzania, where a data gap persisted throughout the project. 
Even in Ghana and South Africa, low testing rates, and the exclusion of low-income and less-served communities in 
access to tests mean that massive under-reporting is almost certainly the case. For instance, South Africa has 
registered approximately 88,000 COVID deaths by October 2021, yet recorded over 250,000 excess deaths in the 
same period, correlating almost perfectly with waves of peak infections.  
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Profiteering in a time of crisis: we found remarkable levels of mark-ups of food items, with value capture 
happening in formal food retail, while informal traders were more willing to cushion their customers from 
price fluctuations by squeezing profit margins even further. “Socially embedded markets” illustrate how 
social connections enable people to survive through crisis, including by sharing food. The contrast 
between prices between farmgate, wholesale, formal retail and street trader prices in South Africa 
comprehensively draws into question the presumption that “development” should be equated with 
formalizing market relationships and embedding small-scale farmers in formal value-chains. Similarly, the 
promise that economies of scale in formal food retail offer cheap food is comprehensively contradicted. 
It is also striking how the sectors in which women predominate are those in which the lowest margins are 
evident. We also note how, while all countries encountered severe food system disruptions, the extent of 
profiteering that was possible within South Africa was not evident in Ghana or Tanzania, where the food 
system is not so dualistic, and where the impacts of regulatory constraints were more uniformly applied.  

Perpetuating/aggravating existing gender divisions in the labour market: In Ghana, segmentation of the 
agro-food system by gender affects the kinds of relationships that state actors and regulators develop 
towards the various parts of the national food system. In Tanzania, in women-headed households with 
children, childcare responsibilities can prevent women from meeting market needs which leads to them 
dropping out of the system. Under COVID, there was increasing discrimination against women at landing 
sites for fish and fishing camps, which became more crowded once pupils moved there after the schools 
were closed, and which also became more competitive as there were fewer fish to catch. Women 
struggled to compete in the fish agro-processing sector and began to leave to enter horticultural 
production, which affected incomes and household food security. Meanwhile, men started to take over 
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the street trade of fish, which had previously been a women-only sector, with many fishers preferring to 
sell their catch to men. In South Africa, where fisheries are a male dominated space, women’s engagement 
became increasingly restricted. Before COVID, cold chain and large-scale commercial imperatives had 
generally limited the scope of women’s post-harvest role to cleaning, salting, curing and smoking catches. 
Subsequently, under COVID, men started to take over even these roles. 

Markets and trade: In Ghana, new marketing methods have been introduced and new traders have 
emerged as the market has diversified. Some livelihoods have been lost in the shake-up and some 
traditional livelihood norms have been disrupted – for example, women now sell meat in Wa. Meanwhile, 
the fishing sector in Ghana suffered both during and after the COVID lockdown as a result of restricted 
access to raw materials, markets and consumers. In response to the shortages, a number of fish 
processors started buying frozen fish and smoking it because there was still a market for smoked fish for 
soups, etc. In Tanzania, many people stopped buying food from markets; and women vendors who had 
taken loans to buy produce struggled to repay them. In response to changing demand, many women 
began to prepare and sell fried fish. In South Africa, a leading supermarket chain noted that women 
farmers were among the first suppliers to drop out of existing arrangements under COVID. Women 
farmers struggled to get fresh produce to municipal markets and had to rely on bakkie traders, which 
increased their vulnerability around price. Many women farmers were forced to sell up because of limited 
markets. 

Going digital has ambiguous gender and class effects: The shift towards online systems for organizing 
food trade, including online purchases, payments and associated delivery systems, can be seen as a way 
to increase efficiency and overcome market disruptions associated with limited mobility. Again, this was 
a strong issue emerging from across the countries. While there is much optimism about the digital frontier, 
we note with concern the differentiation emerging, with better-off food system actors being better placed 
to make this adaptation, and low-income women often being locked out. We were struck how the online 
migration does not seem particularly male-dominated, with several instances of highly-innovative 
women-led digital platforms being launched by women in Ghana and South Africa. 

Digital innovations and exclusions: In Ghana, internet marketing gained a significant foothold in the food 
system. In Tanzania, a lack of digital skills prevented women in the fisheries sector from exploiting 
opportunities in the market which had been created by lockdown restrictions on trade with neighbouring 
countries. However, some traders did develop new kinds of relationships online which enabled them to 
trade with distant customers. For example, a number of fish traders in Mwanza did, and continue to do, 
business with Dar es Salaam in this way. 

Hired and family labour: In Ghana, producers who were no longer able to rely on migrant labour 
increasingly turned to family labour. There was also increased family engagement in trading. Meanwhile, 
women, members of minority groups and people in precarious jobs suffered food shortages in an 
environment in which existing inequities in relation to access to, and production of, food were 
exacerbated. In South Africa, street traders were left with little option but to take their children with them 
because schools were closed. Meanwhile, COVID-19 restrictions on taking children to market led to 
women traders relying on men to buy stock on their behalf, although many of them kept the best produce 
for themselves. 

Reproductive labour: In Ghana, women ran informal school sessions, with many children going to market 
with parents when the schools were closed under COVID. In South Africa, women were tasked with taking 
care of the family under COVID-19, which entailed child care, schooling, feeding and additional 
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housework. The additional domestic burden hindered women’s engagement in the commercial fisheries 
sector. School closures and staggered returns to schools also resulted in younger members of households, 
in particular girls, being pulled into social reproduction activities. The social grants made available to those 
caring for children were insufficient. 

Safety, risk and exploitation, including physical and sexual abuse: In Tanzania, in a market in which 
fishers increasingly sold their catches to new male entrants into the fish-processing sector, women were 
forced into non-consensual sexual transactions with men in order to access fish to clean, process and sell. 
As a result of school closures, children were pulled into casual labour, which resulted in more girls 
becoming pregnant and marrying early, as well as higher drop-out rates among them when the schools 
reopened. 

Gendered & generational labour: In Ghana, teenage girls performed duties at home associated with social 
reproduction. Some girls continued in this role at home after online school resumed. Some girls also 
helped their mothers at the market. In South Africa, teenage girls took on more household labour to “help 
mothers” as a result of protracted school closures. While the boys were able to work and/or rest, the 
young women in households were required to take on gendered roles supporting siblings and schooling 
and performing housework. 

Capital shortfalls and resilience: In Ghana, women fishmongers and traders were unable to recover losses 
suffered under the COVID-19 lockdown. Trading capital had been diverted to household consumption and 
care needs. In addition, some customers who had taken stock on credit were unable to make the 
repayments. In South Africa, there were some indications of increased production in rural areas as people 
turned to farming due to the loss of other incomes. 

Mitigation: Both Ghana and South Africa which did embark on significant mitigation responses turned a 
blind eye in policy towards business relief for traders. Mitigation was either consumption-oriented 
(through cash transfers like social grants and other mitigation measures including service fee subsidies) 
or production-oriented (through input vouchers, subsidies and other farmer support) or both. But 
between production and consumption, there has been little if any appreciation in policy thinking during 
the pandemic of the range of other actors, often informal but crucial in the relationships of credit, trust 
and collective action, that underpin the functioning of the food system.  

 

Objective 2. To collect and analyse real-time qualitative and quantitative data on the impacts on 
different elements of food systems and the livelihoods of food system actors, with a focus on women 
and marginal actors. 

This was a primarily qualitative research project and the design included several methodological elements. 
Here we present summary information providing oversight of some of our research data. We conducted 
review of existing national and global data sources and produced our own original analyses of these. We 
analysed the relationship between each African country’s COVID-19 Stringency Index and COVID-19 
infection rates over time, which shows the diverse relationships between the path of the pandemic itself 
and regulatory responses to it in each country. Note that in all cases, reported case data is limited and 
that in Tanzania in particular, the absence of data for an extended period through almost the entire 
project means that, while there were several observed waves of infection, the official data does not reflect 
this. We present below the high-level comparison of infections and regulatory responses for each studied 
country.   
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South Africa’s long and hard lockdown preceded the first wave and responded with reduced stringency to 
the subsequent waves, with lagged effect, reflecting political lobbying from key sectors pushed for less 
stringent measures, and government’s shifting responses to the varying pressures on the health system 
from each variant, and the growing severity of the regulations’ impacts on the economy. 

Figure 3: South Africa: Comparison of regulatory stringency with COVID cases across 3 inflation peaks 

 

 

Ghana’s response was a medium-level lockdown initially, with a sharper decline in stringency in South 
Africa in response to subsequent waves of infection. 

Figure 4: Ghana: Comparison of regulatory stringency with COVID cases across 3 inflation peaks 
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In contrast to both Ghana and South Africa, Tanzania imposed initial national restrictions without the type 
of ‘lockdown’ measures imposed by most other countries and, after releasing early initial data, imposed 
a data blackout with the result that no official infection data was available for most of the project.   

Figure 5: Tanzania: Comparison of regulatory stringency with COVID cases  

 

 

The idea of ‘real-time’ data was key to our research design. The purpose was not merely to conduct 
research on events of the past but to be able to understand shifts in food system dynamics as they 
unfolded under changing governance and regulatory regime. We summarise the scale of our primary data 
collection in the section below, and here characterise only the logic and nature of our quantitative and 
qualitative research methods. 

Quantitative: Our quantitative data comes from statistical analysis of monthly price indices. On food flows 
– volumes and prices of food items – we combined secondary sources with our own primary data 
capturing and analysis. On secondary sources: we compiled and reviewed national data on food price 
trends, production volumes, import and export data, and hunger data. On primary data: we did food price 
tracking, involving comparing wholesale, formal sector retail and street trader prices; for instance in South 
Africa we were able to show the massive discrepancies emerging between wholesale and formal retail as 
well as between formal retail and street trader prices – and how these price variations have expanded 
during COVID. The main evidence we therefore have produced are comparative tables of prices across 
these food system actors, and percentage differences. In both South Africa and Ghana our data show the 
onset of new, stark differences in the consumer price index vis a vis food inflation from March/ April 2020 
onwards. A key innovation in our quantitative data was food diaries: We created a “food system diary” 
research instrument, in which we conducted a detailed baseline in-depth interview and captured 
quantitative data within it, and conducted regular follow-up interviews to capture shifts in volumes and 
prices of food items bought and sold through different levels of COVID regulations. The food diaries were 
conducted with selected food system actors to paint a picture of what a local food system looks like. These 
food actors included; small scale producers, food processors, street sellers, bakkie traders, fresh produce 



17 
 

wholesale shop owners and farm workers. Each actor kept two diaries a month to track changes that may 
have impacted by COVID-19. Each country team has analysed the food diary data separately, and we used 
this to inform our papers. We wish to note that given the small number of cases used in this method, our 
purpose was not to conduct quantitative analysis but rather to provide a frame for discussion of the 
reasons for, and responses to, the changes in food flows, volumes and prices.  

Qualitative: The qualitative research findings from the interviews and food diaries as well as the 
community and social dialogue reports and the documentaries on the lived experiences of food actors in 
the project sites provide fine grained, empirical evidence for the impacts of COVID-19 responses on 
Ghana’s food system. For instance, at a social dialogue with grassroots associations and organisations, 
agro-processors shared experiences on how restrictions in lockdown areas impacted on non-lockdown 
areas thus disrupting food flows both in the pandemic hit areas and rural communities. Food producers 
and processors could not send their products to customers due to restrictions on inter-regional mobility 
and self-imposed restrictions. Farmers and agri-businesses in both supply and demand regions were thus 
clearly affected by COVID-19 responses.   

Here we present emblematic results from our qualitative and quantitative data for each country, as 
contained in our academic publications that are either in process or to be submitted for publication. In 
Ghana, disruption of the governance of public markets affected women traders severely, as regulatory 
measures impeded both traders and their customers.  

 We were moved from this market to the Methodist School Field because they said we needed to 
space out to observe the covid-19 protocols. It is a very terrible experience. It was chaotic. There 
were times that the security agencies and other people would storm the field out of nowhere and 
that led to several stampedes. People were getting injured here and there. Food stuffs were 
destroyed, and some were seized. There were a lot of market women who stopped coming to the 
market, same as the buyers. That is why the entire business has been bad. Aside the fear of the 
virus, the buyers feared the stampedes and the destruction of properties and so they would rather 
not come to the market at all. The handling of the covid-19 here in Techiman has not be the best 
at all. The leaders in Techiman did not handle the situation well at all (female tomato trader, 
Techiman Market, 26th November 2020).  

 
The contradictory positions on local production, processing marketing and self-reliance are evidence of 
the interest of the state and the people who occupy positions in the state to continue the neoliberal 
development paradigm, which includes, gradual incorporation of smallholder producers through 
dispossession, displacement, formalization, and digitalization.  
 
Delivery companies and individuals involved in digital marketing expanded their services and coverage to 
include agricultural commodities while new entrants joined the market. In a key informant interview, an 
individual involved in online food marketing during the COVID-19 indicated how she joined the food trade 
market as a new entrant: 

“I used to trade in kente, beads, and clothes. But I realized that during the lockdown, there was a 
high demand for food items. Parents needed tom brown for their kids’ breakfast, yet they couldn’t 
go out. Some clients in Europe and America were also asking about the possibility of sending them 
groundnut paste, tom brown, and other food items because the African food markets abroad were 
closed during the peak of the pandemic. So, I decided to start marketing food online. I contracted 
a delivery company to provide me with dispatch services when I got orders, and this is how 
everything started” (Kelz Groceries, Madina, Accra, 10/09/2021).   
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This new and expanded online food marketing, particularly within urban spaces, restructured food 
sourcing and credit arrangements within the agri-food system. 

In South Africa, a key impact for small-scale farmers was the loss of urban markets, due to travel 
restrictions. Ntombizodwa Hlophe from Ozwathini in KwaZulu-Natal recounted how the suspension of 
school feeding, and then the allocation of the supply contract to an external on a tender that excluded 
local women:  
 

“I used to sell my produce, then pay salaries, pay school fees for the children and save a 
little cash as well. But due to COVID everything stopped. I even spent all my savings and 
now if markets re-open I will be basically starting from the bottom.” (Ntombizodwa 
Hlophe 2021)  

  
Informal street traders bore the brunt of both supply-side shocks and the declining purchasing power 
among low-income urban populations. Dudu Ngcobo on the streets of Pietermaritzburg explained the 
changes in her business and her family since the hard lockdown: 
  

“I began to see changes this year since lockdown but I persevered and sold what I have been 
always selling but I sold at a very cheap price just to ensure that I do not lose out on my 
stock and it does not rot. During lockdown I went home and did nothing, times were really 
tough. I was afraid of being arrested because there was a message from the government 
that if they found anyone selling in the streets would be arrested. 

 
Without operating capital, street traders struggled even after lockdown regulations were eased. Again 
and again, we heard variations of the same story: there was no straightforward recovery after these 
sellers, mostly women and many being the only breadwinners in their families, had “eaten” their capital. 
They could no longer purchase a big supply of stock because they do not have the money to do so.  
 
As small producers and street traders lost market share, supermarkets reported dramatic rises in profits, 
with Shoprite, the largest supermarket selling to the low-income market increasing profits on its South 
African supermarket operations by 17.2% and its headline earnings per share by 20.3% for 53 weeks to 
4th July 2021 (Shoprite, 2021). In turn, corporate food processor Tiger Brands reported that earnings per 
share were up 123% in the six months to the end of March 2021, compared to the equivalent six months 
before Covid-19 affected South Africa.  

Table 6: Comparison of street trader and supermarket prices  
 

Street Trader Average 
price per Kg across 
comparable samples 

Supermarket Average 
price per Kg across 
comparable samples 

Difference in SA 
Rands (approx. 
R15 = $1USD) 

Percentage 
Difference 

Cabbage R3.90 R7.92 R4.02 103% 
Tomatoes R12.03 R22.98 R10.95 91% 
Onions R8.91 R16.16 R7.25 81% 
Potatoes R9.29 R16.49 R7.20 77% 

Source: Wegerif and Malungane 2021 (Authors’ calculations based on field data collected through price 
checking) 
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Food corporates are not the only ‘winners’ from these food system disruptions. As well as localisation, 
many producers and traders have adapted by moving to technology, e-commerce. Such “pivots” include 
online food ordering, and home deliveries, with a 150%  rise in revenue for Uber Eats. 
  
Also benefitting were corporate agricultural input suppliers. “I actually did better” because of COVID, said 
the manager of the Noord-Transvaal Kooperasie, a privatised state cooperative and still the largest 
farming supply chain in the province, now under  ownership. ‘Sales went up [because] government 
pumped R500 million into agriculture’. Just 6 companies were allocated (different) amounts and black 
farmers had no choice but to redeem vouchers at these specified outlets. Prescribed what could spend 
on. Only GM seed - still coming through the ports. (Limpopo NTK interview 2021). Shift towards GM seed. 
“So you ask how did COVID affect me? I benefitted!” The opportunity “fell into our lap”, said the manager 
of a major seedlings nursery in KwaZulu-Natal, one of only two companies in the whole province where 
farmers could redeem their vouchers. “The vouchers for seeds and seedlings could be only redeemed with 
those businesses that are registered and it happens to be ourselves’ (Ian Sumner interview, 2021). Given 
the restrictions on the use of vouchers, a substantial secondary market emerged, with people selling off 
these inputs to others. 
 
In Tanzania, fishers, farmers and traders had limited opportunities to diversify or shift their livelihoods in 
response to the pandemic. From the respondents interviewed, we found that fewer actors have a 
diversified portfolio of livelihood activities. Majority of respondents (above 75%) for all regions report to 
solely depend on one source – the current running business. 

Table 7: Secondary activity for interviewed food system actors 

Secondary activity Arusha  % (N=22) Mwanza  % (N=56) Dar es Salaam %  (N=72) 
Non-food activities 13.6 7.14 5.56 
Food related activities 4.5 19.64 8.33 
No alternative 81.9 73.21 86.11 

 

Further, although Tanzania did not implement strict lockdown measures, neighbouring countries and 
international trading partners did impose strict and lockdown measures, which disrupted cross-border 
trade. This was compounded by the near-collapse of the tourism sector and the hotel and entertainment 
industry. For example, in the period between 2019 and 2020, tourism revenue declined by 72 percent. 
most of the hotel managers we interviewed in Arusha revealed that they had been left with no option but 
to reduce the amount of fresh produce they were buying from local traders and farmers given their low 
occupancy rates and the uncertainty that continues to prevail in the tourism industry.  

We have cut down more than 80 percent of our purchases. We used to receive our orders with 
pick-up cars, but nowadays we use a boda-boda (motorcycle); and most of the time we order 
depending on the number of customers present (Interview, Hotel Manager in Tengeru, Arusha, 
11 June, 2021). 

In turn, employment and businesses that depend directly and indirectly on this sector were hard hit for 
an extended period. During an interview on 11 May 2021, a female tomato trader at Mabibo market, in 
Dar es Salaam recalled: 

https://www.iol.co.za/technology/uber-eats-sees-150-revenue-increase-in-2020-amid-pandemic-168dedbe-ca81-4e5d-8e08-dbb18cf8274b
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Since the disease, there are few customers, so I don't sell as much as I used to sell. My customers 
who supply to hotels have since stopped coming due to closures. For the few customers that 
come, they buy a reduced amount as they cite reduced income. 

Amid the disruption caused by the pandemic, our results indicate that demand for some food items 
increased. Immunity-boosting foods/products were in high demand and their prices rose sharply. Some 
traders even switched to selling these products, as the market for other food products was not doing 
well.   

I used to sell onions and sardines. But after seeing the high demand for Ginger and Lemons, I 
decided to switch to those for a while. The business is good as there are many customers coming 
to buy these products. However, we have a challenge in securing consistent and enough supply 
from the regions” Male trade, Temeke Stereo market.  (Interview, Male trader, Temeke Stereo 
market, Dar es Salaam. 14 May, 2021). 

 

Objective 3. To engage in dialogue, derive lessons and compile accessible and vivid information to 
inform and influence government, development agencies and responses from society. 

Social dialogues: Social dialogue events were held to bring together different food system actors, to 
discuss and compare the impacts of COVID regulations on them and their businesses, and to bring forward 
the main demands and recommendations especially for state action. The social dialogues served to 
connect several dimensions: people in different parts of the food system; people in different communities 
in the same part of the food system; and various spheres of government with these food system actors. 
We held 16 social dialogues. The Ghana team held six social dialogues (four in Accra, one in Wa and one 
with the leadership of the General Agricultural Workers’ Union of TUC) which targeted rural communities, 
women farmer and fisher groups, grassroots associations, trades associations and labour unions as well 
as state officials. 

Podcast: We produced five podcast episodes. A benefit of podcasts is that they are cheaper for people to 
listen to, as they can be downloaded and listened to offline – as opposed to webinars or Zoom-based 
meetings. Our podcast episodes dealt with the impacts of Covid-19 on women fisherfolk in Ghana, 
Tanzania and South African; on the experiences of women farm workers; and two on the experiences of 
street traders.  

Films: We have produced two documentary films, Desperate Times: COVID, inequality and resilience in 
South Africa’s food system and The Split Tree Still Grows about impacts of COVID responses on Ghana’s 
food system.  

Short videos: documentaries (5 in total) highlighting findings from the research have been shared on 
AFRA’s YouTube channel and other social media spaces. Our Ghana team produced nine short videos 
which focused on the lived experiences of women traders and fishers. 

Media: we wrote and published numerous media articles, as well as sending material to media outlets 
and inviting journalists to public events. As a result, our project achieved a high degree of media visibility 
in our respective countries. As well as raising evidence from our local studies, we related this to national 
regulation and also to global debates underway at the UN Food Systems Summit. Our project produced 
41 media articles, was mentioned in many more, and gave numerous radio interviews and made television 
appearances. Our South African film premiered on live prime time television on the final day of the project, 

https://www.plaas.org.za/women-fish-and-covid-impacts-on-african-food-systems/
https://www.plaas.org.za/women-fish-and-covid-impacts-on-african-food-systems/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_dIXPhESQTQ&t=341s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_dIXPhESQTQ&t=341s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=whbT6yGAZ_I&t=59s
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the night before local government elections – and reached an impressively large audience5 – on the 
television station most watched by policy makers. We aim to do the same in Ghana, and in Tanzania once 
that film is complete, and to get all three, and the animation into global media and to have traction on 
social media. 

Webinars: A series of webinars were held with 
different audiences. Some were more ‘popular’ 
events including the voices of food system actors 
in dialogue with our research findings, while 
others were more academic events where our 
research was shared and discussed among 
scholarly community, and engagement with 
theory was possible – for instance, in an event 
focused on advancing thinking and theorisation 
on social reproduction and its articulation with 
agrarian change (PLAAS with UG on 14 
September). UG also held seminars in 
collaboration with Cornell University as well as 
collaborative webinars with PLAAS for staff and 
students in South Africa and Ghana which were 
open to the general public as well. In these ways, 
we tried to pull together our research with 
ongoing scholarly debates and the research work 
underway in our postgraduate communities. We 
felt this is an exciting and quite innovative way of 
leveraging additional intellectual benefit from 
research that is also policy and practice-oriented. 

We also held special high-profile events, including Africa-wide and global reaching webinars to mark 
international events such as World Food Day and World Ocean Day. 

Blogs: these fell into two categories – the one was to rapidly share emerging insights from fieldwork, 
flagging perspectives and issues we were identifying, and raising these for wider awareness, ahead of our 
further investigations and analysis; the other was to feature specific individual storylines, of food system 
actors and their experiences and voices. The aim was to direct bring forward these experiences into public 
discourse. These were often paired with webinars, where the issues were discussed, and on occasion we 
were able to include these food system actors in the webinars, even with translation to enable those not 
conversant in English to participate and get their points across. 

Policy Briefs: We produced four policy briefs – one per country, and one specifically on small-scale fishers 
in South Africa. Each policy briefs highlights our core findings and makes recommendations to the state 
for short, medium and long-term measures that will strengthen equity and resilience in our food systems.  

                                                             

5 The senior producer of the show wrote to us afterwards: “Some good news. Please see the TV news 
ratings for Sunday attached. The documentary AND the panel discussion did very well with the Sunday 
News Watching audience between 6pm and 8pm. Newzroom Africa is the green graph on the upward 
trend. Thank you very much Team. Regards, Mava” 

From research to a social dialogue to a webinar to a 
media article: We held a social dialogue in 
Pietermaritzburg (KwaZulu-Natal) following the 
‘double crisis’ of COVID and large-scale looting and 
unrest which resulted in the burning of shopping 
malls, supermarkets and infrastructure. We invited 
local and provincial government representatives, 
street traders, farmers, wholesalers, business 
leaders and faith leaders. A report from this process 
was produced and will assist in initiating further 
conversations. Outcomes from the social dialogue 
mentioned above were shared via a webinar hosted 
by PLAAS on rebuilding food systems after covid-19 
and unrest. A street seller, also a diarist, also 
contributed in the process by sharing her 
experiences, hardships and thoughts on how 
government can better support the food system and 
especially women in the informal economy such as 
herself. An opinion piece sharing the outcomes from 
the social dialogue is underway and will be finalised 
and published. 
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Infographics: Masifundise produced an infographic timeline that illustrates the impacts of Covid 
regulations on small-scale fishers in South Africa over the last 18 months, highlighting especially the lack 
of any kind of support from the state to the sector.  

Policy briefings: We made numerous presentations directly to government authorities, and also secured 
access to policy audiences in a variety of other ways. Each country team adopted a distinct approach to 
media and policy engagement, appropriate to 
our different contexts. All three countries 
managed to secure senior national government 
audiences, which is a testament especially to our 
Tanzanian team, operating under difficult 
circumstances. In South Africa, we focused 
primarily at top-level national government, and 
at the end of the project on local government 
both because of recovery efforts after mass 
looting and unrest, and also because of local 
government elections on 1 November 2021. In 
Ghana, much of the focus was on national 
government especially with respect to mitigation 
measures, border closures and input support. 

We have also given many public talks, lectures 
and other engagements, which are detailed in an appendix. In these ways, we have aimed to generalise 
our findings into national discourse, and even into postgraduate curricula, as well as targeting specific 
policy makers. We are particularly excited about using our research outputs more in the future as well, 
for postgraduate training and short courses online, and reaching a broader audience in this way, including 
policy audiences  

Objective 4. To make significant original contributions to scholarly knowledge on the impacts of COVID-
19 responses on the political economy of food system change in Africa. 

We have written several academic research papers from this work, including, at present, six submitted 
journal articles, six draft journal articles which were presented and critically discussed at an academic 
roundtable on 18-19 October 2021, two book chapters which are in press, and we have proposals for a 
further three academic journal articles. These outputs address our findings, which we summarise below. 
On the basis of our work, we have also both sought out, and selectively accepted invitations, to participate 
in and provide guidance in international initiatives. Internationally, we contributed to the Climate, Land, 
Agriculture and Biodiversity (CLAB) scientific review in the agro-food systems stream, convened by Future 
Africa at the University of Pretoria, to feed into COP-26; the Futures of Food in Southern Africa 
consultation for the establishment of a Southern Africa Resilience Academy, convened by the Centre for 
Sustainability at the University of Stellenbosch; the BRICS People’s Summit on agrofood systems; and the 
autonomous people’s response to the UN Food Systems Summit convened by the Civil Society Mechanism 
of the Committee on World Food Security (CSM-CFS).  

  

Direct line to the South African President: our PI, Ruth 
Hall, was approached by the President Cyril Ramaphosa 
on a related matter of land policy. She has previously 
been a presidential advisor. Following a lengthy 
telephonic conversation on 2 July, she set up a 90 
minute private briefing meeting via Zoom on 7 July, in 
which she briefed him on research evidence from 
multiple projects including this one, and specifically 
raised the issue of the design of the small-scale farmer 
relief programme, and the need for urgent intervention 
on food markets. This opened the space for follow-up 
input into the next stage of the relief programme and 
‘Presidential Employment Stimulus Initiative’ came from 
her and Dr Marc Wegerif at UP. 
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Thematic Analysis 

The project team has derived four themes around which we organised our data analysis process. This 
involved people within each country team reviewing our data and organising thematic workshops where 
the analysis was presented and compared across cases and countries. First is the food flow: how food 
supply, demand, volumes, flow and prices have been shaped by the nature of public as well as private 
regulatory frameworks, and the ways in which these have been implemented. We note that shortages 
have prompted price spikes in staple foods and foods essential to certain national cuisines, not least due 
to the closure of borders and interruption of cross-border trade. It is inevitable that any regulations 
impeding the movement of people and goods would affect food systems – despite exemptions. Yet the 
effects have been diverse, with surpluses and shortages coexisting often in short proximity, and with price 
spikes and drops offering ample opportunity for price gouging, especially where highly unequal power 
exists within the system. The most significant profiteering from the COVID context in South Africa, where 
the lockdown of the massive informal sector in which large numbers of small-scale farmers, fishers and 
traders compete with a highly concentrated commercial farming, agroprocessing and food manufacture 
and supermarket retail sector. We have found tracking food price inflation and its divergence from core 
inflation based on the consumer price index, illuminating. Similarly, contrasts between farmgate, 
wholesale, supermarket and street trade prices show how new opportunities for value capture have 
emerged. All this contrasts strongly with both Ghana and Tanzania, where less concentration in the food 
system exists, and where the regulations were more evenly applied.  

Second are the relationships: how relations between food systems actors have changed as a result, 
including trust, risk, credit and associational life, and solidarity and the food commons. The shifts in food 
flow extend far beyond those that can be directly attributed to public regulations; in addition, increased 
risk. Across all contexts, there have been winners and losers, as strategies of coping and adaptation are 
more open to some than to others. A critical variable is the degree of associational life and collective 
action among actors, which provides trust and mitigates risk.  Among the adaptations that has the clearest 
class (but not gender) characteristic is the shift towards online digital platforms for food procurement, 
ordering and delivery. We note in particular the emergence or entry of middle-class women in this space, 
often lauded as success stories of women surviving the challenges of COVID – but invisibilising the more 
pervasive realities of low-income women ratcheting down their position within the food system. A driver 
of the latter trend is, in particular, the ways in which COVID has affected credit – the lubrication of food 
systems across the continent and key to sustaining low-income food system actors. Our work in Ghana 
has been particularly illuminating on this point.  

Third is social reproduction: the time, labour and roles that underpin the ‘productive’ work of the food 
system, including childcare, care for other family members, household work, food procurement and 
provisioning for household use (food system actors need to eat too) and the role of both community 
solidarity and public forms of mitigation, ranging from food relief, vouchers, service charges, exemptions 
on fees, social grants and more. Evidence of gender and generational dynamics, livelihood impacts and 
strategies, show how productive but also gendered reproductive labour undergird the food system. 
Fruitful further work could be pursued on this articulation of productive and reproduction labour in the 
food system. All nine case studies of COVID responses experienced the perpetuation or aggravation of 
existing gender inequalities in the food system, among producers – but also in labour markets. The 
disruption of labour markets, the return of urban migrants to rural homes, shifts in household formation, 
and reduced waged incomes. This context, combined with widespread and in Ghana and South Africa also 
prolonged school closures, shifted significant reproductive labour burdens onto women – increasing their 
childcare burden, often in tension with their food system functions, at a time when, for instance, bringing 
children to markets was not allowed due to restrictions. We looked for, but did not find clear evidence of 
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women challenging gender roles, and men taking on more reproductive labour burdens as women 
struggled to sustain farming, processing and trading businesses.  

Fourth is the political economy: how governments themselves have approached the COVID moment, how 
different parts of society has responded, how different public authorities have interacted with private 
sector and other societal interests, and the choices, actions, budgets and understandings of the food 
system that have informed COVID responses. Our work has followed the ways in which food system actors 
have not merely been affected by but have actively sought to shape public regulation in the midst of 
COVID, with some degree of success, especially where these sectors are already highly equal, as in South 
Africa. Both Ghana and South Africa which did embark on significant mitigation responses turned a blind 
eye in policy towards business relief for traders. We note a consistent bias in mitigation responses towards 
production and consumption – almost consistently ignoring the need for mitigation and support of the 
myriad forms of food system functions that exist upstream and downstream of production. The result has 
been the channeling of available public funds into (often heavily bureaucratically mediated) relief 
programmes with patchy reach, and often more accessible to more formal businesses, to better-educated 
food system actors, and to men. Surpluses of food in the midst of declining purchasing power has meant 
producers have lost out – those sometimes consumers have managed to secure more nutritious foods. 
Further thought should go into how to sustain not only food systems in general, but the ability of food 
systems to provide quality nutrition.  

Accessible outputs have been a priority for us. We have converted our research findings into multiple 
formats – films, podcasts, twitter threads, webinars, blogs, news articles, photo albums, newsletter, 
powerpoint presentations, lectures – for diverse audiences, and engaging with government authorities in 
particular. We have held social dialogues bringing together diverse food system actors as well as 
government authorities, to provide platforms for people to share experiences and identify local solutions. 
In this context, we have been struck how the COVID moment has been a crisis not only for the food system 
but also for democracy; in many of our contexts, elected authorities have been relatively isolated from 
the people they claim to represent. As some obsesrved, “government locked down” and the civil servants 
went home, leaving the police and other law enforcement authorities to deal with citizens. We have 
engaged energetically with the media, speaking on radio and television programmes, publishing media 
articles in local and national media, bringing journalists to our social dialogues, holding press conferences, 
producing podcasts, and holding many webinars and public online events.  

Policy engagement at local, provincial/state and national level has been uneven across the three 
countries. In South Africa, we have been able to gain high-level attention and traction in government; in 
Ghana, a partnership with the national ministry was fruitful; in Tanzania, engagement with national 
government was not possible until recently, and attention focused at the local level. Wherever possible, 
we felt it was important to enable farmers, fishers and traders to speak for themselves, though this was 
not always feasible in policy fora. We did, however, prioritise the making of several films to ensure that 
the voices of those directly affected could narrate the story emerging from our research. We are delighted 
to have produced two films, with one more in process, as well as a short animation. 

Across these diverse contexts, we have focused on generating local and nationally-relevant 
recommendations. Across the board, though, we see that shorter supply chains are more robust and less 
risky for low-income food system actors; food items for which there is widespread general demand are 
more adaptive, and can be redirected into different markets, whereas high-value foods for niche markets 
were in oversupply as tourism, restaurants, cross-border and international trade were halted or disrupted. 
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Country Analysis 
We applied our thematic analysis across our countries and summarise here our key research findings. 

South Africa 
In South Africa we conducted our field research in three regions: Gauteng, KwaZulu-Natal and Western 
Cape provinces. The focus of this research was centred on COVID-19 pandemic impacts on informal and 
small-scale food system actors in fresh produce in Gauteng and KwaZulu-Natal and in small-scale fisheries 
in the Western Cape. While data collected are in response to the question at hand, another crisis, the July 
2020 unrest, occurred in two of the researched provinces (KwaZulu-Natal & Gauteng). This crisis may have 
been short-lived but its impacts will continue to haunt food actors for a long time. This incident was 
unexpected but showed that whatever strategies adopted for a resilient food system should address a 
‘polycrisis’ scenario.  

We monitored COVID regulation changes over time, noting their apparent or implicit constraints on food 
system actors, and on input and output markets; interviewed key informants and within our three case 
studies, identified specific focal areas and 
established research relationships with people 
playing different roles in these contexts. Some of 
our findings are captured in one published journal 
article, two submitted book chapters, five 
submitted journal articles, and two draft journal 
articles which we presented and received 
feedback on at our academic roundtable. Among 
our headline findings are the following. 

Small-scale farmers: Small-scale black farmers 
experienced price increases and disruptions to 
inputs. They also faced reduced demand for their 
produce due to particular sectors of the economy 
– such as restaurants and hotels being shut down 
– and general economic decline that impacts they 
buying power of their customers. Those most vulnerable to food system disruption were those producing 
either for niche markets – for which there is no generalised local demand – or incorporated into long 
supply chains involving significant distances.  

Traders and transporters: In several cases, the risk of produce not being sold at its destination, or major 
price fluctuations, led transport companies to shift their business practices – and to demand upfront 
payment rather than taking produce on consignment. In turn this raised both the upfront costs and shifted 
risk onto small-scale farmers – a risk which had previously been shared downstream. This upstream shift 
in risk towards low-income producers led to adaptations, primarily the re-direction of produce into local 
markets. This re-localisation was largely successful where a local market existed for these food items – 
but where niche produce was involved (eg. microgreens for upmarket destinations) this led to unsellable 
surpluses that were either consumed, given away or went to waste. Some women farmers we interviewed 
indicated a shift towards more local indigenous foods rather than middle-class foods for distant markets.  

Small-scale fishers: The government responses to the pandemic did not consider the broader impacts. 
For example, with the closure of borders and travel restrictions within the country, fishers were prevented 
from accessing different fishing grounds as well as inland markets, despite being recognised as essential 
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service providers and receiving exemption 
permits. The regulations did not consider 
the food system as a whole, and only 
considered the permission of fishers to go 
to sea.  

Street traders: Initial interventions by the 
state disregarded the contribution of 
street traders to food access and 
consequently severely impacted them and 
their clients. Permitting and other control 
measures disproportionately negatively 
affected smaller-scale and informal sector 
food actors. Ongoing harassment by 
authorities appeared to be using the 
Covid-19 conditions as a pretext to crack 
down on informal traders and impose a 
particular ‘modernisation’ mode of 
organising on cities and people in food 
systems.  

Food relief: The decision of the DFFE to 
only provide one round of food parcels to 
registered small-scale fishers created 
conflict in communities, as there are many 
who are not registered and could not 
benefit. This highlights the inequalities 
and injustices in the system. Local 
municipalities were also not providing 
sufficient food parcels to fishing 
communities. 

Mitigation: There is a complete lack of 
support from government for the coastal 
and inland fisheries sectors, in terms of 
financial support or other. This 
contributes to the lack of resilience of the 
sector in response to shock or in a 
moment of crisis.  

Social reproductive labour: the closure of 
the schools and the associated loss of 
school nutrition schemes meant that 
children were spending more time at 
home and consumed more food at home, 
creating a double burden on the women 
as the caregivers in the household. 

Women in small-scale fishing and farming communities bore the extra burden created by the pandemic. 
Despite the implementation of the special Covid relief grant of R350 a month, small-scale farming and 
fishing families failed to meet their food security needs. 

Pursuing all angles in South Africa 
Minister of Forestry, Fisheries and Environment: We had a 
policy briefing event with the Minister, including researchers and 
civil society partners, on our findings and recommendations. 
Building equity and resilience in the small-scale fisheries sector 
requires investment in cold storage to make possible women’s 
value-adding activities and as hedge against price fluctuations, so 
as to not cede market space to industrial fisheries during crisis 
periods.  
Minister of Public Works and Infrastructure: Patricia de Lille 
invited our PI to a women’s dialogue on land in the city, where we 
set out priorities for food system support like public land 
allocation for urban agriculture and food markets. The Minister 
made undertakings and follow-up discussions are planned. 
Minister of Agriculture: Thoko Didiza is a minister we have not 
had direct contact with during this project, though we have 
attended her UNFSS consultation meetings. We were invited to, 
and contributed to her new women’s empowerment strategy, and 
will seek further avenues to give effect to our study’s 
recommendations. 
Struggle heroes: Two prominent family foundations, the 
Desmond and Leah Tutu Foundation and the Oliver and Adelaide 
Tambo Foundation convened public dialogues on the current 
crisis in South Africa, and invited our PI to address audiences with 
a broad cross-section of society. In both cases, with other political 
and intellectual voices, she set out the core challenges from the 
project and vision for a way forward. 
Big business: The annual go-to convening of business leaders, 
the Sunday Times Directors’ Event, invited our PI to speak with 
others on key interventions for a just economic recovery. We 
proposed interventions combining food system transformation, 
land redistribution, trader support and consumer support via 
basic income. 
Philanthropists: We gave a briefing to a high-level private 
meeting of the largest philanthropists (giving organisations and 
high net worth individuals) who convene in the Independent 
Philanthropy Association of South Africa. Banking and finance, 
mining and other large corporate sectors are represented. The 
core message was about shifting gear from charity in the form of 
food relief to supporting social justice work on food system 
change. 
City Managers: We have secured a place in the agenda of the 
City Managers’ and Local Economic Development Forum 
convened by National Treasury, on 9 November 2021, to share 
our findings and recommendations for local government 
governance of food systems. This is the most high-level forum of 
local government, attended by 60-80 top officials. The PI and one 
researcher from University of Pretoria will attend and present.  
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Solidarity and food commons: The idea of food commons in the community is an often-romanticised 
concept. In response to the pandemic and the associated food shortages and loss of income, some food 
commons did emerge in communities. In Langebaan for example, nearby farmers would deliver loads of 
oranges and other citrus to be distributed in the community. The wealthier, white, areas of the community 
bound together in order to distribute food parcels and other supplies to the poorer areas like government 
food parcels were once off and not sustainable.  

Jobs and livelihoods lost: The combined effect of the pressures has seen some farmers and street traders 
stop business or production, at least temporarily. Jobs have also been lost as workers were retrenched 
when the business was too low to afford them. Many traders and farmers have eaten into their savings 
or gone into debt to survive. 

Corporate food system actors: In these challenging times large food corporations generally managed to 
maintain their profits and returns to investors by passing costs on to buyers and pressuring farmers to 
keep prices low. This was done by increasing their prices and with that their margins as well as demanding 
that farmers did not increase their prices. For instance, in South Africa, we are able to show increases in 
earnings per share, and profits, of 15-20% among major supermarkets, and earnings per share over 120% 
for at least one of the biggest food manufacturers, at the same time that the economy has shrunk 7% and 
8.8% of the population has lost jobs, unemployment has risen to 45% and 47% of households ran out of 
money to buy food.  

Adaptation and responses: Despite all the challenges street traders showed resilience and continued to 
make food more accessible, including through keeping prices down. Small-scale farmers diversified 
looking for new markets with new crops and in some cases reducing input costs, by using less bought 
inputs and producing their own seedlings and compost. 

 

Lessons from findings in South Africa 
Women’s niche being eroded: As the corporate fishing sector consolidates, and captures market space 
with its infrastructure capacity, the niche that women in fishing communities have occupied in the value-
chain is being eroded. Women’s predominant role in the “dying art” of drying, smoking, bottling of fish is 
less evident, and COVID has accelerated this long-term shift in the small-scale fisheries sector towards 
only a focus on harvesting. Local value-adding, which is a specifically gendered activity, had been rapidly 
eroded.  

Food relief as anti-poor: While addressing a consumption crisis, the official food relief initiatives serves 
to consolidate corporate benefits, while leaving small-scale producers with unsellable surpluses. 
Ironically, small-scale producers with surpluses, often of high-quality nutritious foods like fresh vegetables 
and fruit were faced with provision of food parcels of industrially produced and processed low-quality 
foods. This means that public procurement continued to support corporate entities within the food 
system, treating the poor only as recipients of relief, rather than providers of it.  

Vouchers can concentrate economic power: Two voucher schemes had unintended consequences. Food 
vouchers redeemable only at formal supermarket retail sidelined informal traders – only a system 
introduced towards the end of this phase made USSD codes (for ‘non-smart’ phones) available and 
redeemable in the informal sector.  

Infrastructure provides resilience: Storage facilities enable people to store value. Cold storage in 
particular provides options for producers and traders to retain stock and weather adverse market 
conditions without losing value. Both street traders of fresh produce and small-scale fishers pointed to 
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this as the main factor inhibiting them from benefitting from their own oversupply. Selling cheaply or 
giving away stock for free was the only option for those without such infrastructure.  

Land demand for production and trade: The continued lack of secure access to agricultural land even for 
productive black farmers is striking, with many struggling to navigate government’s faltering land reform 
programme. Demand for land in peri-urban spaces has also risen during the pandemic, as people without 
jobs, and with inadequate social protection, seek to sustain themselves. Alongside struggles for land for 
production are mounting campaigns for well-located urban land for street trade and markets, suggesting 
that the “right to the city” movements may be joined by a “right to land for trading” movements. 
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Ghana  
In Ghana, we embarked on our studies in the Greater Accra region, Techiman in Bono West Region and 
Wa in Upper West Region.  COVID-19 and its associated containment measures (the three-week lockdown 
in selected locations, the 10 month school closures, the ban on entertainment and public gatherings, the 
continued closure of land borders, the rotational system in some markets and relocations in others) laid 
bare the inefficiencies in the country’s food system.  Headline findings can be summarised as follows. 

Pre-existing import-dependency: Ghana’s agri-
food system was in crisis long before COVID-19.  
The smallholder, informal, rain-fed agricultural 
system is unable to produce enough to feed the 
population.  The country’s food staples - onions, 
tomatoes, rice, poultry – are imported from 
countries such as Burkina Faso, Niger and Vietnam.  
Similarly, agricultural inputs such as fertiliser and 
seeds are imported. 

Gender segmentation: The food system is gender 
segmented; the marketing is predominantly 
undertaken by women in the informal economy 
while large scale production and agro-processing is 
done by male actors in the formal economy.   

Credit arrangements: The agri-food system is also 
largely informal and thrives primarily on informal 
credit schemes with the various actors in the 
system providing inputs or products to the others 
on short term credit basis. 

Policy bias towards staples: State policy to address 
the challenges of the agri-food system focuses 
largely on the production of a few carbohydrates (maize, cassava) without equal attention to storage, 
distribution, processing, marketing, food safety, dietary diversity and nutritional security.  This is evident 
in the budgetary allocations to production support (fertiliser supply) in the Planting for Food and Jobs 
programme.  

Imported inputs: The global disruptions in the supply of goods highlighted the nation’s dependence on 
imports for its agricultural inputs such as fertiliser and seeds. In Ghana, this disruption made it difficult for 
the government to run its flagship agricultural programme successfully and exposed the country’s 
dependence on other countries for its basic food needs. In Tanzania, too, reliance on imports for 90% of 
fertilisers, largely from Russia and Egypt, exposed producers to vulnerabilities when trade was disrupted. 
Building national capacity in input industries, including non-chemical alternatives and agroecology, should 
be among the mix of policy responses for resilience-enhancing measures. 

Food flows and pricing: COVID-19 has affected food flows and price. For instance, although the consumer 
price index had remained relatively higher than food inflation since 2012, this state of affairs changed with 
the onset of COVID.  Similar to South Africa, from April 2020 to date, the food inflation index has been 
generally higher than the consumer price index, the only exception being the months of May and June 
2021. This can be attributed first to the panic buying that followed the announcement of an impending 
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lockdown and was sustained by the disruptions in production and distribution wrought by the pandemic 
as well as the government’s containment measures. 

Informal credit undermined: Some of the containment measures (school closures and ban on social 
gatherings) led to a contraction in market activities which in turn had an impact on the informal credit 
relations that sustain the food system.  It made it difficult for actors in Ghana’s food system to fulfill their 
ends of the informal credit arrangements they had hitherto entered into routinely and without mishap.  
This highlights the need for a proper functioning credit scheme in Ghana’s agri-food system.   

School closure disruptions: The decrease in incomes due to COVID as well as the school closures that 
disrupted the School Feeding Programme also made it difficult for low-income families to feed their 
families adequately. 

Vocal food system actors: Producer and trader associations across our countries and sites have used 
available platforms, including those provided in this project, to articulate their experiences of COVID 
regulations and the impacts on their operations, and to express demand for changes in food system 
governance – both in the recovery period, and in the governance of future crises.  

 

Lessons from findings in Ghana 
We note inconsistencies in the accounts of various food actors in the interviews and media reports, and 
government’s accounts of the reality of the food system. For example, the President has stressed that 
there is no food shortage despite COVID-19 whereas our interviewees have vehemently opposed that, 
indicating food shortages of particular food items such as maize in the market.  

The state has been engaged in many contradictory activities that ultimately provide little support for 
citizens.  One major example is the support provided for the poultry industry while major restrictions have 
been put on the spaces that use these products such as hotels.   

The class biases of the state have been made evident in some of its policies such as the policy to reopen 
the airports which make it possible for high earning citizens to travel freely in and out of the country while 
land borders used by cross-border food traders remains closed.   

Producer groups engaging in activism to demand a number of reforms in the agricultural sector such a 
reform in the distribution of inputs (seeds and fertilizers) from the Planting for Food and Jobs programme.  
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Tanzania 
ESAFF was able to engage smallholder farmers, fisherfolks, transporters, traders, hawkers, market leaders, 
processors, local government authorities and high-level officials. Despite a volatile political context, the 
team was able to broker some contact between these groups, working through District officials and 
mayors, and various officials from the Ministries of Agriculture, Industry and Trade, and the Ministry of 
Livestock and fisheries. The main public engagements with nationwide media included Channel 10, ITV, 
TBC, StarTv, EATV, newspapers like Mwananchi, The Citizen, Habarileo, and The Guardian. 

 
Results have shown that the Covid-19 
pandemic has affected the various 
food system aspects differently. On 
the actors, the most affected have 
been those whose businesses were 
affected by the disruptions of the 
pandemic. Low-income actors have 
also been disproportionally affected. 
Among the actors in the food system, 
women and youth constitute an 
important part. Apart from 
participating in the food system as 
farmers, traders and processors, 
women play an integral role in social 
reproduction. As a result, it is 
important for strategies and other 
policy efforts to give adequate 
attention to women in the food 
system. 

Adaptations and coping strategies: Food system actors responded to the pandemic by employing a varied 
set of strategies. Food traders, for example, changed where and how they sourced produce; there were 
changes in credit arrangements; people fell back on family and kinship networks as formal finance could 
not sustain their enterprises or livelihoods; and those who could made use of digital forms of engagement 
and interaction with customers in ordering, payments and delivery. These are innovations that may 
exclude some food system actors, such as women. Targeted support to ensure inclusion is therefore 
important. 

Disruption of regional food trade and related logistics following brief restrictions in non-essential 
movement imposed by the government and the general fear that existed in the first months of the 
pandemic. Despite the modest restrictions domestically, lockdown measures and other regulatory 
restrictions imposed by neighbouring countries of Kenya, Uganda, Rwanda, and Zambia, among others, 
and the disruption of international trade and travel, have also led to notable adverse impacts on the food 
system. This resulted in massive decline of household incomes especially for the small scale farmers, 
fishers and traders, the situation was worst between March 2021 to October in 2021 that impacted on 
food, health and education.  
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Reinforcing declines in demand: Slow-down in the economy followed near-collapse of sectors such as 
tourism and hospitality, reduced international trade, and a shrinkage of the private sector and associated 
rise in unemployment. All these have had notable effects on the food system as the research documents 
reduced consumer demand, non-seasonal changes in prices of food items, unfavourable changes in credit 
arrangements and overall dismal performance of businesses.  

Gender inequalities widen: The major implication noted is that women suffered the most as they had to 
take care of the families, prepare for food and ensure proper family welfare, some could not care for their 
families as they had to search for income generating activities. Increase of household budgets due to 
immediate closure of schools were by parents had to transport their children from schools and also 
increased the budget of food at home. Women bear a double burden in times of a crisis, and their social 
reproductive responsibilities, which is unremunerated and unrecognised work. Many women fish 
processors’ and traders’ groups failed to service their loans gotten from microfinance institutions and 
local government authorities through districts women fund. 

The emerging changes in the functioning of the food system, particularly relating to relationships among 
food system actors and forms of interactions between customers and food traders. On the former, the 
pandemic has considerably altered credit arrangements between lenders and borrowers. There is 
evidence of increased loan defaulting associated with disrupted businesses and reduced ability to pay. 
This has led to changes in credit arrangements such as added collateral requirements, changes in size of 
loans, and more stringent conditions from lenders. On the latter there is evidence on increased use of 
digital technologies, such as mobile money for transactions. This imply reduced physical interactions 
between customers and traders (less market visits), and increased use of delivery services using 
motorcycles. 

 

Lessons from findings in Tanzania 
Inaction also has an impact: Tanzania has experience adverse impacts despite taking a lenient regulatory 
position, and avoiding lockdowns and other strict measures such as those imposed in other countries, 
including regional peers. Despite having no strict regulations on movement and lockdown measures, the 
country’s economy has not been spared, and so is its food system. This is attributed to, among others, the 
containment measures by the neighbour countries in East Africa particularly Kenya and Uganda, which 
were more stringent and included border closures, lockdowns, and restrictions on some economic 
activities. These had adverse implications on the welfare of food system actors domestically due to 
disrupted food trade. In addition to regional effects, behavioural change also impacts on food system 
dynamics – and so both producer, trader and consumer behaviour (eg. fewer shopping outings) have 
marked effects, cumulatively, even in the absence of regulation. 

Elite foods more affordable: Yet the outcomes were not always obvious; as producers grappled for 
dwindling markets, declining prices and availability of high-value foods in low-income communities 
presented nutritional benefits – for instance as high-value fish species became affordable in coastal areas 
due to over-supply amid the tourism crash, and as fishers sold into local markets rather than to high-end 
hotels. In this and other similar cases, this meant benefits for consumers at the cost of producers; but 
consumers themselves dependent on incomes from sectors suffering massive setbacks were also less able 
to afford food. While the outcomes are therefore varied, the possibilities that some introversion of food 
systems may bring benefits to some, though sometimes at costs to others, should be further explored. 
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The superfood effect: While prices for most food items decreased, following reduced demand, there was 
a relative increase in demand for some food products. This was the case for products that were viewed as 
‘immunity boosters’ such as ginger, garlic and lemon. This attracted an increased number of traders 
towards trading these food items, and also benefited farmers who produced the food items. We found 
permutations of this effect across all three countries, sometimes with religious undertones, but most 
markedly in Tanzania, where, in the absence of a hard lockdown or vaccination programme initially, the 
political message from President Magafuli emphasised natural remedies and immune boosters.  
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5. Project outputs  

Our outputs are comprehensively recorded, with links to evidence, in a spreadsheet of events and 
outputs, attached as an appendix. Here we discuss overall total outputs per category. Our project outputs 
are listed below, noting those outputs achieved, compared with those planned. We note our: 

• over-achievement in several areas like journal articles, media articles, blogs, short video 
documentaries, podcasts, lectures and policy briefs – where we produced more than we had 
planned – and also produced outputs we had not planned, like book chapters, photo albums, 
public statements, Twitter threads. 

• under-achievement in not finalising a stand-alone literature review (but producing several 
additional academic outputs), and producing only one rather than three infographics (but 
producing other types of popular outputs).  

These variations from our initial plans arise both from changed priorities and from opportunities that 
arose (eg. for more media articles including journalists approaching us). The only significant area in which 
we have not delivered is in a stand-alone literature review (please see explanation above, under 
‘milestones’. We achieved the following project outputs and events. 

Table 8: Project events 
 

Events Planned Achieved 

Policy briefing 6 3 12 

Social dialogues 5 16 

Public talk - 11 

Webinars 5 18 

Media appearances - 24 

Workshops 4 27 

Lectures/curricula 3 3 

Twitter threads - 3 7 

 

                                                             
6 This somewhat under-states our policy briefings. In Ghana and Tanzania, local and national policymakers were 
briefed at wider social dialogues, and so these are reported under ‘social dialogues.’ 
7 This project has had a lively profile on social media, with a few hundred tweets in total, especially around key 
events and outputs. We have used the hashtag #Africanfoodsystems and have tagged IDRC sometimes though not 
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We produced the following project outputs. 
 
Table 9: Project outputs 
 

Outputs Planned Achieved 

Journal articles8 4 10 + 3 more planned (total: 13) 

Book chapters - 2 

Literature review 1 0 

Films 4 2 + 2 more in production (total: 4) 

Policy briefs 3 4 

Podcasts - 5 

Short videos - 15 

News articles - 41 

Blogs - 15 

Technical reports - 11 

Infographic factsheet 3 1 

Photo albums - 3 

 
The project outputs which are still in progress are as follows. For each, we note their planned outcome 
and timeframes, and priority actions to see these to completion: 
 
Journal articles: we have two journal articles published. Three follow-up processes are involved here. 
First, we have a further two journal articles submitted to journal for peer review. Second, our six draft 
journal articles (two per country) which were presented at our academic rountable in October are to be 
revised during November 2021 and submitted together with a short introduction to the journal Food 
Security, as a cluster. This is not a full special issue, but a smaller collection of related articles, which can 
be released one-by-one as soon as through peer review. We have engage with the journal editor on this. 
our submitted articles do not require additional actions for now, as they are underdoing publication 

                                                             

always, depending on availability of space. A search on #Africanfoodsystems will provide a useful snapshot of this 
online presence. 

8 We have published 2 journal articles, submitted 2 more to journals for peer review, and drafted 6 more which 
were presented for discussion at our academic roundtable on 18-19 October 2021, and are currently being revised 
for submission. These together constitute the 10 journal article outputs.  
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process. Beyond the commitments of this project, we also aim to produce at least three further stand-
alone journal articles on social reproduction (Ghana and South Africa); small-scale fishers (comparative 
across the three countries); and the ‘double crisis’ of COVID and unrest and destruction of shops and 
shopping malls in KwaZulu-Natal (South Africa only, and involving our civil society partners including 
activists as co-authors). If successful, this will mean 13 journal articles in total, and two book chapters, as 
our academic outputs. This means 15 formal academic research publications. 

Films: while South Africa and Ghana have completed and launched our films, production of the Tanzania 
film has been plagued with difficulty. The first round of filming produced un-usable footage of substandard 
quality. A second round of filming with an agreed professional videographer produced adequate quality 
but insufficient diversity of footage; however the interviews are adequate for the purposes of producing 
a film. With translations now completed, and with the need to source additional footage, we anticipate 
that this film will be completed in the coming three months. In addition, and only once this is completed 
or nearing completion, we will finalise the messaging for the very short animation film to summarise the 
overall project message. We do therefore still anticipate producing the four films – over and above several 
shorter video outputs. 

All other planned outputs are completed, and further post-project outputs that we are busy with are over 
and above those we have committed to. 
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6. Project implementation and management 
 

In this section we address research partnerships, governance and research ethics. In relation to each, we 
note principles of equity, safety and promotion of women.  

 

Research partnerships 

Building on old and forging new partnerships: This project represents our first research partnership with 
Ardhi University, ESAFF and EMEDO. This means that all three of our Tanzanian partners were new, with 
whom we had interacted more loosely in the past. They also collaborated with one another for the first 
time. In the case of Ghana and South Africa, the universities collaborated with civil society organisations 
with which they have strong existing relationships and a track record of partnership: NETRIGHT with the 
University of Ghana, and AFRA and Masifundise with PLAAS at UWC (less so with UP). This means that on 
the one hand the project built on existing partnerships, and on the other hand forged new partnerships. 
In a project of this short duration it was challenging to start new partnerships while also quickly getting 
onto the ground, and there were not always similar modes of work, as is to be expected. Under the 
circumstances we are quite satisfied with how partners managed to work together, with good will, and 
despite differences in perspective and method. Our partners have indicated interest in continued future 
work together, as well as with others. 

Stronger capacity among partners: All our academic 
partners have expanded our fields of knowledge – 
PLAAS at UWC expanded our work beyond 
production and trade in rural settings into urban 
informal and formal retail; Ardhi University 
expanded beyond spatial planning and the built 
environment to the economics and politics of food 
systems; University of Ghana . Our CSO partners in 
particular identified two directions in which they 
have expanded and clarified their praxis: from 
“resource rights” to “food systems”; and from 
“human rights” to “political economy”. Grappling 
with investigating and analysing economic drivers of 
social change and the actors and interests shaping 
these, is a direct benefit of the project, which also 
suggests a less state-centric advocacy response and 
calls for wider societal dialogue and engagement, 
including the need to shift narratives and expose 
patterns of control and accumulation.  

Academic collaborations increased: We have 
greatly enjoyed connecting more of our teaching 
and training as well as research. We have 
incorporated project material into our lectures, invited one another to guest lecture to our students, 
promoted our courses to one anothers’ institutions, and are discussing further collaborative academic 

From “human rights” to “political economy” 

The project has exposed some of our partners to 
analysing the food system, and doing so by looking at 
sources and effects of economic power on governance 
and among actors within the system. Some of the civil 
society partners usually work exclusively within a human 
rights framework – rather than interrogating how the 
economy functions and how economic power is 
constituted. As one observed: “It has been a bit of 
change to the way that Masifundise usually works with 
communities with this project, which has been an 
exciting and interesting learning curve. Masifundise 
usually works within the rights and policy framework, 
and here we were engaging more directly with the food 
system and food system actors… The work of this project 
has highlighted for Masifundise a strong need to focus 
on the localisation of markets for small-scale fishing 
communities, and assisting in moving away from the 
reliance and dependence on the industrial fisheries 
sector and the commercial food system, including export 
markets and restaurant markets.” According to the 
director of Masifundise, the benefit of the project has 
been “giving small-scale fishing a new and different 
presence in the public information space.” 
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publication beyond this project. Ongoing academic ties between the four universities are now very likely 
indeed, including guest lecturing, co-supervision of postgraduate students, and academic events like 
seminars, colloquia and conferences. 

 

 

Photo: The three co-PIs: Tsikata, Hall and Isaacs. We never met in person during this project. This photo 
was taken pre-COVID in August 2019 in Accra. 

 

 

Synergies with other IDRC grantees: We have not yet built collaborative relations with the other grantees 
in this program, though we have exchanged information on our work. We anticipate that the workshop in 
November 2021 will provide an opportunity to explore whether such synergies will be useful as we use 
the knowledge generated in this project and embark on new work.  

Strengthening research alliances: We were glad to build stronger relationships with several key 
institutions in the course of the project. As well as our partners in this collaboration, we invited our 
counterparts in other research institutions to our academic roundtable on 18-19 October 2021 to solicit 
their critical and constructive feedback on our academic journal articles. These were from: 

• Women in the Informal Economy Globalising and Organising (WIEGO) 
• The Transnational Institute (TNI) 
• International institute for Environment and Development (IIED) 
• Institute for Statistical, Social and Economic Research (ISSER) 
• Institute for Research and Promotion of Alternatives in Development (IRPAD) 

These are the types of relationships we feel we can continue to build beyond this project, and find new 
synergies with scientifically rigorous and action-oriented engaged scholarship. 

https://www.wiego.org/
https://www.tni.org/en
https://www.iied.org/
https://isser.ug.edu.gh/
https://ccfd-terresolidaire.org/auteur/irpad
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Governance 

We are satisfied that the manner in which the project has been implemented has been consistent with 
principles of good governance. The project administration at PLAAS is subject to University protocols and 
oversight both contractually and financially. Democratic and participatory processes have been central to 
our work, while still retaining ultimate accountability at PLAAS, and as PI. Among the implementing teams 
– researchers at PLAAS and three other universities, and researchers and fieldworkers at civil society 
organisations – women have played a leading role as co-PIs (Prof Ruth Hall, Prof Moenieba Isaacs and Prof 
Dzodzi Tsikata), within our core team of country leads, researchers, fieldworkers, students, and with our 
social partners. We made sure that all partners were represented in our meetings and played a role in the 
planning, presenting, chairing, and facilitating of our team meetings, workshops and academic 
roundtables. We also created space for our Masters and PhD students to participate and learn from our 
methodology, process and content in our workshops and academic roundtables. We co-designed our 
methodological tools with social partners and supported them with collecting the data in bi-weekly 
meetings. In all our events – webinars, press briefings, media appearances, blogs, podcasts we made sure 
women and social partners were represented, supported, briefed and mentored to step into spaces they 
not necessarily engage with on a daily basis. In our fieldwork we made sure all our respondents, especially 
women, are safe and comfortable and had informed and prior consent to be interviewed, photographed 
or filmed. We also integrated in our gender briefing note guidance and consideration of gender equity in 
research partnerships and research implementation, as well as in research methods. In this way we aimed 
to strengthen the capacity across our partners to adopt good and gender-equitable governance practices.  

 

Research ethics 

Research ethics: The project underwent the full rigorous university ethics clearance process through 
faculty and Senate committees, with additional requirements for COVID fieldwork. Information sheets 
and consent forms for all research instruments – interviews and other methods – form part of this.  

Data management protocols: The project did involve collection of personal information from 
respondents, some of whom wish to remain anonymous, though most of this information was not 
sensitive or with the potential to cause harm. In addition, locations of field sites identifies some 
respondents, as do photographs. This information is kept on a password protected drive. Our protocol 
for the safekeeping of this data is to hold it within PLAAS for a period of five (5) years. Thereafter it will 
be archived within the University.  

Open access: With regards to our obligations to make our findings available through open access 
channels, we have made arrangements to buy Open Access rights for our journal articles, including the 
collection of six journal articles that we are submitting to the journal Food Security.9 We have produced 
many popular and open access outputs. Those which are not, such as book chapters, will be made 
available as pre-publication versions via our university research portals.  

 

                                                             
9 The requirements for open access publishing in Food Security are here: https://www.springer.com/journal/12571/open-
access-publishing#Fees%20and%20Funding  

https://www.springer.com/journal/12571/open-access-publishing#Fees%20and%20Funding
https://www.springer.com/journal/12571/open-access-publishing#Fees%20and%20Funding
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7. Overall assessment and recommendations  

We would like to commend and thank IDRC for facilitating a very straightforward contracting, 
disbursement and reporting system. This has helped us to focus on the content of the work, with limited 
distraction.  

This is our first experience of designing and implementing a major multi-country research project without 
any physical meetings or visits to one another’s field sites. We constituted a large team with diverse 
backgrounds and skill-sets. Yet we managed to pull and hold together a complex project involving five 
universities and five non-governmental organisations conducting research at approximately three case 
study areas per country and often 3-5 specific fieldwork sites in each case study area – this meant 10 
organisations and 35 research sites. We acknowledge that at times there was a lack of clear planning and 
coordination across the teams, which limited the potential for cross-country learning and work. That said, 
we did hold four full-team meetings, and in addition another four thematic analytical workshops – so, 8 
major two-day workshops, spread across 13 months. 

With respect to our engagement with IDRC, we found our quarterly conversations with our program 
officer helped us to understand better how IDRC is thinking about the high-level goals of the program. We 
found these meetings both challenging – with very pertinent questions being asked – but also supportive. 
In retrospect, we feel that we should have taken more initiative to foster closer relations and to keep IDRC 
better informed in between these engagements of key events and progress in the project. We did not do 
so largely because we were so incredibly busy.  

The only aspect of IDRC’s administration that we have found challenging is the requirement to submit our 
narrative report at the point of project completion – which has meant a crunch time in which we had to 
complete final project outputs, complete final dissemination events, and prepare the narrative report 
simultaneously. We propose that IDRC considers extending a one month period for narratives after project 
completion to provide grantees with the time to focus exclusively on project activities up to the end of 
the project, and report thereafter.  
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8. Problems and challenges 

 

Field-based research during the pandemic was possible. It required being ready to hit the ground and 
implement planned activities when conditions permitted, and when lockdown levels were raised, to keep 
in touch with respondents via phone calls and whatsapp messages, and by sending airtime and cellphone 
data to them. Our research instrument of ‘food system diaries’ was designed for precisely this purpose – 
to provide real-time updates that could be captured from afar. In practice, some rounds of fieldwork had 
to be abandoned altogether, for instance when inter-provincial travel was again prohibited in South Africa, 
and the very severe third wave meant that all fieldwork had to stop, and planned filming in Johannesburg 
was abandoned. As a result, our South African film only features two of our three case studies. 
International travel by PIs was abandoned due to travel restrictions. But travel within countries, and to 
field sites was broadly feasible.  

We took Covid-19 precautions in line with state and World Health Organisations approved protocols and 
we continued with field work when levels of new infections were not at the highest levels. We adopted a 
COVID fieldwork protocol that involved temperature checks, sanitiser and mask wearing, and we found 
that providing free bottles of sanitiser was a useful ice-breaker when conducting interviews. Field teams 
took COVID tests prior to travel for fieldwork, when possible.  

Illness among our research team was a significant factor, with our country team leader for Tanzania 
contracting COVID and being hospitalised and in ICU for a period. Several other team members contracted 
COVID, though we did face the problem of not knowing whether team members in Tanzania had 
contracted COVID several were severely ill during the first half of the project, without access to COVID 
tests. Later on, those who got ill were able to get tested. A far larger number had family members severely 
affected, and several of our team were bereaved, with family members or loved ones passing away during 
the project. This included not only our fieldwork team but, for some reason, more significantly our 
administrative and office staff. As a result, for long periods we were not operating at full capacity. Several 
of our food diarists became ill, one died from COVID-related illness, and one was murdered. 

The COVID-19 pandemic with its associated restrictions shaped what was feasible within the project. Both 
Ghana and South Africa – and presumably also Tanzania – were hit by a second wave early on in the 
lifespan of the project, and then again in the third quarter of the year, the Delta variant hit. led to a surge 
in Covid-19 cases did not affect social dialogues for the final stage of the project as a hybrid approach was 
adopted with strict adherence to COVID-19 protocols for in-person participation. 

In Tanzania, the main challenge has been the changing stances by government on COVID-19 which led to 
a challenge in terms of undertaking research activities, particularly data collection. Politics took the upper 
hand as Tanzania was declared a “COVID-free” country, and it was a real struggle for the researchers to 
interact with the respondents because they were not free to express their independent views on the 
impacts of Covid19. Dialogue with government officials was difficult because during the first half of the 
project it was a taboo for government officials to speak about anything related to COVID-19. There was a 
late start, plus a hiatus following the passing of the President. It was difficult to get permission to get 
access to ‘sensitive’ markets like the Kivukoni Fish Market near State House. In one incident our staff was 
briefly denied access to take photographs. We also faced the familiar challenges of gatekeepers and 
(usually male) spokespeople who offer to speak on behalf of others, and needing to navigate beyond these 
to speak to market women. 
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Our CSO partners indicated that complying with COVID restrictions caused disturbance and challenges 
during events like community and stakeholder dialogues as most of the participants felt uncomfortable 
to speak while putting on masks, while others were uncomfortable with masks not being worn – and 
navigating different preferences, and some flouting of regulations by our research informants – to some 
extent limited the flow of information. Some government leaders during key informant interviews were 
afraid and unwilling to disclose data and information to the study as they feared to be cited on matters 
where government policy had already drawn criticism. But by and large, we were able to conduct the 
research as designed.  

Tanzania is the only country where significant delays emerged with getting “country clearance” through 
government, which required prior approval within Ardhi University ethics processes, and then pursuing a 
government application – at a very sensitive time. It is a testament to our partners at Ardhi that this was 
achieved, and in we were able to conclude our contracting in January 2021 with our Tanzanian partners, 
whereas our Ghana and South Africa studies got underway immediately from the start of October. ESAFF 
confirms that by and large, the administration of the project was good, except that “In the first phase of 
the project ESAFF used its funds to execute and plan some of the activities.” The Ghana team report that 
they did not experience any financial and administrative challenges associated with the project.  Fund 
transfers were timely, thus enabling the smooth implementation of project activities without any 
interruptions. Having a university as an anchor institution, with a ready-established relationship with a 
single civil society partner, helped matters. For this reason, in future, we will consider prioritising 
organisations with whom universities have existing relationships, rather than proposing new partnerships. 
The lesson we draw, therefore, is that research is possible under pandemic conditions, but that building 
on well-established relationships is key, and that strong central administration and research management 
is required.  

Unprecedented public unrest in South Africa in July 2021, associated with the incarceration of former 
president Jacob Zuma, and variously portrayed as food riots, mass looting or a failed insurgency, severely 
affected two of our research sites: Gauteng province and Johannesburg in particular; and KwaZulu-Natal 
and Pietermaritzburg in particular. The attacks on shops and shopping malls, and their destruction and 
burning, profoundly changed our research context. It also made fieldwork impossible for a period. We 
were able to keep in touch with food diarists remotely. This also coincided with the third wave of COVID 
infections – which was higher than the previous two COVID waves and centered in Gauteng –during which 
Gauteng province was ‘locked down’, entry and exit from the province was prohibited, we cancelled 
filming and halted all fieldwork.  
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9. Future work 
 

Our partners have expressed how much this consortium’s work together is valued, and how much has 
been learnt. While we recognise the need to pull this project to a close, several proposals have emerged 
for future work together. Civil society partners have indicated they will use the research findings and 
various knowledge products to inform their advocacy work and engage the government on mitigation 
measures to support food system actors. They foresee future collaborations on food systems with 
academia, CSOs, labour unions and trade associations. 

Future collaboration in research could involve periodic answering to calls for research, joint development 
of research proposals as well as engaging strategic partners for collaborative undertaking of research 
projects that can be solicited by one or more partners. The current project consortium includes a wide 
pool of expertise that can be tapped into, given the diverse disciplinary and technical skills that exist within 
our consortium.  

Food system governance and urban formal and informal markets: The rapidly-changing shape of urban 
food systems and their ‘upstream’ impacts on rural production sites is not adequately understood – either 
in the world of research or of policy making. We feel strongly that this is a crucial avenue to pursuing 
future research. Rapid urbanisation, growing consumer markets, transnational investments in farmland, 
and the expansion of agro-food capital across African countries all constitute a potent combination of 
factors shifting power and control in food systems. While some actors have significant policy influence – 
especially when linked to development agency interventions, like seed companies – sectors providing 
livelihoods to vast numbers of people are at risk of being excluded from key decisions, such as planning 
for urban food markets. Food systems and governance of food markets and related spaces is therefore a 
priority for next-stage work. Some of our partners are proposing continued work together, building on 
this project, but with a more refined theoretical and empirical focus, and likely in fewer sites.  

Value capture in shifting food systems: As food systems evolve, new sites of value capture emerge. Our 
work has exposed how some long supply chains involve value capture far from sites of production – both 
in upstream input industries and downstream processing and (more often) retail. Assumptions that food 
system ‘formalisation’ can supply cheaper nutritious food are to be questioned. There is a need to have 
clearer data on the food flows in what is often termed the informal sector. This should include more 
systematic price tracking and analysis of where value accumulation is happening. We need this kind of 
info to see how the food system can work better for accessible food and more livelihoods. Such data can 
then be used to support further advocacy around more inclusive and effective food systems. 

Food systems, precarity and social reproduction: Our evidence shines a light on the issue of social 
reproduction and its linkage to women’s work.  Across all our study areas in Ghana and South Africa, the 
women drawn from a range of grassroots organisations conveyed in their own words the ways in which 
the school closures and dwindling household incomes had affected their ability to provide for their 
families.  As women, the burden of feeding the family and managing resources, no matter how meagre 
fell heavily on them and many recounted the numerous coping mechanisms they had devised to ensure 
that their families were fed.  The containment measures developed to address COVID-19 responses 
increased the burden of care on women. Only direct cash transfers to women were able to mitigate these 
additional burdens – yet these often had to be redirected into recapitalising women’s businesses. We feel 
we are sitting on powerful data that is still to be fully utilised, especially from these two countries, which 
is why we convened an academic seminar on it, with globally leading theorists, and will be publishing a 
journal article on this, with the aim of bringing our data beyond the policy sphere into academic 
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circulation. We are interested in women’s work and precarity – in the context of the twin crises of 
deagrarianisation and deindustrialisation that beset some of our countries. This sphere of work centres 
on crises of social reproduction in post-agrarian contexts, in which the traditional divides between urban 
(industrial) and rural (agrarian) social and economic structures no longer pertain. In this context, with 
demographic shifts, migration changes, and labour surpluses, questions of access to productive resources 
for the purposes of social reproduction come to the fore. All this raises profound questions as to the 
nature of work, and the possibilities for social movements as catalysts of more equitable and resilient 
food systems. The extent to which various actors in the food system can be described as precarious is a 
subject that will be taken up as part of the discussion of the future of work in a post COVID world.   
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10. Appendices 

 
1. Appendix A: Events and Outputs spreadsheet  
2. Appendix B: Academic Roundtable agenda and abstracts 
3. Appendix C: Full Team Workshop 1 
4. Appendix D: Full Team Workshop 2 
5. Appendix E: Full Team Workshop 3 
6. Appendix F: Full Team Workshop 4 
7. Appendix G: Thematic Analytical Workshop 1: Social Reproduction 
8. Appendix H: Thematic Analytical Workshop 2: Political Economy 
9. Appendix I: Thematic Analytical Workshop 3: Food Flows 
10. Appendix J: Thematic Analytical Workshop 4: Relationships, Trust and Credit 

 

 

 

 

  

Stakeholders dialogue in Mwanza  
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Photo: Mswahili landing site in Mwanza-Women struggling to access fish for business, Lake Victoria, Tanzania 

 

 

Photo: Representatives of Mshikamano and Charity Women fish processors and traders groups 
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Photo: Fruit trader, surrounded with sacks of packed avocado for transporting at a market in Mwanza. 

 

Photo: The core team of 3 PIs and 3 country leads plus project administrator: Prof Moenieba Isaacs, Prof 
Ruth Hall, Dr Marc Wegerif (top row), Carla Henry, Prof Luitfred Kissoly, Prof Dzodzi Tsikata (middle row), 
Prof Akosua Darkwah (bottom row) 
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Fishers in Mwanza, where EMEDO works. 

 

 

 

 

Photo: Anna Mkumbo, project officer at EMEDO, conducting a food diary during field research at Buhongwa Market, Mwanza, Tanzania (EMEDO 2021) 
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Young women watering their crops at Garu Tempane, Ghana (Dzodzi Tsikata, 2021). 
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