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COVID-19 and African Food Systems 

Relationships analysis workshop programme 
[click link above for Zoom meeting] 

Date: Thursday, 29 July 2021 
Time: Ghana: 11.00-14.00, Tanzania: 14.00-17.00, SA: 13.00-16.00 

  
Agenda 

  
Workshop chair: Ruth Hall 

  
Team: Dzodzi Tsikata, Nkanyiso Gumede, Francis Jarawura, Emmanuel Justine,  

Joe Mzinga and Emmanuel Bruku. 
 
 
 

1. Framing presentation (Dzodzi)      10 mins 
2. Presentation of Map of relationships (Emmanuel J.)                  10 mins 

 Discussion          5 mins 
 
Initial country analysis       45 mins 
(3 x 15 mins -presentation of 10 minutes plus 5-minute discussion) 

 
• Tanzania (Emmanuel J.) 
• Ghana (Francis) 
• South Africa (Nkanyiso) 

 
Activities groups in breakout rooms (sign up table below)   50 mins 
 

• Group 1: Production, processing and waste relationships 
• Group 2: Transportation, Distribution and Consumption relationships 
• Group 3: Support, Regulation and Financing relationships 

 
 
 
 
 

https://uwc.zoom.us/j/97384095146
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Questions for groups 
 
 

• Which COVID related changes in relationships within your activity groups are most significant for our 
country food systems? Please note differences among countries. 

• What are the implications of changes in relationships for key actors in the agri-food system, particularly 
the more disadvantaged? 

• What are the likely long-term implications for the agri-food system itself and the political economy? 
• What don’t we know about relationships, and how can we find this information? 

 
 

5. Break         10 mins 
 
 

6. Report back:        40 mins  
(7 minutes x 3 plus 19 minutes for general discussion)    

 
7.  Next steps        10 mins 
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1. Relationships analysis: An overview 
 
The project’s relationships analysis aims to consider a number of the causes of the changes in the 
food system under Covid-19, with a particular focus on issues such as contracts, payment terms, 
credit arrangements, forms of trust and collective action in the food systems in Ghana, Tanzania and 
South Africa. The analysis should produce an understanding of which relationships have broken; 
which have remained but have been changed; and which new relationships have been forged – and 
why. 

In analysing the shifts in relationships in the three countries under study, it is crucial to identify the 
particular nature of the food system in each and the implications of this for the changes wrought 
under Covid-19. In broad terms, the food system in Tanzania is mainly smallholder, agrarian and 
rural; the system in Ghana is largely smallholder, with a commercialised agrarian sector offering 
some services and a greater focus on the urban areas than in Tanzania; and that in South Africa is 
industrial and urbanised with a large-scale commercial agriculture sector, although there are 
smallholders in the system.  

In considering the differences among the food systems a number of factors should be considered: 

• The extent of informality and the size of the informal agri-food system. This varies across the 
three countries: for example, Tanzania’s system is centred on small-scale producers and is 
the most informal of the three being studied; while Ghana’s also features many small-scale 
producers but is increasingly dominated by a growing number of medium-scale farmers; 

• The nature of land inputs and produce markets. This also varies among the countries. For 
example, land markets in Ghana are largely overseen by customary law, while in South Africa 
they have been financialised; open-air markets and informal trading are the rule in Ghana 
and Tanzania, while the food trade is dominated by large retailers in South Africa; and 
markets in Ghana and Tanzania generally feature both formal and informal businesses, while 
in South Africa the markets are more segregated into formal or informal.  

• The labour relations in the agricultural sector. Although there are farm labourers in all three 
countries, the differences include, for example, the category of farm dwellers in South Africa, 
which does not really exist in Ghana and Tanzania; and Ghana’s agricultural tenancies, which 
are a particular form of land-labour exchange; and 

• The importance of large-scale buyers, including restaurants and other institutions, in 
processing food for consumption. These play a greater role in the system in South Africa than 
they do in Ghana and Tanzania, which are dominated by cooked food sellers who work in the 
informal sector. 

The differences in the Covid-19 experiences in the three countries also include the severity of 
infections; the different kinds of containment measures implemented; and the extent of the 
mitigation measures which have been introduced.  

The term “relationships” refers to the interactions among and between the formal and informal 
actors in the agri-food system, which includes crops, fisheries and livestock. These actors may be 
involved in production, processing, transportation, distribution, regulation, consumption or waste 
disposal. Their relationships may be contractual, social or regulatory; long-term or episodic; and 
structured or unstructured. They will be underpinned by factors of class, race, gender, kinship and 
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generation. They will occur within a particular timeframe and context, for example, nationally; in the 
town or the country; or even across the rural-urban divide. 

The analysis of relationships undertaken by the present study should be understood as drawing on 
both political economy and food systems analyses, guided by the definition of the “food system” 
which was produced by the High Level Panel of Experts on Food Security and Nutrition of the United 
Nations (UN) Committee on World Food Security in 2014: “A food system gathers all the elements 
(environment, people, inputs, processes, infrastructures, institutions, etc.) and activities that relate 
to the production, processing, distribution, preparation and consumption of food, and the outputs of 
these activities including socio-economic and environmental outcomes.”  

The food-systems approach has identified six categories of drivers that can shape the future of food 
systems in relation to their activities, actors and outcomes. These drivers are: demographic; 
economic; socio-cultural; regulatory (policies, rules and governance); related to innovation, 
technology and infrastructure; and bio-physical and environmental. The drivers, which are highly 
interrelated and interactive, whether deliberately or unintentionally, define the ways food is 
produced, traded and consumed. Analysis of the drivers and their interactions can produce an 
understanding which can lead to the development of effective food-system policies and inform the 
future trajectory of the food system. 

Meanwhile, the political economy approach: 

• Offers multi-scalar analysis, that is, at the global, continental, sub-regional, national and 
community levels, including the linkages among these;  

• Is interested in the interaction of economic and political processes and the role of the state, 
markets, communities and households in these, including through intra-household relations;  

• Situates analysis of agri-food systems within the larger questions of agrarian transformation;  
• Focuses on the social relations of production and reproduction in relation to land, water and 

natural resources, as well as in relation to labour, capital and issues of class, gender and 
kinship which underpin the relationships; and  

• Proposes that farmers and fisherfolk are involved in relations with others through labour 
processes; control over the factors of production; and claims on harvests, fish catches etc.  

The approach is guided by sociologist Henry Bernstein’s four questions for political economy 
analysis: 

1. Who owns what? This relates to the social relations of different property regimes and how 
the means of production and reproduction are distributed;  

2. Who does what? This concerns the different producers, including men and women, and the 
different classes;  

3. Who gets what? Which concerns money and the other fruits of labour; and  
4. What do they do with it? This relates to the social relations of consumption, reproduction and 

accumulation. 

In applying the terms of agri-food system and agrarian political economy analyses to the analysis 
undertaken by this study, it is clear that the nature of relationships in the food system depend on: 

• The particular actors and activities being referenced, from production to consumption and 
waste disposal;  



8 
 

• The kinds of relationships involved, that is whether they are contractual and commercial; 
regulatory and policy-bound; based on providing support and solidarity; formal, informal or 
hybrid; short-term, for example, transaction-by-transaction, or long-term; shaped by the 
exchange of cash, in-kind goods and/or power; and framed by particular forms of influence 
and trust;  

• Differential power, which may be linked to the relative position of the actors in the different 
processes within the agri-food system and which may also be shaped by issues of class, 
gender, generation and race; 

• The scale of the operations and the ability of the stakeholders involved to navigate state 
regulation and control;  

• Gender and class differentiation, which is linked with issues of scale, as well as livelihood 
outcomes;  

• Converging and conflicting interests as the basis for relationships; and  
• Differential risks, gains and losses depending on the positioning of the actors. 

In seeking to identify and understand the factors shaping relationships in the food system a number 
of questions should be asked:  

• Who are the key value-chain actors in the agri-food system, including in relation to 
production, processing, transportation, distribution, waste, regulation and advocacy? 

• What is the gender composition of each actor group? Who are the most vulnerable and why? 
What kinds of risks do they face?  

• How are they organised and are they operating formally, informally or in hybrid ways?  
• What are their formal/informal, contractual, social and regulatory relationships with each 

other? Are these relationships gendered and/or based on class? 
• What are the common terms of payment, for example, monetary, in-kind, social capital, 

among these actors; and what credit systems exist among them? How is trust implicated in 
these arrangements? 

There are also a number of key questions that should be asked to assess how the relationships in the 
food system have been affected by Covid-19 and the official and other responses to the pandemic: 

• How are the changes in relationships among two or more actors affecting other relationships 
in the food system? In other words, what are the indirect, as well as direct, changes?  

• How are actors repositioning themselves in response to Covid-19 and the official and other 
measures introduced to address the pandemic?  

• How is the repositioning affecting relationships, contracts, risks and rewards?  
• Who are the winners and losers from the shifts in relationships?  
• To whom are the government and other authorities listening, and how have these voices and 

their narratives framed the Covid-19 crisis and the food system under the pandemic?  
• To what extent have vulnerable and marginalised actors, including small-scale farmers and 

fishers and informal food traders, been able to mobilise, articulate their concerns and take 
collective action? 
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In order to produce a comprehensive and standard analysis across the three countries, it is 
recommended that the key actors in the food system be identified in relation to eight processes:  

1. Production 
o Farmers, fisherfolk and pastoralists; 
o Farmworkers, farm dwellers and other labour categories; and 
o Input and equipment suppliers and traders.  

2. Financing 
o Credit and savings agencies and agents; and 
o Pre-financiers and financial institutions.  

3. Processing 
o Large- and small-scale food processors; and 
o Cooked-food sellers and restaurant owners.  

4. Marketing and distribution 
o Food traders, market agents and distributors, including retailers and wholesalers; 
o Transporters; and  
o Market porters.  

5. Consumers 
o The consumers of fresh, preserved and cooked food.  

6. Waste actors 
o Food waste buyers, users and distributors; and  
o Local authorities.  

 
7. Support and solidarity 

o Development agencies, including the UN’s Food and Agricultural Organisation (FAO), 
the International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD) and international non-
governmental organisations (NGOs); 

o Producer and trader associations; 
o Social organisations; and  
o Advocacy and media groups.  

8. Regulation 
o Government agencies; and 
o Regional economic communities (RECs). 

The actors could be large-, medium- or small-scale; formal or informal; and could interact across 
different levels of formality: for example, formal retailers who buy foodstuff from informal suppliers; 
and smallholder farmers who purchase inputs from formal input traders who may provide them with 
credit on informal terms. 

Nine sets of questions should be put to the actors participating in the eight processes outlined above. 
These should interrogate: 

1. The precise nature of their activities;  
2. Their gender, class, race and age. For example, many smallholders are women;  
3. Who is relating to whom. For example, farmers with farmworkers, fisherfolk with financiers, 

and farmers with input suppliers;  
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4. The nature of the relationships, for example, commercial/contractual, 
formal/informal/hybrid, long-term/case-by-case, regulatory/supportive/solidarity;  

5. The currencies of the relationships, which could be more than one – for example, money, 
trust, credit, pre-financing, authority and solidarity;  

6. The impacts of Covid-19 and the official and other responses to the pandemic on relationships 
also indicating whether these have been short- or long-term;  

7. The winners and losers;  
8. Responses and changes in relationships; and  
9. The implications of the changes that have taken place for the functioning of the food system, 

including food security. 

The relationships analysis developed by the country teams in the three countries will take account of 
a number of key assumptions:  

• Political economy differences have shaped food systems and key relationships within them 
with important implications for how the relationships have been affected by Covid-19 effects 
and responses.  

• The agri-food systems in all three countries are class-, gender- and generation-segmented 
with important implications for the various experiences of Covid-19 and the ability of actors 
within the systems to cope and thrive. 

• A wide range of formal and informal actors are key to any food system in Africa but their 
reach and participation differ among the countries under study.  

• Disruptions in relationships may be short-term, for example, in relation to shifts in contract 
farming and pre-season arrangements, as well as labour shortages; or long-term, for example, 
in relation to the move towards digital transactions. However, judgement should perhaps be 
suspended on these time-frames – for example, actors in the system may revert to old ways 
of going to the market given the transportation costs associated with online/digital 
transactions, and also given their income-levels (that is, whether they are middle-class or 
poor consumers).  

• The severity of Covid-19 responses imposed by the government and other actors will shape 
the level of disruptions in the activities/processes undertaken in the food system, as well the 
relationships underpinning these. The bigger and longer term the disruption, the greater and 
longer-term the changes in relationships.  

• Some of the disruptions may have positive impacts for the food system and the actors in it, 
offering opportunities for innovation, the adoption of new technologies and the promotion of 
self-sufficiency. 

• Relationship changes which are seen as advantageous will endure beyond Covid-19. 
• The state has gained more powers in its relationships with producers, transporters, traders 

and consumers through its application of containment measures. 
• The most disadvantaged in their relations with the state under Covid-19 are likely to be 

informal operators because of their relatively limited economic power and pre-existing 
policy biases against them, while formal actors have enjoyed a significant advantage over the 
informal peers in relation to their capacity to comply with government regulatory regimes. 
For example, supermarkets in Ghana were more able to adapt to new rules introduced under 
Covid-19; while market women, who were less able to adapt, were continuously harassed by 
the authorities. 
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• Food system actors receive differential levels of support from the state and NGOs. Under 
Covid-19, some reaped the benefits of patronage and influence and others did not; some were 
able to establish new lucrative businesses in the food system and others could not. Factors 
shaping the differential access have included the size of their operations, their membership 
of certain elite networks such as political parties, and their access to family resources. 

The relationships analyses produced for the three countries under study should speak to these 
assumptions, confirming some of them, contesting others and, in some cases, leading to new 
questions about the long-term implications of observed changes in relationships, which cannot 
always be predicted. Meanwhile, the cross-country analysis of relationships needs to explore 
comparative experiences and highlight some of the most important changes in relationships within 
the agri-food systems of all three countries. 

A draft graphic representation articulating the relationships within the agri-food system has been 
prepared for the IDRC project (see Figure 1 below). This can be adapted for the each of the three 
countries in the study and to illustrate a number of other relationships which it does not yet include. 
In addition, the template for the graphic may be adapted to illustrate the changes in relationships 
over time. The current graphic portrays relationships in terms of whether they are regulatory or 
concerned with other aspects of the system including advocacy, production, 
marketing/consumption, inputs and financing. The relationships are also analysed in terms of 
gender. The diagram, which can be elaborated, aims to provide an overall picture of the relationships 
in the system but is no substitute for detailed analysis of the relationships which can reveal important 
storylines not conveyed by the graphic. 

At the core of the depiction are the farmers, fisherfolks and pastoralists who are the smallholder 
producers in the food system. They produce for local, national, regional and international markets 
and are linked to the porters and transporters. There are also crucial flows of food into the national 
system provided by international importers. Most African food systems depend on imports for food, 
including rice and other staples; and international importers play an important role in 
complementing the national production base. 
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Food from the local and national food markets goes to regional markets and consumers and from 
there to international markets and consumers. Food from the wholesale markets also goes directly 
to domestic retailers, including spaza ships and supermarkets, who then sell it to the consumers. 
There are also specialist retail food markets, as well as mixed wholesale and retail markets, which 
sell directly to consumers.  

In general, the complexity of the linkages among the actors in the system needs to be conveyed. For 
example, the farmers and fisherfolk are increasingly selling their goods directly to end markets and 
consumers, including international ones, rather than through intermediaries. In this regard, the 
graphic should feature the role played by consumer cooperatives and other kinds of producer 
associations; and note the direct, as well as indirect, ways in which food is distributed, sold and 
accessed. 

The graphic shows how food is taken to food processors, cooked-food vendors, and restaurants and 
other institutions, as well as those responsible for food waste. Food from the processors can either 
go directly to individual consumers or to final retailers/vendors, while the food from restaurants and 
other large institutions such as hotels and schools goes directly to final consumers. However, it is 
important to note that flows of processed food can go both ways in some cases, for example, between 
street traders and shops. The diagram should also depict the increasing importance of online 
relationships and digital platforms for marketing and selling processed and unprocessed food. 
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The graphic seeks to show how central and local governments have a regulatory role and may also 
offer production support to the smallholders; as well as how regional economic communities work 
hand-in-hand with regional markets and consumers and have a regulatory role which is shaped by 
an accountable relationship with national governments and populations in the region. 

It further depicts the major role played by NGOs in advocacy, seeking to influence government 
decision- and policy-making, as well as the support offered by these organisations to smallholder 
producers. The graphic should further include the social movements which have been forged among 
small-scale producers which have an important advocacy role, influencing food-related policies at 
the international and local levels. The international development agencies also play a role in 
production and advocacy and, additionally, in relation to regulatory regimes, advising central and 
local governments.  

The mapping should be adapted to include the important multiple roles played by multinational seed 
and chemical companies. These firms provide inputs to the national input buyers who provide inputs 
to the agro-dealers who, in turn, provide these to the smallholder producers – and this is all 
supported by the financial institutions which provide finance to the smallholder producers and to 
the agro-dealers. In addition, the multinational seed companies and other international food firms 
are some of the biggest advocates of particular forms of governance, even out-spending the efforts of 
major NGOs in this regard. They also shape the responses of local and national farmers associations, 
sponsoring influential figures in these organisations. These large firms, which sit down with the 
government, arguable influence governments more than NGOs and other civil society formations 
which act in solidarity with smallholders.  

The terms of the analysis 
The key dimensions for analysing the nature of the relationships in the food system, include the scale 
and status of the actors (for example, from small-scale producers to large firms); whether they may 
be considered primarily formal, informal or hybrid; and the marketised or social embedded nature 
of their operations.  

American sociologist Fred Block contended that economic enterprises sit on a continuum between 
being highly marketised or deeply socially embedded, depending on the extent to which their 
activities are shaped by narrow price-based decision-making or social concerns. The spectrum gives 
rise to an associated question, which is: Socially embedded with what? For example, if the particular 
operation is an elite one then it will be shaped by the interests of the networks developed and 
sustained by the wealthy and will, accordingly, produce advocacy to influence policy in support of 
elite interests. If, on the other hand, it is more socially embedded in the subaltern classes, which is 
the vast majority of the population including the poor and marginalised, then its advocacy will likely 
be more activist. The question of scale in relation to a particular actor is also crucial in relation to the 
amount of power and influence that may wield and the kinds of networks that they may forge within 
the system.  

Economic actors may be defined by where they sit along these three spectrums: marketised/socially 
embedded; elite/subaltern; and large-scale/small-scale, with their position in relation to these 
continuums producing contestation and alliances. In producing such analysis, it is important to note 
that more marketised does not necessarily mean more elite, or even large-scale. So, for example, an 
enterprise may be marketised and small-scale, or socially embedded and elite, etc.  
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The formal/informal binary also provides a crucial framework for analysing relationships in the food 
system. In Ghana, for example, where the majority of people operate in relationships which are not 
subject to written contracts, even when they are long-term, informality is the dominant economic 
mode. People call each other customers, but it is largely factors such as trust and kinship which shape 
how they relate to each other. Which is not to say that their business relationships are necessarily 
more socially embedded than marketised – for example, a small-scale cocoa producer who may be 
quite socially embedded in terms of their reliance on family labour may also have highly marketised 
ties to their input suppliers and the traders and consumers to whom they sell. In this regard, the 
contrast between socially embedded and marketised may offer a more useful frame of reference in 
South Africa, where there is a relatively weak informal system alongside a dominant formal system. 

The different analytical paradigms may not be that easy to align. For example, small-scale may not 
necessarily equate with informal: contractual terms among small-scale food system actors can be quite 
formal in some cases; and even large-scale operations in rich countries can be undertaken on a 
relatively informal basis. In addition, a single business may have both formal and informal aspects – 
for example, a licensed trader who accesses finance informally – indicating a complex network in 
which formal and informal actors interact in many different ways. In this regard, while “formal” may 
be used to describe the sphere of activity that is regulated by law and officialdom, that does not 
necessarily imply that informality is the sole province of smaller-scale and poorer actors in the food 
system; nor should socially-embedded be used only to describe the activities of smaller-scale, poorer 
actors who may be quite informal in their relationships – highly regulated, wealthy institutions can 
also be socially embedded.  

Working definitions of formality/informality, marketised/socially embedded, elite/subaltern etc. 
need to be agreed to ensure that the three teams use them consistently. At the same time, it is 
important that each country team uses the terms and framework for relationships analysis that 
makes most sense in each context. In addition, it is important to address the needs of those who will 
be consuming the research produced by the project. In this regard, the formal/informal binary is a 
generally understood frame of reference deployed by civil society organisations and social 
movements in their advocacy work and by policymakers in their deliberations. Thus, the analytical 
terms deployed within the project may differ from those used to present and frame the research in 
the public sphere. 

 

2. Country analysis 
3.  

2.1 Ghana: Preliminary findings on relationships in the food system under Covid-19 
 
The agri-food system in Ghana is smallholder-dominated, although medium-scale farmers are on the 
rise. The input-supply system is dominated by seed and fertiliser companies. Food is mainly 
distributed at open-air markets. The credit arrangements with the system are largely made on an 
informal basis. Government policy is ostensibly oriented towards supporting smallholders.  
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2.1.1 Production 
The key relationships in relation to in the country’s smallholder-dominated food production system 
are within households and communities, who provide much of the labour for farming, as well as 
between smallholders and outside sources of labour. The currencies for the various relationships 
vary. Solidarity is the basis for the high reliance on family labour in the system; within local 
communities the supply of labour is contractual in nature and based on reciprocity; other labour is 
waged with the payments made in cash. 

In terms of the changes under Covid-19, government-imposed lockdown measures constrained the 
movement of labour, with many seasonal and circular migrants trapped in place. The resulting loss 
of labour led to greater reliance on the family, including women and children (who were no longer in 
the classroom due to school closures), and the local community as sources of labour. In addition, 
relations with waged labour became strained as the closure or suspension of markets made it difficult 
for farmers to sell their animals and/or produce and thus make the money required to pay workers’ 
wages. Many farmers were forced to spend some of their savings and also became increasingly reliant 
on the support of their fellow farmers. Both the smallholders and farm labourers lost out as a result 
of the change in conditions. In the longer term, contract farming relationships have been damaged as 
a result of the uncertainty and immobility produced by government lockdown rules and the 
responses to these. In addition, pre-existing credit arrangements for farm inputs have been cancelled 
by suppliers.  

Fisherfolk’s livelihoods were also damaged under the pandemic. Fishers were not granted passes to 
go to the beach during the lockdown and could not redeem pledges and access credit from their usual 
sponsors. Movement restrictions also meant that the fishers could not send stock to traders; and that 
the traders could not go and collect fish from the beaches. Meanwhile, fishers from neighbouring 
Nigeria and Côte D'Ivoire could not dock at the smaller ports to offload their goods because of the 
restrictions. In general, access to, and the distribution of, fish was limited. Once the lockdown eased, 
the fishing food system was reestablished with minimal disruption and impacts on production, 
although activity at the markets did not immediately normalise. At the same time, the crisis 
highlighted potential vulnerability in the system. 

 

2.1.2 Financing 
The key actors for financing are the credit and savings agencies and agents; and the pre-financiers 
and financial institutions. In terms of the nature of the financial relationships, farmers and fisherfolk 
depend largely on their own savings; long-term reciprocal arrangements with each other; credit lines 
guaranteeing the supply of produce and fish which are extended by market women and men and may 
take the form of seasonal informal contracts; payments issued by savings agencies, which are made 
on a short-term, high-interest basis; advances issued under contract-farming arrangements; and 
government support. The currency underpinning the various kinds of financing varies – for the more 
informal arrangements it comprises solidarity and mutual benefits; for formal loans it comprises 
interest payments. 

Under lockdown, farmers faced significant liquidity shortfalls since their savings are mostly in stored 
food and livestock which they had difficulty moving and selling under the government restrictions 
on mobility. At the same time, market women, who were uncertain about whether or not they would 
be able to sell their products, were reluctant to engage in and fund contract-farming arrangements. 
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The result was losses on all sides. In response, it seems that some farmers have reduced the acreage 
under cultivation and are consequently harvesting less than previously. Another response was the 
establishment of a more generous credit regime after lockdown. In the longer term, the crisis has 
indicated the high dependence on credit within the national food system, as well as the potentially 
devasting impacts for food security which government- and self-imposed restrictions on movement 
can produce.  

 

2.1.3 Processing 
The key actors in processing are those who buy rice and fish from small-scale producers and then 
process the goods for sale to institutional buyers such as schools, at restaurants and functions, and 
as cooked food at market stalls. Most food processors are women. They are key players in supporting 
the food system in that they contract farmers and fishers to guarantee a regular supply of produce 
and fish and may even offer credit in support of their orders. The currency of their relationships 
within the food system is trust and mutual benefit forged on the basis of informal, reciprocal 
contracts. 

In terms of the changes under Covid-19, rice processors were forced to reduce the amount of food 
they were processing drastically as orders fell away and demand dropped. The processors were 
particularly hard hit by the closure of government schools and their pupil-feeding programmes, 
which had provided a major outlet for their products. Restaurant operations also were limited. In 
response, processors changed their mode of selling, shifting from supplying larger buyers to selling 
their products in small quantities at markets. Some started other businesses, such as selling so-called 
immune-boosting foods, including onions, garlic and ginger, in order to make ends meet. Meanwhile, 
a number of restaurants moved increasingly into delivering food and meals to homes.  

As demand for their products fells, processors stopped lodging pre-season orders with farmers and 
issuing credit to the producers on this basis. They increasingly paid for produce and fish on the spot. 
At the same time, as their own lines of credit fell away and other sources of credit remained largely 
unavailable (given the difficulties and expense of borrowing from banks), the processors were forced 
to deplete their capital reserves. 

In terms of longer-term impacts, low orders from big buyers of rice have caused problems in food 
distribution across the country and may have contributed to price hikes for this staple, which, in turn, 
may have incentivised rice smuggling into Ghana. In this regard, the state’s response to Covid-19 may 
be seen as having seriously affected the food chain with major consequences for food security and 
health. 

 

2.1.4 Transportation 
The key actors in transportation are the drivers of large and smaller trucks; the drivers of motorised 
tricycles, which are crucial for bringing food out of the agricultural areas; and head porters (kayayei), 
who are mostly young women from the north of the country who carry goods in and out of the major 
markets in the south. There is little formal organisation among the transporters in the food 
sector, although there are a few associations and some small groupings. Farmers hire trucks and 
tricycles to transport their products to the markets; but most food transporters depend on market 
men and women for work. The relationships among the various actors in the system are commercial 
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and contractual. Most of the agreements which are struck are verbal rather than written, and short-
term, although the long-distance transportation of larger loads may be conducted through longer-
term, more formal contractual relationships. Money, credit and trust are the main currencies of the 
various relationships. 

In terms of the changes under Covid-19, government-imposed restrictions on mobility affected food 
transport directly and indirectly. The delivery of big loads slowed as the drivers of large trucks were 
forced to stop at police checkpoints. Road transport also became more expensive, with drivers 
complaining of extortion by officials at checkpoints and border posts and sought to pass on the costs 
of the bribes they had been forced to pay. Meanwhile, taxi drivers recruited by fishmongers to bring 
stock to market were also often delayed, which led to spoilage of fish. In general, the Covid-19 
restrictions on mobility led to the distribution of fewer goods, which in turn led to fewer sales at 
market points and a reduction in the labour required to move goods, as truck and tricycle drivers, 
and head porters all lost customers.  

In response, head porters returned home; re-migrated to towns which were not under lockdown; or 
joined families in the rural south in pursuit of agrarian wages. Store owners who lost the services of 
their usual kayayei recruited others on new terms, often paying on a daily basis. In addition, 
payments for transportation which had previously been made in cash on delivery were now tendered 
as credit or in the form of bartered goods.  

Meanwhile, transporters who were renting their trucks increased their prices in order to break even; 
and truck owners who lost too many customers had to find new ways to survive and continue their 
businesses. New transporters emerged willing to move goods, such as tomatoes from Burkina Faso, 
across the borders. Amid, the general insecurity, transporters and traders put pressure on the 
government to take action. However, once the lockdown eased, relationships between transporters 
and their customers which had been dented generally recovered. 

In the longer term, the impacts of the crisis indicated the crucial role played by transportation in 
ensuring access to food and how inadequate transportation can damage food security. It also showed 
how disruptions in transportation can lead to the investment capital held by traders being eroded, 
which can lead to massive shocks in the food system.  

 

2.1.5 Marketing and distribution 
Marketing and distribution in Ghana are largely conducted by medium-scale retailers, wholesalers, 
cold-store operators, and supermarket and shop owners. Most of the trade to retailers is conducted 
informally on the basis of trust and mutual benefit and is supported by the extension of credit. Many 
of the relationships in the sector are long-term. The currency for the relationships is money, credit 
and trust. 

In terms of the changes under Covid-19, lockdown measures and a consequent loss of incomes 
undermined demand. The lack of mobility under the government restrictions on movement reduced 
the availability of, and access to, goods in the market, with business volumes for distributors and 
retailers falling as a result. Those trading perishables such as vegetables and tomatoes suffered 
significant losses as purchasing patterns suddenly changed.  

In response, wholesalers increasingly doubled as retailers, selling on perishables quickly at lower 
prices because they could no longer wait for the small takers to come and distribute the produce. 



18 
 

This created tensions in their relations with existing retailers. A number of tomato distributors 
temporarily halted their businesses. Some traders diversified into immune-boosting foods and 
established new relations with suppliers and wholesalers on this basis.  

There was an intensification and expansion of online marketing, particularly among retailers In 
Accra, Takoradi, Tema and Kumasi, but also as a number of new players entered this market. This 
shift reduced business opportunities for shop-to-shop advertisers. There was also an increase in 
door-to-door retailing in areas such as Wa which were not under lockdown in order to reach 
consumers who, for a number reasons including fear and dislike of masks, refused to go to their local 
markets as they had previously. In all of this the distributors and retailers, as well as producers, of 
staples and so-called immune-boosting crops were the main winners. 

In general, the impacts on marketing under Covid-19 have indicated the interconnected nature of the 
food system and how a breakdown in one part of it can have damaging knock-on effects – for example, 
in leading to the erosion of capital; the closure of businesses to prevent further losses; shortages of 
certain foods; and disruptions in food flows. Such impacts can undermine relationships among the 
actors in the system. It has also become increasingly apparent that technological innovations such as 
virtual markets tend to bring benefits only to some sections of society, including the middle class and 
the wealthy. They offer little to the majority of Ghanaians, many of whom have low levels of literacy; 
do not trust the virtual world; and enjoy the conviviality associated with doing their own shopping.  

 

2.1.6 Consumption 
Consumers may be rural or urban, poor, rich or middle-class. In general, rural consumers, who tend 
to produce their own food or rely on supplies from farmers, are less connected to food markets than 
their urban peers who are mostly non-producers of food. In rural areas, the relationships between 
consumers and suppliers are longer term and based more on trust and the principles of mutual 
benefit and reciprocity. In urban areas the relationships are more commercial in nature and 
expressed through the exchange of money or credit for goods. 

In terms of the changes under Covid-19, rural consumers who mostly depend on locally produced 
crops and sources of protein were generally more food secure than their urban peers whose supplies 
depend on the effective movement of goods and readily available cash. In this regard, the urban poor 
who have little savings and depend on daily wages were the most food insecure.  

In response, as incomes dwindled or vanished, consumers increasingly focused on buying staples and 
so-called immune-boosting foods. Some of the urban poor moved out areas which were under 
lockdown, either returning to their rural homes or going to areas where they could still secure waged 
work and make a living. 

A key lesson to be learned from the crisis is that emergency planning for the food system should 
differentiate between the likely impacts on rural and urban consumers, as well as between the 
impacts on the poor and the better-off. 

 

2.1.7 Waste disposal 
The key actors in this sector are waste pickers and processors; waste retailers; and local government 
agencies. Waste in and around markets is collected by companies and individuals. District assemblies 
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play a key role in regulating this business. Individuals, most of whom are migrants, collect the waste 
for a fee or as a means of acquiring material for processing and sale, including as feed for chickens. 
The relationships are commercial, and based on trust and the principle of mutual benefit. They can 
be long-term and formal or informal; and entail the exchange of money or the extension of credit 

Under lockdown, formally registered waste companies were allowed to operate but individual 
operators on motorised tricycles were prevented from doing so, with the result that significant 
amounts of waste were not picked up and the smaller players lost business for a while – and even in 
the longer term. In response, it seems that the individual pickers moved their operations to other 
markets or found other work. The crisis has shown the importance of waste disposal to the hygienic 
delivery of food. 

 

2.1.8 Support and solidarity 
The key actors include advocacy groups; producer and trader associations; and development 
agencies, including international non-governmental organisations, the FAO and IFAD. Advocacy 
groups and development agencies have been a central part of development and food security in 
Ghana, as in the rest of the so-called developing world. The relationships with these actors are long-
term and on a not-for-profit and trust basis. 

In terms of the changes under Covid-19, it became difficult if not impossible for the various 
stakeholders, including officials, representatives of the various agencies and associations, and 
farmers to coordinate effectively in the implementation of agrarian projects. For example, the 
Peasant Farmers of Ghana (PFAG) could no longer conduct training for farmers. The pandemic and 
lockdown also affected the distribution of farm inputs to PFAG members, who lost out as a result. 

In response, some organisations resorted to virtual forms of communication, while others started to 
hold physical meetings again as soon as they could but with limited numbers of participants. The 
restrictions on meetings may have limited knowledge-sharing and the transfer of information.  

At the same time, NGOs supported many farmers and others who lost jobs and incomes. They also 
helped fishers, providing them with outboard motors and financial assistance. The NGOs further 
sought to intensify advocacy for farmers and build closer relations with them. In addition, 
they facilitated the return of migrants, providing them with credit to cultivate crops and process 
foodstuffs, and helping with inputs such as fertiliser.  

In the long-term, it seems clear that advocacy and development organisations will continue to play a 
key role in supporting food production and distribution in the developing world for the foreseeable 
future. In this regard, their experiences during the pandemic have shown that constraints on their 
activities in times of crisis can exacerbate the fragility of food systems. For example, during the 
lockdown period in 2020, the PFAG found it difficult to monitor the distribution of subsidised 
fertilisers by the government, undermining its capacity to represent smallholder interests effectively 
and hold the government to account for its obligations towards peasant farmers.  

 

2.1.9 Regulation 
Local authorities in conjunction with the central government formulate the governance mechanisms 
and tools used to regulate the food system, with an important role also played by bodies that oversee 
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local markets. Power is wielded on the basis of authority which derives from social contracts forged 
on a long-term and territorial basis. The relationship between the authorities and the other actors in 
the food system are based on trust and a process of managing and meeting expectations. 

In terms of the changes under Covid-19, authorities established and enforced a number of safety 
mechanisms at market places, including the introduction of a shift system determining when and for 
how long individual traders and businesses could operate at the markets. This together with the 
introduction of physical distancing led to fewer traders being able to operate in a particular market 
at one time. This led to significant business losses, particularly for those trading in perishables. 
Traders lost money; and the authorities lost revenues. In response, the government introduced 
mechanisms to reduce the impact of the measures on traders, although, according to a number of 
respondents, these were poorly targeted and, in some cases, quite insufficient. 

Looking to the long term, the authorities will have to examine the immediate, short- and long-term 
possible effects of future regulations more critically and try to find more effective mitigation 
measures. 

 

2.1.10 Conclusions 
Covid-19 and the responses to it clearly altered relationships in the food system in Ghana with 
important consequences. Some relations became increasingly strained, some assumed new 
dimensions and others were severed. For example, many pre-existing credit arrangements were 
halted; a number of wholesalers doubled up as retailers; and online trading increased. It is difficult 
to say definitively whether such changes will disappear in the long term. Some actors are already 
reverting to the roles they occupied before the Covid-19 outbreak and efforts are being made to 
repair strained relations. But some of the changes will continue into the future, indicating that there 
is likely to be a new normal. In this regard, it is important to interrogate the effects of the relationship 
shifts in the food system, identifying cases which illustrate important typical or atypical changes.  

 

2.2 Tanzania: Preliminary findings on relationships in the food system under Covid-
19 
 
2.2.1 Production 
The crucial actors in production are farmers, pastoralists and fisherfolk. The key relationships are 
those between the smallholder producers and their communities and families, and with the agro-
dealers who provide hybrid seeds and fertilisers. In general, the smallholder producers are helped 
and supported by their communities and families, as well as by local producer associations. The 
currencies of their various relationships are trust and cash.  

In terms of the changes under Covid-19, the prices of agricultural inputs rose and there were also 
challenges in accessing inputs. A number of markets for produce fell away; the prices of various goods 
fell; and it became more difficult for small-scale producers to earn a decent income selling their food 
at the major markets. There was an increase in available household labour after schools were closed 
under an initial lockdown in 2020. In the domestic fisheries sector, there was a decline in the volume 
of fish and fish products, with increasingly large quantities being exported to the Democratic 
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Republic of the Congo (DRC), Burundi and Rwanda. In general, there was a significant increase in 
poverty among smallholder producers.  

The losers in all of this were the smallholder fisherfolk and farmers who were unable to sell their 
catches or their vegetables and fruit, as well as a number of traders, particularly among those 
exporting goods. The winners were the middlemen, including the agro-produce buyers and agro-
dealers; and the farmworkers who were required to sustain production. The government also gained 
insofar as the consistently strong levels of food production under the pandemic removed any need 
for it to provide food parcels. 

In response to the changes wrought under Covid-19, including a lack of markets: a number of farmers 
opted to produce long-lasting food crops, instead of perishable goods; communal farming activities 
were distorted due to fear of the virus; and there was a shift in farming patterns at the family level. 
In addition, there was rising concern among producer groups about the losses incurred in the 
production and sale of perishable goods; and there were demands for the government to decrease 
the price of agro-inputs and to buy produce from farmers through the food reserve agency (FRA).  

During the pandemic, producers in Tanzania have been faced by a number of significant shifts in the 
food system, including falling prices for various goods, including fish and tomatoes, and rising prices 
for other goods, such as beans. There has also been a decline in food exports to neighbouring 
countries. In response, small-scale operators have been forced to learn new skills and methods of 
production and trading. For example, many have moved to rearing poultry instead of fishing; and 
there has been a general shift to trading online.  

 

2.2.2 Financing 
The key actors are the credit and savings agencies and agents, as well as the pre-financiers and 
financial institutions. Private savings and credit co-operative societies (SACCOs) and local 
governments provide small and medium-sized loans to small-scale farmers, traders and fisherfolk, 
without requiring large amounts of collateral. The relationships are based on simple, written 
contracts. The currencies of the relationships are funding and collateral which may include 
household items, land and buildings.  

Under Covid-19, an increasing number of short-term debtors failed to pay back their loans on time. At 
the same time, there was a rise in informal credit among key food actors, and a change in the terms 
of such credit arrangements. The losers in all of this were smallholder producers who lost items they 
had put up as collateral after failing to pay back loans. Some of these producers were left with little 
option but to change the nature of their businesses in order to raise funds quickly to meet repayment 
demands in line with agreed loan cycles.  

In response to the challenges experience by many debtors, local government authorities extended 
loan repayment periods; and the central bank reduced interbank interest rates. By adopting a more 
flexible approach in order to meet the needs of those taking out loans, the credit and savings agencies 
and local governments gained political capital.  

However, the financing challenges under Covid-19 have produced some long-term disruptions in the 
food system. The credit and loan cycle has been disrupted by widespread failure to pay back loans 
on time and the relationships between informal financing agents and loan beneficiaries have been 
distorted as a result. There has been a loss of trust among food actors, for example, between traders 
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and food vendors, as credit terms have not been met. Payment challenges across the system have 
acted as a disincentive to those engaged in production and trading, which has directly or indirectly 
affected a wide range of food system actors. There has also been a shift in the ways in which money 
is exchanged, with electronic transfer via banks and cellphone apps replacing cash, particularly for 
those engaged in the fish trade between the DRC and Tanzania.  

 

2.2.3 Processing 
The key actors are the small-scale producers and the processors, including millers, maize processors; 
canned food producers; fish processors; and cooked-food sellers and restaurants. The relationships 
between the producers and the processors, and between the processors and their outlets/customers 
is informal. The processors are generally small businesses which process and supply food they have 
bought or otherwise acquired from the producers. The processed food is sold to third parties; or 
directly at their own stalls, which may be located at markets or other venues, such as building sites. 
The relationships among the actors are that of seller and buyer and based on cash payments or lines 
of credit which are quite short given that many of those engaged in food processing lack significant 
amounts of capital or a permanent place of business.  

Under Covid-19, the business model for small-scale processors came under pressure, as demand for 
perishable goods, including from restaurants which have seen a significant drop in custom, fell. As 
their working capital was eroded, many processors sought to engage in other forms of business.  

The losers have been food vendors who lost customers and capital; and fish processors who could 
not access the fish that they required to do business and lost markets and capital (which has also led 
to a drop in the volume of dried-fish that is available for transport). The winners have been the 
medium-size processors with cold-storage facilities and export capabilities.  

In responding to the operational losses brought on by the crisis, a significant number of processors 
turned to family members and religious communities for support; and/or sought to restore their 
finances with the help of village community banking (VICOBA), women’s co-operative arrangements 
and informal SACCOs.  

However, there have been some major long-term impacts for the system of relationships in which 
processors are embedded. There has been a general loss of trust between processors and consumers; 
and unresolved tensions have arisen between restaurants and those among their workers who were 
made redundant as business declined. More broadly, the breakdown in relationships with processors 
has led to a decline in household incomes; the destruction of value chains; and increased food waste.  

 

2.2.4 Transportation 
The main transportation actors are lorry owners and drivers, tricycle and tuk-tuk (motorised 
tricycle) operators and head porters. The key relationships, which concern the distribution of 
produce to different places, are between smallholder producers and transporters; and between 
transporters, who may act as middlemen and women, and consumers. The nature of these 
relationships is informal, contractual and provisional. The currency of the relationship is cash or 
periodic payments with short lines of credit, except in relation to the transportation of goods across 
borders, in which case the relationship is more formal.  
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Under Covid-19, relatively few people have been transporting goods, in part due to fear of contracting 
the virus. The movement of goods has further been restricted by the imposition of stringent entry 
and exit requirements at border posts. In addition, Tanzanian truck drivers have been stigmatized, 
leading to increased demand for contracts and insurance in cases of international haulage. The 
general drop in transportation has led to significant losses for the industry. 

The losers have been farmers with perishable goods and transport owners whose businesses 
declined. The winners have been telemarketing and digital platforms in some markets.  

In response to the new conditions under Covid-19, market traders have banded together to transport 
goods; and have changed the routes taken by their drivers to reach producers who have been less 
affected by the pandemic and the restrictions introduced in response to it. Fish traders changed their 
transportation routes to the DRC, so that they passed through Lake Tanganyika instead of going by 
road – and thus avoided border controls which slowed the movement of goods and had become a site 
of conflicts between drivers and the authorities. The need to find a quicker route for the fish was also 
considered critical in order to sustain consumer confidence in the freshness of their food. 

The transportation challenges experienced during the pandemic have led to the loss of produce and 
income for traders and also raised concerns about the security and efficiency of regional road routes 
between Kenya, Uganda, Zambia and Rwanda – and the need to take action to keep these as open and 
free-flowing as possible. 

 

2.2.5 Marketing and distribution 
The key actors are market agents; food distributors, including retailers and wholesalers at markets; 
cold store operators; supermarkets and small shops; and input and equipment suppliers and traders. 
Middlemen and women are key actors in the food system, especially in the distribution of produce 
such as maize, rice and bananas. They tend to be the connection between farmers and buyers, as well 
as the go-betweens with market authorities, and so, have relationships with smallholder producers, 
food traders and the relevant authorities. These relationships are mainly provisional and informal. 
The currency of the relationships, for example, with producers, is based on cash and trust. There are 
generally no written contracts involved.  

Under Covid-19, there was a decline in the number of customers visiting markets. At the same time, 
a shortage of cold-storage facilities led to major losses of perishable goods. There was also an 
oversupply of produce which led to a fall in prices for grains, such as maize and rice.  

The losers have been market traders and food distributors. The winners have been digital platforms 
and exporters to other national markets which have remained open, such as those in Burundi and 
DRC.  

In response to the shifting environment, there has been a change in trading patterns as the actors in 
the system have sought new markets and business partnerships. Meanwhile, conflicts have emerged 
between distributors and producers over the condition of perishable goods which may have spoilt as 
a result of delays in taking food from the ground to the market 

 Longer-term implications for the food system include the very real fear among producers, based on 
their experience of falling demand under Covid-19, that there is no market for their goods, which may 
lead to a drop in production next season.  
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2.2.6 Consumption 
The key actors are rural and urban, poor, middle-class and rich. The key relationships are between 
these consumers and the smallholder producers and food traders selling their food at markets in 
Tanzania and neighbouring countries. The nature of the relationships is informal and based on trust 
and the exchange of cash. 

Under Covid-19, there was a fall in the numbers of consumers visiting marketplaces which was, in 
part, driven by fear of contracting the virus. There were also significant price hikes for some food 
products, as well as some shortages of other products.  

The losers have been urban consumers who saw an increase in food prices and issues around the 
availability of some goods. The winners have been the producers and traders who met an increased 
demand among consumers for so-called immunity boosting foods.  

Digital trading platforms also benefited, as virtual trade increased. In addition, some wealthier urban 
consumers have started hiring personal shoppers to go and buy their food for them.  

In relation to the longer-term implications of the behavioural changes that took place under the 
pandemic, it seems that reduced consumption can lead to more produce, especially perishable goods, 
going to waste, as well as a drop in the price of grains.  

 

2.2.7 Waste disposal 
The key actors are waste-pickers and processors, waste retailers and local government agencies. The 
waste pickers are generally hired by the local authority and local markets; they also have 
relationships with smallholder producers, such as pig and poultry farmers, to whom processed waste 
is sold as animal feed. The nature of the relationships among the various actors is formal and 
contractual. 

Fear of contracting the virus as well as other factors led to a drop in sales at many markets and an 
increase in the amount of perishable food going to waste. The winners have been garbage collectors, 
who increased the amount of waste they were collecting, processing and selling on to piggeries, 
poultry farms and businesses making organic fertiliser.  

 

2.2.8 Support and solidarity 
The key actors are advocacy groups, producer and trader associations, and international NGOs and 
development agencies including FAO and IFAD. The key relationships are between advocacy groups 
and the media; smallholder producers and NGOs; and smallholder producers and the media. Civil 
society advocacy groups play a key role in raising awareness about the needs of smallholder 
producers and supporting them in raising their voices. Some also play a role in providing extension 
services, farm inputs, and production and knowledge support. The currencies underpinning the 
relationships among these actors are those of advocacy, knowledge and support. 

The winners in this network of relationships have been the media and international NGOs, who have 
found a new terrain for a new agenda under Covid-19. 

In responding to the pandemic, the development sector has sought to: meet a growing need for 
emergency soft loans; promote awareness of Covid-19 and how it may be combated; and encourage 
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the cultivation of particular food crops. In tandem with these efforts, the sector has supported the 
production of important research on the impacts of the crisis. The advocacy may be seen as having 
influenced the Tanzanian government, leading it to acknowledge the need to respond to the 
pandemic, including by offering more effective support to smallholder producers.  

 

2.2.9 Regulation 
The key actors are local authorities, government agencies, market authorities and regional economic 
communities, as well as the producers, traders, distributors, transporters and retailers whom they to 
govern. The relationships produced by these actors are bound by rules and regulations which seek 
to shape conduct and activities in the food system. The relationships produced by these authorities 
are statutory and constitutional; the currencies of the relationships are regulatory and social-
contractual.  

Under Covid-19, there has been loss of government income as the amount of taxes collected from 
markets and businesses has fallen. At the same time, food availability in the country reached 120% 
at one point – in other words, there was 20% more food than was needed. The government has been 
something of a winner during the pandemic after it avoided imposing a lockdown and the need to 
distribute food parcels given the country’s relatively high level of food security. In addition, since 
subsequently acknowledging that Covid-19 is having an impact on the country, the government has 
been able to access relatively cheap loans from the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World 
Bank. Another winner has been the regional economic communities, as the relevance of collective 
responses has mounted in the face of the pandemic.  

The government has also been a loser. It was forced to reinstate fertiliser subsidies after prices rose 
on the global market which provides Tanzania with 90% of its fertiliser needs; and local market 
authorities have seen a significant drop in the amount of taxes they have collected. Other losers have 
included exporters to neighbouring countries.  

In response to the pandemic, there was a call for a collective response at the regional economic 
community level, that is by the East African Community (EAC) and the Southern African Development 
Community (SADC). These regional bodies accepted responsibility for trying to keep the residents of 
the region safe and employed. To this end, they sought to promote public education about the virus 
and how its spread may be contained; and emphasised the importance of the COVAX (Covid-19 Global 
Access) programme in this regard. The RECs also oversaw the distribution of Covid-19 grants and 
supported a search for foreign markets for regional agri-produce. There were also moves to prioritise 
the production of edible oil locally, as prices for this product soared on the world market. At the same 
time, tensions rose between the food actors and the authorities over a number of issues, including 
Covid-19 testing; border restrictions and import-export guidelines; and support for food production. 
Stigmatisation in relation to the virus also increased.  

Looking to the longer term, a key question is whether farmers will continue to hesitate to produce 
food next season if prices continue to fall, which may be the case given that previously produced 
maize and rice are still in the market; and in light of higher fertiliser prices. In addition, differential 
Covid-19 testing requirements among East African countries, which have already affected traders 
and transporters, may lead to higher transport costs, which could have quite significant impacts for 
fish traders in particular. 
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2.3 South Africa: Preliminary findings on relationships in the food system under 
Covid-19 
 
2.3.1 Production 

• Relationship between smallholder farmers and input suppliers: Smallholder farmers buy 
inputs from private suppliers in cash. Under the Covid-19 lockdown imposed by the 
government, shops were closed and it was difficult to access inputs although the disruption 
was mainly short-term. As a result, smallholder farmers lost a season and private input 
suppliers lost their customer base, although they were rescued by an input-supply support 
programme under which the government procured inputs from the suppliers. In response to 
the change in conditions, there was reduced engagement in production, with farmers relying 
on inputs stored from the previous season. Implications for the food system included reduced 
production, lower volumes of available food and a reduction in food diversity.  

• Relationships among smallholder farmers: In general, these farmers exchange inputs among 
themselves on a reciprocal basis without the exchange of money. At the same time, it is 
important to acknowledge the competition among the farmers over markets and around 
relationships with input suppliers and NGOs, Under Covid-19, there were some limitations 
on contacts among the farmers because of fear of the disease. However, such disruption was 
short-lived and some farmers continued to keep in contact anyway. In so far as there were 
disruptions to the relationships, the small farmers lost out. In response to the changing 
conditions, some farmers were forced to rely on inputs from the previous season, although 
others continued to share inputs regardless of government-imposed restrictions on 
movement. The implications for the food system included reduced engagement with 
production although production continued for those who met despite the regulations.  

• Relationship between smallholder farmers and seasonal workers: Smallholder farmers hire 
seasonal workers to provide labour and pay them a daily rate and/or share some of the 
produce that is farmed with them. The relationship is based on the exchange of labour for 
money and/or a share of the crop and is determined by the particular farmer’s needs. Under 
the lockdown instituted by the government in response to Covid-19, there was a loss of 
markets which led to some production activities being discontinued as there was no money 
to be made from them. As a result, workers lost income and food from harvests; and 
smallholder farmers made losses on their agricultural investments, as produce rotted and 
fields were unkept. In response to the changes, smallholder farmers increasingly relied on 
family labour and some of them stopped production altogether. The implications for the food 
system included a loss of food as crops were left to spoil in the field or in storage; lower 
volumes of available food; and a loss of access to food for farm workers. In addition, the 
changes that took place indicated a broader shift from marketised to socialised labour. 

• Relationship between smallholder farmers and undocumented workers, for example, in agri-
parks: Smallholder farmers hire workers including undocumented ones to provide labour 
and pay them cash wages. Under the Covid-19 lockdown restrictions, undocumented workers 
were afraid to move around and go to work. Fearful of being stopped and checked by the 
police on the road and possibly being punished as a result, some even returned to their 
original countries. The smallholders also stopped going to work after restrictions on the 
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availability of inputs and a loss of markets made farming uneconomical. The results included 
farmers losing the labour that they needed, and produce being stolen from temporarily 
abandoned and insecure production sites. The undocumented workers lost incomes and, in 
many cases, the basis of their livelihoods in South Africa. In response to the changes in 
conditions, production activities ceased. Then, when the movement restrictions were relaxed, 
farmers resumed production but with fewer workers, including undocumented ones. The 
implications for the food system included disruption to food production and a reduction in 
the volume of available food.  

• Relationship between large- and medium-scale farmers, and farm dwellers and farm 
workers: Some farm workers and dwellers buy produce from commercial farmers on credit 
which is then deducted from their salaries. This saves them money on transport and also 
operates as a safety net, providing some food security even when they do not have cash to 
hand. Some farm dwellers produce their own outputs on small pieces of land on the farm. The 
relationship among these actors is an informal one tied to employment and transacted in 
cash, credit and access to land. Under Covid-19, commercial farmers stopped selling their 
produce to farm workers and dwellers on favourable terms due to high consumer demand. 
As a result, farm workers and dwellers were forced to buy produce from local supermarkets. 
This ate into their resources as they were required to pay for transport into town. At the same 
time, some farm workers benefited from relief-support programmes and were able to 
produce their own vegetables. The implications for the food system included a reduction in 
the availability of nutritious food for some farm workers (the produce bought in the 
supermarkets is not as fresh and nutritious as that bought from the farm), although others 
obtained some benefits by supplementing household supplies with produce farmed in home 
gardens.  

• Relationship among small-scale fishers between boat owners and crews: Boat owners and 
crews fish together and share the catch among themselves on a 50/50 basis. The boat owners 
cover the costs of the trip and the crew provide the labour. The relationship is an informal, 
unwaged one based on trust and payment in kind. Under the hard lockdown imposed in 
response to the Covid-19 outbreak from March 2020, there was no fishing. Both boat owners 
and the fishing crews lost out as their incomes were slashed. The implications for the food 
system also included a reduction in the volumes of fish available for consumption, which 
affected people’s diets as fish provide an important source of protein. 

• Relationship between small-scale fishers and importers: Small-scale fishers buy inputs such 
as bait from importers on a cash basis. Under the initial Covid-19 hard lockdown, fishing 
stopped and there was no access to bait as borders were closed. Fishers lost a fishing season 
and the importers lost income. The implications for the food system included a reduction in 
the volume of available fish. 

• Relationship between small-scale fishers and accommodation providers: Small-scale fishers 
rent accommodation in towns where they fish on a cash basis. Under Covid-19, 
accommodation businesses were forced to close, and some accommodation providers did not 
even open their doors after the restrictions were relaxed due to fear of infection and 
contamination. As a result, fishers were unable to find places to stay and accommodation 
providers lost income. In response, fishers only operated where accommodation was 
available, which had the effect of reducing the availability of fish for customers.  
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2.3.2 Financing 
• Smallholder farmers who self-finance: The income sources for these farmers include profits 

generated from on-farm activities, which are reinvested in the business, and cash transfers 
from the government. Under Covid-19, reduced access to markets led to a loss of income and 
made it difficult for these farmers to save. In response, some farmers relied on their relatives 
for financing or simply suspended production, which led to fewer smallholder farmers 
producing for the market. 

• Relationship between smallholder farmers and informal finance providers such as loan 
sharks: Smallholder farmers borrow money from such providers and then return it with 
interest, often at quite high rates in a relationship which is based on trust and credit. Under 
Covid-19, smallholders who could not sell their produce due to a lack of access to markets 
and were forced to cease production stopped borrowing money, which led to a fall in business 
for the informal credit providers. Instead, the farmers relied on social grants and credit from 
family members. The implications for the food system included a reduction in access to 
finance and a fall in agricultural production.  

• Relationship between boat owners and crews: Boat owners pay for the capital costs, 
including the boats, nets and engines; and crew members contribute towards the operational 
costs. In other cases, the boat owners are responsible for all operational costs and the crew 
members pay with an additional share of the catch. The relationship is based on trust and 
pre-financing. Under the Covid-19 hard lockdown, there was no fishing and both the boat 
owners and crew members lost income as a result. In addition, customers could not acquire 
fish. The implications for the food system included reduced participation of small-scale 
fishers in production, with the large fish companies continuing to dominate the market; and 
a lack of access to fish by communities who buy from small-scale fishers.  

• Relationship between small-scale fishers and the Abalobi cooperative programme for buying 
and selling catches: The fishers receive a pre-allocated tally from the Abalobi programme 
based on the numbers of orders that it has received from clients. In order to receive proof of 
income from the programme, the fishers are required to log their catches on the Abalobi app 
on a regular basis. The relationship between the programme and the fishers is based on 
mutual understanding. Under the Covid-19 lockdown, fewer and smaller tallies were issued 
by the programme as restaurants were forced to close or reduce the number of their on-site 
customers, although the programme did manage to secure a new large corporate client. In 
addition, the prices on offer fell and fishers received reduced rates for their catches. Small-
scale fishers in the Abalobi programme lost out and were forced to seek alternative outlets 
for their catches or even abandon going out to sea as fishing became increasingly 
uneconomical – although it should be noted that the impacts on boats and crews outside the 
programme were even more severe. A further negative impact of the lockdown was that 
Abalobi was forced to shelve its plans to extend the programme to other communities and 
fishers. The implications for the food system included a broad loss of incomes among fishers 
and their households.  

 
2.3.3 Processing 

• Relationship between smallholder processors and their buyers: Smallholders process food 
for household consumption and to sell to members of the local community, including at 
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schools, as well as to markets created by NGOs on an informal, commercial basis. Lines of 
credit may be extended to support these relationships. Under Covid-19, the closure of schools 
and NGO offices led to a loss of markets for processed items. In response, food was 
increasingly processed for household consumption rather than commercial purposes. The 
shift led to a significant drop in incomes for small-scale processors.  

• Relationship between small-scale fish processors and the local community: A processor 
selling bokkoms (dried harders) on an informal, commercial basis for cash continued to make 
sales under lockdown. However, it was mainly the large-scale processors with cold-storage 
facilities who derived the greatest benefits under lockdown – buying at reduced prices and 
storing catches for sale once prices rose. 

• Relationship between fish processing firms and their workers: The workers provide labour 
for processing houses on a formal, contractual, waged basis. However, under Covid-19, 
reduced fishing led to a shortage of fish for processing and workers at the large firms were 
laid off. This had a negative impact on both the processing houses and the workers, whose 
livelihoods were damaged, although some received a new Covid-19 unemployment grant 
funded by the government. The implications for the food system included lower incomes 
which reduced the workers’ ability to access food, thus undermining their food security.  

 
2.3.4 Transportation, marketing and distribution 

• Relationship between smallholder farmers and bakkie traders: Bakkie traders buy produce 
from smallholder farmers which they then sell themselves or sell on to street traders. The 
relationship is based on trust and the exchange of money. Under Covid-19 lockdown 
regulations, a lack of access to permits for private bakkie traders meant they could not 
transport goods to the markets which were open. The resulting hardship led to some 
transporters requiring a 50% or even 100% advance before they were prepared to take 
produce to market, where previously they had accepted payment upon sale of the goods. This 
damaged relationships between smallholders and bakkie traders. Both groups lost out under 
the lockdown rules. However, the relationships then recovered as the restrictions preventing 
movement were successfully negotiated or lifted after a short time. A major implication for 
the food system was that produce could not be transported to market, limiting smallholders’ 
access to the food system, as well as bakkie traders’ ability to earn a living. 

• Relationship between smallholder farmers and NGOs which help the farmers transport their 
produce to market: This relationship is based on solidarity. Under the Covid-19 lockdown, 
restricted access to permits, with many NGOs not on the list of essential service providers, 
limited their movement and ability to help farmers transport their produce. As a result, 
farmers lost access to markets, and produce could not be transported to markets.  

• Relationship between smallholder farmers and market agents: Smallholders pass their 
produce to market agents who then sell it at the markets and give a percentage of the revenue 
to the farmers, keeping the rest for themselves. The relationship is based on the exchange of 
money and trust. Under Covid-19, the farmers received relatively small returns on the sales 
which were made at the fresh produce markets, the closure of other outlets led to these 
markets being flooded with produce. Forced to try and survive on the meagre profits, some 
farmers came to depend on grants issued by government relief programmes, while others 
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dipped into their savings, which were depleted as a result. Farmers struggled as a result of 
their limited incorporation into the food system under the unprofitable terms on offer. 

• Relationship between small-scale fishers and the restaurants to which they sell their catch: 
This relationship is commercial and based on the exchange of money. Under the Covid-19 
hard lockdown, restaurants were forced to closed, which meant the loss of an important 
market for small-scale fishers. In response, small-scale fishers stopped fishing, which meant 
that they came to be excluded as producers from the food system, which continued to be 
dominated by large-scale fishers. 

• Relationship between small-scale fishers and local communities: Fishers sell their catches to 
local people on a commercial basis which can entail extending lines of credit. Under Covid-
19, these sales fell away as controls on movement and widespread fear of the virus restricted 
people’s contact with each other. Small-scale fishers lost a market; and local people lost an 
important source of protein, undermining their food security. 

• Relationship between small-scale fishers and local schools: Fish are sold for money to school-
feeding schemes on a commercial basis. Under the Covid-19 lockdown, schools were closed 
which meant the loss of an important market and income stream for fishers; as well as the 
loss of an important source of nutrition for pupils, which had a particularly severe impact on 
the food security of children in poor and marginalised households. 
 

2.3.5 Consumption 
• Relationship between smallholder farmers, fresh produce markets and rural and urban 

consumers: Farmers sell their produce to markets which then sell it on to outlets, including 
retailers and street traders, which, in turn, sell it to consumers. The relationship among these 
actors is commercial and based on the exchange of money. Under Covid-19 lockdown 
measures, the fresh produce markets remained open but the closure of other kinds of 
markets and impediments to distribution led to reduced access to affordable food for 
consumers – although wealthier consumers who could access online markets were able to 
ensure a continuous supply of food. Fresh, affordable food provide by local street traders in 
poorer areas was no longer as available and consumers were forced to purchase produce at 
shops and supermarkets where the stock was not as fresh and the prices were higher. This 
shift had significant implications for the commercial structure of the food system, favouring 
the larger retailers in the formal sector and negatively affecting the food security of poorer 
consumers. 

• Relationship between small-scale fishers and domestic and international consumers: Small-
scale fishers supply local communities, wealthier urban communities and the international 
market. The relationship is commercial and based on money and trust. Under Covid-19, a 
number of these markets, including the international one and sales to restaurants, were lost 
or shifted (although some later returned). This led to reduced incomes for small-scale fishers 
and a lack of fish for consumers, who had to source their supplies from new markets. One 
response at the local community level was to allow consumers to buy on credit and pay when 
they received a grant or income. A major implication for the food system was that consumers 
increasingly looked to formal retailers for their fish.  



31 
 

2.3.6 Waste disposal 
• Relationship between fresh produce markets and waste collectors, who are mainly livestock 

farmers: These farmers collect the waste for free or for a small fee. However, under Covid-19 
lockdown restrictions, they were unable to collect the waste as they did not have permits to 
move. In response, many of them went and collected the waste anyway so that they could 
feed their animals and generate income. 

• Relationship between smallholder farmers and local community members. Produce which is 
not good enough to be sold at market may be given by farmers to their neighbours as part of 
a reciprocal relationship, or used for compost. Under Covid-19, the loss of markets meant that 
significant quantities of produce were left unharvested in the field. Some of this produce was 
shared with neighbours who either ate it themselves or used it to feed their livestock. 
Smallholder farmers lost income as a result, becoming increasingly reliant on their savings 
and cash transfers provided by the government. However, there were some benefits for the 
neighbours and even for the farmers’ own families who enjoyed greater food security as a 
result of the excess supply.  

 
2.3.7 Solidarity 

• Relationship between smallholder farmers and non-governmental organisations: NGOs help 
smallholders on a voluntary basis by providing inputs, advisory services, and help with 
marketing and distribution. Under the Covid-19 hard lockdown, a number of NGOs who were 
not deemed to be essential service providers and thus lacked the appropriate permits to 
move around and reach out to farmers. It was also reported that some NGOs closed in an 
effort to contain the spread of the virus, which meant they could not visit farmers – although 
there is little evidence of such closures in some areas where NGOs continued working (in 
contrast with government offices which closed). The net result of the restrictions on NGO 
activities was that smallholder production and marketing efforts were adversely affected and 
incomes were lost, including among those small-scale producers offering catering services as 
part of NGO-organised women’s empowerment initiatives. In response, smallholders 
increasingly relied on other sources of income including social and Covid-19 grants as they 
struggled to buy food. 

• Relationship between smallholder farmers and the government: Smallholders receive free 
support from government officials. However, under Covid-19 lockdown, staff complements 
were reduced with many officials staying at home, which affected the levels of support that 
were available and also hindered access to the relief grants being offered by the government. 
In response, the farmers fell back on their own resources and were left to apply for the relief 
grants on their own as best they could. The larger impacts were that some farmers did not 
receive appropriate levels of government support or the Covid-19 relief grants and were thus 
unable to produce to their potential. 

• Relationship between small-scale fishers and the government: Small-scale fishers received 
about 10,000 food parcels, which were provided and distributed in solidarity after they lost 
access to incomes and job opportunities under the Covid-19 lockdown. At the same time, the 
fishers did not receive as much support as their smallholder peers in the agricultural sector; 
and the parcels, which were meant to help cover their needs were insufficient. As a result, 
small-scale fishers struggled, surviving on the back of support from faith-based groups, soup 
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kitchens and gifts of citrus from neighbouring farmers. However, such support, which helped 
to mitigate food insecurity and hunger, was not made available to all fishers. 

• Relationship between small-scale producers and poor consumers, and religious organisations. 
Under Covid-19, significant support was extended to those in need by Islamic, Jewish and 
Christian groups, which came to play a key role in mitigating some of the worst impacts of the 
pandemic and lockdown.  

 
2.3.8 Regulatory 

• Relationship between the state, communities and smallholder farmers. Laws, policies and 
regulations are developed with some involvement from various different sectors of society, 
including local communities. They are enforced by a range of state institutions and officials 
in a regulatory relationship based on authority. Under Covid-19, the state developed a 
number of new rules and policies in consultation with the help of “experts”. The character of 
the regulatory regime was top-down, favouring elite and corporate interests. Similarly, the 
design of the relief programmes was exclusionary and lacked sympathy for the poor and 
vulnerable, including small-scale producers and informal traders who were undermined and 
lost incomes when their movements were curtailed. The winners were corporate food system 
actors and elites. In response, communities came together with civil society organisations, 
academia, and other groups representing the poor and vulnerable and reached out to the 
government. As a result, some regulations were changed to accommodate the poor and 
informal traders. Broadly, the regulatory regime introduced by the government with the 
support of corporate partners undermined small-scale producers and informal traders with 
important implications for national food security. 
 

• Relationship between the state and small-scale fishers: In consultation with experts, the state 
develops policies that regulate the conduct of small-scale fishers in a relationship based on 
the exercise of authority. Under the initial Covid-19 hard lockdown, movement restrictions 
prevented small-scale fishers from going out to sea. Subsequently, they were recognised as 
essential service providers by the government but a lack of communication between 
lawmakers and the authorities responsible for enforcement on the ground meant that they 
were still prevented from going fishing. For example, they were unable to travel by night, 
which inhibited their ability to go to sea early in the morning and find fish. Meanwhile, large-
scale fishers did not lose their right to fish or access markets. In response to regulations that 
threatened to criminalise them if they put out to sea, fishing communities, with the support 
of academia and civil society organisations, successfully lobbied the government for a further 
relaxation of the regulations. Subsequently, small-scale fishers continued fishing although a 
number of key markets for their catches, such as restaurants and the hospitality sector, had 
closed. In summary, the regulations introduced by the government and the ways in which 
they were enforced undermined small-scale fishing operations and affected the fishers’ 
ability to generate incomes, which, in turn, affected their participation in the food system 
more broadly. 
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3. Preliminary findings on particular aspects of relationships in the 
food system 

 
In seeking to compare and contrast findings on the relationships in the food system across the three 
countries being studied, the following questions should be answered:  

• Which Covid-19-related changes in relationships are most significant for the food systems in 
the three countries, and what are the differences among these?  

• What are the implications of the changes in the relationships for the key actors in the agri-
food system, particularly for the more disadvantaged? 

• What are the likely long-term implications for the agri-food system itself and the political 
economy of the food system in each country? 

• What is not known about the relationships and how can this information be found?  

In considering which changes have been the most significant for the various national food systems, 
the teams need to decide which criteria are most relevant – for e
