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FOREWORD

Our ancestors began colonizing the planet around 70 000 years ago. They
were driven by the search for what we today refer to as food security. It was
undoubtedly a very limited sense of food security: the need to obtain food that
would provide them with enough energy to survive from one day to the next.

Nowadays, food security is something more complex. For nearly 700 million
of our fellow humans, having access to minimal energy remains their daily
need. Two billion people do not know if they will be able to have enough food
at any given time and must frequently reduce the quantity or quality of what
they eat. Three billion people — almost four out of every ten inhabitants in the
planet — do not have the means to eat healthy. Additionally, it turns out that
food, and the agriculture that produces it, play a significant role in some of
the most serious manifestations of the environmental and climate crisis of
our time. It is no longer just a question of the degree of access to food, but of
the way it is produced, processed, transported, traded and consumed, and of
its planetary effects. All this creates a new notion of food security in the 21st
century.

There is a very dynamic process going on at the regional level, from which
some consensus on agrifood systems are gradually emerging. No one can
deny that the postwar development of these systems in Latin America and the
Caribbean (LAC) has been lavish in the benefits it has brought to our peoples.
They are sources of employment and opportunity for tens of millions of people,
starting with family farmers and artisanal fishermen. They are spaces in
which prodigious scientific and technological innovations are expressed. They
are manifestations of the fabulous gastronomic cultures of our peoples. The
development of agrifood systems in the region has contributed significantly

— and continues to do so — to the economic growth of the countries that
comprise it. Through its enormous net food exports, the region is a pillar of
global food security.



Together with all this we have the undesirable consequences of the way in
which agrifood systems have developed in LAC. While food is exported to all
corners of the globe, 204 million people in the region live under moderate

or severe food insecurity, and one in four adults suffers from obesity. It is
more than likely that the pandemic will aggravate both these indicators of
malnutrition, since the lack of employment or income, and the disruption of
key programmes such as school feeding, will push millions towards cheaper
and less nutritious food, or to a condition in which they will not be able to fully
satisfy their food needs.

Along with the prosperity derived from increased agricultural production
and productivity, a quarter of the rural population lives in extreme poverty.
Furthermore, 80% of agricultural workers hold informal jobs.

While the region has achieved the difficult task of declaring 23.6% of land
areas and 18.1% of marine areas as protected, it is also true that agrifood
systems are, to some extent, jointly responsible for 89% of the species
lost between 1970 and 2014. Additionally, agriculture, in a broad sense,
contributes more than half of the greenhouse gases emitted in the region.

The construction of a sustainable equation between economic prosperity,
social inclusion and well-being, human health, and the environmental and
climatic footprint of food systems is the central challenge faced by agrifood
public policy in the region. This has been acknowledged by specialized
organizations such as FAQ and the World Bank, and | also believe it to be an
ethical imperative.
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A book could hardly be timelier than this one. It reaches its readers as the
world prepares for the Food Systems Summit, convened by the Secretary-
General of the United Nations, Antdnio Guterres:

“The Summit will awaken the world to the fact that we all must work together to transform
the way the world produces, consumes and thinks about food. It is a summit for all,
wherever we are, a summit of the peoples. It is a summit for everyone everywhere — a
people’s summit. It is also a solutions summit that will require everyone to take action to
transform the world’s food systems.” (United Nations, 2020).

The authors of this book delve into the diagnoses, but above all, they propose
solutions, conceived from the Latin American and Caribbean experience,

in dialogue with the vast and sometimes cacophonous world debate on
agriculture and food. These are not simple or univocal solutions, because
unfortunately, the nature of the issue calls for strategies that cover different
dimensions and engage all segments of our societies.

For instance, if we agree that the environmental sustainability and climate
resilience of agrifood systems are desirable goals, and that they are also
attributes for competitiveness in world markets, then we have no choice but
to discover — by thinking and doing — the way to build more fruitful dialogues
between agricultural and environmental authorities, and determine which are
the institutional and technological innovations that will allow us to be more
productive with a smaller environmental and climate footprint.
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The same is true if we acknowledge that poor diets today are a leading cause
of disease and mortality in the region, and that, therefore, we need to regain
the balance in the timeless equation between food and health. We want to
continue enjoying low-cost food so that everyone can access it — food that is
safe, convenient, and easy to prepare by people who are short on time —, but
we urgently need it to be nutritious and healthy food.

Is this easy? No. Is there an alternative path? | think not. We have no choice.
Like our ancestors 70 thousand years ago, we must once again make our own
long journey through this new and more complex food security. This book
makes a valuable contribution to this endeavour, one that is worth betting on
and committing to.

Julio A. Berdegué

FAO Assistant Director-General
and Regional Representative
for Latin America and the Caribbean
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INTRODUCTION

For the International Centre for Sustainable Development (CIDES) and

the City of Knowledge Foundation (FCDS), the alliance with the Food and
Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) constitutes a space to
strengthen sustainable nutrition culture and raise regional awareness about
the importance of its integration into the public and territorial policies of
Latin American and Caribbean countries. In the case of Panama — the work
base of CIDES/FCDS and the FAO Subregional Office for Mesoamerica —,
cooperation between our institutions has been decisive in the organization
and development of the National Conferences on Sustainable Development
(ENADES), as well as in the processes of formulation and implementation of
public policies on food and nutritional security.

The Letter of Agreement for the provision of services to examine trends in
Agriculture and Food Systems in Latin America and the Caribbean towards
2030 stems from this spirit of cooperation. It establishes the framework for
the publication of this book.

The book has been prepared by authors from different international
organizations — including FAOQ, IFPRI, UNCTAD and ECLAG, as well as legislators
and academics from prestigious Latin American universities — seeking

to foster reflections for the Global Food Systems Summit, to be held in
September 2021. It contextualizes the region’s food systems within a post
COVID-19 pandemic scenario and raises new challenges (and opportunities)



for policy makers, decision makers, the private sector, and the general public.
Likewise, it offers important reflections on sustainability, from production to
consumption, with the call to promote better governance of the global and
regional food system. In order to face what some authors have deemed “the
Syndemic of the century”, the participation of companies, research centres,
academia, NGOs, government agencies and international organizations will be
necessary.

We reiterate our gratitude to the authors and editors of this publication. We
hope that it becomes a reference for the formulation of food policies in the
countries of the region.

Good reading to all.

Juan Moreno Lobon Adoniram Sanches Peraci

Executive Director, CIDES Subregional Coordinator for
Mesoamerica, FAQ
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THE TRANSFORMATION OF FOOD SYSTEMS:

A PLANETARY CHALLENGE

José Graziano da Silva

Director General of the Fome Zero Institute
and Former Director General of FAQ.

1.1 BACKGROUND

At the end of February 2020, a group of
specialists convened by CIDES (International
Centre for Sustainable Development) and FAO
met in Panama City for a Workshop on food
systems. Their objective was to discuss new
trends in food systems and establish the possible
scope and contents of a flagship publication

for Latin America and the Caribbean (LAC) on
the topic. This publication would be aimed at
facilitating decision-making by governments,
private sector entities, and organizations linked
to the agrifood sector, as well as facilitating FAO
technical cooperation to countries and their

contribution to achieving the SDGs.

At the time, the coronavirus was starting to
spread throughout the world, but the WHO

was still reluctant to declare a pandemic.
However, by the end of March the virus was
already present on all continents, including Latin

America and the Caribbean.

As the expected impact of the pandemic on

Food and Nutritional Security (FNS) was not
clear at the time,! international organizations
issued a series of recommendations encouraging
countries to avoid taking measures that could
further aggravate the situation and the impact

of the health crisis on poverty and food security.
Our decision was to maintain the terms of
reference sent to the participating authors, asking
them to include in their articles, if possible, a few
analyses of the measures taken by governments
in response to the crisis unleashed by the
coronavirus, emphasizing on the implications of
such measures on food systems. As can be seen
from the texts published herein, this guidance
has resulted in the different approaches seen in

the works that make up this book.

! See Chapter 2, The Impact of the COVID-19 Pandemic on the
Supply and Demand of Food Products in Latin America and the
Caribbean, by Mario Jales.
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This introductory chapter will first address
some fundamental issues — within the context

of FNS - being discussed on the international
agenda before the pandemic and, particularly,
refer to a handful of key publications that drew
attention to the importance of transforming food
systems within the framework of the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs). Next, some of the
changes in public policies implemented by

LAC countries in response to the pandemic

will be highlighted. The chapter ends with the
theoretical framework used to structure the
publication (Table 1.1), which is based on the
conceptualization of food systems developed by
the High Level Panel of Experts for Food Security
and Nutrition (HLPE).?

1.2 KEY NS ISSUES PRIOR TO THE PANDEMIC

January 2019 saw the publication of the

report Food in the Anthropocene: the EAT-Lancet
Commission on healthy diets from sustainable food
systems (Willett et al., 2019). This report had

an immediate impact among those who are
concerned about FNS worldwide. According to

the report:

“Food systems have the potential to nurture
human health and support environmental
sustainability; however, they are currently
threatening both. Providing a growing global
population with healthy diets from sustainable

food systems is an immediate challenge.

“Although global food production of calories has

kept pace with population growth, more than

2 See report on Nutrition and Food Systems (HLPE, 2018),
available at: http://www.fao.org/3/17846ES/i7846es.pdf).

820 million people have insufficient food and
many more consume low-quality diets that cause
micronutrient deficiencies and contribute to a
substantial rise in the incidence of diet-related
obesity and diet-related non-communicable
diseases, including coronary heart disease,

stroke, and diabetes.

“Unhealthy diets pose a greater risk to morbidity
and mortality than does unsafe sex, and alcohol,
drug, and tobacco use combined. Because

much of the world’s population is inadequately
nourished and many environmental systems and
processes are pushed beyond safe boundaries by
food production, a global transformation of the
food system is urgently needed.” (Willett et al.,
2019).

This central idea pointed to a necessary and
urgent global transformation of our food
systems, which was not exactly a novelty concept
and had already been called for in previous
HLPE/CES reports from 2017, but it had much
more impact this time. Perhaps because it was
followed, in that same month of January, by
another report from The Lancet Commission

on Obesity, The Global Syndemic of Obesity,
Undernutrition, and Climate Change (Swinburn et
al., 2019), which for the first time emphasized on
the interrelationship between growing obesity,
the malfunctioning of food systems, and climate

change. According to this new report:

“Malnutrition in all its forms, including obesity,
undernutrition, and other dietary risks, is the
leading cause of poor health globally. In the near
future, the health effects of climate change will
considerably compound these health challenges.

Climate change can be considered a pandemic



because of its sweeping effects on the health of
humans and the natural systems we depend on
(i.e., planetary health). These three pandemics

— obesity, undernutrition, and climate change —
represent The Global Syndemic that affects most
people in every country and region worldwide.
They constitute a syndemic, or synergy of
epidemics, because they co-occur in time and
place, interact with each other to produce
complex sequelae, and share common underlying

societal drivers” (Swinburn et al., 2019).

The Lancet Commission was not only clear as

to what it meant by The Global Syndemic, but it
emphasized among its key messages that “The
pandemics of obesity, undernutrition, and
climate change represent three of the gravest
threats to human health and survival. These
pandemics constitute The Global Syndemic,
consistent with their clustering in time and place,
interactions at biological, psychological, or social
levels, and common, large-scale societal drivers

and determinants.” (Swinburn et al., 2019).

The report further acknowledges that:

“Although the Commission’s mandate was to
address obesity, a deliberative process led to
reframing of the problem and expansion of the
mandate to offer recommendations to collectively
address the triple burden challenges of The
Global Syndemic.

“First, the prevalence of obesity is increasing
in every region of the world. No country has
successfully reversed its epidemic because the
systemic and institutional drivers of obesity

remain largely unabated.
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“Second, many evidence-based policy
recommendations to halt and reverse obesity
rates have been endorsed by Member States at
successive World Health Assembly meetings
over nearly three decades, but have not yet been
translated into meaningful and measurable
change. Such patchy progress is due to what
the Commission calls policy inertia, a collective
term for the combined effects of inadequate
political leadership and governance to enact
policies to respond to The Global Syndemic,
strong opposition to those policies by powerful
commercial interests, and a lack of demand for

policy action by the public.

“Third, similar to the 2015 Paris Agreement

on Climate Change, the enormous health and
economic burdens caused by obesity are not
seen as urgent enough to generate the public
demand or political will to implement the
recommendations of expert bodies for effective

action.

“Finally, obesity has historically been considered
in isolation from other major global challenges.
Linking obesity with undernutrition and
climate change into a single Global Syndemic
framework focuses attention on the scale

and urgency of addressing these combined
challenges and emphasizes the need for

common solutions.” (Swinburn ef al., 2019).

Undoubtedly, this has been the great innovation
and merit of the Lancet Commission report: in
addition to drawing attention to the urgency of
containing the obesity pandemic, it links such
pandemic to other forms of undernutrition —
including hunger — and with climatic change.

No less important is the Commission’s emphasis
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on the fact that solutions cannot afford to be
point solutions, but will need to include a global
change in our food systems, from the way we
produce it to its distribution and consumption.
And even more important: denouncing

the “political inertia”, both nationally and
internationally, due to the lack of policies and
effective operational measures to fight the three
pandemics and their interactions. Regardless,
any analysis carried out in Latin America and
the Caribbean about the three aforementioned
pandemics will reach the conclusion that the
measures taken to combat them are still incipient

given the magnitude of the problem.

For instance, Popkin and Reardon (2018) had
already warned that the LAC region was facing
an important health problem related to diet,
accompanied by enormous economic and social

costs. According to them:

“The shifts in diet are profound: major shifts

in intake of less-healthful low-nutrient-density
foods and sugary beverages, changes in away-
from-home eating and snacking and rapid
shifts towards very high levels of overweight
and obesity among all ages along with, in some
countries, high burdens of stunting.” (Popkin

and Reardon, 2018).

The authors emphasize that diet changes

have occurred in parallel to, and in two-way
causality with, changes in the broad food
system, encompassing “the set of supply chains
from farms, through midstream segments

of processing, wholesale and logistics, to
downstream segments of retail and food service
(restaurants and fast food chains).” (Popkin and
Reardon, 2018).

Popkin and Reardon’s work documents in-
depth the recent history of rapid growth and
transformation of that broad food system in
LAC, with the rapid rise of supermarkets, large
processors, fast food chains and food logistics
firms. This rapid transformation is, according to

the authors:

“(...) the story of a “double-edged sword’,
showing its links to various negative diet
side trends, e.g. the rise of consumption

of fast food and highly processed food,

as well as in parallel, to various positive
trends, e.g. the reduction of the cost of food,
deseasonalisation, increase of convenience
of food preparation reducing women’s

time associated with that and increase of
availability of some nutritious foods like meat
and dairy.” (Popkin and Reardon, 2018).

The authors further consider that “the
transformation of the food system, as well as
certain aspects of diet change linked to long-run
changes in employment and demographics (e.g.
the quest for convenience), as broad parameters
that will endure for the next decades without
truly major regulatory and fiscal changes.”
(Popkin and Reardon, 2018).

The authors also focus on the steps that are being
and can be taken to curb the negative effects on
diet of these changes in the region.They conclude
that:

“Countries in LAC are already among the global
leaders in initiating demand-related solutions
via taxation and marketing controls. But we

also show that this is only a small step forward.

To shift LAC’s food supply towards prices that



incentivize consumption of healthier diets and
demand away from the less healthy component
is not simple and will not happen immediately.
We must be cognizant that ultimately, food
industry firms must be incentivized to market
the components of healthy diets. This will
primarily need to be via selective taxes and
subsidies, marketing controls, as well as food
quality regulations, consumer education and,

in the medium term, consumers’ desires to
combine healthier foods with their ongoing quest
for convenience in the face of busy lives. In the
end, the food industry in LAC will orient itself
towards profitable solutions, i.e. those demanded

by the broad mass of consumers.

“In summary, the LAC region faces a major
diet-related health problem accompanied by
enormous economic and social costs. Obesity
and many nutrition-related NCDs are linked
with both excessive intake of unhealthy ultra-
processed food and excessive intake of unhealthy
traditional foods, be they deep-fried items, highly
refined white bread or confectionaries made in
traditional fashions. Most of the way to shift the
food system, as we have noted, relates to shifting
demand. When consumers demand healthier
foods and beverages, we will begin to see these
changes for an array of fiscal and regulatory
reasons. As noted, we are seeing the beginning
of such actions in Chile and Mexico and Brazil,
but the road ahead is very long and not simple to

achieve.” (Popkin and Reardon, 2018).

The “path of shifting demand” is difficult for
the countries in the region, given the weakness
of the organizations that represent consumers’
interests. As Chapter 10 of this book highlights,

demand is the most fragile link in existing food
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chains today, either because its organizations
are recent, or because their interests are widely
dispersed and deeply divided in terms of income

and cultural inequalities that exist in the region.

A recent report by the World Bank (Shekar

& Popkin, 2020) explains why overweight

and obesity are a time bomb with potentially
enormous health and economic impacts,
especially for the poor and for those living in
low- and middle-income countries, dispelling
the myth that this is an issue only in high-income
countries and urban areas. The report cites recent
research findings (including those of the Lancet
Commission), which suggest that changing

diets and food systems is also key to address the
consistent challenges of childhood stunting and
malnutrition, alongside the growing challenges

of climate change. According to this report:

“Continued economic growth among the world’s
low- and middle-income countries will only
intensify the magnitude of the devastating
impacts of overweight/obesity on health,
well-being, and productivity. Furthermore, as
economies grow, the burden of overweight/
obesity will shift even more toward the poor (...).
The effort to reduce obesity is therefore a global
public good and governments have a key role

to play in addressing this challenge through a
comprehensive approach to policy formulation
and intervention, including in the agriculture,
environment, transport, education, fiscal, and

health care sectors.

“While fiscal policies linked mainly to taxation on
sugar-sweetened beverages have dominated as
key interventions in over 40 countries to reduce

consumption of unhealthy foods and there is
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extensive experience in this area, many other
regulatory options are being used by countries
to improve diet quality. These include front-of
package labelling, nutrient profiling, school-
based food regulations and education, market
and retail solutions, and marketing controls and

regulations.

“Front-of-package labelling and related nutrition
profiling models with warning labels show

great promise; diet-related taxes also remain

a promising approach, albeit they will face
challenges. (...). A combination of policies, such
as those in Chile, promise important synergies

and much larger impacts.

[Unfortunately,] “(...) no countries have yet
considered tying the taxes to subsidies for
healthier legumes, vegetables, and fruits and
other healthful, less obesogenic foods, (...).
Experience in marketing regulation of unhealthy
foods is also limited, except perhaps what has
been learned from the marketing of infant
formulas. (...). Furthermore, emerging evidence
also suggests that impacts of such obesity-
prevention policies are starting to be realized.”

(Shekar & Popkin, 2020).

The question we must ask ourselves is: why this
political inertia? It is certainly not due to lack

of technical knowledge of the issue, much less
lack of statistical, or clinical, information. The
simplest answer would be a lack of political will,
as well as resistance from the sectors that profit

from the situation.

But the issue is more complicated. If we look
at the complexity of current food systems, as
described by the HLPE (box 1.1, at the end of

this chapter), we will realize the wide diversity
of economic, social, institutional and political
actors involved in production, distribution

and consumption of food. But this is not only a
matter involving the actors who operate these
chains, but also, and above all, the actors of the
political and institutional “superstructure” that
generate the laws, regulations and agreements
that condition — not to say determine — the
functioning of food systems. And to all this we
must add the different types of consumers, with
their differences in income, age and culture, as
actors who themselves (do not) make “sovereign

decisions”.

Given this number and complexity of actors,

we must add that decision makers in the
structural part of the food system are individual
entrepreneurs (or groups of them), whereas the
superstructural part — pertaining to policies and
institutions — is represented by different interest
groups, whose decisions always involve much
more complex and time-consuming collective
actions. There is, therefore, an inherent gap
between the different parts of the food system,
a difference that is accentuated in times of
accelerated innovation, such as the latest decades
in the Latin American region. The visible result
is the lack of standards, regulations and public
policies to guide food systems towards healthy
eating, so as to cope with a rapidly changing

situation.

In the next section we will look at the consensus
that emerged among the main food system actors
before the COVID-19 pandemic.



1.3 THE FOOD SYSTEMS DIALOGUES

At the end of 2019, by the time that the first signs
of the COVID-19 virus were detected in China,
the Food System Dialogues (FSD) — an innovative
mechanism that brings together actors of a given
food system to voice their main issues — was also
presenting their conclusions after synthesizing
the opinions of countless debates held for over

a year worldwide. According to the report’s

Executive Summary:

“The Food Systems Dialogues (FSDs) were
launched in 2018 to allow diverse actors from
a range of food production and consumption
sub-sectors to meet, discuss and explore
options for transforming food systems. From
these, an overarching vision for food system
transformation has been developed and four
themes — each with a set of reoccurring ‘Red

Threads’ — have emerged. (...)

“The overarching vision of the FSDs is that

food systems should ideally enable all people

to be able to eat healthy diets made up of from
sustainably produced food that they can both
access and afford. This would be achieved
through involving all actors across the food web

in collective action.” (Nabarro, 2019).

The first theme that emerged from the dialogues,
which took place up to late 2019, was to
incentivize the production and consumption of

nutritious and healthy food products:

“The Red Threads under this theme are: (1)
accelerate the transition towards the production
and consumption of healthy and nutritious

food products through innovations that are
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developed and implemented inclusively; (2)
minimize food loss and waste within the context
of a circular economy; and (3) ensure that public
food procurement practices encourage—and offer
appropriate incentives for-the consumption

of healthy diets produced from sustainably-
produced food.” (Nabarro, 2019).

The second theme identified in the dialogues
is to promote equitable access to food systems

through inclusive approaches:

“The Red Threads under this theme are: (4)
involve all stakeholders (including farmers,
fishers, food processors, retailers, carers and
chefs) in sustainable food system transitions; (5)
pay attention to the interests, livelihoods and
voices of food producers and processors (focus
on fairness and resilience); and (6) accompany
food producers and processors as they make
changes to their production and processing

practices.” (Nabarro, 2019).

The third theme identified is to engage

food producers and processors, especially
smallholders, in all aspects of climate action
and in the promotion of sustainable farming

and land-use practices:

“The Red Threads under this theme are:

(7) remunerate producers for their positive
contributions to ecosystem services; (8)
encourage a science-based approach to
agroecology, with a particular emphasis on the
preservation of biodiversity; and (9) explore
climate-smart agricultural practices with farmers
in different settings and be ready to support their
adoption, as and when appropriate.” (Nabarro,

2019).
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The fourth and final theme identified in the
dialogues is to align financing and investments

with desired food systems transformations:

“The Red Thread under this theme is: (10) ensure
that financial processes and mechanisms align
with and encourage the production of healthy
and nutritious foods. This theme and Red

Thread recognize the central role finance and
investments play in food systems transformations
and stresses that more solutions-based pathways
need to be developed to better support

investment decisions.” (...)

“The consensus around the Red Threads will be
examined in forthcoming FSDs events and the
new insights will be incorporated into updates
of the report, to be prepared at regular (three
monthly) intervals. This report and the updates
will be available on the FSDs website (www.
foodsystemsdialogues.org). It is intended that
these intermittent synthesis reports around
Red Threads from the FSDs be an input to the
preparations of the proposed 2021 UN Food
Systems Summit.” (Nabarro, 2019).

The results presented by Nabarro (2019) portray
the relative consensus that existed on the need
for urgent changes in food systems before the
pandemic. We present below a summary of a
Dialogue on food systems organized by the
Instituto Comida do Amanha.® This virtual event
was held at the end of June 2020 in the context of
COVID-19’s impacts on Brazilian food systems.
Participants included a number of actors working

in food system, from small farmer associations

3 Learn more by visiting:

https://www.comidadoamanha.org/

and traditional communities of “quilombolas”
(former descendants of slaves), to former
ministers of agriculture and social development,
academics, food security and environmental
protection NGOs, agricultural and social
finance entrepreneurs, and representatives of

a municipal government, the national office of
the Public Defender and the national agency in

charge of the school feeding programme.

They were asked to present “proposals for
actions to address a specific area in food systems,
with a focus on the post-pandemic scenario in
Brazil”, considering also possible “ideal futures”
for food systems, achievable within a period of
up to three years. The final report reaches the

following conclusions:

“Although a wide range of food actors
participated in the event, an almost unanimous
focus was placed on public policies, government
intervention and action, and the readoption or
strengthening of previous national food policies

that appeared to be more efficient.

“The groups highlighted (i) the importance of
civil society participation in the policy-making
process and in food policy governance; (ii) the
fact that structural policies cannot be forgotten by
the current focus on emergency policies, (iii) and
the value of intersectoral dialogues as a means to
develop better policies and solutions to address

current food system challenges. (...)

“Another strong message resulting from the
dialogues was the acknowledgment of the
relevance of local power and local policies and
actions (such as solutions to shorten the food

chain) for the transformation of food systems. It



is clear that cities have a more important role to
play in Brazil.” (Instituto Comida do Amanha,
2020).

To put in context this last message of the Brazil
food systems Dialogue: 2020 is a municipal
election year throughout the country, and, given
the omission of the other levels of Government
(state and Federal) on the issue of food security
and nutrition during the pandemic, it is
understood that hopes are turning towards the
municipal sphere. Furthermore, it is necessary
to highlight the long tradition of relevant FNS
actions by Brazilian municipalities, and recall
that the Fome Zero Programme (Zero Hunger)*
started from a series of successful experiences at
the local level, which were replicated in different

localities.’

This emphasis on placing expectations on local
power can also be understood as part of the
urgency to present solutions to the issue, as a
result of the pandemic itself, given the need

to shorten food chains and reinforce short
production and consumption circuits. In any
case, when comparing FSD outcomes from before
and during the pandemic, the public sector’s
importance in the implementation of FNS
policies is quite clear. Is this the long-awaited

opportunity to break the “political inertia”

* Given that the Zero Hunger Programme was born from
municipal initiatives, it is necessary to support cities

in updating their food policies in the post-pandemic
world. The annex to the book that summarizes the main
programmes of the Zero Hunger Project (MDA, 2010) is

a reference that can, with some updates and adaptations,
contribute to the formulation of proposals at the municipal
level; it is available at: https://grazianodasilva.com/wp-
content/uploads/2020/01/a-i3023e.pdf.

® See also Chapter 6 of this book, Analysis of the Main Trends
in Food Regulations and Policies in Latin America and the
Caribbean. Brazil Case Study, by Mauro del Grossi.
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mentioned above and move ahead with a global
shift in food systems? Unfortunately, what we

have seen so far does not point in that direction.

1.4 WHAT HAS CHANGED WITH THE
PANDEMIC?

Without necessarily indicating order of
importance, nor pretending to be exhaustive, we
will highlight below some points that seem key,
and which will be covered in greater detail by

the authors of the different chapters of this book.

A. The start of the pandemic generated fears of
interruptions in the distribution systemsthat
could affect food product
supplies;® these fears did not materialize in
the region, at least not in a scale that could
trigger a food crisis, as was thought (FAO
and ECLAC, 2020a).

B. Furthermore, exports of agricultural raw
materials were not significantly reduced
as initially feared (Torero, 2020). On the
contrary, the onset of social isolation
measures coincided with the end of the
cereal harvest in South America, a traditional
exporter of agricultural products such as
soybeans, corn and wheat, particularly to
Asia and Europe. The combination of an
increased demand from China to replenish
its strategic stocks — partially consumed

during the first months of the pandemic —,

¢ See the FAO website dedicated to COVID-19 (includes
questions and answers): http://www.fao.org/2019-ncov/en/.
Also, a HLPE-CFS analysis with a slightly broader vision of
COVID-19 impacts on food and nutrition security: https://

fscluster.org/coronavirus/document/impact-covid-19-food-
security-and.
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on the one hand, and of a devalued United
States Dollar in relation to the national
currencies of the region, on the other,
resulted in a rapid increase of agricultural
product exports. A lack of control even
forced countries like Brazil to implement
emergency policies to reduce import tariffs,
in order to ensure the domestic supply of
basic products such as rice, for example, as
well as to avoid an inflationary acceleration
of the food products consumed in the
poorest households. It should be noted that
the export restriction measures adopted by
some countries in the 2008-2010 crisis were
not repeated in 2020, thus avoiding “panic
buying” in international commodity markets,

as has been seen before.

C. Social confinement, implying the restriction
of people’s movement outside their homes,
drastically changed the growing habit of
eating outside, especially in large cities. The
readoption of home meal preparation caused
a drastic change in the demand for some
traditional food products by lower-income
populations, with the subsequent change
in the products’ relative prices.” The result
was what has been deemed “poor people’s
inflation,” i.e., a much higher increase in the
prices of basic foodstuffs, which has raised

inflationary rates.

7 Article by Haddad et al. (2020) on the impact of COVID-19
on food systems. This article includes a table with

an excellent mapping of each potential effect and the
corresponding mitigating remedy, available at: https://www.
gainhealth.org/sites/default/files/news/documents/covid-
19-crisis-and-food-systems-probable-impacts-and-potential-
mitigation-and-adaptation-responses.pdf.

D. Fresh products, especially those produced

and consumed locally, were those most
affected by movement restrictions in local
markets at the start of the pandemic. Short
production and consumption circuits were
initially greatly affected by the new health
requirements, thus compromising the
distribution of fresh products considered
healthier, and drastically reducing

family farmers” incomes. Fortunately, the
availability of online marketing platforms
partially offset the loss of income for the
minority of small farmers who already had
good Internet connectivity. Community
Supported Agriculture (CSA) initiatives were
strengthened in the pandemic as a promising
model to directly connect a certain group of
consumers, at one end, with family farmers,
at the other, allowing even to cover the costs

of production totally or partially.?

The disruption of school lunch programmes
due to school closings during the pandemic
was perhaps the most dramatic example of a
sudden cut in public policies that guaranteed
at least one healthy meal for school children.
The consequences of this have not yet been
quantified, but there is already coverage in
newspapers that shows the worsening of
the quality of diet for these children. This
translates into a shift in eating habits in the
direction of processed and ultra-processed
products, as well as increased overweight
and obesity. It should be noted that, in
countries like Brazil, where 30% of school

meals are provided thanks to a policy that

8 See pre-pandemic examples in Brown and Miller (2008),

available at: https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8276.2008.01220.x.



promotes local purchases of fresh products
from family farming, the disruption in
supply has mainly affected local family

farmers.

The few existing indicators show that there
was a drastic reduction in the disposable
income of those who are poorest, especially
those who worked under informal and
precarious conditions. Palliative measures
that included the transfer of monetary
resources through bonuses, vouchers and
other mechanisms, adopted by several

Latin American governments, initially
prevented an overall increase in poverty
and food insecurity in the region. But the
prolongation of the pandemic throughout
2020, and the possibilities of subsequent
waves of contagion, indicate that the
restrictions adopted may need to be extended
until at least the highest risk groups are
vaccinated. This leaves the region in a state
of permanent uncertainty about the future,
which contributes to further reducing public
and private investments, which had already
fallen due to the economic and political crises

affecting several countries in the region.

. The acceleration of this and other trends that

were already manifesting in LAC before the
pandemic allows us to infer that the “new
normal” in the region so far has aggravated
the worst conditions that existed previously.
This is particularly true of income and wealth
distribution in the region, which was already
deeply uneven —among the worst in the

world — before the pandemic.
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H. The virtual world of “online life” imposed

by the pandemic has greatly accelerated
innovation, mainly in the areas of
telecommunications and information
technology. Unfortunately, these new
technologies are not available as public goods
for everyone and, therefore, are not accessible
to the poorest sectors. Furthermore, the

rural world was already experiencing a

great digital divide in relation to the urban
world before the pandemic. This due to its
much greater needs for public and private
infrastructure to facilitate access to the
Internet, which has become part of the basic
conditions for survival during the pandemic.
Large producers of raw materials, highly
capitalized by the excellent results of last
year’s exports, have substantially accelerated
the adoption of these and other innovations,
thus widening the differences with small
family farmers who need public policy

support to adopt them.

Due to the high levels of indebtedness of
federal and regional governments in the
region —strongly hit by the pandemic—,
nothing seems to indicate that we will have
important investments in infrastructure

in the short term to face this dichotomy
between large and small producers, further

deepened during the crisis.

Faced with this crisis of reduced private
investment and capacity for wider-reaching
public financing in an increasingly uncertain
future, cities will be ever more dependent
on themselves for eating healthy and
reducing healthcare costs arising from

poor nutrition. Additionally, healthy
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eating has become a necessity, as a way to
prevent serious illness from COVID-19.

This opens a window of opportunities for

a municipal FNS agenda where, among the
key components, is the search for alternative
forms of more sustainable production, thus
stimulating circuits of increased production
and consumption (such as KM ZERO)’ and
incentives for the consumption of fresh and
healthy food from family farming. If we will
be able to take advantage of these windows
of opportunity that the pandemic brings,
only future collective decisions that break

with the “political inertia” will tell.

To conclude, we can say that WHAT to do is
clear, but the most complicated thing now

is HOW. Here, a few actors stand out as

key protagonists in LAC. They include the
Parliamentary Fronts Against Hunger and the
aforementioned Food Systems Dialogues, with
participation of social organizations, the private
sector and the public sector in search of national
and local consensus for the formulation of new
public policies. And we must not forget the
importance of academia to contribute scientific
evidence for the formulation of these new public

policies on food and nutrition security.

The challenge is global, but given the different
contexts in LAC, the processes must reach the
territories where the role of cities is increasingly
important. Social organizations, including

not only those of producers, but also those of
consumers, need to join forces in the political
lobby. Political will translated into resources is

only achieved with social pressure. That is why

? Learn more by visiting: https://www.kmzerohub.com/

it is essential to make the best of our democracy
to elect good representatives in congresses and
governments. The agricultural sector has a great
opportunity to support the transformation of
food systems towards sustainable, inclusive and

healthy systems in the post-pandemic world.
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Box 1.1

Food Systems Conceptual Framework

In 2015, the Committee on World Food Security (CFS) requested the High Level Panel of Experts on
Food Security and Nutrition (HLPE) to prepare a report on Nutrition and Food Systems, to be presented
at the Commmittee on World Food Security (CFS)’s 44th Session in October 2017. What follows is a

verbatim reproduction of some key points in the report’s conceptual framework:

2. 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. This report pays specific attention to nutrition and health outcomes of food systems. It
identifies three constituent elements of food systems, as entry and exit points for nutrition: food supply

chains; food environments; and consumer behaviour.

3. The food supply chain encompasses all activities that move food from production to consumption,
including production, storage, distribution, processing, packaging, retailing and marketing. The
decisions made by the many actors at any stage of this chain have implications for other stages.
They influence the types of food available and accessible, as well as the way they are produced and

consumed.

4. The food environment refers to the physical, economic, political and socio-cultural context in which
consumers engage with the food system to acquire, prepare and consume food. The food environment
consists of: “food entry points”, i.e. the physical spaces where food is obtained; the built environment
that allows consumers to access these spaces; personal determinants of food choices (including
income, education, values, skills, etc.); and the political, social and cultural norms that underlie these
interactions. The key elements of the food environment that influence food choices, food acceptability
and diets are: physical and economic access to food (proximity and affordability); food promotion,

advertising and information; and food quality and safety.

5. Consumer behaviour reflects the choices made by consumers, at household or individual levels,

on what food to acquire, store, prepare and eat, and on the allocation of food within the household
(including gender repartition, feeding of children). Consumer behaviour is influenced by personal
preferences determined by taste, convenience, culture and other factors. However, consumer
behaviour is also shaped by the existing food environment. Collective changes in consumer behaviour
can open pathways to more sustainable food systems that enhance food security and nutrition (FSN)

and health.

13
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6. These three components of food systems impact consumers’ capacity to adopt sustainable diets
that are: protective and respectful of biodiversity and ecosystems; culturally acceptable; accessible;
economically fair and affordable; and nutritionally adequate, safe and healthy, while optimizing natural

and human resources.

7. A wide variety of food systems and food environments can exist or co-exist at local, national, regional
and global levels. The typology suggested in this report evaluates food systems along both food supply
chains and the food environment. It identifies three broad types of food systems: (1) traditional food

systems; (2) mixed food systems; and (3) modern food systems.

8. In traditional food systems, consumers rely on minimally processed seasonal foods, collected or

produced for self-consumption or sold mainly through informal markets. Food supply chains are often
short and local, thus access to perishable foods such as animal source foods (ASF) or certain fruits and
vegetables can be limited or seasonal. Food environments are usually limited to one’s own production

and informal markets that are daily or weekly and may be far fromm communities.

9. In mixed food systems, food producers rely on both formal and informal markets to sell their crops.
Highly-processed and packaged foods are more accessible, physically and economically, while nutrient-
rich foods are more expensive. Frequent branding and advertising accompany everyday activities,

seen on billboards and in print publications, while food labelling is sometimes provided in markets.
Even when food-based dietary guidelines are available, most consumers have little or no access to this

information. Food safety and quality standards exist, but may not always be followed by producers.

10. Modern food systems are characterized by more diverse food options all year long, and by processing
and packaging to extend food's shelf life. These systems include both formal and easily accessible
markets in high-income areas and food deserts and food swamps in low income areas [that is, areas
with an overabundance of “unhealthy” foods and little access to “healthy” foods]. While the cost of
staples is lower relative to ASF and perishable foods, specialty foods (e.g. organic, local) are more
expensive. Consumers' access to detailed information on food labels, store shelves, and menus and food
is highly promoted. Food safety is monitored and enforced, and storage and transport infrastructures

(including cold chain) are generally prevalent and reliable. (...

11. Globally, one person in three is malnourished. If current trends continue, one in two could be by 2030,

in stark contrast with the objective to end all forms of malnutrition by 2030. Malnutrition takes different
forms: undernutrition (underweight, stunting and wasting); micronutrient deficiencies; and overweight
and obesity. These forms of malnutrition affect all countries, whether developed or developing and can

also co-exist within countries, communities, households and individuals. {...)
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14. Overweight and obesity are rising quickly and affect all countries. Worldwide obesity has more than
doubled since 1980. In 2014, a staggering 1.9 billion adults were overweight, of which 600 million were
obese. In 2014, an estimated 41 million children under five were overweight, a quarter living in Africa
and almost half in Asia. These rising rates are linked to increases in diet related non-communicable
diseases (NCDs) such as cancer, cardiovascular disease and diabetes. Overweight and obesity are now

associated with more deaths worldwide than underweight. (...)

16. Traditional food systems currently are associated with the highest prevalence of undernutrition,
including stunting, wasting and under five mortality, as well as the highest prevalence of

micronutrient deficiencies but with lower levels of overweight and obesity in adults. All burdens of
malnutrition co-exist in mixed food systems: this is a challenge in terms of prioritizing policies and

programmes to tackle these multiple burdens. Finally, modern food systems are associated with lower

levels of undernutrition and micronutrient deficiencies but higher levels of overweight and obesity.

Source: HLPE (2018).
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Figure 1.1

Conceptual Framework of Food Systems for Diets and Nutrition
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THE IMPACT OF THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC ON THE
SUPPLY AND DEMAND OF FOOD PRODUCTS IN LATIN
AMERICA AND THE CARIBBEAN

Mario Jales

Economic Affairs Officer on Trade, Environment, Climate
Change and Sustainable Development (TED), Division
on International Trade and Commodities, United Nations
Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD)

Food systems in Latin America and the
Caribbean face unprecedented pressure due

to the COVID-19 pandemic. The health crisis
and the measures taken to contain the spread

of the virus have affected all elements and
activities related to production, collection,
distribution, processing, preparation, and
consumption of food. This includes people, the
environment, inputs, processes, infrastructures,
and institutions. The drastic restriction of
people’s mobility, together with the concomitant
economic contraction, have impacted the
demand and supply of food products in the
region and in the rest of the world. Particularly,
social isolation and reduced family incomes have
stimulated the consumption of cheaper and less
fresh foods. In turn, the food supply has proven
to be resilient, although the pandemic’s impacts
are uneven between subsectors and more

damaging for small producers.

In Latin America and the Caribbean, the global
health emergency met a context of growing
poverty, food insecurity and malnutrition,
despite the rapid expansion in food production
and trade flows in recent years. The pandemic’s
adverse effects on the eating habits of consumers
and the livelihoods of smaller producers may
widen the pre-existing gaps between food
availability, access and consumption in the
region. This is of particular concern given

the challenges posed by climate change,
deforestation, desertification, and water stress.
To build back better under a post-COVID-19
framework, it is crucial to draw lessons from
the crisis and redesign public policies, so as to
encourage transformations that promote food
security, nutrition and the development of
sustainable and inclusive food systems in the

region.
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This chapter is organized into five sections.
Sections 2.2, 2.3, 2.4 and 2.5 assess the impacts

of the COVID-19 pandemic on food production,
consumption, trade flows and prices in Latin
America and the Caribbean, respectively. Section
2.6 summarizes key findings and provides final

considerations.

The COVID-19 pandemic and the measures
adopted to contain the spread of the virus
have impacted the various actors involved in
the production, collection, processing, and
distribution of food products in Latin America
and the Caribbean in different ways. Effects
have varied from one subsector to another
depending on the convergence of very diverse
factors, such as the perishable nature of
products, the production’s labour intensity, the
exposure to other sectors of the economy and the
orientation towards domestic or international
markets. Additionally, the health emergency
has unevenly affected producers in different
scales. Particularly, family farmers, smaller
ranchers and artisanal fishermen have been
more vulnerable to confinement and physical
distancing measures, given that they market
fresher produce, rely more heavily on outdoor
produce fairs, have limited storage capacities,
and do not always have effective and efficient

social protection systems.

Preliminary figures for 2020 indicate that
regional production of staple foods — especially
cereals, oilseeds, and sugar — was higher than in

2019. In the case of cereals, an expansion of 2.2

percent is expected in the total production.'® The
increase would be most significant for rice (5.5%)
and wheat (4.3%), and more modest for corn
(1.6%) and other secondary grains (0.6%). On the
other hand, products that are most perishable
and have the highest added value - such as

fish, seafood, meat and leafy vegetables — have
suffered production drops in several countries

in the region. For instance, during the second
quarter of 2020, the added value of fishing fell
by 29.1 percent in Belize, 28.0 in Nicaragua, 15.8
in Peru and 14.0 in Argentina, compared to the

same quarter of 2019.1

The effects of COVID-19 on food production
have also differed between countries according
to the organization of their food systems, the
structure of their economies, and the producers’
access to various transmission channels. The
health emergency’s adverse impacts tend to

be greater in countries where food systems
were already undergoing crises before the
COVID-19 outbreak. Particularly, two countries
in the region are still included by the Food

and Agriculture Organization of the United
Nations (FAO) in the list of “countries in crisis
that need external food aid”: Haiti (since June
2016) and the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela
(since March 2019). In these countries, the health
emergency has aggravated difficulties faced by
producers and exacerbated the lack of resources

to deal with food insecurity.

On the other hand, some net food exporters, such

as Argentina and Brazil, have strengthened their

10 Author’s estimate based on data from IBGE, INE, FAO /
SMIA, MAG, MAGYP and SIAP.

T Author’s estimate based on data from the Central Bank of
Belize, Central Bank of Nicaragua, INDEC and INEL



reputations as reliable global suppliers, given
their strong performance as food producers

and exporters during the first three quarters of
the pandemic. By intensifying the race for new
international food suppliers, the pandemic has
contributed to the acceleration of expansion
processes or the opening of markets, which has
favoured some producers. Nevertheless, most
of the benefits have been concentrated in capital
and technology-intensive agribusiness sectors,
while family farming has faced more difficulties
to deal with the pandemic and become

integrated in global food markets.

The three following subsections look into

the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on
agricultural, fishery and aquaculture production
in Latin America and the Caribbean. Subsection
2.2.1 examines the transmission channels, both
direct and indirect, through which the pandemic
has impacted food production. Subsection 2.2.2
analyses the perceptions of food producers,
entrepreneurs and technicians on the pandemic’s
effects on their activities. Subsection 2.2.3 looks
into the changes in value added for agricultural,
fishing and aquaculture activities in the second
quarter of 2020, their relationship with the
COVID-19 pandemic, and the measures taken to

confront the spread of the novel coronavirus.

2.2.1 Transmission
channels

The effects of the health crisis have been
transmitted to the productive sector of Latin
America and the Caribbean by direct and
indirect means. Examples of direct effects include
the infection of personnel, restrictions on the

mobility of people and goods, and the increase
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in production costs due to the adoption of new
health and safety protocols. Overall, direct
transmission channels had limited impact on
food production in the region during the first

three quarters of the pandemic.

In turn, indirect transmission channels consider
the effects of the pandemic on economic growth,
employment, family income, exchange rate,
credit, international trade, and investment,
among other factors that have impacted food
markets. Also relevant are the health crisis’
indirect effects on sectors of the real economy,
such as energy, food services and tourism, to
which some food subsectors are closely linked.
Indirect transmission channels are the ones that
have impacted production the most. Up next, we
look into direct and indirect channels through
which the COVID-19 pandemic has influenced
— to different degrees — food production in Latin

America and the Caribbean.

Restrictions on mobility

Governments in Latin America and the
Caribbean introduced various restrictions on
the population’s freedom of movement and
economic activity. Some countries, such as
Argentina, El Salvador and Grenada, imposed
mandatory generalized quarantines nationwide.
Border closures, curfews, reduction of working
hours and limitations in the hours of operation
of market centres were also adopted, at different
times, throughout the region. These measures
reduced activity in most sectors, but had a more
limited impact on food production, given that
agriculture, fishing and food manufacturing
industry were declared as essential activities and

exempted from mandatory social isolation in
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much of the region.

Nevertheless, the essential activity status of
agriculture and fishing was not always seen

in practice. In some countries, restrictions
implemented by sub-national authorities — such
as the closing of borders between departments
and provinces — caused circulation problems
and kept producers from carrying out their
activities efficiently. Such impediments occurred
mainly at the beginning of the pandemic, in

the weeks immediately following the adoption
of social isolation measures in the region. In
Argentina, for instance, restrictions on the
movement of trucks in some municipalities and
provinces temporarily interrupted the flow of
grain to internal users and ports. The lack of
alignment between policies at different levels
of the Argentine government was resolved
through a national decree that established the
essential nature of food production, processing,
transportation, and delivery. In general, this
decree has been respected and reinforced at

the state and municipal levels. Isolated cases

of restriction on the movement of vehicles,
with localized repercussions on the movement
of grains and the collective transport of rural
workers, were also seen in Brazil, although less
frequently than in Argentina. In the Dominican
Republic, the problems related to the movement
of rural workers and lack of transportation
experienced at the beginning of the pandemic
were also solved by the government through

resolutions (Jacquet, 2020).

Agricultural producers surveyed in various
Latin American and Caribbean countries agree
that restrictions on mobility have had a limited

impact on production, but a considerable one

on trade, especially due to transportation and
logistics issues (see subsection 2.2.2). In response
to the increased potential for transportation
issues, many farmers chose to expand their
storage capacity in order to better withstand
potential supply chain disruptions between

the field and the ports. However, among

small producers with limited storage capacity,
transport delays and cancellations contributed to
increased losses, especially for products that are

more perishable.

At the start of the pandemic, restrictions on
free movement also made it difficult to obtain
supplies and fuel in some countries. For
example, in the Plurinational State of Bolivia, the
suspension of public and private transportation
generated deficiencies in the access of small
producers to agricultural inputs, especially in
municipalities far from departmental capitals
(Mendoza et al., 2020). In Argentina, the fishing
sector faced difficulties accessing fuel in some
ports during March — despite the normal
operation of the country’s energy industry —
due to the standstill of the companies in charge
of transporting fuel to vessels (Industrias

Pesqueras, 2020).

Restrictions adopted in response to the pandemic
also fuelled an increase in absenteeism among
workers during the first weeks after the social
isolation measures were adopted. In Ecuador,

for instance, although shrimp exporters were
operating almost at full capacity before the
pandemic, the imposition of a curfew led to
absenteeism among workers and a slowdown

in production and processing activities (FAQ,
2020c). However, these initial interruptions were

eventually overcome. Food supply chains have



largely stabilized, in part due to government

support and action.

Infection of personnel

One of the pandemic’s most direct effects on food
production has been the temporary suspension
of activities in some production units due to

the infection of part of the staff by the novel
coronavirus. This type of interruption has been
more common in labour-intensive subsectors

and in plants that meet conditions conducive

to the spread of the virus (such as limited
ventilation or low temperature). In Latin America
and the Caribbean, outbreaks of COVID-19

have occurred in meat processing plants (e.g.

in Argentina, Brazil and Paraguay), fish and
seafood processing plants (as in Argentina and
Chile) and in packing plants for fruits, roots and
tubers (such as in Costa Rica). The consequent
standstill of production, albeit temporary, has
contributed to the reduction of production in
some sectors, such as poultry meat in Brazil
during the second quarter of 2020 (IBGE, 2020a).
However, it is worth noting that the vast majority
of food processing and packaging plants in Brazil
and in the rest of the region have not suffered

stoppages due to COVID-19 outbreaks.

Health and safety protocols

In order to reduce contagion in work
environments, guarantee food safety, and
maintain normal supply, employment, and
economic activity, the public and private sectors
in Latin America and the Caribbean have
developed new health and safety protocols for
various subsectors. In response, producers and

companies have invested considerable sums
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in adapting infrastructures and production
processes, which in turn has elevated production

costs.

In Argentina, the government has edited
COVID-19 health protocols for ten food
subsectors: beekeeping, poultry, meat processing
plants, livestock, food and beverage industry,
dairy, nuts, sheep, pigs and fruit and vegetable
products. Other countries in the region, such

as Brazil, Chile, Guatemala, Mexico, Paraguay,
Peru and the Dominican Republic, have also
published good practice protocols for food
subsectors. In Brazil, some companies in the
agrifood sector have entered into agreements
with the Public Ministry of Labour for the
implementation of more strict security measures
than those required by the country's legislation.
These measures include testing for COVID-19
among employees, providing appropriate
personal protective equipment, and increasing
the space between workers on production lines.
However, not all companies have agreed to

implement these protocols voluntarily.

The pandemic has also reinforced concerns
regarding food safety in international trade,
which have been reflected in the intensification of
sanitary and phytosanitary controls by importing
countries. Despite the lack of consensus in

the international scientific community on the
transmission of COVID-19 through food, the
tightening of safety requirements has negatively
impacted some producers in Latin America

and the Caribbean. For instance, the discovery

of traces of coronavirus in shrimp packaging
from Ecuador and chicken wings from Brazil
motivated China and the Philippines to

temporarily suspend their imports from a few
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companies in these countries. This, in addition
to immediate economic losses, also damaged the

producers’ reputation.

Contraction of demand

Food markets are not insulated from changes

in the broader economy. Therefore, the shocks
caused by the pandemic in broader economic
levels have been passed on to the demand and
supply of food products. The overall decline

in economic activity, employment and income
has impacted the purchasing power and

eating habits of families (see section 2.3). The
pandemic’s adverse effects on food services and
tourism have also contributed to reduce demand
for certain food products. This has had an impact
on the production and income of producers,
especially those with less access to government

social programmes.

Producers that directed a significant part of their
production to food services have seen their sales
drop in several countries in the region, which

in turn has required production adaptations.
Subsectors such as leafy vegetables, fish and
seafood have been most affected due to the
more perishable nature of their products. At

the start of the pandemic, after the closure of
restaurants and the restriction of movement in
supply centres, the subsequent reduction in sales
generated significant losses among producers,
mainly the smallest ones and those with limited
storage and refrigeration capacity. In Brazil,

for instance, the reduction was more evident
among vegetables producers destined for haute
cuisine (such as sprouts, mushrooms and baby
leaf lettuces) and fast-food restaurants (such as
lettuces, cucumbers and tomatoes) (EMBRAPA,

2020). The unstable demand and price for lettuce
caused producers in some regions of Brazil to
reduce their sown areas. In the state of Sao Paulo,
for example, part of the area devoted to growing
lettuce was replaced by less perishable crops,
such as cabbage and cauliflower (CONAB, 2020b,
2020c).

The drop in demand caused by the tourism
standstill has also affected farmers, ranchers and
fishermen in Latin America and the Caribbean,
resulting in a reduction in short or medium-
term production in order to adapt to the market.
Relatively speaking, the impact has been more
significant in the Caribbean, given the great
weight of tourism in this subregion’s economy.
Food producers in smaller Caribbean countries
are particularly vulnerable to the decline in
tourism, given that a significant portion of
production in these countries was destined for
tourist consumption prior to the pandemic.*
Food producers in smaller Caribbean countries
are particularly vulnerable to the decline in
tourism, given that a significant portion of
production in these countries was destined for
tourist consumption prior to the pandemic.”

In Barbados, for instance, hotel and restaurant
closures led to an oversupply of chicken, which
culminated in a 40% cut in production in June
2020 (Central Bank of Barbados, 2020. In the
Dominican Republic, chicken production

registered a 9.5 percent contraction in the second

12 Tourism accounted for 26% of gross domestic product
(GDP), 35% of employment, and 42% of Caribbean exports in
2019 (ECLAC, 2020d). The sector has an even greater weight
in the smaller countries. For instance, tourism accounted for
more than 40% of GDP and 75% of employment in Antigua
and Barbuda and Saint Lucia in 2019.

B For instance, in Barbados, pork consumption in the
tourism sector equaled 53% of domestic supply and 83% of
local production, on average, between 2014 and 2017.



quarter of 2020 compared to the same quarter
of the previous year, also due to abundant
stocks in local farms. This was not only due to
the closure of the tourism sector and other food
outlets, but also to the closure of the border and
limitations in trade with Haiti (Central Bank of
the Dominican Republic, 2020).

On the other hand, in Cuba, the tourism
standstill due to the pandemic had a positive
consequence for some farmers. In a context

of scarcity and rationing of inputs and fuel,
especially after the tightening of international
sanctions, a part of the quotas normally
allocated to the tourism sector was reallocated to
agricultural activities (FAO, 2020b).

Reduction in energy prices

By restricting the transport of people and
products globally, the COVID-19 pandemic
has reduced demand for fuels and contributed
to the decline in the price of oil and biofuels.™
This reduction in energy prices has affected
food production in Latin America and the
Caribbean in three important ways. First, the
amounts of sugarcane and soybeans used for
biofuel production have dropped significantly,
increasing their availability for food industries.
Second, production costs in agriculture and
fishing have been pushed down, as these
activities are energy-intensive (both directly, in
the form of fuel, and indirectly, through energy-

intensive agricultural inputs, such as

4 The price of oil in 2020 was strongly influenced by a price
war in the sector.
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fertilizers, pesticides and lubricants).” Third,
food production prospects in the Bolivarian
Republic of Venezuela have become less
favourable, as lower oil revenues have worsened
the country’s ability to address acute shortages of

agricultural inputs and fuel.

Depreciation in the exchange rate
The COVID-19 pandemic and the fall of oil

prices caused strong swings in currency markets
in 2020. Overall, currencies of developed
economies were strengthened between January
and October 2020, while the exchange rates of
several economies Latin American markets fell
substantially against the United States Dollar,
particularly the Brazilian real (-26.3%), the
Argentine peso (-20.7%), the Colombian peso
(-13.5%) and the Uruguayan peso (12, 5%)
(figure 2.1). In general, the region’s currencies
underwent an accelerated depreciation in March
and April, and a partial recovery between

May and June. Although the Chilean, Mexican
and Uruguayan pesos partially recovered or
stabilized between May and June, the Argentine
peso, the Colombian peso, the Brazilian real and

the Peruvian sol continued to depreciate.

The depreciation of the exchange rate has
supported food exports in several countries

in the region (see section 2.4), especially in
Argentina and Brazil; this has created incentives

for producers to expand production.

5 Lowering the cost of inputs would help stabilize farm
incomes and ease downward pressure on farm prices
(Schmidhuber and Qiao, 2020).
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Figure 2.1

Evolution of Exchange Rates, monthly averages, sample of seven currencies from Latin America and

the Caribbean, 2020
(January 2020 =100)
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Source: Prepared by the author based on data from the IMF (Chilean peso, Colombian peso, Mexican peso,
Uruguayan peso, Brazilian real and Peruvian sol) and the Central Bank of the Argentine Republic (Argentine peso).

In the sub-sectors that compete with imports,
the depreciation of the exchange rate has
strengthened the competitiveness of local

production vis-a-vis imports.

However, the rise in the United States Dollar has
made some inputs, such as agrochemicals and
livestock medicines, more expensive, since many
of them are usually imported, or manufactured
domestically from imported raw materials.

This has reduced producers” ability to buy
inputs, especially those already facing liquidity
constraints. The reduction in the use of inputs
could result in a drop in yields. This issue is
particularly acute in countries facing recurrent
difficulties in accessing imported inputs, such as

Haiti and the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela.

2.2.2 Stakeholder
perceptions

Given that it is still relatively early to fully
quantify the impact of the pandemic on
economic activity, several surveys have been
carried out with producers, businessmen,
technicians and government authorities. Their
purpose is to better understand the situation of
agricultural, fishing and aquaculture activities
in Latin America and the Caribbean in the
context of COVID-19. These surveys capture the
stakeholders” own perceptions and perspectives
on the challenges they face on the ground, and
provide insights that can contribute to better

targeted policy making.



In the Plurinational State of Bolivia, a survey
conducted by the Ministry of Defence and

the Ministry of Rural Development and

Lands during the second quarter of 2020,

among technicians and authorities from 120
municipalities, indicates that the COVID-19
pandemic has not been the most determinant
factor in the 2019-2020 agricultural campaign
(Mendoza et al., 2020). According to those
surveyed, the health crisis comes in tenth place
among the adverse phenomena that directly
affected production, with a one percent incidence
in the responses. For comparison purposes, the
most frequently cited events were frosts (18%),
hailstorms (17%) and droughts (17%). However,
most informants do indicate that the pandemic
indirectly impacted the commercialization of
agricultural products. The lack of transportation,
supplies, storage infrastructure and
commercialization spaces — cited by 48, 42, 35
and 28 percent of the participants, respectively
—is among the main issues caused by the
pandemic. The concentration of difficulties in the
commercialization stage, as well as the important
role played by the lack of transportation, are
findings that also figure among the main results

of other surveys carried out in the region.

A survey conducted by the Inter-American
Development Bank (IDB) with 105 family
farmers in five Latin American and Caribbean
countries — Argentina, the Plurinational State

of Bolivia, Paraguay, Peru, and the Dominican
Republic - also suggests that the pandemic’s
impact has been limited in the production stage,
but significant in the commercialization stage
(Salazar et al., 2020). Although a minority (23%)
of those surveyed agree that the COVID-19

crisis affected production, the majority (65%)
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indicate that it did hinder commercialization of
their products. The main reason for the drop in
sales is the difficulty in transporting products to

markets, reported by 70% of participants.

Regarding the upcoming harvest, 57% of farmers
surveyed by the IDB agreed that production
would not be affected by the pandemic, although
a significant portion (39%) did believe that

the health crisis would cause a reduction in
production. This implies a difference of 18
percentage points between those surveyed who
believed that the pandemic would hamper
production and those who did not (compared
with perceptions about the previous harvest).
According to IDB researchers, the reduction in
income has generated liquidity problems among
producers and reduced their ability to acquire
inputs. Regarding future sowing, just over half
(53%) of those surveyed mentioned that they
intended to plant less than usual due to the
crisis, mainly due to the drop in demand and the

difficulty in paying for inputs and transportation.

In Argentina, a survey carried out in July 2020
by the CREA Movement (Regional Consortia for
Agricultural Experimentation) with a sample

of 1181 agricultural entrepreneurs, reveals

that the sanitary isolation measures taken by
national and provincial governments to tackle
the pandemic did not generate negative impacts
on the economic and financial situation of most
companies, nor on commercialization. Among
the agricultural companies that experienced
difficulties in selling their products (15% of

the total), many are located in provinces or
municipalities that implemented restrictions
which made it difficult to transport products,

despite the fact that the activity should not
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experience obstacles in this regard, since it is
considered essential by the federal government.
Furthermore, some regional products — such

as pigs and sheep — experienced a significant
reduction in domestic demand as a result of
mandatory isolation, and met with difficulties

when acquiring inputs (CREA, 2020a).

2.2.3 Value added

The value added of agricultural, fishing and
aquaculture activity in Latin America and the
Caribbean, at constant prices, decreased by 0.6
percent in the second quarter of 2020, compared
to the same quarter of the previous year.! This
result was due to a combination of factors,
including the COVID-19 pandemic. The impact
varied between different subregions: although
the contraction was slightly more pronounced
in South America (-0.9%), an expansion of

0.4% in Central America and the Caribbean

was observed. The effect was also varied at the
country level: 13 countries experienced negative
growth, while 9 registered positive results (figure
2.2). The main downward instances occurred in
Saint Lucia (-12.7%), Belize (-12.2%), Argentina
(-10.8%), Jamaica (=7.9%) and Chile (-5.9%).

In contrast, the most notable increases were

observed in Paraguay (12.8%), the Dominican

16 Author's calculation, based on official data from 22
countries in the region: Argentina, Barbados, Belize, Bolivia
(Plurinational State of), Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica,
Ecuador, El Salvador, Guatemala, Guyana, Honduras,
Jamaica, Mexico, Nicaragua, Panama, Paraguay, Peru,
Dominican Republic, Saint Lucia and Uruguay. The added
value of agricultural, aquaculture and fishing activity is
used as a proxy for the added value of the primary food
sectors, due to the unavailability of more detailed data.
Food products represented 95% of the value of agricultural
production in Latin America and the Caribbean in 2014-
2018.

Republic (4.3%), Panama (4.1%), Barbados (3.7%)
and Guatemala (2.0%).

Changes in value added result not only from

the evolution of production, but also from the
variation in prices. Although the second quarter
of 2020 was characterized by a sharp drop in
prices for a significant part of agricultural,
fishery and aquaculture products, it is technically
feasible that the impact on quantities produced
was less intense. Our focus on the second quarter
of 2020 is because this is the first period of
analysis to occur entirely under the COVID-19
pandemic, and the only one with data available
at the time of this writing."” The year’s second
quarter also coincides with the period when
confinement and physical distancing measures
in Latin America and the Caribbean were most
widespread, given that several countries in the
region relaxed freedom of movement restrictions

as of June.

The 0.6 percent contraction in the value

added of agricultural, fishing and aquaculture
activity in LAC was modest compared to the
14.7 percent contraction in the region’s gross
domestic product (GDP) for the same period.'®
The low elasticity in the price of food products

17 Countries publish data on GDP and the added value of
economic activities on a quarterly basis. Once the COVID-19
pandemic was declared on March 11, 2020, less than three
weeks went by in the first quarter of 2020 under the global
health crisis.

18 Author’s calculation, based on official data from 23
countries in the region: Argentina, Barbados, Belize, Bolivia
(Plurinational State of), Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica,
Ecuador, El Salvador, Guatemala, Guyana, Honduras,
Jamaica, Mexico, Nicaragua, Panama, Paraguay, Peru,
Dominican Republic, Saint Lucia, Trinidad and Tobago, and
Uruguay. At the time of this writing, no official data were
available for the Bahamas, Cuba, Haiti, Suriname, Venezuela
(Bolivarian Republic of) and the countries of the Lesser
Antilles (except Barbados, Saint Lucia and Trinidad and
Tobago).
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Growth Rate of the Agriculture, Livestock, Fisheries and Aquaculture Value Added, Latin America
and the Caribbean, second quarter of 2020, by country

(Percentage)
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Source: Prepared by the author based on official national data.

Notes: Value added at constant prices.

For all countries, except Barbados and Guyana, the growth rates refer to the second quarter of 2020, compared to
the same quarter of 2019. For Barbados and Guyana, the growth rates refer to the first semester of 2020, relative to

the same semester of 2019.

At the date of this writing, data not available for the Bahamas, Cuba, Haiti, Suriname, Venezuela (Bolivarian Republic
of) and the countries of the Lesser Antilles (except Barbados and Saint Lucia).

explains, in part, the greater relative resilience
of the food-producing sectors. The condition of
being considered an essential activity also helps
explain the lower retraction in production for

these sectors.

A sample of six countries in the region which
have available data for the food manufacturing
industry indicates that this industry also showed
results above GDP for the second quarter of 2020

(figure 2.3). In four of these countries (Colombia,

the Plurinational State of Bolivia, Guatemala

and Mexico), the food manufacturing industry
underperformed the agricultural, fishing and
aquaculture industries. However, the industry
did outperform the primary food sectors in

two other countries (Chile and the Dominican
Republic). The greatest differences between the
growth rates for these sectors were observed in
Guatemala (6.1 percentage points in favour of the
primary sectors) and Chile (5.4 percentage points

in favour of the food manufacturing industry).
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Growth Rates for GDP, Food Industry Value Added, and Agricultural, Fisheries and Aquaculture
Activity Value Added, selected countries of Latin America and the Caribbean, second quarter of 2020
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Significant variations are observed at the
subsector level. In Brazil, a country responsible
for 47 percent of the value of agricultural food
production in Latin America and the Caribbean
in 2014-2018, the second quarter of 2020 was
characterized by an expansion of agriculture
and a retraction of livestock. The opposite
occurred in Argentina and Mexico, where the
added value of livestock increased compared
to the second quarter of 2019, while those of
agriculture, fisheries and aquaculture decreased.
Nevertheless, the magnitude of changes in
these two countries was different (figure 2.4).
In Mexico, the modest rise in livestock (1.8%)
more than offset even more modest declines in

agriculture (-0.1%) and fishing (—0.4%), resulting

in an overall growth of 0.5% for agriculture,
livestock, fishing and aquaculture as a whole.
On the contrary, in Argentina, substantial drops
in agriculture (-11.9%) and fishing (-14.0%)
outweighed the rise in livestock (9.0%), resulting

in a negative performance overall (-10.8%).

In turn, in Colombia, both agriculture and
livestock experienced negative growth (-1.2

and -3.3%, respectively), which were offset by a
50.3% expansion in fishing and aquaculture. As a
result, the sector’s added value as a whole grew
by 0.1%. In Nicaragua, a scenario diametrically
opposed to that of Colombia was observed:
agriculture and livestock grew (1.1% and 2.1%,

respectively), while fishing and aquaculture
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Growth Rates for Agriculture, Livestock, and Fisheries and Aquaculture Value Added, selected
countries of Latin America and the Caribbean, second quarter 2020
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Notes: Value added at constant prices. Growth rate compared to the second quarter of 2019.

decreased 27.9%. As a consequence, the overall
added value of agriculture, livestock, fishing
and aquaculture decreased by 0.1%. In Peru,
the situation was similar the one observed in
Nicaragua, with the exception of a modest

decrease in the value added of livestock.

The impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on

food production in Latin America and the
Caribbean cannot be viewed in isolation from
other factors such as weather conditions,
plagues and diseases, and public policies.

The pandemic has not been the only, nor
necessarily the most important, of the forces
behind the shifts observed in 2020. Its role as

an explanatory variable has varied significantly
between countries and sectors. For example, the

emergence of COVID-19 has not been the most

determining factor in the drop in value added
for agricultural, fishing and aquaculture activity
seen in Belize and Chile in the second quarter of

2020.

In Belize, adverse weather conditions and pests
reduced the yields of important crops. Sugarcane
production — the country’s main agricultural
product — decreased by 14.0 percent in the
second quarter of 2020, compared to the same
period in 2019, due to the drought of 2019 and
early 2020 (SIB, 2020)."

¥In turn, Belize's sugar production fell by 24.9 percent in
the second quarter of 2020, compared to the same quarter of
2019. This was due to the reduction in sugar cane deliveries,
as well as high levels of sludge in the cane, caused by
torrential rains in May and June 2020 (Statistical Institute of
Belize, 2020).
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In turn, orange and grapefruit yields contracted
due to drought and citrus greening disease,
while shrimp farming was hampered by early
mortality syndrome (Central Bank of Belize,
2020).

In Chile, fruits and annual crops were severely
affected by a prolonged drought. According to
the Central Bank of Chile (2020), the reduction in
value added of fruit crops in the second quarter
of 2020, compared to the same period of 2019,
was due to a lower production of nuts, kiwis,
apples and wine grapes, caused by both water
scarcity and excessive temperatures. Regarding
annual crops, drought and the reduction of
sown areas contributed to significant drops

in the production of corn and wheat. In turn,

the establishment of biological closures in the
north of the country resulted in lower catches

of anchovy, which triggered a 6.3 percent drop
in fishing activity value added in the second
quarter of 2020, with regards to the same quarter
of 2019 (Central Bank of Chile, 2020).

However, in some sectors the pandemic has
indeed been the most determining factor. For
example, in Belize, the closure of the borders
with Guatemala and Mexico due to the
health emergency paralyzed exports of cattle
and caused a 68.9 percent drop in livestock
production during the second quarter of 2020,
compared to the same quarter of 2019 (SIB,
2020).%

» Before the pandemic, Belize's beef cattle exports were
mostly done informally. The first formal exports were made
in August 2020, under new cross-border trade mechanisms
agreed with neighbouring countries. Formalizing these
trade flows has been a positive outcome brought on by the
COVID-19 crisis.

In Honduras and Peru, the COVID-19 pandemic
has been the main determining factor in the
retraction of the livestock subsector, since it
prevented the normal operation of restaurants,
hotels and other related establishments. It

also led to lower demand due to the drop in
household income (Central Bank of Honduras,
2020; INEI, 2020b). In the second quarter of
2020, a drop of 0.7% was observed in Peruvian
livestock value added, compared to the second
quarter of 2019; this was driven by decreases
in the production of cattle (-3.7%) and poultry
(-0.6%) (INEL 2020b).

Contraction in external demand caused by the
COVID-19 pandemic has also been a determining
factor in the production drop of food products in
Latin America and the Caribbean. For instance,
cultivation of melons, watermelons, shrimp

and fish in Honduras, as well as the capture of
shrimp and lobsters, have contracted as a result
of decreased orders from trade partners, due

to the closing of hotels, restaurants and schools
(Central Bank of Honduras, 2020).

Food demand in Latin America and the
Caribbean has undergone significant changes
due to the COVID-19 pandemic. On the one
hand, the health crisis’ adverse effects on
economic growth, employment and income
have caused a significant reduction in families’
purchasing power and altered the composition
of demand in favour of cheaper foods. On the
other hand, the measures adopted to contain the

spread of the virus have fostered consumption



habit transformations among the population.
For instance, restrictions on people’s mobility
and limitations on the operation of outdoor
produce fairs decreased the demand for fresh
food and encouraged the purchase of storable
and less perishable products. In turn, the
closing of schools and universities, restrictions
on food services, the tourism standstill and the
suspension of sporting events, cultural festivals
and other gatherings, have contributed to a
drastic reduction in the consumption of food
outside of home, which has only been partially
offset by an increase in consumption within the
household.

The pandemic’s impact on the consumption

of food products in Latin America and the
Caribbean has varied between countries and
subsectors, as well as over time. At first, families
increased the volume of their purchases —
especially of less perishable products —, which
resulted in empty supermarket shelves in
several countries in the region. Beyond this
initial period, dominated by so-called “panic
shopping”, other changes were observed

in the population’s consumption habits.

Such changes were reflected not only in the
quantities demanded of each product, but

also in the prevalence of different market
channels (fairs vs. supermarkets), transaction
segments (face-to-face vs. online) and places of
consumption (establishments vs. households).
In some countries, the gradual relaxation of
social isolation measures between June and
September 2020 reversed the downward trend in
consumption of certain food products. However,
the pandemic may have contributed to a change
in consumer behaviour and priorities, creating

new trends or accelerating existing ones.
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In Latin America and the Caribbean, the health
crisis has contributed to a reduction in demand
for more expensive and perishable products, as
well as for food previously consumed mainly
outside the household. These trends have been
partially offset by an increase in the consumption
of cheaper and less fresh food products, which
contributes to a weakening of diets’ nutritional
profiles. The pandemic’s impacts on hunger and
malnutrition in the region are analysed in detail

in Chapter 3.

The pandemic has influenced consumer
behaviour in the region. Many have adapted
their shopping habits to the restrictions dictated
by the emergency. Some of these changes can
potentially transform food demand in the

long term, especially if containment measures
for the novel coronavirus prove durable. The
region's experience with past economic crises
suggests that shifts in consumer habits can last.
The following subsections analyze the main
transformations that have affected food product
demand in the region: reduction of employment
and family income, reduction of consumption
outside the household, changes in market
channels, the strengthening of online shopping

and changes in relative prices.

Reduction in employment and income

An 8.1% drop in LAC’s GDP is expected for
2020, the second largest drop among all world
regions, surpassed only by South Asia (figure
2.5) (IMF, 2020a). Additionally, workers in the
region have been the most affected globally: it is
estimated that income from work fell by 19.3%
during the first three quarters of 2020, while the

reduction was less than 11% in Africa, Europe,
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the Arab States, North America and most of Asia

(figure 2.6) (ILO, 2020b). This more pronounced RCAIERS
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family members living abroad. While this
problem was acute between March and May
2020, it reverted in the following months. Figure
2.7 shows that remittances received by six
countries in Latin America and the Caribbean fell

drastically in March and April 2020, compared
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Growth in Remittances Received, sample of six countries in Latin America and the Caribbean,

January to September 2020
(Percent change compared to 2019)
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Although food demand tends to be inelastic
in relation to income, the type and quality of
the products consumed are more susceptible
to changes due to reduced family budgets.
Substituting for cheaper food products has
been one of the strategies adopted by families
to cope with the crisis. Price has become a
more important decision-making factor than
before the pandemic. Therefore, consumers are
more careful when shopping at different sales
point. This has resulted in a change in the mix
of products purchased by families, lowering
demand for some foods and increasing it for

others.

The drop in family income has motivated
consumers to seek more affordable sources of
protein. This has implied a reduction in the
consumption of meat, dairy products and fish,
and an increase in the consumption of eggs and

plant-based proteins. This type of substitution

has been commonly observed in Latin America
and the Caribbean in periods of economic
recession. In certain countries, the health

crisis has accelerated pre-existing trends, also
influenced by weak economic performance and

growing levels of poverty and inequality.

Part of the substitution of animal protein has
occurred between different types of meat. In
Uruguay, for example, total meat consumption
fell by 4.8% in the first three quarters of 2020,
compared to the same period of the previous
year. This was manifested by reductions in the
consumption of pork (7.2%), beef (11.2%) and
sheep meat (28.8%) (INAC, 2020). However,
consumption of poultry meat increased by 12.6%
during the same period, driven by consumers’
shift towards cheaper protein sources. A similar
trend was observed in Argentina, but more
modest in magnitude: consumption of poultry

meat increased by 2.5% in the first eight months
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of 2020, compared to the same period of 2019,
while consumption of pork and beef decreased
by 0.7% and 1.5%, respectively (MAGYP, 2020a,
2020b, 2020c).

Consumers have also migrated between
different cuts of the same type of meat, which
has contributed to a reduced demand for more
expensive cuts in favour of more affordable
cuts. In Brazil, substitution between cuts of beef
has led to an increase in the relative prices of
the cheaper cuts. For example, fillet mignon,
considered a noble cut, accumulated a price
drop of 22.7% in the first half of 2020, while
cupim (hump of zebu), a cheaper cut, registered a
price increase of 4.2% in the same period (IBGE,
2020a).

Among social strata and lower-income countries,
meats have been replaced in greater number

by eggs and products of plant origin. In Peru,
egg consumption increased by 3.6% in the first
eight months of 2020, compared to the same
period of 2019, while chicken meat consumption
increased by 1.6%, just slightly above population
growth. On the other hand, consumption of milk,
processed meats and cheese fell by 4.6, 11.8 and
23.0%, respectively (MINAGRI, 2020a, 2020b).

The drop in work-derived income has been
partially and temporarily offset by government
transfers (in kind or in food) to low-income
consumers and more vulnerable populations.
In Honduras, for instance, Operation Honduras
Solidaria supplied non-perishable food from
house to house, in order to avoid gatherings.
The first distribution stage, which began in

late March, served 695 000 families, while

distributions carried out in July and August

served 803 000 and 730 000 families, respectively
(Secretaria de Defensa Nacional, 2020). In
Guatemala, the government introduced the Bono
Familia, a cash transfer of up to 1000 quetzales

a month (about USD 130), for three months, to
approximately 2 million households. Similar
programmes have been introduced, adapted,

or expanded in most of the region in response

to the pandemic. Nevertheless, many countries
are facing difficulties in extending transfers,
given the reduction in revenues caused by the
economic slowdown. The pandemic’s effect on
food product consumption will be greater when

current government transfers are interrupted.

Reduced consumption away from home

The pandemic has transformed eating habits

in Latin America and the Caribbean. With the
shift from workplaces to homes and the closing
of schools and universities, meals that were
previously prepared in restaurants, bars, cafes
and canteens began to be prepared at home. This
has implied changes in food product demand,
since the items most commonly consumed at
home tend to be different from those consumed

away from home.

The pandemic has dealt a severe blow to the
foodservice sector. In the second quarter of 2020,
the sector’s value added decreased by 68.4% in
Argentina, 46.6% in Mexico, 41.1% in Guatemala
and 35.4% in Saint Lucia, compared to the same
quarter of the previous year (Bank of Guatemala,
2020; CSO, 2020; INDEC, 2020c; INEGI, 2020).

In Peru and Colombia, real income from food
and beverage preparation services registered

a decrease of 53.9% and 40.4%, respectively,

in the first eight months of 2020, compared to
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Real Monthly Revenue Growth from Food and Beverage Preparation Services, Colombia, Mexico,

and Peru, 2020
(Percent change compared to 2019)
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the same period of the previous year (DANE,
2020; INEI, 2020a).>? The drop in the sales of
restaurants, bars and catering services was

even sharper in April 2020, when the revenues
of these establishments fell by 93.6% in Peru
and 65.4% in Colombia. Since then, in response
to the implementation of the different phases

of economic reactivation, progressively lower
drops have been observed in these countries
(figure 2.8). However, revenues from food and
beverage services in Peru, Colombia and Mexico
for August 2020 were 54.9, 46.4 and 36.6% lower,
respectively, than in August 2019.

In Chile, fast-food sales registered a 75.7% drop

“DANE figures, published in nominal values, have been
converted into real values based on the Consumer Price
Index (CPI) for the food and non-alcoholic beverage
division.

in the second quarter of 2020, compared to the
same period in 2019. On average, only 30% of
the country’s fast-food outlets were open in this
period, mostly offering only home delivery or
pick-up services (CNC, 2020).” In many Latin
American and Caribbean countries, restaurants
have adapted to new circumstances through
greater adherence to home delivery and pickup
services. In Brazil, for instance, the proportion
of restaurants offering home delivery services
increased from 49% in March 2020 to 63% in
September of the same year, while the proportion
of customers eating outside the restaurants
(home delivery or pick-up) went from 49% to
85%.

* In Chile, a large part of the fast-food outlets is located in
shopping centres. Therefore, these were unable to open due
to the physical isolation measures in force in the country at
the time.
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The reduction in consumption away from home
has unevenly affected various food subsectors.
Vegetables, sugar, meats, fish and seafood are
among those most negatively impacted, given
the important weight that consumption away
from home used to have in the total consumption
of these products before the pandemic. For these
products, the observed increases in consumption
at home have not offset the drop in the volumes
sold to restaurants, bars, schools and other
establishments. In Brazil, for example, lettuce
sales fell 22% in March, April and May 2020,
compared to the same period in 2019, largely
due to the reduced demand from restaurants and
cafeterias (CONAB, 2020a). In the case of iceberg
lettuce, the most common variety in restaurants,
especially the fast-food segment, the decline was
33%. Despite the subsequent relaxation of social
isolation measures, demand did not go back to
normal: although lettuce sales in the state of Sao
Paulo increased by 9% in July 2020, compared

to June of the same year, the volume was 18%
lower than in July of the previous year (CONAB,
2020c). The year-on-year drop in the level of
trade was due to reductions in both demand and
supply, as many producers also reduced sowing
in response to the uncertainties posed by the

pandemic (see section 2.2).

Sugar consumption has also been negatively
impacted by the drop in consumption away
from home, especially by the reduction in
carbonated beverage sales. Following the closing
of restaurants, bars, cinemas and stadiums,

The Coca-Cola Company and PepsiCo’s
beverage sales volumes in Latin America and
the Caribbean fell by 9% in the second quarter
of 2020, compared to the same quarter of 2019.

This retraction was more moderate in the third

quarter of 2020 (4% in the case of Coca-Cola

and 7% for Pepsi), due to the relaxation of social
isolation measures in some countries. Coca-
Cola’s partial recovery in sales volume was
driven by a solid performance in Brazil (8% sales
expansion compared to the third quarter of 2019),
while results remained negative in the Southern
Cone (-8%) and the rest of Latin America and
the Caribbean (-6%). It should be noted that

the company uses sugar in the production of

its carbonated beverages in most of the region,
but not in Mexico, where it mainly uses high
fructose corn syrup. It is estimated that the use
of sugar by Coca-Cola in Latin America and the
Caribbean fell by 11.7% in the second quarter

of 2020, and 2.3% in the following quarter,
compared to the same quarters of 2019.%* The
decrease in sugar consumption in South America
would contribute to the 1.5% drop expected for
world consumption in 2020, while in Mexico the

reduction would be minimal (Rabobank, 2020).

Changes in market channels

Traditional market channels, such as outdoor
produce fairs, street kiosks, and informal
commerce, have been adversely affected by
isolation and physical distancing measures in
several Latin American and Caribbean countries.
In certain places, the fairs have been suspended,
while in others their hours or frequency of
operation have been restricted. In Chile, for
instance, 20% of the 1 114 produce fairs saw
their services partially or totally altered in

April 2020, while 27 of the 346 municipalities

* Author's calculations based on data from The Coca-Cola
Company (2020a, 2020b). It is estimated that the use of high
fructose corn syrup by the company in Latin America and
the Caribbean fell by 6.0%, both in the second and third
quarters of 2020, compared to the same quarters of 2019.



closed their fairs (Escobar et al., 2020). These
types of barriers to traditional market channels
have led to increased consumer dependence on

supermarkets.

Higher supermarket prices, compared to the
prices of traditional channels, have reinforced
the loss of household purchasing power, which
already face difficulties due to the reduction in
income from work and family remittances. In
this context, the difficulty of accessing produce
fairs and other traditional market channels has
intensified demand for cheaper and potentially
less nutritious food, which could negatively

impact food security in the region.

A survey of 4 265 consumers in Brazil conducted
in May 2020 revealed that the percentage of
consumers who purchased vegetables in street
markets and kiosks fell from 21% before the
pandemic to 11% today (Nascimento et al., 2020).
On the other hand, supermarkets consolidated
their position as the main vegetable outlet in the
country, reaching 33% of shoppers, compared

to 28% before the pandemic. The proportion of
consumers in the survey who indicated buying
directly from producers also increased (from 8%
to 13%).

In the context of the COVID-19 health

crisis, alternative market circuits have been
strengthened, offering a source of fresh, local,
healthy and agro-ecological food, which reflects
the preferences of a segment of consumers who
increasingly demand higher health standards
and socio-environmental sustainability
(Barrionuevo et al., 2020). The pandemic has
generated greater consumer awareness about

nutrition and health, encouraging nutrient and
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vitamin-rich diets that strengthen the immune
system. As a result, the cultural and territorial
identity of many food products has also been
enhanced as an element of market differentiation.
For example, in Ecuador, Cooperativa Sur
Siendo, which connects 100 producers with
consumer groups in Quito through online
orders, quadrupled the number of baskets sold
per week, possibly as a result of the closing of

produce fairs (Barrionuevo et al., 2020).

A part of the expense that families used to

make on meals away from home has also

been transferred to the purchase of food in

retail stores. As a result of restrictions on the
operation of both produce fairs and food
services, supermarkets in Latin America and

the Caribbean strengthened their position
during the first months of the pandemic. In
March 2020, supermarket sales grew 22.6% in
Colombia, 16.3% in Mexico, 11.0% in Brazil, 9.6%
in Argentina and 7.2% in Chile, compared to
March 2019 (figure 2.9). Between April and July,
sales remained above previous-year levels in
Brazil, Colombia and Mexico, but they fluctuated
significantly in Argentina and Chile. In August
2020, sales slowed in all sampled countries,
except in Chile, where an exceptional expansion

was observed.?

In the second quarter of 2020, the sales of food
products on the two largest retail groups in
Brazil — Carrefour Brazil and GPA - increased
by 16.2% and 18.0%, respectively, compared to

the second quarter of 2019. In Mexico, the four

» Law 21 248, which came into force on July 31, 2020 and allows the
withdrawal of up to 10% of the value of pension funds, may have
contributed to the increase in Chilean supermarket sales in August. The
graduation of some communes to phase 2 of the Step by Step plan (Paso a
Paso) may also have contributed.
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Figure 2.9

Real Monthly Sales Growth of Supermarkets, Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Colombia and Mexico,

2020
(Percent change compared to 2019)
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Notes: Data for Colombia correspond to non-specialized retail businesses which predominantly sell food,
beverages or tobacco; those in Mexico correspond self-service retail stores.

largest self-service competitors also reported
revenue increases in the same period. However,
according to a qualitative survey conducted
among supermarket managers in Argentina,
44.4% of the informants considered that their
sales decreased in September 2020 due to the
COVID-19 pandemic, while 2.8% indicated that
their sales increased, and 52.8% agree that they
did not change (INDEC, 2020b).

Growth of the digital segment
The COVID-19 pandemic has contributed to an

increased adoption of digital technologies to
commercialize food products in Latin America
and the Caribbean. Consumers have responded

to the pandemic by adhering more to digital

commercialization segments, especially among

the highest socioeconomic levels.

In Argentina, online supermarket sales grew

by 320% in the first half of 2020, compared to
the same period of the previous year (INDEC,
2020a). Digital segment penetration in total
supermarket sales reached 6.1% in Argentina

in July 2020, and 13.2% in Chile in June of the
same year. These levels are comparable to

those observed in the United States of America
(6.6%), France (10.2%) and the United Kingdom
of Great Britain and Northern Ireland (12.4%)
(Cencosud, 2020; INDEC, 2020a; Kamel ef al.,
2020). In Brazil, digital food sales in Carrefour
Brasil and GPA - the two largest retail groups in
the country — grew 377% and 272%, respectively,



in the second quarter of 2020 (Grupo Carrefour
Brasil, 2020; GPA, 2020). In June 2020, the
online segment share in total food sales reached
7.7% in Carrefour Brazil and 15.3% in GPA. In
Mexico, average daily unique visitors to online
supermarkets grew by 250% between March
and June 2020. After the reopening of shopping
centres and physical stores, this average
decreased gradually, stabilizing in August 2020
at 150% above pre-pandemic times (AMVO,
2020).

However, given the high degree of
socioeconomic inequality in the region, there

are significant gaps in consumer access to

digital technologies. For instance, while 77.3%

of Brazil’s population and 70.3% of Costa Rica’s
population had connectivity options with quality
standards in 2018, the corresponding rates in
Honduras and Peru were 37, 6% and 47.6%,
respectively (IICA et al., 2020). There are also
considerable digital gaps between socioeconomic
strata, regions of the same country, and between
cities and the countryside. For instance, in a
sample of seven Latin American countries, less
than 36.8% of the rural population had access to
quality connectivity services in 2018, while the
comparable figure for urban areas was 71% (IICA
et al., 2020).

In several countries in Latin America and

the Caribbean, new businesses have opened
offering food products online, interacting with
consumers through social media or instant
messaging applications, and providing home
delivery. Chapter 9 analyses the impact of new
information and communication technologies
on food supply and distribution systems in the

region.
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The value food product exports from Latin
America and the Caribbean increased by 8.4% in
the first eight months of 2020, compared to the
same period of 2019. This increase was driven by
exchange rate depreciation (see section 2.2), the
rise in world food prices (see section 2.5) and the
expansion of import demand from East Asia. On
the other hand, the value of Latin American and
Caribbean food product imports decreased by
3.2%, which resulted in an increase of 13.6% in

the value of the region’s net food exports.

The expansion in exports was greater in South
America (10.4%) than in Central America and
the Caribbean (2.9%). However, the impact was
varied among countries: 14 showed expansions,
while 8 registered negative results (figure 2.10).
The largest relative increases were seen in
Guyana (33.1%), Brazil (16.6%), Panama (14.9%),
Suriname (14.6%) and Argentina (13.0%). On
the other hand, the main drops occurred in
Belize (-11.0%), Trinidad and Tobago (-8.7%),
El Salvador (-7.8%), Barbados (-6.8%) and the
Dominican Republic (-6.6%).

Among the Latin American and Caribbean
countries with the highest relative increases in
food product exports, two of them are small
countries (Guyana and Suriname) where rice
weighs importantly on exports, while other two
(Argentina and Brazil) are large global exporters
of oilseeds, vegetable oils, cereals, meat and
sugar, among other products. Guyana and
Suriname exported USD 265 million worth of
food products in the first half of 2020; this equals
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Figure 2.10

Growth Rate of Food Exports, Latin America and the Caribbean, 2020 (partial), by country
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less than 0.5% of the overall value exported by
Latin America and the Caribbean in the same
period. However, their rice exports soared in
the context of the COVID-19 pandemic due

to increases in cereal demand and prices. Rice
exports from Guyana and Suriname grew 156%
and 106%, respectively, in the first half of 2020,
compared to the same half of the previous year,
especially to countries in the Caribbean basin
(the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela, Jamaica
and Trinidad and Tobago) and Europe. As a
result, rice’s share in total food export earnings
increased from 35% to 66% in Guyana and from

20% to 37% in Suriname.

On the other hand, other traditional exporting
subsectors suffered significant drops in their
exports to other countries. Guyana’s sugar
exports dropped 37%, while fish and seafood
exports were down 30% in Guyana and 16% in

Suriname.

In absolute terms, food exports from Latin
America and the Caribbean expanded by almost
USD 11 billion in the eight months after the
COVID-19 outbreak in Asia. Brazil has played

a leading role in this expansion, since its food

exports increased by USD 7.5 billion in the same



period, accounting for 68.3% of the total regional
expansion. Argentina comes in second place,
with an increase of USD 2.3 billion. Together,
Brazil and Argentina account for 90% of the
increase in the value of the region’s food exports

during the pandemic.

Brazilian sugar exports have been heavily
impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic, but

also by the price war that took place between
several oil-producing countries. By restricting
locomotion and transportation, the pandemic
has decreased demand for fuel, which has
impacted not only oil, but also biofuel prices,
such as ethanol and biodiesel. In Brazil, ethanol
and sugar are produced by the same processing
plants and from the same raw material: sugar
cane. Falling demand and prices for ethanol
encouraged Brazilian producers to produce
more sugar and less ethanol. For instance, in
the second half of September 2020, Brazilian
processing plants allocated 45.2% of sugarcane
to sugar production and 54.8% to ethanol
production, while a year before, the mix had
been 34.6% for sugar and 65.4% for ethanol. As
a result, sugar production grew 44% in the first
five months of the 2020 harvest, compared to
the same period in 2019, while export quantity

increased 61% and export value 55%.

Meat exports from Brazil and Argentina have
been influenced by depreciation in the exchange
rate, but also by other factors not linked to the
pandemic. For instance, the African swine fever
decimated a significant part of the animals in
China and increased the demand for imported
meat. The Mexican meat sector benefited from
the pandemic as disruptions in processing plants

in the United States of America led to an increase
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in Mexican meat exports to this market. Exports
of orange juice concentrate from Brazil, as well
as citrus from Argentina, have also benefited
from an increase in demand as a result of the
pandemic, since such products are considered
healthy and beneficial for people’s immune

systems.

In turn, cross-border trade has been negatively
impacted from border closures. Section 2.1.3
analysed the case of cattle exports from Belize
to Guatemala and Mexico. Similar cases were
observed on the borders between Haiti and the
Dominican Republic, and between Colombia
and Ecuador. Restrictions on international air
travel also hurt exports of fresh and higher
value-added products. For instance, nearly half
of Chile’s fresh salmon shipments to the United
States of America were previously on commercial

passenger flights.

The pandemic’s impact on food product imports
has also varied significantly in the region.

The value of imports fell in 16 countries but
increased in 6 others (figure 2.11). The largest
drops occurred in Suriname (-15.6%), Paraguay
(-9.6%), Trinidad and Tobago (-7.1%), Mexico
(=7.1%) and Barbados (—4.7%), while the most
notable increases occurred in Nicaragua (12.5%),
El Salvador (9.9%), Ecuador (3.7%), Honduras
(3.1%) and Costa Rica (2.1 %).

Although the drop in the value of imports has
been more evident in Central America and

the Caribbean (—4.2%) than in South America
(-1.6%), greatly varying results within the two
subregions can be observed. Among Central
American and Caribbean countries, imports fell
in Mexico (-7.1%) and the Caribbean (-3.6%)
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Figure 2.1
Growth Rate of Food Imports, Latin America and the Caribbean, 2020 (partial), by country
(Percentage)
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but rose in Central America (2.6%). In South
America, most of the countries have undergone
changes of less than 2.5%, the most notable
exceptions being Suriname and Paraguay, where
the greatest drops in the value of food imports
were observed in all of Latin America and the
Caribbean.

To secure domestic supplies and reign-in rising
prices, several governments have temporarily
eliminated or reduced import tariffs on key
food products. The crisis has also presented an
opportunity to review bilateral agreements that
Latin American and the Caribbean countries

maintain between themselves. For instance,

Mexico reopened its market to Uruguayan

rice imports (which had been suspended since

2019 due to the detection of a plague in several
containers) and granted an annual quota of 100
000 tons of black beans to Argentina (FAO and

ECLAGC, 2020b). Such measures contribute to

strengthen intraregional trade.

The pandemic was one of the several factors that
affected food product prices in 2020. Likewise,
the health crisis” influence on them has varied

from subsector to subsector, from country to



country, and over time. Up next, the pandemic’s
impact on world prices and consumer prices in

Latin America and the Caribbean is reviewed.

World prices
The COVID-19 pandemic played a major role in

the drop in world food prices between March
and May 2020. Along with other factors, it also
influenced the evolution of prices between June
and October of the same year. The worsening of
the health situation in Europe in October 2020,
after the significant increase in the number of
COVID-19 cases, and the subsequent tightening
of physical distancing measures, increased
uncertainties regarding demand, and may lead to

declining world prices of food products.

The FAO Food Price Index — a measure of the
monthly change in international prices of the
most commonly traded basic food products
—showed a V-shaped trajectory in the first

ten months of 2020: first, it fell dramatically
between January and May; then it rose rapidly
between June and October. As the index consists
of the weighted average of the sub-indices

of five product groups (vegetable oils, sugar,
meat, cereals and dairy products), it can mask

important discrepancies between subsectors.

Between March and May, following the
declaration of the COVID-19 outbreak as a global
pandemic, world food prices fell dramatically,
driven by demand contraction due to the
pandemic’s economic and logistical impacts.

In May, the FAO price index reached its lowest
since 2016. Other factors, such as the price war in
the oil sector, trade disputes between the world’s

largest economies, and an expanding supply in
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several key producer countries also influenced
world price behaviour during this period. The
prices of sugar and vegetable oils were strongly
affected, not only by reduced demand from the
food sector, but also by the reduced demand

for fuels and the collapse in the prices of oil,
ethanol and biodiesel. As a result, the FAO price
sub-indices for these two commodity groups
registered the largest drops in the first five
months of 2020. In turn, the price sub-index for
cereals declined only marginally, as the increase
in the international price of rice was not enough
to offset the sharp drop in the price of corn,
caused by reduced demand for both animal feed

and biofuel production.

The FAO Price Index reached a tipping point in
May. Between June and October, the sub-indices
for vegetable oils, sugar, cereals and dairy
products continued to rise, while the sub-index
for meat remained on a downward trend. In
October, the sub-indices for cereals and dairy
products were 11 points and 0.5 points above
their January levels, respectively, while the sub-
indices for vegetable oils and sugar were close
to recovering their January levels. In contrast,
the sub-index for meat was 13 points below its
January 2020 level. The rise in prices of four of
the five product groups monitored by FAO was
due to the confluence of three key factors: (i) the
recovery of global demand, following the easing
of restrictions related to the COVID-19 pandemic
in several countries; (ii) the prospects for reduced
production due to unfavourable weather
conditions in some countries; (iii) the reduction
of inventories to more than what was previously
foreseen in many countries; and (iv) the partial

recovery in international oil prices.
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The FAO Fish Price Index — a weighted average
of the monthly change in international price
indices for five groups of fishery and aquaculture
products (tuna, whitefish, salmon, other pelagic
fish and shrimp) — showed a downward trend
between January and April 2020, a partial
recovery in May and June, and a further decline
in July and August. During the first eight months
of 2020, the index remained below the levels
recorded for the previous three years. The sub-
indices of four of the product groups showed
downward trends in 2020, except for the tuna

sub-index, which fluctuated month-on-month.

Consumer prices

Although variations in world food prices have
influenced domestic prices in Latin America

and the Caribbean, they have continued to be
determined by internal dynamics. Such dynamics
include supply and demand conditions,
macroeconomic stability, exchange rates, and

public policy instruments.

In July 2020, food inflation in Latin America

and the Caribbean was the highest among all
world regions. Estimated by FAO at 18.4%, it
was almost three times higher than the world
average of 6.6%. However, food inflation in
Central America (5.8%) and the Caribbean
(6.1%) remained below the world average. In
contrast, the figure for South America (23.7%)
was influenced by the high rates observed in

the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela (1 538%),
Suriname (49.3%) and Argentina (43.3%). Food
inflation rates in these countries were not only
the three highest in the Western Hemisphere, but
also among the six highest in the world, with the

Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela occupying the

first position worldwide, Suriname the fifth and
Argentina the sixth. Haiti, with a food inflation
rate of 26.5% in July 2020, ranked fourth in the
region and eighth in the world.

Figure 2.12 illustrates the evolution of the
Consumer Price Index (CPI) for food and
beverages in other 16 countries in Latin America
and the Caribbean during the period from
January to August 2020. Among these countries,
the greatest percent variations were registered

in Guatemala (8.4%), Uruguay (6.2%), Jamaica
(4.9%), Brazil (4.5%) and Honduras (4.4%). On
the other hand, the variation was negative in
Paraguay, null in El Salvador, and less than 2% in

Costa Rica and Peru.

Overall, food prices followed different paths in
the region’s countries throughout the first eight
months of 2020. In three countries (Colombia,
Ecuador and El Salvador), the CPI for food and
beverages reached a peak between April and
June, and fell thereafter. In three other countries
(Honduras, Jamaica and Peru), the index
continued on an upward trend between March
and July, but declined in August. However, five
countries (Brazil, Chile, Guatemala, Mexico and
Uruguay) showed almost uninterrupted growth
in food prices between March and August.
Likewise, in other four countries (Costa Rica, the
Plurinational State of Bolivia, Paraguay and the
Dominican Republic), the downward trend in
prices registered between March and May gave

way to an upward trend from June-July.

In nine sampled countries (Brazil, Chile,
Colombia, Ecuador, El Salvador, Honduras,
Mexico, Peru and Uruguay), the most significant

increases in food prices occurred in the first
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Monthly Evolution of the Consumer Price Index, Food and Beverages, sample of 16 Latin American
and Caribbean countries, January to August 2020
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months of the pandemic, especially in March
and April. Overall, the COVID-19 pandemic
contributed to this increase through exchange
rate depreciation, increased demand for key
products in national basic food baskets, and a

reduced supply caused by export restrictions

introduced in some countries. In Brazil, for
instance, expectations regarding social isolation
caused peaks in demand and prices for rice,
bananas, coffee and eggs, among other products
(Kreter, Souza and Servo, 2020).
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In four other countries (Costa Rica, the
Plurinational State of Bolivia, Paraguay and

the Dominican Republic), the most significant
increases in consumer prices occurred in the

last two months analysed (July and August).
This coincides with the rebound in world prices,
reflected in the recovery of the FAO Price Indices
for vegetable oils, sugar, cereals and dairy
products, mentioned above. It should be noted
that exchange rate depreciation contributed
significantly to the loss of purchasing power in
countries and subsectors where an important

part of the domestic supply comes from imports.

The COVID-19 pandemic and the measures
taken to contain the spread of the virus have
impacted production, consumption, international
trade and prices of food products in Latin
America and the Caribbean in an unprecedented
fashion. However, effects have differed between
countries, subsectors and actors, according to

the organization of food systems, the underlying
socioeconomic structures, and the level of
exposure of producers and consumers to the

various transmission channels.

Food production in the region has been more
resilient than expected, especially among
staples such as grains, oilseeds and sugar.
However, more perishable products with higher
value added, such as fish, seafood, meats, and
vegetables, have suffered production drops

in several countries. In the second quarter of
2020, value added of agricultural, fishing and
aquaculture activities in Latin America and the

Caribbean decreased by 0.6% compared to the

same quarter of the previous year, a modest drop
when compared to the 14.7% drop in regional
GDP for the same period. The low price-elasticity
for food demand, as well as the exclusion of
agriculture, fishing and aquaculture from
activities affected by mandatory social isolation
measures, explain the greater resilience of the

food-producing sectors.

However, the health emergency has unevenly
affected producers of different scales.
Particularly, family farmers, smaller ranchers and
artisanal fishermen have been more vulnerable

to social isolation measures. Among the main
obstacles faced are the lack of transportation (for
workers and products), limited access to inputs,
storage infrastructure scarcity, and restrictions
on the operation of produce fairs and informal

market channels.

In several export-oriented countries and sectors,
capital and technology-intensive agribusiness
has expanded production and exports in light of
exchange rate depreciation, recovery of import
demand in East Asia and rising prices. However,
the pandemic has also required the investment
of considerable sums to adapt infrastructures
and production processes, in order to reduce
contagion in work environments and guarantee
food safety. Still, in some cases the operation

of processing and packaging plants has been
temporarily paralyzed due to COVID-19
outbreaks. In other cases, business partners have
temporarily suspended imports from certain
companies due to the detection of traces of the

novel coronavirus in food product packaging.

Restrictions in people’s mobility and the

generalized retraction of economic activity,



employment and income, have reduced
households” purchasing power and changed
their eating habits. Particularly, the pandemic
has stimulated consumption of cheaper and
less perishable foods, which could exacerbate
food insecurity and malnutrition in the region.
Due to the high labour informality prevalent
in Latin America and the Caribbean, workers
in the region have been those most adversely
affected by the pandemic worldwide. Such
impacts are often heightened in countries where
food systems were already in crisis prior to the
COVID-19 outbreak.

Restrictions in the operation of produce fairs

and informal channels have led to greater
consumer dependence on supermarkets.

Higher prices charged in these channels have
reinforced the loss of household purchasing
power and intensified demand for cheaper

and potentially less nutritious food. Likewise,
restrictions on mobility have contributed to
accelerating the adoption of digital technologies
for the commercialization of food products, both
through supermarkets” online channels and small
businesses that interact with consumers through
social networks or social media or instant
messaging applications and home delivery.
However, the pandemic has also contributed to
an increase in direct purchases from producers
and generated greater consumer awareness
regarding nutrition and health, especially diets
rich in nutrients and vitamins that strengthen the

immune system.

In turn, limitations on the operation of food
services, the closing of schools and universities,
the tourism standstill and the suspension of

cultural and sporting events have contributed
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to a reduction in food consumption away from
home, which has been only partially offset by an
increase in consumption within the household.
This has reinforced shifts in food product
demand, as items consumed at home tend to
differ from those more commonly consumed
away from home. Leafy vegetables, sugar,
meats, fish, and seafood have been negatively
impacted, given their significant weight on
consumption away from home before the
pandemic. At the same time, restaurants and
similar establishments have adapted to the new
circumstances through increased adoption of

home delivery and on-site pick-up services.

The region’s governments have taken countless
measures to ensure food production and supply.
Not only have they included agriculture, fishing
and food manufacturing among the activities
considered as essential (and therefore exempt
from mandatory social isolation measures),

but also developed new health and safety
protocols, facilitated producers” access to credit,
inputs and fuels, and promoted platforms to
link producers more directly with consumers.
Furthermore, to ensure minimal consumer
access to food, several governments in the region
have introduced, adapted, or expanded transfer
programmes (in kind or in food) to low-income
consumers and vulnerable populations. To
control the rise in prices, several governments
have temporarily eliminated or reduced import
tariffs, awarded import quotas with preferential
tariffs, and facilitated sanitary, phytosanitary
and customs procedures. To guarantee income
and stimulate demand, many governments have
suspended social security charges, postponed
payment of taxes, and strengthened or extended

unemployment benefits.
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The pandemic’s adverse effects on consumers’
eating habits and smaller producers’ livelihoods
may widen the gaps that already existed between
the availability, access, and consumption of food
in the region. To build back better in a post-
COVID-19 world, it is crucial to draw lessons
from the crisis and redesign public policies to
incentivize transformations that promote food
security, good nutrition, and the development

of sustainable and inclusive food systems in the

region.
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HUNGER, FOOD INSECURITY, MALNUTRITION
AND FOOD SYSTEMS IN LATIN AMERICA

AND THE CARIBBEAN

Ricardo Rapallo

Food Security and Nutrition Officer,
FAO Regional Office for Latin America
and the Caribbean

A food system’s success of can be measured by
its ability to adequately feed all the people who
participate in it. In 2019, 47.7 million people in
Latin America and the Caribbean lived with
hunger, with 13.2 million added in the last 5
years, and 191 million were affected by moderate
or severe food insecurity. Chronic malnutrition
fell from 22.7% to 9% in the last three decades,
but child overweight increased from 6.2% to 7.5%
in the same period, well above the world average
of 5.6% (FAO, IFAD, PAHO, UNICEF and WPF,
2020).

Food system performance has traditionally been
measured through its ability to ensure agrifood
product availability, its economic efficiency, or
job creation. However, new considerations have
been added in recent years about its behaviour in
terms of environmental sustainability, economic
inclusion, or even its efficiency to reduce food
losses and waste. Regardless of the food system

outcome to be studied, it seems obvious that

those related to adequate nutrition should be
the prioritized. A food system that is unable
to properly feed and nourish all people who
participate in it is a food system that does not

fulfill its primary function.

Therefore, this chapter focuses on the evolution
of the main indicators related to hunger, food
insecurity and the different forms of malnutrition
in Latin America and the Caribbean. In order to
characterize the situation more precisely, it takes
into account the region’s particularities, such as
high levels of inequality — which also manifest

in people’s food and nutrition habits according
to their income levels —, gender, ethnicity, or
rural vs. urban condition. It is hoped that the
information contained in this chapter will help
highlight the gaps that are still present in the
functioning of current food systems, as well as
contribute to build a new policy agenda aimed at

closing such gaps.
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Hunger, food insecurity and different forms of
malnutrition point towards the distance that
separates us from achieving the human right to
adequate nutrition. The targets related to food
and nutrition in the Sustainable Development
Goal 2 (SDG 2), Zero Hunger, can be seen as a
guide to ensure that we meet this human right
and achieve the rest of the Goals in the 2030
Agenda.

The indicators used to measure progress
towards the fulfillment of this Goal complement
each other and try to highlight, from different
perspectives, countries” progress towards
accessible healthy diets for their entire
populations. An acknowledged challenge, and
one of particular importance for a region with
high levels of inequity, lies in disaggregating the
information provided by these indicators, so that
the populations with the most severe lags can be
identified.

The indicators shown in this chapter to
characterize the situation regarding food and
nutrition are mainly those included in the targets
that make up SDG 2. Therefore, they still do not
include the different impacts of the COVID-19
pandemic. In any case, data available on food
consumption, nutritional surveys and forecasts
on the increase in poverty in the region in 2020,
suggest significant worsening in food and

nutrition for the coming years.

Hunger

Hunger is an uncomfortable or painful physical
sensation caused by insufficient consumption
of food energy (FAO, IFAD, PAHO, UNICEF
and WFP, 2019). Beyond its technical definition,
hunger in the twenty-first century is an ethical
and moral issue. It is the tip of an iceberg that
shows that, despite having all the means to
remedy it, there are political and structural

obstacles that do not allow it.

The main way to characterize hunger is through
the undernourishment indicator.” Its prevalence
in the world has decreased considerably during
the last two decades. Between 2000 and 2019,
undernourishment on a global scale went from
13.2 to 8.9 percent. However, in the past 5 years,
that improvement has stalled. In the region, the
prevalence of undernourishment between 2000
and 2019 also fell by more than 3 percentage
points, from 11.1 to 7.4 percent. However,

the lowest prevalence was registered in 2014,
equaling 5.6% of the regional population. From
that year, and until 2019, hunger increased to
7.4%. This upward trend observed in the last 5
years occurs in a context of economic decline

or low growth, increased poverty,” and high
recurrence of extreme weather events and
political conflicts. Even without accounting

for the possible impact of the COVID-19

pandemic, if this trend continues over the next

* The undernourishment indicator estimates the proportion
of people who lack sufficient food to meet the energy needs
to lead a healthy and active life for a year. The estimate relies
on the following parameters: (a) average dietary energy
consumption, (b) coefficients of variation and symmetry that
account for inequality in dietary energy consumption, and
(c) the minimum energy consumption threshold necessary to
lead a healthy life.

¥ Between 2014 and 2019, extreme poverty increased by 26
million people (ECLAC, 2019).
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Number of Undernourished Persons, Latin America and Subregions, 2000-2019
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decade, by 2030 the region could reach 9.5%
undernourishment (FAO, IFAD, UNICEF, WHO
and WFP, 2019).

In broad terms, the correlation between
undernourishment and extreme poverty is high.
This is especially relevant in Latin America

and the Caribbean, where the average calories
provided by food systems far exceed the
minimum energy requirements to carry out an
active life.® For this reason, the positive and

negative trends in the region in terms of hunger

* The correlation between undernourishment and extreme
poverty measured in 18 countries of the region was 67.2%
in 2017 (FAO and PAHO, 2017). Average food availability
for Latin America and the Caribbean is more than 3 000
kilocalories per day per person, a figure that far exceeds the
minimum energy requirements of 1 866 kcal/day/person.

are usually related mainly to the development of
its economic cycles. However, although it is true
that in certain countries there are also changes

in undernourishment due to other factors, the
nature and characteristics of this indicator do not

allow them to be easily identified.

Food insecurity is more than hunger

Using the definition agreed upon by more than
180 FAO Members during the 1996 World Food
Summit, food security exists when all people

at all times have physical, economic and social
access to enough safe and nutritious food to
meet their dietary needs and food preferences
to lead an active and healthy life. Evidently,

the undernourishment indicator is insufficient
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Box 3.1
Degrees of Food Insecurity

Prevalence of food insecurity measures people without access to nutritious and sufficient food due to

lack of economic or other resources. It is based on a survey applied to people age 15 or older. The survey

has eight questions that allow us to identify the degree of food insecurity.

Severe food insecurity: A level of food insecurity at which people have probably run out of food, go

hungry and, in the most extreme cases, go days without eating, which puts their health and well-being

at serious risk.

Moderate food insecurity: Level of food insecurity in which people face uncertainties regarding their

ability to obtain food and, at certain times of the year, are forced to reduce the quantity or quality of the

food they consume due to lack of money or other resources, which reduces the quality of their diets,

disrupts eating habits, and can have negative consequences for their nutrition, health and well-being.

Source: FAQ, IFAD, UNICEF, WHO, and WFP (2020).

to measure the progress of countries and their
populations with regards to food security. For
this reason, before the new indicator to measure
food insecurity with greater precision was

even included in SDG 2, several countries in

the Americas had developed methodologies to

measure people’s ability to access food.

The food insecurity indicator, measured
through the Food Insecurity Experience Scale
(FIES), is especially relevant for countries with
characteristics that are common in Latin America
and the Caribbean. First, it is more sensitive
when identifying changes in the food security
of vulnerable groups — who in many cases are
very close to the poverty threshold — and can
anticipate possible changes in consumption
patterns and food quality affecting different
forms of malnutrition. It also facilitates the

measurement of seasonal changes in food

security,” and allows information to be
disaggregated for individuals, which facilitates
the measurement of food insecurity according

to sex or ethnic group. It can also be used to
monitor the progress of programmes and policies
designed to reduce food insecurity at different
levels. Therefore, it is an indicator with great
capacity to identify changes in food security in
middle and upper-middle income countries and

high levels of inequality.

Finally, this Scale makes it possible to analyze
different food system outcomes in terms of
food and nutrition, as it has high correlations
with several of the indicators that measure

malnutrition. In turn, it can also be linked to

* For instance, a specific module has been developed for use
in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. See: FAO. 2020f.

Using the Food Insecurity Experience Scale (FIES) to monitor
the impact of COVID-19. Rome (available at http://www.fao.

org/3/ca9205en/ca9205en.pdf).
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Figure 3.3

Number of People with Food Insecurity, Latin America and Subregions, 2014-2019
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essential elements of such systems, such as food
environments and access to more affordable and

healthier diets.

During 2019, moderate or severe food insecurity
affected 2 billion people worldwide, more than
a quarter of the world’s population. In Latin
America, 191 million people were affected by

moderate or severe food insecurity in 2019. In

terms of prevalence, these figures mean that
almost a third of the population (31.7 percent) in
Latin America was forced to decrease the quality

and quantity of the food they consumed in 2019.

Food insecurity showed a growth trend between
2014 and 2019, when the number of people
affected by moderate or severe food insecurity

in Latin America increased by 61.8 million. In

57
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terms of prevalence, it rose from 22.6 to 31.7%
in 5 years. This included an increase of 17.9
million in the population suffering from severe
food insecurity, where its prevalence rose by 2.6

percentage points.

Food insecurity and gender gap

As pointed out above, one of the advantages of
the Food Insecurity Experience Scale is that it
shows information disaggregated by individuals
and by type of population. This allows for an
analysis according to gender, which points to a

significant gap between men and women.

As with other socio-economic indicators, food
insecurity worldwide affects women to a greater
extent than men.* In 2019, the prevalence of
moderate or severe food insecurity in Latin
America was 32.4 percent for women and 25.7
percent for men, which accounts for almost 20
million more women than men among those
affected (figures 3.4 and 3.5).

Although food insecurity tends to affect women
to a greater extent in all regions of the world, it
is striking that the gap is much greater in Latin
America (FAO, IFAD, PAHO, UNICEF and WEP,
2020).*" Regarding moderate or severe food
insecurity, for instance, the gender gap ranged
between 1 and 4 percentage points for other
world regions in 2019, while in Latin America

it reached 6.7 percentage points (figures 3.6 and

30 . . .
This calculation considers women and men ages 15 and

older.

* This situation can be explained, in part, by the difficulties
that women in the region face when it comes to accessing
resources, inputs, markets, credits, services and employment
opportunities, which limits their income and livelihoods,
and translates into increased poverty and food insecurity.

3.7). Furthermore, contrary what is happening in
other world regions, the gap has been widening
in LAC since 2014, just as the prevalence of food

insecurity increases.

The fact that women are more likely to suffer
from food insecurity is worrisome, not only
because it points to a structural problem that
renders women inherently more vulnerable,

but also because this vulnerability can have
repercussions on health during pregnancy and
breastfeeding, as well as affect the children’s
health. In other words, this gap has direct
repercussions on the transmission of hunger and

malnutrition to the next generation.

The causes that explain why we have this
pronounced gender gap regarding food
insecurity are not entirely clear and are likely
made up by the sum of several factors. As we
will see later, this wide gap also repeats itself on
indicators of overweight and, above all, obesity
in adult women. Various studies worldwide
indicate that areas of residence, education levels,
access to social services, poverty conditions

and household income levels significantly
determine the difference in food insecurity levels
between men and women. Ultimately, these
likely causes may also be closely related to the
very functioning of food systems. For instance,
women in LAC tend to have lower incomes

and less autonomy to access food in their
communities, or even at home. Furthermore, the
environments where they live their adult lives
tend to offer fewer opportunities for physical
exercise, and their busy lifestyles allow for less

free time for such.



Figure 3.4
Prevalence of Food Insecurity by Gender, ages 15 and older, Latin America and Subregions,
2014-2019
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Figure 3.5
Prevalence of Food Insecurity by Gender, ages 15 and older, Latin America and Subregions,
2014-2019
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Source: Prepared by the author based on data from FAO, IFAD, PAHO, UNICEF and WFP (2020).
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Figure 3.6

Prevalence of Food Insecurity, Gap between Men and Women, Latin America and Subregions,
2014 and 2019
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Figure 3.7

Prevalence of Food Insecurity, Gap between Men and Women, Latin America and Subregions, 2014
and 2019
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Figure 3.8
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Prevalence of stunting, Latin America and the Caribbean and Subregions, 1990-2019
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Source: Prepared by the author based on data from UNICEF, WHO and The World Bank.

Malnourished and overweight children

Food systems’ inability of to provide sufficient
and nutritious food for all children is possibly
the most important argument justifying the
revision and transformation of the way we
produce, obtain, and consume our food. When

a person under the age of five does not reach

the expected height for that age, lacks essential
micronutrients for proper physical and cognitive
growth, or is overweight, we are seriously

jeopardizing their future.

The second target of SDG 2 consists of two
indicators that monitor the different forms
of malnutrition among girls and boys under

5 years of age. The first of these indicators is

the prevalence of stunted growth, which is
associated with chronic or prolonged situations
of undernutrition, repeated infections,

and counterproductive health practices for
adequate growth. The second indicator is
malnutrition, which in turn is broken down
into two: emaciation (pathological weight loss),
which implies more acute periods of zero food
intake that can cause drastic weight loss,* and
overweight in relation to height, originated

by the consumption of high calorie foods and

insufficient physical activity.

* Emaciation is the result of recent and severe weight loss,
or of the inability to gain weight because the child has not
had enough to eat or has an infectious disease leading to
weight loss (which can also be related to a lack of access to
water and sanitation).



62 | FOOD SYSTEMS IN LATIN AMERICA AND THE CARIBBEAN: Challenges in a post-pandemic world

Figure 3.9

Prevalence of overweight in children under 5 years of age, Latin America and the Caribbean and

Subregions, 1990-2019
(percentage)
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Notable progress has been made in Latin
America and the Caribbean with regards to
stunting and emaciation. The behaviour of these
two indicators under the COVID-19 pandemic
remains to be seen, but the fact is that countries
in the region — with several significant exceptions
—have indeed shown more positive trends than
the rest of the developing world. Although the
possible explanations for this behaviour are
diverse, we could affirm that a combination

of multisectoral policies and programmes
sustained over time, focused on reducing
malnutrition (water and sanitation, primary care
and for pregnant mothers, social protection,

and sometimes food aid and nutritional
supplements), have yielded significant results.
Food systems have been able to produce and

supply greater amounts of protein-rich products,

animal fats, vitamins and micronutrients, in light
of the increase in other forms of malnutrition.
The explanation for these achievements could
lie, to a greater extent, in the application of
policies and programmes focused on those most

vulnerable.

In any case, the process of eradicating stunting in
Latin America and the Caribbean has advanced
considerably in the last two decades. According
to estimates by UNICEF, WHO and the World
Bank, prevalence of stunting went from 22.7% in
1990 to 9% in 2019 (figure 3.8), falling far below
the world average of 21.3%. This means that the
number of girls and boys affected by stunting

in the region fell by 8 million, from 12.8 to 4.7

million in the same period.



If the trend of recent years continues, the region
would be very close to meeting both targets,
although one year after the proposed deadline.
In contrast, the Caribbean would be the only
subregion to meet the 2025 and 2030 targets
within the deadline (FAO, IFAD, UNICEF, WHO
and WFP, 2020).

Fortunately, the prevalence of acute malnutrition,
emaciation, or low weight in the region is 1.3%,
which is well below the world average of 6.9%.
In terms of population, emaciation affects

nearly 700 000 children under the age of 5, of
which 400 000 live in South America, 100 000

in Mesoamerica, and another 100 000 in the
Caribbean, with prevalence rates corresponding

to 1.3, 0.9 and 2.9%, respectively.

This indicator is more sensitive to sudden

or conjunctural changes in access to food.
Therefore, in 2020, a significant increase in cases
of emaciation or acute malnutrition is being
detected in several countries in the region,
mainly due to the impacts of the socioeconomic

crisis caused by the COVID-19 pandemic.

On the other hand, overweight among girls and
boys under 5 years of age in the region exceeds
the world average of 5.6%, and has shown
sustained growth since 1990, with its prevalence
rate increasing from 6.2% in 1990 to 7.5% in 2019.
This represents an increase of 400 000 overweight

children, totalling 3.9 million in 2019.

The causes of the accelerated weight gain among
children in the region are also diverse. Evidently,
they stem largely from a shift in consumption
patterns that are closely related to the evolution

of food systems themselves. Although, as noted
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above, diets in LAC contain more meat, milk,
eggs, and less fruits and vegetables; they also
contain a high proportion of highly processed
products with high levels of sugar, fat, and salt.
These consumption patterns, together with
inappropriate eating habits and low physical
activity, cause an imbalance between energy

intake and use, which leads to weight gains.

The health risk that excessive weight at an early
age entails for a person’s future development is
also known. An overweight child is more likely
to be obese in adulthood, and to develop chronic
illnesses such as diabetes or cardiovascular

disease, which can even lead to early death.

In several countries — and within several
territories, families and individuals — significant
degrees of the two forms of malnutrition coexist.
Hence, countries are confronted with the dual
challenge of ending undernutrition and stopping
overweight. Furthermore, it is important to
consider the lack of certain micronutrients as one
of the most important challenges that several
countries must overcome to ensure adequate

nutrition.

Overweight and obesity throughout the entire life
cycle

While the increase in overweight in children
under five years of age in the Latin American
and Caribbean region is among the highest

in the world, the increase among school-age
children and adults is even greater (FAO, IFAD,
UNICEF, WFP and WHO, 2019). Today, after
North America and the Southwest Pacific, Latin
America and the Caribbean lead the rest of the

world in overweight levels for all ages.
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In turn, obesity rates increased even faster than
overweight rates worldwide between 2000 and
2016. This is especially worrisome, because obese
people tend to suffer much more serious health
consequences and have a higher risk of mortality

compared to non-obese people.

It is reasonable to point out which childhood
eating habits will have repercussions on a
person’s nutritional status during adolescence,
youth, and adulthood. For instance, intrauterine
growth, infant feeding, and eating habits during
preschool age are important factors that may

determine overweight and obesity in adults.

Poor early diets can not only have repercussions
on people’s growth and health throughout

their lives, but also consequences on their
offspring. Being overweight or gaining excessive
weight during pregnancy increases the risk

of gestational diabetes and high birth weight,
which, in turn, is associated with an increased
risk of being overweight and obese later in life.
Malnutrition as a consequence of food insecurity
can also lead, for instance, to higher weight
levels and risks of suffering non-communicable
diseases (NCDs) later on. Girls who experienced
inadequate foetal growth, especially those not
compensated during childhood, are more likely
to be stunted in adulthood, and thus to give birth
to low-birth-weight children. In this way, they
are passing poor nutrition, along with increased

NCD risks, to the next generation.

Food insecurity, stunting, and overweight are in
many cases related. They are transmitted both
throughout a person’s life cycle as throughout
generations, and can lead to obesity, NCD,

and even early death. Not to mention the costs

derived from the treatment of these diseases and
the loss of productivity of the people who suffer
them. This is especially relevant for a region like
Latin America and the Caribbean, where there
are still high levels of malnutrition, along with an

accelerated increase in overweight rates.

One of the first lessons we learned from the
coronavirus crisis was that, after trying to
guarantee the right to health, the second most
urgent right is the right to food. The measures
put in place to try to stop the spread of the
disease during the first months of the pandemic
resulted in the cessation of most economic
activities, the confinement at home of a large
part of the population, and the closing of
schools. These actions, necessary from a health
perspective, have had devastating effects on a
region that relies heavily on informal work as
its main source of income and, therefore, on the

food and nutrition security of many families.

According to calculations by ECLAC (2020a), the
COVID-19 pandemic in the region will translate
to 45.5 million people falling into poverty

and 28.5 million into extreme poverty. Some
preliminary estimates point to a global increase
in undernourishment amounting to between 83
and 132 million people for the year 2020 (FAQ,
IFAD, UNICEF, WFP and WHO, 2020).

The crisis hit more or less severely depending
on the countries’ socio-economic characteristics,

as well as on characteristics of the food systems



present in each one (FAO, 2020d). Despite these
differences, the fact is that most governments

developed relatively similar initiatives.

In the first place, actions were implemented to
facilitate food access for the most vulnerable
populations, either through direct provision of
food, or through monetary transfers to buy basic
necessities. Community social safety nets, with
support from churches, people’s organizations,
or the private sector, were also widely relied
upon in many places, especially in urban or peri-

urban settings.

Subsequently, in many countries with school
feeding programmes that provide food to
primary school children, and in certain cases to
secondary school children, alternative schemes
were developed to try to ensure the provision
of food to students before the closing of school

facilities.

With regard to policies and initiatives aimed at
ensuring food access after the first weeks of the
pandemic, several countries held intense debates
about the quality of the products provided and
their nutritional value. Although, as of this
writing, the pandemic is still going, and the
level of success of the policies and programmes
implemented in the first part of the pandemic
should be analysed with greater perspective, a
few lessons can be learned from a consumption

perspective:

= The scope of the emergency and the
resulting number of families in need was
unprecedented, so few governments had the
ability to fully and adequately assist all those

in need.
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Although many countries made significant
budgetary efforts, these were usually
insufficient, and public and private
mechanisms were not technically and
logistically prepared to address the scale of
the problem.

Countries with more developed social
protection systems (with available registries
of participants, advanced monitoring and
follow-up instruments, logistical capacities,
agreements with banks for monetary
transfers, food delivery providers, etc.),
were able to meet the demand with greater

success.

There were additional difficulties to ensure
access to food for the most vulnerable
populations and for those facing greater
challenges during the pandemic (the elderly,
children, families not participating in social
programmes or with informal jobs, families

in little-connected rural territories, etc.).

It is important to include nutritional and
healthy eating considerations into food

aid programmes, to balance the provision

of non-perishable products with fresh
produce (vegetables, fruits, etc.), and provide
information to ensure adequate consumption

and nutritional literacy.

A good physical and nutritional state helps
maintain immune systems that are better
prepared to face an eventual COVID-19

infection.

Food consumption habits have shifted during

the pandemic; more is consumed at home,



66 | FOOD SYSTEMS IN LATIN AMERICA AND THE CARIBBEAN: Challenges in a post-pandemic world

and families who can, acquire raw materials

to prepare food at home and as a family.

From an offer perspective, there are also

public and private actions that many countries
undertook to ensure the provision of food,

fresh if possible. From a general perspective, it
could be said that, with some exceptions, the
food system — from production, processing,

and distribution — functioned relatively well.
Most governments declared the agricultural and
distribution sector as essential, facilitating its
operation and transportation. It is true that at
certain times there were issues derived from the
shortages in labour and restrictions to stocking
up on inputs, as well as to distribute food.
There were also significant events related to
COVID-19 outbreaks in food processing centres,
supply centres and wholesale markets. Similarly,
many points of sale where food is bought and
consumed in Latin America and the Caribbean
(produce fairs, local markets, restaurants, inns,
street stalls, etc.) were closed, which, in short,

altered food acquiring practices.

From an international food trade standpoint,
there were several temporary phenomena that
affected normal trade, including the depreciation

of some currencies, the fall in the price of oil and

the variation in the prices of certain commodities.

Also, during the first weeks of applying health
measures to prevent the spread of the virus,
difficulties were encountered when adjusting
food handling protocols in ports and distribution
centres, or when verifying safety standards
under the new health context. However, during
the period between March and December 2020,
the distortions experienced in international

markets for agrifood products were reasonably

overcome without significantly affecting most of

the countries in the region.

Several lessons can also be pointed out from a
supply perspective (FAO and ECLAC, 2020b):

= [tis important that all companies and
actors in the food system can carry out their
tasks without interruptions. Therefore,
financial support (credit and production
subsidies) should be provided to agricultural
companies, oriented mainly towards family

farming.

= [t was necessary to adjust health and
sanitation protocols in production,
transportation, and wholesale and retail
markets, ensuring financing, technical
assistance, and access to inputs and labour

for farmers and artisanal fishermen.

= [tis necessary to establish or maintain agile
mechanisms for consultation and public-
private coordination among all actors in
the food system, covering the production,

supply, distribution, and access to food.

®  The fact that wholesale and retail markets
and agro-industries closed or reduced their

operations became very significant.

= [tis necessary to support the policies that
kept the world food trade open, especially
those avoiding protectionist measures that

increase food prices.

®  Online food trade was accelerated,
boosting marketing networks with fewer

intermediaries and digital connectivity.



3.4 FINAL CONSIDERATIONS

We must acknowledge that shifts in eating
patterns and consumption habits in Latin
America and the Caribbean are occurring at an
accelerated rate and in parallel with the rapid
transformation of increasingly globalized food
systems. It is crucial that public and academic
decision-makers understand precisely how these
phenomena are taking place, what incentives

(or driving forces) determine the workings

of current food systems, and what are their

consequences on food, nutrition and health.

Why are the overweight and obesity rates
growing much faster in Latin America and the
Caribbean than in other regions is something
that we need to understand. Likewise, we must
try to understand how this affects middle class
populations, especially women and vulnerable

groups.
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All the different forms of malnutrition are
interrelated, and their solutions, although often
specific, must take into account the consequences
between each other. To develop a new wave of
food policies that tackle all forms of malnutrition
is crucial. These policies and programmes

must necessarily include environmental

and sustainability considerations, within a
framework aimed at transformation, but also at
economic feasibility. Such policies will need to
increasingly address the causes, not so much the

consequences.

Food systems mainly respond to the interests

— fully legitimate in many cases — of private
actors (from small producers, intermediaries,
cooperatives, processors, sellers, multinationals,
etc.). How can the states’ obligation to protect

the right to health and adequate food also help
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these actors develop healthier, more inclusive,
sustainable, and economically feasible food

systems?

The COVID-19 pandemic is not over (as of the
writing of this chapter), but we can already
identify some of its lasting consequences on
eating, nutrition and food systems. The best-
prepared social protection systems have been
the ones best able to face this unprecedented
challenge, albeit one that could be repeated.
Investing in innovation to strengthen records,
operation and logistics mechanisms, monitoring,
ad hoc regulations, etc., could help save many

lives in the future.

So far, food systems have shown that they

are able to ensure the food supply in times

of pandemic. However, there is room for
improvement regarding the health conditions of
workers, day labourers and transporters. Above
all, this crisis could leave many small and mid-
size entrepreneurs out in the cold, who due to
lack of funding and support, may not be able to

recover.

We are now presented with an enormous
opportunity to take advantage of this reality
—in many cases positive — regarding new
consumption habits, which include preparing
food at home, online food sales, demand for
fresh and more natural products, interest

in traceability and quality, etc. It represents
an immense space for innovation based on

sustainability, price, time-efficiency, and health.
[ ]
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COVID-19 PANDEMIC

Eugenio Diaz-Bonilla

Head of the Latin American and Caribbean Programme

of the International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI).

4.1 INTRODUCTION

The agrifood system® in Latin America and

the Caribbean (LAC) carries significant weight
in the region’s gross domestic product (GDP),
employment level and exports, as well as in its
poverty and inequality dynamics. The region

is also a significant player in a series of aspects
relevant to the functioning of the global agrifood
and environmental sectors: LAC is the main
net exporter (i.e. exports minus imports) of
food and agricultural products worldwide and,
therefore, is key to the planet’s food security,

helping to stabilize the prices and quantities of

* This system covers not only the primary agricultural
components, but also all related activities, such as
packaging, agro-industrial processing, transportation,
wholesale and retail trade, and food services (from street
vendors to formal restaurants), in addition to all the input
and service industries related to these productive segments.
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THE ROLE OF INSTITUTIONAL, TECHNOLOGICAL AND
FINANCIAL INNOVATION IN THE TRANSFORMATION OF
F00D SYSTEMS IN LATIN AMERICA AND THE CARIBBEAN,
N THE CONTEXT OF THE 2030 AGENDA AND THE

these products in global markets. Furthermore,
LAC plays a crucial role in different global
environmental dimensions, providing carbon
sinks and forest cover, stabilization of the oxygen
cycle, renewable water sources (almost twice the
world average), and biological diversity (6 of the
top 10 countries with the greatest biodiversity,

as well as the top two, are in LAC). For all this,
whatever LAC does regarding productive and
environmental sustainability is crucial for our

entire planet (Diaz-Bonilla, 2019).3

* For instance, a study by the Office of the Director of
National Intelligence of the United States (ODNI, 2012)
considers water scarcity as a major source of conflict and
violence in different developing regions, with very negative
global repercussions (wars, forced migrations, failed states
and terrorist threats).
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A related aspect is that the functioning of the
agrifood system in LAC is key to achieving
basically all the Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs), not only in the region, but globally (see
Fan et al., 2018; and Diaz-Bonilla and Saravia-
Matus, 2019).%

The COVID-19 crisis has emerged within this
context and is having a devastating effect on the
global economy. This is an unusual event akin
to a supply shock, caused by closures, travel and
movement restrictions, and physical distancing
requirements. In turn, these factors are leading
to a demand shock, caused by employment and

income losses.

Governments have reacted to the COVID-19
pandemic with a series of health initiatives aimed
at controlling the spread of the coronavirus

(from restrictions on going outside, to bans on
meetings, limitations on public transport, closing
of schools and religious institutions, restrictions
on restaurants, movie theatres and sporting
events, and similar measures). At the same time,

the treatment of affected populations has been

* This is not only about SDG 2, which commits all countries
to “end hunger, achieve food security and improved
nutrition and promote sustainable agriculture,” but an
extensive list of other SDGs in which agrifood systems

are key to their achievement. These include ensuring
“availability and sustainable management of water

and sanitation for all” (SDG 6); ensuring “sustainable
consumption and production patterns” (SDG 12);

taking “urgent action to combat climate change and its
impacts” (SDG 13); and to “promote sustainable use of
terrestrial ecosystems, sustainably manage forests, combat
desertification, and halt and reverse land degradation and
halt biodiversity loss” (SDG 15). In others, the rural space is
where the main deficiencies appear and, therefore, achieving
them will require a special focus on these spaces (such

as SDG 1, “end poverty in all its forms everywhere” and
several others). See discussion in Diaz-Bonilla and Saravia-
Matus (2019).

reinforced (e.g. increase of virus diagnostic tests,
expansion of health care facilities, equipment and
personnel, research on treatments and vaccines,

etc.).

Simultaneously, a series of economic and
social policy initiatives have arisen to attempt
to mitigate negative impacts on families

and businesses. These initiatives relate to

loss of income and employment (expanding
programmes such as cash transfers, food aid
and subsidies, unemployment compensation,
and the like). Even so, it is expected that food
and nutrition security, as well as human health,
will be negatively affected, both by the direct
and indirect effects of COVID-19. Additionally,
all these issues can be worsened by significant

bankruptcies in food value chains.

Prior to the pandemic, there was already
growing concern that agrifood systems did

not seem to be on a path that made them
inclusive and fair (in terms of their production,
employment, and consumption patterns),
healthy (in terms of the diets they originate) and
sustainable from an environmental standpoint.
Now we have the additional challenge of
rebuilding what the pandemic has affected, while
making agrifood systems resistant to zoonoses

and pandemics.

The transformation of agrifood systems, both

to achieve the SDGs and to respond to the
pandemic, requires a series of institutional,
technological, financial, and other innovations.
This is an enormously broad topic, so this
chapter only covers a few aspects about
innovations (existing or necessary) related to (a)

approaches to public policy and institutional
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issues; (b) public policy instruments (separating
those related to social and productive aspects
and those related to food and health issues);

(c) technological developments (covering two
separate topics, the “third revolution” in biology
and shifts in energy),*® and (c) financing. Each
of these topics is discussed in a separate section
where, depending on the topic, particular
considerations related to the COVID-19
pandemic are added. The chapter closes with a

handful of final considerations.

value chains

* A very important aspect of technological change is the
digitization of a wide series of activities related to agrifood
systems. This topic will not be covered here because it is
covered in Chapter 9.

Consumers

*With access
to (quality)
food

* Without
access (social
protection
networks)

4.2 INNOVATIONS IN CONCEPTUAL
FRAMEWORKS AND INSTITUTIONAL
ORGANIZATION

4.2.1 Considerations prior
to the pandemic

The scope and reach of the policies related to
the agricultural sector have expanded over time,
with implications for institutional organization.
For instance, a series of objectives have been
proposed for the agricultural sector, which
include at least the following (PTADAL, 2013):

= growth, employment and economic

development in general,
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= reduction of poverty and food insecurity
(malnutrition due to lack of calories or

hunger),

= food safety and improvements in nutrition
and health (considering other aspects of
malnutrition and not just hunger, as well as
other human health issues related to food,

including the spread of bacteria and viruses),

® environmental sustainability and protection

of biodiversity,

® regional and territorial development.

Along with the series of objectives, the focus

or level of policy analysis has been broadened.
Figure 4.1 shows different levels: a) agricultural
policies for primary producers, which in turn
can be divided into subsistence, intermediate/
family and commercial producers; b) rural/
territorial development policies, considering the
geographic space; c) policies for value chains,
which consider inputs and services as well as
processing and distribution; or d) policies for the
agrifood system as a whole, which consider other

aspects of the consumer and its environment.

Sector focus

The institutional organization of the “agricultural
sector” has been changing, adding more
objectives and levels of action, under a myriad

of different models. Traditional Ministries of
Agriculture and Livestock (MAL) continue
providing their overall services (planning and
statistics, research and extension, sanitary

and phytosanitary aspects, irrigation, land

management, trade infrastructure, and other

related services).

Territorial and small producer approach

The approach of the comprehensive rural
development programmes of the 1970s and 1980s
(which combined emphasis on small producers
under a territorial development approach with
investments in infrastructure, health, education,
and other aspects at the local scale) led to the
creation of Comprehensive Rural Development
Secretariats and such. In many instances, these
new bodies depended on the country’s Executive
Body, or on some high authority able to convene
and coordinate the different ministries and
agencies that were supposed to work together for

target groups and specific geographic areas.

Once emphasis shifted from products to types of
producers, and in light of the clear segmentation
of subsistence farmers with regards to more
competitive and commercial family producers,
other institutional innovations appeared, such
as the creation of specialized ministries for

small producers, on the one hand, and for

the more commercial ones, on the other; the
exemplary case is Brazil. Another option, at

least theoretically, could be to transfer the care
of subsistence producers to the Ministries of
Social Development (MSD) or similar, and

leave commercial and family producers to the
traditional MAL. However, it is more common
for subsistence farmer support functions to
appear in both MAL and MSDs (which seems

to be the current case in Argentina and Peru, for
example). This dual assignment of tasks can lead

to duplication of efforts.



Chain approach

A different debate has focused on whether
agribusinesses should be regulated by MALSs or
by Ministries of Industry, with the emphasis on
generating coordinated policies for the different
value chains. A recent example of the inclusion of
agribusiness in the MAL occurred in Argentina,
during a period between 2016 and 2019. An
alternative mechanism consists in structuring
Competitiveness Councils by value chains, with
participation of the relevant public organizations
and productive private sector organizations. In
theory, these councils could include workers and
civil society representatives, such as consumers
or environmental organizations, as well as
members of academia. However, this expanded
representation does not appear to have examples
of its application. Additionally, and whatever
the composition of these Councils may be, the
question remains of who should coordinate
them, the MAL, the Ministry of Industry, or

some collegiate scheme.

Coordination of crosscutting themes

Another aspect of institutional stress has to

do with how to handle environmental issues,
especially regarding forestry, fishing, water
management and conservation of natural
resources and biodiversity. In some cases, the
MALs have absorbed forestry, fishing and/or
natural resource management issues, while in
other cases it is the Ministries of Environment
who have expanded their coverage to several of

these issues.

Likewise, the issue of nutrition and health has

become increasingly relevant. All this complexity
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in objectives and levels of intervention has

led to the establishment of intersectoral
coordination mechanisms, in which several

of the aforementioned crosscutting issues are
combined. A current example can be found in
Mexico’s Intersectoral Groups of Health, Food,
Environment and Competitiveness (GISAMAC).

Programme and budget coordination

From the standpoint of institutional innovation
there are several key points. First, in the face

of complexity in objectives and activities,
governments usually resort to changes in
organizational charts. Second, in most cases
these changes reflect power dynamics within
the bureaucracy, the ruling political coalition,
and private sector groups. Third, there is
usually no “technical solution” that is better
than other for designing these charts. Fourth,
however responsibilities and tasks are assigned
in the organizational chart, there will always be
activities that cross more than one of the defined
blocks.

Therefore, in a broad sense, institutional
innovations that address the complexity of

the agenda for the agrifood sector in LAC

will need to go beyond approaches based

only on organizational chart adjustments.

They should also — and mainly — consider
operational coordination mechanisms aimed
programme goals and linked to the drafting and

implementation of budgets.

Ideally, the agrifood sector’s policies and
institutional framework should consider at least

four work blocks:
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Figure 4.2

The Programming, Execution and Control (PEC) Cycle

Programming -

1

_

Source: Prepared by the author.

a. General services by the Ministry of
Agriculture and Livestock that provide
crosscutting support to producers and
products (safety, research and extension,
irrigation, land, environment, etc.),

b. mechanisms for the development and
integration of value chains (such as value
chain competitiveness committees, with
broad participation of private sector agents,
but probably also needing to include other
civil society players),

. special rural/territorial development
programmes focused on small producers
with at least some productive potential,

d. differentiated service for subsistence farmers
and poor rural populations with limited

productive capacity.

Crosscutting services must cater to the different
types of producers mentioned above. The value
chain approach usually relates to commercial
and family producers integrated in the markets
and, as mentioned above, it should encompass
other players along these chains. On the other
hand, territorial-based rural development
programmes emphasize on small producers, but
with some productive viability, considering their

geographic space. Finally, the case of subsistence

Control

!

_

farmers and poor rural populations with limited
productive capabilities can be addressed with
modified social programmes for the rural sector

(this is addressed later on).

Whatever the organizational and institutional
way of advancing the four levels of work, a
programming and coordination mechanism
geared towards action and outcomes is

also required. Said mechanism will have to
implement the Programming, Execution and
Control (PEC) cycle in a disciplined manner
based on the multiple objectives pursued (figure
4.2).

This implies strengthening the capabilities of the
ministry, secretariat or coordinating group that
drafts the budget, as well as the corresponding
entities in the executing ministries. A mandatory
action and outcome-oriented programming and
coordination mechanism should be established
(at least once a year), as well as an execution
control mechanism (at least every six months).
This coordinating/operations centre must
establish, together with the executing ministries,
the budgetary and operational programming.

It must have concrete and verifiable targets, as

well as a monitoring system for carrying out



Box 4.1
Topics and Sectors in a Comprehensive Pandemic Management Plan
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PRODUCTION AND EMPLOYMENT SOCIAL PROTECTION
fai Other Non-essential - Non-
Tests and a Medicines and . Contributory 5
follow-up iireatment Vaccines equipment essential  products and e e Contributory
prod / serv. services Systems
Poor and
vulnerable
households
Non-poor

households

Essential
formal
businesses

Non-
essential
formal
businesses

Informal
businesses

National
and local
government

Source: Prepared by the author.

Notes: The sector ministry responsible for food and nutritional security issues should carry out its specific functions,
but without ignoring the interrelations with the other aspects listed here.

scheduled activities that includes, in as many
activities as possible, direct information from
the participating population on the effective

implementation of the activities.

4.2.2 Institutional aspects for managing
the pandemic

In the short term, countries should consider
policies and interventions related to the
current pandemic as components within a
comprehensive approach, with a central
coordinating office at the highest level

of the Executive Branch (working with
legislatures, business associations, workers,
and farmers, as well as civil society). It must
have a comprehensive plan and differentiated

timeframes (for instance, up to 3 months, 3 to 6

months, 6 to 12 months, and over 12 months) for
post-pandemic reconstruction. Said plan should

cover the topics and sectors identified in box 4.1.

The economic crisis cannot be fully resolved if
the pandemic is not controlled in a coordinated
manner. This implies that, until there is an
effective vaccine, governments will have to put
in place a comprehensive system of testing,
contact tracking, case isolation, and treatment for

patients.

4.3 INNOVATIONS IN PUBLIC POLICY
INSTRUMENTS

In addition to institutional and operational

innovations, there are policy instrument
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innovations to consider. Only two are presented

here: one related to social-rural policy, and

another that points to nutrition and health issues.

4.3.1 Social protection, production and
climate change

This innovation has to do with the redesign

of conditional transfers for the rural sector.

In many countries, two types of adjustments

are needed. The first type of adjustment
corresponds to resources allocated. In many
cases, targeting must be improved and coverage
expanded. Countries need to consider whether
the necessary GDP percentage is being spent on
social protection and, whatever that percentage
is, determine how benefits are distributed
between different income quintiles. Household
survey data in the World Bank’s ASPIRE
database point to a variety of situations, with
countries where a significant percentage of
beneficiaries and benefits go to the two upper
quintiles, which indicates targeting problems.
The second type of adjustments to consider are
at the operational level, with a redesign of the
instrument that takes into account the conditions

of rural areas.

In Latin America there is a debate going on
about whether the right thing to do is to expand
universal social services and programmes
based on a rights-for-all approach, or if what is
needed are targeted programmes. Obviously,
the ideal would be a system of quality universal
programmes and services for urban and rural
populations, as well as for all economic levels
without distinction. But, while work is done

to expand and strengthen universal services,

focused approaches can be improved in parallel,
on the way to achieving quality universal rights-

based schemes.

A second debate, related to social assistance
programmes, such as conditional cash transfer
schemes,” lies on whether there should be
differences between urban and rural approaches.
Some argue that, in many countries in the region,
social assistance programmes in rural areas are
simply a mechanical extension of the urban
social protection system. Here, those with formal
employment receive benefits within contributory
systems, and those who are poor and with
informal jobs are served with non-contributory
schemes, to try to remedy labour and income

distribution issues ex post (see FAO, 2016a).

This discussion is leading us to consider the
development of specific social protection models
that consider the specific characteristics of
peasants, small producers, and informal workers
in rural areas (see Winder, 2018; De la O Campos
et al., 2018; FAO, 2016a, 2017 and 2018).

Conditional cash transfer programmes should
be adapted to rural areas, maintaining the social
assistance aspects, but also expanding their
focus towards productive and technological
areas that can help improve the economic and
environmental sustainability of participating
families. An instrument for rural areas could

combine monetary aid that considers social,

¥ Conditional cash transfer programmes originated in Latin
America and the Caribbean, beginning with initiatives in
Mexico and Brazil. A key objective is to break the poverty
cycle through direct monetary transfers to families, with the
condition that their children go to school, that they access
certain basic health benefits, and comply with other aspects
related to adequate nutrition.



productive, and environmental aspects. For
instance, one component could relate to poverty
levels, another one could cover the additional
cost of implementing sustainable adaptation and
mitigation technologies, and a third one could
subsidize environmental, forest, biodiversity,
and ecosystem protection/restoration services.
This instrument should include other forms of
productive, organizational, and commercial

support for low-income producers.

An instrument with these characteristics would
be useful to address a whole series of economic
and social aspects for the development of rural
peoples, with a focus on reinforcing assets
(human, financial, technological, natural,
physical, social, political, etc.). This new
instrument must consider the diversity of rural
productive activities (including forestry and
fishing, as well as agricultural and livestock
production, along with other non-primary
rural activities), their characteristics, potential
and specific vulnerabilities, and how they are
inserted into the survival strategies of poor and
vulnerable individuals and families (see Winder,
2018 and FAO, 2018b).

The design must take into account other aspects
such as seasonality, geographic dispersion and/
or remoteness, the operation of labour markets
(informality, insecurity, etc.), aspects related

to the participation of women, ethnic groups
and youth, and issues such as violence and
migration. The pandemic, by creating “new
poor individuals,” is driving these instruments
to expand their social coverage, which in turn
will require an increase in public spending (see

section 4.5 on financing issues).
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4.3.2 Innovations in food and health
aspects®

The world is suffering the triple burden of
malnutrition: (i) ongoing malnutrition due to
lack of calories (“hunger”), (ii) lack of minerals,
vitamins and other essential nutrients (what

has been deemed “hidden hunger”), and (iii)

the increase of overweight and obesity, with
associated non-communicable diseases (diabetes,
cardiovascular disease, and even cancer). There
are no precise estimates on the incidence of

each of these issues, but overall, it is estimated
that around 43 million people suffer from
malnutrition in Latin America and the Caribbean,
and almost a quarter of the population (that is,
more than 150 million) suffer from obesity (FAQ,
PAHO, UNICEF and WFP, 2019). Figure 4.3
shows that LAC is one of the regions with the

highest combined rate of overweight and obesity.

Obesity has costs both in terms of treating
noncommunicable diseases and in other aspects
that affect intellectual capacity and work
productivity. For this reason, several countries in
the region have introduced measures to reverse
the current situation. The initial question when
addressing the issue is how this obesity situation
originated. Is it due to consumer behaviour

(not exercising enough and eating too much of
everything), government inaction (not offering

infrastructure, public spaces, and programmes

®A very broad aspect that is not addressed here pertains to
economic access to healthy diets, which implies considering
all aspects of malnutrition. This involves policies and
innovations related to wage negotiations for living wages
that consider the real cost of healthy basic food baskets,
taxes and/or elimination of subsidies for unhealthy food
products, subsidies and support for production of healthy
foods, subsidies to vulnerable populations so they can access
healthy diets, and other related measures (see Diaz-Bonilla et
al., forthcoming).
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Figure 4.3

Overweight and Obesity by Geographic Region, 2016
(percent of adult population)

70.0 65.0

63.5

59.7

60.0 57.6

50.0
40.0
30.0
20.0

10.0

0.0
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to facilitate physical exercise, and not raising
awareness on proper nutritional habits), and/
or the private food sector (which produces

and promotes, through intense advertising
campaigns and marketing strategies, unhealthy
products)? The answer is that there are

converging factors.

Several governments in the region have
developed or are developing comprehensive
programmes to address the situation. For
instance, consumers in some countries are
being encouraged to exercise more, while
the government contributes with adequate
infrastructure and public spaces, as well as
offering better nutritional information. But
emphasis is also being placed on diets, their

composition and volume. For this reason,

291

Nutrition Report Database.

regulations and taxes are also being applied in
the region, so that the industry reformulates
some products, stops using prohibited
ingredients (such as trans fats) and limits the
use of others (such as salt), and offers consumers
clear information about the health implications

of consuming certain products.

Food labelling innovations are worth noting
here. Initially, countries in the region such as
Ecuador applied “traffic light” approaches: red,
yellow or green labels for a series of nutritional
considerations. However, it has been argued that
consumers can get confused when interpreting
different combinations of colours (for instance,
what does it mean for a product to have one

red label, two yellow and one green? Should s/

he buy it or not?). On the other hand, the kind
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Example of Chilean Food Labelling (translated into English)

HIGH IN
SATURATED
FATS

Ministry
of Health

HIGH IN

SUGARS

Ministry
of Health

Source: MINSAL (2019¢).

of labelling preferred by the food industry

(with numerical values for different nutritional
components) can be even more difficult for
consumers to analyze and understand. Perhaps
the most discussed innovation regarding product
labelling is that of Chile (see figure 4.4; also,
Chapter 5 of this book focuses on the Chilean
Law on Food Labelling).

The black octagons indicate that the product
is exceeding the healthy threshold in terms
of calories, sugar, saturated fats, and/or salt.
Assessments indicate that the labelling is
working, as consumers are more aware of
products’ nutritional conditions, which has
led them to modify their purchasing habits.
Therefore, the private sector has had to
reformulate many of its products (Taillie et
al., 2020). Other countries in the region are
considering similar measures, although the
thresholds considered healthy for different
components may vary from those considered in
Chile.

The debate includes other topics such as: (a) the
treatment of claims about a product’s virtues

(for instance, advertising the content of vitamins

HIGH IN HIGH IN

SODIUM CALORIES

Ministry
of Health

Ministry
of Health

and minerals, fibre, or others) to compensate

for other clearly negative characteristics; (b) not
using misleading labels and packaging, such

as pictures of natural fruits, when the product
contains few fresh ingredients; (c) not using
images of famous people, cartoon characters and
the like on products with unhealthy nutritional
content, especially when aimed at children, and
(d) other restrictions regarding advertisements
targeted at children and the availability of

unhealthy food and drinks in or near schools.

Putting all of the above in perspective, Latin
America and the Caribbean is the developing
region that has experimented the most with
public policy instruments related to obesity and
overweight. This will continue, and it may serve
as background for other regions that are in the
early stages of the nutritional transition that LAC
is experiencing. The issue of obesity is even more
important in the context of the current pandemic,
since it has been proven that it is a significant
factor that increases the risk of contracting
COVID-19, and of dying once contracted (Popkin
et al., 2020).
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4.4 TECHNOLOGICAL INNOVATIONS

This is also a very broad area. We will briefly
focus on just two topics: (a) what has transpired
in the so-called “third revolution” in biology and

(b) changes in energy sources.

4.41 The “Third Revolution”
in biology

This third revolution combines the first one,

at the molecular level (the hardware), with the
second one, at the genome level (the software),
plus all the advances in information technology,
materials, images, nanotechnology, optics and
quantum physics, big data, modelling, and
simulation (MIT, 2011). The revolution holds
significant promise for a number of sectors,
such as agricultural production, ecosystem
management, food processing, transportation

and storage, energy sources, and human health.

Here it is worth noting what relates to precision
agriculture. This concept combines advances

in biology, chemistry, physics, gene editing,
“omics” (genomics, proteomics, metabolomics),
hydrology and the water cycle, soil science,
ecology, climatology, new materials (sensors),
improvements in engineering and imaging
(drones), improvements in computing
(supercomputers, quantum computing),
modelling of complex systems, and other aspects

(National Academy of Sciences, 2019).

In order to make the best of this third revolution,
our countries require greater investments in
science and technology (more than 1% of the
agricultural GDP) and infrastructure (such as

communications and the internet), as well as

good policies and regulations (such as data
governance). Unfortunately, national spending
in agricultural R+D+i in the region is relatively
low. Box 4.2 shows total public spending

on agricultural R+D+i as a percentage of the
agricultural sector GDP for LAC. It should be
noted that several countries in LAC, as well

as developing countries in general, are below
the minimum 1% suggested by international
organizations, not to mention the 3-4% that

developed countries invest.

Additional investment is necessary not only to
improve productivity and develop the needed
technologies for climate change adaptation
and mitigation, but also, as the pandemic

has dramatically shown, to make food value
chains resilient to health crises. Along with
this, it would be important to strengthen
financial support for the CGIAR system at the
international level, in order to expand work on
the necessary technologies to transform agrifood
systems and strengthen the integration of such

work into national systems.

The “third revolution” has manifestations that go
beyond primary production. Such manifestations
include precision and personalized nutrition,
the development of alternative proteins, new
packaging materials, and other similar topics,

which we will not address here.

I 4.4.2 Energy

There have always been important direct and
indirect links between agriculture and energy.
Energy is an input for agricultural production,
linked to mechanization, irrigation, fertilization,

and the drying, storage and/or refrigeration of
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Public Expenditure on R&D as a Percentage of Agricultural GDP, 2010s average

1% or more 0.5-0.9% Less than 0.5%

Brazil 1.9 Bolivia (Plurina- 0.9 Nicaragua 0.4
tional State of) Peru 0.4

Chile 1.7 Jamaica 0.9 Dominican Republic 0.3

Uruguay 1.4 Panama 0.8 Paraguay 0.3

Argentina 1.2 Belize 0.7 Venezuela (Bol. Rep. of) 0.3

Mexico 11 Colombia 0.7 Ecuador 0.2

Costa Rica 1.0 Honduras 0.2

Guatemala 0.1
Developing countries worldwide (in ASTI database)
Average 0.9 Median 0.5

Source: Prepared by the author based on ASTI data (IFPRI, 2021).

products. Agro-industrial processing and trade
also require energy for transforming, packaging,
transporting, storing, and refrigerating. In turn,
activities related to retail also use energy to place
agrifood products in the hands of consumers.
Consumers then use different forms of energy

to preserve, store, prepare and cook food. At

the macroeconomic level, energy costs affect

the population’s the disposable income and the
demand for other goods and services, including
agricultural products. Sudden increases in the
price of oil have been important factors in several
global recessions since the 1970s. Thus, oil and
agri-food product prices have historically been

closely correlated, as shown in figure 4.5.

More recently, the relationship between energy
and agriculture has expanded due to at least
two additional factors. One of them has to do
with the long-term effects that climate change
will have on agriculture, as well as climate

variability in the short-term, both associated with

the emission of greenhouse gases from the use
of fossil fuels. The other aspect is the expansion
of mandates for the inclusion of biofuels in fuel
blends. This increase in demand for agricultural
products as raw material for fuels has been one
of the causes of the rise in agricultural prices in

recent years.

Figure 4.6 shows the increase in biofuel
production in terms of tonnes of oil equivalent,
both globally and in the three main producers
(the United States of America, Brazil and the
European Union, which together accounted
for slightly less than 80 percent of the global
production of biofuels in 2018).

Biofuel mandate policies have received
criticism due to their contribution to high

food prices, their significant cost to taxpayers
and consumers, their limited contribution to
reducing greenhouse gases (which may even be

counterproductive in some cases, if indirect land
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Figure 4.5
Nominal Energy and Agrifood Product Price Indices, annual world average, 1960-2017
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Figure 4.6
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use changes are considered), and their reduced
contribution to energy independence with
current technologies. This has led to stabilization
of the cut-off percentages in the mandates for the
use of biofuels. All of which, coupled with falling
oil prices, have stopped or significantly reduced
the explosive growth of biofuel production in the
United States of America and European Union
markets, originating further international trade

conflicts for access to those markets.

Changes in biofuel policies and energy prices
have had significant impacts on corn, soybeans,
and sugar. The latest data from FAO (going up to
2013) indicate that “other uses” (i.e. not food for
humans or animals) reached 20% for corn, almost
41% for soybean oil, and almost 8% for sugar
(2010-2013 average).

Another key aspect in the relationship

between agricultural products and energy is

the significant technological shift in the latter.
Increased oil and gas production from shale

has driven down oil prices. The most recent
episode of low prices (2008-2011) seems to have
several similarities to the one that occurred in the
1980s, when technological advances in energy
(such as those now related to shale gas and
unconventional oil) and low global economic

growth led to lower energy prices.

It is also very important to note the significant
drops in the price of energy produced by
alternative sources such as solar and wind.
Particularly, the price per kilowatt hour of solar
energy in the United States of America in 2018
was less than a quarter of its value in 2010; in
the case of wind generation technologies, the

price drop has been less rapid, but still very
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significant. As a result, the cost of electricity
produced by these sources within integrated
systems is now competing in the United States
of America — without subsidies — with the
natural gas combined cycle, which is the most
conventional generation option in that country
(IRENA, 2019).

Offshore drilling technology enabled North Sea
oil production in the late 1970s — contributing to
the collapse of oil and agricultural prices in the
mid-1980s —, and shale gas and unconventional
oil have transformed the United States of
America into a net exporter of gas, cutting its
oil imports by nearly half. Potential changes

in renewable technologies, especially solar,
coupled with the advancement of electric
vehicles, may bring even more revolutionary
changes. The LAC countries must try to join the
energy transition that is underway and that,

as in the past with other technological shifts in
energy, is going to have significant impacts on
the agricultural sector. Furthermore, this energy
transition is being accelerated by the current
pandemic, which is driving an increase in remote
work and in the use of digital channels to buy

and sell products.

4.5 INNOVATIONS IN FINANCING

In a previous section, the financing of
agricultural R+D+i and the need for the countries
in the region to allocate greater resources to

it were mentioned. Aside from technology
development efforts, additional spending and
investments are needed for such technologies

to be disseminated and used at the scale

that is necessary. This requires considering
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different sources of financing for the necessary
investments that can lead to the creation of
agrifood systems that are environmentally
sustainable, generate income and decent jobs, as
well as healthy diets and, as the pandemic has
shown, are resistant to new health crises. Within
these sources it is important to consider at least
three: public spending, domestic credit, and

private sector financing.”

In terms of total public budget, LAC spent an
average of approximately USD 1.75 trillion
annually during the 2010s (or about 30 percent
of its total GDP in that period). On the other
hand, total credit to the private sector from
banking and financial brokers® in the region
was approximately USD 2.2 trillion annually
on average during the 2010s (Diaz-Bonilla and
Saravia-Matus, 2019).

Of these totals, only a minor portion has been
allocated to the agricultural sector in general.

In this sense, a more relevant indicator is the
Agriculture Orientation Index (AOI) of spending
and credit, calculated as the percentage of
agricultural spending over total spending (or
agricultural credit over total credit), and divided
by the percentage of agricultural GDP over

total GDP. Thus, a value of 1 indicates that the
agricultural sector receives the same percentage
of public spending (or credit) as its percentage in
total GDP (if it were less than 1, it receives less

than its percentage in the GDP, and vice versa).

% There are other sources, such as bilateral and multilateral
credit organizations, but their volumes of financing are
much smaller than the three sources mentioned in the
chapter (see discussion in Diaz-Bonilla, 2018b).

* This category includes private and public banks in the
countries of the region, including national development
banks, for the different sectors.

Figure 4.7 shows the data for the 2010s in LAC,
using the AOI's average and median. Clearly,
LAC countries spend on — and finance with
credit for — the agricultural sector percentages
that are less than what corresponds to it in term
of its contribution to GDP: 0.35 (average) and
0.25 (median) with regards to public spending,
and 0.76 (average) and 0.66 (median) with
regards to agricultural credit. As a reference,
the figures for these indicators in developed
countries are 1.25 and 0.55 for public spending,
and 1.95 and 1.47 for credit (Diaz-Bonilla, 2018a).

I 4.5.1 Budget expenditure analysis

Certainly, it is not only a matter of expanding
fiscal or credit resources for the sector and for
building agrifood systems that make it possible
to achieve the Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs). An important part of achieving these
goals consists in appropriately allocating
available public resources, analysing the

levels, composition, effectiveness, and equity
of spending. This requires an analysis of

public spending with a focus on the SDGs and,
especially from this chapter’s standpoint, with
regards to agri-food systems. Although there
have been several isolated attempts, there have
been no integrated analytical efforts that cover
these aspects; therefore, an analysis of public
spending based on the expanded SDG 2 should
be promoted (Diaz-Bonilla and Callaway, 2018;
Diaz-Bonilla, 2019).

With regard to public spending, the pandemic

has forced governments to implement a variety
of policies and investments in health (including
care facilities, equipment and personnel), social

protection (expanding cash transfer programmes,
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Agriculture Orientation Index (AOI) of Public Spending and Credit in the Agricultural Sector, LAC

region, 2010s
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aid and food subsidies), employment
(unemployment compensation and similar),

and production (tax cuts, credit expansion). All
this has required a variety of unconventional
monetary and fiscal instruments. A long period
of normalization of public finances and monetary
programmes will be required, which in turn

will require strong support from international

financing organizations.*

I 4.5.2 Banking and financial aspects

Achieving the SDGs requires, above all, a

*' A discussion of these issues can be found in Diaz-Bonilla
(2020), as well as a broader analysis of fiscal and monetary
aspects in Diaz-Bonilla (2015).

Public Expense

‘ Median ‘

Average
AOI AOI
Credit Credit

significant effort from the private sector, from
small agricultural producers to large commercial
companies. Central to this is the banking and
financial system. Different studies of financial
markets and the rural sector in developing
countries were carried out in the 1980s and 1990s.
However, since then there have not been any
similar efforts. It would be important to return
to this line of analysis, with concrete studies and
works, to improve macroeconomic, regulatory,
and institutional policies that lead to financial
inclusion and to overcome the limitations that
restrict financing for food and nutrition security,
as well as for achieving the SDGs (Diaz-Bonilla
and Saravia-Matus, 2019).
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There are several issues that must be considered
in this review of banking and financial aspects.
The first one is the origin and uses of the funds
that are intermediated. These can be (1) budget
allocations by the government; (2) monetary
sources related to the money supply (such as
rediscounts by the monetary authorities or

the reduction of minimum reserves required
when a bank lends to certain specific sectors);
(3) regulatory mandates, such as bank loans
coming from a certain percentage of deposits
mandatorily directed to the agricultural sector,
and (4) financing from the rest of the world,
such as loans from international organizations
that are then directed to farmers, usually
through public sector banks (Diaz-Bonilla

and Fernandez-Arias, 2019). Each mechanism
has advantages and disadvantages that must
be analysed. Particularly, updated versions

of the unconventional monetary policies that
underpinned agri-food development in the
1960s and 1970s should be considered — what
was deemed as “developmental central banks”.
But unlike that period, today the expansion

of credit for the agrifood system must be
firmly articulated with the overall monetary

programme (Diaz-Bonilla, 2015).

A second aspect to consider lies in the type of
banking and financial institutions, given the
great variety of formal and informal operators
that give credit, manage savings, and offer other
financial services to rural populations and to the
agrifood system in general. Each type of financial
institution has its own logic for doing this, with

its advantages and limitations.

Within this context, it is recommended to

reconsider the role of public agricultural

development banks. These can be powerful
instruments, but they require overcoming the
issues of the past (from not mobilizing rural
savings and not offering other rural financial
services, to issues such as inefficiency, corruption
and capture by private interests). There are
regional experiences (such as the case of BNDES
in Brazil or FIRA in Mexico) and international
development banks that can provide new ideas
for a modern redesign. Likewise, it is necessary
to reinforce the operations of cooperative,
communal, and microcredit banks, while
considering other options, such as in Chile,
where experiments with public venture capital
funds are taking place, which in turn leverage

private funds (Diaz-Bonilla et al., 2019).

The third aspect to consider is that of financial
instruments. Many times, the emphasis of the
analysis is placed on credit (usually finding that
it has an anti-agricultural bias) and on the short
term, as opposed to the longer-term credit that
is needed. Some of these problems are due to
objective issues such as customer dispersion and
low volume, as well as the presence of covariant
risks (weather, prices, pests, seasonality of
production, etc.). But there are other reasons

as well, including regulations designed for the
urban sector and for activities with more regular
cash flows than in the agricultural sector. In

this sense, attempts should be made to continue
innovating with more flexible disbursement
and payment schemes, and in line with the
rhythms of agricultural activity (as appears to
be the case in the Uruguayan livestock loan
scheme). Likewise, those successful payment
in-kind schemes should be reviewed (such as
an insurance scheme implemented in Argentina

where producers can pay in soybeans), as well



as the failures that some of these schemes have

suffered in the region (Diaz-Bonilla et al., 2019).

Finally, the development of credit for long-term
investment would require funding from public
fiscal or monetary sources, or intermediation

in the capital market. Likewise, there is a lack
of other financial products and services for the
rural population. On the financing side, other
instruments should be supported, such as
leasing, warrants, product pledges, loans to value
chains, loans to input suppliers, reassignment
of sale contracts and invoice discount, among
others. Each one requires adapting regulations
and operating mechanisms (Diaz-Bonilla et al.,
2019).

On the side of saving and financial inclusion
instruments, there is also work to be done. There
are cases where bank accounts are opened for
families that receive government transfers, as
well as other mechanisms to make it easier for
populations to access bank accounts, but their
functioning is not always analysed. Families
that receive conditional transfers use savings
accounts only to receive the money that comes
in, and which is immediately withdrawn. Other
support is needed, such as financial education
to be able to read financial statements, draft
budgets and use ATMs, which can help these
accounts also be used to increase productivity
(Diaz-Bonilla et al., 2019).

It is noteworthy that in all these cases, the
possibilities brought forth by digital technology
(internet, cell phones, mobile agencies, and
others) can lower transaction costs and generate
more information about potential clients (thus

reducing risk). For all this, investments in
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infrastructure, greater access of potential clients
to computers and telephones, and financial
education are necessary (Diaz-Bonilla et al.,
2019).

I 4.5.3 Mobilization of private investors

The third source of financing comes from private
investors, especially the so-called “impact
investors” and socially oriented investors.
Different analysts have noted that investors
worldwide have a lot of liquidity, but what is
lacking are specific projects or financial assets
for investment, with the right balance of risk and

return to attract such funds.®?

Box 4.3 presents figures for global private

wealth and for stocks and flows of investment
operations with social, environmental, or
governance motivations. Only in “green bonds”
there were almost USD 170 billion emitted in
2018, while global projections by the Climate
Bonds Initiative suggest that these emissions will

continue to grow.*

Although there are different estimates of how
much the fight against climate change will cost
globally,* it is clear that it is one of the most
sizeable components in terms of financing
needs for the 2030 Agenda. This also applies

to a large extent to the necessary food system
transformations to achieve the associated
SDGs, now with the additional requirements of

confronting the pandemic and its consequences.

* See comments from the World Bank’s IFC Vice President
of Blended Finance and Partnerships in World Economic
Forum (2017).

“ https://www.climatebonds.net/about
* See UNESCO (2017).
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Box 4.3

Global Private Wealth, Stocks and Flows
(USD)

Total Wealth of Families (2015)

ESG Investments (2015)*

250 trillion
12.9 trillion

Impact Investorst

Under Administration (2017)

Cash flow from operations (2017)

Green bonds (2018 issuance)

Sources: Prepared by the author.

Notes:

228 billion

35.5 billion

167.6 billion

* ESG Investments are those that have Environmental (E), Social (S) and/or Governance (G) considerations.
1 “Under administration” is the stock of investments (accumulated over time until the end of 2017), and “Cash
flow from operations” is the value of projects approved only in 2017.

In this context, the issue lies in how to mobilize
resources for investments that support these
goals, and particularly in rural areas in LAC.

A possible innovation for these investments
could be to extend the approach to sustainable
infrastructure presented by the Argentine

G-20 presidency during 2018, which proposed
“develop infrastructure as an asset class by
improving project preparation, addressing data
gaps on their financial performance, improving
the instruments designed to fund infrastructure
projects, and seeking greater homogeneity

among them.” (University of Toronto, 2017).

The possibility of using the same approach to
develop the necessary financial mechanisms and
structures that can attract private and public
financing in support of building efficient and
sustainable food systems, as well as achieving
the SDGs, and in which private investments play
a major role, should be explored. This could
include small irrigation and water management
systems, as well as other aspects of climate-smart
agriculture practices, such as afforestation and
reforestation, and proper management of natural
resources (Diaz-Bonilla et al., 2018). Similar ideas
could be applied to other sectors with potential
growth in rural areas, such as renewable energy

or biodiversity and ecosystem conservation.



A concrete mechanism may lie in the creation

of a Fund for the Preparation, Incubation and
Acceleration of Projects (hereinafter, FPIAP) that
helps develop a portfolio of projects related to
building sustainable, equitable, and healthy food
systems (see Diaz-Bonilla et al., 2018). This fund
could be managed jointly by FAO and CGIAR,*
and have four main functions: (a) identify and
prepare projects and possible investments,
working with small and family producers

and their communities, as well as with the
corresponding national authorities; (b) identify
possible sources of international investment

and financing, both private and public; (c)
define the financial engineering, legal and
regulatory structures, and operational aspects
that should be addressed and resolved for the
projects” economic, social and environmental
sustainability, and (d) provide support for

monitoring and evaluation activities.

The size of the FPIAP will depend on the desired
increase in investment to meet the objectives
sought in LAC. The FPIAP could be structured
as a revolving fund in which preparation costs
are reimbursed by the appropriate private and/
or public partner, after project implementation.*
With this mechanism, the FPIAP could end

up mobilizing funds for specific investments

* Sadler et al. (2016) propose different measures to increase
investment, such as to “design innovative mechanisms and
adapt others to leverage additional sources of both public
and private capital that can be directed toward climate-smart
investments in agriculture,” and “designing and piloting
new investment vehicles that can attract additional capital
by diversifying, managing and rebalancing the risk return
profiles of individual investors”.

* The Camdessus Report (Winpenny, 2003) also proposes a
revolving fund for project preparation, in this case related to
water, and especially in irrigation, considering that they are
complex and difficult to structure (especially when trying to
involve private investors with reasonable rates of return and
acceptable risk profiles).
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that would be much higher than the values

mentioned above.

4.6 FINAL CONSIDERATIONS

Achieving a sustainable food future requires
building food systems that, in accordance with
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs),
support growth and employment, ensure social
inclusion and equity, promote climate resilience
and environmental sustainability, protect
biodiversity, and create healthy diets for all.
COVID-19 has posed even greater challenges in
terms of food system robustness in the face of

pandemics.

Many political, institutional, technological and
investment innovations are going to be necessary
for this task. Some of these innovations have
been briefly reviewed in this chapter. Different
organizational options were suggested at the
institutional level, but, above all, is the need

to formalize a mechanism for programming,
implementation, and control around the

budget cycle. Regarding the current pandemic,
the importance of having a centralized
programmatic and operational coordination
centre was mentioned, one that articulates
health aspects, those related to the economy and

employment, and social protection issues.

Regarding instruments, two were highlighted
among the many which are possible: (a) new
conditional transfer schemes, which combine
support for poverty issues with productive
aspects and environmental services, and (b)
frontal food labelling with clear indicators to

combat overweight and obesity. With regards to
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technology, the need to substantially increase
investments in R+D+i was mentioned, to realize
the benefits of the “third revolution” in biology
and join the accelerated energy technology

transition.

Finally, given the importance of mobilizing
funds on a much larger scale for the necessary
transformations, the section on financing
analysed three points: (a) the need to conduct
more in-depth reviews of public spending
taking a sustainable agri-food systems approach
(or based on the related SDGs), to realign
priorities and spending; (b) review of rural
financial markets and value chain financing

to remove the obstacles that prevent financing
the necessary changes in food systems and
achieve social inclusion (this section presented
a few ideas on funding sources, institutions,
financial instruments, and the importance of
digitization, and (c) the idea of creating a fund
for the preparation, incubation and acceleration
of investment projects and alternatives for
association with private investors, in order to
mobilize the significant international liquid
assets (Diaz-Bonilla ef al., 2018).

Whatever LAC does with regards to building an
agrifood system that is fair and sustainable from
an environmental and ecosystem standpoint, has
and will have deep repercussions, not only for

its population, but for the world as a whole. The
future of the region and the world depends on us
becoming aware of the enormous challenges we

face and acting accordingly. ®
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THE GHILEAN FOOD LABELLING LAW:
A FIRST STEP AGAINST A SILENCED PANDEMIC

Guido Girardi

Doctor of Medicine and Senator of the Republic of Chile

To face the COVID-19 pandemic, governments,
societies, and resources have been mobilized in
an effort to avoid greater loss of life and damage
to the population, with substantive modifications
in economic and social relations at a global
level. Obesity, a pandemic that causes the loss
of 4 million lives directly and is associated with
41 million deaths from other chronic diseases
annually — 112 thousand deaths per day — is also
a critical factor in the most severe cases of the
novel coronavirus, but has not been subject the

same urgent care and management.

Seventy percent of the world’s obese individuals
are in low and middle-income countries,
affected mainly by the consumption of ultra-
processed products that have become a cheaper
alternative to healthy foods, amplifying the
double burden of malnutrition (undernutrition/
obesity) (Shekar & Popkin, 2020). Facing this
obesity pandemic requires — in our experience

— an alliance between science and politics for

the implementation of regulations and public

measures in accordance with the urgency of the
required changes. These should address, from

a human rights perspective, effective access to
information and healthy diets, in systems that
protect the most vulnerable areas. For this, we
must assume that this serious health problem

is, in fact, transmissible: it is contagious through
cultural and commercial practices as a result of
transnational business models, with increasingly

effective advertising as a vehicle for contagion.

Chile’s Law on Food Nutritional Composition
and its amendment relating to Advertising, came
to fruition only because the science, led by Dr.
Ricardo Uauy, did its homework by delivering,
time and again, the unquestionable arguments
with which politics — sustained by an attentive
public opinion — established the pre-eminence of
the right to know and the protection of children’s
rights, preventing its manipulation through
marketing and advertising. It was necessary

to confront powerful junk food transnationals,

which, even now, wield arguments that go
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against all evidence and are only part of a
neoliberal ecosystem that is responsible for
this Syndemic that is affecting the entire planet
(Swinburn et al., 2019).

In global terms, it is unacceptable that food is an
agent of health damage in a double dimension:
it damages the health of people and the planet.
Poorly conceived agri-food systems generate 8
percent of greenhouse gas emissions, contribute
to pressure deforestation, the consumption of
water — a scarce commodity —, the application of
pesticides, the use of fossil fuel for transport and

agrochemicals, etc.

As not only businesses but also their problems
globalize, we require global initiatives that are
in tune with the set of challenges posed today
for building sustainable food systems. Today
we know that, in addition to damaging people’s
health, obesity has huge hidden costs, including
healthcare. These health costs are projected

at USD 1.3 trillion by 2030 if we do not move
towards a healthy diet, in addition to the 1.7
trillion in social costs relating to climate change
due to greenhouse effect emissions associated
with current dietary patterns (FAO, IFAD,
UNICEF, WFP and WHO, 2020).#

However, while we accumulate information and
knowledge, our data, behaviours, and emotions
are also exposed to various technologies that do
not work in our favour, but rather increase the
asymmetry of information between sellers and

consumers, prompting us to resemble each other

# This multi-crisis translates not only into an unsustainable
food model, but also into the spread of threats of zoonotic
origin that further increase the risk of death of obese people,
such as COVID-19.

more, to want the same things and to compete
for them. With this logic, more and more people

are losing and fewer are winning.

Obesity causes 4 million deaths worldwide
annually and is increasing the risk of morbidity
in all age groups. Furthermore, more than 2
billion people in the world are overweight, a risk
factor for the 41 million people who die each
year from chronic non-communicable diseases
(CNCDs).*

Obesity and overweight advance rapidly in all
ages and in all corners of the planet. Half of the
world’s population is at risk of being obese by
2050, with the serious consequences that this
implies for their health, health systems and

public spending in countries.

Globally, between 2000 and 2016 alone, obesity in
children and adolescents has more than doubled,
with an increasingly accelerating trend among
schoolchildren, particularly in Asia (FAO, IFAD,
UNICEF, WEP and WHO, 2019). This is serious
not only because of our responsibility towards
the most vulnerable people in our society, but
also because obesity works, by age, like an
inverted pyramid: the more obese children
today, the greater the proportion of obese adults

tomorrow.

Obesity increasingly affects low and middle-

income countries, and although it used to

# It is estimated that annually CNCDs cause the loss of the
equivalent of about 120 million years of full health due to
illness or disability, or disability-adjusted life years (DALY).



be concentrated in urban areas, it is now
experiencing a substantial increase in rural areas
as well. Latin America and the Caribbean is no
exception: for every person who suffers from
hunger, there are more than six overweight or
obese. There are 12 million obese children in
the region (15%), a figure that tripled between
1990 and 2016. The same has happened with
adolescents, who almost quadrupled, from

3 to 11 million, in the same period. Non-
communicable diseases (mostly associated with
obesity) are responsible for more than 50%

of deaths in Latin America; in the Caribbean,
Mexico, Chile, and Uruguay, they cause at least
80%.

In relation to economic costs, people with obesity
represent between 25 and 50% of the expenses
for medical treatments, which in developed
countries would represent up to 7% of the total
health spending. According to ECLAC, in 2014,
Chile, Ecuador and Mexico spent up to 4.3% of
their GDP dealing with the double burden of
malnutrition (FAO, PAHO, WFP and UNICEF,
2019).

However, despite being the most serious disease
in the world, causing more deaths than wars,
accidents and any other disease, there seems to
be a general lack of awareness around obesity
and NCDs. They have been normalized, and
instead of adopting urgent measures to stop
them, we have implemented permanent care
programmes for chronically ill patients, which

increase year after year.

Addressing this task involves facing powerful
transnational interests that seek to sustain a

situation that produces millions of patients, most
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of whom seem focused on not seeking a cure, but
lifelong treatments that alleviate their symptoms.
According to studies carried out in the United
States of America, consultations with chronic
patients tend to concentrate on prescriptions and
drug adjustments, in most cases with two, and in

some cases five, pharmaceutical products.

Various investigations show that, in 2015,
treating chronic diseases arising from obesity
corresponded to 59 percent of the global profits
of pharmaceutical industries, in a global market
that amounts to USD 1 171 trillion annually.
Anti-diabetes drugs accounted for more than
85 trillion dollars in profits for these companies
during 2017, followed by antivirals and those
that treat hypertension (Business Research
Company, The, 2018). All this is part of a
neoliberal ecosystem, in which rights — such

as the right to health — are traded in a worse
than imperfect market, characterized in many
areas by the asymmetry of information between
irresponsible producers and consumers who
can be manipulated, by not having all the

background information that the industry has.

The consequences of the lack of actions aimed
at effectively addressing the causes of obesity
are increased by the appearance of the novel
coronavirus. Studies that indicate that, regardless
of the presence of other comorbidities, obesity
relates to a higher frequency of hospitalization,
invasive mechanical ventilation, critical
conditions, and death, in people infected with
COVID-19, particularly among patients under
60 years of age (Petrova et al., 2020). According
to the OpenSafely study, based on more than
17 million clinical records from the United

Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland,
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the relative risk of critical illness from COVID-19
increases by 44 percent for overweight people,
and increases almost double for the obese.
Likewise, the risk of dying from COVID-19
increases by 27 percent in overweight cases and

almost double in obesity cases (Tan et al., 2020).

The British Prime Minister changed his attitude
towards taking measures against obesity, after
being admitted to intensive care for COVID-19,
noting that he was too fat. He who had defined
himself as a “libertarian” when explaining his
opposition to public policies, changed his mind
after the experience and announced a set of
measures such as a ban on advertising for foods
high on critical nutrients, a ban on offers such
as “buy one and get one free” for these types

of products, the obligation to report calories on
restaurant menus, and a campaign to encourage
British people to lose weight, be physically active
and eat better (Schaverien, 2020; Pym, 2020;
Department of Health and Social Care, 2020).

All this happened in the United Kingdom of
Great Britain and Northern Ireland after the
alarm generated by COVID-19 in its Prime
Minister. We ask ourselves, do authorities

have to personally suffer the consequences of

a problem before they decide to address it?
Fortunately, in Chile, the Parliament made
progress on this type of measures before, based
on scientific evidence, and not on the individual

experience of senators and representatives.

5.2.1 Obesity deepens inequalities

As it spreads around the world, obesity not only

increasingly affects lower-income countries, but

it has begun to increasingly affect the poorest
populations in each country, making them more
vulnerable to a series of health problems. Every
year, 15 million premature deaths from CNCD
occur worldwide, 85 percent of which occur in
low and middle-income countries. These areas of
the world register 75 percent of the total deaths
from these diseases (32 million) worldwide
(Shekar & Popkin, 2020).

The poorest communities face economic
difficulties accessing food, and this is exacerbated
when it comes to healthy nutritious food. In
Chile, it was estimated that a quality food basket,
based on recommendations of the healthy food
guidelines made by the Ministry of Health, was
36.1 percent more expensive than the basic food
basket, which would mean that 27 percent of the
population simply could not afford it (Cuadrado
and Garcia, 2015).

Recently, in the global analysis presented in the
SOFI report® on the state of food security and
nutrition in the world, it was identified that a
healthy diet — with the recommended intake of
different food groups — can cost up to 5 times
more than a carbohydrate-based diet (starchy
foods) that provides the minimum amount of
energy (FAO, IFAD, UNICEF, WFP and WHO,
2020).

Additionally, faced with elements such as lack of
time for the preparation of traditional foods, in

a world where more people work longer hours,
and with increasingly longer travel times, the

consumption of processed products and fast-

¥ FAO, IFAD, UNICEF, WFP and WHO. 2020. The State
of Food Security and Nutrition in the World 2020. Rome
(available at: http://www.fao.org/publications/sofi/2020).



food increases. This is no longer a phenomenon
limited to high-income groups, but has moved
to lower socioeconomic levels, because ultra-
processed products — high in critical nutrients

and empty calories — are cheaper.

In Chile, socioeconomic level is directly
associated with years of schooling. The 2017
National Health Survey showed statistically
significant differences between obesity in the
population with less than 8 years of studies
(43.2% obesity) and people with more education
(29.8%, between 8 and 12 years, and 27% in
people over 12 years of studies). This type of
inequality is replicated with respect to the risk of
diabetes and arterial hypertension, for example
(MINSAL, 2017).

The Nutritional Map by the National Board

of School Aid and Scholarships (JUNAEB),
prepared on information corresponding to 86%
of Chilean educational establishments, indicates
that 52% of Chilean students are overweight or
obese. This map also shows the unequal impact
of the obesity pandemic, with up to 13.8% less
prevalence of overweight in students from
high-income districts compared to the poorest
students. Students in the lowest income quintile
are 38% more likely to be obese than those in the
highest income quintile (JUNAEB, 2020).

All these differences have implications that
range from the lower capacity of obese children
to perform adequately in the school context, to
the probability of suffering from other chronic
diseases and the consequent deterioration in

quality of life and risk of premature death.
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9.2.2 Bad products should not be
considered food

Unhealthy consumption patterns have been
globalized, affecting traditional healthy diets
—such as Mexican diets or those in important
parts of Asia —, and increased the intake of
ultra-processed products, high in calories,

fat, and sodium, and without protein, which
are distributed and packaged with massive
advertising. We applaud the increase in food
availability, which has helped reduce hunger.
But we have not paid the same attention to the
even more acute proliferation of products that
have negative effects on the population who -

unknowingly — consumes them.

The industry insists that “there are no good

or bad foods”, and that personal decisions
determine consumption, focusing instead on
sedentary lifestyles (which have also been
globalized) as the sole drivers of obesity. This is
the way of the libertarian argument, the same
one wielded by the British Prime Minister, Boris
Johnson, which he modified after spending a
few days in Intensive Care due to his overweight
problem when he was infected with COVID-19.
This argument maintains that the problem is not
the caloric intake, but the population’s reduced

energy expenditure and lack of physical activity.

Junk food producers introduce an approach that
makes it difficult to advance substantive public
policies to curb the epidemic. By holding that
people — that is, their decisions — are responsible
for obesity, they look away from the fact that
there are obesogenic environments that must be
addressed.
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The taste of salt and sugar are socially acquired.
Our body presents an evolutionary response to
these components, which involves the release

of dopamine after their consumption, which
provides short-term pleasure and encourages us
to repeat the action. The excessive consumption
of salt, fats and sugar can reach addictive levels,
generating states of temporary happiness and
immediate gratification from an easily accessible

consumption.

Ultimately, manufacturing junk food has a
similar logic to manufacturing drugs. Food is
ultra-processed to release a greater amount of
dopamine and transform the consumer into
an addict. They remove fibre, protein, and
water from the food, and add fats and refined
carbohydrates. In other words, they decrease
their nutritional quality to satisfy cravings,
causing compulsive consumption, despite

harming health.

Immediately, one wonders: Whyj, if they act in

a similar way, is the drug industry illegal and
persecuted, but the ultra-processed food industry
operates freely? The answer is that the latter has
better publicity, by protecting its actions in an
area that is not only neutral, but essential for

human life, such as food.

The big problem with the libertarian argument
is that it assumes that people can make informed
decisions, that the market works without

a tremendous asymmetry of information
between producers and consumers, and that
there is transparency. But transnational food
companies, on many occasions, falsify reality,
reduce the information about the characteristics

of their products to a maximum, and induce

the purchase with misleading advertising, even
financing “scientific” research that reaches
absurd conclusions in defence of the industry’s

economic interests.

Ultra-processed products contain an excessive
amount of fat, saturated fat, sugar and/or salt. Of
them, almost 75 percent have at least two of these
ingredients in excess. Additionally, on average
they provide 600 mg of sodium per person per
day, exceeding the daily recommendation (FAO,
PAHO, WFP and UNICEF, 2019).

In the case of cereals — a food that should be
good and healthy — producers add sugar, fat, and
salt to accentuate the flavour. This increases the
sales of a product that, once processed, becomes
harmful to our health. For decades, many parents
fed their children Kellogg’s and Nestlé cereals,
not knowing that they had up to 50 percent
sugar and more than 600 mg of salt. Ultra-
processed products with an excess of critical
nutrients cannot be called “food”, since they are
responsible for the largest global pandemic, tied
to a high prevalence of chronic disease, hospital

bed-use, medical hours, and medications.

The negative impact of ultra-processed products
is exacerbated in critical situations such as the
one produced by the COVID-19 pandemic.

The low price and high preservation of ultra-
processed products, added to panic purchases
in a scenario in which many households have
seen their income reduced, threatens to increase
their purchase and consumption. But for many
transnationals, even a coronavirus pandemic

is a marketing opportunity to encourage the
consumption of empty calories. For example,

some have permeated the British National



Health Service, offering 500 000 donuts to health
workers (Tan et al., 2020).

It is important to note that the impact of these
products is not only reduced to a high individual
caloric intake. There are other impacts that
become visible as science progresses. Here are

some of them.

Biomes

Science has advanced to a new frontier,
determining that living things are complex
ecosystems, which have more viruses and
bacteria than cells. This poses challenges for
medicine, since each human being has his or

her own biome, with only 1% of genes that are
"human" (99% are bacterial), and where 40% of
the molecules that are in our blood are produced
by bacteria in interaction with the different

systems and organs of our body.

This individual biome, unique as a fingerprint,
influences our entire physiology, assists in the
development and regulation of the immune
system, and aids in food digestion. Its alteration

causes disease.

Food plays a fundamental role in the
preservation or changes of the biome, and
several studies have shown its relationship
with the prevalence of obesity, diabetes and
cancers, as well as with behavioural changes,
stress, depressive states and autism. Along with
antibiotics, the main cause of alteration of the
bacterial populations in our body are foods
high in fat, salt, and sugar, which favour the

appearance of bacteria that affect our health.
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Epigenetics

In the new study field of epigenetics, analyses
how environmental conditions produce
modifications that are transmitted to future
generations. Obesity can alter the genetic
information encoded in the chromosomes of
each cell.*® This means the placing of genetic
conditions that increase the probability of
suffering from chronic diseases, in addition to
doubling the risk of complications and death
from COVID-19, with the aggravation that this
does not only affect the individual, but also their

descendants, that is, future generations.

5.2.3. Obesity as a culturally
communicable chronic disease

Probably, one of the main explanations for the
proliferation of the obesity pandemic and other
chronic diseases that today cause the greatest
damage to the health of the population is their
classification as CNCD, that is, non-contagious
and non-communicable. This way;, it is intended
to differentiate them from infectious diseases that
receive more powerful responses from the global
health system, as has happened with COVID-19.
This constitutes one of the greatest achievements
of the ultra-processed products industry, along
with installing the argument of individual
responsibility in decision-making regarding food

and physical activity.

% This alteration occurs by phosphorylation and methylation
of protein histones around which DNA wraps to form
chromatin. Additionally, malnutrition produces “thrifty
genes” that, present in generations with greater food
availability, produce obesity.
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The demand for harmful products, such as
tobacco, alcoholic beverages, and ultra-processed
foods, is induced through marketing, which
originates and sustains different levels of
addiction, together with the placing of cultural
patterns, already globalized, that threaten a
healthy lifestyle. In the Global school-based
student health survey, 70 percent of the countries
reported that at least half of their students ate
fast food every week; in 27 countries, two out

of 10 students ate fast food a minimum of three
times a week, and more than half of the countries
indicated that half of their students consume
sugary drinks daily. The term “food swamps”

is now being used to identify environments of
choice that strongly stimulate the consumption of
ultra-processed products, and where immediate
gratification is encouraged (FAO, IFAD, UNICEEF,
WEFP and WHO, 2019).

Thus, CNCDs are an externality of the capitalist
development model that globalized consumption
and imposed market logic over health. They are
spread and transmitted through the ingestion

of products that are promoted as ways to

achieve freedom, meaning of life, empathy,

and aspirational desire. They are disseminated
through memes — units of cultural transmission

— as informational constructs that specify
behaviours. This is a new way of spreading
ideas, similar to what an organism uses to spread
its genes, but which is part of an incessant load
of information that we are subject to on a daily

basis, mainly through the web.

To prevent these diseases, we must cut the
chain of transmission. This means, in the first
place, avoiding exposure to advertising. But this

has become increasingly difficult. Every day,

progress is being made in learning the ways in
which certain memetic units are installed in the
brain, which are then sustained permanently,
altering the receiver and converting it into the
transmitter of the idea. It is a cultural virus
associated with company names, product

types, lifestyles and global aspirations, and new
technologies make it even more transmissible.
Currently, exposure to advertising is almost
inevitable, particularly in the digital world, in
which a massive collection of data has also been
developed on the way in which people see, react

and act in front of digital advertising.

Companies like Acxiom and Oracle manage
unique identities that allow advertisers to control
in detail people’s intentions, wishes and actions.
This means personalized, segmented, relevant,
and effective advertising at levels we have

never seen before, and where data analysis from
different platforms allows reaching the same

customer repeatedly (Axciom, 2017).

Furthermore, neuromarketing has advanced

in knowledge of the physiological reaction of
individuals towards different stimuli, measuring
areas of the brain responsible for emotions

that will guide the choice of one product over
another. They also measure the emotional impact
of one or another communication action and
approach to the consumer, even using infrared
rays to determine where people direct their gaze

while being exposed to a message.

Together with Rafael Yuste, director of the
Human Brain Project worldwide, a first bill on
neuro-rights was drafted in Chile. The purpose
of this law would be to protect people from

an emerging behavioural economy, where all



aspects of our lives are transformed into desired
merchandise. We are facing a true industry of
life that, together with the internet of things, will

generate a tsunami of data.

Documentaries such as The Social Dilemma
(Netflix, 2020) show the voracity of the way in
which our data is captured, under a business
model that has raised critical voices, even
among its creators, due to the evident violation
of people’s rights to privacy in the pursuit of
profits. We are vulnerable to being intervened

at a pre-reflexive level, efficiently modelling our
consumptions and lifestyles, living inexorably
with an algorithmic companion in our lives

at the mercy of a permanent neuro-linguistic
programming of our brains, moving the cultural
and political battle to the field of algorithms and
artificial intelligence. It is not science fiction.
Elon Musk’s company Neuralink is developing
devices for direct brain-to-brain or brain-machine
interfaces, which will make us vulnerable to
sophisticated technologies, in a potential attack

on our freedom.

5.2.4 Violation of children’s rights

Far from approaching the goals regarding the
prevalence of overweight in children under
the age of 5, it has increased from 5.3% in 2012
to 5.6% in 2019, reaching 38.3 million children
worldwide (UNICEEF et al., 2020). Children and
adolescents are, in general, a priority audience
for advertising campaigns, because their
naivety and credibility facilitate the impact of
the message, they lead household purchases
in a relevant way, and because it has also been

shown that brand loyalties that last a lifetime
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are built during childhood and youth. This is

a particularly vulnerable group to advertising
that does not have the criteria or knowledge
necessary to discriminate against misleading
advertising. This group has been used in an
unacceptable way by the junk food industry to
produce substantive changes in the traditional
diet, through toys, cartoons, attractive characters,
colours, stickers, and various strategies that
hook them on products that are harmful to their
health.

The direct relationship between exposure to
junk food advertising and childhood obesity

is well established. Chile made a pioneering
effort to block the exposure of children under
14 years of age to junk food advertising during
daytime hours. This is a way to cut the chain of
transmission of obesity and its consequences. But
the various advances are lagging with the rapid
evolution of technology. Junk food marketing
now includes internet games (advergames) and
promotes going viral with rewards for inviting

other participants.

At this point, in the face of powerful industries
and trends that seem to escape all control, it

is essential to empower ourselves and face

the urgent need to take measures based on

the most universal International Convention
which is incorporated into more countries” own
legislation: the Convention on the Rights of the
Child. In its article 17, the convention obliges us
to “encourage the development of appropriate
guidelines for the protection of the child from
information and material injurious to his or her
well-being” (UNICEF, 1989). Furthermore, in its
Article 3, the Convention makes urgent action

unavoidable, putting minors, their needs, and
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their protection at the centre, by asserting that
the primary consideration that public bodies of
all kinds shall attend, should be the best interests
of the child.

In this perspective, the actions of junk food
transnationals take on a particular seriousness.
They, knowing better than anyone the
components of their products, and despite

all the evidence of the harmful consequences
for children and for the states, persist in their
behaviour, trying to sustain an addictive offer

and manipulating through advertising.

Who could publicly oppose adopting measures
aimed at solving a health problem that is on

the rise, which generates serious diseases? Who
could find it wrong to warn the public about
products that are dangerous to their health? Who
could refuse to protect children from a deception
that puts them at risk, or to create safe and food-

safe school environments? In principle, no one.

For this reason, in March 2007, I presented the
bill on the Nutritional Composition of Foods
and its Advertising, signed by all senators

of the Upper House’s Health Commission
(representatives of the national political
spectrum). The project had 11 articles that
regulated certain central criteria (Biblioteca del

Congreso Nacional, 2011), among these:

Food producers and marketers must ensure
their safety, promote rational consumption,

inform about the composition of their

products and respond to the harm they cause
consumers.

There are nutrients that are indicators of a
quality diet (whose excessive or insufficient
content is a risk factor for people’s health,
even in the long term), which must be
labelled on the packaging, such as total fats,
saturated fats, trans fats, sugar, sodium, fibre
and calcium.

Foods that have high amounts of a nutrient
whose excess would be dangerous to our
health should be visibly labelled (a traffic
light-type system was proposed).
Educational establishments should teach
healthy eating habits and warn about the
harmful effects of excessive consumption of
risky nutrients.

Schools must also be safe spaces, so foods
with excess nutrients cannot be sold inside or
within 100 metres of their access points, nor
given to children under 18 years of age.

For this reason, advertising of these products
should not be directed to minors, nor should
their consumption be induced through
strategies such as gifts, games, or contests.
We should promote an increase in hours of
effective physical activity over the course of

lengthy school hours.

From a political standpoint, with a rights
perspective, the conviction to address two central
topics was present, aiming to revert — or at least
flatten — the curve of the obesity pandemic that
led Chile to a sad first place in childhood obesity
among the OECD countries:

a. People have the right to know what they are
going to consume and to be clearly informed

about possible risks.



b. Children have rights that must be protected

from advertising manipulation.

We knew about the behaviour of the junk food
industry and its persistent blocking of initiatives
that revealed its harmful impact on the health
of the population, through pressure on decision
makers, threats in the field of international
trade, and massive marketing and advertising
deployments to mislead public opinion. But we
had the unwavering commitment of national
science, led by the internationally recognized
expert in nutrition, Ricardo Uauy, and previous
actions to report health threats by the junk food
industry that had alerted public opinion.

9.3.1 The legislative debate

The legislative process in Chile’s two-chamber
Congress is complex, and the Presidency of the
Republic has various powers to block it. The
thematic committees of parliamentarians provide
reports before the vote, covering both general
and specific topics, and if there are differences
between the Senate and the House, additional
steps are taken. There are initiatives that do not
survive the first process and others that get stuck

in one of the steps.

Additionally, due to its political composition,
achieving progress in the approval of a bill
requires consensus and the task of advancing in
the construction of majorities in the face of each
discrepancy. Hence the importance of having
the evidence that makes it publicly essential to

legislate.

The beginning of the discussion was powerful,

with the delivery of scientific information, in
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a country where concern about obesity was
already established, particularly about the sharp
upward trend in its prevalence among children.
We saw that the average consumption of salt in
Chile was double the historical average of human
consumption recommended by the WHO (5
grams), and that 80% of that consumption came
from ultra-processed foods. Just reducing salt
intake would help prevent 70% of strokes and
colon cancer cases, also avoiding 80% of coronary
heart disease in Chile. An active population, with
an appropriate body mass index, would prevent

90% of type 2 diabetes cases.

In short, there were plenty of reasons to legislate,
but the Executive had doubts about the political
viability of the project, due to the economic
interests that have historically slowed down

this type of initiatives worldwide. From the
beginning, the ultra-processed products industry
put forward the arguments that they would use
to try to stop the norm, then its implementation
and, even now, its validity, in a tireless defence

of its own profits over any other precedent:

The producers grouped in ChileAlimentos
made themselves heard as the second largest
exporting force in the country (after copper),
arguing that regulations such as the one
under discussion would substantially affect
the terms and results of international trade.
They also used the transnational discourse of
the industry, pointing out that people were
responsible for obesity, because they ate
more calories than they burn, and not food,
"which is neither good nor bad."

Finally, the producers argued each person
should have the right to choose the product
they wanted.
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They intentionally left out of the discussion

the effects of advertising and the asymmetry

of information between producers, who know
what they are selling, and buyers, who could not

distinguish between harmful products.

Without the right to know, without all the
information, with misleading advertising and
various strategies to hook children, there is no

true “freedom to choose”.

The fact that 75 percent of Chileans wanted new
nutritional labelling was not an obstacle for the
emblematic companies Nestlé and McDonald’s
to appear before the Senate Health Commission
and express their objections against increased
regulation. These interventions diluted the

initial broad agreement, tilting right-wing
parliamentarians against the norm and, as would
occur consistently in a decade of debate, the

power of science supported the policy.

The Summit on Nutrition and Health - Chile
2008, which we organized at the National
Congress, with the participation of Pekka Puska,
among other renowned experts, who managed to
reduce cardiovascular diseases in Finland by 75

percent, had two relevant effects:

a. The Executive committed to the bill
(Segunda, La, 2008) and, as food
transnationals were alerted, they withdrew
from the event in rejection of the legislation
and a frontal labelling with a “traffic light”
design (Diario Financiero, 2008).

b. The Soft Drink Association (AMBER), which
represents Coca-Cola, among others, was the
first to propose the use of Guideline Daily
Amounts or GDA, a labelling that indicates

the approximate amount of critical nutrients
of a product and its percentage contribution
to a recommended daily total, as opposed to
the established limits and the clear warning

contained in the bill.

Consequently, ChileAlimentos, the industry
reference in the country, turned the GDA into its
resistance strategy. These quickly appeared on
the packaging of transnational products, with
significant dissemination in the media. With this,

they said, legislation would be unnecessary.

To help the project move forward, the
government of Michelle Bachelet announced
some indications. Among them, that the specific
limits to critical nutrients and the specific format
of frontal “traffic light” type labelling would

not be in the law and should be addressed with
subsequent modifications in the Food Safety

Regulations.

As the creator of the project, I wanted everything
to be settled in the law. However, it was
necessary to give in to allow the bill to move
forward, which would set critical thresholds

and alert the population when a product

was harmful, also protecting children from
addiction, limiting their exposure to advertising
and manipulation, and creating healthy

environments.

In parallel, we started working with the
Ministry of Health to study the best frontal
labelling that could alert the population about
harmful products because they are high in
critical nutrients. Thus, we identified criteria
to respond to the information requirements of

Chileans, which were clearly not resolved by



Figure 5.1

Example of Guideline Daily Amounts (GDA) labelling
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Each 30g portion contains

I 6% |I 12% II A% |I A% || 6% |

of the Guideline Daily Amount for an adult

Source: Adapted from Alianza por la Salud Alimentaria, 2014.

the GDA. Our conviction is that this labelling
is deliberately done so that people do not
understand it and have no way of knowing what

is inside a container (which looks healthy).

The norm was approved in the Senate, but then
the right wing managed to place Sebastian Pifiera
in the Presidency, reducing the Executive’s
support for the initiative. Fortunately, it was

my responsibility to assume the presidency of
the Senate at the same time, which allowed the
supporters of the norm to somewhat resist the
decision to avoid advances in regulation by the

right-wing caucus.

The new government sent instructions that
relaxed the regulations, accepted the GDA and
allowed advertising, including promotions
aimed at children. In parallel, the food industry
launched a communication campaign entitled
“Informed, you eat well”, which explained the
GDA, implemented “voluntarily” less than a
year and a half ago in 2 300 products (40 percent
of the market) (Mercurio, El, 2010).

Science and politics joined forces, and with Dr.
Uauy and other specialists we denounce that, de
facto, the Ministry of Health allowed companies
to define which was the best labelling, thus
renouncing their role as the Health Authority.
And with his answer, the Minister of Health,
Jaime Manalich, demonstrated it: “Today,
labelling has to follow international standards”
(Tercera, La, 2010a).

“As president of the international commission
that examined the recommendations for

diet and physical activity to prevent chronic
heart diseases, I can say in a responsible way
that what ChileAlimentos is publishing as
international guidelines does not correspond
to the WHO recommendations,” replied doctor
Uauy (Tercera, La, 2010b). And he was right.
The following day, the Ministry of Health was
forced to file a claim with the Council of Self-
Regulation and Advertising Ethics to withdraw
the nutritional labelling launched by the food
industry (Tercera, La, 2010c). Science won, and

then politics would win when the Chamber of
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Deputies rejected the bulk of the modifications
proposed by the President of the Republic and
the right-wing parliamentarians, which distorted

the initiative.

It was then up to the Senate to deal with the bill
again, where the right-wing parliamentarian,
Evelyn Matthei, “denounced” — as if it were a
bad thing — that “a bill like the one that Senator
Girardi is defending has never been established

in any part of the world. Never!”

The rejection in the Upper House to President
Pifiera’s ideas led the initiative to a new
procedure, in which a Mixed Commission, of
senators and deputies, managed to return the
wording of the norm to what was proposed by
the government of Michelle Bachelet. According
to our legislative system, it then had to be ratified
by a vote in the Senate and then by the Chamber
of Deputies.

Faced with this defeat, the Chilean right
manifested itself through the director of its
main think tank, the Freedom and Development
Institute, accusing us of trying to make

parents renounce the duty of educating their
children and reduce their individual freedoms.
Specifically, it called on the Executive to use

its veto power “to prevent the State from
committing the cruelty of taking candy from a
child” (Larrin, 2011).

Without taking responsibility for the fact that
two out of three Chileans die from obesity
and its consequences, the right wing insisted
on deregulation with fallacious arguments.
For which we had to answer, with Dr. Ricardo

Uauy: on the contrary, the norm establishes

the people’s right to know which foods are

bad so that parents (and children) can make
informed decisions, and also promotes freedom
for children, avoiding their manipulation
through advertising. To achieve this, individual
decisions are not enough, but it is up to the State
to guarantee the rights involved through the
regulation of private entities that affect collective
goods, generating, for example, obesogenic

environments (Girardi and Uauy, 2011).

It was not only the law that was at stake, but

a way of understanding society. The rejection

of the business community was total. The
highest Chilean industrial organization, the
Manufacturers” Association (Sofofa) assured that
the approval of the initiative would generate
“negative effects on the industry, such as plants
closing, job losses and decreased investment in
Chile, limiting, in addition, the importing and

exporting of products” (Diario Financiero, 2011).

On the same day, the Ministry of Health
withdrew its support of the initiative, and

the Minister, Jaime Manialich, described the
project as “absurd and completely inapplicable”
(Mercurio, El, 2011). The Minister of Economy,
Juan Andrés Fontaine, entered the debate by
arguing that the proposed legislation would
affect “competitiveness and employment,”
adding that “it may be incompatible with our
free trade commitments, it can be considered that
this is a limitation and may put obstacles to our
exports, affecting the employment of the seafood
and agriculture exporting industry” (Segunda,
La, 2011).

Brutally, the food industry had exercised all its

power and forced the Government to act against



all the arguments of science, threatening to
withdraw funding for the Telethon and sports
activities. But this created rejection among
citizens and drew public attention which, in
short, allowed the lobbying industry to be
confronted, leading even the anti-regulation

senators to support the project.

Thus, the law that upholds the consumers right
to know was approved, establishing frontal
labelling requirements to identify foods “high
in”, and prohibits both their advertising and
“hooks” (toys, stickers, games, etc.), as well as
their sale in schools. But after being defeated in
the Senate, the Government decided to veto the
law, a recourse in the Chilean legislative system
in which the president can eliminate aspects of a
project that s/he opposes, even when they have

already been approved in Congress.

To confront it, we mobilized. A group of
parliamentarians protested for several days in
front of the governmental palace, with signs
saying that the president had handed over
children’s health to transnational corporations.
On the third day of the protest — and before the
imminent arrival of the then president-elect of
Peru, Ollanta Humala, at the Governmental
Palace — we were unexpectedly received by the
Minister Secretary General of the Presidency,
Cristian Larroulet, who coordinated a meeting
that I held the following day with President
Pinera (Mostrador, El, 2011).

At that meeting we agreed that the original
front label wording — not the DGA — would

be maintained, and that two complementary
initiatives would be sent as bills for immediate

discussion: one related to the mandatory increase

CHAPTER 5| 109

in physical activity hours, and another on
advertising restrictions. By presidential intention,
the sponsorship of sporting and artistic-cultural
events from abroad was excluded from the
application of the norm, restricting it only to

national events. %

Finally, on June 6, 2011, Law 20 606 on
Nutritional Composition of Foods was enacted.
Then, on November 6, 2015, its amendment, Law

20 869 on Food Advertising, was published.*

These were years of intense efforts to provide
Chile with a pioneering law in the world,

one that clearly established that there are bad
products for our health, and that the population
should be adequately alerted of this. And, it took
even more years to protect children from the
manipulation and abuse of their naivety through

advertising.

But the junk food industry had not given up.
There was still a long struggle so that the

law would not become a dead letter and was
implemented according to the spirit that inspired

us as legislators.

9.3.2 The regulation battle: Limits,
portions, warnings, and enforcement

In many cases, to put a law into practice,

we require the administrative directive of a

°! The Executive Branch took 7 months to send the Food
Advertising Bill. The initiative that increased physical
education hours remained in a simple declaration of
intentions of the then Minister of Education.

52 Law 20 606 on Nutritional Composition of Foods

and its Advertising is available at: https://www.bcn.cl/
leychile/navegar?idNorma=1041570. Law 20 869 on Food
Advertising is available at: https://www.bcn.cl/leychile/
navegar?idNorma=1083792.
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regulation, a power that the President of the
Republic has in Chile. In the case of Law 20 606
on Nutritional Composition of Foods, it was
determined that it would be up to the Ministry
of Health to define some relevant dimensions,
such as the specific limits above which a product
would be considered “high in” critical nutrients,
as well as the specific characteristics of the
frontal warning with which products with excess

energy, sugar, salt and/or fats must be labelled.

The industry thought it would have a new
opportunity to avoid the regulation, and the
Pifiera government spent a year and a half
trying to create and validate a regulation that
violated the new legislation. The Ministry of
Health regulation established a threshold of
critical nutrients per serving only for 20 food
groups, proposing the idea of a single warning
— which could be presented in different colours,
in tune with the packaging — to include one

or various critical nutrients that the product
contained in excess. Additionally, that version
of the regulation excluded fast food from its
application, and products labelled before the
publication of the law would not be required to

include the warning.

It was “a tailored suit” for the industry, but once
again science joined our position, questioning
even the weak limits on critical nutrients in

the Ministry’s regulation. For example, they
accepted that soft drinks could have 12.5 grams
of sugar per 100 ml. (a figure that is above the

11 grams per 100 ml. that they had at that time),
and cereals could have 0.5 grams of salt per 100
grams, when children should eat a maximum of

1 gram of salt per day (Mercurio, El, 2013).

The Government had hired technical and
scientific studies on the matter, but — as their
own authors denounced — they simply did not
have them at hand at the time of making the
regulations. This forced us to carry out new
demonstrations in front of the Government
Palace to prevent deliberation by the

Comptroller’s office.

On March 11, 2014, Michelle Bachelet assumed
again the Presidency of the Republic of Chile.
The first thing we requested was the withdrawal
of Pifiera’s regulation from the Comptroller’s
Office, so that we could draft one that did
comply with the spirit of the law.

Junk food producers decided to create the
Association of Food and Beverage of Chile (AB
Chile), a new model, leaving ChileAlimentos in
the past. Its purpose was to create a more active
resistance front to the new legislation and the
Tax Reform project that we promoted, which
included an additional tax on sugary drinks

(Diario Financiero, 2014a).

At our request, the Bachelet administration
formed a Committee, this time made up of
experts, with a declaration of interests and
representatives of the scientific world — among
them, Dr. Ricardo Uauy, who added to his
international recognition the National Science
Award -, to create the new regulation in
accordance with the spirit of the Nutritional
Composition of Foods Law. Those of us who
were part of it were entering unprecedented
terrain. How to determine, with scientific
evidence, what were the limits on which to
consider that a product is “high in” a critical

nutrient?



The answer was simple: if for centuries humanity
subsisted healthily on the natural contents of
food, then processed products should not exceed
those limits. Still, it was a huge scientific task:
establishing thresholds, for both liquids and
solids, based on their natural composition, using
a single metric for all types of food. Therefore,
we used standard units of measure (100 grams
for solids) and (100 millilitres for liquids), thus
avoiding artificial manipulation of “portions”.
The only foods excluded were raw materials that
exceeded the norm (such as oils, flour, sugar,

rice, or salt).

In mid-2014, we presented the new regulations,
with strict limits (which were soon endorsed by
an independent PAHO study). The regulation
also reached fast food: processed products that
exceeded the limits were obligated to be labelled
in the front with the warning stamp “high in”
(black octagons, also called black discs, similar
to the Stop sign, displayed in figure 4.4 of this
book), and were also unable to do any type of

promotion aimed at children.

With the conviction that the “traffic light”
approach — which uses colour-coding to identify
critical nutrients concentrations — was the best
type of front labelling, focus groups were carried
out throughout Chile, because we wanted to

be sure that that even 6-year-olds could clearly
identify the warnings. To our surprise, the results
of the study determined that the black discs were

the most clearly and quickly understood.

When we made the decision to select this image
for front labelling, we received an industry visit.
The same people who in 2008 managed to veto

the “traffic light” system, asked us to replace it.
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At the time, ironically, we thanked the producers
for resisting when they did because otherwise,
we would not have come to recognize the power
of black disc labelling.

AB Chile’s complaint was immediate. They
created a powerful lobby at a national level
demanding that the warning be modified, that
the limits be raised, that the idea of “portions”
returned to the table (instead of the 100 g/ml
units) — because by manipulating the size of the
products they could try to avoid the discs, and
that they be given more time (Diario Financiero,
2014b).

In parallel, the National Association of
Advertisers (ANDA Chile) questioned the Food
Advertising Law, which, among other things,
prohibited the use of attractive images for
children in their packaging, claiming that some
companies would have to change their business
model and restructure their products or target
audience. For the marketing world this was a
problem, but for those of us who promoted the

law it was a demonstration of its usefulness.

Advertisers were the first to bring up a new
form of industry resistance around intellectual
property rights. Their argument was that food
companies have intellectual property on their
brands, images and any creative element of
consumption. Therefore, that gives them the
right to control how the public sees them, and
this law would restrict the way the public

perceived them.

Against all the evidence gathered by the WHO,
the CEO of the World Federation of Advertisers,
Stephan Loerke, would go further, stating
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that “there is no direct relationship between
advertising and obesity.” Meanwhile, Roco
Rinaldi, Secretary General of the International
Food and Beverage Alliance, which groups 11 of
the main food brands in the world, warned that
norms of this nature would distance them from
self-regulation commitments (Diario Financiero,
2014c).

These complaints found ears in a sector of the
Government. The Undersecretary of Economy

of the Government of Bachelet, Katia Trusich,
surprised us by having the same discourse as the
industry, stating that “if the shelves are all black
and all the products exceed the critical nutrients,
the consumer will have no options”, showing her
willingness to return to the idea of “portions”,
and opening a new dialogue with producers

about the regulation (Diario Financiero, 2014d).

At that time, November 2014, I was invited

to participate in the Second International
Conference on Nutrition, organized by FAO and
WHO in Rome, to share the Chilean experience
with the innovative Law on Nutritional
Composition of Food and Food Advertising.
Transnationals are fully aware of the impact of
their business model on millions of children in
the world, condemning them to a life of illness
and premature death, generating addictions
and taking advantage of their naivety. This
constitutes a violation of the essential rights

of children, so, without euphemisms, in front

of 500 attendees, in the presence of the Pope,
and of companies such as Nestlé, Kellogg's,
McDonald’s, and Coca Cola, I described them as
the “paedophiles of the 21st century”, for their
abuse and violation of children’s rights with

misleading advertising.

In Chile, faced with the industry’s campaign

of terror, the Executive began to hesitate, and I
stated that setbacks in the Regulations would
mean my withdrawal from the government
alliance. This triggered a conversation with

the president, Michelle Bachelet, who, as a
paediatrician and former Minister of Health,
shared the vision of our regulation. In the end,
Bachelet chose not to compromise the objectives,
granting only more time to the industry, in a

gradual four-year adaptation process.

On June 26, 2015, the Official Gazette published
the regulation that established decreasing
thresholds for the critical nutrients that a product
could have, until finally reaching in 4 years

those that we scientifically established. Its most

relevant aspects are detailed in box 5.1.

But the approval of this regulation did not
mean the surrender of the junk food companies,
who continued to try and nullify the norm,
legally and in practice. In an unusual manner,
the Santiago Chamber of Commerce requested
foreign diplomatic representatives to intercede
with Chilean health authorities to amend

regulations (Diario Financiero, 2015).

The Italian company, Ferrero, threatened to take
Chile before the World Trade Organization, in

its struggle to continue marketing the Kinder
Surprise product, an egg-shaped chocolate with
a toy inside. If they wanted to sell the product,
Ferrero had to reformulate the chocolate, because
the law expressly prohibits “hooks” — like the
toy — on any product with a “high in” stamp.
Faced with the complaint threat to the WHO,

our response was clear: we launched a campaign

against its flagship product, Nutella, accusing
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Box 5.1

Relevant Aspects of the Regulation for the Law on Nutritional Composition of Foods and its
Advertising

A. Thresholds

The definition of thresholds to determine the products that contain an excess in critical nutrients has two purposes,
(1) to identify the “bad” products that exceed those limits, by means of warnings that discourage their consumption,
and (2) getting the industry to reformulate their products. For this, we provided intermediate requirements that, after
4 years, would reach:

THRESHOLDS Energy Sodium Total Sugars Saturated Fats
kcal/100g mg/100g g/100 g/100g

Solid foods 275 400 10 4

Liquid foods 70 100

B. Warnings

The regulation establishes that products to which sodium, sugars or saturated fats have been added, and their
content exceeds the limits established for critical nutrients or the maximum energy limit, must be labelled with the
warnings “high in” (black octagons that emulate a Stop sign, figure 4.4).

C. Advertising

The regulation specifies that advertising directed to minors under 14 years of age of any “high in” product cannot be
carried out, regardless of the place where it is carried out. Advertising is considered to be aimed at this age group if it
uses children’s characters or figures, animations, cartoons, toys, children’s music; or if it has the presence of people or
animals that attract the interest of children under 14 years of age; or if it contains fantastic statements or arguments
about the product or its effects, children’s voices, children’s language or expressions, or situations that represent their
daily life, such as school, recess or children’'s games.

Additionally, in the advertising of these foods, interactive applications, games, contests, or other similar elements
aimed at children under 14 years of age cannot be used, nor may they be present on websites whose visitors are more
than 20 percent children. In turn, these products cannot be offered or given for free to children under 14 years of age,
nor use commercial hooks directed at them, such as: toys, accessories, stickers, incentives, or similar. Furthermore,
they cannot be sold, marketed, promoted or advertised within kindergarten, basic or secondary education
establishments.

Source: Adapted from MINSAL (2019a).

it of damaging the environment and promoting :  would depend on adapting to more demanding
global warming, as well as contributing to consumers — who would now have all the
obesity. Soon after, Ferrero gave up. | information - opted to initiate reformulation

: processes of their products, reducing critical
Transnational corporations and food companies :  nutrients to avoid the discs. This is the case of
began to split. Some, who understood that : Soprole, who modified its products to levels that

regulation was here to stay and surrendered to . allowed them not to have warning stamps and

the evidence that their permanence in the market . turned this fact into an advertising asset.
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McDonald’s decided to continue marketing its
Happy Meal (with toy included) and the Public
Health Institute (ISP) detected sodium beyond
the limits in one of its stores, so they opened

a health summary that prohibited the use of
the “hook”. The measure applied only to that
location, and samples in many locations would
be required to extrapolate it to the entire junk
food chain (Mercurio, El, 2016). McDonald’s
main competitor, the Burger King chain, decided
to withdraw the toy from its products aimed at
children, as well as to advertise this fact, setting

the standard for fast food franchises.

AB Chile charged against the regulation and the
warning through advertising spots that ridiculed
the norm in absurd situations carried out by
well-known actors and athletes (who were paid
for this). This led us to gather a powerful front of
politicians, experts, scientific societies, deans of
medical schools, health unions and international
entities, which accused the industry of lying and
trying to sabotage public policies (Mercurio, El,
2016). In addition to public rejection, the impact
of the response was devastating (see section
5.3.3).

Coca-Cola belonged to AB Chile but had chosen
to reformulate several of its products to preserve
its place in the market. Publicly, the beverage
transnational said that it rejected AB Chile’s
campaign during their discussion within the
group (Diario Financiero, 2016). Those who did
choose to resist the legislation began a legal battle
over brand issues. The industry tried to justify
the advertising aimed at children by arguing
that the objected images aimed at capturing the
attention of children were duly registered with

the National Institute of Industrial Property

(INAPI), so their use could not be questioned.

Nestlé, for example, argued that the use of
characters in their cereal boxes “high in” critical
nutrients is associated solely and exclusively
with the trademark registration, and they have
been used for years, fulfilling the important role
of allowing their products to be distinguished in
the market (Nation, La, 2016). The transnational
PepsiCo sued the Chilean treasury arguing

that the animal cartoons in their products

were protected as intellectual property, so

that in Chilean legislation this constituted an
“expropriation” (Mostrador, El, 2017). Carozzi
litigated a failed protection appeal to the
Supreme Court with the same justification,
maintaining that the right to intellectual property
was guaranteed in the Constitution of the
Republic; this company insists, to this date, on

trying to overturn the law and its regulations.

We believe that it is necessary to recognize those
who have opted for best business practices,
adapting to full compliance with the law. These
organizations realize the importance of business
practices that effectively respond to social

responsibility.

9.3.3 Impact of the norm in Chile

In July 2019, even though the regulation had just
entered into full force with its final thresholds on
critical nutrients, the Ministry of Health assessed
the main impacts since the law on Nutritional
Composition of Foods was passed. These include
the following (MINSAL, 2019b):

Compliance with the regulation — labelling

food with warning stamps, restricting



advertising of “high in” foods, and
prohibiting their sale in educational
establishments — reached an average of 75%
between June 2016 and December 2017, and
exceeded 80% during 2018, according to the 2
600 audits carried out that year.

The high regard and understanding of the
policy are evidenced by citizen ratings of 5.7
and 6.2, respectively, on a scale of 7.

Among people surveyed, 92.9% stated that
they understood the information provided by
the stamps; 48.1% considered the presence/
absence of warning stamps when shopping,
and among those who bought the products,
79.1% indicated that the stamps had

influence on their purchase.

External and independent evaluations on the
law’s results carried out by national academic
groups led by the Institute of Nutrition and Food
Technology (INTA) of the University of Chile, in
conjunction with the Diego Portales University
and the University of North Carolina showed
that, in the first year of the law’s implementation
(Mercurio, El, 2019a):

The purchase of breakfast cereals decreased

(14%), sugary drinks 23.7%, and packaged

desserts 17%;

An average reduction between 46 and 62% in

in praeschoolers and adolescent’s exposure

to food advertising.

A survey by the CADEM consultancy firm
carried out in January 2019 revealed that 63%

of consumers looked at labels before choosing a
product; 50% chose to stop buying products with
stamps, and the critical nutrient most avoided
was sugar (44%) (Mercurio, El, 2019b).

In September 2019, the third “Chile eats healthy”

CHAPTER 5| 115

survey showed that the association between the
concepts “home cooking” and “healthy eating”
grew significantly, from 23% in 2017 to 39% in
2019. Ninety one percent of Chileans say they are
aware of the changes they should make in their
diet to eat healthier (GFK-Adimark, 2019).

A recently published study points out that, in the
first year of the regulation, the rate of products
“high in” any given critical nutrient fell from

51 to 44%. The frequency of “high in” sugar
products for several food categories (beverages,
milk, cereals, sweet pastries, jams, and salty
spreads) was reduced from 80 to 60%. Among
“high in” sodium products, the frequency
decreased from 74 to 27% (salty spreads, cheese,
ready meals, soups, and cold meats). Among
“high in” saturated fat products, only the salty
spreads category decreased in frequency and,
of the “high in” energy products, only breakfast
cereals decreased in frequency (Reyes et al.,
2020).

9.3.4 Impact of the norm internationally

The Chilean labelling initiative has had an
influence in different countries, thanks to our
active work with the Pan American Health
Organization and FAO. With them, we have
carried out workshops, seminars and activities
that have managed to spread the need for frontal

labelling and restrictions on food advertising.

In the case of Ecuador, President Lenin Moreno
received a copy of our original initiative — which
contained the “traffic light” labelling approach
—, thus contributing to the discussion in that

country. It served also as a contribution to the
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discussion that Congressman Jaime Delgado
held in Peru, with whom we collaborated
extensively to help the legislative process in that
country. The Chilean idea was later adopted in
Israel, Mexico, and Uruguay. In Canada, Brazil,
and Guatemala it is being studied. Likewise, we
have maintained a permanent support agenda
for dissemination of the norm, participating in
collaboration meetings in various countries in

Asia, Africa, Europe, and Latin America.

The Pan American Health Organization
declared front labelling systems as an effective
measure to warn the population about excess
sodium, sugar and /or fat content in processed
and ultra-processed products — along with the
regulation of advertising —, providing technical
cooperation for the implementation of these
actions in different countries. The anti-obesity
“Chilean model” has also been recognized for
generating non-obesogenic environments in
children, specifically regarding two key aspects:
(a) eliminating exposure of minors to advertising
and (b) prohibiting the sale of “high in” critical

nutrients products inside schools.

In recognition of this initiative, FAO appointed
me as a motivational agent in the fight against
all forms of malnutrition, and awarded me the
Jacques Diouf Award (which was donated to
research initiatives in Chilean universities). The
InterAmerican Heart Foundation also granted
me the Science of Peace Award. I accepted

them on behalf of those who accomplished the
daunting task of pushing through this legislation,
but it was not merely an achievement by people
— although it did require an unthinkable amount
of patience and perseverance —, but the product

of a permanent alliance between science and

politics, in opposition to powerful transnational
companies who tried to prioritize their benefits

over people’s health.

I want to thank PAHO, FAO and its director,
José Graziano, for having been great promoters
of the Chilean legislation worldwide. I also
thank them for having instituted an innovative
strategy of political-technical collaboration in
the Parliamentary Fronts against Hunger, a key
instrument to carry forward the discussion of

initiatives like ours in various places.

Undoubtedly, our experience with this law
allowed us not only to advance in trying to stop
the rising obesity curve, but also to establish
that, even under a neoliberal model that seeks
to avoid regulation, there are issues that must
be regulated and are more important than any

economic consideration.

Regarding obesity, our next challenge relates

to the application of specific taxes on the
consumption of foods with critical nutrients. In
2016, the Chilean Ministry of Finance brought
together an interdisciplinary group of experts,
who in their report calculated taxes that would
allow, in an ideal scenario, to reduce the
excessive consumption of salt, sugar, saturated
fat and, thus, obesity among the population. The
authors indicate that if we apply them together,
we will be able to reduce cases of arterial
hypertension by 63.7%, cardiovascular accidents
by 43%, and heart attacks by 22%. Furthermore,
if excess weight is reduced this way, we can
prevent 58% of new diabetes cases (Agostini et
al., 2018).



Additionally, less than 20 percent of the Chilean
population consumes the recommended amounts
of fruits and vegetables. For this reason, we have
proposed free access to fruits and vegetables at
produce fairs — through green cards exclusive for
this purpose — for people with lower incomes, in
parallel with subsidies for healthy eating, making

it more affordable for the entire population.

We continue to promote an increase in physical
activity at schools, through a norm that
mandates at least one hour per day, and provides
that children can go in sportswear to their

educational establishment.

Fortunately, the closing of schools because

of the COVID-19 pandemic has not affected

the School Meal Plans, for which the daily
rations were replaced by monthly boxes of
products to prepare at home. Six months after
the appearance of coronavirus cases in Chile,
about 12 million baskets have been delivered to

children from vulnerable households.

With the aim of promoting access to water in
sufficient quantity and quality, we are promoting
a legislative initiative that obliges restaurants to
provide it free of charge, also demanding that
drinking water fountains be installed in public

places, also free of charge.

Nevertheless, we are concerned that this new
pandemic has increased the massive use of
fast-food delivery systems, panic purchases
when confinement measures are announced or
replaced, and the acquisition of ultra-processed
foods that, being synthetic, have greater
durability.
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As a result of COVID-19, about 20 percent of
jobs in Chile have been lost, with tremendous
consequences on family income, especially on
the poorest. But when faced with the need to get
our economies back on track, we must not lose
the ability to change them. We cannot go back to
greater job insecurity or give priority to the usual
“pro-growth” business criterion at the expense
of the interaction of more actors in different
production processes, who put human beings at
the centre of their work and are in accordance
with the demands imposed by the planet and its

conservation.

And even if we manage to move forward within
the reality of each country, with innovative or
harsh measures, the obesity pandemic is the
result of an extreme neoliberal model, where the
gains of a few are imposed on measures for the

common good, for solidarity and reasonability.

The Global Syndemic (undernutrition/obesity/
climate change) demands urgent changes at a
global scale. COVID-19 makes the ecological
multi-crisis that we face even more apparent

— and will exacerbate it in many ways. Now
more than ever, it is essential to put a stop to the
industrial food model that has been installed and
nurtured by neoliberal globalization, without
giving in to the ideological use of crises as an
excuse to allow greater environmental and social
abuse by those who enrich themselves against
the common good, and against the future,
harming first — but not exclusively — the most

vulnerable populations.

The pharmaceutical business regarding chronic
diseases impacts other health areas, making it

unprofitable, for example, to conduct research
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on antibiotics against ultra-resistant bacteria
that are beginning to reach hospitals more and
more frequently. Where do these bacteria come
from? Some come from food production — such
as the gigantic salmon farms that use excessive
antibiotics —, which we are currently trying to

limit through a bill that is pending in Chile.

Today we know that, in addition to the
tremendous damage to human health, the
neoliberal food system is causing unprecedented
environmental damage. This system contributes
up to 37 percent of human-generated greenhouse
gas emissions, also causing deforestation, soil

degradation, and loss of biodiversity.

According to a report by the United Nations
Environment Programme (UNEP), 90 percent of
countries have ignored two of the most effective
strategies to combat climate change in their
action plans: reducing meat consumption and

decreasing food waste (Quifionez, 2020).

Due to their negative effects on people’s health,
junk food and bad foods should be considered
as waste, because they do not meet nutritional
goals and put pressure on the planet. But, even
without considering that, this poorly conceived
system results in the loss of a third of the food

that is produced.

The health of the planet is the health of people
and vice versa. Climate change is one of the
causes of zoonoses that affect us today. At the
same time, it reduces our ability to produce
food, both in quantity and quality. This has
been warned by FAO director José Graziano,
in relation to the production of cereals and the

decrease in their protein content.

In terms of food consumption, neoliberalism uses
libertarian discourses, holding that consumption
patterns respond to people’s decisions, omitting
the fact that the patterns are not accidental,

but generated by commercial interests that
manipulate people in the search for status and
immediate gratification. The obesity pandemic is
not the result of the sum of individual decisions,
but rather reflects the impact of advertising,
supermarket promotions, etc. People’s
responsibility is inhibited by actions designed to

encourage harmful behaviour.

In the same way, the damage that the planet has
suffered is not the result of isolated decisions,
nor of specific situations that are adopted in

a country or in a productive sector, but of an
economic model that damages and pushes
economies towards immediate approaches that
jeopardize the future. A sustainable food system
— without deforestation, without pollution,
without waste, without ultra-processed products,
without alteration of zoonoses or human genetics
— requires a series of global public policies that
cannot wait for world leaders to be personally

affected to become aware.

As long as initiatives are isolated and we fail to
collectively make decisions to tackle underlying
issues, as long as the causes of the problems are
silenced and the voices willing to confront large
transnational companies in defence of the rights
of people are not united — while neoliberalism
puts money above people’s lives and the future
of the planet —, humanity will continue to

generate more problems than it can solve.
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6.1 INTRODUCTION

This chapter highlights recent developments

in Brazilian public policies centred on healthy
eating, with special emphasis on initiatives

to regulate healthy food production and
commercialization. Events are presented in
chronological order, so the reader may get a clear
picture of the progress, difficulties, outcomes,
and future challenges regarding these public

policies.

In 2020, Brazil’s Consumer Protection Code
(CDC) turned 30 years old, an important
achievement for the consumer movement in
the country, which recognized consumers’
vulnerability in the food market and, therefore,
the need to implement government actions to
effectively protect the weakest link in the food
chain. These 30 years have seen significant
social and institutional changes. Among
retailers, supermarket chains have solidified
their position as the main food suppliers. The
National Health Surveillance Agency (ANVISA),

a regulatory agency for health surveillance,

was created in 1999, and the Fome Zero (Zero
Hunger) Programme, an unprecedented effort to
guarantee food and nutrition security, began in
2003.

In the field of public health, the chronic
malnutrition of the previous decades has been
replaced by poor diets, reflected in the alarming
rates of overweight and obesity. This new face
for food and nutrition insecurity lit a “red light”
within the country’s health teams, who then
allied with consumer movements and launched
an unprecedented campaign to promote food
quality. On the other side of the chain, the food
industry defends itself by resorting to courts and

parliamentary forums.

In the economic sphere, after years of continuous
reduction in poverty and food insecurity rates, a
political and economic crisis that began in 2015
caused a reversal of trends, associated with an

unemployment rate not seen in recent history.
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The 2020 pandemic hit when the country was
taking its first steps towards economic recovery,
which posed new challenges for public managers

and Brazilian society.

The first case of COVID-19 was registered on
February 26, 2020. By October, the disease

was already present in 99.9% of Brazilian
municipalities, with more than 5 million people
infected and more than 160 thousand registered
as deceased nationwide (Brazilian Ministry of
Health, 2020).

In addition to the health tragedy, the pandemic
affected the population’s food supply,

causing the prices of basic food products to
increase significantly. Another major impact

on household food security was the closing

of primary and secondary schools. In Brazil,
more than 40 million children receive meals
daily at school, with the support from the
Federal Government’s National School Feeding
Programme (PNAE). In many poorer regions,
school meals are the main source of nutrition for
thousands of children. Regional and municipal
governments are responsible for implementing
school meal programmes, and their response to
the plight of those most in need differed widely.
In several cities, food was distributed in the form
of a basic basket,* while in others, e-cards were
implemented to electronically transfer monetary

resources.” But, in a large number of cities,

% See G1 Sul de Minas (2020), available at: https://g1.globo.

com/mg/sul-de-minas/noticia/2020/04/02/prefeituras-
doam-alimentos-da-merenda-para-alunos-carentes-apos-
suspensao-de-aulas-em-mg.ghtml.

% See the Food Card (Agéncia Brasil, 2020), available at:

https://agenciabrasil.ebc.com.br/educacao/noticia/2020-07/
sp-estende-cartao-alimentacao-todos-os-alunos-da-rede-
municipal.

especially among those poorest, either nothing
was done, or the measures came months after

schools closed.”

On the food supply side, the closing of street
markets and traditional food distribution
points affected the supply of millions of family
farmers, with associated losses of perishable
food, financial losses, and many uncertainties
about the future (Rocha, 2020). The few farmers
with access to the internet and social networks
managed to recover part of the lost market (G1
Parana RPC, 2020), but for most of them were
outside of these possibilities (Colussi, 2020).

This chapter provides the regulatory frameworks
around food systems and notes their recent
evolution and current developments. The text
also analyses new contemporary challenges

and how different social actors have positioned
themselves to defend their interests. To conclude,
it highlights several impacts of the COVID-19
pandemic, which is threatening to deepen the

public health crisis due to poor nutrition.

6.2 FOOD POLICY IMPROVEMENTS

6.2.1 The Fome Zero Programme
(2003-2010)

To understand the current dynamics of the
Brazilian food and nutrition security system, it
is necessary to go back in time, precisely to the
start of President Lula Da Silva’s Government,
in 2003, and the Fome Zero (Zero Hunger)

Programme, a great effort to eradicate hunger in

% See Rede Brasil Atual (2020).



the countryside. This programme did not consist
of a specific type of action, nor was it focused

on a particular target population, rather it was

a holistic public action strategy. The Forme Zero
strategy was universal in nature and involved
programmes and actions carried out from 2003 to
2010. It combined more immediate social policies
with structural actions in the economic sphere,
such as job creation, minimum wage increases,

and economic growth.

During this period, the Food Acquisition
Programme (PAA) was created, which
simultaneously served two groups of
disadvantaged people: (a) family farmers with
difficulties marketing their surpluses and (b)
hungry people in the cities. The programme
would buy food from local farmers at fair prices

and donated it to food-insecure families.

The PAA’s model came to influence the
institutional purchases of the National School
Food Programme (PNAE), which serves more
than 40 million students from municipal and
regional schools, and allocates part of the
resources to local purchases of family farm
products. After lengthy discussions with the
education system and school communities, a
2009 law was passed requiring that at least 30%
of the food purchased for school meals come

from local family farming.

Public food and nutrition facilities were installed
in large urban centres: popular restaurants,
community kitchens, and a food bank. In 2010,
more than 122 thousand meals were served daily
in 89 popular restaurants in 73 major Brazilian
cities, in addition to 642 community kitchens that

received government support (Presidency of the
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Republic of Brazil, 2010).

In order to articulate, mobilize and manage
Fome Zero, the National Council for Food and
Nutrition Security (CONSEA) was recreated,
as well as dozens of regional and municipal
councils for food and nutrition security. One
third of CONSEA was made up of government
representatives, and two thirds of civil society
representatives. The councils” performance
was effective, with broad participation of
business and community leaders, who helped
complement and manage government actions
(Belik and Siliprandi, 2010).

Although not directly linked to the Fome Zero
Programme, several other Federal Government
actions converged to guarantee the food and
nutrition security of the population. Among
these we have (a) the progressive valuation of
the minimum wage, which guides the base of the
minimum wage for salaried workers and social
security benefits (with a real increase of 88%
during the period in question), and (b) inflation
control (which went from 12.5% in 2002 to 3.1%
in 2006, and ended at 5.9% in 2010).

Results during the Fome Zero period were
impressive. The poverty rate in Brazil dropped
considerably: from 35% in 2003 to less than

20% in 2010. More than 28 million Brazilians
rose out of poverty and 36 million entered the
middle class during this period (Presidency of
the Republic of Brazil, 2010), especially due to
growing income from work and jobs (Cortes
Neri, 2008). This is a period that saw “pro-poor”
economic growth, that is, more benefits to the

poorest populations.
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I 6.2.2 National food and nutrition policy

In 2003, the National Food and Nutrition Policy
(PNAN), initiated in 1999 by the Ministry of
Health, was updated within the institutional
context of Fome Zero. It included:
“The series of government policies aimed at
the realization of the universal human right to
adequate food and nutrition. This Policy aims
to guarantee food quality for consumption in
the country, promote healthy eating practices
and the prevention and control of nutritional
disorders, as well as promote intersectoral actions
that provide universal access to food” (Brazilian

Ministry of Health, 2003, p.17).

In this 2003 update of the PNAN there were
already warnings of an epidemiological
transition, in which obesity was becoming more
frequent than childhood malnutrition:
“Initiatives shall be implemented to allow the
follow-up and monitoring of the market under
the criteria and interests of an effectively healthy
life. In this sense, issues related to overweight
and its implications will be objects of interest”

(Brazilian Ministry of Health, 2003, p. 23).

The National Food and Nutrition Policy was
updated again in 2006. In this update, the supply
of healthy food by family farming was included,
while regulating food advertising:
“c) intersectoral articulation regarding food
security councils, so that credit and financing for
family farming includes actions to promote the
production of fruits and vegetables to increase
the supply and the subsequent increase in
consumption of these foods nationwide, in a safe
and sustainable fashion, associated with income-

generating actions; [...]

“f) intersectoral articulation and mobilization
for the proposal and preparation of regulatory
measures that aim to promote healthy eating
and reduce the risk of chronic NCDs (non-
communicable diseases), with special emphasis
on the regulation of food advertising” (Brazilian

Ministry of Health, 2006b, p. 30).

The last update of the PNAN was made in 2012,

which addressed even more directly the supply

of healthy foods:
“The list of health strategies aimed at promoting
an adequate and healthy diet implies that
food and nutrition education is added to food
regulation strategies — and this includes labelling
and information, advertising and improvement
of the foods’ nutritional profile — and encourages
the creation of institutional environments that
promote adequate and healthy eating, with a
focus on offering healthy food in schools and
workplaces. The supply of healthy food should
also be stimulated between small food shops
and meals deemed as ‘street food” (Brazilian

Ministry of Health, 2013, p. 32-33).

6.2.3 National food and nutrition security
system

Another important milestone reached in this
period was the creation of the National Food
and Nutrition Security System (SISAN) in 2006,
which indivisibly associates the human right
to food security with the right to adequate
nutrition:
“Art. 1 This Law establishes the definitions,
principles, guidelines, objectives and composition
of the National Food and Nutrition Security
System (SISAN), through which the authorities,

with the participation of organized civil society,



shall formulate and implement policies, plans,
programmes and actions to ensure the human

right to adequate nutrition.

“Art. 2 Adequate nutrition is a basic human right,
inherent to a person’s dignity and indispensable
for the realization of the rights enshrined in

the Federal Constitution, and the public power
must adopt the necessary policies and actions to
promote and ensure food security and nutritional
value for the population” (Brazilian Ministry of
Health, 2006a).

I 6.2.4 The dietary guidelines

As part of the series of initiatives aimed at food
and nutritional security, in 2006 the Federal
Government, through the Ministry of Health,
published the Dietary Guidelines for the Brazilian
population: promoting healthy eating. Inspired by
the 2002 Dietary Guidelines for Children Under 2
Years of Age, this publication contains dietary
guidelines for broad dissemination among the

general population.

While the guidelines promoted the consumption
of fruits and vegetables, they also warned about
the need to work with the food industries to
lower the content of sugars, fats, and salt in
processed products. Additionally, they pointed
out, in an unprecedented way, the need for
government regulation of processed food
advertising:

“Guideline 6: fats, sugars and salt

Government and food production sector:

- invest in the development of technology that

complies with the principles of healthy eating;

- the substantial reduction in the consumption of
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salt, sugars and fats requires immediate changes
in food industrialization practices; [...]

- regulate the commercial, advertising and
marketing strategies of energy-dense foods (high
in fats and sugars) and with high levels of salt.”
(Brazilian Ministry of Health, 2006a).

The guidelines were updated in 2014 and a new

term was added:
“Due to their ingredients, ultra-processed foods,
such as cookies with filling, ‘bagged” snacks,
sodas and ‘instant’ pasta, have a nutritional
imbalance. Due to their formulation and
presentation, they are usually consumed in
excess and replace fresh or minimally processed

foods.

“Hyper-flavour: With the ‘help’ of sugars, fats,
salt and various additives, ultra-processed

foods are formulated to be extremely tasty, if
not to induce habits or even create addiction.
Advertising for these products commonly draws
attention, with good reason, to the fact that they
are ‘“irresistible” (Brazilian Ministry of Health,

2014b, p. 39).

Diagnoses pointed to a loss of space for food
systems based on family farming, as well as
short commercialization circuits of raw foods,

in favour of food systems that are intensive in
commodities to supply the food industry. This
industry, in turn, offers consumers processed
foods at cheaper prices, which often leads

to unbalanced diets. The high cost of raw

foods, the high demand for fast foods — with
unhealthy options —, and the intense exposure to
advertising, lead a large part of the population to

the excessive consumption of unhealthy foods.
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The new version of the guidelines dedicated a
special section to address the advertising of these
poorly nutritious foods, which dominate the
media, transmitting a false image of nutritional
superiority and reaching especially children

and teens (Brazilian Ministry of Health, 2014b,

p. 118). In the end, the guidelines highlight not
only the benefits of opting for raw or minimally
processed foods, but, mainly, the need for
consumers to adopt a critical attitude with

regards to the content of advertising messages.

Despite wide support from health professionals,
the Ministry of Agriculture, Livestock and
Supply (MAPA) and the Brazilian Association of
Food Industries (ABIA) managed to challenge

it and request its review. This especially with
regards to the classification that uses the term
“ultra-processed” (MAPA, 2020), stating that
linking processed foods and chronic non-
communicable diseases is inaccurate (Contetido,
2020).

6.2.5 From industrial agreements to
regulation

Under the guidance of the dietary guidelines and
the Strategic Action Plan for Confronting Chronic
Noncommunicable Diseases (Brazilian Ministry
of Health, 2011), the Ministry of Health took the
initiative to seek the food industry to agree on
production targets for healthier food. The first
voluntary agreement, in 2008, sought to reduce
trans fats (Extra.globo.com, 2008), and then the

reduction of sodium, starting in 2011,

% Commitment Term No. 004/2011, signed between the
Ministry of Health and the industrial associations.

and sugar in 2018. The food sector was
represented by the Brazilian Association of Food
Industries (ABIA), by the Brazilian Association
of Soft Drinks and Non-Alcoholic Beverages
(ABIR), the Brazilian Manufacturers Association
of Biscuit, Pasta and Industrialized Bread &
Cakes (ABIMAPI) and the Brazilian Association
of Dairy Products (VIVA LACTEOS).

Despite being an important step, these
agreements contained timid objectives to address
public health problems, as well as a difficult
follow-up mechanism (IDEC, 2014). Faced with
this scenario, ANVISA took the initiative and
decided to gradually reduce the presence of
trans fats in industrial foods (ANVISA, 2019); it
began by imposing temporary thresholds of up
to 2 percent, until the ban on trans fats goes into
effect in 2023.

I 6.2.6 Food labelling

Starting in 2001, ANVISA imposed labelling to
indicate foods’ nutritional content, in accordance
with the guidelines in FAO’s Codex Alimentarius
(International Food Standards).”” In 2003, this
labelling was harmonized with Mercosur
standards (ANVISA, 2003), and providing
information on sodium, trans and saturated fat

content became a requirement.

However, the regulation was criticized for its
excessively technical and difficult to understand
information. To remedy this deficiency, the 2013
National Food and Nutrition Policy (PNAN)

57 The Codex Alimentarius, or “Food Code”, is a collection
of international standards, guidelines and codes of practice
to protect the health of consumers and ensure fair practices
in the food trade. See: http://www .fao.org/fao-who-
codexalimentarius.



established the use of labels that are more

understandable to consumers.

In 2014, ANVISA launched a discussion about
food labelling. In 2019 it conducted a public
consultation of a proposed magnifying glass
figure on packaged foods’ front labels to indicate
those with excessive content of sugars, fats, and
sodium (above the thresholds defined by health

agencies).

Consumer protection agencies questioned the
magnifying glass model and proposed triangular
shapes to attract more attention (IDEC, 2019).
Once the technical work was completed by

the agency, the issue was not expected to

be regulated in the short term. This lack of
definition led the consumer protection entities to
submit a request to the Federal Supreme Court,
the highest level of hierarchy in the Brazilian
Judicial Power, for ANVISA to deliberate on

the matter; the Court granted the request.

Thus, in October 2020, ANVISA approved

a new nutritional food labelling standard,

using the frontal warning with the magnifying
glass model (figure 6.1). On the back of the
packaging, the nutritional information tables are
to have black letters and white background to
improve readability, and contain the energy and
nutritional value per 100 g or 100 ml, in order to

allow comparisons between products.

The deadline to comply with the standard is 24
months, extendable for another 12 months for
non-alcoholic beverages in returnable containers.
For smaller companies, the deadline for them

to adapt to the new standard is 24 months,

extendable for another 24 months.
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I 6.2.1 Identifying transgenic ingredients

In 2003, when discussing the release or not of
transgenic plants for cultivation in the national
territory, an Executive action demanded the
identification of transgenic substances in all
products marketed in the country.”® At the
time, there was a heated debate about the
possible health consequences of consuming
transgenic foods. The consensus was to release
the transgenic crop in the country, but alerting
consumers about the presence of this type of
product with phrases such as: “May contain
transgenic soy”, or “may contain ingredients
produced from transgenic soy”. The phrase
would go tied to a triangle-shaped symbol with
a yellow background and the letter “T” in black
(figure 6.2). Presently, the National Congress is
discussing this indication on food labels, and

there is even a proposal to eliminate the symbol.

I 6.2.8 Food advertising

The 2011 update of the National Food and
Nutrition Policy (PNAN) already provided for
more effective actions to limit the promotion of
unhealthy foods. In 2014, a document from the
Interministerial Chamber of Food and Nutrition
Security (CAISAN)® also pointed out the need
for legislative measures to limit the advertising
of unhealthy foods, especially those that feature
children’s characters or celebrities to promote
their consumption (Brazil Ministry of Health,
2014a).

% Decree No. 4 680, of April 24, 2003.

% Tt gathered 20 ministries, the National Council for Food
and Nutrition Security (CONSEA) and the Pan American
Health Organization / World Health Organization (PAHO /
WHO).



128 | FOOD SYSTEMS IN LATIN AMERICA AND THE CARIBBEAN: Challenges in a post-pandemic world

Figure 6.1
Models of Front Food Labelling in Brazil
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Regulation of food advertising had already been
the subject of public consultation by the National
Health Surveillance Agency (ANVISA) since 2006
(ANVISA, 2006). After several failed attempts,

in 2010, ANVISA published the first standard
(ANVISA, 2010) to regulate food advertising, but
it was suspended a few months later in response
to a lawsuit filed by industry representatives
(Baird, 2016). Another important action was

a 2014 resolution by the National Council for

the Rights of Children and Adolescents, which
provided for the abuse of advertising directed

at children and adolescents (CONANDA, 2014),
but it has been ineffective so far, again due to its

judicial questioning.

I 6.2.9 Food in schools

The subject of school meals has undergone
intense debates in municipal and regional
entities, with the aim of regulating the sale of
food in these settings. The discussion centres
on whether there should be food for sale in
school cafeterias and, if so, what types of food
can be sold. Many school leaders argue that the
cafeterias are a source of income to cover school

expenses.

So far, the results of these debates are mixed.
In the state of Rio de Janeiro, the sale of
products that contribute to childhood obesity is
prohibited. In Sao Paulo, the sale of foods with



Figure 6.2

Symbol Indicating the Presence of
Transgenic Foods in Brazilian Packaging

Source: Brazilian Ministry of Justice (2003).

excess saturated fat, trans fat, calories, sodium,
and sugar has been prohibited since 2009 (Izabela
Hendrix Methodist University Centre, 2015).

In the Federal District, the sale of foods rich in
sugars and fats has been prohibited since 2015,
and the inclusion of these foods in student meals
has recently been prohibited. In Santa Catarina,
the sale of industrialized sweets is prohibited
since 2001.

Like these, dozens of other initiatives are already
in force in many Brazilian locations. There are
several projects being discussed in the National
Congress, with a focus on legislation to unify
understanding about the food that will be offered
in school cafeterias. The aim is to achieve healthy
diets in schools and ban the sale of several types
of products, but still there is no agreement or no

vote.

6.3 NEGATIVE TRENDS IN RECENT YEARS
| 6.3.1 The 2015-2016 crisis

After several years of growth, an economic and

political crisis befell the country, triggering a
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sharp drop in GDP for 2015 and 2016 (figure 6.3).
As a consequence, poverty rates, which had been
falling since Fome Zero — reaching a low point
of 2.7 percent in 2014 —, increased again in the

following years (figure 6.4).

Due to a series of factors, the president,

Dilma Rousseff (2010-2016), underwent an
impeachment process in her second term,

and her vice president, Michel Temer (2016-
2018), took office on August 31 of 2016. Temer
implemented a fiscal austerity agenda, and one
of his first measures was to issue Amendment
number 95 to the Federal Constitution. This
establishes ceilings for public spending at the
same levels of 2016, for a period of 20 years
(adjusted annually for inflation). This measure
severely limited the State’s ability to drive and

implement public policies.

I 6.3.2 Food and nutrition insecurity

It is in this context of crisis that, between 2017
and 2018, the national statistical agency (IBGE)
conducted the Family Budget Survey (POF). In
addition to providing details on family spending,
the survey applied the Brazilian Food Insecurity
Scale (EBIA), which measures different levels of

food security.

The results indicated that there were close to 10.3
million people living with severe food insecurity,
with food deprivation. Regarding those who
suffer some degree of food insecurity, the
number of people reached 84.9 million in 2017-18
(Cabral, 2020a). Most notable for the period was
the rise in the number of people reporting mild
(24%) and moderate (8.1%) food insecurity. This
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Figure 6.3

GDP per capita in Brazil (PPP), 2011 to 2019
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means that almost 30 million people began to

consume poorer quality food (figure 6.5).

Social inequalities become more evident

when looking at food insecurity: half of
severely insecure households were headed by
women, most of them among black or mestizo
populations (IBGE, 2020b). The survey also
indicated that the poorest populations spend 22%
of their budget on food. Another highlight was
the increase in spending on meals away from
home among rural residents, which rose from
13.1% of the family budget in 2008-2009 to 24%
in 2017-18. In urban areas, this type of spending
remained stable at 33% (Loschi, 2019).

I 6.3.3 Overweight and obesity

Another important survey is the National Health
Survey. IBGE conducted the last one in 2019, and
the results showed that an alarming 25.9% of the

adult population (about 41 million people) was

2015 2016 2017 2018 2019

obese. If we add overweight people, the rate rises
to 60.3% of the population (around 96 million
people) (Cabral, 2020b). These overweight and
obesity rates have been increasing continuously
(figure 6.6), and already exceed world averages
(estimated at 40% and 13.2% of the world
population, respectively) (WHO, 2016).

In the most recent period (between 2013 and
2019), 11 million Brazilians entered into obesity
(at a rate of 5.4% per year). This practically
coincides with the period in which 30 million
people began to have mild or moderate levels of
food insecurity (from 2013 to 2017-18, at a rate of
12% per year).

Unfortunately, the administrative reform of the
Federal Government installed in 2019 eliminated
the National Council for Food and Nutrition
Safety (CONSEA), an important forum where
the causes of problems such as obesity were

discussed. The council was an important space
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Figure 6.4

Poverty Rate in Brazil, 2011 to 2018
(percent of the population)
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Figure 6.5

Prevalence of Mild, Moderate and Severe Food Security and Insecurity in Brazil, 2004, 2009, 2013

and 2017-18
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Figure 6.6

Overweight and Obesity Rates among Brazil's Adult Population, 2002-03, 2008-09, 2013 and 2019
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for consensus between different stakeholders

involved.

6.3.4 Impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on
the economy and labour market

Beyond its health impact, the COVID-19
pandemic had side effects on the economy. The
first gross domestic product (GDP) estimates for
the second quarter of 2020 point to the greatest
retraction in economic activity since the historical
series began in 1996. The drop in GDP compared
to the same quarter of 2019 was 11.4%, and 9.7%
compared to the first quarter of 2020 (Cavalcanti
et al., 2020). The economic recession has caused
the unemployment of millions of workers. In

May 2020 there were 9.7 million unpaid workers

26.8

12.2

Obesity

in the economy (Gomes, 2020). Between June and
August 2020, the unemployment rate® reached
14.4% (IBGE, 2020c), the highest since the start

of the series in 2012, which roughly equals 13.8
million people. Considering the underemployed®
and those with the potential for work,* the
labour underutilization rate reached 30.6%

(equivalent to 33.3 million Brazilians).

% Unemployment: people aged 14 or over, without work
(without generating income) in the reference week, and who
took some effective action to obtain employment within

30 days, being available to assume it immediately or in the
following days.

! Underemployment: people aged 14 or over who work less
than 40 hours a week and want more working hours.

¢ Potential for work: people aged 14 or over who did not
actually look for work, but would like to work, or even
looked for work, but were not available to work in the
reference week.



Most prominent within this group are

discouraged workers,* numbering 5.9 million.

In May 2020, 33% of Brazilian families
experienced some reduction in their usual
income, especially in metropolitan areas (36%
of families) (Del Grossi, 2020b). But the crisis
also affected rural areas, where the income drop
reached 50% of family farmers in June, with an
average reduction in family income of 35%. The
number of unemployed family farmers reached
1.1 million, and among rural salaried workers
it reached close to 1 million people (Del Grossi,
2020a).

The agricultural export sector also felt the effects
of the pandemic. One of the noteworthy cases
was the suspension of Brazilian meat imports by
the Chinese government, on suspicion of traces
of the novel coronavirus in a sample of frozen

and boneless meat from a Brazilian company.*

Faced with this serious economic crisis, the
Federal Government instituted emergency
aid, consisting of the transfer of 600 Brazilian
reais per month, initially for three months, as
a complement to Bolsa Familia.®® Subsequently,

the government announced the transfer of four

® Discouraged workers: people aged 14 or over, outside
the workforce, who were available to work in the reference
week, but did not take the necessary steps to get a job in the
30-day reference period, either because they did not obtain
an adequate job, did not have experience or professional
qualifications, there was no work available where they live,
or did not find work because they were considered too
young or too old.

¢ For more details, see Araujo (2020), available at: https://

economia.uol.com.br/colunas/carla-araujo/2020/10/09/
inspecao-china-carne-brasileira-minerva-covid-suspeita-
suspensao.htm?cmpid=copiaecola.

% Established in 2004, Bolsa Familia is a direct income
transfer programme aimed at families living in poverty and
extreme poverty throughout the country.
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additional instalments of 300 reais, until the end
of 2020.

In June 2020, the government reported that 63.5
million Brazilians had already received part of
the emergency aid (Presidency of the Republic
of Brazil, 2020). Among beneficiaries, 6.5 percent
of households survived only with the resources
provided by this aid (Sacchet de Carvalho, 2020).

In an attempt to stimulate the economy, the
government reduced the economy’s basic
annual interest rate 2%, the lowest since 1994.
It has also been implementing an expansionary
monetary policy, through the supply of credit,
which is already reaching 51% of GDP (Souza
Junior et al., 2020).

Fortunately, the Brazilian Economic Activity
Index (IBC-Br), calculated by the Central Bank to
measure the level of economic activity over time,
points to a V-shaped curve, with a minimum in
April 2020, followed by economic recovery in the

following months (figure 6.7).

I 6.3.5 Food inflation

Food inflation is another important effect the
pandemic has had in the country. Despite the
fact that Brazil is an important food producer,
its liberal trade policy made it possible to export
most of the cereals from the 2019-2020 harvest,
stimulated by a favourable exchange rate for
exports. The result was that private stocks
remained at minimum levels (Vasconcellos,
2020).

% The Selic Rate represents the average federal bond
financing.
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Figure 6.7

Brazilian Economic Activity Index (IBC-Br), January to August 2020
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On the side of public stocks, these are almost
insufficient to ensure food security. For instance,
corn, which reached 7 million tons in 1987,
currently has less than 200 thousand tons
(CONAB, 2020d), equal to a day and a half of
national consumption (Sampaio, 2020). Rice
reached 5 million tons in 1988; it currently has
around 21 thousand tons in storage, which
represents less than a day of consumption in
the country. Beans, an important component in
Brazilian diets, reached 180 thousand tons in

1988, but public stocks are currently at zero.

With measures restricting circulation, the
temporary closing of many retailers has affected
the food supply. This, along with the closing

of schools, which provide food for millions

of children, resulted in a sharp increase of
consumption at home as the primary source of
food. The unexpected increase in demand for

food to cook at home subsequently triggered

a consumer price increase. While the overall
cumulative inflation reached 1.34% in September
2020, the cumulative inflation for food and
beverages reached 7.3%. Taking into account only
the expenses due to increased food consumption
at home, cumulative inflation reached 9.17% in

the first nine months of the year (figure 6.8).

Due to the weight that food carries in the budget
of the poorest families, inflation of these items
particularly affects them. These families saw

an overall inflation rate already reaching 2.5%,
while for the richest families it was only 0.2%

during the same period (Parente, 2020).

The emblematic case is the consumer price of
rice, present in 76% of Brazilian dishes (IBGE,
2020d). After a slight price increase in the months
of April to June 2020, rice prices rose drastically
in the months of August and September, reaching

an average 53% inflation rate nationwide, as
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Cumulative Rate of Overall and Food Inflation in Brazil, January to September 2020
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well as 49% in the State of Sao Paulo (figure
6.9); cumulative inflation in the period was only
1.34%.

Much of the rise in consumer rice prices is due to
how attractive exports have become, driven by a
very favourable exchange rate for sales overseas.
At the beginning of 2020, the exchange rate for
USD 1 was 4.02 Brazilian reais; in the following
months, the United States Dollar's value
increased sharply, reaching 5.74 reais on October
31. This equals a depreciation of 43 percent for

the national currency in 10 months.

In September 2020, the government reduced

rice import tariffs to zero (Vilela, 2020), but

the measure’s effect remains ineffective. The
attractive exchange rate and good external prices
have also boosted exports of beef, pork and
chicken (Kreter, Servo et al., 2020).

Another important factor regarding the

country’s food supply is the strong presence of
supermarkets, which account for 92.9% of food
distribution. Only 7.1% of food is bought in street
markets, butcher shops or greengrocers (Belik,
2020). Besides, supermarkets went through a
concentration process in the past,”” and currently
the large chains are in a position where they can
establish the standards, prices and type of foods
that will be offered to the population.

6.4 FINAL CONSIDERATIONS

In the early 2000s, Brazil stood out on the
international stage for assuming the firm goal of
eradicating hunger and all forms of malnutrition.

The positive outcomes of the series of actions

¢ The three largest chains account for 41.7 percent of
supermarket sales (Belik, 2020, p. 51).
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Figure 6.9

Relative Prices of Rice Sold at Retail in Brazil, January to September 2020
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undertaken were reflected in several indicators,
one of which was the country’s exit from the
FAO hunger map in 2014.

Besides ensuring the minimum energy
requirements, many actions aimed at improving
the population’s diets were initiated during

the period of the Fome Zero programme.

These included the publication of the Dietary
Guidelines and the purchasing of family farming
products for school meals. However, other
actions have been proposed over the years — such
as regulating food labels and sugar, fat, and
sodium content in foods, which have met with

limited success.

The difficulties of reaching an understanding
between the Brazilian food industry and the
institutions aligned with the defence of healthy

eating shall continue in the coming years.

— National

Immersed in a serious political crisis, attempts
to regulate industrial foods run into a lack of
consensus, and thus end up in court, with no

short-term definition in sight.

Meanwhile, the obesity and overweight epidemic
is spreading among the Brazilian population

— silently, but with considerable impact on the
health system — hand in hand with the increase
in non-communicable chronic diseases, such

as diabetes mellitus, high blood pressure and
cardiovascular disease. The COVID-19 pandemic
has only aggravated this public health crisis,
which has lasted for decades and directly affects

those who are most vulnerable.

The coronavirus crisis in 2020 also aggravated
the economic crisis of previous years, driving
unemployment rates and labour underutilization

to record highs nationwide, and increasing



the poverty rate of a considerable part of the
population. The disruption of public food
security reserves laid the groundwork for
food inflation to return to worrisome levels,

particularly affecting the poorest populations.

On the demand side, millions of consumers are
increasingly looking for lower priced foods,
albeit with lower nutritional value. On the
supply side, millions of farmers have suffered
losses due to mobility restrictions, especially
with the closing of street markets and small

shops that supply food.

The paths towards healthy eating go through
an active government role, which articulates
the different public policies, agreed upon with
the Executive, Legislative and Judicial powers,
industrial sectors, and representatives of
consumers and organized civil society. These
policies must act on three simultaneous action

fronts:

1. Reducing the cost of nutritious food for
the poor: promoting agroecological family

farming, urban agriculture, investments in

research and rural extension, and public food

reserves, among others.

2. Supporting consumers in accessing healthy

food: establishing closer links between

producers and consumers through fairs,

modern digital communities, income transfer

programmes, subsidies for healthy eating
(food coupons, public restaurants, etc.),
school meals and institutional purchases of
local organic food, among others.

3. Implementing complementary policies:
food and nutrition education, labelling,

increased tax burden, control of unhealthy
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food advertising, and an active industrial
policy to promote healthy eating, among

others.

The simultaneous implementation of this series
of initiatives can enable the governance of a
healthy food system. In the recent past, Brazil
showed that it can be a nation without hunger.
Action must be taken urgently, but now with

a more concrete challenge: ensuring a healthy
diet for its population. This story has yet to be

written.
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Chapter seven attempts to locate regional

food systems within a territorial strategy that
considers the role of small cities within Mexico’s
new and changing territorial configuration,
where rural and urban areas are increasingly less
differentiated. This will be its main contribution.
This evidently methodological chapter takes into
account the spread of the COVID-19 zoonosis
throughout the territory, and although it
provides concrete suggestions in this regard, it

does not refer primarily to this pandemic.

In Mexico, as in Latin America, the global
COVID-19 pandemic spread rapidly, triggering
a crisis of magnitude and severity not known
in almost a century. It is still impossible to
ascertain the definitive scope and impact of
this double crisis — health and economic —,

but it is already evident that poverty and

food insecurity are spreading rapidly. These

exceptional circumstances call for urgent and
far-reaching actions all throughout the country's
food system, in its different regional dimensions
and expressions, especially those that have to do
with small cities and regions in the urban-rural

interface.

Consequently, this chapter’s main purpose

is to address the direct challenges to food
security, especially their impact on small and
medium-sized cities,® with special emphasis

on understanding the role of food systems at
the local scale. Likewise, it seeks to make a few
proposals for public action, while considering
the impacts of the crises triggered by the current

pandemic.

¢ The definitions of “small city” and “medium-sized city”
are somewhat arbitrary; in the case of Mexico’s urban
system, a small city is generally one that ranges from 10-12
thousand to 50-60 thousand inhabitants, but these are no
definitive thresholds.



140 | FOOD SYSTEMS IN LATIN AMERICA AND THE CARIBBEAN: Challenges in a post-pandemic world

After a brief analysis of the COVID-19
pandemic’s impact to date, we will first

refer to urban-rural links, their nature, and
characteristics, at a time of great transformations
in the Mexican rural environment, which is
increasingly less isolated and more functionally
linked to urban areas. In a second section, we
will focus on food systems in their most local
expression or dimension: the link that develops
between cities with a greater “rural” vocation,
which are generally small, with the territory that
surrounds them; we will also analyze activities
that are mainly agricultural and those that
support local food systems, whether logistical,
complementary or of other nature. Once the
concept and functioning of food systems at

the local or regional scale has been analysed in
greater detail, a third section will review the
role that small rural cities can play as nodal
points and articulators of food systems within
an eminently territorial vision. Finally, a fourth
section will provide general recommendations
for strategic lines of action, which consider the
current pandemic in various ways, but without
losing sight of the underlying substrate: the need
for food systems to help promote production, as

well as to overcome poverty and food insecurity.

These recommended actions, which are

very broad, are linked with the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs). Most relevant in
this case are eradicating poverty (SDG 1) and
achieving “zero hunger” (SDG 2), which must be
reviewed from a systemic perspective to provide
more assurances for food security, as we shall
see later. Also, this aspiration is closely linked

to health (SDG 3), which must now be viewed
from a global perspective and take into account

the reality of zoonoses, as well as SDG 6, focused

on access to clean water and sanitation. All these
goals converge in the need for access to adequate
and sufficient nutrition — in other words, to full
food security. This, basically, would force us

to rethink the very concept of development, its
global scope, its links with nature, and even the
very concept of sustainability;* but delving into
these issues in due detail is beyond the purpose

and scope of this work.

Throughout 2020 and early 2021, the pandemic’s
impact on food supply has been, fortunately,
quite limited. Food availability and accumulated
stocks have been sufficient to meet demand.
Mexico’s agricultural sector has grown in recent
years at rates higher than the national GDP,
exceeding 3 percent annually. Harvests have
been sufficient, and despite abundant food
imports, exports have been far higher, resulting
in a considerable surplus in the agrifood trade
balance of close to USD 10 billion. In these last
few years, Mexico has become a major net food

exporter.

Before the pandemic and the “double crisis”,
around 43.6 percent of the Mexican population
was living in poverty (according to 2016 data).
This percentage decreased compared to 2014
(46.2%) and 2010 (46.1%), showing a clear
downward trend. In terms of extreme poverty,
2016 figures were at 7.6%, lower than the 9.5%
registered in 2014 and the 11.3% in 2010.

% See Luiselli (2020).



In terms of population, these figures
corresponded to 9.4 million people in 2016,
11.4 million in 2014, and 13 million in 2010
(CONEVAL, 2020). Now, without a doubt,
a new trend reversal is expected, and one of

considerable proportions.

However, beyond the ample food supply, the
shock brought on by this double crisis originated
a drastic drop in GDP (around -8.7 percent),

and is having immediate negative effects on
employment and household income — especially
those in urban settings —, increasing poverty

and immediately affecting food security and
other basic needs. At the time of this writing,
there is still no definitive information for 2020,
which saw very sharp drops in employment and
economic activity starting in April, although a
slight recovery could be seen in the following

months.

Preliminary reports indicate that some 3.9
million people fell below the poverty line in
2020 due to the pandemic’s impact (Medina and
Vargas, 2020). Furthermore, it is estimated that
20% of the population (24.9 million people) was
not able to fully afford the Basic Food Basket in
2020, and unemployment is expected to affect
11.7% of the Economically Active Population
(EAP); informal employment is falling by 47.7%,
primarily in urban settings, but this is driven by

unemployment (ILO, 2020).

The greatest impact on poverty and nutrition has
been observed among urban slum populations.

The main difference regarding rural areas is that,

70 As defined by the National Evaluation Council
(CONEVAL).
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in cities, the poor are net consumers of food,
while in rural areas, populations tend to be both
producers and consumers. Faced with the crisis,

the latter can resort to subsistence farming.

Unfortunately, the government’s response

to the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on
employment, poverty and food has been

quite limited. Direct transfers of resources
through pre-existing social programmes have
increased slightly, mainly due to the increase
in populations in need, but not with additional
resources. The government has maintained

its priorities regarding austerity and cost
containment. No federal programmes have
been created ad hoc to deal with the increasing
food insecurity. The International Monetary
Fund, in a comparative analysis of fiscal actions
regarding public spending in Latin America
and the Caribbean, indicates that the region
spent on average around 2.5% of GDP on

direct aid to households (IMF, 2020b), while

in Mexico this expense was practically nil. If
direct aid to companies (especially MSMEs) is
considered, aid in LAC reaches almost 5% of
GDP; Mexico’s is below 0.5%. The contrast is
sharper when compared to Brazil, where direct
aid to households is close to 5% and aid overall
is higher than 8%. Along these lines, an in-depth
analysis by Nora Lustig and other authors
compares the largest economies in the region:
Argentina, Brazil, Colombia, and Mexico. The
results indicate that social aid programmes have
had a clear compensatory effect in Argentina and
Brazil, less in Colombia, and practically nil in
Mexico (Lustig et al., 2020).

The problem is most acute in the country’s

South-Southeast region, as is often the case. In
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2016, the states with the highest rates regarding
poverty and food shortages were, in descending
order: Chiapas, Oaxaca, Guerrero, Veracruz, and
Puebla. Looking at the urban-rural division in
that same year, 58.2% of the rural population
lived under the poverty line (17.4% with
extreme poverty); among the urban population,
the poverty rate was estimated at 39.2% (4.7%
for extreme poverty). The case of indigenous
populations is particularly worrying, since the
figures for that same year were at 71.9 and 28.5%,
respectively (CONEVAL, 2016).

Clearly, as poverty increases, food insecurity
will become more severe. The level of household
income is being altered, and with it the levels
and patterns of consumption. This is particularly
serious in households that are close to the
poverty line, since their spending on food
accounts for a significant portion of their total
family income. Thus, if for now the agricultural
and food situation in Mexico has remained
reasonably stable, with the same critical areas
prior to the pandemic, concern is on the demand
side and on the shifts in consumption levels and

patterns among populations living in poverty.

Currently, there is talk in Mexico of a “new
rurality”,” given that the Mexican territory has
undergone notable transformations in the last

three decades. The natural setting or territory

'In the process of understanding the rural transformation in
Mexico, it is essential to include the pioneering studies and
research of Kirsten Appendini into the theme of the “new
rurality”.

where agrifood activities take place has been

transforming very rapidly due to two basic

factors:
Increasing urbanization, which has greatly
concentrated the population. Today, almost
80 percent of the population is urban. This
means that around 100 million Mexicans live
in just over four hundred cities of different
sizes, making up a vast urban system.”
Eighty five percent of the rural population
now lives less than an hour from a given
city. The “deep rurality” of small, isolated
communities far away from urban centres
is steadily decreasing. It is now basically
limited to indigenous communities in
mountainous areas, living in conditions of

acute poverty.

Furthermore, the countryside is becoming
increasingly more “urbanized”. Borders

between what is strictly rural and strictly urban
are blurred, among other things due to the
availability of better communications, greater
access to the Internet, and greater service
availability of all kinds. Notably, peasant families
no longer derive their income solely from
agricultural activities, but from a broad set of
activities. There is a growing non-agricultural

rural economy deserving more attention.

Not surprisingly, a new territorial element
has also arisen in the Mexican scenario: the
peri-urban environment, or one of “diffuse
urbanization”, as it is also called, and its role
in small and medium-sized cities. The peri-

urbanization phenomenon is actually a part

72 Mexico’s so-called National Urban System (SUN), due to
its number of cities, is the seventh in the world.



of this rural transformation. There is still little
understanding of the subject, and very little
inclusion of it in public policies, regarding both
agricultural and rural development, as well as

urban development.

The peri-urban is the area where the urban-rural
dichotomy is connected — and somehow becomes
dissolves —, transforming into “rururban” or
peri-urban spaces. During the last decades,

the urban boom, arising from migrations

from the countryside, has also found another
type of expansion: migration within cities
themselves, generating much more complex
patterns of territorial occupation, incorporating,
among other things, small cities in multiple or
polycentric social and productive arrangements.”
This has also meant the invasion and
transformation of large, originally agricultural,
spaces into new types of peri-urban territories
(Aguilar and Lépez, 2014). It is a new, very
heterogeneous territorial arrangement, where it
is also possible to observe how rural features are
being diluted. In short, we have a new territorial
pattern with a network of rural interstices and
small urban nuclei: a pattern of urban occupation
with great dispersion and waste of space and

resources.

Berdegué and Proctor (2014) provide a useful
and accurate definition of the current rural

transformation. This is:

“...a process of comprehensive societal change

whereby rural societies diversify their economies

7 Consider, for example, the areas surrounding Cuernavaca,
such as Temixco or Metepec, within the Toluca area; or
Ecatepec in the Mexico City Metropolitan Area; or in Papel
de Los Reyes, in the growing conurbation between Tlaxcala
and Puebla, etc.
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and reduce their reliance on agriculture; become
dependent on distant places to trade and to
acquire goods, services, and ideas; [people]
move from dispersed villages to towns and
small and medium cities; and become culturally
more similar to large urban agglomerations.”

(Berdegué and Proctor, 2014).

A large part of the population lives in territories
that share typical rural elements, but also exhibit
urban features. Many times, the place where
people live is only a basic reference, but the locus
of education, health, work, commerce, culture,
or entertainment may well be another place,
within a broader “functional territory”. This

has important implications for food systems

and for the governance and administrative

and jurisdictional aspects of what today is still
mechanically referred to as the “rural” or the

“urban” environment.

Also, now it is essential to consider attributes

of the Mexican territory that were previously
hardly thought of when doing rural or
agricultural planning. We will deal with this
issue later in this chapter. For the time bine, it
will suffice to point out that we must consider
not only the areas to be cultivated, but also the
pressing need to conserve Mexico’s enormous
and rich biodiversity, expressed in forests,
jungles, deserts, savannas, mangroves and, more
precisely, in the territories where we find the
ancestral knowledge of local communities, which
must be respected and taken into consideration
for any intended development strategy. This is
particularly important with regards to Mexico’s
primordial food and crop: corn, and its more

than 64 live varieties distributed throughout the
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Figure 7.1
Conceptual Visualization of Urban-Rural Systems

o
S
o

Source: Adapted from FAO (2017a).

territory. But the same can be said for other crops
and elements of ecosystems and landscapes.
Biodiversity must not only be cared for and
respected, but it is an integral part of a new

vision for our rural environment and territory.

Definition of urban-rural systems
A methodology has been developed to better

understand local food systems linked to the
“new rurality”, one that looks at urban-rural
units or systems as a single unit of analysis and
programming: “basic spatial units of territorial
ordering, which group together urban centres,
rural settlements and non-urbanized areas that
are functionally linked” (Government of Mexico,
2020). Furthermore, there is also the relatively
recent approach and analysis of agriculture in
the cross-cutting framework of food systems.

This was reflected in a recent work conducted
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on Mexico’s National Strategy for Territorial
Planning (ENOT), where 20 rural-urban systems
were defined in the Mexican territory. Overall,
the sectoral approach, which has been most used in
the design of public policies and aid programmes
for rural producers or families, is beginning

to shift and focus more on local territories.
Additionally, the targets of these policies have
been mainly groups of producers or families
from certain regions or settlements, regardless

of their geographic or territorial environment,

as well as of the biomes where they are located.
On the other hand, the territorial approach™
comprehensively or systemically includes the
physical and geographical environment, and

deems it a substantial part of the productive

74In this respect, see Berdegué and Favareto (2019), as well as
various works by Berdegué and Alexandre Schejtman, and
research conducted by the Latin American Centre for Rural
Development (RIMISP).



network (or even the consumption network)
that is the subject of certain public development
policies.

This is important, since it is becoming more and
more evident that, in the new rurality, there

is a productive and mobility nexus between
agricultural production units and the cities
where they are located. It is not just about the
traditional concept of hinterland, but about
dense networks of multiple economic and
commercial activities that reciprocally occur at
local or regional scales. Rural cities — generally
small or medium-sized — are an important
productive link in the food systems of local
economies (and their respective regions). In this
sense, a systemic analysis is very useful, since it
allows us to understand more clearly how local
or nearby value chains, more commonly called

“short chains”, are configured.

Territories, whatever they may be, include a
remarkable diversity of geographies, climates,
and ecosystems. But they have, above all,
peculiar characteristics economically and
culturally. Here, without denying the foregoing,
we centre on the agrifood aspects of these
characteristics. Given the variety and large
number of territories in Mexico, it is not easy to
find a generally applicable model to represent
them. However, it is crucial to know how the
population is laid out in the territory being
considered. What settlements are present in it
and how large are they? What is the dominant
economic activity, or is there an agricultural
“base” of activity? In our case, it is also
important to know if the local diet is already
being shaped or transformed by urban diets,
typically richer in protein and more diverse.

This is important because the supply demands
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for local agrifood systems or chains will arise
from there. We must also consider that, as

urban income increases, diets change, and other
dynamics also occur, such as more employment
opportunities for women. All this can trigger
virtuous dynamics in local food systems, with
incentives for agribusiness, storage processes and

related services of different natures (FAO, 2018a).

In numerous studies on the workings and design
of public agricultural or agri-food policies, the
cross-cutting, inclusive, and complex concept
of food system is being increasingly used.”
Essentially, because it captures better than
other analytical approaches the complexity and
interrelationships around food and agriculture
— and even nutrition —, as well as the specific
considerations of the regions and territories
where it operates. In this sense, FAO provides a
broad definition of food system, which should
be kept in mind.” We can complement this

definition as follows:

“... [it is about the] sum of all activities related

to food and the environment in which they are
carried out: political, socioeconomic and natural-
territorial. The food system has numerous
feedback loops and is not linear in any way.

Overall, it can be said that it begins with a

7 See Luiselli (2017), pp. 148-189.

76 “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.” (HLPE, 2018).
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combination of productive resources, such as
land (soil), water, capital, and labour; what
constitutes the “offer”, then the transformation,
storage, and distribution activities; and concludes
with consumption and nutrition activities

or actions, which constitute the “demand”.
However, the system also takes into account

the biophysical-environmental, institutional,

and economic environment where it operates.”

(Luiselli, 2021).

The systemic approach operates under the
analytical framework of the organizational forms
of a complex entity and their interdependence.
In other words, systems describe a set of
socioeconomic elements or actors, with their
causal links and multiple interactions. It can be
said that the transition from agricultural policy

to agrifood policy is visualized here.

Also noteworthy is the fact that the analysis
method based on food systems, while not new,
is beginning to be widely used in broader
policy-making approaches (Pinstrup-Andersen
and Watson II, 2011). In this work they are
fully considered as an integral part of new
development policies and containment actions

for the current crisis.

A recent work by the author notes:

“We should clarify, however, that the

concept of food system does not replace that of
agriculture, far from it, but rather assumes it in a
comprehensive manner. This activity continues
to be a primary activity, although it has been
losing weight in the formation of value in the face
of agro-industrial transformations in processing

and distribution to markets. [...] The concept of

food system emphasizes the interrelationships or
links in value or supply chains, which go from
cultivation to consumption, passing through
different phases or stages of transformation
and value aggregation. In this sense it is very
useful. The food system can also be analysed
from a market and price formation perspective:
activities pertaining to supply, production

or transformation, and demand, linked to
distribution and consumption. It is therefore of
great descriptive and analytical utility. Among
other things, it is useful to better understand
issues related to food and nutrition security.”

(Luiselli, 2021).

We must not forget that, although the ultimate
objective of food policy is to achieve full food
security for the population — according to the
basic definition” -, this objective is expressed
and can be best achieved in policy actions
centred on food systems. In other words, food

security embedded in food systems.

As we have seen, the food-related issues are
not only complex, but also extremely diverse.
It includes agronomic, economic, ecological-
territorial, hydric, climatic, zoonotic, and
health topics, as well as, of course, nutritional.
Production and consumption systems are
structured in markets, which are expressed in
complex value chains. It is no longer intended
that a single institution or ministry undertake
all these tasks, but that it takes into account
the myriad of interfaces and interrelationships

among the many issues related to food systems.

77“Food security [is] a situation that exists when all people,
at all times, have physical, social and economic access to
sufficient, safe and nutritious food that meets their dietary
needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life.”
(FAO, 1996).



We will address this important aspect in section

7.6 of this chapter (Strategic Proposal).

Poverty and health issues of are of great
importance, since they relate to the efforts

and tasks needed to achieve food security, as
indicated in the definition above. It is important
to note that food systems can be visualized

at different territorial scales and that, by
definition, they are not closed systems or airtight
compartments. In fact, they are in continuous

interaction through the market.

The systems approach that involves applying

the methodological framework of a food system
analyses the organization and interdependence
relationships within a complex entity (Capra

and Luisi, 2016). The systems describe a series

of elements that conform them, their causal
links, and their interactions (Pinstrup-Andersen
and Watson II, 2011). Whether these are family
production units, government institutions,
technologies, markets, food quality and safety,
zoonotic diseases, roads and infrastructure,

or final consumers, just to mention a few.

These elements interact with each other in

many different ways. When it comes to open
systems, interactions also refer to the external
environment through inputs that enter the system
from the outside, or outputs that pour out of it.
The systems approach, according to Pinstrup-
Andersen and Watson II (2011), serves to address
complex issues, of causalities and multiple
outcomes derived from their interactions within
the system. The systems approach considers a
given entity or system as a whole, with its inputs,
dynamic interactions, outputs, and feedback
(Ericksen, 2008).
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The food systems model implies, as its central
assumption, seeing the whole as a complex
system and considering its linkages; if we really
want to work towards achieving sustainability
and overall food security, it cannot be linear.
Keep in mind the dynamic flow made up by the
basic elements of any food system: (a) inputs,
stocks, and natural resources; (b) primary
production; (c) storage, transportation and
exchanges; (d) secondary transformation or
agro-industrial processing; (e) again: storage,
transport and exchange, and distribution, and
(f) consumption. We could also add (g) nutrition
and human health. This is why we say that it

is about moving from agricultural to agrifood
policy or, if you will, to food systems policy
(Luiselli, 2021).

Food systems analysis is important to visualize
the territorial strategy that we propose. The
system, or its built-in value chains, require
addressing productive activities beyond
agricultural production as such. It aims to focus
on the system’s dynamics before and after
production (“after the farm gate” as it is known
in the literature). In general terms, if the system
has a robust urban demand, it is dynamically
activated towards meeting such demands,”
and primary production also drives the
intensification of production. But it is particularly
the urban part the one that currently demands,
not only more food than ever, but also more
diverse food, with better quality and a higher
protein content.” This means that the system

requires technological improvements, inputs,

This does not necessarily limit food production to a
family’s own consumption, at least not in the early stages of
the production growth process.

7This is the so-called “dietary transition”, observed in
practically all emerging countries, very clearly in Mexico.
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mechanization and an increasing endowment of
credit and access to locally appropriate public

goods (as we will see later).

The food system is activated in all its phases,

and producers must be present in the different
phases of the value chains. This generates
important synergies in the territories where it
operates. For instance, vehicles, warehouses, cold
chains, workshops, maintenance services, etc.

are needed. For this reason, the food system’s
infrastructure needs must be anticipated, not
only for production, but also in the territories
and settlements where the new productive
dynamics occur. FAO (2017a) identifies five
“agroterritorial” developments driven by the
food system: agro-industrial corridors connecting
one or more cities and towns; agro-clusters
similar to the previous ones, but concentrated
within a small or medium city; agroindustrial
parks, which deal with transformations

of greater scope and complexity; special
economic zones (SEZs), dedicated in whole or

in part to agroindustrial transformations, and

agroindustrial business incubators.

Beyond the small production units, territorial
changes should be observed, such as a trend
towards greater concentration of units along the
chains, greater capitalization, and development
in general, and larger markets. Obviously, these
shifts do not occur immediately or with the
same intensity, but their direction is clear, as is
the need to ensure that small producers have
access the different links in the food system
chains. These shifts will increase the size of non-
agricultural rural economies and will, at least
ideally, transform the spatial structure of the

food system in question, inducing greater density

and accumulation of territorial capital. Thus,
the short chains can be slowly strengthened

and lengthened. But technical and all kinds of
support is required in the initial phases of the
process in order to move forward. All this is
expressed in the urban environment or, better
said, it is part of the territorial dynamics that are
sought to be activated within so-called urban-

rural systems.

The need, frequent among the smallest
producers, to achieve larger and more efficient
scales under various forms of association with
each other or through contracts with other
economic agents operating in other phases of the
food chains, should not be overlooked. Finally, it
is crucial that the mechanization and application
of technologies suitable for the smallest units be

scaled up.

Thus, with a more complete view of food
systems and their value chains, and with a
defined target population, the strategy can begin
with a few essential measures to launch a process
of agricultural and rural development capable of
increasing the production of staple foods by rural
populations. These are not developed here in
detail, but their strategic importance is outlined.*
Before, it is convenient to recall a few basic

considerations and premises:

1. The territories that are the object of our
attention are where the poorest rural
populations live. Here, poverty often has
a very long history, and it has not been
possible to reduce it in a forceful and

continuous manner. For this reason, these

8For a more detailed view, see Luiselli (2017), Part Three.



are areas of low food security. Here, the
pandemic has made itself felt, and it is in this
context that it must be attacked.

There is a “new rurality”, multifunctional
and diffuse; most rural families no longer
derive most of their income from agricultural
activities. A consequence of this phenomenon
is the growing integration of urban and

rural territories (peri-urban or otherwise).
The non-agricultural rural economy is an
important phenomenon and is an integral
part of this “new rurality”.

In a country that is already 80 percent urban,
food demand is becoming increasingly rich
in protein, and also more diversified. But
this is also happening in areas of the “new
rurality”.

There is increasing pressure on Mexico’s
biomes and ecosystems, putting its rich
biodiversity at risk, especially its forests,
jungles, and mangroves. This situation
cannot continue, and the strategy proposed
here must take it fully into account,
beginning with its valorisation and the
inclusion of environmental services as a
valuable instrument for environmental
protection.

Climate change is already present and has
mainly negative effects on agricultural
production and water availability; this

will increase in the following decades.
Furthermore, climate change is linked to
zoonoses that are increasingly occurring,

of which COVID-19 is only the most recent
manifestation.

The proposed strategy incorporates the
systemic nature of the agrifood issue, since it
is necessary to understand value chains at the

territorial level, as well as food consumption
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and nutrition aspects, if we really want
to reduce food insecurity and the various
zoonoses.

7. The proposed territorial strategy is
essentially based on three convergent
vectors: (a) prioritizing projects that
stimulate agricultural production (and
agrifood production, within a systemic value
chain approach); (b) maintaining social
programmes and conditional transfers,
improving them and reducing their
regressiveness, and (c) the much-needed
convergence of projects and programmes,
with greater coordination and coherence.
But, above all, the strategy is geographically
targeted. The territories where priorities are
anchored are where the programmes must be

implemented.

In view of these considerations and premises,
our proposed strategy has seven main activities.

Here we only state them succinctly.

To increase livelihood and food system resilience
it is necessary to implement actions at various
stages: once the impact of COVID-19 has been
assessed or, instead, the main risk factors have
been identified, policies must be adapted, local
agricultural production must be supported —
especially regarding fresh food —, and essential
supply chains must be safeguarded, while
ensuring protection of those who are most

vulnerable.

This begins by strengthening small family
production units, which are by far the most
numerous and important rural productive
form, as we will see later. Productive and credit

support is needed immediately throughout the
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entire agri-food or value chain system: seeds
and other inputs, credit, and insurance; as

well as improvements in extension and health,
as they will be key sectors for the productive
rebound, especially regarding widely consumed
popular foods. Production for self-consumption
in poor rural areas must be supported by seed
“packages” and other strategic production

inputs.

Strengthening value chains with short
commercial circuits can minimize the loss

of perishable products and ensure income.
Furthermore, these tend to be less sensitive

to disruptions in the event of new restrictions
on movement, and can be supported through
recovery plans. Additionally, associativity

and cooperative schemes for the production,
commercialization, and purchase of inputs, as
well as for transportation and logistics, should be
encouraged. Among other things, it is advisable
to favour closer locations — shorter and closer
chains —, especially regarding certain activities
such as health or nutrition. Nearshoring, where
locations are closer to the final consumer

markets, is also advisable.

It is now necessary to define a basic profile of
Mexico’s agricultural sector, in order to propose
more solid food system modifications at the local
or regional scale. Likewise, it is convenient to
bear in mind the role of small family farming, as

it represents an overwhelming majority.

A basic profile of the mexican agricultural sector

There are between 5.3 and 5.5 million rural
production units in Mexico, also called “farms”.
The vast majority of these, around 80%, are small
farmstead units, smaller than 5 hectares (around
60% are even smaller than 2 hectares). To a large
extent, rural poverty and low productivity are
expressed here due to a lack of resources and
assets. A convergent phenomenon has to do with
the advanced age of peasants or rural producers:
45% are over 45 years of age (INEGI, 2014). This
is partly explained because a large portion of
young people chooses to develop other types of

activities or migrate to cities.

The remaining 20% of Mexico’s production
units form nuclei of modern and productive
commercial agriculture that have consolidated
important value chains in the last three decades,
many of them internationally competitive.
Within this category, it is estimated that only 6%
(240 thousand units) are fully and continuously
profitable, while the rest are considered
“transitional”, i.e. sometimes they participate in
the market and other times they revert to self-
subsistence (INEGI, 2014).

Another feature of the Mexican agricultural
sector is its multifunctionality. Peasant
household or family economies have been
diversifying their activities and, today, most
rural families derive most of their income from

activities that are not strictly agricultural.

Another important issue has to do with the
rural population’s considerable dispersion in
184 thousand small settlements of a thousand

or fewer inhabitants; of these, 160 thousand



have less than 250 inhabitants (CONAPO,

2012). It should be noted, however, that as

part of the ongoing territorial transformations,
this dispersion seems to be slowly contracting
(Cervera and Rangel, 2015); this is part of the
dilution of the country-city dichotomy. The new
emerging rurality is increasingly settling in these
peri-urban areas or in the vicinity of small and

medium-sized cities.

In Mexico, within an “agricultural frontier”
estimated by different authors at around 31.5
million hectares,® only 22 million are cultivated.
Even so, Mexico is one of the countries with

the largest area under irrigation in the world,
with more than 6 million hectares — the most in
Latin America —, of which 2.5 million are already

under technical irrigation.

Despite showing slow growth in the last three
decades, Mexico's agriculture already ranks high
globally, placing 10th or 11th in terms of volume
and value. Furthermore, the domestic market

is made up of 125 million people with upper-
middle-income, which means it has a very large
domestic market, albeit one with high inequality.
Even so, the agricultural sector’s slow growth
has accelerated in the last five years: according
to INEGI, between 2002 and 2012 it expanded at
a rate of barely 1.4% per year, while from 2013
to 2017 it did so at 3%. This renewed momentum
has to do with the very good performance of
agricultural exports, which in 2019 reached USD
32.5 billion.

81There are, of course, discrepancies around this figure; some
authors place it at 26 million ha.
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Small family farming

It is precisely this new rurality and the pre-
eminence of family farming what shape the
new role of our food systems, operating in
urban-rural system territories, with medium
and small cities articulating production and
consumption. In the territories where this new
rurality unfolds — small farm agriculture, often
family farmsteads® —, it acts as a core part of the
food systems and is one of the most widespread
forms of rural production in Mexico. It often
provides supply, food security, and is the basic
engine of these food systems. At the same time,
most of the peasants living in poverty reside in
these small production units; all production or
technology support strategies must consider this
important circumstance from the start. As De
Janvry and Sadoulet (2016) point out, given its
sheer number, it is “one of the most important

social categories in the world”.#

The profound structural change that is taking
place throughout the rural world points to an
increase in the size of production units (PU)

or farms.® This trend reflects the state of the
structural transformation. It is a complex process
that cannot be forced, and which should rather
be accompanied by a variety of stimuli and
public policies, aimed — above all — at making
the most out of economies of scale and the
diversification towards sources of activity and

income outside the Pus. This was discussed

8 A variant is the so-called “semi-family” agriculture, where
production units also use supplementary labour, either
through salaries or sharecropping outside the family itself.
#The authors point out that there are around 500 million
production units (“farms”) worldwide, with around two
billion people living in them.

#See Luiselli (2018), pp. 22-26, and World Bank (2007).
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in the section on new rurality and the “non-

agricultural rural economy”.

Certainly, many small family farming units will
endure over time. Small farming, family or not,
can be highly productive in terms of labour,
capital, or land units — and there is abundant
literature to support this.® But looking to the
future overall, we are moving towards larger
productive units, and many of them will no
longer be family-owned. Nevertheless, there are
lower limits: if a production unit is too small and
has a low or erratic water supply and inadequate
soils, their viability is clearly compromised.

In these cases, viability can only be achieved
through partnership schemes between small
family farmers. Still, larger units in transition, or
even the many commercial-scale units (just over
12% in Mexico), should not be excluded from
the allocation of stimuli and aid. In any case,

no agricultural and rural development strategy
can omit considerations regarding family/small

farming.

This section attempts to propose a strategy that
achieves convergence between small producers,
food security, and territories. But, above all, it
attempts to integrate the food systems operating
in a network with small cities, which shall play
a crucial catalyst or trigger role in the entire

productive revitalization process.

% See Hazell and Rahman (2014).

Measures related to fighting the COVID-19
pandemic are implicit in this strategy. On the one
hand, emphasis is placed on tackling the rise in
food insecurity where it occurs most intensely:

in cities. On the other hand, the strategy is in line
with programmes aimed not only at productive
revitalization, but also at providing direct relief
to the population that suffers the most from the

dual crisis.

Thus, within the proposals we are making, those
related to non-agricultural rural economies —
often an integral part of food systems —, such as
collection centres, storage centres, and diverse
agro-industrial establishments, as well as small
food outlets and restaurants, are categorized

as essential. Of course, this is part of the
aforementioned new rurality: an increasingly
urbanized rural environment. The territories
where populations live in poverty — often subject
to enormous water and environmental stress,
exacerbated by the growing impact of climate

change — are the main object of our proposals.

The proposed territorial strategy is essentially
based on activating three convergent and
interlinked lines: (a) triggering productive
projects; (b) maintaining and improving social
conditional transfer programmes, and (c)
focusing or anchoring them in a specific territory
through local food systems. The strategy, then,
begins to unfold in more detail: the agricultural
frontier must be analysed and, based on several
preliminary conclusions, more land and more
technified irrigation should be incorporated into
production. The current and crop pattern and

possible changes to it are also analysed.



The idea of inserting a series of very specific
support measures, but with strict regard for
cultural conditions and local knowledge,
deserves separate consideration (Toledo, 2008).
In this sense, there is an important difference
with respect to the “technological packages”

of the Green Revolution. The critical inputs

to be promoted are, above all, seeds of local
varieties (or even hybrids), but not transgenic;
fertilizers and, where possible, bio-fertilizers and
integrated pest management. The introduction
of these critical inputs should be consulted
with local participating communities and,
under no circumstance whatsoever, should it be

introduced in a “vertical” and authoritarian way.

In all this, particular consideration is given to
the enormous need to revitalize a national seed
(and fertilizer) industry. We should not forget

that Mexico has at least 64 vernacular breeds of

corn, which form the basis of its rich gastronomy.

This genomic heritage must be cared for,
improved, and extended. A renewal of INIFAP,
allied to small and medium-sized producers,
will be decisive for the strategy proposed here.
The work proposes various organizational
alternatives in this regard, such as the creation of

a National Seed Industry Council.

Subsequently, following the systemic vision, we
propose to integrate value chains “forwards”
and take producers in the local food system

to the next phases of transformation, storage,
and distribution. This can be achieved

through different partnership formulas and

in commercialization (and risk management)
tasks. Finally, in this section we consider it

necessary to reassess the strategic role that the
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DICONSA system?® can and should play, as an
aid to small producers in both their supply and
commercialization tasks. This is particularly
important with regards to the current crisis.
Credit issues are also important and crucial if we
consider that just over 5% of producers regularly
have access to credit. Consequently, various
ways of promoting credit (and risk management)
in rural areas are analysed. Among them are
mutual funds and liquid guarantees, which

deserve to be considered and promoted.

First, the productive-territorial base where

a given target population of rural producers
is located and operates must be expanded.

To better understand this phenomenon, it is
necessary to consider the important territorial
changes that we have mentioned, but before
addressing them, it is convenient to specify
the large strategic areas of strictly territorial
operation. It is not surprising that the strategy
must act first by promoting production, both
raising yields and extending the area under
cultivation and, particularly, under irrigation.
A certain reconversion of crops can also be
induced. Here we will focus on the possible

increase in area under cultivation.

Mexico’s “agricultural frontier” must be

taken into account. It has been estimated at a
theoretical maximum of 31.5 million hectares,
but in reality, only about 22 million are being
cultivated. It is necessary to make some
preliminary considerations. According to an
analysis based on the 2007 Agricultural Census
(INEGL 2007), only 12% of the area could not be

% Distribuidora Conasupo, S. A. (DICONSA), a parastatal
company.
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adequately accounted for through the census.
This leads us to assume that an increase of at
least 3 or 3.4 million hectares of cropland is
possible. It is important to emphasize that these
lands are within the “agricultural frontier”,

and we can at least infer that they have already
been opened up and previously ploughed: in
other words, they stopped being cultivated. We
should also mention that valuable ecosystems
are currently recognized within the agricultural
frontier, so unrestricted environmental
depredation cannot be allowed within it.
Therefore, it is also necessary to seek agricultural

development that is sustainable in the long term.

Mexico’s considerable regional diversity also
goes with significant regional inequality in terms
of living standards, economic development,

and resource endowment. Today, the growing
South-North regional gap is particularly
worrying, as well as the persistent abandonment
of certain areas, especially mountainous areas
and indigenous community settlements. As
mentioned above, Guerrero, Oaxaca and Chiapas
are lagging alarmingly behind the rest of the
country, but there are numerous regions that
have also been left behind in other states of the
Republic, including in urban areas. The stability
or permanence of ancient small cities that play

a mediation role between rural spaces and cities
deserves a special mention. Thus, medium and
small-sized cities are not something new or
temporary on the path to large conurbations.
They are and will be present in the territory at

any time horizon.

A key piece of the strategy will be the renewed
role of the State in the provision of essential

public goods (Luiselli, 2017). The aim here is not

about ending private programmes and projects,
but rather about putting emphasis on public
goods as the axis of a vigorous agricultural
recovery. There are, mainly, four types of

public goods: (a) applied research in seeds and
agronomy, with a renewed role for the National
Institute for Forestry, Agricultural and Livestock
Research (INIFAP), and with a broader and more
systemic approach; (b) extensionism, as a public
and systemic service, applicable to the entire
value chain, not only to the merely agricultural
part; (c) health, very much in line with what the
National Service for Agrifood Health, Safety and
Quality (SENASICA) does, and finally, (d) ad hoc
agricultural infrastructure, such as roads, dams,

pumping stations, warehouses, etc.

In this context, it is now convenient to review

a few of the measures to confront COVID-19.

We must reiterate what we mentioned above: to
date, the Mexican government’s ad hoc response
in terms of new policies against COVID-19 has
been minimal, and basically barely incremental
in some existing programmes. Here it should

be noted that, beyond the current situation,
these measures are basically tied with measures
related to fighting poverty head-on; direct
subsidy programmes and extraordinary cash
transfers, especially aimed at the most vulnerable
populations; in kind support, especially in urban
areas, through school breakfasts, distribution

of pantries, or establishment of “food banks”.
But these specific aids must be aligned with

the broader strategy, which seeks more in-
depth transformations, such as investments

in infrastructure, technology transfers and,

in general, provision of public goods, as we

indicated above.



On the other hand, it is clearly evident that the
food system, in its various dimensions, does

not receive adequate stimuli and is governed

by the vertical structure of the “agricultural”
bureaucracy. This is a dilemma that occurs
almost everywhere in the world. In the Mexican
case, it is clear that the mandate of the Ministry
of Agriculture and Rural Development (SADER,
formerly SAGARPA) fails to cover the entire
spectrum regarding food security and the food
system as a whole (Shamah-Levy et al., 2017).
The tasks that we are proposing here will require
significant efforts by SADER and other public
ministries and institutions to reorient and
implement public policies. Particularly, SADER
must undergo a major reengineering, reorienting
itself more towards a target population and

the prioritized supply of public goods: applied
research, comprehensive and systemic extension,
health, basic infrastructure, and irrigation. The
introduction of multi-year and programme-
based budgets is also a necessary step to provide
greater certainty and direction to its tasks. More
cross interaction with other ministries and

public entities should be considered. The key

. e g
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decision-making process should be elevated to
the Presidential Cabinet level. Another relevant
aspect consists in forcefully advancing the
progressive decentralization of functions towards
the states. Mexico is as vast as it is complex, and
major agricultural and food policy decisions
must be made at the local or regional level: in the

states.

The territory-based approach entails a
paradigmatic change, rooted in the rural
transformation towards a new multi-active
rurality, and from it tries to generate renewed
dynamics: activity and cooperation networks,
associations, alliances, and networks between
various economic agents, of course, including
agricultural and livestock producers. In some
way, the sectoral approach is reconciled

with spatial approaches, and allows them to
incorporate “local” aspects, with their resources,
knowledge, and particular cultures. This
provides a unique content to local food systems
(and value chains). Above all, it more effectively
links urban centres with each other and with

their areas of influence or rural hinterlands.
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Note that these links in the so-called urban-rural
systems critically connect two nodal parts of the
local food system: agricultural production areas

and small (or medium-sized) cities, and provide
small producers with access to new assets, both

within their plots or productive units, as well as
within the cities that are close to them. Urban

markets are a driving force of local food systems;

in other words, they are demand-driven markets.

There is a similar urban dynamic in all this, but
with important peculiarities that must be better
understood: peri-urban areas. Here we cover

them in some detail.

This is where the food security dilemma at the
local level must be resolved, and where the
poorest and most food insecure populations in
the country are found.®” Changes in the level of
urbanization — more urban population and more
cities that are better connected to each other —
have, of course, numerous implications for the

rural transformation or the new rurality.

Finally, a few brief final considerations are
offered by way of conclusion. In the first
place, it should be noted that the Mexican
government must act more decisively and
forcefully to face the serious situation posed
by the COVIID-19 pandemic. It must do so in
terms of greater resources and direct transfers
to the most affected sectors, and also with new
ad hoc programmes to support food security
and poverty reduction. It is clear that the weak
programmes currently underway are not

enough.

In this regard, see the Mexico Development Reports
of 2015, 2016 and 2017 (PUED-UNAM). The 2017 report

includes a section on Small Cities and various related aspects

on Rural Strategy.

The proposed territorial strategy is based, as
previously stated, on essentially activating

three convergent and interlinked vectors: (a)
triggering productive projects; (b) maintaining
and improving social conditional transfer
programmes, and (c) focusing or anchoring them
in a specific territory through local food systems.
This is our main proposal, and it must go hand in
hand with a redoubled effort to face the ravages
of COVID-19. The proposal of productive
relaunch made here must be understood in this
sense. It is based on small agriculture, on the
expansion of areas under cultivation, as well as
on DICONSA's strategic action in the supply and
distribution phases, considering the role of small

and medium-sized cities.

On the other hand, it should be noted that the
territorial approach that has been developed
here is clearly functional to these proposals,
especially when it comes to more precise action
in urban-rural systems and, above all, taking
into account the strategic role that small and
medium-sized cities can play in all this. It is there
where local and regional food systems operate,
and it is also there where what we have deemed
the new rurality is manifested. We believe that
a combination of customized (or even sectorial)
support and territorial policies represents an
action horizon that is as innovative as it is

promising.
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FORMATION OF RESILIENT AGRIFOOD TERRITORIES
THROUGH COOPERATION AND CO-MANAGEMENT
PROCESSES. Colombia Case study

Marcos Rodriguez Fazzone y Juan Zuluaga Orrego

Marcos Rodriguez, Senior Specialist in Rural
Development, Food Systems, and Inclusive Markets at
FAQO. Juan Zuluaga, Territorial Coordinator for Antioquia
(Colombia) at FAO.

This chapter aims to reaffirm the need to
continue working on the organization,
configuration, and integration of food territories
and local markets, as a basis for improving
agrifood system resilience and efficiency. To
really move a transformative agenda forward,
new paradigms must promote cooperation

and co-management schemes with different
actors, many of which have emerged strongly

in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic to
mitigate its impacts on supply chains. This calls
for institutional innovations and changes in
organizational culture, where governments must
act as incentive generators for participation and
collaboration between family farming, private
companies, and agroindustries. All this intends
to improve urban-rural integration and city-
region links, not only to generate greater income,
but to value the social and environmental

processes, which stem from cooperation between

the actors, at the same level.

The chapter invites us to reflect on the
Colombian experience, a country that has
conceived comprehensive approaches to food
and nutrition security in its policies. From
different territorial perspectives, Colombia has
generated valuable evidence to interpret food
flows and identify the main deficiencies and
opportunities in developing territorial food

systems based on proximity of markets.

From this, key elements and strategies are
proposed, not only to improve the actions that
lead to greater territorial cohesion in terms of
food, but also to face the new challenges posed
by the post-pandemic scenario. These challenges
include planning food spaces, improving
territorial logistics efficiency, promoting
functional food circuits, food supply information

systems, access and adoption of technological
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innovations, and the creation of a structured
agenda among territorial actors to contribute in
a participative and active manner to food system

sustainability.

8.1 INTRODUCTION

The health crisis caused by COVID-19 exposed
the fragility of food systems. Although its
impact did not trigger food shortages, negative
repercussions are expected regarding food
security indicators, which are added to a

prior scenario of increased rates of obesity

and malnutrition (FAO, IFAD, UNICEF, WFP
and WHO, 2020). This is the consequence of a
diet high in ultra-processed foods and low on
fresh and healthy foods that could be supplied
by local economies. In this context, there are
several lessons to be learned from the pandemic.
Nevertheless, it is necessary to highlight the
resilience shown by territories, local markets, and
the various actors who operate in them, to avoid

a more severe food crisis.

Food chains were quickly affected by logistical
problems, the closing of market channels, and
production input shortage s, among other
factors that made food supply levels in different
areas of the country more vulnerable. Faced
with this scenario, several social and economic
actors reacted favourably, with spontaneous
organizational schemes, such as cooperation
networks of producers, merchants, and
consumers, linkages to technological platforms,
and development of alternative supply channels,
among other measures that made it possible

to appease the food impacts related to the

pandemic.

These experiences generate a series of questions
for the post-pandemic scenario. According to
Azevedo (2009), to what extent have governments
left the spatial organization and regulation of food
systems at the mercy of market inertia? The author is
emphatic in stating that choosing new products
or more sustainable consumption patterns is
undeniably associated with the role of states as
inducers of new production and consumption
parameters, either through legal contingencies,
economic subsidies, or as promoters of healthy
lifestyles. Likewise, the pandemic left us with
the possibility of promoting new forms of
organization and relationship between chain
actors, governed by cooperation and co-
management. But, how to take advantage of the
innate forces of territories and their actors so that food

systems meet social and environmental targets?

Undoubtedly, the pandemic has confirmed that
the territorial configuration of food systems,
and particularly supply systems, should be a
public policy objective. This implies promoting
more efficient food territories, so that food
chains are inclusive and, in turn, more resilient
to the impacts of climate change and health
crises (HLPE, 2018). The driving forces behind
this approach lie in organizing territories,
connecting actors, and achieving cooperation
between them. This connectivity shall not

only be understood in terms of geographical
proximity, but also organizational proximity,
with common objectives that ensure permanent
access to diverse and healthy foods, minimizing
dependence on other markets and other
production areas. From this perspective, the
need to strengthen urban-rural links and create
functional food circuits arises, so as to value

local food production and its identity, meet the



demands of family farming, and achieve greater

cohesion within the food community.

FAO has accompanied actions by various Latin
American countries to promote this approach.
In Colombia, departmental governments such as
Antioquia, and more recently Narifio, Putumayo
and the Special Administrative and Planning
Region (RAP-E or Central Region),* as well

as the municipalities of Medellin and Bogot3,
have developed significant experiences and
evidence. This allows us to derive policy lessons,
key elements, and pending issues to create

more efficient and inclusive food systems in the

territories.

Hence, and based on the Colombian experience,
this chapter aims to provide recommendations
to move forward in this direction. This not

only implies improving part of the processes

and policy instruments in place prior to the
appearance of COVID-19, but also contemplating
the new challenges and demands generated by

the pandemic.

The chapter is structured into five components
starting with this introduction to the subject. The
second component addresses the most important
concepts related to the territorial integration of

the food system.

% The Special Administrative and Planning Region, RAP-E,
was created in September 2014. It is the first supra-regional
public entity in Colombia that promotes and articulates
economic, social, and environmental development plans in
its associated territories: Bogota DC and the Departments of
Boyaca, Cundinamarca, Huila, Meta and Tolima. Learn more

by visiting: https://regioncentralrape.gov.co.
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The third one shares the main findings of the
analysis of food supply systems in the territories,
based on the results of exhaustive studies
carried out by FAO® and other institutions,
which expose some inefficiencies and negative
externalities in food circuits. Analysis of these
circuits is key to improve the territorial planning
of the food system, as well as to configure
efficient territorial relations and articulations.
The fourth component invites reflection and
suggests the key elements that should be present
in public policies to promote more resilient and
efficient food territories, supported by actor
cooperation and co-management strategies.
Finally, the fifth section presents the main policy

considerations and recommendations.

8.2 CONCEPTUAL REFERENGES

Rethinking the spatial arrangement of the agri-
food system entails a theoretical approach
through which categories that support the
empirical work that is presented are defined. The
starting point is linked to the fact that society
develops itself in a geographic space determined
by its transformative action, through the use

and appropriation of available resources, thus
consolidating a close relationship between
society and its environment, which is redefined

permanently according to technical

% FAO Colombia has developed food supply studies in
three of the country’s departments (Antioquia, Narifio,
and Putumayo), and supported the development of the
Bogota Food Supply Master Plan and the Central Region
Supply Plan. This included the analysis of more than 7 000
food chain actors and 25 family farm food products in the
country’s 250 municipalities. For an in-depth look at the
different analyses of food flows, see the studies at:

https://nacionesunidas.org.co/publicaciones-fao/.
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and technological apprehensions (Fajardo
Montana, 1996). In this sense, space must be
understood as a porous container of social,
political, and economic relations, arising from
collective interactions that forge networks, which
in turn must be understood as an inseparable,
supportive and contradictory set of actions

that are developed through systems of objects
(Santos, 2000).

Then, by considering resources as natural
heritage that defines a physical space,

where human action emerges through social
and economic exercises, “territories and
territorialities” are generated (Santos and
Silveira, 2001). From this standpoint, space is
conceived as an active receptor, where objects
and actions that are constantly relating and
transforming are established, and the use and
non-use of space itself is defined; this is the

central axis of this empirical analysis.

In this regard, Pierre Bourdieu, in the book

The Social Structures of the Economy (Bourdieu,
2003) and the text Site Effects (Bourdieu, 1993),
proposes that the use of space is determined

by hierarchical structures, which fosters a
certain order where actions and objects are
located. In this sense, the proposal to rethink the
agrifood system’s spatial order focuses on the
relationships between public and private actors

and citizens.

This implies an analysis of the relationships,
which allows us to understand a background
where objectified relationships are configured
in different positions that, for this case, are

established from the perspective of the agri-food

system and the society of the place.” For this
analysis, the territories must be valued beyond
their functionality within the productive system,
that is, not only to acknowledge them as places
inhabited by food producers and possessing
natural resources, but to identify the existing ties
between productive territories and consumption,
given that they are a manifestation of the urban-
rural relationship. This allows public policy

to trigger actions that go beyond the sectoral
“intervention” approach and generate direct

links between urban and rural structures.

From this perspective we look at the concept of
agrifood system, developed by Malassis (1979)
in the 1970s, as “the full range of activities that
culminate in the formation and distribution

of agri-food products, and consequently, the
performance of functions of human nutrition

in a given society.” Along these lines, Rastoin
and Ghersi (2012) view the agrifood system

as “interdependent networks of stakeholders
(companies, financial institutions, public and
private organizations, and individuals) in one

or various geographical areas (region, state,
multinational region) that participate, directly or
indirectly, in the creation of flows of goods and
services geared toward satisfying the food needs
of one or more groups of consumers in the same
geographical area or elsewhere.” (Rastoin and
Ghersi, 2012).

Thus, when it comes to agrifood systems and

their spatial structuring, it is appropriate to

% The term society of the place is intended to broaden the
concept of a space limited by two worlds, rural and urban.
Consequently, this dichotomy is left behind and emphasis is
placed on the relations of society as an inseparable series of
networks that move between different territories, some rural
and others urban (Lefebvre, 1970).



recall three elements proposed by Milton Santos
(2000). The first one refers to a homologous
happening, something that results from the
modernization of agricultural or urban areas and
generates new spatial contexts that redefine their
functionality; likewise, the lag in modernization
can be understood as a process that functions
under a logic of spatial subjugation. The second
element consists of a complementary happening,
based on country-city relations, as well as

that between cities, which have the need to
consolidate material and immaterial exchanges
to sustain productive schemes. Finally, we have
a hierarchical happening, where the rationalities
that organize, direct, and concentrate activities
impose functionalities that define the division

of work (Santos, 2000).”* The three elements

lead us to consider transformation as a process
predetermined by relationships between

territories. In this sense, Ciccolella (2012) states:

“These transformations have had their physical
correlate in the restructuring of the territory.
Both rural and urban areas have suffered the
impact of profound changes in the forms of
organization of production, land use, and its
differential valuation, generating tendencies
towards the formation of new territories and
new territorialities. As a result of recent changes,
metropolitan structure and morphology

tend to be regenerated, after a process of
destructuring-restructuring and deconcentration-
recentralization, based on a new model of
production-circulation-consumption and the
transformation of the economic base of the big

cities.” (Ciccolella, 2012, p. 9-21).

%1 Santos, 2000, pp. 257-263.
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In the case presented here, transformation

is understood as a dialectical process, which
makes it possible to visualize the relations of
cooperation, adaptation, and resistance between
social, political, and economic stakeholders.
These links are the fuel that drives the very
fluidity of the food system (Sposito, 1996, p. 48).
However, this fluidity cannot be associated only
with a manifestation of economic efficiency.
Social equity or spatial and territorial justice
must be considered within the analytical context.
Consequently, it is crucial to include a socio-
territorial vision in the mechanics of economic

development (Zuluaga O., 2020).

These conceptualizations offer the possibility of
considering the territory as a dynamic element
from which a series of relationships emerge,
which can be analysed as social, economic, and
political structures that make up Cooperative
Agri-Food Territories. These can be consolidated
through relational actions of cooperation and
complementarity between urban centres and
their rural environments, through territorial
reconfigurations based on the connection
between stakeholders and between places where

food is produced and consumed.

8.3 TERRITORIAL RELATIONS IN THE
AGRIFOOD SYSTEM: EVIDENCE AND
OPPORTUNITIES

In the last five years, FAO in Colombia has
carried out studies that help to understand food
supply systems from a territorial perspective.
These studies are complemented by other
research carried out by different institutions

in the country, which leave in the analysis
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part relationships that ignore local capacities
and opportunities that would allow for the
appropriation of economic resources and a more
sustainable development, product of a territorial
use based on the active participation of local

actors in the agrifood system.

I 8.3.1 Redundancies in food flows

Some of the data that supports the above is
expressed in the incoming or outgoing food
flows to or from the territories, which may
have origin/destination in the local or national
economy, or in the global food market. In order
to find better structures for food relations, these
food flows must be recognized. Many of them
are based on the productive specialization of
the territories, a condition that is motivated by
the markets in the big cities. This phenomenon
is evident in the Special Administrative and
Planning Region (RAP-E), made up by Bogota
and the departments of Cundinamarca,

Boyacd, Huila, Meta, and Tolima, where food
production exceeds demand 2.9 times. It is
important to note that this region is home to

31 percent of Colombia’s population, that is,
15.7 million people. Hence, production in this
area alone could supply the food needs of 91
percent of the country (Florez Espinosa, 2020,
p. 68). As a consequence of this asymmetry,
surplus food goods need to be placed in other
markets, and this forces the consolidation of
marketing schemes with a considerable number
of intermediaries, who transport food to distant

markets in various areas of the country.

This is evidenced in supply centres and market

squares, spaces that function as reception

epicentres of many foods that later return to

the places where they were produced. This

logic is analysed in greater detail in the RAP-E
Supply Plan, which reports that the Supply
Corporation of Bogotda (CORABASTOS),* the
largest wholesale centre in Colombia, receives
daily between 8 and 10 thousand tons of food, of
which the capital consumes 55 percent, forcing

a redirection of the remaining 45 percent of

food flows. This illustrates high operational
inefficiency regarding logistics, commercial, and
communication matters. Consequently, food
goods that enter a supply centre are redistributed
back to the production territories, forging

redundant inefficiencies in the chain:

“This not only generates environmental and
mobility costs within the city, but also highlights
the increase in transaction costs derived from the
participation of intermediaries who do not add
value to the supply chain. For example, if we
convert the tons of food that enter and leave the
city into 35-ton trucks, 634 trucks would enter
and 287 of them would leave again, being totally

unnecessary.” (Flérez Espinosa, 2020, p. 39).

These dynamics coincide with those evidenced
in the Antioquia Wholesale Central,” located
in Medellin, with 70 percent of its food supply
originating in places outside the department of
Antioquia (figure 8.1); specifically, 43 percent
hails from the RAP-E (Gil Zapata et al., 2011).

We should note, however, that the connection

2 The Supply Corporation of Bogota is a Mixed Economy
Society, commercial in nature, legally organized as a
national corporation, linked to the Ministry of Agriculture
and Rural Development.

% The main supply centre in Medellin and Antioquia for
fruits, vegetables, grains, and groceries began operations in
1971.
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Origin of Food Products Consumed in the Department of Antioquia, Colombia
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Rest of the country
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Source: Prepared by the author based on data from PADAM and FAO MANA.

between Bogotd and Medellin is fluid, so it is
natural that flows of all kinds of goods and

services be present.

Nevertheless, inefficiency in the food supply
circuits is clear, since Antioquia has the
agroecological capacity to sustain its local
markets (Government of Antioquia, 2017). This
food inflow to the Department of Antioquia
represents a production deficit that is close to one
million tons per year, which in economic terms
implies transferring approximately USD 972
million per year (De Paoli et al., 2016). This value
was estimated on the basis of 27 food products
from the basic basket that are traditionally
produced by rural family agriculture. This
inefficiency can be seen as an opportunity to take

advantage of Antioquia’s territorial capabilities

and potential,* by connecting markets according
to proximity, thus retaining resources that can
be used to reduce development gaps. In fact,

the percentage of people living with Unsatisfied
Basic Needs (UBN) — which for urban spaces
stands at 6.67 percent — in rural areas reaches
26.77 percent.” This inefficiency is also reflected
in the food insecurity indicator, which reaches

75.8 percent in Antioquia’s rural areas.

% Food dependency in the city of Medellin — the
Department of Antioquia’s main consumption centre — is
not structured according to nearby rural territories whose
productive vocation responds to the city’s consumption
habits. Currently, only 35 of the 124 municipalities in the
department have rural-urban links with the city of Medellin,
and many of them are in environmentally protected areas
(FAQ, 2019b).

% Information corresponding to people living in private

homes according to the 2018 National Population and
Housing Census (CNPV).



166 | FOOD SYSTEMS IN LATIN AMERICA AND THE CARIBBEAN: Challenges in a post-pandemic world

Figure 8.2
Destinations for the Main Food Products Produced in the Department of Narifio, Colombia
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On the other hand, food flow relationships in strong relationship between Narifio and Valle

the Department of Narifio, which is located
in the southern part of the country, bordering

with Ecuador, form a production and marketing

del Cauca is noteworthy, since it may be seen

as ambiguous if one considers that Valle del
Cauca is the second largest producer of fruits

in the country, with approximately 600 000 tons
per year (most notably citrus fruits, pineapples,

grapes, papayas, and bananas), and where close

process that is highly articulated, with a high
degree of local supply and, in turn, a food trade
with connections that are sometimes located
1400 km away, and generates constant food to 76 000 tons of vegetables are produced.

outflows to neighbouring departments. The



Our last example is found in the Department
of Putumayo,” also in the southern part of the
country bordering with Ecuador. In it, the food
inflow from Narifio reaches 67.4 percent of the
total volume coming in. It includes, notably,
junca onions (92.6%), carrots (97%), and cassava
(98%) (Rodriguez Fazzone et al., 2018, p. 53).
This last piece of data reveals inefficiencies,
considering that Putumayo produces
approximately 14 991 annual tons of cassava
(DANE, 2018). Similarly, inflows are reported
from the Department of Huila, accounting for
41.9% of beans and 47.9% of corn.

The food products highlighted in the previous
paragraph have productive potential in the
territories that make up the Department of
Putumayo, especially in the subregion known as
Alto Putumayo, which has adequate conditions
for producing vegetables such as junca onion,
beans, and carrots. Understanding these flows
allows us to infer that there is a critical structural
situation in the Putumayo Department with
regards to its dependence on food from other
production areas and markets in the country. It
relates to the deterioration of its food heritage —
products of high nutritional and cultural value
—, considering that it is a region populated by
indigenous and peasant communities. Among
the causes that have increased this vulnerability
and lowered food resilience in the territory, it

is important to highlight that this is the third
department with the highest presence of illegal
crops, with roughly 25 000 hectares (SIMCI,
2020). The increase in deforestation, together

with the worsening of the armed conflict and

% Department located in the southern part of the country in
the Amazon region, bordering Peru and Ecuador.
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related social problems, has had a significant
impact on production systems. In this context,
the Department of Putumayo requires specific
planning for its agrifood system, one that

is capable of regaining adequate levels of
production, consumption, and food resilience in

the territory.

The relational dynamics of all these cases

share difficulties regarding connection and
connectivity between stakeholders and
territories, caused mainly by asymmetries

in access to information and intermediation
schemes that have high transaction costs, thus
preventing the formation of more functional food
supply circuits. Food dependency relationships
based on food flows from external markets, as
well as the decoupling of local production and
local demand, force us to rethink the economic
links between regions, in order to make the
most of the territorial stakeholders” capabilities,

infrastructure, and information.

8.3.2 Factors that affect food supply
system efficiency and territorial
integration

Food supply infrastructure

One of the main limitations that conditions

the efficient operation of the supply system

—in terms of proximity and equitable access

of family farmers to the circuits — lies in the
territory’s assets. Such assets include productive
infrastructure (collection centres, transformation
centres, logistics centres, etc.) and markets
(squares, local markets, fairs, etc.), both essential
for adding value and strengthening the link

between producers and end consumers.



168 | FOOD SYSTEMS IN LATIN AMERICA AND THE CARIBBEAN: Challenges in a post-pandemic world

Figure 8.3

Infrastructure Owned by Family Agriculture Organizations in the Department of Narifio, Colombia
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Source: Adapted from Rodriguez Fazzone, Ramirez-Gomez et al. (2018).

The existence or not of certain investments, as
well as the condition and optimal use of these
assets, affects the supply system’s efficiency.

In the 125 municipalities that make up the
Department of Antioquia, only one in four has an
active marketplace or local market and, among
them, only half of the premises are used for
commercializing food products. In this scenario,
it is not surprising that family agriculture sells
only 3.1 percent of what it produces directly

to consumers, and 1 percent through peasant
markets (De Paoli, Rodriguez Fazzone et al.,
2016).

On the other hand, there is considerable
geographic concentration of food processing
companies. There are 1 479 processing
companies registered in the Antioquia Chamber
of Commerce, of which 75 percent are located
in the city of Medellin, which implies that many
foods must be transported long distances for

the value-added stages, or that other markets

outside the department must be sought. Overall,
qualified interviews were able to determine a
tendency to undervalue - by local institutions
and governments — the influence that local
market infrastructure has on food system
configuration and its effects on stakeholder
participation and positioning within the food
chain (Zuluaga O. and Santini, 2019).

Along these lines, insufficient production

and storage infrastructure owned by Family
Agriculture Organizations was identified in

the Department of Narifio. Only 21.8% have a
warehouse for storing food, 20.3% have irrigation
equipment, and barely 8% have refrigeration
equipment (Rodriguez Fazzone, Ramirez-Gomez
et al., 2018) (figure 8.3).

Regarding small family businesses that
process food and agroindustrial companies
in the department of Narifio, the scarcity of

refrigeration facilities is striking — 54.8 percent
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Figure 8.4

Main Causes of Food Loss and Waste Reported by Family Farming Organizations, Agroindustries and
Merchants in the Department of Narifio, Colombia
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Source: Adapted from Rodriguez Fazzone, Ramirez-Gomez et al. (2018).

of them do not have this type of infrastructure.
Similarly, a considerable portion of commercial
establishments do not have refrigeration (58.6%),
which can lead to health problems for the end
consumer. Additionally, Narifio has a high level
of informality regarding sanitary and commercial
permits, with indicators that exceed 70 percent
informality in categories such as wholesalers,
legume stores and marketplaces (Rodriguez
Fazzone et al., 2018).

The notable lack of infrastructure to ensure an
adequate food supply impacts Food Loss &
Waste (FLW), with figure that are close to 40
percent on some food chains in Antioquia and
Narifio. As illustrated by figure 8.4, Family
Farming Organizations associate FLWs with
insufficient infrastructure for agronomic

and post-harvest management, while, in the
agribusiness and commercialization stages,
storage and transport capabilities are the main

causes of FLW. In terms of public policies, this

variable should be considered as an indicator

of efficiency in food production, trade, and
consumption circuits. In Colombia, the National
Planning Department reports a FLW of 9.3
million tons per year (Castafieda et al., 2016),

enough to feed 8 million people.

These analyses point to considerable dispersion
in the food supply and distribution systems

of each of the departments considered. These

are signs of economic and social inequalities

that affect not only territorial cohesion, but

also the environment. It is clear that current
infrastructure does not favour system
stakeholders coming together, a situation that
contributes to the decrease in economic benefits
for rural producers. At best, producers end up
with 10 percent of the profit (De Paoli et al., 2016).
This indicates that permanent food availability in
markets does not necessarily mean that equitable
and inclusive relationships are occurring in these

departments, nor that a true focus on efficiency is
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present in their agrifood systems.

It is important to point out that infrastructure
must be understood as a series of objects that
allow the population to access quality food

and ensure healthy consumption. This is why
we must think about infrastructure plans and
initiatives not only from a production and
supply perspective. Available infrastructure

for food education in urban, peri-urban and
rural spaces, such as community and family
gardens, research centres, and food security
observatories, among others, should be included.
Additionally, structures that enable access for the
most vulnerable population, such as food banks,

should also be included.

Territorial and community associativity

Analyses carried out by FAO on the state

of associativity in Colombia indicate that
programmes aimed at building associativity
are crucial, but still insufficient, to achieve a
sustained integration of peasant organizations
in the most dynamic sectors. Indeed, despite
the country’s efforts to promote actions to
strengthen associativity, production channelled
through producer organizations is lower than

5 percent, meaning that peasant production is
still mostly dispersed (De Paoli et al., 2016). The
number of small organized producers is also low.
According to the latest National Agricultural
Census, only 8 percent of them participate in an
organization, and only 1 percent are members
of a union.” The same trend occurs regarding

cooperative schemes, where, of the 3 000 existing

” Data processed by FAO Colombia from the last National
Agricultural Census of Colombia.

cooperatives in Colombia, only 7 percent are in
the agricultural sector (CONFECOOP, 2019).

Additionally, a large part of the most

robust policies for productive development
prioritize their focus on pre-existing producer
organizations, causing overlapping public
supply.” Consequently, there is risk of increasing
the gaps within the Family Farming sector, due
to the disengagement of non-associated farmers
from economic development strategies that
include greater investments and productive
incentives. Therefore, policies and programmes
aimed at consolidating peasant organizations
must expand their scope to include farmers who
are currently not part of the community social

capital.

Another limiting factor for associativity has to
do with the digital divide. Access to electronic
services reaches 55% in rural areas (Pena

Gil et al., 2017), compared to 93% in urban
areas. Internet connectivity in rural areas is
approximately 16.2%, while in cities it reaches
63.1% (DANE, 2018). This restricts joint actions
to promote associative access to markets or to

purchases that promote economies of scale.

This suggests that one path to achieve the
desired associativity and comprehensiveness
is to conceive the territory as a unit of

intervention, in order to promote the

% An analysis by FAO Colombia carried out in 2016
determined that the vast majority of peasant organizations
participated simultaneously in various government and
international cooperation programmes. Most of these
programmes have criteria for inclusion of beneficiaries
requiring that organizations be already established, which,
although is very important to strengthen them, is also
necessary to promote associativity programmes and broaden
the social base to include farmers who are not part of an
organizational structure.



development of territorial environments with
productive identity, where family farming lies

in all its different manifestations (associations,
cooperatives, and non-associated families with
productive potential, among others), as well as
other economic and social stakeholders who play
active roles in the supply system (DANE, 2018).
This implies that programmes should not only
focus on peasant organizations to strengthen
associativity, but should also promote horizontal
platforms and networks that facilitate and
motivate links between the different economic
stakeholders in the territory, in order to generate
a favourable framework that encourages

territorial associativity.

8.4 KEY ELEMENTS TO IMPROVE TERRITORIAL
FOOD SYSTEM EFFICIENCY AND RESILIENCE

This section presents reflections and elements
that should be considered in public policies to
promote food territories that are more resilient
and capable of responding to the challenges
looming in the post-pandemic scenario. Many of
these recommendations are aimed at improving
and scaling up actions that were being developed
to transform food systems, particularly those
seeking a better balance between climate change
and food health. Others focus on the elements
that should make up a new development agenda,
and which, therefore, call for institutional

innovations.
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8.4.1 Seeking resilience and territorial
cohesion in terms of food: The role of
cooperation and co-management

One of the key pillars to strengthen territorial
resilience is the spatial organization of the food
system (Santos, 2000). Ensuring availability

and access to diverse, low-cost, and healthy
foods should be the guiding principle of this
organization. Under this logic, stakeholder
articulation and circuit configuration must
function according to the food needs of the
territory and its population, which may differ
from the needs of other regions or communities.
Cities, for instance, should analyze their
immediate context and be clear about the
resources available to draw up long-term
development plans, integrating local food
production into food spaces as a key factor for
resilience and, in turn, recognizing the needs of

the territories that support the city’s food supply.

The pandemic has motivated new organizational
forms in the territories, driven by genuine forces
from social and economic stakeholders that
managed to mitigate several of its effects on
supply chains. These new organizational forms
include collaborative networks of producers,
articulation of retailers — where associativity

is rare —, major efforts by family farmers to
connect with end consumers and consumers
seeking local products, and food distribution
alternatives to ensure supply in sectors with low-
income populations. Much of this process was
the product of organizational solidarity (Santos,
2000) and a cooperative spirit. It is important to
ask how to make the most of the innate forces
of stakeholders and territories so that food

systems meet social and environmental targets?
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Among the organizational mechanisms that
can be very effective for this purpose are co-
managed networks. They seek to consolidate

a platform founded on values of cooperation
and reciprocity, where the community, farmers,
and other food system stakeholders can discuss
and establish priorities for the territory’s

food security and define an agenda of co-
participation and co-management of different
actions. These actions may include organizing
local markets, managing associations, co-
financing and promoting horizontal extension
services, collective use of infrastructures, and
other actions that respond to the food system’s

common objective (Rodriguez et al., 2019).

An important premise is that territorial
cooperation mechanisms based on food links
result from co-managed processes (Rodriguez

et al., 2019). This requires an institutional and
public policy architecture that stimulates
participation and willingness the different
stakeholders (civil society, companies,
community, etc.) (Khan and Blankenburg, 2009).
It also requires empowering and guiding them so
that they play their role within the food system.
However, in territories where governments

have fewer capacities, we can assume that the
dynamics can be spontaneously led by other
agents that are able to organize themselves
according to specific challenges, as was observed
during the pandemic with the Seed Guardians

Network.”

% One of Colombia’s most emblematic examples is the role
played by the Seed Guardian and Custodian Network, who
in the face of seed shortages due to the COVID-19 pandemic,
managed to set up a spontaneous supply network to
respond to the various seed requirements of family farmers,
thus avoiding further impacts on productive systems and
future food shortages.

These mechanisms can also be essential to
integrating ecosystem services in the food
system, as a key component of the system’s
sustainability. This will only be possible if the
relationships established between territories
are symbiotic. In these regions it is common to
find stakeholders with strong environmental
leadership and organizational capabilities.
These structures should be used to link the
conservation agenda with food security
challenges in the territory, thus consolidating an
economy that values nature as an active subject,
with its own rights inside a system of social

relations.

One way to integrate these elements is to
structure proximity markets and short marketing
circuits.!® These are key approaches to
materialize the aforementioned organizational
schemes and improve territorial food system
efficiency. Short circuits or chains, far from being
extinguished by the pressure and modernity of
international markets, have become strengthened
as means to transform food systems. In fact,
when circuits are successful in expressing the
interests of local stakeholders, they produce

food that is healthier, more nutritious, and
environmentally sustainable. They also facilitate
quality assurance through control and social

participation schemes (Azevedo Da Silva, 2009).

In this sense, a first process could consist in

solidifying direct relationships between rural

100 Read about short circuit and other market strategy
experiences in Latin America in “Productive Chains and
Short Circuits: Innovations in Production and Trade
Schemes for Family Farming: Analysis of International and
Latin American Experiences” (IDB et al., 2016). Available at:
https://repositorio.cepal.org/bitstream/handle/11362/40688/1

51600739_es.pdf.



and urban spaces, catalysed from a demand
perspective, and organizing consumption
micro-territories and cooperation networks
between merchants and retail stores than can
interact directly with producers, forming short
commercial schemes that can serve as a “pretext”
to assign special value to food relations between
territories. The main paradigm shift involves
moving from “short marketing circuits” to
“functional food circuits” that, aside from better
connecting producers and consumers, explicitly
contribute to other aspects of food security in the
territory, such as adjusting to seasonal products,
reducing loss and waste, establishing fair prices,

or reducing their water and carbon footprints.

Another process to strengthen urban-rural
links consists in improving circular economy
strategies. This is a way to reconsider territorial
planning and development by redefining

the concept of waste to make use of the by-
products of economic activities (biomass, waste
management, food loss and waste) as inputs

to develop energy efficient circuits, such as
those for soil nutrition, among others (Serra
and Arandilla, 2015). Additionally, circular

economy generates virtuous cycles that allow us
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to transcend from a reduced view of food to a
production-consumption relationship, by valuing
connections between food and biodiversity, or
between food and landscape. In this regard, FAO
has been decisive in announcing that, in less

than a century, almost 75 percent of the main
horticultural varieties have been significantly
reduced, and that three-quarters of the world’s
diets depend on only twelve plant species and

five animal species (Slow Food, 2012).

The equation is simple: the less diversity, the
less possibility of adaptation and mitigation

in the face of climate change. Conservation of
biodiversity in itself ensures the sustainability
of agricultural landscapes, is an indicator of

a territory’s health, and a space for cultural
and tourist appreciation. In Latin America,
although the concept of circular economy is

on many governments’ agendas, the need to
define short and medium-term improvement
objectives, targets, and scenarios to induce the
necessary institutional changes is unavoidable.
For reference, in an economy such as the
United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern
Ireland’s, it is estimated that 81 percent of

economic circuits are based on a linear economy,
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compared to the remaining 19 percent operating

under circular economy schemes (Hill, 2012).

8.4.2 A New approach to the food supply
chain

The pandemic forces us to reconceptualize food
supply chains. This new scenario suggests the
need to leave behind productive relocation,

in order to strengthen local food production
schemes that combine territorial efficiency

and resilience. This not only seeks to improve
production systems, but also distribution (FAO
and ECLAC, 2020a), which directly affects
consumption habits (Food Ethics Council, 2008).

Currently, International market acceleration
has led to the specialization of logistics chains,
operators, and platforms, with sophisticated
levels of technology. However, progress has
not been equally paced for fresh and semi-
processed food supply chains going into the
cities. Particularly, perishable products in the
basic food basket (fruits, vegetables, meats,
etc.) continue to be mobilized through very
precarious and inefficient systems, which
generate severe externalities: pollution, traffic
congestion due to massive transport vehicles
in large cities, huge amounts of food waste and

other residues, and quality and safety issues.

On the other hand, in countries where
commercialization of local and fresh food

has grown notably, the main issue faced by
producers has to do with organizing distribution
processes that meet market and consumer
expectations (Palacios-Argiiello et al., 2017).

Particularly, more innovation is needed in last

mile logistics. Small-scale food distribution
within cities is carried out through multiple
transports because retailers, hotels, restaurants,
etc., are highly atomized. Additionally, it is
common for shopkeepers or vendors to go,

by themselves, to large supply centres located
in peri-urban areas, to obtain supplies. They

use non-specialized vehicles, food is poorly
managed, and poorly handled. As a result, there

is high food deterioration and waste.

This issue has motivated the development of
certain innovations.’” One of them is the rise
of the Food Hub concept, which has become a
logistics mechanism that facilitates operations
for local food supply chains, relying on
sustainable transport.'® The concept is based
on collaboration and reciprocity, generating
positive changes in communities and local food
systems.'® In the United States of America,
interest in Food hubs arose from the need to
work comprehensively on food safety and
public health, thus creating environments

that improve what people eat using local food
suppliers. Currently, there are at least 170 Food
Hubs operating in 65 percent of states in the
United States of America. Operationally, there
are no standardized Food hub models, they are
configured according to specific commercial or

logistical needs, and function under different

11 Dansby et al. (2012) analyze three food distribution
infrastructure innovation schemes: Nodes (food-related
companies), Food Hubs (central aggregation facilities that
link between multiple nodes) and Food Innovation Districts
(FID). Additional recommended case studies include two
commercialization schemes in France: the Associations
for the Maintenance of Peasant Agriculture (AMAP), and
the “The Beehive that says yes!” (La Riiche qui dit Ouil,
LRQDO) model in IBD et al. (2016).

102 Palacios-Argiiello ef al. (2017) referencing Stott et al.
(2014).

1% Palacios-Argiiello et al. (2017) referencing Matson and
Thayer (2013).



management modalities and legal structures
(public, private, mixed, etc.) (Palacios-Argiiello et
al., 2017).

Similarly, logistical deficiencies also occur in the
vicinity of production areas, that is, in the first
mile. The lack of comprehensive distribution
centres in rural areas severely affects the way
in which products reach urban centres, many
times without completing a vehicle load,'™

and with vehicles in precarious conditions at
that. Investing in infrastructure to improve
connectivity and reduce agglomeration of
services in rural areas is key. This includes
developing territorial logistics clusters or
corridors'® to improve neighbourhood logistics
efficiencies (Orjuela, 2020), which in turn
includes investing in storage capabilities and
cold-chain, transportation, and technical service
networks that link rural farmers and residents
with value chains in the territories. As in the
other processes we have described previously,
these schemes must be fostered by encouraging
stakeholder cooperation and coordination to
share information, plan collaboratively, and

optimize processes jointly.

104 According to the National Logistics Survey of Colombia
(2018), vehicles that transport food occupy between 50 and
70 percent of available space.

15 For more information, review the Supply Plan for
Colombia’s Central Region, where Regional Logistics
Corridors are defined as part of the territorial approach.
They aim to comprehensively articulate origins and
destinations in physical and functional aspects such as
transport infrastructure, information and communication
flows, and commercial and trade facilitation practices.
Furthermore, the plan includes key aspects of the supply
system’s Logistics Information Ecosystem, such as Green
Logistics and Logistic Knowledge Management 4.0.
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8.4.3 Information systems and
technological innovation: Accelerators for
transforming food systems

Accelerated technological innovation could
be the defining factor in transforming rural
development and food systems (Trigo and
Elverdin, 2019). In this broad spectrum of
technological innovation we can mention
microelectronics, Big Data, artificial intelligence,
remote sensing and distributed ledger
technologies, drones, and digitization, among
others.”” And although development of these
technologies is still very heterogeneous, they
will certainly redefine the limits of production
systems, production chains and territorial

restructuring (Rodriguez ef al., 2019).

The fortuitous scenario generated by the
pandemic motivated an unprecedented process
of technological adoption, enabling a significant
number of family farmers and new consumers
to learn about, become interested in, and adopt
technological tools. All seems to indicate that
digitization of agriculture and food systems will
increase in the post-pandemic world. Under this
scenario, the role of governments will be crucial
to ensure participation of the most lagging

sectors. If the means to access new technologies

1% Aside from those mentioned in this chapter, there are
technologies that fall under the category of “precision
agriculture”, among them satellite imagery, remote sensing,
the Internet of Things, drones, artificial intelligence, the
cloud, digital networks, Global Positioning System and
functional performance control; also, robotics and its
associated technologies, which include agricultural robots,
automatic steering equipment, variable rate technology

and on-board computers; distributed ledger technologies,
which mainly refer to the blockchain; FinTech, which refers
to the use of digital technologies in the rural financial sector,
and virtual reality, which is being increasingly used in
agricultural training and extension (FAO, 2019b).
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from before the pandemic remain unchanged,

new territorial inequalities shall ensue.

Next, we will look at two promising
technological tools for the future: robust food
supply system information and technological

commercialization platforms.

Food supply system information

Ideally, information related to a country, city, or
territory’s food supply system should be granted
public good status and be at the disposal of all
stakeholders in the food chain. This would give
shape to production, logistics, and commercial
optimization scenarios, drive forth stakeholder
coordination and collaboration schemes

to reduce risks, avoid food loss and waste,

create strategic reserves, and prevent eventual

shortages.

One of the main issues faced by governments in
the context of COVID-19 was the lack of timely
and real-time information on the territorial
functioning of the food supply (product
availability, food flow behaviour, alternative
commercialization channels, loss of perishables,
prices in rural areas, and biosafety conditions,
among others). This made it difficult to develop
spontaneous agendas with chain stakeholders.
A clear consequence of this limitation was the
difficulty in locating and providing responses
to the most vulnerable sectors, such as small
producers in dispersed rural areas, food
transporters on secondary and tertiary roads in

rural areas, or traders in informal markets.

It should be noted that the issue is not

necessarily one of insufficient information, but

rather that it is fragmented, or that there are
database interoperability issues between rural
sector institutions, thus making it difficult to
strategically combine data for decision-making.
There are also regulatory restrictions that limit
data transfer between different entities. This lack
of information is evidenced by: the non-existence
of a unified database on rural producers, their
organizations, and their production systems; the
little (or fragmented) knowledge about supply
operations in intermediate cities and remote
rural areas, given that available information is
sent to the large supply centres; the impossibility
reaching the informal food sector (street vendors,
grocers, neighbourhood stores) quickly and
efficiently, and the difficulties in organizing an
agenda with the food transport and distribution
sector, which is a key link to ensure food
availability (logistical issues were among the
most common issues reported by producers in

rural areas).'””

Therefore, information systems and supply
digitization are key elements to improve
performance on food and environmental system
indicators, to resolve obstacles towards a more
adequate and transparent operation of markets
and prices, and to generate technological and
social innovation dynamics that improve supply
system operation. Processes where progress

is needed include: improving georeferencing
between production and consumption areas,
with real-time supply and demand data to allows
stakeholders to make more efficient decisions;

developing databases on informal food trade

107 Information newsletter “The Food Supply under
COVID-19 - Colombia” (Government of Colombia and FAQ,
2020), developed from 1833 records from food producers
and traders in rural areas.



(street vendors, grocers, etc.), which have no type
of protection against shocks in the food system;
designing technological applications to anticipate
and alert eventual loss and waste, as well as
contingency plans for when these situations

are about to occur, connected in real time with
public soup kitchens, agroindustries, food banks
or, failing that, composting centres; expanding
price survey mechanisms, especially on
territorial markets, and monitoring from origin
to destination, to provide greater transparency

and avoid speculation.

E-commerce platforms: A new concept of short
circuit

Paradoxically, the limitations regarding
information systems described above occurred
simultaneously with an increase in technological
innovation processes during the pandemic.

To some extent, the emergence and scaling of
various tools prevented the collapse of the food
system. These include e-commerce platforms,
virtualized extension services, and applications
and social networks that connect stakeholders,

among others.

During the pandemic, business-to-consumer
(B2C) and business-to-business (B2B)
e-commerce platforms were crucial in leveraging
access to perishable products such as fruits,
vegetables, dairy, meat, fish, and processed
foods. Particularly, B2C platforms grew and were
used the most; in several countries, digital food
purchases accounted for up to a third of the total
(FAO and ECLAC, 2020a).

However, for food e-commerce to consolidate

itself as a market alternative in all sectors, and
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especially family farming, its scaling-up must

be accompanied by at least two processes. The
tirst one — for when consumers are unable to
physically access products to decide on their
purchase — consists in providing a sanitary
certification and other formal mechanisms to
guarantee product quality. The second process

is the implementation of an ambitious digital
literacy programme: a more sophisticated
agriculture demands new management skills and
specialization, and for this it will be key to have
trained human resources. This is an opportunity
to design an innovation policy led by rural
youth, turning them into agents of change to
modernize the countryside. Their role should not
only be oriented towards adopting technology to
improve their productive systems, but also to act
as providers of specialized technological services

in rural areas.

This context creates a favourable framework

for private sector alliances and incentives.
According to FAO and ECLAC (2020d), the
following emerging instruments could be

worth promoting: smart supply and demand
subsidies; support for incubators, accelerators,
and technological innovation groups, and better
access to innovative financial products (angel
funds, venture capital, crowdfunding, etc.) for
new micro, small, and medium-sized enterprises

(MSMESs) and service providers.

I 8.4.4 Non-negotiable traceability

The post-pandemic scenario will toughen
regulatory requirements related to food safety
and biosecurity. Consumers will demand more

information about where food originates and
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how it is produced. This situation puts the need
to implement rigorous traceability systems for
products and processes on the agenda. Digital
transformation and other technological tools
offer governments the possibility to meet this
challenge dynamically and to incorporate food
chains that have traditionally been mobilized
by informal economies, such as the fruit and

vegetable economy.

This traceability agenda must be accompanied by
a formalization agenda. As we have seen, among
food processing actors in many Colombian
territories, there is a significant gap with regards
to health and commercial registration, informal
work, and adequate infrastructure to ensure food
safety. This aspect also generates informality

and mistrust in economic relationships and
transactions between stakeholders, and affects
the possibilities of moving towards more
transparent negotiation schemes, fairer prices

for producers, and more stable commercial
relationships, which is why it is crucial to
implement an integrated policy to address these

issues.

The opportunity also presents itself to promote
traceability not only under coercive terms,

but through incentives that can be used by
producers to enhance their products, and by
consumers to enhance processes. In other words,
traceability systems should not only foster food
safety, but can also be mechanisms to provide
visibility and recognition to producers who are
environmentally responsible, and who in turn

value local production and territorial identity.

On the other hand, although traceability
supported by standards and regulations is key,

especially in distant or international markets,
regulations are often restrictive for the more
artisanal foods supplied by the territories (IDB et
al., 2016). In this regard, another lesson derived
from the pandemic is that strengthening the
commitment-trust nexus, based on mutual
knowledge by stakeholders, is equal to or more
valued than assurances derived from regulatory
compliance. It is crucial that governments
promote spaces that favour building trust
among the stakeholders in the chains. The

more solid the territorial foundations are with
regards to communities” sense of belonging and
participation around food security, the greater
will food resilience in the territories be. In this
sense, it is important to improve strategies that
are based on generating territorial trust, such

as: Participatory Guarantee Systems (PGS);!%
agroecological networks, commitments and
agreements;'” Slow Food initiatives (Slow Food,
2012); collective brands and certifications;'° zero
kilometre food trends; anecdotal experiences of
consumers in production areas, and promotion
of food production systems and landscapes as

tourist attractions.™

18 See description of Participatory Guarantee Systems (PGS)

at: http://www.ifoam.bio/en/value-chain/participatory-
guarantee-systems-pgs.

1% Agroecological commitments, in the form of periodic
contracts that allow producers to make minimum plans
regarding crop quantities and income, with assurances one
year in advance, and perhaps even advanced payments as
guarantees from consumers, is how the more advanced short
circuits are managed. Source: LLobera Serra and Arandilla
(2015).

110 For more information, see IBD et al. (2016).

M According to Blanco and Riveros (2005), the organization
of food routes is an excellent way to articulate agricultural
and agroindustrial production with natural and cultural
attractions under a territorial development approach,
leading to a high degree of participation and benefit for
local populations. This is made easier when there are
attractive landscapes nearby, or at least when it can be easily
complemented with other tourist offers within the same
territory.



8.4.5 A common agenda with food system
stakeholders

Food system transformation must begin by
acknowledging that each type of stakeholder
(public sector, private sector, civil society,
community, etc.) plays a key role in the system’s
very sustainability, so it is necessary that

these various stakeholders become involved

in the change process in a conscious, active,

and committed way. In fact, food industry
involvement in public policy and food system
regulation debates is recent, and some resistance
is still there. Similarly, civil society, represented
by social organizations, academia, and NGOs,
has been working to acknowledge the value
local food systems, but many of these efforts

are diluted because they are individualized
exercises, which fail to connect and consolidate
more structural processes, and which are

sometimes ignored by public policy.

A pragmatic step in this sense lies in developing
a common agenda with food chain stakeholders,
defining the roles and actions they could

play to improve food system efficiency and

sustainability in the territories, for instance:

= In the post-COVID-19 context, businesses
whose activities impact the territories where
they are located must begin to take collective
actions that favour local communities and
are linked with the development targets
defined by the territory, contributing to their
achievement. Many of them have received
public aid to maintain their operations, but
such aid must be subject to conditions and
commitments that give rise to symbiotic

public-private partnerships (Mazzucato,
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2020). According to Porter and Kramer
(2006), systemic crises, such as the one
caused by the pandemic, present us with a
favourable framework to rethink Corporate
Social Responsibility (CSR) policies so that,
aside from generating quality employment,
businesses can be centres of innovation and
benchmarks for all small and medium-sized
companies within the territory, thus being
able to take knowledge management actions.
The food industry, due to its ability to
influence consumption trends and patterns,
can play a decisive role in creating conditions
and contexts for healthy eating. For example,
by assuming a greater commitment in the
recovery and promotion of the nutritional
attributes of food, as well as its natural

flavours and aromas.

= In wholesale markets, which due to their
nature of concentrating large volumes of
food are decisive for improving food system
efficiency, it is essential to implement food
waste reduction and recycling. In this
regard, some international markets'? have
incorporated food banks as foundational
parts of the market, as well as innovative
waste management schemes with circular
economy logics for energy generation,
creating not only energy self-sufficiency, but
also supplying energy to other entities in the

vicinity.

® Commercial establishments have
a significant influence on consumer

purchasing decisions. How to make the

112 See the experience of the Rungis market in Paris (France):

https://www.rungisinternational.com/en/ and Mercasa in
Spain: https://www.mercasa.es.
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most of merchants so that they become true
promoters of healthy habits and responsible
consumption? Studies carried out by FAO

in Colombia'® indicate that food merchants
are not on the training agendas regarding
food security. Hence, local governments
should include them and train them on the
nutritional properties of food, preservation
methods, and the importance of diversity

in consumption, so that they can make
recommendations to consumers, especially
vulnerable families where high fat and
sugar diets prevail. also, it is necessary to
promote a culture of association among
stakeholders in the retail trade, for which we
initially propose the creation of merchant
associations and networks in urban
neighbourhoods, among which are shops,
legume stores, convenience stores, barns,
and butchers. Among the main functions of
this cooperative scheme are the organization
of the food supply process, transforming

it from a culture of individual work to one
that favours joint purchases from production
areas, and optimizing the distribution

process.

= For their part, consumers must stop being
simple recipients and assume a role based
on responsible and supportive consumption,
actively participating in the construction
of territorial food systems. In this sense,
the food education programmes that FAO

has implemented regionally as part of

113 According to a study conducted by FAO on the supply
system in Narifio (Rodriguez Fazzone, Ramirez-Gomez

et al., 2018), the percentage of food merchants who have
received training or technical assistance on food safety issues
such as food conservation, handling, and healthy habits, is
significantly low, accounting for less than 15 percent.

school feeding programmes have shown,
for example, the importance of involving
family circles in these issues. This and other
experiences have also revealed the need

to work on a public perception agenda,
especially regarding healthy eating and

environmental sustainability.

With regard to transporters, the logic
based on appropriation of products

by intermediaries — which gives rise to
speculative practices and furthers inequity
— should be changed to a logistics scheme
where producers contract distribution
services. Additionally, as we have pointed
out, the conditions of the vehicles that
transport food are alarmingly precarious.
Food transportation cannot be treated as
other logistics processes, so specific policies
and incentives are required to engage and

modernize this sector.

Cooperatives must play a special role, given
that they fully embody social responsibility.
Cooperatives have strategies that put them
above the competition, and are key for
economic and social inclusion. Furthermore,
they can provide effective tools to improve
education, savings, and credit. In the

future, cooperatives may be key players

in consolidating food systems, spreading
technological innovation, and mitigating

the effects of climate change. A trend that
needs to be strengthened is the shift from an
agricultural associativity focused on specific
products, to an associativity that represents a
territory’s goods and services, one that seeks
especially greater synergy in food product

commercialization and marketing processes.



= Finally, and perhaps most importantly, is
the need to launch an ambitious programme
centred on capacities, resources, and time to
strengthen Rural Family Farming. Here is
the most resilient stakeholder in territorial
food systems, because despite its precarious
social, productive, and technological
conditions, it has remained as the main
supplier of fresh and diversified food for
cities, accounting for up to 70 percent in
some countries of the region (Soto Baquero et
al., 2007 and Salcedo and Guzman, 2014). In
this regard, policies for this sector cannot be
conceived to consider only specific elements
of its production units, but also its functional
logic — the basis of its resilience —, which
is that of a diversified production system.
Additionally, it is necessary to consider the
multiplicity of functions and contributions
that rural families perform beyond food
production (Rodriguez Fazzone et al., 2020).
Family agriculture’s socio-productive
systems have not only been a vehicle to offer
healthy diets, but have made it possible to
conserve ecosystems and be an effective
mechanism against the onslaught of climate
change. This multifunctionality makes Rural
Family Farming and its environment the
starting point from which territorial food

systems must be configured.

8.5 FINAL CONSIDERATIONS

This chapter’s key message is that food system
efficiency, sustainability, and resilience are not
the sole responsibility of governments. Without
losing sight of the fact that access to food is

conditioned by macroeconomic variables such as
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exchange rates, interest rates, and inflation, we
need to build more evidence on the inefficiencies
of food systems, and actively involve the various
stakeholders, especially in the private sector, in
the solutions. It is crucial to define a baseline
and monitor indicators on how companies

affect healthy eating, and foster agreements to
mitigate environmental and dietary impacts. In
this exercise is where the territories” intrinsic
strengths must be exploited and empowered,
catalysed into co-managed networks and
platforms that generally have work schemes
motivated by cooperation and reciprocity. These
elements, without a doubt, must be an integral
part of food system governance and operation in

a territory.

From a public policy standpoint, it is important
to underline that cities and departments in
Colombia, which for more than a decade have
worked on a holistic vision of food security, are
now more resilient against potential health and
food crises. Actions promoted to improve urban-
rural integration and nutrition education, as well
as to promote local markets connected with short
trade circuits, are noteworthy. It is also key to
have information on territorial food flows and
on the levels of food dependence from other
markets, in order to design more efficient supply

schemes with food chain stakeholders.

Nevertheless, it should be noted that there is

still no public policy or legal framework that
directly relates to territorial planning of agrifood
systems. This can be explained, in part, because
the concept itself is recent. In order to move
forward in this regard, and by way of conclusion,
the following recommendations, developed

throughout the chapter, are made:
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To strengthen territorial food supply
information systems, combining intersectoral
databases on production, markets, natural
resources, and climate change projections.

In turn, it is necessary to design an incentive
and reciprocity strategy to turn private food
chain stakeholders into active subjects to
feed the supply information system in real-
time. Placing special emphasis on generating
information from intermediate cities and
their interaction with nearby rural areas is
recommended to improve the links between
production and consumption areas, with
territorial logistics corridors that could be

optimized by using digital platforms.

To position the agrifood system concept
and approach, it is necessary to improve
horizontal articulation schemes between

government actors who are generally
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distant, as is the case of the Planning and
Social Development Departments. A bridge
must be constructed between the social
and the strategic (which normally implies
the economic), to impact the relationship
between agrifood system stakeholders.

The most practical frameworks for this are
Territorial Planning regulations and the
social approach enshrined in the Territorial
Development Plans. Planning agrifood
systems implies defining special areas and
places to achieve food security, articulated
by economic and social actions. On the one
hand, value chains in productive systems
must be integrated and, on the other, social
actions such as food pedagogy, feeding
vulnerable and school populations, urban
and rural gardens, and food banks, among

others, should be carried out.



Another key element in food territory
integration and resilience is agrifood
system infrastructure planning. Productive
infrastructure and its spatial distribution
condition the way in which a territory’s food
is distributed and consumed. In this process,
the physical conception of places where
food is stored, transformed, distributed,
and commercialized must be expanded to
conceive that infrastructure also enables
social relations to build food citizenship,
fostering the connection of food with
culture, the environment, and urban-rural
integration. Therefore, those infrastructures
for food pedagogy in urban, peri-urban
and rural spaces, which vindicate each of
the activities that are part of the system
(gastronomic culture, sustainable diets

and environmental relations, green belts,
community and family gardens, market
plazas and peasant markets, among others),

must be included in the planning process.

Governments must give greater importance
to territorial impact policies that have
significant amounts of flexibility in their
designs. First, so that they can move from

a logic of population targeting and budget
allocation per beneficiary, towards providing
territorial resources and incentives that
allow simultaneous work with the different
stakeholders in the food chain. Second,
programmes and projects must have explicit
components to promote linkages between
stakeholders and strengthen territorial
associativity, for instance: encouraging

the expansion of associative social bases

and horizontal cooperative agreements,

developing trademarks and marketing
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strategies that represent territories rather
than products. In turn, this perspective is the
right one to promote functional food circuits,
circular economy, bioeconomy strategies,
green businesses, and rural tourism
strategies. On this issue, see the case of
Colombia’s Territory Renewal Agency (ART),
which promotes development policies with a
territorial approach in the 170 municipalities

most affected by armed conflict.

One of the structural issues that requires
greater political will is the construction

and implementation of a sustainable policy
to formalize the food system, especially
focused on: formalizing rural and retail
employees to ensure decent work; designing
financing instruments and specific subsidies
to improve infrastructures related to food
handling, processing, and preservation, a
situation that is more critical in intermediate
cities and in market places; drafting a policy
to modernize food transports, and generating
incentives, support, and training so that food
processing SMEs can formalize themselves
(regarding commercial and health records,
as well as process and product certification,
taking advantage of trends in solidary and

responsible consumption.

The catalyst to introduce all these agrifood
system transformations is digitization

and technological innovation. On the

one hand, disruptions generated by the
COVID-19 pandemic have led to a significant
number of farmers, consumers, and other
stakeholders — who were not normally
familiar with technology platforms — quickly
and efficiently adopting these technological
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tools. This inertia must be exploited by
governments to scale up technological
innovation in the rural sector in an inclusive
manner, with accompanying investments
from the private sector, and engaging rural
youth as agents of change and providers

of technological services in the territories.
Additionally, the digital transformation
requires innovations in institutional
frameworks, starting with a change in
organizational culture aimed at rethinking
business models, involving new professional
profiles to create or adapt strategic planning,
conducting data management and analysis,
process digitization, and creating value
based on reciprocity with the food system
stakeholders. ®
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DIGITIZATION OF THE FOOD SYSTEM IN LATIN AMERICA
AND THE CARIBBEAN: STATE OF THE ART, TRENDS AND

CHALLENGES

Octavio Sotomayor, Adrian Rodriguez,
Mdnica Rodrigues y Paul Wander

The authors make up the Agriculture and Biodiversity
Unit of ECLAC's Natural Resources Division.

9.1.1 COVID-19 and the digitization of
society: A cultural shift

One of the tangible effects of the health

crisis is associated with the digitization of
society: progress that was expected to take

years to materialize, has occurred in a few
months. Digital technologies have been key in
maintaining functional economies and societies
during the emergency, impacting the areas of
health, education, commerce, and work. A recent
report by ECLAC on the impact of COVID-19

in Latin American and the Caribbean (LAC)
indicates that, between the first and second
quarters of 2020, the use of teleworking solutions
increased by 324 percent, electronic commerce by
157 percent, and online education by more than
60 percent (ECLAC, 2020e).

We can say that we are facing a true cultural
shift, as this trend affects all areas and all social
sectors. However, the adoption of technological
solutions is conditioned by structural factors:

a widely varied production structure, a labour
market strongly characterized by informality
and precariousness, a vulnerable middle class,
a weakened welfare state, deficient digital
infrastructure, and many socioeconomic
restrictions regarding access and connectivity.
Countries of the region have adopted measures
to promote these technological solutions and
ensure continuity of telecommunications
services. Nevertheless, the scope of these actions
has been limited by gaps in the access and use
of these technologies, as well as in connection

speeds.
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Despite this, many simultaneous transformations
have been observed. These include all the

links that make up the food system, from food
production, land use, and greenhouse gas
(GHG) emissions, through food distribution

and consumption, gastronomy, and dietary
improvement, to waste management (see figure
1.1, p.26-27).

These changes — affecting the whole of society —
are heterogeneous and incomplete, and develop
rapidly. There are many things happening
simultaneously in the region, but there is no
overarching vision that allows us to make a
global assessment of what is happening at the
scale of the entire food system. In this chapter,
we identify these processes of change and assess
their scope in the region, with special emphasis
on public policies. Finally, we propose several
ideas to promote a digitization process that helps
accelerate the transition towards a more inclusive

and sustainable food system.

9.1.2 Digitization in urban and rural areas:
Access issues

Despite progress made in recent years, more than
half the households in the region still cannot
access the Internet. This occurs more markedly
in rural territories and among the lowest income
quintiles (figures 9.1 and 9.2). Thus, the digital
divide between lagging rural territories and

the most advanced urban sectors is still very

significant.

It is estimated that 66.7 percent of the region’s
inhabitants had an Internet connection in 2019
(ECLAC, 2020e). The remaining third had

limited or no access to digital technologies due
to demand gaps originating from their economic
and social condition, particularly income level,
age, and location. This gap is widened when it
comes to rural areas: regionally, in 2019 only 23
percent of the rural population was connected
to the Internet, a figure that is much lower in
countries such as Bolivia (Plurinational State of),
El Salvador, Paraguay, and Peru, where only

10 percent of rural households has a working
Internet connection. Even in better-off countries,
such as Chile, Costa Rica, and Uruguay, only
about half of rural households have connections
(ECLAC, 2020e). Likewise, there are many
territories in the region that do not have cellular
network coverage — the so-called “white zones”
— where population dispersion does not make

telephone company operations profitable.

In terms of age groups, the very young and

the elderly tend to have the least connectivity:
42 percent of those under 25, and 54 percent

of people over 66, do not have an Internet
connection. The groups with least connectivity
are children aged 5 to 12 and adults over 65,
while the most connected are age groups 21 to
25 and 26 to 65 (ECLAC, 2020e). There are other
demand gaps as well, such as rural women

or rural schools, which have been assessed in
specialized studies (IICA et al., 2020; Rotondi et
al., 2020).

The issue of access is decisive, as made clear

in various national studies carried out in
recent years (Buainain ef al., 2020; Berterreche
etal.,, 2017; Cruz, 2020; FAO and IDB, 2019;
Fernandez et al., 2018; Martinez, 2019; MINTIC,
2019). These limitations on access to digital

technologies in rural areas, and especially in
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Figure 9.1
Households with Internet Access, countries in Latin American and the Caribbean, 2017 and 2018
(percentage)
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Figure 9.2

Households with Internet Access by Income Quintile, countries in Latin American and the Caribbean,
2018 and 2017
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agricultural operations, are directly linked to
the telecommunications infrastructure deficit in
the region. Although there are currently several
ongoing global and regional initiatives to fill
supply gaps, especially regarding infrastructure
for mobile networks, it is not clear if and when
these investments in infrastructure will be
reflected in more and better access to digital
technologies for Latin American farmers,
particularly in lagging areas mostly linked to
family farming. Several projects are currently
competing to install a satellite network that
covers all territories in the world: among these,
Amazon’s Kuiper project, the PointView Tech
project, powered by Facebook, and SpaceX’s
Starlink project. These projects have set 2022

as their deadline to begin operations, and it is
expected that they will deliver connectivity (end
solutions) to some of the most remote locations
on the planet. These benefits will entail a certain
degree of progress, but the limitations imposed
by broadband and by mobile devices themselves
will only make it possible to deliver minimal
service, which will likely expand over the

coming years.

Additionally, to transmit large amounts of
data (aggregated information), nine submarine
cables were built in the region between 2016
and 2018 (another 6 were planned for 2019

and 2020), along with 18 Internet traffic
exchange points (IXP) built between 2015 and
2017 (ECLAC, 2108). Additionally, several
countries have consolidated their 4G systems
thanks to spectrum allocation and investment
programmes, with 67 percent regional coverage
expected by 2025 (GSMA, 2019). This will

pave the way for the arrival of 5G technology,
scheduled for 2020 in Brazil, Mexico, and

Uruguay, which will drastically increase

mobile connection speeds, among other things.
Nevertheless, this process is expected to be slow,
with 4G and 5G coexisting for a long time, with
5G coverage reaching just 7 percent by 2025
(GSMA, 2019).

These trends generate some optimism about

the arrival of the internet in rural areas, which
would open up new possibilities for the
digitization of different segments in the agrifood
system, from food production to distribution,
commercialization, and consumption. However,
the final impact of this process will depend

on reducing several gaps, which could delay
the effective connection and use of new
technologies, such as equipment and connection
costs, aside from the gaps related to the digital
skills of agricultural producers and other rural

inhabitants in the region.

At the farm level, digital technologies help solve
market failures and facilitate the insertion of
producers in value chains, reducing transaction
costs, improving access to information, and
generating new links with agro-industries,
market agents, and consumers (FAQO, 2020e).
This chapter’s main argument is that, in order
to accelerate innovation and the transformation
of the food system, an active agenda of digital
policies applied to agriculture and the rural
world is necessary in each country, as well as
regionally. This means improving productivity
among companies, as well as moving towards

more sustainable and inclusive production



models. This shift also implies adopting
consumption patterns that protect the health of
the region’s population, minimizing negative
environmental externalities, and managing the

waste generated by these chains.

Productively, the application of digital

tools in agriculture creates opportunities to
improve production processes and promote

an agroecological transition, much needed in
the face of the current emergency and future
systemic crises. The development of disruptive
generic technologies has paved the way for

a wave of innovations in agriculture that are
transforming production processes, as well

as production and consumption networks.
This is a paradigm shift that seeks to combine
productivity, transparency, efficiency, and
sustainability, bringing production closer to
distribution, the farmer to the consumer. To
achieve this, digital agriculture has differed from
the modern agriculture of recent decades, since
it connects agrifood system stakeholders into
networks, and makes it possible to exchange
information from such networks, generating

value and benefiting the system as a whole.

The same is true for other food system
components, especially at the consumer level.
Digitization of agriculture enables consumers to
have greater influence in defining the goods and
services to be generated by regional agriculture.
The current health crisis affects household
incomes, and price levels become a more relevant
concern for broad sectors of the population
(FAO and ECLAC, 2020d). Nevertheless, the
crisis also reinforces many trends observed
before the pandemic, including urbanization

processes and shifts in consumption patterns
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caused by people having less time to buy

and cook food, the evolution from a product-
centred view towards one centred on products-
services (outsourcing), or the emergence of new
distinctions used by consumers to rate products,
people, and processes: biosafety and traceability,
first, but also other attributes directly linked

to family farming, such as such as Fair Trade,
agroecology, indigenous peoples, or locally
grown certifications. This increase in consumer
awareness implies valuing the attributes of

food goods and services that help us face the
current health crisis and that, additionally, help
avoid future systemic crises. This favours the
development of new products and services,

new commercialization channels, and new
social behaviours regarding food. Digitization
profoundly modifies the relationship between
production companies and their customers
(distributors, restaurants, and consumers). The
possibility of gathering information on social
networks is a rich and new way to establish a
more personalized link with consumers. This will
accelerate the transition from production of large
undifferentiated quantities to a more segmented

and personalized type of production.

Connectivity and the ability to collect, use,
and exchange data remotely is the basis of this
food system transformation, which includes
a wide variety of digital technologies, such
as the Internet of Things (IoT), Big Data, and
artificial intelligence, as well as practices
based on cooperation, mobility, and open
innovation. This digitization process is based
on three closely linked aspects: (i) collection
and treatment of large amounts of data that
make it possible to optimize and rationalize

decisions and resource use, as well as to
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make predictive analyses to anticipate future
scenarios; (ii) exchanges between peers, which
break with farmers’ traditional isolation and
makes it possible to develop new models of
governance and collaborative coordination,
where many stakeholders can interact, and
(iii) the advantages seen by consumers who,
thanks to internet purchases, are able to select
products better suited to their new preferences
and values. According to OECD classifications,
digital technologies with possible applications
in agriculture include: the operation of digital
platforms, sensors, IoT, robots, drones, Big
Data, Cloud Computing, artificial intelligence,
and blockchains (OECD, 2018). All of them
can make significant contributions to increase
productivity and coordination between economic
stakeholders, while at the same time reduce

pressure on the environment.

From the improvement of industrial processes

to the predictive maintenance of equipment,
many new practices aim to gain resource use
efficiency, while having positive impacts on
sustainable development. There are many areas
where digital agriculture can generate benefits
for producers and society: (i) it makes the use

of inputs more efficient; (ii) favours innovation
and improved productivity; (iii) it facilitates
cooperation between farmers, as well as between
farmers and other stakeholders in the Innovation
System; (iv) it allows for direct connection
between the two ends of the chains (producers
and consumers), and (v) improves market

transparency.

Another area of innovation has to do with private
projects that are implemented collaboratively.

There are non-profit projects that allow the

sharing of photos, ingredients, nutritional
information, additives, and other food product
features. This information is useful to encourage
industrial producers to make changes based on
consumer preferences (open innovation). The
same function is fulfilled by culinary blogs,
especially those implemented by younger
generations (digital natives), who tend to be
educated about refined and natural products,
homecooked products, product origins, and
animal welfare. Thus, social and collaborative

modes of consumption are generated.

9.2.1 Ecosystems

Environmental monitoring

Digital tools have been used in environmental
monitoring for a long time. It yields enormous
benefits in terms of cost, quality, precision, and
effectiveness. All the countries in the region have
Geographic Information Systems that integrate
different spatial information. Currently, drones
are used to monitor deforestation, and sensors
can be used to track products in supply chains,
allowing waste volume and final disposal
location to be known. There are many projects
that apply Internet of Things and Business
Intelligence technologies for environmental
monitoring and designing public policies for
land use planning, sustainable production, and

environmental conservation.

Proper water resource management, at the
watershed and micro-watershed scale, is a key
factor for sustainability. The possibilities of
systemically managing this resource have been

favoured for many years with the early arrival



of information digitization. From a conceptual
standpoint, the aim is to optimize resources,
while making their use compatible between
different economic sectors (human consumption,
agriculture, mining, industry, etc.) and different

levels and types of organizations.

When considering water, there is a health
network (drinking water) and another

network for agricultural and industrial use. A
metric is necessary to manage both networks:
meteorological, fluviometric, level measurement,
and water quality monitoring stations. These
instruments are installed as infrastructure is
improves — reservoirs, canals, intakes, gates,
drilling works, etc. —, for which there are
several public investment programmes. Sensors
are thus multiplied, the watershed becomes
increasingly smart, and water resource use

can be optimized. In this, it is crucial to have
participatory governance schemes, together
with improvement of the watershed’s internal
management capacities: irrigation communities,
vigilance boards, canal associations, local
communities, companies, municipalities, and
all the associated complex public institutions
that regulate the use of these resources. This is
what is known as Integrated Water Resource
Management (IWRM), an approach that enables
information to be delivered to all stakeholders
in the initial stages of the process, so that they
can make consensual decisions and agreements
to avoid conflicts as use intensifies. Examples

of this approach include the Cuenca Inteligente
68 programme, implemented in the Santa Lucia
river basin in Uruguay (Miguez, 2015), or the one
used in the Choapa river basin in Chile (DGA-
MOP, 2015).
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Biodiversity management

Biodiversity conservation policies and
programmes require spatial analyses, since

it is by definition associated with geographic
territories. The task must integrate multiple
layers of information, which is scattered,
fragmented, and often invisible, given that

there are considerable knowledge gaps around
biodiversity. Gathering, systematizing, assessing,
and integrating this data is complex and
expensive, as it requires a strong infrastructure

and capacity development.

The IoT exponentially increases data
availability and involves citizens in resource
or city management solutions, allowing us to
face situations regarding difficult access and
management. There are many areas where this
technology is having a considerable impact, such
as deforestation control — especially in places
where illegal logging is high and very difficult
to monitor —, or in early warning systems for
managing pests, floods, storms, and other
climatic phenomena. Territorial management
projects,'* carbon emission maps in the
Amazon,'” or citizen science projects'' are also

made easier with these technologies.

114 See the Smart Land strategy developed by Ecuador’s
Private Technical University of Loja (UTPL), at: https://
smartland.utpl.edu.ec/

115 See the TED Talk “Ecology from the air”, by Greg Asner:
https://www.ted.com/talks/greg_asner_ecology_from_the
air

116 See Mexico’s Avian knowledge Network, AVESMX
(http://avesmx.conabio.gob.mx/) and the iNaturalist portal

(https://www.inaturalist.org/).
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9.2.2 Primary agriculture

Large and medium-sized farms: Experiences in
Argentina and Brazil

The introduction of cell phones in rural areas,
cloud computing, remote sensing, and the

use of satellite or aerial images are enabling
production control and decision-making from
places far away from the actual farms, expanding
production possibilities into new and remote
areas, and improving efficiency regarding the
use of inputs. For instance, it is estimated that
sensors in irrigation systems could reduce

the amount of water used in agriculture by 50
percent, and that lighter and more automated
machinery, controlled remotely, could reduce
soil compaction, a critical issue in agriculture.
These sensors and machines, applied along

with other agronomic research methods,

make it possible to collect data to implement
precision agriculture, that is, establishing
productive zones within farms to apply different
combinations of technology. It is estimated that
precision agriculture can reduce agrochemical
use by up to 60 percent in some regions/

crops (Goldman Sachs, 2016). Additionally,
digitization also facilitates administrative tasks,
such as accounting, stock management, use of
machinery, human resource management, or
relationships with suppliers and buyers. In the
case of agro-industrial companies, there are
specific applications to monitor and analyze the
ongoing operation of various production lines in
real time, allowing us to anticipate situations and

better allocate resources.

These technological modernization processes are

closely linked to each country’s agroecological

and social realities, since the application of new
technologies depends on local conditions. In the
case of countries with large economies of scale,
such as those of the Southern Cone, integrating
producers into national and international
markets, as well as strong and well-established
agricultural input and service industries, act

as the drivers of the new technological cycles.
On the other hand, in countries where smaller
production scales predominate, as in fruit
growing operations in Chile or Peru, these

advances are still incomplete.

Equipment sales figures collected by the
Argentine Federation of Agricultural Machinery
Contractors reveal rapid progress regarding

the use of machinery with Global Positioning
Systems (GPS). These data indicate that, in 2018,
the extensive crop harvest was carried out using
11 240 yield monitors, which practically covered
100 percent of occupied land (34 million ha)
(Méndez and Vélez, 2018).

To promote digitization, Argentina applies a
supply approach that covers the entire economy
and considers a specific strategy for the sector,
promoted by the Ministry of Agriculture, called
AgTech. The State plays an active role in it,
promoting science, technology, and innovation
policies, both overall and for the new digital
technologies sector, as well as mechanisms

to promote and support entrepreneurship,
including business incubators and start-ups
(Fernandez et al., 2018). These policies take into
account the National Science, Technology and
Innovation Plan “Innovative Argentina 2020”
(2012-20), Law 25 922 of 2004 for the Promotion
of the Software Industry, the Industrial Strategic

Plan 2020, and the National Telecommunications



Plan “Argentina Connected”, among other
initiatives. January 2020 saw the regulation

of the knowledge economy promotion law,

by which AgTech companies can receive tax
benefits (Infocampo, 2020). Additionally, the
private sector also plays an active role, taking
advantage of economies of scale, the integration
of producers into national and international
markets, and the existence of a strong and
well-established agricultural input and service
industries that induces these new cycles
(embedded technology).

In Brazil’s case, according to a recent survey of
750 farmers in the main production regions and
chains (McKinsey, 2020), the first ones to adopt
precision agriculture in Brazil are large-scale
farmers and/or the youngest farmers. Fifty three
percent of the farmers surveyed use or intend

to use at least one type of precision agriculture
technology, and 47 percent already do, while

33 percent use two or more. For farmers in the
cotton and grain chains in the MATOPIBA area
(in the Centre-North part of the country), use is
even more widespread, with an adoption rate of
75 percent. Younger producers are the main users
of VRA (variable rate application) technology.
VRA and drones for diagnostics are the main
applications used today. Nevertheless, the
survey concludes that technological fluency is
still limited due to a lack of understanding of all
the capabilities that these new technologies have
and a lack of trained salespeople. Traditional
Brazilian farmers are more conservative
regarding new technologies, tending to be

late adopters: while 26 percent of farmers in

the cotton and grain chains in the Cerrado

and MATOPIBA zones are willing to try new

technologies without proven track records, only
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6 percent of the producers in the coffee, legumes
and vegetables, sugar cane, and grains chains in

the southern zone would do the same.

According to the same survey, Brazilian farmers
are connected digitally and through WhatsApp.
Eighty five percent of them use WhatsApp on

a daily basis for agricultural purposes, and
seventy one percent use other digital channels
daily for issues related to their farms, as well

as to search for information; the new frontiers
(MATOPIBA) lead this trend with a ninety seven
percent usage rate. In turn, thirty six percent

of surveyed farmers shop online for their farm
inputs, but this is generally limited to the most
inexpensive inputs. For example, producers are
open to buying machine parts online, but not the
machine itself. For large investments, such as
machinery, farmers are increasingly negotiating
with sellers via WhatsApp, but deals are still
mostly closed in person. Digital infrastructure,
digital security and user experience (UX) are

the main obstacles to greater adoption of new
technologies. Only twenty three percent of
farmers have full Internet access throughout
their entire farm operation, and this number is
even lower in the most remote areas. Lastly, forty
percent of them would increase their transactions
through digital channels if online platforms were

perceived as more secure.

Family farming: Large gaps across the region

Overall, this progress has not included the world
of family farming. In Argentina, for instance, 10%
of the establishments own 78% of the land, while,
at the other end, 46% of producers share just
1.3% of the total agricultural area, in plots of less
of 50 ha (INDEC, 2002). To a large extent, most
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Box 9.1

Digitization in a Rural Area of Medium Development in Nicaragua

Internet access: Forty five percent have access (as indicated by 30 out of 67

farmers surveyed); 48% use social media; 67% prefer to communicate in the
afternoon, and 96% would be willing to train through Social Networks.

Cell phones: Seven percent of 274 farmers surveyed had a cell phone; 38%

had a smartphone; among women, 29% had a cell phone and only 10% had a

smartphone.

Main limiting aspects: Poor network signal in most communities / Lack of power

in some communities / Outdated apps or app versions / Difficulty for older

producers to use the apps / Lack of telephones (especially smart phones).

Source: Prepared by the author with data from the Blue Harvest Plus Project - CRS Nicaragua, 2020.

small agricultural holdings are found within the
regional economies of the country’s northeast
and northwest, producing mainly fruits and
vegetables, cotton, tobacco, and other industrial
crops. The National Institute of Agricultural
Technology (INTA) has implemented several
projects, but these are not nearly enough

to breach a technological gap that is very
complex. Doing so will require investments

and capabilities that this sector is currently not

capable of providing.

This reality is evident in all countries of the
region, where family farms represent between
80 and 90 percent of all farms, and digitization
is in its early stages. For context, Nicaragua’s
2011 national agricultural census reported 226
thousand family farms, 87% of the total number
of farms. Of this number, only 13.5% of family

farm was receiving technical assistance; 14.5%

had access to training; 14% had access to credit,
and 75% had no education or only primary
education (Rodriguez et al., 2013). There is little
field data to gauge the magnitude of the digital
gap. Data collected from a project in an area of
medium potential in Nicaragua reveals that only
45% of producers have internet access, and only
38% have a smartphone (added to the 7% who
only have a cell phone). This information points
to a wide gap, but it also reveals that there is a
minimal baseline to digitize the territory. At the
same time, interest among producers in joining
the network is noteworthy (96% manifested
interest in training through social networks) (box
9.1).

Agricultural employment and automation

Over the past century, agriculture in most parts

of the world went from being labour-intensive



to partially mechanized and energy-intensive,
and in the last 15 years the sector has begun

to digitize. Both processes have driven the
continuous departure — in some cases massive

— of labour from agriculture to other sectors,
mainly of workers in standardized tasks within
the production process. More recently, and still
on the very early stages in developing countries,
robots and artificial intelligence are being used
(at economically feasible costs) to perform non-
standardized tasks that were hitherto solely
carried out by human workers (Marinoudi et

al., 2019). The introduction of this new robotic
technology and of artificial intelligence in
agriculture could generate radical shifts in labour
productivity, helping to mitigate shortages in
labour markets, especially regarding seasonal

work.

The strong uncertainty generated by the
COVID-19 pandemic has begun to accelerate
this process. Several countries in the Northern
Hemisphere faced logistical complications

for temporary workers to work in the 2020
summer crops. In the end, crops in the Northern
Hemisphere could be harvested and labour
supply problems were overcome. It is clear that
these uncertainties and logistical issues will
accelerate the automation and robotization of
farms, reducing dependence on seasonal work.
A reduced workforce will imply lower incomes
and lower remittances sent by these temporary
workers to their families, which may have a
destabilizing effect in the region in the medium

term.

Automation in agriculture is also increasing more
rapidly as a result of low labour availability in

specific sectors, areas, and months, although for
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the agricultural sector as a whole the numbers
still seem small. According to the IDB-INTAL
indicator, based on the McKinsey Global
Institute methodology, between 40 and 60
percent of agricultural employment in the region
is automatable (IDB and INTAL, 2018), varying
from country to country, with the highest

potential for automation in Peru and Mexico.

9.2.3 Production chains

Social networks and Big Data are modifying the
internal organization of agro-industrial chains.
These new forms of communication, learning,
and marketing transform power relations,
modify stakeholder behaviour, and generate
new networks between producers, suppliers, and

consumers.

Strategic orientation, coordination and
participation

For many years, the region has relied on several
mechanisms to coordinate production chains,
with specific modalities that vary depending
on each country (Sotomayor et al., 2011). Except
for public consultation processes designed

to approve technical regulations (especially
regarding phyto and zoosanitary issues),

there is little progress being made to digitize
this function, despite its potential to achieve
“better policies” (OECD, 2019). An interesting
example is the WhatsApp group Think Tank
Cacao, in Ecuador, which has used this tool to
improve coordination between all stakeholders
and links in the cacao chain to implement a

Competitiveness Improvement Plan (figure 9.3).
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Figure 9.3

Message Frequency in the WhatsApp Group Think Tank Cacao, Ecuador, August 2018 - October 2020
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Notes: Think Tank Cacao is a WhatsApp group created in 2018 to facilitate information sharing between
stakeholders during the formulation of the Cacao Chain’s Competitive Improvement Plan (PMC). The group

is coordinated from a European cooperation project (International Technical Assistance for Post-Earthquake
Productive Reactivation) that works in coordination with the Ministry of Production and the Ministry of Agriculture
and Livestock, and is made up of 244 professionals, union leaders, producers, government officials, exporters,
industrialists, and chocolatiers, all of whom participate in their personal capacities. Since the group's creation, 8
024 messages, almost 500 hyperlinks, and more than 1 000 files (press articles, PPT presentations, videos, photos,
etc.) have been exchanged. Today, in the face of the COVID-19 crisis, the group has played an important role in
coordinating the cacao chain’s response to the events caused by the pandemic. Message frequency increased 4-5

times after March 15, 2020.

Logistics

At the logistics level, the main grain
transnationals (ADM, Bunge, Cargill, LDC,
and COFCO) have recently made an alliance to
standardize data and digitize global transactions
for agricultural shipments, using digital
technologies such as blockchain and artificial
intelligence. This will make it possible to
increase the chain’s transparency and efficiency
worldwide, although the question of how to
incorporate SMEs and small producers remains

(Businesswire, 2018).

Distribution

As we have pointed out, the digitization of
marketing processes has undergone a qualitative
leap since the start of the pandemic. The pre-
existing trend of establishing direct links
between producers and consumers (short
circuits) (IDB et al., 2016) has accelerated, given
families” confinement in their homes. In this
context, e-commerce has become essential. The
largest increases in online presence are seen on
transactional business sites (active presence)

and on e-commerce sites. In Brazil and Mexico,



the number of new e-commerce sites increased
by more than 450 percent in April 2020, when
compared to April 2019. Meanwhile, sites with
an active presence in Colombia and Mexico
increased by nearly 500% in the same period. In
June 2020, online presence of retail companies
increased by 431% compared to June 2019; the
increase in food delivery restaurants and services
was 331%, and in business services, 311%
(ECLAC, 2020e).

In the case of wholesale markets, a recent survey
applied to 64 large markets in 15 countries in
the region indicates that 73 percent of them

has adopted sales systems through digital
applications or platforms. Additionally, half the
markets have reached agreements with delivery
companies to deliver to homes, companies, and
distributors, and 38 percent indicate that they
have opted for delivering food baskets door to
door and to shopping clubs (FAO and FLAMA,
2020). This same phenomenon is observed at
produce fairs and markets."” This trend is likely
to consolidate itself after the pandemic, as it is
consistent with finding a way out of the crisis

and avoiding future systemic crises.

9.2.4 Consumers

Underlying trends

Digital technologies and their information flows
represent a paradigm shift for consumers in
the food system. With new technologies, the

way we consume food has changed, and this

117 See Chile’s directory of Online Farmer’s Markets at:
https://www.indap.gob.cl/covid-19/mercados-campesinos-

online/.
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has had implications at every production stage.
Digital technologies, with a fair and balanced
implementation, can improve efficiency in the
steps prior to consumption, with less waste and

greater producer and consumer satisfaction.

Food system products are complex, therefore,
potential efficiency gains through proper use of
digital technologies are considerable. Foods are
complex products, since they are “differentiated,
have different brands, and their demand varies
according to time and location” (Senauer, 2001).
Furthermore, food demand, purchase, and
consumption do not simply depend on prices
and income - the usual factors used in traditional
models —, but also respond to the information
they themselves carry, as well as psychological
factors, such as the attitudes, perceptions, and

emotions they generate (Senauer, 2001).

The question is how digitization contributes to
understanding what consumers want. Tools such
as social data science, blockchain, or Big Data

are useful in this regard. There are applications
that connect brands and distributors, simplifying
product data management (composition, visual
elements, labelling, marketing information,
enriched content, regulations, nutritional
information, environmental impact, recipes, etc.),
intended both for manufacturers and retailers,

as well as for final consumers, extracting and
structuring metadata to optimize and automate
synchronization between all components.'
Other applications provide real-time reports
about special offers on food surpluses made by

merchants who are near the consumer. There are

118 See Alkemics, a marketing automation software that helps
companies market and sell products on different platforms:

https://www.alkemics.com/en/.
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also those that connect restaurants, spas, theatres,

or stores with potential customers."

Digital technologies impact consumer
preferences and decisions, mainly through

their interaction with information. Technology
allows for information gathering, storage,
analysis, and exchange (World Bank, 2019). This
increases the quantity and quality of information
available to consumers before, during and after
food consumption. Markets work better with
more information: it improves competition and
minimizes generation of negative externalities
under certain conditions. Digitization also has
an impact on power relations, prices, quality
standards, and other parameters that configure

the connection interface between agents.

In the same fashion, consumers generate

key information for producers (and for all

other stages in the production chain). Use

of this information can improve consumer
experience according to preferences, as it allows
intermediaries to improve their efficiency,
thanks to the information that reveals their
preferences, which the consumer itself passes
on them intentionally or unintentionally. There
is evidence in some markets that technology
and information flows can minimize negative
externalities generated in the production chain
through pressure on the demand side. Well-
informed consumers can express preferences
for products that minimize associated ecological
damage (for example, organic, ecological, or
low carbon footprint products). Stamps and

labels, backed by blockchain technology, can

% See Leloca, an application that allows users to access
offers from local merchants in selected areas: http://www.
leloca.com/.

incentivize the proper use of environmental
resources. Flores et al. (2013) introduce a way to
classify products as organic or non-organic using
biomarkers and isotopic analysis. Prior to the
pandemic, increasing interest in locally grown
food was observed, as well as an increase in local

supply schemes (Kolodinsky et al., 2020).

Digital transformation also has implications for
people’s nutrition, by increasing the quantity
and quality of nutritional information available
to consumers. For instance, technology is an
important tool to improve food choices, where
the blockchain can help with traceability.
Another example relates to product perishability,
such as with fruits, vegetables, and seafood.
There is a positive correlation between food’s
nutritional quality and its level of perishability.
As technology extends the life of perishable

products, access to them will also increase.

Shifts in the face of COVID-19

The pandemic has accelerated adoption of
technologies in the food system, especially those
that impact consumers. According to a survey by
McKinsey & Company, globally, 58 percent of
commercial interactions in July 2020 were digital,
versus 36% in December 2019 (LaBerge, 2020).
The same survey indicates that the pandemic
has increased the supply of products available
online: in July 2020, 55% of the global commerce
supply was available online, versus 35% in
December 2019. The shifts can be long-term: 62%
of the companies in the survey consider that

changes in this area will be permanent.

The pandemic has restricted the movement of

people, modifying interaction with consumers



and final points of sale. On the one hand,
consumers spend less time shopping in person:
time spent in supermarkets and pharmacies fell
by almost 40 percent in Latin America and the
Caribbean during the last two weeks of March
2020, when compared to the average of the

first five weeks of the year (figure 9.4). On the
other hand, the pandemic has also generated
significant changes in consumer preferences due
to its effects on income (drops in employment
and, therefore, in wage bills), due to substitution
effects (relative food prices have changed to
reflect logistics issues and shifts in demand)
and changes in consumer preferences. In Latin
America, bread and fruits are the product
categories that have seen the most drastic
increases in consumer interest between the first
weeks of 2020 and the second week of March
(2020) and onwards. Internet searches for

these products increased between two and six
times between March and April. Searches for
chickens, rice, and milk also increased, but on

a smaller scale and depending on the country
and subregion. In Brazil, for instance, interest
expressed online for bread increased up to 2
times with regards to pre-COVID-19 levels
during the first months of the pandemic, but
by August and September 2020, searches had
normalized, showing a slight increase of 1.1

times versus the pre-pandemic period (box 9.2).

Shifts in consumption patterns due to COVID-19
can have a great impact on nutrition. By
increasing consumption of cheaper products,
the overall quantity and quality of the nutrients
consumed is reduced. As for goods such as
alcohol and tobacco, no major changes are
expected. In El Salvador, spirits are the category

least purchased online, and in Chile, searches
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for cigarettes increased less than other products
since the start of the pandemic. A study among
adolescents in Italy, Spain, Chile, Colombia,

and Brazil (Ruiz-Roso et al., 2020) indicates

that quarantine has led to increases in the
consumption of fried food, fruits, and sugary
foods, while the amount of fast food consumed
has decreased. In larger studies carried out
about the 2006-08 price crisis, lannotti and
Robles (2011) found a reduction in the amount of
calories consumed among the poorest quintiles,
driven by rising prices and a loss of purchasing
power. Clearly, this crisis is different, but there
are still risks of malnutrition and undernutrition

caused by the pandemic.

9.2.5 Food loss and food waste

According to FAO data, the world currently
produces enough calories to feed its entire
population. However, more than 820 million
people suffer from hunger or malnutrition, since
between 30 and 40 percent of all food produced
is never consumed. In developing countries, food
loss can even exceed 40% during the harvesting,
handling, storage, and transportation stages that

precede consumption.

Food loss and food waste are obstacles to food
security and are significant contributors to
increasing greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions.
Reducing food waste and food loss is a challenge
that requires a systematic approach, one that
considers its causes at all levels within agrifood
systems. In developing countries especially,

the food waste reduction must necessarily
include small producers and family farmers,

promoting the development and use of friendly
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Figure 9.4

Time Spent in Different Places, Latin America and the Caribbean, variation by week of 2020 vs. the

first 5 weeks of the same year
(weighted average)
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Source: Prepared by the author based on data from Google LLC (2020).

and accessible post-harvest technologies that
allow these producers to increase the supply of
nutritious food and improve their income levels

and food security.

Teutsch (2019) has mapped one hundred
low-cost solutions to reduce food loss among
small producers, some of which rely on digital
technologies. These can help with production
planning and decision making, minimizing
losses in terms of revenue. Regarding food
waste, a review by Zeinstra et al. (2020) mentions
technologies, such as cameras, applications

for refrigerators, advertising, and information
exchange, that were reported as effective in
reducing this waste. However, applications that
improve food waste knowledge and awareness

have had little impact on consumer behaviour.

Digital technologies can help improve food need
estimates ex ante. That is what an application
called Copia does, enabling real-time links
between companies and food delivery services

to minimize the food waste generated by

the corporate world.'”® Another app called
LeftoverSwap helps geolocate food surpluses,
regroup them, and redistribute them among food

banks, nursing homes, and compost makers.'*!

9.3.1 Electronic government

120 Learn more at: https://www.gocopia.com/index.html.
121 Learn more at: https://leftoverswap.com/.
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Online Interest for Basic Staples, multiplying factor by country/subregion during different stages of

the COVID-19 pandemic
(simple average per country)

BREAD FRUIT
AUG-SEP AUG-SEP
COVID-19  COVID-19 2020 COVID-19  COVID-19 2020
MAX AVG AVG MAX AVG AVG
Central America [ 3.6 1.8 15 3.4 13 1.1
Brazil 2.0 1.4 1.1 1.9 1.1 1.0
SouthernCone ' 3.2 18 13 3.4 12 0.9
The Caribbean 3.1 1.5 13 22 1.2 1.1
TheAndes 3.0 17 1.4 |45 15 | 11
Mexico 1.8 1.4 1.4 31 14 12

MILK RICE CHICKEN
AUG-SEP AUG-SEP AUG-SEP
COVID19 COVID1® 2020 COVIDI® COVIDA9 2020 COVIDI® COVIDI9 2020
MAX AVG AVG MAX AVG AVG MAX AVG AVG
21 14 13 25 14 12 21 14 12
1.5 1.2 11 2.1 1.3 13 14 13 1.1
20 14 12 21 14 11 1.5 13 11
23 13 13 26 13 12 21 13 1.1
20 14 13 23 14 12 23 15 13
1.5 13 12 21 16 13 15 13 11

Source: Prepared by the author based on Google Trends data.

Notes: According to pre-COVID-19 average interest, the columns show: the maximum recorded during the
pandemic (COVID-19 MAX), the average recorded during the pandemic through July 2020 (COVID-19 AVG), and the
August and September 2020 average (AUG-SEP 2020 AVG).

Digital technologies can be very useful to
modernize public programme management
and coordinate stakeholders within chains

and territories, streamlining processes and
generating new conditions to move towards
greater transparency and better control systems.
Progress here also reinforces the bottom-up
logic that has been used in rural development
for several years: today it is possible to develop
processes of co-construction, co-use and co-
maintenance, thanks to the emergence of a
collaborative economy based on a kind of
disintermediation that favours direct contact
between stakeholders. This is valid when it
comes to State services that are effectively
demanded by private stakeholders (for instance,
obtaining health permits), and it is especially
intensified when there are high levels of
dissatisfaction among clients or users regarding
the way in which these services are provided.
These platforms are widely favoured in such

cases, a phenomenon that some have deemed

the “uberization” of the State — the rapid and
innovative disruption of pre-existing economic
models based on digital platforms, without
operators or physical infrastructures, and
focusing on the client (Bertholet and Létourneau,
2017). It is all about reinventing the interfaces
between citizens and the State: paying taxes,
applying for a passport, filing a police report,
processing a municipal permit. Everything
indicates that this trend will progressively invade
all of the State’s spheres of action, especially
those related to the provision of services (paid
or unpaid) to companies and citizens, and/or

to the use of their capabilities and knowledge

to improve the provision of such services. The

following priority areas have been identified:

Weather and market information: This area
is well developed in all countries, thanks to
the implementation of specific applications
to provide information to producers. The

main areas are market information (basically
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daily prices in the wholesale markets) and
agroclimatic information services (useful for
monitoring pests, scheduling irrigation, and
raising warnings in the event of emergencies)
provided by meteorological stations

distributed within the territories.

Technical advice and training: Extension or
technical advice is perhaps the area where
the digitization process is occurring most
rapidly. In line with the progress observed
in education and training, the work carried
out in this area follows two main trends,
which complement and reinforce each
other. On the one hand, there is a clear trend
towards the digitization of extension (or
technical advice) processes, which is partly
due to efforts made by state institutions, as
indicated by experiences in Argentina,'*
Chile,’* Paraguay,'* or San Vincent and

the Grenadines.' Initiatives developed

by a few NGOs also play a very important
role. These include specific applications,
such as the Sustainable Trade Platform

in Colombia,'® or spontaneous initiatives
promoted by extension agents themselves,

especially through WhatsApp groups,

122 See the INTA Virtual Agency app, a technical
communication tool for citizens to contact an Extension
Agency and ask their questions: https://inta.gob.ar/
documentos/agencia-virtual.

123 See the Rural Talent Directory of the Chilean Agricultural
Development Institute (INDAP): https://www.indap.gob.cl
talentos-rurales/inicio.

124 The Assistance and support app for agricultural
producers in Paraguay allows users — through smartphones
— to make inquiries on agricultural-livestock production

and obtain advice remotely: https://www.senatics.gov.py/
servicios-senatics/aplicaciones-en-linea/app-agroayuda.

1% The AgriExtApp is a product for Caribbean farmers to
receive advice remotely using their mobile phones: https://
apps.apple.com/py/app/agriextapp/id1536781947.

126 earn more about the Sustainable Trade Platform at:

https://comerciosostenible.org/.

Facebook, Twitter, and other social networks.
Due to its local nature, this last category is
difficult to detect, but it is expected to be
developing on a massive scale, as shown, for
example, by the experience of the Instituto
Plan Agropecuario of Uruguay’s Ministry

of Livestock, Agriculture and Fisheries,
implemented in the Department of Rocha
(Scarpitta, 2020).

Training: The digitization of this work area
was relatively well established before the
crisis, thanks to Massive Online Open Course
(MOOC) platforms, specialized in providing
distance courses, accessible through the
Internet, and without limits on the number
of participants. An interesting example are
the online courses offered by the Manuel
Mejia Foundation, from Colombia’s Coffee
Growers Federation (FMM, 2017).

Microcredit: Compared with other world
regions, rural microcredit in the region has
seen modest progress, and we can say that
digitization has not yet truly impacted this
subsector (Trivelli, 2019). Despite progress
seen by the financial sector as such in

the region (consolidation of the Fintech
movement, microfinance system regulations,
development of digital payment systems
based on mobile phones, and incursion

of telecommunications companies in the
financial business, among others), the rural
sector has seen little benefit from this wave
of innovations. Between 2011 and 2017, the
percentage of rural residents with credit
remained stable, in contrast to the accelerated
expansion in access to transactional and

savings accounts in the financial system



(World Bank, 2021). Only 9 percent of rural
people over the age of 15 used their mobile
devices to access an account in the financial
system, well below the world average of
21%, and considerably lower than the 71%
of rural Kenyans who do so (World Bank,
2017). There are wide differences among
LAC countries: in Chile and Paraguay,
respectively, 24 and 26% already use their

mobile devices to access accounts in the

financial system, while in Peru and Colombia

only 3 and 5% do so, respectively. It is
likely that these difficulties are due to the
banks’ traditional reluctance regarding the
agricultural sector, or to cultural barriers
that may be removed thanks to digitization.
For this to happen, it is important that the
financial system have points of service to
make it possible to operate with physical
money. An interesting phenomenon relates
to the rapid expansion of alternative service
channels. According to World Bank data,
between 2004 and 2018, the number of
ATMs per 100 000 inhabitants doubled

in the region, mainly in urban centres in
countries such as Brazil, Mexico, Argentina,
and Colombia. Another alternative channel
consists of agents located in convenience
stores, who act in the name and on behalf of
a given bank, and who have been growing in

relevance.

Traceability, certifications, and information:

The health crisis has highlighted the
importance of ensuring supply chain
operation. To achieve this, digital
technologies such as geographic positioning
systems, unique barcodes or radio frequency
identification devices (RFID), the blockchain,
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which ensures transparency, traceability,
and trust, have been useful, and are rapidly
growing. There are many successful
traceability experiences in the region. One of
them is the National Livestock Information
System (SNIG) applied in Uruguay since
2006, which requires cattle to be individually
identified. Digitization also helps deliver

information to consumers.

9.3.2 Innovation systems

Digitization also favours the restructuring of
Innovation Systems, since it redefines the link
between researchers and extension workers and
producers, horizontalizing their relationships
and redefining their roles. One change has to do
with the role of agricultural research institutes
(ARIs), which play an increasingly important
role as agronomy and agriculture become more
complex, since the installation of sensors on
farms requires sophisticated data interpretation
capabilities. At the same time, new research
possibilities are opened up, turning farms into

living labs, along with experimental stations.

Digital technology is embedded into the
machinery, equipment, and supplies produced
by large global corporations, such as BASF, John
Deer, New Holland, or Monsanto. Digitization
also implies the emergence of new stakeholders,
such as service companies that analyze large
amounts of data (Data Analytics) to generate
site-specific responses, such as sowing dates,
types of seeds, or adequate machinery. Another
relevant stakeholder are start-ups, which
mediate between scientists and companies in the

productive sector, filling a gap that until recently
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was almost insurmountable. In Latin America,
more than 200 start-ups in the Latin American
association of young leaders in biotechnology
(Allbiotech) play key roles, with important
groups in Costa Rica, Chile, and Mexico, among

other countries.'?

Given their complexity, hard technological
innovations (equipment, seeds, sensors, etc.)
are initially tested in experimental stations. In
Chile, this is undertaken by the ARI’s Precision
Agriculture Programme, which conducts
research in precision agriculture and the
operation of new digital technologies at the
farm level. This programme operates in alliance
with several large exporting companies, such

as Hortifrut, Orafti, or Carozzi, among others
(Best, 2010). In Uruguay, ARI’s Agroclimate and
Information Systems Unit (GRAS) is in charge
of promoting the sector’s digitization. This Unit
provides a series of agroclimatic information
products through the web, using data from the
ARI’s meteorological stations, data provided by
INUMET, CPTEC (Brazil) and the International
Research Institute for Climate and Society (IRI).
An important project was the National Livestock
Information System (SNIG), a pioneering model
of animal traceability in the region, which has
been used as a benchmark in other countries.
Progress has been made in other areas, such as
information services about natural resources/
production/foreign trade, bioinformatics,
precision agriculture, management, models,
monitoring, and early warning (Berterreche et al.,
2017). In Argentina, INTA focuses its

127 Allbiotech is a non-profit organization that promotes the
development of biotechnology and the bioeconomy in Latin

America: https://www.allbiotech.org/.

Precision Agriculture Programme on three
experimental stations: Castelar in Buenos Aires
(grains), Manfredi in Cérdoba (machinery) and
Cipolletti in Rio Negro (fruit growing), where

it basically works with drones, mechanization,
and robotization. These three research institutes,
together with the Institute for Agrifood Research
and Technology (IRTA) in Catalonia and other
institutes from other countries, are promoting the
formation of an Ibero-American Network for the

Digitization of Agriculture and Livestock.

Digitization also impacts technical and university
learning programmes, modifying technical
content and forms of knowledge transmission,
where videos, texts, infographics, and other
marketing techniques are integrated to become
more visible on the web and provide courses
aimed at wide audiences. more spacious. Finally,
digitization redefines research programmes that
seek to add value and consolidate bioeconomy
as a new techno-productive paradigm, forcing
us to rethink the methods used to manage
innovation, favouring agility and innovation that

is collaborative and open to consumers.

9.3.3 The new role of rural youth

Digitization raises key questions: are there
consultants or service companies in the right
place, at the right time, and with the right
knowledge? Is the manpower needed to do

the extra work required by new technologies
available? (Best, 2010). Technical progress
contributes to improving productivity and
sustainability, but also generates more ignorance
and more uncertainty. This is the case of adult

generations of producers, who face difficulties



entering both the digital world and that of
sophisticated agriculture, based on sensors

and automated machines. This requires more
specialists and more specialized knowledge:
hence the strategic importance of young

people. In this context, there are seven virtual
communities of rural youth in the region that are
worth mentioning. Together, they make up about
14 thousand people (box 9.3). These communities
have been supported by PROCASUR/IFAD,'*
with the exception of Chile’s Yo Joven&Rural
community, which has been promoted by
INDAP. Another interesting initiative is Chispa
Rural, a platform designed by FAO in Guatemala
to improve labour inclusion and foster the

entrepreneurial spirit among rural youth.

In order to promote these transformations,

it is important to implement public policies
based on Sectorial Digital Agendas that contain
appropriate regulations and incentives. This
requires a participatory dialogue that includes all
stakeholders, as well as clear political will on the
part of governments and civil society.

These sector strategies must be connected to

the digital strategies being implemented in the
region, which define the baseline and central
guiding framework. ECLAC is working on
national and regional digital agendas with

several countries in the region, with the aim of

128 The Procasur Corporation is a global organization that
specializes in harvesting and scaling local innovations:
http://www.procasur.org/.
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breaching supply and demand gaps.'”

This line of work has not developed much at
the sectoral level. The most advanced case is
found in Colombia, which has a sectorial digital
agenda that has been duly validated by the
private sector and by the Ministry of Agriculture
(MINTIC, 2019). Chile is at an earlier stage, with
an initial proposal that has not yet received
official support (Martinez, 2019). There are also
several studies that point in this direction, some
of them under development, as in Argentina,
Brazil, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras,
Mexico, and Uruguay (Fernandez et al., 2018;
Buainain et al., 2020; Cruz, 2020; FAO and IDB,
2019; Berterreche et al., 2017). However, as far

as we know, there are no other countries in the
region that are implementing sectoral digital
agendas using a comprehensive logic. At the
same time, it is necessary to apply a specific
policy on data collection, management, and
analysis — both at the national and international
levels — that facilitates organizing and optimizing
information, much of which is an increasingly
relevant public good (Shah, 2020).

9.5.1 Summary of key trends

The digitization of the regional food system is
underway, which entails many benefits, but also
many risks. The following specific aspects are

noteworthy:

12 See the 2022 Digital Agenda for Latin America and the

Caribbean (eLAC2022): https://www.cepal.org/es/elac2022/
agenda-digital-2022.
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Box 9.3

Virtual Youth Communities in Latin America and the Caribbean

National Network of Young Rural 3562
Entrepreneurs of Colombia

Website: https:/rednacional.kairos.team/

Instagram: @rednacionaljovenesrurales

Twitter: @redjovenrural

YouTube:
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCxBCwrvCygfgwQFSfNgdEZzA

National Network of Rural Youth 1790
of Guatemala

Facebook: @RNJRGuatemala

National Network of Rural Youth 495
of Honduras

Facebook: @juventudruralhonduras

National Network of Rural Youth 1250
of El Salvador

Facebook: @juventudrurales

National Network of Rural Youth 198
of the Dominican Republic

Facebook:
https://www.facebook.com/Red-Nacional-De-J%C3%B3venes-Rural
es-Rep%C3%BAblica-Dominicana-110530227279841/

of Chile (Yo Joven&Rural)

National Network of Rural Youth 2002 Facebook: @LaRedJRCR
of Costa Rica
National Network of Rural Youth 4048 Website: http://yojovenyrural.cl/

Facebook: @yojovenyrural

Source: Prepared by the author.

There are many supply and demand gaps
that must be bridged to achieve successful

digitization.

A good part of the digitization process is
driven by the private sector, through the sale
of machinery and equipment with embedded
digital technology. This implies that the
digitization process develops relatively
spontaneously, without necessarily having

an organizing framework.

Digital technologies can have positive

productive, environmental, and social

impacts, since they enable the collection

and processing of large amounts of data to
optimize and rationalize decisions and use
of resources, generate predictive analysis
to anticipate scenarios, and inspire new

governance models.

Chains are reorganized and redefined,
becoming more transparent and
participatory. On the one hand, there is
growing consumer participation in the
definition of products and production
processes. Thanks to internet purchases,

consumers can select products that are suited



to their new preferences and values. On

the other hand, large international traders
digitize their logistics processes and become
integrated on an international scale, using
digital technologies such as blockchain and
artificial intelligence. The same is true of
distribution channels, where retail companies
— as well as all other company categories —

have increased their online presence.

The application of digital technologies to
recirculate food waste is a trend that is just
beginning, although it has consolidated itself

in specific areas, such as food banks.

The same can be said of digital technologies
applied in microfinance, a field where the

region is still underdeveloped.

Regarding service provision, the most
promising field has to do with technical

advice (or technology transfer) and training.

The same can be said of digital
technologies applied to the environment,
water management, and biodiversity
protection, where there is high potential for

optimization.

Digital infrastructure is promoted by the
states, but there is a void in terms of sectoral

or territorial digitization policies.

9.5.2 Final considerations

The digitization of the food system in Latin
America and the Caribbean raises many

questions that remain unanswered. Perhaps the
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most important one refers to the dual role of
technology: depending on the public policies
implemented, it can bridge gaps or widen them.
Considerable technological and social leaps have
been experienced in various parts of the world.
From this perspective, the endogenous initiative
model arising in communities with no or little
connectivity is interesting. Here, connectivity

is provided through very small-scale local
commercial initiatives, which are not reflected in
the statistics. This model has been successfully
applied in Argentina, Colombia, and Mexico
(IICA et al., 2020).

Another important work area relates to
digitization’s impact on power relations,
specifically with the way in which information
is managed and how companies and social
groups behave. One aspect of this issue lies in
the possibilities of favouring non-competitive
behaviours among companies, generating
processes of “tacit collusion” and other
cartelization schemes to influence prices (FAO,
2020e; McCullough et al., 2008).

Another dynamic, with the opposite effect,
refers to the possibilities of generating direct
links between small companies, bypassing large
distributors and other intermediaries thanks to
blockchain technology, thus reducing entry costs
and barriers. Finally, the digital world enables
transparency, and social media influences the
behaviour and ethical values of companies, civil

society organizations, citizens, or policies.

Digital technologies revolutionize information
gathering processes, which traditionally were
very slow and costly. The application of sensors,

IoT, and other digital technologies implies
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the collection of large volumes of data, which
grows exponentially and, therefore, must be
properly integrated and made compatible.

From this perspective, it is crucial to define

national and regional strategies for the collection,

management, and analysis of agricultural and
rural data, based on privacy policies and data
ownership, or on ethical criteria to properly
manage them. In a few countries in the region,
the pandemic has accelerated the updating

of regulatory and institutional frameworks.
The main shifts point to the creation of data
protection authorities and the implementation
of protection assessment systems. Other
questions have to do with cultural changes and
business models, such as the redefinition of
farmer identity, whose trade is undergoing a
transformation that requires new skills. Aside
from their traditional productive functions,
the roles of entrepreneur, businessperson, and
engineer are added to their profiles, plus the

ability to collaborate and operate in networks.

In a post-pandemic world, the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) of the 2030 Agenda
are more important than ever. The key question
is whether digital technologies will allow us to
gain efficiencies and induce leaps or generate
emerging properties that accelerate and redirect
development processes towards the achievement
of the SDGs. To this effect, it is necessary to
support a transformation process based on
broad political and social agreements, which
little by little shapes a new model of agricultural,
food, and rural development (Trivelli and
Berdegué, 2019). Digitization can be a factor that
favours this rural transformation, with all its

uncertainties and risks.

To answer these questions, at the request of

the governments gathered at the Global Forum
for Food and Agriculture, held in 2019 under
the auspices of the German government, FAO
and other international organizations have
proposed the creation of a space to facilitate

the debate on the digitization of agriculture,
entitled “International Platform for Digital Food
and Agriculture” (FAO, 2020e). This forum will
include governments, producer organizations,
the private sector, international organizations,
scientists, and civil society, to explore how

to maximize the benefits of digitization and
minimize its risks. It is necessary to define more
clearly how digital technologies are linked

with new emerging paradigms, such as the
bioeconomy, the agroecological transition, or
new food consumption patterns, something that

becomes urgent after the pandemic.

In short, the health crisis clearly indicates that
we cannot return to business as usual. It is
accelerating a technological mutation — already
underway — that is leading to the transformation
of the regional food system. Times of crisis are

times of opportunity.
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THE IMPORTANCE OF CONSUMERS

IN FOOD SYSTEMS

Danilo Manuel Pérez Montiel

Consumers International Council Member and Executive
Director of El Salvador’s Centre for Consumer Defence.

The COVID-19 pandemic has not only impacted
health. Measures adopted by most governments
in Latin America and the Caribbean (LAC)

had repercussions on the economic situation

of consumers, mainly due to the reduction of
incomes caused by loss of jobs and livelihoods.
As we will discuss in this chapter, this situation
has not affected everyone equally; particularly,
it has had greater implications for women

and the poorest sectors. Furthermore, several
governments in LAC adopted measures to
contain the virus that included closing borders
and public markets. These measures, although
temporary, affected food availability in some

traditional markets and caused greater food

losses in production areas or distribution centres.

This, in turn, resulted in economic losses for
producers and rising food prices for consumers.
In fact, before the pandemic, many consumers
were already facing difficulties regarding
economic access. On the other hand, the food

industry took advantage of the crisis to increase

promotion strategies for ultra-processed foods
and beverages, which have negative effects on

consumers’ health, as seen in other chapters of
this book.

Knowing consumer organizations and their roles
is important, given their potential impact on the
development of sustainable and inclusive food
systems. For this reason, this chapter explains
how these consumer organizations arose and in
which LAC countries they are present, so as to
facilitate future coordination with stakeholders.
Likewise, it includes information on the
operation of several consumer organizations
within the United Nations framework,
particularly the work articulated with FAO

and the advocacy by the Parliamentary Fronts
Against Hunger (FPHC) and the Community of
Latin American and Caribbean States (CELAC).

The chapter also identifies the challenges that

consumers will have to face in the development
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of inclusive and sustainable food systems. But
more importantly, we identify proposals to

be developed by consumer organizations to
influence the necessary changes to improve
access to healthy and quality food in all countries

in the region.

The cease of economic and productive activities
caused many consumers to lose their ability to
purchase food. As different economic reports in
the region have shown, consumers who were
already living in poverty are likely to move into
extreme poverty, while many in the middle
class will move into poverty. It is projected that
only the effects of “quarantines, that is, the loss
of income caused by stay-at-home orders, even
when factoring in different aid programmes
announced in the region, may lead to increases
in poverty by 8 to 14 percent. This would imply
a contraction of the middle class, particularly the
consolidated middle class, which would drop
between 8 and 17 percent” (IDB, 2020, p. 30).
This means that up to 52 million people could
be forced into poverty in LAC as a result of the
pandemic, delaying the fight against poverty by
15 years (Ruiz, 2020).

But the pandemic has not affected everyone
equally. Oxfam points out that there are 8
thousand new millionaires in Latin America and
the Caribbean — people with a net worth of more
than USD one billion. The richest people have
increased their fortune by USD 48.2 billion since
March 2020 (Ruiz, 2020).

Even among the poorest consumers, the impact
is not the same. Women as consumers have
been more affected than men. Before COVID-19,
among the estimated 11 to 18 million people
employed in domestic work in LAC, 93 percent
were women. Domestic work also represented
about 14.3% of jobs for women in the region,
but the vast majority (77.5%) operated in the
informal sector, without access to social security
or decent employment conditions (UN Women,
2020).

According to the UN (Aubin, 2020), the closing of
schools, public spaces, or nurseries in response
to the pandemic further aggravates the situation.
Before the onset of the novel coronavirus, Latin
American women were already dedicating
almost 3 times more time to unpaid care work
than men. They also face more complications

in accessing telecommuting jobs or generating

income through work away from home.

Ultimately, it will likely be women who will
suffer the pandemic’s greater impacts. Along
with the limiting of their job opportunities, they
will be strongly relegated to domestic work,
despite the fact that they are the largest providers

for households in the region.

There is no denying that protecting consumers
from an unknown virus was necessary. While
health is a fundamental human right, so is the
right to adequate food. In this regard, we shall
analyze some of the main elements that make
up the food system. A food system encompasses
all the elements (environment, people, inputs,
processes, infrastructures, institutions, etc.) and
activities related to the production, processing,

distribution, preparation, and consumption of



food, as well as the products of these activities,
including socioeconomic and environmental
outcomes (HLPE, 2018).

Food procurement is conditioned by three
elements, namely: the food supply chain, the
food environment, and consumer behaviour.
Particularly, this chapter will refer to the food
environment related to conditions during the
pandemic. According to the High Level Panel of
Experts on Food Security and Nutrition (HLPE),
“the food environment refers to the physical,
economic, political and socio-cultural context in
which consumers engage with the food system
to acquire, prepare and consume food” (HLPE,
2018). The review carried out in preparation of
this chapter points to considerable changes in
the food environment that have affected certain

consumer behaviours.

As mobility restriction measures were
implemented, supply centres where consumers
traditionally purchase food (central markets
and alternative markets, among others) were
closed in some countries, while food purchases
in supermarket chains increased. This situation
is attributed to the fact that, in most countries
in region, consumer ability to get to their
workplaces was severely limited, as was the use
of collective public transportation (figures 10.1
and 10.2) (OCOTE, 2020).

Although mobility restrictions were extreme in
several LAC countries, and despite the closing of
many traditional markets, consumers increased
their purchases in public markets whenever
possible (figure 10.3). As Nielsen (2020a) points
out, the reason is that consumers know that it is

cheaper to buy food in public food markets than
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in supermarkets.

Several external factors have affected consumers’
economic access to food. The main factor is the
loss of jobs and, in many countries, the drop in
remittances from abroad and the rise in food
costs. The closing of large companies, as well

as companies in the micro and small business
sector, has led to the loss of employment sources.
Projections are not encouraging: it is estimated
that more than 2.7 million formal companies

in the region will close, implying a loss of 8.5
million jobs (ECLAC, 2020c).

The World Bank has warned that remittances

in Latin America and the Caribbean will fall

by 19.3%, although it projects a recovery of
5.6% by 2021 (World Bank, 2020). Between

80 and 90 percent of remittances are used to
cover basic needs (food, health, and housing),
so their contraction will have strong effects on
consumption and poverty rates (Forbes Central
America, 2020). But the drop in remittances

will not affect all countries equally either. For
example, before the pandemic, remittances
represented more than 30% of Haiti’'s GDP, close
to 20% in El Salvador and Honduras, and over
10% in Jamaica, Guatemala, and Nicaragua; a
contraction between 10 and 15% is expected as a
result of the pandemic (ECLAC, 2020a).

As noted above, restrictive mobility measures,
both for consumers and for small and medium
producers, made it difficult for consumers to
purchase food at the same prices prior to the
pandemic. This led to food price volatility, which
affected consumers’ finances and the poverty
measurement line itself, as it is relates to the cost
of the basic food basket (BFB).
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Figure 10.1 Figure 10.2

Change in Workplace Accessibility (mobility), Change in Use of Public Transportation,
LAC, 2020 LAC, 2020

(percentage) (percentage)

Source: Adapted from OCOTE (2020) Source: Adapted from OCOTE (2020)

Figure 10.3

Increase in Public Market Purchases during the Pandemic, LAC countries, March 2020
(percentage of change from the months prior to the pandemic)
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Source: Adapted from a survey conducted by Nielsen (2020a).
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Minimum Wage and Cost of the Individual Basic Food Basket (BFB), LAC countries, variable years
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As is known, the BFB covers the goods necessary
to meet the population’s nutritional requirements
and is used by ECLAC to determine the extreme
poverty line in each country. Minimum wages
are set to cover minimum food requirements and,
from this, a household’s degree of vulnerability
in terms of food and nutrition security can be
determined (FAO and PAHO, 2017).

In some countries in the region the minimum
wage exceeds the cost of the individual BFB, but

in others it does not, with some even requiring

more than two minimum wages to afford it
(figure 10.4). According to a study carried out
in five countries of the Central American region
by El Salvador’s Centre for Consumer Defence
(CDC, 2018), in some countries the cost of the
BFB is above the minimum wage, and in those
that have segregated salaries for urban and rural
sectors, rural consumers are at a disadvantage.
Regarding the urban sector, the countries that
cannot cover the cost of the BFB are Honduras
and Nicaragua. For the rural sector, this group

also includes Guatemala (figures 10.5 and 10.6).
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The CDC believes that measuring the minimum
wage relative to the BFB does not necessarily
reflect the situation that consumers really face,
and that it is not the appropriate method to
estimate consumers’ ability to obtain food. With
that same minimum wage, a consumer has to
pay — as part of their monthly spending — basic
services such as water, electricity, transportation,
telephone, gas, municipal taxes, and the legal
discounts on wages. This reality reduces the
possibility of acquiring food even further for
poor families. For instance, when the cost of
living El Salvador was analysed, it was found to
be USD 706.00 per month (CDC, 2019).

If conditions were “normal” before COVID-19,
considering the points made above, there is

no doubt that conditions have changed and
economic access to food has been seriously
affected by the pandemic. It is true that the
problem in LAC is not food production, but
economic access to food. As FAO Regional
Representative, Julio Berdegué, points out, “so
far the issue has not to do with lack of food, but
rather with the lack of money to buy it” (Montes,
2020).

Economic access to food for consumers has

been influenced by price increase. Figure 10.7
shows the “ups and downs” in the price of basic
products (potatoes, tomatoes, onions, green
peppers, and beans) contained in the BFBs of five

Central American countries.

An opinion survey conducted by Nielsen in
13 Latin American markets found that 93% of
consumers believe the pandemic will have a
negative impact on their economic situation.

Sixty three percent stated that it will affect their

employment status, and 51% estimated that the
virus is very likely to continue affecting their
markets, at least for the next four months or
more (Nielsen, 2020a).

According to Berdegué, who cites an opinion
study carried out in Peru, the quantity of food
consumed daily has decreased in 70% of the
country’s households. Similarly, in 65% of
households indicate that the quality of food
consumed daily also decreased. A staggering
36% of Peruvian households claimed to have run
out of food in the last two months due to lack of
money or other resources. In Peru’s rural areas,
the first figure reaches 90%, the second 90%, and
the third 59% (Montes, 2020).

Promotion, advertising, and information
The COVID-19 pandemic has impacted food

consumption in various ways. One of them

has to do with the increased consumption of
hypercaloric products (fried foods, desserts,
etc.), as well as canned, packaged, and less
perishable products (FAO and ECLAC, 2020b).
The food industry did not miss the opportunity:
at a time when confinement measures were the
strictest, the ultra-processed food and beverage
companies employed all kinds of strategies so
that consumers could continue buying their
products. According to the NCD Alliance and
the SPECTRUM consortium, 786 examples of
companies using commercial strategies disguised
as “solidarity” initiatives were received from
more than 90 countries around the world. Most
of these schemes operated as donations to offset
pandemic impacts, when in fact they were
actually promoting their products, as described

in box 10.1. The countries cited most frequently
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Figure 10.5

Minimum Wage in the Commerce Sector and Cost of the Basic Food Basket (BFB), Central
American countries, 2018
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Figure 10.6

Minimum Wage in the Agricultural Sector and Cost of the Rural Basic Food Basket (BFB), Central
American countries, 2018
(USD)
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Figure 10.7

Cost of Products in BFBs, Central American countries, February to August 2020
(USD per unit of volume used in each country for each product)
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were the United States, the United Kingdom of
Great Britain and Northern Ireland, Australia,
India, Mexico, Brazil, and Jamaica (NCD
Alliance, 2020).

Several governments in LAC, as well as in other
parts of the world, have been documented as
accepting donations of ultra-processed food

and beverages, then delivering them to the
population. While people were facing fear of

the virus and hunger, companies showed up
making donations, always with their logos in the

background.

In this regard, the distribution of breast milk
substitutes deserves special mention. As

is known, the World Health Organization
(WHO) International Code of Marketing of

Breastmilk Substitutes stipulates that infant
formula products must not be promoted over
breastfeeding (WHO, 1981). Even so, several
companies went to the extent of linking their
formulas’ benefits to the fight against COVID-19.
A product of the Nutricia brand, owned by the
multinational Danone, bombarded Instagram
users in Paraguay with the message “Can
COVID-19 be transmitted through breast milk?”
Such a question points to a desire to instil fear
about giving breast milk to babies. In Peru,
other advertisements emphasized on formula’s
supposed ability to strengthen the immune
system. The Similac brand highlighted the
presence of “a key nutrient” that would help
protect children “from viruses and bacteria”
(Wallace, 2020).
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Box 10.1

Examples of commercial strategies disguised as solidarity actions used by companies in the food
industry during the COVID-19 pandemic

McDonald's United States of America The “Lovin’ Southeast Missouri” campaign offered first
responders a free “thank you meal” if they shared a selfie
with the franchisee.

Pepsico and China Labels were made for limited-edition newsprint-style soda
People’s Daily China cans to celebrate those fighting the pandemic, such as
healthcare workers, scientists, and hospital builders.

Burger King United States of America Waived delivery fees to encourage people to “stay at
home”, and donated 250 000 hamburgers to nurses
through the American Federation of Nurses.

Subway Canada Offered 1 free mask for every 2 regular sandwiches
purchased, and suggested that it was a great way to
“protect yourself and your children.”

Burger King Brazil Took advantage of growing digitization trends by asking
users to agree to be monitored using a geolocation tool
and receive a “Lockdown Whopper” in exchange for
staying home longer.

FEMSA Mexico The giant bottling group and convenience store chain
owned by Coca-Cola and Nestlé committed to donating
packages of Nestlé breast milk substitutes to vulnerable
communities in Veracruz. FEMSA also distributes
unhealthy snacks and sugary drinks to families in
disadvantaged neighbourhoods of Monterrey.

Coca Cola Paraguay Donated personal protective equipment to the National
Institute of Respiratory Disease, which included 22 000
surgical masks, 5 000 N95 respirators, and 2 000 surgical
gowns. The Ministry of Health described Coca-Cola
Paraguay as a company with a “desire to contribute to
strengthening the health system and support the National
Government's efforts.”

Pepsico Australia, Belgium, Egypt, France, Donated USD 5 million through food bank charities in
the Netherlands, New Zealand, the these countries.

United Kingdom of Great Britain and
Northern Ireland, Argentina, Brazil,
Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, Dominican
Republic, Ecuador, Guatemala, Mexico,
Panama, Peru, and Uruguay.

Source: Adapted from NCD Alliance (2020).
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Despite the fact that distributors of milk
substitutes can only donate equipment or
informative/educational materials, without
mentioning any of the commercial product
categories included in the provisions of the
aforementioned Code, in El Salvador, the Swiss
firm Nestlé contributed 15 900 cereal units, 2
500 cups of served coffee, 100 000 cups of coffee
delivered to medical personnel, 1 500 pupusas
among quarantine centres, more than 30 000
units of soup, and more than 2 500 bags of milk,
among others (Nestlé Central America, 2020).
In Guatemala, the same company delivered

32 256 glasses of milk and 27 744 servings of
cereals to the Secretariat of Social Affairs of the

Municipality of Guatemala (Garcia, 2020).

It could be said that consumer rights started

to be acknowledged in the second half of the
20th century, but the first consumer movements
manifested themselves in early years of the
century, demanding new regulations in the
United States due to price increases and several
scandals relating to pharmaceutical substances.
This movement culminated in the approval of the
Pure Food and Drug Act of 1906 (Ovalle Favela,
2005).

According to Ovalle Favela (2005), the second
consumer movement took place in the mid-
1930s and was motivated by a disproportionate
increase in consumer prices amidst the economic
depression, by the sulfanilamide scandal, and the
housewives strike in Detroit. And the third, and
final, consumer movement began in the mid-

1960s, motivated by the thalidomide scandal,

rising prices, and mass media action.

In this sense, it can be argued that consumer
defence as a socioeconomic phenomenon has
its roots in the United States, starting with the
creation of the Federal Trade Commission in
1914. It was then that the idea of consumer
protection started gaining strength in North
America (Pavan, 2005).

Consumers Research was then formed in 1929,
the first organization specialized in consumer
protection. The organization underwent an
internal conflict that led, in 1933, to the creation
of Consumers Union, a strong association that
quickly became the benchmark and model

to follow, first by similar organizations in
Europe and Australia, and then by various
consumer movements around the world,

which brought together housewives, workers,
students, professionals, and a wide variety

of social activists (DC, 2015). In 1960, this
movement became global after the creation of the
International Organization of Consumer Unions,
known as IOCU, and today called Consumers
International (CI) (DC, 2015).

It is important to acknowledge that there are
many consumer organizations around the world.
There is no exact data on how many there are,
since some of them are recognized in fact and
others by law. There are a few organizations that
speak on behalf of consumers, but their purpose
is for profit. There is an organization that brings
together the majority of consumer organizations
around the world, and includes several
consumer protection government officials among
its members. Consumers International (CI) is the

body that represents consumers worldwide, and



it has more than two hundred affiliates in over

one hundred countries around the world.

In LAC, thirty-nine entities are CI members,
thirty belong to civil society, and nine hail

from government. The ones from civil society
are in charge of representing consumers’
individual, collective, or diffuse interests. These
are powers acquired by virtue of the legal
consumer protection frameworks that exist in
the region’s countries. Their function is not

to apply consumer protection laws, since this
role corresponds to government agencies. All
consumer organizations — at least those that

are part of CI's membership — are non-profit

and legally constituted in the registries of
associations, foundations, and non-governmental
organizations (NGOs) in each of their countries.
This means that the work they perform does not
allow them to receive financing from any private
company to avoid conflicts of interest. They are
independent from political parties, religious

entities, or any other group.

In several countries they receive funding through
consumer protection agency budgets, which is
allowed by law. They also are funded through
legal representation of company cases that affect
the collective or diffuse interests of consumers, as
well as by what they manage to collect from their
memberships. Finally, they obtain funds from
managing projects for solidarity cooperation
agencies or regional United Nations agencies.
Therefore, the work they carry out is done with
commitment and solidarity towards consumers,

to the extent of their possibilities.

Consumer organizations in the region have

different levels of development and advocacy
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capabilities, but as a whole they have
demonstrated their potential to assume and
represent the population’s interests if the field
of consumer relations, which is a common and
sensitive aspect in people’s quality of life. In this
manner, these organizations have become a new
kind of community association that, through
various thematic programmes (which include
public services, food, sustainable consumption,
education, legal protection, social responsibility,
fair trade, product safety, and financial services,
implemented through research, campaigns,
product testing, and community work),
strengthens civil society and aids development,
social cohesion, and democratic life in our

countries (Sanchez Legran and Murillo, 2011).

In LAC, particularly, there are two regional
consumer networks, none legally constituted.
The first one is the Latin American and
Caribbean Council of Consumer Organizations
(OCLAC), which was created on April 13, 2007,
and where most Spanish-speaking consumer
organizations currently participate (Sanchez
Legran et al., 2020). The second one is limited
to Central America, known as Consumers in
Action for Central America and the Caribbean
(CONSUACCION), and brings together
consumer organizations from Panama, Costa
Rica, Nicaragua, El Salvador, Guatemala, and the
Dominican Republic, and is coordinated by the
CDC.

Most countries in LAC have a legal framework
for consumer protection. In some countries,
the legislation is more developed than in
others. There are countries, such as Brazil and
El Salvador, that have National Consumer

Protection Systems, and Peru, for instance, has
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the National Consumer Protection Council.
This allows other government entities, such

as ministries, secretariats, and municipalities,
among others, to establish links and respond
to demands made by consumers regarding the

provision of goods and services.

United Nations guidelines for consumer
protection

Consumers have a global protection framework,
the International Organization of Consumers
Unions, currently known as Consumers
International, which is the organization that
influenced the United Nations General Assembly
to approve resolution 39/248 of April 16, 1985,
which contains the United Nations Guidelines
for Consumer Protection. As Ovalle Favela
(2005) points out, already “in 1973 the European
Council’s Consultative Assembly issued
resolution 543/73, which approved the definitive
text of the European Consumer Protection
Charter.”

Regardless of which countries are further
ahead in acknowledging consumers, the
important thing is that now the whole world
has international Guidelines for Member States
to apply. The UN Guidelines were reformed

in 1999, and again in 2015, coinciding with the
approval of the Sustainable Development Goals
(SDG) by the United Nations. In all, eighty-
eight guidelines were approved by the General
Assembly in resolution 70/186 of December 22,
2015 (United Nations General Assembly, 2015).

According to the UNCTAD Manual

on Consumer Protection (2018), direct
responsibility, whether in applying or enforcing
legislation, rests with public entities, official and
unofficial standardization bodies, ombudsmen,
professional or sectoral associations, self-
regulation and co-regulation associations, and
consumer associations. From this group, it is
noteworthy that consumer associations are

the ones who have permanently advocated for
consumers, who, insistently, have prioritized the

issue of food.

The guidelines are a framework that is not yet
adequately adopted. For example, guideline 24
states that “Member States should encourage

fair and effective competition in order to provide
consumers with the greatest range of choice
among products and services at the lowest cost”
Along these lines, guideline 36 calls for “a)
adopting or maintaining policies to ensure the
efficient distribution of goods and services to
consumers; ... b) encouraging the establishment
of consumer cooperatives and related trading
activities, as well as providing information about
them, especially in rural areas.” (United Nations
General Assembly, 2015). This could mean an
opportunity for consumer organizations to help
improve access to markets so that end consumers
obtain not only better prices, but also healthy and
nutritious food from small and medium-sized

producers.

Along these lines, guideline 31 encourages

Member States to:

“... within their own national context, encourage
the formulation and implementation by

businesses, in cooperation with consumer



organizations, of codes of marketing and other
business practices to ensure adequate consumer
protection. Voluntary agreements may also be
established jointly by businesses, consumer
organizations and other interested parties. These
codes should receive adequate publicity " (United

Nations General Assembly, 2015).

The key aspect in this is that FAO could be

a great catalyst in the relationship between
consumer organizations and government
agencies, so as to influence public policies that

help improve food access and quality.

Collaboration agreement between FAO and Cl
In 2017, FAO and CI signed a collaboration

agreement at the highest level, which
acknowledges that consumers around the
world can be a powerful force in driving
change towards more sustainable and equitable
food systems. (FAO, 2017c). The agreement
highlights areas of interest shared by FAO and
CL, and includes topics such as the right to food,
consumer protection, nutrition, and food safety.
Both organizations agreed to use their global
networks to increase consumer awareness on key
food issues in areas such as international trade,
food labelling, and antibiotic resistance. (CI,
2017).

Parliamentary fronts against hunger and the
community of Latin American and Caribbean
states

Consumer organizations’ relationship with
Parliamentary Fronts Against Hunger (PFH) in
recent years has been decisive. FAO has enabled

consumers to advocate for the Human Right to
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Adequate Food in the region.

The PFH for the LAC region was formally
launched in 2009, during the Interparliamentary
Conference on the Right to Food Security held
in Panama. Then, 65 parliamentarians from

19 countries signed a declaration of explicit
commitment to fight hunger in their countries.
This Front sought to establish connections

with other committed actors, strengthening
multisectoral collaborations between politicians
and existing fronts or social movements in a
coordinated manner in the fight against hunger
(FAQ, 2017b).

The CDC, as a member of the CI Council, had
the opportunity to raise a global and regional
voice at the Seventh Forum of the PFH LAC,
held in Mexico City from November 9 to 11,
2016. In the final declaration, the CDS managed
to influence parliamentarians on the need to
legislate for measures that confront overweight
and obesity through greater advocacy towards
accessing nutritious and healthy foods, as well as
regulating ultra-processed foods and promoting

physical activity.

Regarding the Community of Latin American
and Caribbean States (CELAC), at a working
meeting to move forward in the implementation
of CELAC’s FNS Plan on Food Security and
Climate Change: Challenges and Opportunities
in Latin America and the Caribbean, held in
Santiago de los Caballeros, Dominican Republic,
from August 1 to 3, 2016, consumers managed
to exert influence so that, for the first time, the
need for consumer participation in the Plan’s

implementation was acknowledged.



226 | FOOD SYSTEMS IN LATIN AMERICA AND THE CARIBBEAN: Challenges in a post-pandemic world

The fact that consumers strongly demanded
more sustainable food systems was also
acknowledged, as was their potential to intervene
and collaborate in the transformation of these
systems through their consumption decisions.
Thus, CELAC’s FNS Plan can be strengthened

— especially with regards to resilience and
climate change — through approaches such as
agroecology, which together with initiatives such
as local markets and other practices to bring
producers and consumers closer together, can
also help achieve more sustainable food systems
that promote better nutrition (FAO, 2016b).

10.5.1 Consumer actions

Consumer organizations in LAC have on their
agendas the achievement of the human right to
adequate food, in accordance with Sustainable
Development Goal (ending hunger). The Latin
America and the Caribbean Regional Symposium
on sustainable food systems for healthy eating,
held in El Salvador from September 5-7, 2017,

ratified the commitment to:

“(1) Take measures to make food systems
sustainable, equitable, and inclusive, ensuring
healthy eating and the population’s well-being.
This means ensuring healthy food availability,
diversity, access, consumption, biological use,

and stability.

“(2) Establish policies and legal frameworks to
promote the production of agroecological foods,

protecting biodiversity and intensifying the use

of native seeds, promoting good agricultural
and trade practices, and establishing healthy
food collection centres, to facilitate access to

nutritionally adequate and safe food.

“(3) Develop and adopt healthy Basic Food
Baskets to ensure the right to adequate food.”

(CDC, 2017).

The Consumers in Action network for Central
America and the Caribbean (CONSUACCION)
has pointed out that Central America lacks
adequate regional markets and policies to
support sustainable agriculture and healthy
food consumption systems. Healthy sustainable
food systems in Central America must address
multiple challenges, such as negative climate
change impacts, nutritional transition processes
and the double burden of nutritional disease,

a lack of integrated rural development, gender
inequality conditions, persistent structural
poverty, youth unemployment, and an increase
in forced migration affecting countries in the

region (Revista Summa, 2020).

During the COVID-19 crisis, consumers have
clearly manifested the public policy agenda
items that they have been promoting and
developing at the regional and country scales. In
response to the situation brought on by the virus,
consumers spoke out regionally, requesting

that governments in the region “... facilitate the
channels to access basic necessity products and
sanction those who speculate with their prices or
cause artificial shortages.” (OCLAC, 2020).

Furthermore, in Central America, consumer
organizations in CONSUACCION expressed
their public position and kept the population



informed, through social media, about the price
increases affecting essential foods contained in
the BFBs. Governments were asked to better
monitor market prices, confront speculation,

and set food prices in accordance with the legal
frameworks established in Consumer Protection
Laws. As a result, governments set price tables in

Honduras and El Salvador.

With the purpose of defending consumers’
finances, given the loss of jobs and livelihoods,
CONSUACCION called on governments to
address various issues, including the use of
milk formulas among the donations made by
companies promoting their products, the price
variations seen in drugs to counteract the virus,
and the moratoriums on the payment of public

and financial services, among others.

Specifically in El Salvador, given the volatility

of food prices, the CDC considered it necessary
to develop an initiative to improve future access
to food, by establishing an alliance between
consumers and small and medium-sized family
farmers. Ecommerce shows a clear path in this
direction, for two reasons: (i) the increase in
online purchases as a result of the pandemic, and
(if) consumers’ changing priorities in the face of

this new reality.

According to a study on consumer behaviour in
the context of COVID-19, trends show increasing
use of new ecommerce technologies, as well

as growing willingness to continue using of

this resource even after the pandemic (Nielsen,
2020b). Regarding the second aspect, according
to the EY Future Consumer Index, 27% of
consumers are cutting expenses, 78% of them

have reduced their purchases, and 64% buy only
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the essentials (EY, 2020). Without a doubt, the
essentials are food. Figure 10.8 illustrates these
two aspects: consumers are prioritizing food and

using new technologies.

In this sense, the CDC is creating an online
platform entitled “I consume what I produce”,
which will connect consumers with producers
to sell products such as fruits, vegetables,
greens, basic grains, and bee products, among
others. The pilot experience, unique in LAC,
contemplates that 11 consumer organizations

— connected through the Link of Consumer
Associations of El Salvador (ENLACES) —, as well
as individual consumers, will be the potential
buyers. On the other hand, producers that

will benefit from selling their products to end
consumers belong to small farmers” Federations
and Associations. Consumer demand in the city
of San Salvador is likely to increase as the online

platform promotes these products.

This initiative seeks to improve food security

in vulnerable urban sectors, ensuring provision
of healthy, natural food, produced in the
country and at affordable prices. Likewise,
appropriate and sustainable technologies will

be implemented for environmental preservation
and recovery, and market access and responsible
consumption initiatives will be promoted.
Undoubtedly, through public policies, these

efforts could yield better outcomes.

Several elements in food environments, such as

food availability, economic access, promotion-
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Figure 10.8

Online Purchase Intention during and after the COVID-19 Pandemic, LAC average
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Source: Adapted from Nielsen (2020b).

advertising, and information, as well as food
safety, affect consumers as a whole. These
systems condition consumer behaviour
regarding adequate nutrition and, hence, affect
their health.

Food loss
In LAC, Food Loss and Waste (FLW) are

estimated at 34 percent, this equals close to 127
million tons, or 223 kg per person. FLW accounts
for food system inefficiencies; producing

food that is ultimately not consumed implies
unnecessary use of natural resources, such as
water, soil’, and energy, as well as labour, among
others (FAO and PAHO, 2017).

Personal Home
care care

. During After

Loss occurs mainly during production, post-
harvest, storage, and transportation. Waste
occurs during distribution and consumption, and
is directly related to the behaviour of wholesalers
and retailers, food services, and consumers who
decide to discard food that still has value (FAQO,
2016c). In this section we shall place special

emphasis on food loss.

There are over 16.5 million agricultural holdings
throughout Latin America and the Caribbean,
which represent 80% of the total holdings.

Fifty six percent of them (9.6 million) are in
South America, 35% in Central America and
Mexico (5.8% million), and 9% (1.5 million) in
the Caribbean. The weight of family farming



in the agricultural sector varies from country
to country, but its primacy is undeniable: more
than 90% of all farms in Antigua and Barbuda,
Chile, Guyana, Haiti, Honduras, Paraguay, and
Suriname are family farms. In other countries,
although the percentage is lower, it is still the
largest sector in agriculture, totalling more
than 80% of agricultural holdings in Brazil, the
Dominican Republic, El Salvador, Granada,
Guatemala, Nicaragua, Panama, and Saint Lucia
(FAQ, 2019a).

Even with the considerable weight that family
farming carries in the region, consumers find it
difficult to acquire healthy and nutritious food
directly from family farmers who, in turn, face
difficulties selling them. The significant food loss
occurring in the region is, in part, a consequence

of this.

Difficulties in selling products are associated to
food loss or waste. It is noteworthy that these
losses have not only occurred during the period
of maximum restrictions in response to the
pandemic, but have been occurring frequently in
the region for a long time.

For instance, in Panama, after the adopted
restrictions, news circulated about huge losses of
products such as tomatoes, peppers, squash, and

potatoes. However, before the pandemic:

“... Only in the old Food Market, 30 tons of food
waste were generated daily. When the facilities
moved to Merca Panama4, the loss has decreased
to 22 tons per day, without considering the waste
generated before reaching the market.” (Rojas,
2020).

CHAPTER 10 | 229

In El Salvador, due to the closing of borders,
“the failure of the system used to declare
merchandise at customs has already caused
losses worth USD 300 000" (Aleman, 2020). As a
result of the pandemic, Sao Paulo’s green belt, a
region responsible for 25 percent of the national

vegetable supply in Brazil:

“... Farmers have been forced to discard

most of their production in early April. The

dairy industry has also been affected by the
coronavirus pandemic. In the Serra Dourada
region, in northeast of Brazil, some 220 producers
have been forced to dump 15 000 litres of milk
daily during the end of March.” (Aleman, 2020).

Food deserts

Food deserts can be described as geographic
areas where inhabitants have little or no
availability of affordable and healthy food
options (especially fresh fruits and vegetables),
due to the lack of grocery stores within
convenient travel distances (Food Empowerment
Project, 2020). While the term first appeared

in the UK in 1995 to describe the shortage of
supermarkets in suburbs, it later went global.
Without a doubt, this is an issue that affects
different parts of the world, including areas

in the United States, Latin America, Asia, and
Australia (Keep it Pure & Simple, 2014).

There is much discussion about whether the
term should only refer to geographic access.
Many authors point out that the issue of
access should focus on poverty and not on
geographic location. Access does not always
guarantee higher consumption of fresh food.

The physical environment greatly influences
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obesity conditions, but not in the sense of how
close access to fresh food is, but rather in how
easy it is for people to purchase it, as well as how
walkable their daily lives can be (Lomeli, 2017).

In fact, from an affordable access perspective,
eating healthy is more expensive. A healthy diet,
which includes the estimated essential nutrients
and energy that each person needs, costs on
average USD 3.98 per day per person. In Latin
America, this is 3.3 times more than what a
person below the poverty line can afford. This
means that 104 million people —26.5 percent of
the regional population — do not have access to
healthy diets (FAO, IFAD, UNICEF, WFP and
WHO, 2020).

Overweight and obesity

Failure to consume nutritious and healthy food,
either due to difficult access or misinformation,
has serious repercussions on consumers’

health. PAHO has pointed out that the increase
in consumption of ultra-processed foods is
strongly linked to the increase in body weight
in 13 Latin American countries studied. In those
with a high consumption of such foods, such

as Mexico and Chile, the population has higher
average body mass. And in countries such as
Bolivia (Plurinational State of) and Peru, where
consumption tends to favour traditional diets,
average body mass is lower (PAHO, 2015). But
far from decreasing, there is a constant increase
in the numbers. Among adults, overweight

and obesity rates rose from 42.7 to 59.5 percent
between 1990 and 2016, which translates into 262
million overweight people in the region (FAO,
PAHO, UNICEF and WFP, 2019).

As is known, consumption of ultra-processed
products, as well as a lack of physical activity,
generates Non-Communicable Diseases (NCDs),
especially cardiovascular diseases, cancer,
diabetes, and chronic respiratory illnesses.
These are the main causes of death in LAC,
responsible for approximately 80 percent of
deaths in the region (PAHO, 2019). There are
existing proposals that must be applied and
coordinated to face overweight and obesity,
including initiatives to increase taxes on sugary
drinks, given that various studies have shown
that consumption of these drinks increases the
risk of NCDs.

In 2014, Mexico approved the Special Tax on
Production and Services Law (LIEPS). That
same year, Chile enacted its tax reform that
amended Law Decree No. 825 of 1974, on

Sales and Services Tax. As a result of these
measures, according to a study carried out by
the University of Chile’s School of Public Health,
Chileans went from drinking an average of 3.5
litres of sugary drinks per month in 2011, to

2.7 litres in 2015 (School of Public Health Dr.
Salvador Allende G., 2018). The reduction in
consumption is clear in both Mexico and Chile
(figure 10.9) (Nutritional Health Alliance, 2020).

Despite this progress, the rest of the LAC
countries do not have approaches like those

of Mexico and Chile. This tax increase should
not be seen as a fiscal policy action, but rather

a public health one, where resources generated
should contribute to preventing NCDs through
awareness campaigns and consumer education.
Resources could also be used to promote small
and medium-sized agricultural production of

healthy and safe products.
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Consumption of Sugary Drinks in Mexico and Chile, 2010-2015
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Another measure demanded by consumer
organizations is Front-of-Package Food Warning
Labelling. In Chile, Law 20 606 of 2012 “On

the nutritional composition of foods and

their advertising” establishes the regulatory
framework for consumer warning labelling
according to maximum nutrient thresholds

that include fats, salt, sugar, and calories in
packaged food products, as well as banning their
advertising and sale in schools (CDC, 2017).1%

In Mexico, the implementation of a similar law
has just started (October 1, 2020); countries like
Peru have already approved their own laws on
the matter, and other countries, like Uruguay, are

in the process.

130 To learn more about the Chilean nutrition labelling law,

see Chapter 5 of this book.

2013 2014 2015 2016

Chile

The advantage of this new type of labelling

is that it will warn of excess calories, sugar,
sodium, saturated and trans fats in products.
Legends will also be included to warn of the
presence of caffeine and sweeteners, and the use
of characters and drawings aimed at children in
the products will be conditioned, in accordance
with recommendations made by UNICEF (2020)

and other international organizations.

The warning labels themselves condition the
use of cartoons to help mitigate the urge in
children to eat certain foods. However, much
progress is needed in advertising regulation.
Both WHO and PAHO have urged countries
to restrict promotion and advertising aimed
at children of unhealthy foods and beverages.

This type of promotion includes all marketing
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techniques used in communication channels
aimed exclusively at children and people under
16 (UNICEF, 2015).

Street vendors

As is known, street vendors are common in most
LAC countries. They are an option for consumers
to purchase prepared meals and, above all, at a
low cost. In LAC, purchasing food public streets
represents between 20 and 30 percent of urban
family spending (FAO, 2002c). In themselves,
street vendors are small businesses that provide
regular sources of income to millions of men and
women with little education or limited skills in
developing countries, especially since the activity

requires a low initial investment (FAO, 2002a).

One concern in this regard relates to food safety.
But there are also other issues, such as sanitary
issues (accumulation of waste in the streets and
drainage clogging), city traffic jams also caused
by pedestrians (occupation of the sidewalks by
street vendors), illegal occupation of public or
private space, and social issues (child labour,
unfair competition with formal trade, etc.) (FAO,
2000).

Globally, it is estimated that food sold on
public streets represents around 30 percent of
consumers’ caloric intake. It is also a significant
source of income, especially for women, who
represent between 70 and 90 percent of vendors
in some regions (World Bank, 2018). FAO has
made significant efforts to improve street food
quality. During the 1991 cholera outbreak in
Peru and Bolivia (Plurinational State of), FAO
provided technical assistance to detect the virus

in some street foods, such as ceviche, made

from raw fish. At that time, they managed to
train more than 600 inspectors and 50 000 food
handlers (FAO, 2002b). FAO also has guidelines

to educate suppliers of these types of food.

Singapore, an island country in Asia, is an
important example for consumers today. As part
of a hygiene policy, a decision was made to put
an end to street vending. As an alternative, new
spaces were created, called hawkers (stalls that
sell food and beverages in spaces surrounded by
tables and chairs), where vendors can operate in
a more suitable environment (Singapore Guide,
2020).

Advocacy for public policies is now more
necessary than ever. The impact of the COVID-19
pandemic shows that progress made in
achieving SDG 2 (Zero Hunger) is starting to
recede. The data analysed previously show that
unemployment will have grave consequences

for LAC. Today more than ever it is necessary to
ensure access, both physically and economically,
to food. We must advocate to bring small and
medium-sized local production closer to end

consumers.

Consumers certainly represent a great
opportunity to change food systems. According
to HLPE (2018), collective changes in consumer
behaviour can open avenues to establish more
sustainable food systems that improve food
security, nutrition, and health. Sustainable
diets: help protect and respect biodiversity

and ecosystems; are culturally acceptable,

accessible, economically fair and affordable; are
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nutritionally adequate, safe, and healthy, and

optimize the use of natural and human resources.

Empowering female consumers is key, since they
can act as advocates for healthy diets and help

shape choices related to good nutrition.

It is crucial to make progress regarding healthy
environments and lifestyles. Street vending is

a great opportunity for consumers, along with
municipalities, to work on food safety issues, so
that they are served in healthier environments.
For this, it is crucial to influence government
institutions that provide public health services,
where ultra-processed foods and beverages are
still sold, despite the fact that many consumers
are being treated precisely for the diseases

caused by inadequate diets.

Confronting overweight and obesity is
something that consumers must undertake, in
conjunction with regional organizations such
as FAO, PAHO, and UNICEEF, to influence the
Parliamentary Fronts Against Hunger (PFH).
One advantage is that consumer organizations
maintain relationships with government
authorities, but also with lawmakers, due to the

role they play in advocating for consumers. ®
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