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ACRONYMS & ABBREVIATIONS
AoA	 WTO Agreement on Agriculture
APEC	 Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation
ASEAN	 Association of Southeast Asian Nations
ASF	 African swine fever
CEFTA	 Central European Free Trade Area
COVID-19	 Coronavirus disease 2019
EAEU	 Eurasian Economic Union
FAO	 Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations
FAPDA	 Food and Agriculture Policy Decision Analysis
FAW	 Fall Armyworm
FPMA	 Food Price Monitoring and Analysis
IFPRI	 International Food Policy Research Institute
ILO	 International Labour Organization
IMF	 International Monetary Fund
IPPC	 International Plant Protection Convention
ITC Macmap	 International Trade Centre Market Access Map
ITFC	 International Islamic Trade Finance Corporation
NFIDC	 Net food-importing developing country
SPS	 Sanitary and phytosanitary
SIDS	 Small Island Developing States
SEED	 Systematic Electronic Exchange of Data for Customs Administrations
TRQs	 Tariff rate quotas
TBT	 Technical barriers to trade
UNDP	 United Nations Development Programme
UNSD	 United Nations Statistics Division
WTO	 World Trade Organization
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
The Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic has had unprecedented effects on all 
dimensions of human life. The full economic and social impacts are still unfolding, as the disease 
continues to spread in all regions around the world. On top of the death toll and overstretched 
health systems, the virus and the measures to contain its spread have caused a deep global economic 
recession and increased extreme poverty and acute and chronic food insecurity. 

Concerning agricultural markets, COVID-19 has resulted in a dual shock affecting both supply and 
demand. Measures to control the spread of the disease have affected many supply chain related 
activities, including production, processing, logistics, and retailing. Border and travel restrictions 
have often led to shortages in agricultural labour; limited access to inputs such as seeds, fertilizers 
and pesticides; lower capacity in the food processing industry; and challenges in the distribution of 
food products. At the same time, significant reductions in income, restrictions on the movement of 
people and the closure of restaurants and food services induced rapid changes in food consumption 
patterns. 

Despite these shocks, however, the efforts of governments and agricultural sector stakeholders 
worldwide to keep agricultural markets open and trade in food flowing smoothly have contributed 
to remarkably resilient agricultural commodity markets.

Overall, effects on global trade in food and agriculture remained limited to short-term disruptions at 
the very beginning of the pandemic. While disruptions of global trade in basic foods such as cereals, 
oilseeds, fruits and vegetables were minimal, trade in products affected by shifts in consumption 
patterns (e.g. beverages and fish) and non-food commodities (e.g. cotton, live plants and cut flowers) 
declined more sharply during the first months of the COVID-19 outbreak.

The pandemic and its potential effects on agricultural value chains and the global trading system 
induced concerns over food security and food safety worldwide, leading countries to implement 
policy measures to curb potentially adverse impacts on their domestic markets. 

These policy responses covered a wide range of measures, including export restrictions, lowering 
of import barriers, and domestic measures. Most of the trade restricting measures were short-lived. 
Some major exporting countries imposed export bans or quotas on specific commodities. A few 
countries imposed import restrictions or introduced requirements for certificates attesting negative 
COVID-19 test results for the shipments. In most cases, such measures were temporary in their 
application. 

Trade restricting measures can alter the balance between global food supply and demand, 
with harmful effects on both exporters and importers. In order to avert the pandemic causing a 
global food crisis, it is crucial to keep markets open, trade flowing smoothly and supply chains 
functioning properly. The international community played an important role in limiting the use of 
trade restricting measures during the pandemic. Through several joint ministerial declarations and 
statements, many countries made non-binding commitments to refrain from using trade restrictions. 
Such international political commitments were pivotal in the coordination of a global response to the 
crisis and in deterring countries from taking unilateral measures that could have further harmed the 
food security situation in other countries.
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METHODOLOGY
Covering the first half of 2020, this report provides an overview of the short-term changes in trade 
patterns and the policy measures related to food and agricultural trade that were adopted by 
countries in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. 

The monthly trade data used in most part of the analysis were extracted in October 2020 and used 
as reported by the countries at that time. Data revisions and delays in reporting may still lead to 
changes in the reported data afterwards. At the time of extracting the data, 95 countries had reported 
data for January to June in 2018, 2019 and 2020 (see Table 11 in the Annex for an overview of the 
countries represented in each of the regions). The data as reported by the countries include exports to 
and imports from their trading partners, even if these had not reported data themselves. All monthly 
data in 2020 are compared to the same time period average in 2018/19 to account for some volatility 
in the previous years (see Figure 21 in the Annex for a comparison of import values to 2019).

The changes in trade patterns throughout the analysis are interpreted against the backdrop of the 
COVID-19 pandemic and related measures taken by governments worldwide. Part of the impact 
could also stem from delayed reporting caused by pandemic-related disruptions in data processing. 
Changes in trade patterns can also be caused by many other factors in 2018, 2019 and 2020. Further 
analysis will be required to disentangle effects related to the pandemic from other factors.

Agricultural and food products include all products covered by the World Trade Organization 
(WTO) Agreement on Agriculture (AoA), Annex 1 plus fishery products (see Table 12 in the Annex 
for a detailed definition). The regional aggregation follows the M49 standard of the United Nations 
Statistics Division (UNSD).

The report includes a few country case studies per region. Data for the country case studies were 
extracted in January and February 2021. The countries have been selected based on data availability 
and geographical representation and to illustrate a range of impacts of the pandemic on aggregate 
patterns of agricultural and food trade. 

The analysis of policy measures in Chapters 2 and 3 attempts to provide an integrated overview 
of both border (export restrictions, lowering of export duties, and lowering of import restricting 
measures) and domestic measures (price controls, release of stocks from reserves and/or domestic 
food aid, procurement for food reserves, market price support and/or commodity-specific producer 
subsidies, and non-product-specific producer income support or subsidies). 

The policy analysis covers a sample of 66 countries plus the European Union, for which information 
on COVID-19 related agri-food trade and domestic policy changes was readily available through 
several policy trackers. Border measures that were reported through Members’ notifications to the 
WTO, the International Trade Centre Market Access Map (ITC Macmap), the International Food 
Policy Research Institute (IFPRI) export restrictions tracker, and Global Trade Alert were monitored 
and cross-checked for consistency among these various sources, and to the extent possible, with 
official announcements on government websites. Domestic policy measures were monitored mainly 
through FAO tools and reports, namely the Food Outlook, the Food Price Monitoring and Analysis 
(FPMA) tool, and the Food and Agriculture Policy Decision Analysis (FAPDA) policy database. The 
final selection of countries was based on the availability of information from several policy trackers, 
and aims to ensure balance across regions, income levels and commodities (Table 1).
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While global agricultural trade in the first half of 2020 remained close to, or even exceeded, the level 
of 2019 (Schmidhuber and Qiao, 2020a), the pandemic still had pronounced short-term effects on 
the patterns of trade in specific agricultural and food products (WTO, 2020). Concerns about food 
security and safety and the resilience of the trading system led to a breadth of policy responses in 
many countries in the world. 

Covering the first half of 2020, this report provides an overview of the short-term changes in trade 
patterns and the policy measures related to agricultural trade that were adopted by countries in 
response to the pandemic. 

1.1	 Decline and recovery of imports and exports 

International trade in food and agriculture plays an important role in global food security. Trade 
improves the availability of, and access to, food, especially for food import-dependent countries, has 
the potential to stabilize food prices and increases the diversity of foods available to consumers (FAO, 
2015). Agricultural export revenues constitute an important source of income in many developing 
countries (Schmidhuber and Qiao, 2020a). Trade and global value chains in agriculture and food are 
also linked to economic development and can promote sustainable outcomes when combined with 
appropriate domestic measures (FAO, 2020d). 

However, COVID-19 and the measures taken to contain the spread of the virus affected the global 
trading system and had clear short-term effects on the patterns of food and agricultural trade in the 
first half of 2020 (Figure 3).2 While global import values in January 2020 were slightly lower than 
the average of the same month in 2018 and 2019, they increased in February and March.3 By the end 
of March/beginning of April 2020, many countries in the world had imposed restrictions on the 
movement of people, with significant impacts on the global economy. Global food and agricultural 
imports declined significantly in April (-5 percent), followed by an even greater reduction in May 
(-10 percent). In June 2020, global trade values rebounded and were up 5 percent compared to 
previous years (Box 1 discusses the development of commodity prices in global markets). 

A part of the COVID-19 pandemic’s impact on trade values was caused by abrupt trade 
disruptions. A trade disruption describes a trade flow of specific commodities and 
between two trading partners that was observed in previous years, but discontinued 
in 2020.4 Trade disruptions were caused by several factors including policy restrictions 
(see Chapter 2.1), difficulties in supply chains and trade logistics, and reduced demand for 
specific commodities. In both April and May 2020, trade disruptions resulted in the number 
of import flows decreasing by 9 percent compared to previous years at the global level 
(Figure 4). These were also the months when most countries in the world had just entered the first 
lockdowns which led to widespread disruptions in all economic activity. However, following the 
easing of the restrictions in May (see Figure 1), by June 2020, the number of monthly trade flows had 
bounced back to near pre-pandemic levels. 

2	 Agricultural and food products include all products covered by the World Trade Organization (WTO) Agreement on 
Agriculture (AoA), Annex 1 plus fishery products (see Table 12 in the Annex for a detailed definition). 

3	 The analysis in this report is based on trade values (measured in USD), which reflect both changes in traded quantities and 
changes in export and import prices (see Box 1 for a discussion of changes in prices in globally traded commodities). 

4	 Trade flows (or “links”) are counted at the HS 6-digit product level by exporting and importing country pair.
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Box 4. A closer look at markets in the Americas.

In Latin America and the Caribbean, Brazil, a major agricultural exporter, managed to drive 
up its exports compared to previous years, while import values declined compared to the 
2018/19 trend in April and May (Figure 11). In fact, Brazil and Argentina, the main exporters 
in the region, both saw increasing export values in both April and May 2020, especially in 
their main export commodities meat, cereals (Argentina), flours, starches and malts (Brazil), 
and oilseeds. The number of export flows, however, declined in almost all commodity groups, 
along with an increasing intensity and concentration of trade in the remaining trade flows. 

El Salvador’s exports were lower than in previous years in May and June 2020, but its imports 
were higher and increased strongly in June. Mexico’s exports in value terms were higher in 
March, declined somewhat in May and recovered in June 2020. Mexico’s imports declined 
compared to the 2018/19 trend in April and May, but also recovered to almost pre-COVID 
patterns in June. 

Figure 11. Percentage change in agricultural and food export and import values in selected countries 
in the Americas, January to June 2020 compared to the same month average in 2018/19.

Source: Estimates based on Trade Data Monitor (accessed January 2021).

1.2	 Impacts across countries and commodity markets

While overall trade values and flows declined in April and May 2020, there were also pronounced 
differences at the commodity level (Figure 12). Effects on the trade of many major commodities and 
staple foodstuffs such as cereals, oilseeds, fats and oils as well as foods important for a healthy diet 
such as fruits, nuts and vegetables remained rather limited (Schmidhuber and Qiao, 2020a), even at 
the height of the trade disruptions in May. 

Other commodity groups, especially non-food commodities, were significantly affected. Trade 
import values of cotton declined by almost 50 percent in May 2020, probably owing to a reduction 
in demand for downstream products using cotton as an intermediate input (Muhammad, Smith and 
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1.3	 Impacts on the diversity of trade

Beyond the decline in trade values and a reduction in the number of trade flows, the diversity of 
trade in terms of products and trading partners also decreased at the height of the pandemic-related 
movement restrictions worldwide. Imports of a broad range of food products can be important for 
ensuring healthy diets based on a diversity of foods. In addition, reliance on imports from a larger 
range of countries can improve resilience to supply shocks in the countries the foods are sourced 
from, for example in cases when shocks are caused by extreme weather events, plant and animal 
diseases or export restrictions (Koppenberg et al., 2021). Equivalently, exporters seek to diversify 
products and markets to buffer impacts of supply and demand shocks on their economy. 

However, during the first wave of the COVID-19 containment measures in April and May 2020, 
imports and exports became less diversified at the global level and in all regions (Figure 14).9

In particular, exports and imports of the African countries included in the sample became less 
diverse, a trend that continued in June. While exports remained slightly less diversified than in 
previous years in the Americas, Europe and Oceania in June 2020, the diversity of imports of these 
regions remained around pre-pandemic levels in the same month. 

Less diversity reflects fewer products traded and fewer trade partners and/or a more uneven 
distribution of trade intensity across existing trade flows, thus increasing concentration across 
product space and trade partners. In fact, the increasing concentration of trade during the first wave 
of the pandemic and related containment measures appears to have happened mainly through 
decreasing numbers of products traded and a reduction in trading partners. Only in the Americas, a 
larger part of the increasing concentration in exports was caused by an increasing intensification in 
fewer numbers of remaining trade flows. 

Imports became also less diversified within different product groups in April and May 2020 
(Figure 15). Concentration increased especially in product groups characterized by a high 
heterogeneity and diversity in terms of products and/or exporters such as meat, but also 
fish, fruits and nuts, and a few others. Partly, trade in these product groups became already 
more concentrated before the main impacts of the pandemic hit in April and May 2020 
(e.g. meat and cotton). Other product groups including beverages, cereals, fats and oils were less 
affected. 

9	 Trade diversification is measured by the Theil index. The Theil index as an overall diversification measure can be further 
decomposed into extensive export/import diversification, that is an increase in the number of flows through an increase 
in exported/imported products or trading partners, and intensive export/import diversification showing the distribution 
of export/import values across the existing trade flows (Cadot, Carrère and Strauss-Kahn, 2010; IMF, 2014). Very similar 
patterns as the ones reported for the Theil index were obtained using two alternative concentration/diversification measures, 
the Gini and Herfindahl index. All diversification indices have been calculated at HS 6-digit product level. 

CHAPTER 1 - COVID-19 effects on agricultural trade



©iStock/Hadynyah

17

CHAPTER 2

Agricultural trade and related policy 
responses to COVID-19 (January to May 2020)

The pandemic and its unprecedented effects on agricultural value chains and the global trading 
system induced concerns over food security and food safety worldwide. Many countries reacted 
immediately to apply policy measures with the aim to curb potentially adverse effects on their 
domestic markets. These covered a wide range of measures, including trade restrictions, lowering of 
import barriers and domestic measures to ensure stability of production, logistics and access to food 
(Figure 16). However, many of these responses were temporary. 

Figure 16. Main policy responses to COVID-19 impacts on markets and trade.

TRADE RESTRICTIONS MEASURES TO LOWER 
 IMPORT BARRIERS DOMESTIC MEASURES

A limited number of countries 
imposed trade related restrictions 
(very few import restrictions).

Many of the export bans were 
transformed into export quotas, 
and most of them were soon 
repealed.

Import restrictions mainly 
addressed trade of live animals, 
fish, and some horticultural 
products.

Several countries lowered import 
barriers, mainly in the form of 
suspending import tariffs and, in 
limited cases, raising tariff rate 
quotas (TRQs).

Selected countries also lowered 
technical barriers to trade (TBT) 
measures to facilitate imports of 
critical food items.

Most measures were temporary, 
put in place in March/ April and 
aiming to last until the end of the 
year.

Producer support measures were 
provided to ensure production.

Some countries provided logistics 
and marketing support.

Several countries increased 
domestic food procurement 
targets, and/or increased imports 
to build national reserves, ensure 
availability.

Some countries implemented 
ceiling prices, while others 
expanded food distribution 
programmes to ensure economic 
access.
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