Impact of COVID-19 on Food Security: Challenges for Women

With 39% of the population poor; 20% deprived of basic needs of life; 42.5 million people
food insecure; two third households malnourished; 42% children stunted; 68% households
unable to earn enough to secure a nutritious diet back in 2016, limited dietary diversity,!
supply disruption of food commodities and price hike coupled with job loss due to the
COVID-19 has played havoc in Pakistan. One-time government assistance of PKR 12,000
Is not enough to meet the needs of poor households, especially in a country that declared
an ‘Agriculture Emergency’ and is facing an agrarian crisis (UNDP 2020; Abdali and bin
Rashid 2020).

Across Pakistan, on average a household spends 49% of its total monthly expenditure on
food. Thus, poor households - and those which spend a higher proportion of their monthly
expenditure on food - are particularly vulnerable to food price inflation (currently at 11.3%)
which is the prime shock affecting food security in the country. It is pertinent to note here
that a majority of households in Pakistan are market-dependent to meet their needs: 79%
for cereals; 92% for vegetables; 50% for milk; and 70% for meat intake (WFP 2018).

The disrupted food system due to the pandemic has significant gender implications as
women, particularly in rural areas (64% of the total population [PBS GoP 2019]) are facing
knowledge gaps, lack of access to inputs, markets, required finances, extension services,
low skills in value addition and marketing (FAO 2015 and 2020). A similar situation exists
in terms of food utilisation that results in malnutrition as Women of Reproductive Age
(WRA) bear the double burden of malnutrition (UNICEF and MoH GoP 2018). One in
seven WRA are undernourished and 42% are anemic (lbid.).

Being a lowest ranked country (151 out of 153 countries) by Global Gender Parity Index
2020 (WEF 2020), Pakistan has witnessed worsening gender inequality after COVID-19
(Quresh 2020). In this scenario, the government’s response strategy can play a
transformative role if due attention is given to ensure gender-equitable measures by
identifying roadblocks in design, financing and at the operational level.

! Three quarters of the population depend on wheat flour alone for 72% daily caloric intake.



In this backdrop, the panel aims to challenge the existing norms, practices and policies in
wider food system which favour men over women farmers and will highlight the impact of
COVID-19 on food security and food systems with a gender lens. Analysis of gender
responsiveness of the COVID-19 response strategy will also be part of the discussion.

The session will bring together relevant stakeholders from the government, academia, and
development partners to generate discussion around:

e COVID-19 and its impact on food security and food system of Pakistan;

e Gendered impact of the pandemic on food security (food availability, access, and
utilisation) in context of pre-COVID-19 challenges for women;

e Design, financial, and operational roadblocks in government response with gender
lens; and,

e Exploring ways to make food systems inclusive and minimising the impact of the
pandemic focusing on the livelihoods of vulnerable populations, including women.
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