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ABSTRACT 
 

Because of outbreak of the COVID-19, the economic activities have been 
suspended with the imposition of lockdown in Nepal. There are significant 
impacts visible in the food security of Nepal. Question remains- how has the 
COVID-19 pandemic affected the food security in Nepal? The secondary 
data were used to find the answer to the question.  
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The human infectious disease COVID-19 evolved in Wuhan, China in 
December 2019 has been spread across more than 200 countries of the 
world.  At some time, more than half of the world’s population had been 
asked or ordered to stay inside the home in order to prevent the human to 
human transmission of the virus. The COVID-19 does not only have health 
issue but also has social and economic impact.  In this regard, the World 
Food Programme (WFP) (2020b) predicted around 265 million people in 
low and middle income countries will face acute food insecurity by the end 
of 2020 up from 135 million in 2019 because of economic impact of 
COVID-19.  The cases of COVID-19 in Nepal have been rapidly increasing 
since the first case reported in January 2020. Nepal enforced nationwide 
lockdown beginning from 24 March 2020. Being low income countries, the 
considerable number of populations, especially poor and vulnerable group, 
is prone to suffer from the acute hunger due to the socio-economic impact of 
pandemic in Nepal. In order to locate the impact of COVID-19 in food 
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security of Nepal, it is essential to review how food security is defined in 
international and national level.  

Food security is simply comprehended as regular food availability 
and access to the food required for human lives. Exploring the widely 
recognized and systematic connotation, the 1996 World Food Summit 
(WFS) defines the food security as, “food security exists when all people at 
all time have physical and economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious 
food to meet their dietary needs and food preferences for an active and 
healthy life” (Committee on World Food Security, 2012, p. 5).  
Furthermore, Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), 2006 pointed the 
four dimensions of food security in WFS definition i.e. availability, access, 
utilization and stability. At the national level, the clause two of the Right to 
Food and Food Sovereignty Act (2018) of Nepal defines “Food security 
means physical and financial access of every person to the food required for 
the active and healthy human life”.    

This paper attempts to dig out the rejoinder to a pertinent question- 
“how the COVID-19 pandemic has an effect on food security in Nepal”.  It 
basically analyzes the impact of pandemic in two dimensions of food 
security- availability and access. For the purpose, the data were collected 
through the secondary sources such as articles, media releases, policy briefs, 
reports and studies, newspapers and resources from the official websites. 
Nevertheless, the information was confined to the period between February 
to May 2020.  

 
Reduced Purchasing Power 

 
The impact of COVID-19 in Nepalese economy is more palpable. 

The COVID-19 with subsequent imposition of lockdown has substantially 
decreased the economic activity causing the job losses and reduced working 
hours. As per the official government prediction, Nepal will witness the 
economic growth rate of 2.27% in the fiscal year of 2020/2021 (Central 
Bureau of Statistics, 2020). Arts and entertainment, accommodation and 
food, construction, manufacturing, transport and communication and 
wholesale and retail trade are the hardly hit employment sectors. Because of, 
hundreds of thousands of people are facing job loss and vulnerable to job 
loss. “Between 1.6 and 2.0 million jobs are likely to be disrupted in Nepal in 
the current crisis, either with complete job loss or reduced working hours 
and wages” (ILO, 2020. p. 1).  Similarly, the rapid assessment of UNDP 
Nepal shows “it is found that every three in five employee lost their jobs in 
the micro and small businesses that were surveyed” (UNDP Nepal, 2020, 
para. 3). Most of the employment sectors remains closed which ultimately 
affected the remuneration of the employees. The rapid assessment on the 
problems faced by the workers due to COVID-19 carried out by the General 
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Federation of Nepalese Trade Unions (GEFONT) in 323 enterprises across 
the country shows that “68.73% of industrial and service enterprises have 
been closed” (GFONT, 2020, p. 1).  Furthermore, the assessment points out 
42.10% of the enterprises did not pay any salary or remuneration to the 
workers whereas 31.5% of the enterprises paid the full wages in the month 
of 16 March to 15 April (Ibid.).    

In recent years, tourism and migration provides attractive 
employment opportunities as well as significantly contributes to the annual 
GDP in Nepal. However, the pandemic does not leave both unaffected. 
“Given the international travel restrictions and fall in discretionary 
disposable incomes worldwide, tourism receipts in Nepal are projected to 
fall by 60% in 2020 resulting in a loss of foreign currency earning worth 
USD 400 million” (UNDP Nepal para. 2). With regard of migration, 20 to 
25% of Nepali employed in foreign land will lose the jobs because of 
COVID-19 out of 20 to 30, 00, 000 Nepali in foreign employment (Shrestha, 
2020).  It is worthy to mention that around 56% of households regularly 
receive the remittances in Nepal (Ibid.).  

The cumulative effect of job loss reduced working hours and 
unpaid/partially paid wages, or enumeration has direct or indirect negative 
consequences on the household income in Nepal. This has ultimately 
decreased the purchasing power of individual household. More specifically, 
the reduced purchasing power has definitely curtailed the trouble-free 
economic access to sufficient, safe, and nutritious food. If the situation 
persists for longer time, the number of affected population will keep going 
upward.      

 
Food Availability at Risk 

 
Extending lockdown has disrupted the food supply chains inside and 

outside Nepal posing tremendous risks to food availability in Nepal. The 
market update published in early May shows that “food availability in 
markets was considered to be insufficient told by 53% of traders in the 
assessed districts” (Nepal Food Security Monitoring System, 2020, p. 1). 
The lockdown imposed within and outside Nepal has caused the closure of 
borders and disrupted the cross-border transportation services severely 
affecting the supply of food commodities. Not surprisingly, Nepal is highly 
dependent on India on importing the food.  In the midst of crisis “Indian 
producers halted rice exports to Nepal in early April” (WFP, 2020a, p. 1). 
Likewise, the import of vegetables has also been limited. However, the WFP 
quotes that these circumstances do not cause immediate problems as Nepal 
has food stock for three months (Ibid.). 

At the national level, the pandemic is knocking the door at the time 
of wheat harvest and beginning of paddy cultivation. There are reports 
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coming out from across Nepal illustrating insufficient available of improved 
seeds as well as manures required for paddy cultivation. For instance, the 
farmers are facing the problems for the paddy cultivation as the supply of 
fertilizers and seeds and agricultural implements has been disrupted due to 
the lockdown in Surkhet district (The Rising Nepal, 2020). This will reduce 
rice production in the fiscal year of 2020/21 in Nepal which ultimately 
origins higher dependency on food imports in new normal. In positive note, 
the problems of labor shortages for the agriculture production have been 
addressed somehow because of increased reverse migration. Nevertheless, 
the COVID-19 has severe effect on poultry, milk and vegetable production 
in Nepal. The closure of markets, disruption of transportation services, lack 
of access to cold stores and shutdown of hotel and restaurants pushed 
farmers to destroy the vegetable and dairy products. As of, the farmers from 
Kapilvastu threw milk on the road while farmers in Nawalparasi and 
Rupandehi distributed the milk free of cost (Himalayan News Service, 
2020). Likewise, the vegetables have been rotten in the agriculture field 
because of disrupted supply chains causing the loss of investment of farmers 
in Chitwan district (Poudel, 2020). The loss of investment does have long-
term impact in the food production.  In essence, the overall national scenario 
stimulates threats to food availability in the country.   

 
Conclusions 

 
The COVID-19 has put remarkable pressure in the food security of 

Nepal through the reduction of the purchasing power as well as the 
disruption in international as well as domestic food supply chain. However, 
poor, daily wage labors and vulnerable groups are the frontline victims of 
the crisis. Having sufficient income savings as well as food stock, the 
middle class of the society remains unaffected by the food insecurity. The 
tweet of Nepalese economist elaborates as “Nepal’s urban poor and migrant 
workers are worst affected by the lockdown whilst the middle class with 
secure source of income and generally stable property prices is not affected 
and will likely to sustain few more months” (Khanal, 2020). The food 
supply chains will be eased with the relaxation of the lockdown from the 
mid-June. Considering the measures of social distancing intact and ongoing 
health crisis, the more time is needed the supply chains to get into the full 
shape i.e. possible be until the vaccine is invented to treat the COVID-19. 
Similarly, the faith of finding a new job and resuming old one will also be 
the same. Thus, the food security of Nepal, in the absence of appropriate 
response from the government, will experience the negative effects of 
pandemic for the longer time.        
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