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Figure 1

COVID‑19 prevention measures introduce a new barrier 
to data collection

in Crisis (IPC/CH Phase 3), Emergency (IPC/CH Phase 4) and 
Catastrophe (IPC/CH Phase 5) are those in need of urgent food, 
nutrition and livelihood assistance. Please see annex 1 for the 
IPC acute food insecurity reference table. For countries where 
IPC/CH analyses were not conducted, estimates of the number 
of people in need of food, nutrition and livelihood assistance 
were primarily derived from IPC‑compatible analyses carried 
out by FEWS NET.

The IPC acute malnutrition analyses and the 2020 Global 
Nutrition Cluster Mid‑Year Report are the main data sources for 
nutrition. Please see annex 2 for the IPC acute malnutrition 
reference table. 

In addition to providing an update on the current and often 
mutually reinforcing drivers of acute food insecurity – conflict 
and insecurity, weather extremes, pest outbreaks and other 
natural hazards, and economic shocks, or a combination of 
all these main drivers – this report relies on a wide variety of 
sources to examine the pathways between COVID‑19 and acute 
food insecurity. For more information on the way the GRFC 
analyses drivers, please refer to the 2020 GRFC.

Data challenges and limitations

In response to the declaration of the pandemic by the 
World Health Organisation (WHO) in March 2020, the food 
security and nutrition data community suspended in‑person 
interaction, thereby halting traditional household data 
collection. Data that is usually obtained face to face was 
collected remotely and progressively scaled up to track the 
impact of COVID‑19 on households’ food security, livelihoods, 
access to health care and markets and inform analyses.

For the last four years, the Global Report on Food Crises 
(GRFC) has provided an annual, consensus‑based 
overview of the severity, magnitude and drivers of the 
world’s food crises� 

The GRFC 2020 reported the highest global number of acutely 
food‑insecure people on record. It revealed that in 2019, some 
135 million in 55 countries and territories were in need of 
urgent food, livelihood and nutrition assistance as a result of 
conflict, weather extremes, economic shocks, or a combination 
of all three drivers. This figure reflected not only worsening 
levels of acute food insecurity in many countries, but also the 
wider availability of food security data, including in previously 
inaccessible areas or in contexts that had previously yielded 
poor‑quality data. 

In these 55 food crisis countries and territories, an estimated 
75 million children were stunted and 17 million were suffering 
from acute wasting. Food insecurity and limited access to 
well functioning health, WASH and social protection systems 
increase the risk of malnutrition for the most vulnerable.

This GRFC 2020 September update in times of COVID‑19 
provides acute food insecurity data for 26 countries identified 
in the GRFC 2020 and also includes Togo in the report for the 
first time. The cut‑off date for the information and data used to 
prepare this report was 30 September 2020.

Data sources

In keeping with GRFC methodology established for earlier 
reports, the main sources for acute food insecurity data for 
this September update are the Integrated Food Security Phase 
Classification (IPC) and the Cadre Harmonisé (CH). Populations 

IPC and CH rapidly shifted from in‑person to virtual multi‑
stakeholder training and online analysis. A complete virtual 
IPC/CH process was designed and rolled out at country level to 
continue producing IPC/CH analyses that are fully compliant 
with established protocols. 

In addition to these adjustments, the need to meet the 
minimum evidence requirements in terms of coverage, data 
quality and robustness, led to the rescheduling of analyses for 
several food‑crisis countries. 

Out of the 70 countries and territories pre‑identified and 
reviewed as potential food crises for the GRFC 2020, this 
update includes 27 that had an updated publically released 
analysis by 30 September 2020. The reader should be 
aware that many other countries/territories beyond these 
27 are facing high levels of acute food insecurity in times 
of COVID‑19. Table 1a, commencing on page 18, provides 
acute food insecurity data for 57 food crisis countries at 
their worse point in 2019. A more comprehensive picture of 
the magnitude of food crises in times of COVID‑19 will be 
provided in the GRFC 2021, to be released early next year.

Around a third of the 27 countries updated experienced 
comparability challenges due to differences in geographical 
coverage, percentage of the population analysed, exclusion or 
inclusion of rural and urban populations or change of source/
methodology between 2019 and 2020 estimates.

Consensus

All partners are in agreement with the general magnitude and 
severity of acute food insecurity indicated for the countries 
included in this report, except Afghanistan, the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo, Ethiopia and Haiti. For these countries, 
FEWS NET analyses of available evidence suggest the 
population requiring emergency food assistance was lower 
than IPC estimates because of different interpretation of data 
related to factors contributing to acute food insecurity.

Why this update?

Figure 2

Adaptation of data analytics in times of COVID‑19 

APRIL
Release of  

IPC manual 3.0.

OCTOBER
Release of  

CH manual 2.0.

JULY
CILSS updates 

CH analyses for Burkina 
Faso, Nigeria (4 states) 

and Togo. FEWS NET 
releases a food 

assistance outlook brief 
for Nicaragua, Rwanda 

and South Sudan.

JULY
IPC releases results 

for the Sudan, 
Yemen (Southern) 
and Mozambique 

(Maputo and Matola, 
Cabo Delgado and Tete), 
and updates acute food 
insecurity projection for 

Honduras�

JUNE
IPC updates acute food 
insecurity projection for 

Tri‑national border  
of Rio Lempa. 

AUGUST
IPC releases results for 
Eswatini and Lesotho.

11 MARCH
WHO officially declares 
the novel coronavirus, 

now known as COVID‑19, 
a pandemic.

SEPTEMBER
IPC releases results for 
Democratic Republic 

of the Congo, Ethiopia, 
Haiti, Malawi and 

Namibia.

MARCH–MAY
The data community 
suspends in‑person 

data collection, scales 
up remote systems 

and introduces virtual 
analysis.

APRIL
CILSS issues the first 

monthly note on 
monitoring food security 

and nutrition in West 
Africa and the Sahel 
during COVID‑19. IPC 

updates acute food 
insecurity projection for 

Madagascar.

6 OCTOBER
An update to the 

2020 GRFC in times of 
COVID‑19 is released.

MAY
IPC releases results for 
Afghanistan, the first 
acute food insecurity 

analysis using IPC virtual 
modality, Burundi and 

updates lean season pro‑
jection for the Central 

African Republic.

20202019 2020 2020
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comparable 

across time or 
geographical 

areas

Data is  
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disaggregated  
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The COVID‑19 pandemic came at a time when acute food 
insecurity levels were already at record highs� By the end 
of September 2020, there were nearly 34 million cases 
and over 1 million deaths as a result of this unparalleled 
health crisis (WHO, September 2020)� 

The GRFC 2020 identified that in 2019, almost 135 million 
people in 55 countries and territories were acutely food 
insecure and in need of urgent food, livelihood and nutrition 
assistance largely as a result of conflict and insecurity, weather 
extremes, pest outbreaks, economic shocks or a combination 
of them (FSIN & GNAFC, April 2020). 

The State of Food Security and Nutrition in the World 2020 
reported that almost 690 million people, or 8.9 percent of 
the global population, were chronically undernourished in 
2019 – already an increase of 60 million people since 2014. In 
addition, 21.3 percent (144 million) of children under 5 years 
of age were stunted and 6.9 percent (47 million) wasted 
(FAO et al., July 2020). It also suggests that an additional 
83–132 million people may be undernourished in 2020 as a 
result of the COVID‑19 pandemic.

There can be little doubt that the acute food insecurity and 
nutrition situations are worsening in the 55 food‑crisis 
countries and territories. In addition, some populations that 
until early 2020 had adequate food availability and access, 
have been pushed into acute food insecurity and are now in 
need of urgent, life‑saving food and livelihoods assistance.

In June, the UN warned that without large‑scale coordinated 
action, COVID‑19 combined with the emerging global 
recession could create a global food emergency and disrupt 
the functioning of food systems, with consequences for health 
and nutrition ‘of a severity and scale unseen for more than half 
a century’ (UN, June 2020). 

31 DECEMBER
Chinese officials in Wuhan confirm dozens of 
cases of pneumonia from an unknown cause.

20–24 JANUARY
First confirmed cases outside China, 
including in USA and Europe.

14 FEBRUARY
Egypt becomes the first country in Africa 
to have confirmed cases. 

30 JANUARY
WHO declares the outbreak a global public health 
emergency as more than 9 000 cases are reported 

worldwide, including in 18 countries beyond China.

25 FEBRUARY
Brazil is the first country in Latin America 

to report cases of COVID‑19.

8 MARCH
Over 100 countries report cases of COVID‑19 and 
the number of cases surpasses 100 000 globally.

28 JUNE
Confirmed cases surpass 10 million — only six days after the 
global caseload hit 9 million. According to the Pan American Health 
Organisation, cases in Latin America tripled in June, to over 2 million.

30 JULY 
WHO regional director for Africa says COVID‑19 cases on the 
continent have almost doubled in 25 days.

22 APRIL
Outbreaks in Western Europe stabilize, upward trends continue 
in Africa, Central and South America and Eastern Europe.

13 MARCH
WHO states Europe has become 

the epicentre of the pandemic.

1 APRIL
WHO reports over 1 million confirmed 

cases worldwide.

25 JUNE
Africa is “no longer the WHO region least‑affected 

by COVID‑19“ says WHO Africa regional director as 
cases surpass 300 000 with over 8 000 deaths. 

30 SEPTEMBER
Globally the number of confirmed cases surpasses  

33 million with almost 1 million confirmed deaths.

17 JULY 
The UN releases the third updated appeal for the GHRP, 

amounting to USD 10�3 billion. The plan includes a USD 500 
million envelope to prevent famine in vulnerable countries.

7 MAY
UN launches second GHRP appeal for USD 6�7 billion 

to minimize the most debilitating effects of the 
pandemic in 63 low and middle income countries.

25 MARCH
The Global Humanitarian Response Plan (GHRP) calls for 
USD 2�01 billion to respond to the direct public health and 
indirect immediate humanitarian consequences of the pandemic.

11 MARCH
From now to April most governments start to impose 
partial or complete lockdowns and to close borders to 
non‑essential traffic to curb the spread of the virus.

20 APRIL
UNHCR estimates that 167 States have partially or fully 
closed their borders to contain the spread of the virus, of which 
57 are making no exception for people seeking asylum.

13 MAY
UN Crisis Management team warns 
against lifting lockdowns prematurely.

21 APRIL
The GRFC 2020 warns that COVID‑19 will likely 

have dire consequences on food security in 2020.

Figure 3

The COVID‑19 crisis timeline, 2019–2020

Six months since WHO's declaration of COVID‑19 as a 
pandemic, the indirect socio‑economic consequences of the 
battle to contain the spread of COVID‑19 are aggravating the 
tenuous and fragile food security and nutrition situation for 
millions worldwide. The direct health impacts of COVID‑19 
are also negatively affecting poor households’ food security 
because sick or quarantining people have limited ability 
to engage in productive activities and infected households 
may face increased expenditure on health, resulting in fewer 
resources to purchase food (FEWS NET, June 2020).  

The pandemic containment measures could trigger unrest 
and undermine international crisis management systems 
(International Crisis Group, 2020). Areas with high levels of 
unemployment and socioeconomic grievances may provide 
fertile breeding grounds for non‑state armed groups to 
recruit vulnerable people. The demands of the pandemic 
containment may divert international attention and resources 
away from conflict prevention and mediation, and travel 
restrictions may hinder face‑to‑face diplomatic efforts and 
peacekeeping operations (FAO & WFP, July 2020).

The pandemic containment measures also exacerbate 
pre‑existing vulnerabilities and risks of violence and 
discrimination faced by migrants, asylum seekers and IDPs, 
which intersect with other factors, such as gender, age, 
disability, mental health and psychosocial needs, or pertaining 
to a minority. With more people falling below the poverty line, 
tensions between displaced people and host communities are 
likely to increase, especially in communities depending on 
humanitarian assistance (OCHA, May 2020).

While we still lack systematic information from direct 
observation to come to fully quantify the impacts, the analysis 
in the following pages explains the multiple channels through 
which the COVID‑19 pandemic and containment measures are 
affecting food security and nutrition.

11 MARCH
WHO declares the outbreak 

to be a pandemic.

COVID‑19 – an additional driver of multi‑faceted  
food crises 

2019

2020

2020
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