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Abstract

Background: more than half of the world's population is currently facing health crisis. As a result, millions of businesses
have had to shutdown either temporarily or permanently. With COVID-19 and its economic fallout, now spreading in
the poorest regions of the world, many more people will become poor and food-insecure. Increased food insecurity may
act as a multiplier for the epidemic due to its negative health effects and increased in national starvation. The impacts
of COVID-19 are particularly strong for people in the lower tail of the food insecurity distribution. In the current context,
the effects of food insecurity could be made worse as a result of the general rise of food stuff prices.

Objective: in this paper, we will investigate the interaction between COVID-19 and the drop in the food price leading to
food insecurity in Cameroon.

Data collection: rapid phone survey across the national territory (Cameroon) confirm(s) the widespread impact of
COVID-19 on household and food insecurity. Data collected in urban markets shows that main cities are highly affected
by the covid-19 crises. Data retrieved was linked and processed in data editing software (Microsoft Office) for the
production of results in text and tabular format.

Result: as the coronavirus crisis unfolds, disruptions in domestic food supply chains and loss of incomes and remittances
are creating strong tensions and food insecurity in Cameroon. Despite stable food prices of certain goods, most cities
are experiencing varying levels of food price inflation at the retail level, reflecting supply disruptions due to COVID-19.
Rising food prices have a greater impact in low and middle income consumers since a larger share of their income is
spent on food.
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1. Introduction

Access to food is now more than ever an issue of interest [1]. In any society where people are hungry or where many
children are malnourished, food ought to be the major concern for people working in health [2]. Poor nutrition due to
lack of food leads to bodily weakness which in turn leads to greater susceptibility to illness and death. Thus poor
nutrition as caused by hunger and poverty is probably the major cause for concern of amongst poor people and probably
the major cause of death today in young children [3]. Rising food prices can have a devastating effect on the health of
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poor households by making it more difficult for them to afford basic food [4]. The effect of prices on food insecurity is
important in the context of recent research [5, 6, 7, 8].

Higher food prices lead poor people to limit their food consumption and adjust to an increasingly unbalanced diet, which
has a harmful effect on health in the short-term (hunger) and long term (food insecurity) [4]. The Excessive Food Price
Variability Early Warning System is a tool of food security. High prices of food stuff are the ultimate signal that demand
is outstripping supply, that there is simply not enough food to go around [9]. Food prices strongly influence the
livelihoods and food choices of farmers, traders, processors, and consumers. When markets are tight, prices are
sensitive to shocks such as a bad harvest or in today’s context referred to as supply disruptions caused by COVID-19.
For the poor who spend most of their income on food, any food price increase may put their food security at risk. When
the world food crisis exploded in 2007-2008, international prices of all major food commodities (especially wheat, rice,
soya and maize) reached their highest level in nearly 30 years, pushing the number of people living in hunger to one
billion, and compromising the human right to adequate food and nutrition of many more [1, 9]. In 2008, the “crisis”
which many have described as a multifold food, fuel, finance, climate and even a human rights crisis brought the cracks
of an unsustainable and broken food system into view forcing policy makers to acknowledge its failures [1].

According to Arif Husain (chief economist at the United Nations World Food Program) the pandemic has doubled the
number of people who are acutely food insecure from 135 million people in 2019 to 270 million [10]. He said food aid
will be at a record, hopefully reaching some 138 million people globally with food and cash assistance, topping a
previous peak. “Unless immediate action is taken, it is increasingly clear that there is an impending global food
emergency that could have long-term impacts on hundreds of millions of children and adults,” he said. “We need to act
now to avoid the worst impacts of our efforts to control the pandemic [10].” To this end, it awakens states and urges
them to focus on ways to make food systems resilient in order to ensure their security [11]. To date, the crisis is viewed
primarily from a public health perspective (as it should) [12]. It is only gradually that national strategies, working
groups and funds are focusing their attention on the economic fallout and impact on food security in Africa. As in the
rest of the world, there are new signs in Africa of the negative impact of covid-19 on the agrifood system. These
difficulties include difficulties in transporting food from rural to urban areas, closing of markets, rising food prices, loss
of livelihoods, flight of workers to rural areas and increased use of social safety nets. In many countries, covid-19 puts
severely test agrifood systems which present structural weaknesses. This crisis caused a decline in economic
productivity due to the many lost in jobs, collapse of sectors of activity directly affected, such as catering, the
increasingly growing vulnerability of poor households and the reduction in purchasing power. On the continent,
administrations fear the collapse of food systems fostered by the implementation of restriction and containment
measures [13]. In West and Central Africa, nearly 50,000,000 people could reach the threshold of food insecurity due to
the health crisis [14]. In addition, demand was constrained by uncertainties which strongly affected the purchasing
power of households. In Cameroon, social gaps created by the pandemic are still wide which has affected the local and
international supply chains.

A food crisis is worsening around the world as the coronavirus pandemic drags on. The crisis linked to the rise in prices
has increased the number of people living below the poverty line. Indeed, while the food situation of poor households
has deteriorated further, that of households already living in precarious situations has also weakened. However, this
study emanates from the observation that in Cameroon, the occurrence of the pandemic has made the prices of certain
foodstuffs unstable while weakening all economic sectors. This crisis affects all components of the food system, namely
production, marketing, distribution and consumption. However, this can have long-term consequences for household
food security. Therefore, it poses as a problem the influence of Covid-19 on household food security in Cameroon. This
food insecurity that the population risks is characterized by the unavailability, inaccessibility, instability and use of food
resources. This work aims to show the influence of the health crisis on food security while justifying the food crisis.

2. Methods

This analysis is based on qualitative data collected through academic work and various tasks. The data was collected
during and after the lockdown period in Cameroon from March 30 to September 30. A rapid phone survey of 487
households was conducted across national territory to measure the weight of the impact of covid-19 on the prices of
foodstuffs on the national territory. Corresponding prices of everyday consumer goods were obtained in the urban
markets of Douala, Yaoundé, Bafoussam Bertoua and Bamenda. A structured questionnaire of approximately 10
questions was administered to the household regarding changes in the evolution of the pandemic and the national food
situation. Other relevant data was obtained from local media houses. The data obtained from this sampling frame were
noted and transferred into Microsoft software for data processing and production of results in text and tabular form.
The language used during data collection was French and English. From an ethical standpoint, the study team insisted
on data quality control to ensure the reliability of decisions. Finally, the analysis was based on the contextualization and
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interpretation of the explanatory model of (Beaud and Weber, 2010) [15]. Since the facts that result from the data
collected must be interpreted with caution, the sample size obtained is smaller compared to the representation of the
national sample, resulting in a weakness of our sample. The elements used to measure food insecurity were taken from
the INSPQ (Institut National De Sante Publique Du Quebec) model based on food prices before, during and after crises.

2.1. Covid-19 and drop in food prices in Cameroun

Market prices of food stuffs before, during and after the confinement period in Douala fluctuated and while some prices
increased, others dropped drastically. On one hand, we can say the covid-19 pandemic created an atmosphere for food
security as we can notice the price drop of some essential food stuffs. In order to verify this assertion, we are going to

investigate the availability, accessibility, affordability and safety of food during the confinement period.

Table 1 showing the drop in food prices during the confinement period in Cameroon

Price range before Price range during [Price range after
Food Category [Foodstuffs confinement in francs |confinement in francs iconfinement in francs
(FCFA) (FCFA) (FCFA)
\Vegetables 250-500 per bundle 100-250 per bundle 200-500 per bundle
Xi%;estables and Tomatoes 4000-5000 per basket 1500-2000 per basket |13000-15000 per basket
Onions 25-200 per onion 10-150 per onion 50-200 per onion
Eggs 1800-2300 per tra -
88 p y 1500-2200 per tray 2100-2500 per tray
Lipids

1500 per 1.5 liter

Groundnut oil 1250 per 1.5 liter 1350 per 1.5 liter
Dry fish ) . .
13 pieces for 500 15 pieces for 500 13 pieces for 500
Fish and meat ~ |(Mbonga)
Chicken 2200-10000 1800-7500 2500-15000
Basic food |E8uSSI 200 per cup 125 per cup 125 per cup
products Red beans 175 per cup 150 per cup 200 per cup

Source: field work 2020

Due to the closure of borders, export was made difficult for whole sale vendors and producers hence they had to depend
solely on local market which was a great disadvantage for them. In as much as this situation was a huge loss for vendors
off different goodes, it favored the population and increased the availability of food stuffs and since supply exceeded
demand, food was not only available but affordable too. Vendors in order to lighten the burden of their huge loss moved
towards consumers thus facilitated their access to food. Due to the strict hygiene measures and close monitoring, safety
of food stuffs were enhanced as market vendors struggled to win the approval of consumers through extra efforts to
ensure the safety of what they sold.

This is the case with tomatoes. Farmers in Cameroon are hard hit following the drastic drop in the prices of tomatoes.
The pandemic that caused borders with neighboring countries to be closed, has heavily affected the sales. Countries like
Nigeria. Equatorial Guinea, Gabon, Chad, Congo and Central African Republic that were lucrative markets for the over
877 937 tons of tomatoes produced annually, have seen the borders blocked from the importation of goods. A basket of
tomatoes that used to cost between 4000FCFA and 5000FCFA during peak harvest season has dropped to a price range
of 1000FCFA and 2000FCFA. Many of the tomatoes dealers explained ” we are forced to hire vehicles to move from door
to door, market to market to solicit consumers to buy at a give-away price of 1500frs to 2000frs”. This has encouraged
many households to buy tomatoes in bulk. Some grinding and storing in refrigerators ahead of out of season
consumption. This door to door sales has also killed and hampered the activities of retailers. They hardly make quick
business these days because consumers go for tomatoes in baskets [16].
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Also, we had a price drop in vegetables as vendors struggled to sell off even in quarters to prevent them from getting
rotten in case markets were to be closed. Again, in the agro-pastoral sector, some producers especially of tomatoes,
fowls, pork, and fish have not recovered from the enormous loss. Faced with the restrictions imposed, markets
experienced a drastic loss with unimaginable repercussions on the supply chain [17]. Apart from tomatoes and
vegetables, we have onions, groundnut oil, dry fish, chicken and eggs.

It should be noted, however, that the drop in prices could not only be attributed to the impact of the covid-19 pandemic
and confinement, but also to seasonal changes. While some food items like onions were cheap during the lockdown
period that was due to its season. However, some consumers may be buying onions at below market prices due to the
frustration of some local vendors by the Covid-19 crises.

2.2. Covid-19 and increase in food prices in Cameroun

The current food context is marked by instability in food costs caused by a disruption in local supply chains that has
resulted in an increase in the prices of certain foodstuffs [18]. Poor households, mostly working in the informal sector,
have seen their activities come to an end because of the restriction measures, are more affected by this food insecurity
because being without income could not have access to quality food. As confinement was an uncertainty, the number of
meals is therefore reduced due to the presence of all household members throughout the days at home, thereby further

complicating the diet and its frequencies.

Table 2 showing the increase in the prices of common food stuff during Covid-19 pandemic in Cameron.

Food Food Stuffs Price range before Price range during Price range after
Category confinement in confinement in confinement in
francs (FCFA) francs (FCFA) francs (FCFA)
Cereals and | Rice 17000-21000 per bag  18000-22000 per 18500-24000 per
wheat bag bag
Spaghetti 6100 per cartoon 6200 per cartoon 6200 per cartoon
Vegetables Lime 3 lime for 100 3 lime for 500 3 lime for 150
and fruits Lemon 100 per piece 300 per piece 150 per piece
Aloe vera 100 per piece 150-250 per piece 100 per piece
Garlics 3 piles for 500 2 piles for 500 3 piles for 500
Ginger 100 per pile 300-500 per pile 100 per pile
lipids Red oil 450 per liter 500 per liter 600 per liter
Basic food Banana 6 fingers for 100 6 fingers for 200 6 fingers for 200
products Cocoyam 500 per pile 500 per pile 500 per pile
Cabbage 200-500 per piece 300-500 per piece 300-700 per piece
Irish potatoes 600 per 5 liter bucket = 650 per 5 liter 650 per 5 liter
bucket bucket
Black beans 100 per cup 150 per cup 200 per cup
White beans 150 per cup 150 per cup 200 per cup
Groundnuts 100-150 per cup 125-175 per cup 125-175 per cup
Maize 200-250 per cup 200-250 per cup 275-300 per cup

Source: field work 2020
In addition, agricultural production is unstable due to the instability of all sectors, from production to consumption.
On the other hand, we can also say that the covid-19 pandemic has created an atmosphere of food insecurity. The

availability, accessibility, affordability and safety of food were affected during this period. Measures taken to prevent
the spread of COVID-19, such as restrictions on the movement of people and vehicles, closure of borders to individuals
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and restrictions on business activities, have had a negative impact on poor households, in particular those in urban
areas, who depend on income from informal employment and petty trading. In times of crisis, Cameroonians have
witnessed a general increase in the prices of basic goods and services intended for household consumption.

Border closures and restrictions on the movement of goods and people also adversely affected the local supply chain
due to increased transport costs. Enhanced vehicle controls discouraged vendors from driving from the fields to further
markets. As a result, supplies of staple foods such as fish, plantains, cocoyam and meat in the main markets of Douala
and Yaoundé were at their minimum prices. Information circulating that Coronavirus could be treated with products
lime, lemon, ginger, garlics and aloe vera hence conferring therapeutic virtue to such products attributed a significant
price increase in these products as vendors took advantage of the situation by doubling or even tripling their prices.
For example at Sandaga market in Douala, 3 limes were sold at 500FCFA and fruits like lemon were sold at about
300FCFA each. Seasonal changes as well can account for the increase in the prices of food stuffs like Irish potatoes and
cabbage. Also, scarcity of food stuffs like plantain and cocoyams could likewise be accredited to the prevailing
Anglophone crises affecting the country which has also contributed to the slowdown of economic activities in Douala.

3. Discussion

The COVID-19 pandemic is a health and human crisis threatening the food security and nutrition of millions of people
across Cameroon. Despite the risk of undermining food systems already in difficulty and attributed to COVID 19, positive
effects are underlined by the UNDP (March 2020) which notes the fall in the prices of export products. This could further
favour and promote local products, especially the neglected food sector in favour of exported products. The tomato, of
which a good part of the production was transported to the countries of the sub-region, including Gabon and Equatorial
Guinea, whose customers set prices above 10,000 to ensure their supply made the difference. Subject to lower prices
during the border closure period.

However, in view of the aspects taken into account by the authors in the definition of food security, the extension and
promotion of local food cannot guarantee food security because it takes into account the availability, access, stability
and availability. Use of all food resources without exception. Thus, the promotion of some to the detriment of others
cannot ensure the lucidity of the food system. On the other hand, reasons such as excess production, whose market
access limited the sale, favoured the collapse in the prices of certain essentially perishable products, such as the case of
tomatoes, while the majority saw its cost increase by 10 to 50%. Groundnuts were also the object of the increase (23%),
soyabeans 50% [14]. Accentuated by the consequences of the pandemic, the poverty rate in large cities such as Douala
and Yaoundé was already below average, the restrictive measures (confinement) with its impact on the economy
contributed to it. The 2020 national GDP already registers a reduction of 3.2% with an inflation rate of 2.6% in the first
period of the year; a record for at least 7 years with an increase of at least 5% in the price of rice [19]. In view of the
socio-economic, security and food context before the virus and the damage caused by the latter on all aspects of life, a
lasting solution is not feasible in the nearest future. In addition, the employment sector remains unpromising with
almost 90% of the national population in the informal sector, including a considerable deterioration in living standards
[10]. On the other hand, many people agree that the promotion of local production through food products would be
favorable to food security, which would imply limiting imported products in order to reduce dependence on them.
However, the cost of these products competes strongly with local food products.

4., Conclusion

Food insecurity is defined as the disruption of food intake or eating patterns because of lack of money and other
resources [20]. Food insecurity does not necessarily cause hunger, but hunger is a possible outcome of food insecurity
[21]. Food insecurity may be long term or temporary [22,23,24]. It may be influenced by a number of factors including
income, high prices, employment, ethnicity, and disability. The risk for food insecurity increases when money to buy
food is limited or not available [20,25,26].

Unemployment can also negatively affect a household’s food security status [27]. In Cameroon, increase in
unemployment rates from 3.36% in 2018 to 3.43% in 2020, coupled with the covid-19 pandemic among low-income
populations made it more difficult to meet basic household food needs. In addition, children with unemployed parents
experience higher rates of food insecurity than children with employed parents [2]. The cycle of food insecurity and
chronic disease begins when an individual or family cannot afford enough nutritious food. The combination of stress
and poor nutrition can make disease management even more challenging. Further, the time and money needed to
respond to these health conditions strains the household budget, leaving little money for essential nutrition and medical
care. This causes the cycle to continue, increasing the risk of worsening existing conditions. Many families experiencing

115



GSC Advanced Research and Reviews, 2020, 05(02), 111-117

food insecurity often have several, if not all compounding factors which makes maintaining good health extremely
difficult. Forbes highlight major outcomes of food insecurity in adults and children

Adults are mostly faced with: micronutrient deficiencies, lower diet quality, poorer sleep outcomes, lower physical
activity, smoking, lower overall health status, poorer physical health, poorer mental health, greater mental distress,
lower cognitive function, depression, obesity, hyperlipidemia, hypertension, and diabetes.

Children’s outcomes affected by food insecurity: increased developmental risk, lower physical function, lower
psychosocial function, lower motor development, lower mental development, lower maternal attachment,
hyperactivity, school absence, aggression and anxiety, internalizing disorders, externalizing disorders, mood disorders,
behavior disorders, depression, asthma, mental health problems, behavioral problems, substance abuse problems, lack
of concentration, difficulty getting along with peers, suspension from school, depression and thoughts of suicide.

In Cameroon, millions of people were already suffering from hunger and malnutrition before the virus hit and unless
immediate action is taken, we could witness a national food emergency. In a long run, the combined effects of COVID-
19 itself, as well as corresponding mitigation measures and the emerging global recession could without large-scale
coordinated action disrupt the functioning of food systems. Such disruptions can result in consequences for health and
nutrition of a severity and scale unseen for more than half a century [28]. As many go hungry, there is a predominant
concern that food shortages will lead to social discord. Cameroonians are shipwrecked, waiting for national strategies
as citizens’ loss their jobs at daily bases. It goes to show how hungry they are.” To mitigate the impact of this crisis, the
Cameroon government is fixing prices on food items, delivering free food and putting in place; plans to send money
transfers to the poorest households.
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