
Food systems and COVID-19 in Latin America and the Caribbean
How to strengthen urban food systems
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1. Editorial

In Latin America and the Caribbean, and around the world, urban settlements – from the smallest 
to the most populous – have grown steadily. It is often said that life in rural areas poses several 
challenges, but the same is true for urban centres of all kinds, for a multitude of reasons, ranging from 
the efficiency of service provision to the quality of road infrastructure. Nevertheless, these reasons are 
qualitatively different from those faced by people in the countryside. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted the difficulties cities face in managing crises that are 
exacerbated by population density and depend on supply chains that often start outside the city for 
their resolution. For this reason, one of the unfortunate consequences of the pandemic crisis has been 
an increase in hunger and malnutrition, hence reduced food and nutrition security.

Therefore, it is vitally necessary for local authorities to be able to develop strategies, plans and 
programmes that aim to help overcome the major challenges that appeared during the pandemic and 
have had a negative impact, especially on the most vulnerable.

There are many ways to address this challenge. One of them is to implement a Functional food circuit  
strategy, which requires integrating local governments in an active and effective governance role and in 
promoting the use of digital technologies along the food systems value chain. 
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• Latin America and the Caribbean is a highly urbanised region. More than 80 percent of its population 
resides in urban areas, higher than the world average of around 56 percent.

• At present, intermediate and small cities have the largest populations and are expected to grow in  
the future.

• Cities, in general, have a high demand for food. It is estimated that urban dwellers consume up to 70 
percent of the food supply and are also involved in 80 percent of the global food market.

• Within the 20-kilometre radius of a city, urban and peri-urban agriculture accounts for 35 percent of 
the world's rainfed land, 60 percent of the world's irrigated land, and is the source of 90 percent of 
the vegetables consumed by its inhabitants.

• The development of urban and peri-urban food production systems faces a number of challenges, 
such as dealing with land use plans and urbanisation and building regulations.

• To accelerate post-pandemic recovery and make the urban food system more resilient, the active 
involvement of local institutions and authorities is necessary because they can promote inclusive 
transformation.

• When municipalities play an active role in the food system's territorial governance and leverage the 
use of digital technologies, they can have a greater impact on the development of urban  
food systems.

• Functional food circuits emerge as an appropriate strategy for territorial management of urban food 
systems, consisting of a set of digital and practical tools that seek to incorporate the food approach 
into land-use planning at the municipal level.

2. Key messages
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3. Cities and food

The size of rural and urban population centres depends on the official census or administrative definitions 
of each country. According to Trivelli and Berdegué (2019) in Latin America and the Caribbean, rural 
population centres are limited to 300 000 inhabitants (based on functional criteria). When a settlement 
exceeds this number of inhabitants, it should be considered an urban centre.  

Figure 1. Urbanisation by world region (%), 2020 and 2035.

Figure 2. Urban population in Latin America and the Caribbean by size of human settlement (thousands of 
inhabitants), 2020 and 2035.

Source: Elaborated by the authors, based on UN, 2019.

Source: Elaborated by the authors, based on UN, 2019.
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Over the next decade, smaller cities (between 300 000 and 500 000 inhabitants) are expected to grow 
the most, followed by intermediate cities (between 1 and 5 million inhabitants) (UN, 2019; Intini, 
Granados and Ramirez, 2021).

Figure 3. Number of cities by size of urban settlement in Latin America and the Caribbean (number of cities), 2020 
and 2035.

Source: Elaborated by the authors, based on UN (2019).

Thus, the 215 cities in the region are distributed as follows (UN-Habitat, 2020):

• Six metropolises with more than 10 million inhabitants: Bogotá, Buenos Aires, Mexico City, Lima, Rio 
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Due to the large proportion of people residing in urban areas in the region, cities demand substantial 
amounts of food. In fact, figures indicate that urban dwellers in the world consume 70 percent of the 
world's food supply, even in countries with a large rural population (FAO, 2019). Moreover, 80 percent of 
the world's food market is located in cities (Van Nieuwkoop, 2019).

On the supply side, it is estimated that, within a 20-kilometre radius of a city, urban and peri-urban 
agriculture – agricultural practices that take place within a city's boundaries or surroundings (FAO, 1999) 
– account for 35 percent of the world's rainfed land and 60 percent of its irrigated cropland (FAO, 2019); 
also, 90 percent of the vegetables consumed by its inhabitants come from this type of agriculture (Tefft et 
al, 2020).

Figure 4. Large, medium and intermediate cities in Latin America and the Caribbean.

Source: UN-Habitat, 2020.
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The relationship between food supply and demand changes according to the geographical area in which 
cities are located. Thus, in some cases, urban consumers are mainly supplied by food from rural urban and 
peri-urban areas, and in other cases by imported food (FAO et al., 2020).

The countries' import and export data do not allow extrapolations, but at least some trends can be 
identified. Thus, it appears that some countries, especially in the Caribbean, are highly dependent on 
agricultural imports. For example, in Haiti, more than 30 percent of total imports correspond to agrifood 
goods. In Antigua and Barbuda, Barbados, Cuba and St. Lucia, agricultural imports are 20 percent higher 
than total imports, making these countries, and their rural and urban areas, highly vulnerable to what 
happens in the rest of the world. In contrast, other countries in the region are net food exporters, such as 
Argentina, Costa Rica, Paraguay and Uruguay, where more than 50 percent of the value of exports comes 
from agricultural products (FAO and ECLAC, 2020). Consequently, the challenges cities face may vary 
depending on their capacity to produce and procure food. 

On the other hand, the availability of nutritious and affordable food for a significant part of the cities' 
population also depends on their socio-economic status and is, therefore, uneven. In low-income 
countries, between 32 and 43 percent of people living in urban areas suffer from food insecurity 
(Stamoulis and Di Giuseppe, forthcoming).

The COVID-19 pandemic is putting cities around the world to extreme tests in terms of food security, 
an example of which is the increase in prices of key food commodities. Increases have been recorded 
particularly in cities of low-income and lower-middle-income countries as a result of commodity 
shortages, panic buying, food losses and other shocks (FAO, 2020).

According to estimates based on household surveys for Latin America, it is estimated that there were 209 
million poor people in 2020, which would mean 22 million more poor people than in 2019. Concerning 
people living in extreme poverty, the total for 2020 would be 78 million, 8 million more than in 2019 
(ECLAC, 2021).

Figure 5. Territorial relationship of the city with urban and peri-urban agriculture.

Source: Elaborated by the authors, with data from FAO, 2019 and Tefft et al., 2020.
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The increase in the number of people living in poverty and extreme poverty between 2019 and 2020 
would be coupled with a sharp increase in food insecurity at the global level. It is estimated to have 
increased by 14 percent, which means that, during 2020, 303 million more people would be affected 
by moderate or severe food insecurity, and 140 million more by severe food insecurity globally. This 
phenomenon would be most pronounced in Latin America and the Caribbean, where moderate or 
severe insecurity increased by 19 percent. Besides, South America was the hardest hit sub-region, with an 
increase of 27 percent (Torero, 2021).

Note: Results are quantified using the Food Insecurity Experience Scale (FIES).  
Source: Elaborated by the authors, based on Torero, 2021. 

Figure 7. Moderate and severe food insecurity (%), 2019 and 2020.
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Regarding food security and nutrition, the main problem in cities is overweight, which can be related to 
urban lifestyles; completely the opposite of stunting, which is concentrated in rural areas and in areas 
inhabited by indigenous and Afro-descendant populations (FAO et al., 2020).

As an example of the situation of food insecurity in rural and urban areas, the case of Chile is presented, 
where food insecurity – in both the moderate-severe and severe categories – is higher in urban areas, 
although the difference is almost non-existent.
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In sum, figures indicate that both urban and rural settlements in the region show problems of poverty, 
hunger and malnutrition, which have been exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic. Given the effects 
that food insecurity has on the health of the population, national, sub-national and municipal agendas 
must prioritise urgent solutions.

Source: FAO, based on Encuesta de Caracterización Socioeconómica Nacional (CASEN, 2017). 
Note: Results are quantified using the Food Insecurity Experience Scale (FIES).
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4. The challenge of urban food systems

Cities are undergoing rapid expansion and evolution around the world, posing new challenges to policy 
makers in urban areas, such as finding solutions to problems that arise within city boundaries to ensure 
healthy and safe food for their citizens and to improve resilience and sustainability in the way food is 
produced in their environment.

The COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated already difficult situations, with local authorities having to take 
care of the inhabitants’ food security at the worst moments of the crisis (Tefft et al, 2020).

In a recent survey conducted by FAO on the, impacts on the food system and municipal response to 
COVID-19 (FAO, 2020), the authorities of small and medium-sized cities stated that they recently had to 
face numerous problems, such as the population returning home from large cities to rural municipalities, 
rising food prices, shortages of basic foods and the risk of increased food insecurity among the most 
vulnerable population. All agree that it is essential to promote a local food system, with schemes that 
make it possible to articulate supply and demand and with biosecurity standards, in order to facilitate 
recovery from the pandemic and promote healthier eating and a more dynamic local economy.

In this sense, it is necessary to consider that cities have a direct influence on the rural territories that 
surround them. They have social and economic links with these territories, with small and medium-sized 
cities being the most important in the exchange and flow of food, people, goods, nutrients, waste and 
ecosystem services.

The development of urban and peri-urban food production systems must take into account land-use plans 
as well as urbanisation and building regulations; municipal sustainability and mitigation plans for their 
natural resource demands; and their contribution to greenhouse gas emissions. Municipal governments 
must make great efforts to reduce food loss and waste (FWL), as organic food waste can account for as 
much as half of the municipal solid waste sent to landfills (Tefft et al., 2020). 

On the other hand, urban food systems provide jobs and livelihoods for urban dwellers at all stages of the 
value chain. Although agriculture accounts for only 5 percent of total jobs generated in urban areas, it is to 
be expected that a high percentage of the jobs generated by the industrial and service sectors are related to 
food systems (food distribution logistics services, markets and grocery shops, among many others), which 
account for 22 percent and 74 percent of the jobs generated in the city, respectively (ILO, 2021).

Links in the food systems value chain are made up of actors from the public, private and social sectors – 
considering their different sizes and different power and trade relations. It is important to promote the 
active participation of local governments and recognise the importance of other territorial actors, such as 
producer associations, cooperatives, women's organisations, indigenous communities, neighbourhood 
organisations, members of the local private sector, churches, food banks, consumers and other civil 
society actors, for the role they can play in the design, implementation and monitoring of policies and 
programmes to ensure food security and nutrition in the territory (FAO et al., 2020).

The territorial consideration of food and nutrition policies is closely related to a more sustainable 
transformation of food systems, linking rural producers and environmental resource management with 
urban consumers in specific spatial circuits. In turn, this strengthens local economic dynamics based on a 
sustainable management of territorial assets (FAO et al., 2020).
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In this way, local authorities must ensure effective governance of food systems in order to meet the 
challenges that lie ahead for cities. Governance is understood as the process of interaction and decision-
making between public, private, academic and civil society actors involved in a collective problem that 
leads to the creation or strengthening of social norms, rules and institutions (Tefft et al., 2020).

Good food system governance depends on functioning institutions, policies, budgets, data, governance 
mechanisms and capacities that are specific to the food system. Moreover, when governance is virtuous, 
it creates space for many actors from civil society and the private sector to participate in solving specific 
problems.

These are some aspects that can help municipalities to have good governance of urban food systems:

• Put food policy at the centre of cities' efforts to address systemic problems in the food system, such as 
market and governance failures.

• Integrate food into land-use planning and the definition of strategic spaces, as a starting point for 
municipal intervention in food systems.

• Incorporate departments or divisions for the development of urban food programmes in local 
governments.

• Promote cross-sectoral coordination in terms of policies, programmes and investments.

• Generate critical data and evidence to identify and prioritise problems, contribute to a shared vision for 
action, and design and monitor the implementation and impact of interventions.

• Engage, coordinate and manage a broad and diverse group of actors with different power relations; 
this is indispensable for solving complex and interconnected problems in the food system.

• Invest in infrastructure and logistics to unblock bottlenecks and enable a proper operation of actors 
within the food system.

Source: Elaborated by the authors, based on Tefft et al.,2020.

Figure 9. Governance components. 

Private sector Public sector
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Governance
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Digital innovations and technologies are also essential in the development of urban food systems. 
Thanks to its ability to change the way food is produced, exchanged and consumed, digitalisation is 
rapidly transforming the agrifood system by automating processes, reducing costs and diversifying 
markets (FAO, 2019).

However, it is necessary to reduce the existing gaps in rural areas so that new technologies can 
improve small producers' access to information, inputs, markets, financing and training. Only then will 
technologies be a factor of inclusion and not one of exclusion (USAID, 2018; FAO and ECLAC, 2021). 

In this sense, municipalities play a fundamental role in providing the right conditions to create a digital 
ecosystem. Such an environment considers at least five pillars (content development, access to devices, 
literacy and training, infrastructure and coverage, and platforms and applications), which are interlinked 
to facilitate the integration and adoption of digital technologies that support productive development 
(GSMA, 2016).
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5. Functional food circuits

One way to integrate local governments in an active governance role and in the use of digital 
technologies in the food system is through Functional food circuits. This concept is inspired by 
the concept of functional territories or spaces that contain a high frequency of economic and social 
interactions between their inhabitants, their organisations and their businesses.

Functional food circuits are a set of instruments that seek to incorporate the food approach to land-
use planning at the municipal level, with the aim of reducing the gap in access to healthy food in Latin 
American and Caribbean municipalities, by articulating supply and demand for healthy food for the 
most vulnerable population, confronting food deserts and promoting the adoption of new technologies 
(FAO, 2021).

Functional food circuits are explained in terms of two interacting instruments: participatory and digital 
instruments.

  Digital  
component 

Provides a food information 
system for the local territory 
and an enabling environment 
for open innovation through 
connected farmers and agro-
entrepreneurs. The component 
promotes a culture of 

fostering digital technology, 
agro-entrepreneurship and 
digital innovations.

Source: Elaborated by the authors, based on FAO, 2021.

Figure 11. Components of functional food circuits. 

Both components seek to incorporate the food system approach in land use planning at the municipal 
level, based on two basic principles: traceability and participation, favouring access to food for the most 
vulnerable, and the incorporation of elements of the circular economy in production and consumption.

The following are examples of Functional food circuits implementation in the region that aim to 
provide policy makers in urban areas with up-to-date information on food safety and the supply of 
healthy food in their municipality, thus enabling the interaction of supply and demand for healthy 
food, especially for the most vulnerable population.

Functional 
food 

circuits 

 
Participatory  

     component 

Promotes social innovation 
in the development of new 

strategies for local food system 
governance, agreeing on policy 
definitions, investment plans, 
public-private partnerships, civil 
society initiatives and promoting 
an enabling environment 

for the development of 
technological innovations.
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Rapid Urban Food Systems Assessment Tool

Lima, Peru

A rapid food system assessment tool that seeks to integrate various secondary sources of information related 
to the food system in the city of Lima.

Participatory component   
The Municipality of Lima, the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) and the 
University of Lima are joining forces to allow RUFSAT to evolve towards a territorial food information system 
with new components. It even started in the Metropolitan Lima Food System Council (CONSIAL, by its 
acronym in Spanish).
   

Digital component 
An information system with advanced data processing technologies was developed, together with 
technological solutions for producers and suppliers.

Antioquia Agrifood Supply System

Antioquia, Colombia

A logistical and commercial integration model whose objective was to analyse the food supply systems for 
basic food basket items in the department of Antioquia, in order to propose models that favour a more 
efficient and equitable inclusion of family agriculture in local and regional markets, as well as the development 
of comprehensive agrifood policies.

Participatory component 
This associative model includes the participation of universities, companies, the state and civil society, as well as 
the implementation of commercial campaigns to promote the initiative.

Digital component   
Development of a territorial analysis of the food system, allowing the characterisation and geo-
referencing of producers and the traceability of agrifood goods.
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6. Interviews

Some experiences of governance and the use of technologies for the management of urban agrifood 
systems are presented below. In order to explore them in depth, representatives of the organisations 
carrying out these actions were interviewed. In no way should this be understood as an effort to exhaust 
or elaborate an comprehensive taxonomy of the universe of initiatives in this field; on the contrary, it is an 
effort to draw attention to a set of recent good practices in the region.

Although none of them corresponds to a Functional food circuits as such, they have to do with noticeable 
progress made along the suggested line.

Strength: Governance and public-private participation

Description: Colombia is a country of regions. In 2014, Bogotá, Boyacá, Cundinamarca, Huila, Meta and Tolima 
decided to join together to create the Special Administrative and Planning Region (RAPE, by its acronym in 
Spanish) in the central region of the country to address environmental, food supply, competitiveness, logistics 
and governance challenges.

This region produces 26 percent of the country's food. Today, 84 percent of the food consumed in Bogotá 
comes from the central region, which is home to 16 million inhabitants, 720 000 of whom are small producers, 
whose incomes are low and unstable. There are up to eight intermediaries in the chain and little processing. 

In view of this reality, we are implementing the Central Region Food Supply Plan 2030, whose objective is to 
consolidate an efficient and sustainable system, based on improving rural productivity, boosting equipment, 
generating added value and consolidating marketing channels 

Challenges: The plan has five strategies, 15 programmes and 44 projects to be developed between 2021 and 
2030. The main difficulty is deciding where to start, given that the needs are many and varied. 

For 2021, we will start with four main challenges: 

• Implementation of the Food Supply Information System, called Su Mercado de la Región Central 
(Your Market of the Central Region) (SUMERCE), which aims to generate timely, updated, reliable and 
centralised information. It will allow to plan and reorganise the food supply system so that all actors 
benefit and food production is a profitable and sustainable economic activity in real time for the actors in 
the chain – mainly producers, buyers and logisticians. 

• Design and implement a marketing strategy that contributes to the dynamisation of the region's 
territories by generating channels that facilitate the inclusion of producers (public procurement and 
AgroVitrinas).

• Implement FLW reduction strategies.

Colombia
The role of regions in food supply: the case of the central region of Colombia
Fernando Flórez Espinosa
Manager - Special Administrative and Planning Region (RAPE, by its acronym in Spanish), Central Region 
www.regioncentralrape.gov.co 
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Costs: This plan has been built with input from different stakeholders: agricultural producers, farmers' 
associations, trade unions, transporters, logistics and distribution companies, public food buyers and 
universities in the region.

The Central Region Food Supply Plan is the roadmap for regional articulation on food supply for the coming 
years. Its strategies, programmes and projects will be implemented, monitored and evaluated under  
RAPE's leadership.

We will provide resources for its execution, we will manage resources from our partner entities and we will 
dedicate our efforts to seek regional, national and international allies that will allow us to strengthen our 
established commitments. 

 Projections: The Central Region Food Supply Plan is the opportunity to materialise concrete regional 
integration commitments to impact 16 million inhabitants and improve the quality of life of farming families, 
seeking to make the countryside a life option. 

For this reason, in the following years we will focus on strengthening SUMERCE's operation, given its 
comprehensive nature. Likewise, in order to achieve the agreed objective, progress will be made in the 
implementation of its strategies: diversified and sustainable productive supply for the modernisation of 
the countryside; development of distribution logistics for supply; management of food demand and food 
citizenship; sustainability, quality and innovation of supply; and governance and institutionality.

Strength:  Technological development

Description: The implementation of the beekeeping viewer technological tool with different kinds of 
geospatial information (soils, vegetation cover, urban centres, roads, infrastructure, etc.), linked to a very 
important productive sector in the food chain and in environmental preservation – such as beekeeping, arises 
within the scope of work of the Beekeeping Board of Los Lagos region. Beekeepers were interested in having 
updated information, easy to interpret and/or visualise and that at the same time allows for various analyses 
of the beekeeping sector aimed at improving its economic, social and environmental sustainability. 

The private sector participates in this initiative through the beekeepers' organisations present in the region, 
and the public sector through the services of the Ministry of Agriculture allied with the regional government, 
which provides the platform (IDE Los Lagos region) hosting the beekeeping viewer, making the information 
freely available to civil society interested in the sector.

Difficulties: The main difficulty in the development and implementation of this initiative lies in the possibility 
of having updated official information, generally dispersed in each of the different institutions in the public 
sphere and with certain restrictions, given the need to safeguard personalised information covered by current 
legislation; in addition to a certain bias in safeguarding information that each institution considers sensitive 
to deliver. The private sector in this specific area does not have much information, and work must be done 
to ensure that data are reliable and up-to-date, which will make it possible in the future to improve the 
background information on this activity, making it increasingly reliable and transparent.

Chile
Beekeeping viewer in Los Lagos region
Spatial Data infrastructure
Iván Davis Casanova
Coordinator of the Beekeeping Bureau, Chilean Ministry of Agriculture 
https://ideloslagos.maps.arcgis.com/home/index.html Technological development
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Costs: For the time being, no direct pecuniary costs or investments have been incurred to implement this 
initiative, dispersed information available in different instances has been used, such as data provided by 
the ministries and services present at both regional and national level.

Each level had specific geo-referenced information, which was incorporated into the Los Lagos region 
SDI platform, to generate the different layers that allow visualising the location of beekeepers in relation 
to various parameters, allowing specific analyses for technically trained users, as well as users without 
greater knowledge of this technological tool, who can appreciate the location of beekeepers in provinces, 
communes and urban centres without great difficulty in graphic form.

Projections: There is no doubt that the use and enhancement of this type of tool, whose technology has 
been available for many years now but still little known and especially little used, will make it possible 
to build a territorial development approach. This can be achieved through the consideration of different 
variables, such as productive (vegetation covers, hive density, sanitary conditions), social (population 
density, ages, education), infrastructure (roads, processing rooms, availability of electricity and water), 
economic (markets, income) and environmental (pollution and sanitary risks) ones.

From the above, the following actions become possible: 

• Support the production process: determine seals or marks of origin differentiated by sector, carry out 
targeted health campaigns and control transhumance.

• Support commercialisation: identify demand, possible markets to develop, the need for infrastructure 
improvement.

• Support sustainable development: make projections for the development and growth of regional 
beekeeping in a more objective way and in consideration of variables that allow its economic and 
environmental sustainability so that it continues to deliver safe and quality products.

Strength: Governance and public-private participation

Description: To mitigate the social and economic impact of the health emergency caused by COVID-19, 
the municipality of Lima seeks to educate and raise awareness among citizens about the implementation 
of urban bio-gardens and compost production, especially in the most vulnerable areas of the capital. Bio-
gardens are a sustainable option that allows to reuse organic waste converted into compost to nourish 
the soil where healthy food can be produced at home or in the community. They also allow the reuse of 
materials such as fruit jars, pallets, plastic bottles, banners, among others, which are converted into plant 
pots. The result is a comprehensive improvement of the environment through the reduction of waste and 
the generation of productive green spaces with a focus on food security.

Perú
Biohuertos (Bio-gardens) in Lima's soup kitchens for food security against COVID-19
Ximena Giraldo Malca
City Services and Environmental Manager 
https://www.munlima.gob.pe/ 
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Difficulties: Among the main difficulties were the following:

• Logistical and staff constraints to meet the growing demand for the implementation of bio-gardens and  
 compost production in different areas of the city.

• Budgetary constraints to the growth of the initiative for seed delivery, procurement of pallets and other  
 packaging.

• Staff fear the risk of contagion due to the health emergency.

• Health emergency context due to COVID-19.

• Availability of the neighbour's time for training.

• Availability of space to implement bio-gardens in households.

• Mistrust and fear of the persons trained about the successful development of composting and bio- 
 gardens.

Costs: Two teams were formed from the City services management office and the Economic development 
management office of the Municipality of Lima, to deliver workshops on the implementation of bio-gardens 
and compost production in parallel and meet the demand for workshops more quickly. On the other hand, to 
reduce costs, compost from Parque de las Leyendas and compost from the Composting Centre of the Lima 
Recycling Programme were added. Besides, the Tax Administration Service (SAT, by its acronym in Spanish) 
provided disused advertising banners, which were used to replace the Raschel mesh. 

Additionally, discarded vegetables were also collected from the markets to recover pepper, chilli and tomato 
seeds for the workshops and, finally, participants were asked to bring a fruit jar, tub or bucket in disuse to be 
used as plant pots.

Projections: According to estimates, more than 2 000 soup kitchens in Metropolitan Lima are expected to 
participate, so that each one of them implements bio-gardens and compost bins at home or in common areas. 
This will ensure that thousands of people have access to healthy food in close proximity and complement the 
nutritional balance of their food by eating vegetables such as chard, lettuce, spinach, radish, beetroot, among 
other home-grown vegetables. Moreover, we are developing a proposal for a self-sustainable house as a model 
applicable to any home, which allows each waste generated at home to have a flow or treatment based on 
the microcircularity approach, thereby reducing the volume of waste generated in the city.
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