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Impact of lockdowns on smallholder farmers

One can hardly talk
about COVID-19 with-
out mentioning the
impact of the Ilock-
down as one of its
consequences. Ugan-
da, has so far had two
lockdowns. The re-
strictions imposed to
prevent the spread of
the coronavirus have
caused disruptions in
food chains, which in
turn posed a twin
threat of exacerbat-
ing poverty and hun-
ger in vulnerable pop-
ulations. Thousands
of people in rural are-
as rely on subsist-
ence farming for their
food and supplemen-
tary income. Much of
what they took for
granted is now uncer-
tain.

This category of farm-
ers often have little
savings to sustain and
protect their families,
and now cannot farm

as they used to, nor
sell their produce at
the local markets, as
a result of the aggres-
sively enforced — lock-
down measures.
Many of these farmers
were also not eligible
for the one off govern-
ment support of the
UGx 100,000= that
targeted the most vul-
nerable in our socie-
ty. nor considered for
a bail out as their
work is not consid-
ered a formal occupa-
tion, because they are
not formally regis-
tered.

During the lockdown,
movement of people,
including agricultura

laborers, re- g

mained severe- §g
ly constrained. §

hibited other
than for emer-

gency purpos- Fam}ﬁﬁhanﬁgmam

transport  facilities
remained shut down.
These  restrictions
(referred to collec-
tively as ‘lockdown’)
presented challenges
for many smallholder
farmers. As concerns
continue to grow
about the wirus, it is
not only wreaking
havoc on the stock
exchange market,
but, also causing a
significant downturn
in the general econo-
my, especially among
smallholder farmers.

In order to under-
stand the gravity of
this, there are key
issues we have to

look at.
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Markets and prices of farm produce

Just like in the first
lockdown, in the sec-
ond lockdown, guide-
lines for social dis-
tancing, reduced
travel, aveoiding
crowds, closures of
schools and arcade
shopping centers,
and other protective
practices to slow the
spread of COVID-19
were again issued.

They were a directive
from The Head of
State.

Consumers  conse-
guently had to make
tough choices about
food, eating away
from home, and their
overall spending pat
tern. This was de-
spite placing agricul-
ture in the essential

services  category
and making efforts to
keep borders and
ports open for cargo.

On the market, most
food types that promi-
nently feature in out-
of-home eating, had
disruptions in sales.
This had a negative
impact on the mar-
kets and their prices.
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Food shortages and slow down of supply chains

Measures that were taken by the
government affected transport,
which in turn impacts many other
farming pillars in the food chain.
Access to markets be it to buy
inputs or sell produce was heavi-
ly hit and farmers say they were
forced to sell produce at givea-
way prices.

Supply disruptions of farm inputs
were isolated; however, logistics
were under pressure and costs
were being driven up by travel
restrictions, border checks, cur-
fews, delays caused by staff

shortages, and a general reduc-
tion in volume.

With some products less on the
market, this caused panic buying
which further raised the cost of

food and thus affected the largely
the vulnerable in communities.

The farm workforce wasn't
spared either in this crisis. Even
when the general population in-
fection rate was becoming low,
compared to how it was in June.
Some farm workers ended up
sick.

And, when the Ilockdown re-
strictions were eased, and the
infection rate low, some farm
workers remained out of work
particularly due to school clo-
sures and/or to care for the sick
or elderly family members.

Tough choices for smallholder farmers
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With these developments, farmer
incomes are coming under great-
er strain just as the costs of in-
puts, food and other expenses
are rising. This is translating into
higher default rates as farmers
find it increasingly difficult to sell
enough crop to pay for the man-
agement of their farms.

The loss of income is also push-
ing farmers to make difficult deci-
sions about input purchases, how
much land to farm and what

Horticulture and Dairy

types of crops to plant. All these
decisions will certainly have a
detrimental impact on future pro-
duction volumes and crop quali-
ty.

Mr. John Kasajja a
subsistence farmer in

cash crops to subsistence crops
to ensure they are able to feed
their families because of the rise
in food prices. Such a decision is
a clear indication that smallhold-
er farmers have suffered from a

lack of information,
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- The most affected value chains

Smallholder farmers in some val-
ue chains have been more affect-
ed than others by the lockdown
restrictions. Stricter response
measures have seen Tfarmers
growing perishables and those
that rely on milk sales negatively
more affected than their counter-
parts.

These smallholder farmers have
also experienced greater drops
in income than others.

Mr.Claudio Batanzi of Bulamu
village who grows perishable

crops, such as vegetables, says
he was severely affected due to
the lack of storage facilities and
transportation delays.

Although demand for horticulture
increased in the early weeks of
the second lockdown, demand
declined as the pandemic spread
in mid June,2024. Supply to local
restaurants and hotels collapsed,
as middle-to low-income house-
holds in the urban areas shifted
their consumption away Tfrom
more expensive perishable prod-

ucts to lower-cost staples.

There were also incidents when
some farmers decided to destroy
their crops or feed them to live-
stock.

Afarmer besides her vegetable kitchen garden
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Government should boost the use of mobile money

When farmers were asked what
they needed most during the
lockdown, they consistently and
overwhelmingly cited Tfinancial
support or cash. Indeed, the gov-
emment responded with a range
of measures to help low-income
populations and small business-
es weather the pandemic, includ-
ing issuing moratoriums on exist-
ing loans and issuing low-interest
loans. These, unfortunately may
not have helped the smaliholder
farmer,

The govermment should in-
troduce a wvoucher system
for quality seeds or other
inputs. Some countries have
used subsidies, grants and
income support payments to
stimulate the use of inputs
that enhance agricuftural
productivity, and enhance
support to smallholder liveli-
hoods. They provide a safety
net to farmers. These
measures have become even
more relevant in the context
of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Just to mention a few-

Ecuador: Doubled the num-

A child from a faming family feeding ber pigfets during the fockdown.

ber of mobile money cash-out
points within two weeks to facili-
tate access to cash. It also pro-
hibited mobile operators from
disconnecting mobile voice and
data services for lack of pay-
ment.

Brazil: Transferred a monthly
$117 [UGK 427,050] to low-
income Brazilians using mobile
savings accounts.

Rwanda: Eliminated fees on
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transfers from banks to mobile
money wallets, mobile money
transfers and merchant fees for
contactless transactions, includ-
ing mobile money, for three
months. It also raised the limits
on mobile money transactions for
level one customers.

Uganda & Togo: Distributed relief
payments to 500,000 citizens
during the lockdown using mo-
bile money.

Bangladesh: Lifted monthly
| digital transaction limits and
o waived charges on cash-
o outs. It made about $600 mil-

| lion in loans available for the
i agriculture sector. Re-
¥ financed up to $350 million in
loans for low-income individ-
& uals, farmers and microen-
| terprises. Disbursed $30
# [UGX 109,500] per low-
o income  Tamily via mobile
money.

These initiatives may also
not help a smallholder
farmer as high-speed voice
& internet services are not
reliable in some rural areas
including those communities
with a strong agricultural
base .



