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It has only taken 6 weeks for the Covid-19 pandemic to bru-
tally expose the flaws of our modern food system—flaws
documented by scholars for decades.! Produce destroyed
in fields because restaurants and food services are closed.
Covid-19 hotspots emerging in meatpacking communities
forcing closure of up to 20% of pork packing in the U.S.?
Farmers in alternative agrifood markets pivoting to online
ordering and reorienting their supply away from restaurants
and to retail or delivery. Low paid grocery store clerks and
meat packing workers deemed essential but provided little
protective gear or means of social distancing.® Farmers fac-
ing euthanizing animals for lack of slaughter space.* Food
service workers losing jobs overnight fed through pop-up
charity dinners. Farmworkers unable to cross closed borders
in Europe or North America. Economic disaster forming
long lines at emergency food distributions and potentially
doubling the number of very hungry people globally to 265
million.’

What is unique about Covid-19 is the food system is
cracking in multiple sectors and multiple locations at once.
Worker treatment, farmer viability, animal welfare and eco-
logical sustainability were all pressing concerns prior to this
moment. The pandemic glaringly illuminates that just-in-
time food supply chains lack the resilience to effectively
respond to such a severe, multi-dimensional shock. This sys-
tem has shown little capacity to fend off disruption, difficulty
in stretching to accommodate change, and little redundancy
or overlapping systems that provide fail-safe mechanisms.

This article is part of the TopicalCollection: Agriculture, Food &
Covid-19.
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It has highlighted the lack of diversity in scale, form and
organization across the system. Our only hope is that the pre-
carity of the system, its potential losing of its core identity as
a for-profit food system based on efficiency, specialization,
standardization and centralization, will allow transition to a
decentralized, diverse, and interconnected food system that
can feed all of us now and in the future (Hendrickson 2015).

To build a resilient food system, we have to shine a light
on the concentrated power of a handful of global firms—
household names like Tyson, Bayer or Nestle, and less vis-
ible power players like the grain-trader Cargill (operating in
70 countries) or ChemChina (a giant in seeds and agrochem-
icals) or JBS (the largest meatpacker in the world) (ETC
Group 2019). In a for-profit system, the boards and manage-
ment of these companies have more power to decide what,
where and how food is produced, who is doing the work,
and even who gets to eat it than do farmers, workers, eaters
or communities. In this for-profit system, food is simultane-
ously made cheap through the exploitation of nature, farmers
and workers while being too expensive for poor households
around the world. Covid-19 exposes the faults of concen-
trated power in food systems in coping with other slower-
moving ecological disasters like soil degradation, decline
in water quality and quantity and weather calamities due to
climate change (Hendrickson et al. 2019).

The way forward is to reprioritize the main goal of any
food system—to provide healthy, nutritious food for all
people, now and in the future, in the face of a changing

! Two issues of the Journal of Environmental Studies and Science
were devoted to food system resilience and can be accessed here:
https://foodresilience.org/.

2 See https://www.dtnpf.com/agriculture/web/ag/news/artic
1e/2020/04/20/plants-suspend-operations-growing

3 See https://www.supermarketnews.com/issues-trends/ufcw-cdc-
mandatory-covid-19-guidance-needed-grocery-workers.

4 See https://www.beefmagazine.com/beef/covid-19-cuts-meat-proce
ssing-capacity.

5 See https://www.wfp.org/news/covid-19-will-double-number-peopl
e-facing-food-crises-unless-swift-action-taken.
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climate and declining natural resources. To do that we must
pursue worker rights, animal welfare, farmer viability and
ecological sustainability simultaneously because they are
all tied together. We gain flexibility and adaptability in a
decentralized system of production and consumption, with
power distributed from the bottom up. We need a diversity
of public, private and cooperative food and farm businesses,
both small and large, that are transparently interconnected
through multiple networks, to build redundancy and provide
fallbacks when some organizations or networks fail.

No one approach at any given scale will prove effective.
Instead we have to create a resilient food system through a
combination of actions, strategies and policies at multiple
levels that are ecological, democratic, and equitable within
and across populations, generations and species.
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