
 
 

From “relief” to “recovery”: Thinking about Food Security and Food Systems beyond 

COVID – 19 

“Famine would occur even with good harvests and even in prosperity. People 

die of starvation in front of food filled shops” Mary Douglas 

In line with current research, the above quote indicates that realities of food insecurity are not 

“caused by the inadequate supply of food”, but are rather linked to the “political, social, legal 

and economic aspects of food”. While we cannot abstain from hunger “relief” (whether in terms 

of food parcels or vouchers), it is key that we recognize that this is not the answer to the 

broader challenges of food insecurity. In order to be part of solutions that are more than 

symptomatic, we must recognize the inequities and inequalities of food systems in SA, and 

begin to see food as a justice issue rather than a “relief” issue. 

This starts with recognizing the role of hegemonic politics in causing hunger. This can be seen in 

policies that prevent certain groups (largely people of colour) from having access to food. It can 

also be seen in the various inequities in the food chain, in terms of land ownership/access, and 

the production, processing, distribution, preparation and consumption of food. It also connects 

to larger socioeconomic and environmental issues.  

It is crucial to recognize that unequal access to food is the result of broader social inequalities. 

Covid-19 as maker and marker of poverty: towards pointing at the right target? 

While Covid-19 has in some ways been a maker of hunger (with people losing their jobs and 

facing increasing economic hardship), in the SA context, it is really more of a marker of 

pre-existing unequal food systems and food injustice. Covid-19 exposes what hegemonic politics 

and big business (which is mostly white, male and adult-centred) have been doing for many 

years. The conditions of the poor are highlighted and exacerbated. There is an urgent need for a 

move to greater food equity and better nutrition for all.  

Going forward: strengthening coordination, alignment, financing and accountability 

While governments are leading these processes, non-governmental organizations are 

paramount and key. Thus the government-NGO partnership must be strengthened further to 

address the main drivers of malnutrition through more equitable, resilient and sustainable 

systems for food and health security. During and after this current pandemic, we need a 

“well-functioning, well-funded and coordinated” strategy to ensure “food, nutrition, health and 

social protection” for all. We must therefore, take lessons from the predicaments brought to us 

by Covid 19 and turn them into opportunities to hasten interventions that deal with injustices 

such as hunger and unfair food systems in their different forms. 

Since “covid-19 does not treat us equally”, we have an opportunity to identify the elephant in 

the room. How do issues of landlessness, greed, an untransformed economy, and putting a 

“price tag” on food, affect food (in) security and social cohesion? 

  

 



 
Some steps for going from just “getting rid of hunger” to recovering destroyed food 

systems 

● Ensure that “no one is left behind” during Covid-19 by providing food vouchers and food 

security interventions, while making sure that these interventions boost the local 

economy.  

● Since food insecurity is a result of broader inequalities, advocate for transformation 

towards justice-based food systems. This could look like educating people through 

conversations or webinars, or challenging unjust policies around food.  

● Advocate to/partner with government, to ensure that people have land to start food 

gardens for consumption and building the local economy. 

● Bring together different role players in order to ensure that they understand that food 

security is a “justice” matter and not just a “relief” issue.  

● Create a Food Justice Framework or Charter and engage civil society on it 

● Engage church leaders on theologies of food and justice, perhaps through contextual 

bible studies and food projects  

● Engage with LEANS and other ecumenical networks and partners to ensure that food 

security is seen as a “justice” issue.  

Finally, the issue is not about “sharing” food, but transforming the food chain as a whole. From 

land, to growing food, to processing, storing, packaging, distribution and consumption. We must 

ensure that equitability is present at every level within the whole food system. 

 


