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Abstract
Many economists believe that COVID-19 poses a serious exis-
tential crisis for Indian rural communities. Analysis of the perfor-
mance of the agriculture sector in the last few months reveals 
that agriculture and allied sectors can give new momentum to 
the Indian economy. A food crisis is not possible in India. We 
produce 70 million tonnes of food grain, more than the total 
national requirement. In the coming Kharif season, the input 
costs are expected to be higher than usual, but the govern-
ment of India’s response to mitigate high input costs is encour-
aging. The major problem is in the food supply chain, which 
needed serious intervention from stakeholders and state and 
central government support. Disturbances and disruption in 
food supply chains have created high transaction costs. The 
spread of COVID-19 may create irregularity in food supply 
throughout India as 92% of produce is purchased and con-
sumed. Using trade statistics and survey data gathered through 
online questionnaires and phone interviews with small-holder 
farmers, agro-industrial companies, agricultural workers, trad-
ers, importers, and consumers. Our findings show significant 
differences in how COVID-19 and containment measures dis-
rupt supply chains between the modern export-oriented sup-
ply chain, which is centered on a few large vertically integrated 
agro-industrial companies, and the more traditional domes-
tic-oriented supply chain, which includes a large number of 
small-holder farmers and informal traders — with the former 
being more resilient to the COVID-19.
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1. Introduction
On 18th May, 2020, when lockdown 4.0 was an-

nounced in India, globally, COVID-19 had infected 
about 4.6 million people; it is caused when a person comes 
in contact with novel coronavirus SARS  – COV  –  2, 
with the reported death of 0.305 million people. On the 
same day, in India, total infected persons were more 
than 1,00,000 with an officially reported death toll of 
3029 persons. Some evidence suggested that primary 
infections are connected to the Hunan seafood market, 
Wuhan, China, in December 2019 [1]. Within a very 
short period of five months, COVID-19 has spread to 
over 200 countries. COVID-19 disease is thought to be 
the most crucial health emergency of the entire century 
and easily the biggest challenge human kind-faced af-
ter World War II. Along with it, COVID-19 is posing a 
huge risk to the socio-economic-environmental fabric 
of the 200 countries of the world because it has slowed 
down or almost stopped the socio-economic advance-
ment of each affected nation.

Almost all nations are observing complete or par-
tial lockdown to reduce the speed of transmission of 
the disease in addition to healing patients, restricting 
large gatherings, isolating suspected people through 
contact tracking, and testing a huge number of people.

In India, national lockdown 1.0 was announced on 
25th March 2020, reached its fourth phase on 18th May 
2020, and will continue till 30th June 2020. Though 
many economic activities have resumed in lockdown 
4.0, one cannot be sure when all other economic pro-
cesses will restart. India is spending huge amounts on 
saving its people and enterprises and the tune of 10.1% 
of its gross domestic product (GDP). 

Food circulation affects both people directly and 
indirectly both. Right now, it is more important than 
ever that food systems across the country become sus-
tainable [2]. The lockdown so far has adversely affect-
ed the lives of laborers and their families across rural 
India. Agriculture and its allied sectors employ more 
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than 50% of the total eligible working population in 
the country. This research paper attempts to discuss 
the impact of COVID-19 on the economy of agricul-
ture and allied sectors and the disruption of the food 
supply chain through the available information.

2. Objective of the Paper
This paper studies the economic impact of 

COVID-19 on migrant laborers, the agriculture sec-
tor, and the supply chain. It discusses the impact of 
the pandemic on the agricultural sector and its stake-
holders. It studies the extent of damage inflicted on 
the food supply chain. It evaluates the utility and avail-
ability of the funds, stocks, and resources of the Indian 
agriculture sector.

3. Research Methodology
The plight of India’s primary and agricultural sec-

tors has been analyzed by various academicians all 
over the country and the world. This review paper 
studies information available from various sources to 
provide a comprehensive analysis which can be bene-
ficial for extensive academic research and policymak-
ing or case studies. This paper is based on research 
carried out from May to July 2020. The literature 
was reviewed from online resources, research papers, 
white papers, student journals, newspaper articles, 
government guidelines, policy updates, and analysis 
and predictions by subject matter experts.

3.1. Passport to ration card: 
Indian Scenario of COVID-19 Spread

In India, the first case of COVID-19 was report-
ed on 31st January 2020, In Kerala state, which rose to 
three cases by 3rd February 2020. All of them were stu-
dents who returned from Wuhan, China [3]. Till 6th 
March 2020, there were only six confirmed cases of 
COVID-19, and all came infected from abroad. On 4th 
March, 2020, the cases suddenly rose to 28, and by 15th 
March, the number of confirmed cases was 110. All of 
them either came infected from abroad or those who 
came in close contact.

On 31st March, 2020, the number of infected per-
sons was 1397, with 35 reported deaths. By that time, 
nationwide lockdown 1.0 had come into force, but the 
rate of COVID-19 spread gradually increased with 
each passing day. As stated earlier on the starting date 
of lockdown 3.0, more than 1 lac persons had been in-
fected, and more than 3000 were the reported deaths. 

It is said that the nationwide lockdown has impact-
ed 40 million internal migrants. Though migration 
of skilled, semi-skilled, and unskilled workers and 
agricultural laborers had started from the announce-
ment of lockdown 1.0, as soon as lockdown 3.0 was 
announced, thousands of migrant workers started 
moving from urban centers to rural areas of origin, 
the unexpected exodus of migrant workers, now ac-
celerating the pace of COVID-19 spread, in many 
north and central Indian states. The districts which 
were green zones turned to the red zone category, as 
hundreds of migrant workers were already infected 
by the time they had reached their intended destina-
tions. Indirectly persons of higher income strata, who 
have the economic privilege over lower-income strata, 
passed on the dreaded disease to the lowermost sec-
tion of the Indian society, such as the internal migrant 
population, whose family and livelihood depends 
upon the commodities purchased through ration card 
at subsidized rates designated by the government in 
fair price shops.

COVID-19 has essentially and largely remained 
an urban outbreak in India till the last week of April; 
however, due to such a large migration of workers em-
ployed in different sectors, it is slowly making inroads 
in smaller towns and villages. It is impossible to pre-
dict the future scenario of COVID-19; however, from 
an agriculture point of view, the most important ques-
tion is what would be the impact of a mass exodus of 
agricultural laborers on the agricultural economy and 
food supply chains in the coming times.

3.2. Agriculture Scenario 
of India at the Time of COVID-19 Breakout

COVID-19 breakout stalled the Indian economy 
by forcing the closure of factories, enterprises, offices, 
and other income-producing activities. In a Confed-
eration of Indian Industry, 45% of CEOs of India do 
not see economic normalcy returning at least by the 
end of the calendar year 2020–21. Some optimistic 
CEOs (36%) thought that it would take 6–12 months 
for the economy to revive and reach the point where 
it declined initially. On average, 80% of CEOs in In-
dia believe that normal functioning of the economy is 
not possible anywhere before six to eight months from 
May 2020[10], which indicates that before October/
November or so, the economy of industrial and ser-
vice sectors (agriculture is also a service sector) is to 
reel under the impact of COVID-19.
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During the current period of COVID-19 breakout, 
agriculture seems to be the only bright spot. The out-
put of agriculture remained largely unaffected, with a 
growth of 3%. At the time COVID-19 outbreak, Rabi 
crops were either harvested or are on the verge of be-
ing harvested (mainly wheat). Standing crops on the 
field kept on growing. National Bulk Handling Corpo-
ration (NBHC) reported an estimated 4.52% increase 
in Rabi cereals production, 134.23 million tonnes 
from 124 million tonnes in 2019–20 (ET, 12th February 
2020) [4]. The wheat-growing area has increased by 
12.03%, and its production is expected 114.4 million 
tones [11].

In the current scenario, the Indian economy re-
mains with agriculture as the only bright spot among 
dark clouds of recession. The positive estimate is that 
India will have a record food grain production, mar-
ginally less than 300 million tonnes (149.2 million 
tonnes Kharif + 148.8 million tonnes Rabi). There is 
a silver lining amidst dark clouds of coronavirus that 
NITI Aayog expects that the agriculture sector will 
grow by 3% during 2020–21 despite adverse condi-
tions [5].

3.3. Economic Impact of COVID-19 Spread 
in Indian Agriculture and Allied Sectors

“Food and Agriculture Organization has warned of 
a food crisis in a global scale if nations do not safeguard 
their elderly and relatively vulnerable population from 
malnourishment and ensure efficient functioning of 
the food supply chain, during the COVID-19 crisis” 
[12] on the same line, the United Nations has warned 
that COVID-19 crisis could potentially initiate a 
shortage of food and grains around the world. [13] 
Like Ebola outbreak in Sierra Leone during 2014–16 
saw an upward moving graph in context to food short-
age and malnutrition, COVID-19 outbreak will also 
badly affect small and marginal farmers, especially in 
underdeveloped and developing countries, if they can-
not continue sowing in their land and earn marginal 
prices for their product and cannot get access to mar-
ket for buying or selling. “India is extremely asynchro-
nous in terms of developmental level and other areas 
than that of Africa”[6]. Those areas which are similar 
to development in Africa require the special attention 
of every stakeholder.

The Indian economy was facing a food price rise 
even before the COVID-19 pandemic. Food inflation 
started rising from mid-2019 and reached the highest 

level after 2013–14. The wholesale price index (WPI) 
is rapidly rising from August 2019 onward. However, 
the price rise was steered by a comparative rise in the 
vegetable process, especially onion, potato, and toma-
to [14]. Onion prices came down in January, vegetable 
prices remained high in February and March (at the 
time lockdown – 1.0 was announced). The consumer 
prices index (CPI) also exhibits a more or less similar 
trend. It started rising from August 2019 with some 
weakening from January–March 2020. Prices of food 
commodities are rising continuously from lockdown 
1.0 to lockdown 3.0. The fourth phase of lockdown 
is an exit door. The country’s economic engine has 
picked up some speed in June, as the number of man-
ufacturing units has opened with a very small labor 
force during lockdown 3.0. The actual situation of ag-
ricultural commodity prices will be known once the 
lockdown is over [15].

RBI’s seventh bi-monthly monetary policy state-
ment indicated that food-related inflation pressure 
would reduce since aggregate demand will be weak 
because of the COVID-19 crisis. The optimistic 
outlook of RBI is supported by the fact that India’s 
foodgrain production in the financial year 2019–20 is 
projected to be around 300 million tonnes, 2.4% high-
er than 2018–19. Food Corporation of India (FCI) has 
77.6  million tonnes of stocks of wheat and rice and 
Rabi harvest, which have started coming into the mar-
ket and further ease the situation. National Agricul-
ture Marking Federation of India (NAFED) is report-
ed to have 2.25 million tons of pulses. Similarly, wheat 
and Rabi pulses also have started to reach the market, 
which will improve the situation further. All this in-
formation indicates that the supply situation of essen-
tial food items is quite satisfactory at the moment [16].

Guidelines released by the Ministry of Home Af-
fairs, Govt. of India on 1st April, while announcing 
lockdown two exempted Horticulture, Animal Hus-
bandry, Agriculture, Fisheries, Poultry and allied 
activities from lockdown restriction, laborers are al-
lowed to work, markets opened, procurement started, 
and agriculture-related shops and agro-based process-
ing centers are allowed to go for processing. Though 
the situation in Rabi cereals and pulses is not affected 
much, perishable commodities like fruits, vegetables 
and flowers have incurred losses. Plantation Harvest 
in all of Kerala and Tamil Nadu was hindered, affect-
ing farmers’ and laborers’ cash cycle. Laborers could 
not work due to a lack of transport.
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“Egg price succumbed to a low of Rs. 1.95/egg and 
poultry runners in Namakkal — the poultry center of 
India and some other areas were left with a large portion 
of stock being unsold. Small poultry and dairy farmers 
have incurred a high loss because many contract-based 
firms have refused to lift the produce. Forty-five days 
nationwide ban on fishing that too at the time of the 
fish breeding season, along the east coast of the coun-
try from mid-April has worried fishers’ communities. 
Brackish and freshwater aquaculture farmers have also 
been victims of delayed harvest and un-availability of 
labor, market closure, and movement restrictions. In 
addition to this, shrimp export to North America and 
Europe has been forced to stop. Regional prices of fish 
have fallen to all time low, leading to tremendous loss 
of income. At the moment, exact data on economic 
loss in all above-mentioned commodities are not avail-
able; however, it is beyond doubt that farmers suffered 
heavy economic losses” [7].

One very important allied sector of agriculture is 
milk production. Small dairy farmers produce 70% of 
the total milk production. Milk generates quick cash 
for the livelihood of farmers. These small farmers be-
long to the worst-hit community who are forced to 
sell their produce for low prices and further less pro-
curement of goods. India’s unorganized sector com-
prises milk producers and suppliers, intermediaries, 
Indian sweet shops, city-based milk retailers, etc., who 
are handlers of the bulk of milk produced in-coun-
try. Only 30% of milk is handled by organized sector 
dairy cooperatives and private milk plants. Milk is a 
fast-consumption commodity, which cannot be stored 
for a long duration without processing. As demand for 
milk dropped during the lockdown, dairy products 
which come into non-essential commodity (Cheese, 
Ice cream) have seen a severe drop in demand. “Private 
sector industries, which are primarily focused towards 
non-essential milk products, are also witnessing a ma-
jor liquidity crisis. The per capita availability of milk is 
highest in Punjab compared to all of India. It accounts 
for 6.7% of total national milk production”[8]. It has 
10 milk production plants with an installed capacity 
of at least 20 lakh liters per day; however current dai-
ly milk procurement is 26.5 lakh liters per day, which 
is approximately 32% more than the initial installed 
capacity, has become extremely difficult for dairies 
across India to handle the endless supply of milk and 
milk products and their sharply fallen demand pan In-
dia. Consequently, there is a steep decline in the prices 

of milk. Farmers are releasing their stock at very cheap 
rates, but despite all the adversaries against it has re-
sponded to safeguard the interest of milk producers, 
the cooperative model of Indian dairy has tremen-
dously through consumption of milk had gone down 
about 25% during first 30 days of lockdown. 

Like the industrial sector, economic trebles are ex-
pected in agriculture and allied sectors of the country 
because of two primary reasons. Before COVID-19 
spread in the country, the economy was already show-
ing a steep decline raising the powers of existing prob-
lems of low income, unemployment, rural poverty, 
malnutrition, etc. Second, India’s huge informal sector 
is a lot venerable in these times; at least 442 million 
of the working population is employed in the infor-
mal sector, which is about 91% of the total working 
population, lacking regular incomes; agriculture no-
mads and other migrated labor are hard hit due to pro-
longed lockdown.

3.4. Disruption in Food Supply Chains
COVID-19 has disrupted a tremendous number of 

activities in the food supply chain [11].There are some 
surprising realities in new Indian food supply chains. 
Food supply chains have been transformed from tradi-
tional to transitional in the last two decades. The Indian 
food economy at this point is largely urban, fed by long 
rural-urban supply chains. Indian food economy has now 
turned mainly urban. Out of total food consumption, 60% 
is reportedly consumed by the urban population. The es-
timate is based on 2011–12 food consumption data in ur-
ban and rural areas provided by National Sample Survey 
Office (NSSO). Of the 40% of edibles consumed by the 
rural population, 80% is bought. The rest, 20%, is grown 
and harvested on their agricultural land.

“Private sector dominates purchased food market, 
and 95% of it is sold, while 5% comes through govern-
ment through various schemes of distribution,” observed 
Mann, which indicates very less probability of public sec-
tor taking over the private sector in food distribution. It 
is estimated that small and medium enterprises (SMEs) 
handle 72 to 83% of food consumed in India. SMEs are 
involved in wholesaling, processing, logistic, retailing 
(e.g., Kirana). SMEs provide self-employment for labor-
ers in the loading, unloading, and transport of produce. 
Moreover, the sector of supermarkets, fast-food chains, 
and large processing firms is rapidly expanding.

The rural population derives 61% of their total in-
come from non-agriculture-based activities and 39% 
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on their agricultural income. “A large share of rural 
nonfarm employment is provided from commuting 
between rural and towns and shocks (in present case 
impact of COVID-19 pandemic) to food supply chains 
affect the livelihood of the rural population” [9].

COVID-19’s extremely crucial step will be perhaps 
on national food security in coming times due to its ad-
verse effects on the food supply chain because 92% of 
the total consumed edible item is purchased from the 
sustenance supply chain. Impact on downstream SMEs 
(retail and foodservice) appears to be of very high mag-
nitude as 92% of food purchased is supplied by these 
SMEs. Small industries are extremely labor-intensive in 
the very small working area. Hygiene standards in these 
small SMEs are far from being health ministry compli-
ant and crowding. Contrary to the above statement, big 
enterprises face less risk due to the availability of space 
and capital for implementing hygiene programs. In a 
cyclic manner impact of COVID-19 on a small stream 
of SMEs will strongly affect mid-stream SMEs (Whole-
sale, logistics, and processing) in the long run.

Effects inflicted directly due to the epidemic on the 
farm sector are expected to be less due to low human 
density. However, Indian rural areas are much denser 
than many other countries, so COVID-19 has started 
mild spread in rural areas during lockdown-3.0 and 4.0 
due to heavy influx of migrant workers to their villag-
es in different states country. In the current scenario, 
stocks and supply food are enough for the entire pop-
ulation. However, it is beyond doubt that COVID-19 
has tested the supply chain to its full capacity and pro-
vided a major need for reform. The warehousing capa-
bility of the agricultural sector will be put to the test, as 
the ripples of COVID-19 will be seen for a long time 
in the Indian economy. It would be a curious scenario 
how the situation pans out when bumper harvests of 
Rabi season are supplied in the market.

Though direct effects of COVID-19 on farms are 
expected to be limited, indirect effects could be sub-
stantial because of the reduction in consumers’ real 
incomes. Midstream and downstream food supply 
chains are expected to have a negative impact, which 
harms the livelihoods of farmer households. The effect 
will be strongest on perishable products, like vegeta-
bles, milk, fruits, eggs, fish, and chicken, evident from 
lockdown-1 and 2, when prices of milk, eggs, and 
chicken had fallen drastically. Similarly, banana prices 
have seen a sharp fall in Andhra Pradesh from Rs. 15/
kg to Rs. 6/kg during lockdown-1.0.

Regardless of the comfortable situation concern-
ing the overall supply of major food items, it is very 
important to analyze the future course of impact of 
COVID-19 on agriculture and allied sectors and food 
supply chains to take measures at appropriate times. 
Kharif season is approaching. In addition to a timely 
and adequate supply of inputs, migration of agricul-
tural laborers, which has taken place, could threaten 
sowing and tending the crops. Farmers’ access to labor 
will decrease to an alarming stage because 30% of farm 
labor is hired in India.

3.5. Government Response
On 26th March 2020, the government of India an-

nounced the first relief package of 1.70 lac crores to 
fight against COVID-19. This package had many relief 
measures for the agriculture sector, like payment of Rs. 
200/-each to 8.7 crore farmers in April under PM Ki-
san Yojana, MNREGA wages have been increased by 
Rs. 20 (Rs 202 a day from Rs 182 a day) benefit 13.62 
crore farm families; 20 crore women Jan Dhan account 
holders have been given Rs. 500 per month for three 
months (April, May & June 2020), etc.

On 15th May 2020 government of India announced 
Rs. 20-lakh-crore packages as COVID-19 relief stim-
ulus (Atmanirbhar Bharat Abhiyan), which is rough-
ly 10% of the country’s GDP and considered one of 
the worlds largest. In this package, 1.63 lakh crores 
are essentially kept for agriculture and allied sectors 
to improve their productivity and produce quality and 
food supply chains. A cluster-based approach has been 
suggested to enhance the production and productiv-
ity of agriculture and allied sectors. Cold chain and 
post-harvest crop produce management have been al-
lotted Rs. 1.0 lakh crores, Rs 10 thousand crores have 
been ear-marked to make micro food industries an or-
ganized sector, and Rs. 13343 crores have been given 
for vaccination of livestock to enhance their produc-
tivity. Similarly, Rs. 20,000 crores has been allotted to 
fisheries under “Matsya Sampada Yojana” to produce 
additional 70 lakh tones of fishes in the next five years. 
Many other related sectors have also been allotted a 
good amount of funds. Cereals, pulses, potato, and on-
ion stock limits have been done away with, and farm-
ers can sell their products anywhere in the country. All 
these reforms will increase the productivity of agricul-
ture and allied sectors and help maintain the structure 
and function of the food supply chain and mitigate the 
immediate impact of COVID-19.
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4. Conclusion
With COVID-19 spread in the country, the gov-

ernment in India swiftly took action and declared total 
lockdown on the nation from 25th March 2020 as lock-
down-1 for three weeks to manage the spread as much 
as possible, which is continuing (up to 30th June 2020). 
Lockdown-4.0 was essentially an exit strategy. The na-
tionwide lockdown has created many adverse effects 
on the agricultural economy and food supply chains. 
COVID-19 is considered the most crucial health ca-
lamity of the century. Almost all nations are maintain-
ing complete or partial lockdown to slow down the 
rate of transmission of disease.

Given the precarious livelihoods of many Indians, 
agriculture, food security, nutrition security, and safe-
ty net policy and program responses are also urgently 
required. COVID-19 is an unprecedented challenge 
for India; its large population and the economy’s de-
pendence on informal labor are making lockdowns 
and other social distancing measures hugely disrup-
tive. Central and state governments have recognized 
the challenge and responded appropriately. 

However, this is just the beginning; India must be pre-
pared to scale it up. The government of India’s response 
to mitigate the immediate crisis of COVID-19 and long-
term reforms in various sectors is being applauded ev-
erywhere globally. Pumping 20 lac crores (approximately 
10 % of GDP) to revive the economy is a great response 
from the government of India; of these 20 lac crores, 1.63 
lac crores have been allotted to agriculture and allied sec-
tors to improve their production and productivity and to 
maintain smooth food supply chains.
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