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Food security is characterised by sufficiency and affordability 
of food for all income groups. Resilience to shocks is an 
important parameter of food security. Shocks can be induced 
by climate change, supply disruptions and sudden price 
hikes. A major shock can significantly reduce food security 
and can result in millions of households being deprived 
of basic food required for a healthy living. The COVID-19 
pandemic constituted a major shock with the potential of 
causing disproportionate distress and food insecurity in 
the low-income groups. This policy brief reviews the food 
security situation in Pakistan during the pandemic within a 
historical context. The main issues and challenges discussed 
in the paper are as follows:  

• Pakistan has registered gradual improvement in food 
security over the years, with now 84% of households 
considered food secure. However, as many as 9 million 

households are on the margin and unable to absorb 
shocks;

• Pakistan was facing high food inflation before the 
pandemic, which got worse over the year 2020 due 
to supply disruptions caused by the locust attack, 
transportation costs, lockdown measures and record 
floods. In seven sensitive food items which constitute 
70% of the food basket for low-income households, 
Pakistan experienced a high degree of food inflation, 
amounting to 17.57% in urban areas and 21.3% in 
rural areas;

• The federal and provincial governments took various 
fiscal, administrative and policy measures which helped 
ease of supply of staple food items and in bringing 
down prices. 

KEY RECOMMENDATIONS

SUMMARY
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Investment in strategic food reserves
The federal and provincial governments should consider withdrawing from public procurement of food items and 
instead invest in strategic reserves to act as a buffer in the event of major supply disruption.

Abolishment of federal approvals to allow free functioning food markets
After the 18th Constitutional Amendment, food and agriculture fall in the provincial domain. However, decisions to 
import and export food items are taken by federal cabinet and coordinated by the federal ministry of National Food 
Security. The federal government should abolish the need for cabinet approval to allow open trade which will help 
improve food availability throughout the year.

Dialogue to lift the ban on inter-provincial movement of food items
Inter-provincial coordination is essential for the supply chain of food items. However, political contestations are 
bound to erupt when provinces are administered by political rivals, thus compromising the coordination process 
significantly. The federal government should, therefore, lead a dialogue across the federating units to lift the ban on 
inter-provincial movement of food items to promote seamless supply chains across the country. 

Emergency provision of food items
Private sector companies could re-direct their Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) budgets for provision of food 
items during the pandemic. The government, CSOs and the private sector should join hands to ensure sustained 
supply of food packages in population pockets with severe shortage.

Private sector investment in food supply chains
The private sector should consider investment in the food supply and value addition including transportation, cold 
storage, processing and packaging. The government may subsequently consider introducing a new policy to regulate 
food supply chains. 

Investment in technology to aid critical policy-making
The federal government could invest in remote sensing technology and satellite imaging for crop monitoring. This will 
improve the access to reliable and timely information to federal and provincial governments and promote informed 
decision-making related to investment in strategic food reserves, imports and exports of surplus items.

This policy brief is written by Ali Salman who is an economic policy expert. He has worked with governments, private sector, international 
development organizations and universities to conduct economic analysis, policy research and trainings. He is also the Founder and 
Managing Trustee of PRIME which is an independent free market economy think tank. 



The year 2020 will be remembered in Pakistan for two 
reasons: the pandemic and food inflation. In fact, while 
the pandemic did not affect the majority, the escalating 
food prices did. The year witnessed an acute shortage of 
wheat which turned into a major political issue. Other food 
items, such as vegetables, pulses, chicken and milk, also 
became expensive, adding to the miseries of the majority. 
Consistent shortages in these items propelled the crisis 
and made food items inaccessible. In other words, food 
insecurity became as serious a threat to the citizens of 
Pakistan in 2020 as the COVID-19 pandemic.  

Food security is characterised by sufficiency and affordability 
of food for all income groups. In simple terms, food security 
has two primary dimensions- physical and economic. The 
physical dimension is mainly defined by availability of food in 
sufficient quantities whether through domestic production or 
import. A related aspect is the access, which is understood 
in terms of market infrastructure. If there is surplus wheat 
available in a warehouse in Punjab but it cannot reach an 
affording rural household in Balochistan say due to a poor 
road infrastructure, then it will be an access problem.

The economic dimension is mainly affordability, which is 
about poverty. Millions of Pakistanis remain under-nourished 
because they do not earn enough. In addition, there are social 
and cultural factors which operate within a household and 
affect food distribution, but for the scope of this paper, these 
are not being discussed. Finally, there are quality issues in 
the food which affect our diet and health significantly, but 
they are also excluded from current discussion. 

Food security is measured through two indicators: Prevalence 
of Undernourishment (PoU) and Food Insecurity Experience 
Scale (FIES). PoU is “an estimate of the proportion of the 
population whose habitual food consumption is insufficient 
to provide the dietary energy levels that are required to 
maintain a normal active and healthy life. It is expressed as 
a percentage”1. This indicator  measures progress towards 
SDG Target 2.1, which is: 

By 2030, end hunger and ensure access by all people, in 
particular the poor and people in vulnerable situations, 
including infants, to safe, nutritious and sufficient food 
all year round. 

The other indicator is FIES which is experience-based 
measure of household or individual food security which 
corresponds to SDG target 2.2 which is to “eradicate all 
forms of malnutrition”. Together it means that food insecurity 
is not simply about elimination of hunger but also about 
lack of access to safe, nutritious and sufficient food all 
year around. FIES captures people “experiencing moderate 
levels of food insecurity who will typically eat low quality 
diets and might have been forced, at times during the year, 
to also reduce the quantity of food they would normally eat, 
while those experiencing severe levels would have gone for 
entire days without eating, due to lack of money or other 
resources to obtain food2.” Both measures, PoU and FIES 
are expected to correlate strongly but due to how FIES is 
measured, it is likely to report a higher level of food insecurity. 
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WHAT IS FOOD SECURITY? 

Food security is characterised by sufficiency and affordability 
of food for all income groups. It has two primary dimensions: 

physical and economic. 

The physical dimension is mainly defined 
by availability and access to food in 
sufficient quantities whether through 

production or import.

 

1

The economic dimension is mainly affordability. 
Food insecurity is not simply about elimination 
of hunger but also about lack of access to safe, 
nutritious and sufficient food all year around.

2

1 Source: http://www.fao.org/sustainable-development-goals/indicators/211/en/
2 Source: http://www.fao.org/in-action/voices-of-the-hungry/sdgs/en/
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3 State Bank of Pakistan, Third Quarterly Report for FY 19

Pakistan is committed to the Sustainable Development Goal 
#2 which is to achieve zero hunger for its entire population 
by 2030. The Government of Pakistan has also included 
these indicators in its 12th Five Year Plan 2018-23. 

In Asia, roughly 30% people experience moderate to severe 
levels of food insecurity according to FIES. Pakistan has 
shown slow improvement in reducing food insecurity and 
has done reasonably well in this context when measured 
by PoU or FIES. 

In 2019, a major report, Pakistan’s Overview of Food 
Security and Nutrition, was published jointly by four UN 
agencies (Food & Agriculture Organization (FAO), World 
Food Programme (WFP), World Health Organization (WHO) 
and UNICEF) and Ministry of National Food Security and 
Research, Government of Pakistan.  This document is 
referred as POFI report. This report mentions 20.3% 
Prevalence of Undernourishment (PoU) and 34% food 
insecurity when measured by FIES. 

The POFI report concludes that food security in Pakistan has 
registered a gradual improvement over years but regional 
and income inequalities persist. To be specific, households 
in provinces of Sindh and Balochistan and rural households 
across the country are more likely to be food insecure. 
This is consistent with other studies on socio-economic 
classification of Pakistan where a North-South divide 
appears to be sticky. Being an agricultural country, high 
incidence of food insecurity in rural areas may be ironic 
but it is explained on the basis of higher level of poverty. 

In its brief report on food security, State Bank of Pakistan 
(SBP) argues that “the dismal state of food insecurity in 
Pakistan can be traced primarily to the limited economic 
access of the poorest and most vulnerable to disruptions 
in the food chain3.” For SBP, food security is essentially a 
phenomenon of poverty. While poverty is a major contributor, 
it does not fully explain the changes in the food security. 
The availability, reliability and accessibility of food matter 
a lot, if not more. 

As POFI report was based on HIES 2015-16, and since the 
updated PSLM 2018-19 is now available, this author uses 
the latest data. This is shown in figure 1 and figure 2. 

 

Figure 1: Regional Distribution of Food Insecurity in Pakistan

HOW HAS PAKISTAN FARED ON FOOD SECURITY?  

Food Insecurity (FIES)
Source: PSLM 2018-19

Food Security (FIES)
Source: PBS, PSLM 2018-19

Under-Nourishment (%) in Pakistan  
Source: FAO Website
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Figure 2: Income Distribution of Food Insecurity in Pakistan Figure 3: Prevalence of Under-Nourishment (%) in Pakistan  
http://www.fao.org/sustainable-development-goals/indicators/211/en/
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According to a joint report by UN Agencies and Government of Pakistan, 20% people in Pakistan are undernourished 
with less food than needed to meet their dietary needs. On the other hand, 34% people suffer moderate to severe 
food shortage and are at risk of missing meals periodically.
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The figure 1 indicates that the province of Sindh faces the 
highest level of food insecurity. The figure 2 indicates that 
the food insecurity diminishes as the income level improves, 
which is intuitive. To see a more historical picture, but 
measured differently, see the figure 3, which suggests that 
in 2000-02, about 22% of Pakistan’s population was under-
nourished and in 2017-19, this dropped to 12%, showing a 
45% improvement4. 

To conclude, according to PSLM 2018-19, 84% of households 
are food secure, about 16% households (9 million) experience 
moderate or severe food insecurity, and 2.37% report severe 
level of food insecurity.   Whereas according to the FAO, 12% 
of Pakistanis are under-nourished. Even this indicator implies 
that there are 26 million people or 3.25 million households5 
who do not have sufficient food on their table.

We understand hard core food security as the availability 
and affordability of a basket of goods which most of our 
households consume on a daily basis. Following figure 
provides this distribution which is based on CPI Basket 

of Goods following the categorisation maintained in HIES 
2018-196 using data for first quintile, or the lowest income 
households.  

FOOD SECURITY AND FOOD BASKET 

4 It is worth mentioning that the PoU indicated on FAO website currently does not reconcile with the PoU mentioned in POFI report published in 2019, the 
latter mentioning 20% for 2016-2018 period. 
5 Assuming 8 people per HH, which is true for first income quintile. Source: PBS
6 Source: Pakistan Bureau of Statistics 

Percentage of Monthly Expenditure

Figure 4: Food Expenditures in Lowest Income Households (PSLM 2018/19)
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According to FAO, 12% Pakistanis are under-nourished which implies that 26 million people or 3.25 million households 
do not have sufficient food on their table.
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There are 20 items in this list, which explains almost 90% 
of the monthly expenditures for the first income quintile, 
the bottom 20% of income households. A minimum 
benchmark for a healthy nation should be to ensure that 
whole population should be able to consume this basket of 
goods with reasonable stability. Thus, any targets for food 
security should be anchored in the availability, access and 
affordability of these 20 food items7.

An important corollary is that unlike the popular perceptions 
and the literature cited (e.g. Haider & Zaidi 20178, and 
Malik, Nazli and Whitney 20159), the wheat and wheat 
products do not seem to occupy the biggest share in the  

food basket, and certainly so in the urban households. This 
is the case with the lowest income and it is obvious that 
this percentage would be smaller in the case of middle 
and upper middle income households. While wheat may 
still be important from a calorie intake point of view (40% 
and above), as above studies rightly emphasize, it is 20% of 
the food expenditure. In fact, as the above figure indicates, 
it is milk and dairy products which take the lion’s share of 
food expenditure. It does not lessen the importance of the 
multiplier effect of wheat price on other products, such as 
feed for the poultry and beef.  

7 PBS, PSLM 2018-2019, P-142  
8  Haider, Adnan, and Masroor Zaidi (2017). “Food consumption patterns and nutrition disparity in Pakistan”
9 Malik, Sohail Jehangir, Hina Nazli, and Edward Whitney (2015). “Food consumption patterns and implications for poverty reduction in Pakistan.” The Pakistan 
Development Review (2015): 651-669.
10 https://www.pide.org.pk/pdf/PIDE-COVID-Bulletin-12.pdf
11 Food security amid COVID-19: Money can never be a substitute for food Sustainable Development Policy Institute (2020) Stable URL: https://www.jstor.org/
stable/resrep25821
12 http://www.fao.org/giews/country-analysis/external-assistance/en/

Resilience to shocks is an important parameter of food 
security. Shocks can be induced by climate change, supply 
disruptions and sudden price hikes. If this argument is 
extended further, the implication is that a major shock can 
significantly reduce food security and can result into millions 
of households being deprived of basic food required for a 
healthy living. In 2020, just four months after the FAO report 
was published, the Corona Pandemic provided that much 
dreadful supply shock. 

In one of its Covid-19 bulletins, PIDE took a stock of food 
prices in March 2020, and observed stability in the price 
levels of grains, a decline in the price of chicken, and mixed 
trend in the prices of vegetables, fruits and pulses. In general, 
the paper saw no threat to food security and pleaded caution 
in the case of a long lockdown10.  

The Government of Pakistan did not maintain a universal 
lock-down for a prolonged period, which lasted from 24th 
March 2020 to 9th May 2020, though smart lockdowns 
following spike in the virus-related infections continued in 
various degrees major cities throughout. 

In May 2020, UNDP issued a detailed report assessing 
socio-economic impact of Covid-19 on Pakistan and 
its preparedness. Assuming extended lockdown and 
widespread job losses, the report predicted a “national food 
security crisis which can have a far-reaching impact on the 
population, especially those who are already marginalized.” 
It was also predicted that the farmers will be forced to 
liquidate their assets for survival. 

In June 2020, food security expert Dr. Abid Suleri, in his 
review of food supply situation, expressed satisfaction on 
the availability of the food stock and expected flow, as long 

as the lockdown does not extend beyond June11.  

In its latest report issued in December 2020, FAO included 
Pakistan in the list of 45 countries requiring external 
assistance due to food insecurity. It mentioned pockets 
of population in immediate need including 1.4 million 
registered and unregistered Afghan refugees and 1.8 million 
Pakistanis in the administratively merged areas of Khyber 
Pakhtunkhwa being in “crisis” and “emergency” phase in 
terms of food insecurity12. Thus, apart from a general high 
price of wheat, the food insecurity situation can be localised 
and is not widely spread across the country. 

This discussion implies that the Corona pandemic, 
combined with other factors such floods, locust attack 
and delayed decision making, did not cause a nation-wide 
food insecurity. The crisis is there but it is not widespread, 
and it can be localised. As far as the price hike in wheat 
and sugar is concerned, this has not happened for the 
first time, and unless structural issues are addressed, it 
will continue to happen. 

Food Inflation during the Pandemic

As argued earlier, poverty can be considered primary 
determinant of food insecurity. A sudden hike or spike in 
the food prices can significantly erode purchasing power 
of the low-income households who typically spend 50% 
of their income on the food. A careful comparison of the 
“pandemic quarters” (March 2020 to October 2020) with 
the “normal quarters” (March 2019 to October 2019) can be 
instructive. The year-over-year (YoY) inflation has remained, 
except for April, in the high double digits.

FOOD SECURITY IN THE CORONA PANDEMIC 
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Having said that, this author is of the opinion that while 
food prices demonstrated hike, it may not be solely or even 
primarily attributed to the pandemic. Of particular note is the 
prices of wheat and sugar, which have captured the popular 
and political attention, however these two items constitute 
20% of food expenditures. On 13th February 2020, i.e. two 
weeks before even the first case of the virus was reported 
in the country, FAO had warned that the country is facing 
record high prices particularly of wheat sugar and pulses 

in rural areas. It attributed this hike to 20% increase in the 
transportation costs and noted that the government had 
started taking steps to reverse the hike mainly by easing 
supply through import of wheat. On 31st January 2020, 
Pakistan had announced National Action Plan to tackle 
locust attack by allocating a budget of PKR 7.3 billion. It is 
also possible, that though Pakistan controlled the locust, 
it partially affected the expected agriculture produce in the 
coming months.

Figure 5: Food Inflation before and during Pandemic

CPI (National)
(Food and Non-alcoholic Beverages)

CPI (National)
(Non-Perishable Food Items)

CPI (National)
(Perishable Food Items)



A brief explanation is in order. The above figure clearly indicates the following trends over 2019-2020: 

In 2020, on the average, the food inflation, limited to seven most sensitive items measured on 
year-on-year basis was 17.57% in urban areas, and 21.30% in rural areas. 

The highest price hike is observed in the case of potato, followed by the cooking oil, wheat flour, 
tomato, fresh milk, and chicken. 

Onion registered a slight decrease in the price which can be explained by higher level of imports 
from Iran and Afghanistan. 

The sharp increase in the price of potato is partially explained by higher level of exports to many 
countries. 

The price hike in cooking oil can be attributed to a fall in the rupee value following the devaluation. 

The price hike in wheat can be explained by ill-informed policy decisions. The government initially 
exported wheat on the assumption of a surplus crop and stock and later delayed import upon 
realisation of shortages. However, the structural problem remains which is government intervention 
in wheat market. 

Price increase in chicken is partially explained by reduced supply following compressed demand 
as weddings and other gatherings were banned. 

70% of Food Basket 

While the food basket that defines CPI has 20 goods (figure 
4), 70% of food expenditure by the bottom 20% income 
household is accounted by seven items: fresh milk, atta 
(wheat flour), three vegetables (potato, onion and tomato), 

chicken, and cooking oil in the same order in terms of burden 
on expenditure. It is worth looking at the changes in the price 
levels of these items since corona onset (March-November 
2020), when compared with the ‘normal’ months- March-
November 2019. 

8

Figure 6: Food Inflation in Seven Important Food Items

Food Inflation 2019-2020 YoY (Rural)Food Inflation 2019-2020 YoY (Urban)
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The government’s response to the crisis caused by the 
pandemic and in particular for tackling increasing food 
insecurity, can be classified into fiscal, administrative and 
policy measures. The main instrument of the government’s 
social safety measures is Ehsaas Emergency Cash Transfer 
Programme, which was deployed to mitigate loss of income 
for the poorest households in the context of Covid-19. 
Rs. 203 billion were disbursed which reached to 16.9 
million households in the form of a one-time Rs. 12,000 
unconditional cash transfer14. Other than this, there was 
also Ehsaas Nashounuma initiative launched in August 2020 
in collaboration with the WFP. This is a Conditional Cash 
Transfer in 9 districts for providing Specialized Nutrition 
Food for pregnant and lactating mothers.  

While commenting on the government’s measures on 
social protection, Pakistan’s first comprehensive report on 
social protection acknowledges the “prompt” steps but also 
notes that social assistance (cash transfers) is a “reactive 
approach” and that the “system was unable to give any 
kind of buffer to the masses in this exceptional situation.”15 
Social Protection Resource Centre (SPRC) is advocating a 
rights-based social insurance and social security model. 
During its launching report, hosted by SDPI seminar on 
17th December 2020, a social policy expert Dr. Stephen 
Kidd indicated that unconditional cash transfers such as 
the ones used by Ehsaas are often poorly targeted. In the 
best-case scenario, Brazil, up to 44% of the cash transfers 
are mistargeted because of exclusionary errors. While in 

Pakistan, according to his estimates, up to 73% of social 
assistance cash transfer is mis-targeted. This might have 
improved after recent filtration of the list of beneficiaries, 
but the main point remains valid. 

Government’s measures to control food 
Inflation
The federal and provincial governments have taken the 
following measures in the wake of food inflation. 

• Reduced rates of petroleum products.16

• Declared a national emergency on 31st January and 
approved a National Action Plan to tackle the locust 
outbreak, costing PKR 7.3 billion (USD 47 million)17. 

• Activated the provincial price control committees to 
deal with hoarders and speculators strictly.

• Adjustments in administered prices of petrol, gas 
and electricity for managing the high level of the twin 
deficits, currency devaluation, supply-side constraints 
and higher transportation costs.18

• Approved the importation of 300,000 tons of wheat and 
waived the regulatory duties for this quantity.

• Approved a PKR 15 billion (USD 97 million) relief package 
to sell food products at subsidized prices through 
the state-owned Utility Stores Corporation (USC). 

Disruptions in Supply of Food Items

• Pakistan witnessed major disruptions in supply of 
vegetables during the last quarter of 2020. Some of 
these disruptions were caused by unusual level of 
floods in Sindh and Balochistan. But it is expected that 
the supply levels will be restored soon as the produce 
from Punjab arrives in March 202113. 

• In case of onions, import from Iran slowed down, and 
its supply was severely restricted since the Pakistan-
India trade through Wagah was also closed due to 
political tensions.

• Up to 50% crop of tomato in Sindh and Balochistan 
was seriously damaged including 50% of nurseries. 
Slow imports from Iran and Afghanistan also negatively 
affected the supply. 

• Supply side delays were observed in the case of pulses, 
which are a staple food in the country. Pakistan imports 
most of the pulses for its consumption, and logistical 
constraints across borders caused significant delays. 
However, it may be of interest that unlike wheat and 
sugar, which are domestically produced and exhibit 
higher level of price volatility, pulses exhibit lower 
volatility.  

13 As per data shared by the Government of the Punjab
14 Delivery Associates: The Ehsaas Programme: Shifting from Politics of Patronage to Politics of Performance 
15  SPRC 2020, https://www.sprc.org.pk/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/SPRC_Report_on_State_of_Social_Protection1.pdf
16 Food inflation pushes CPI to 8.6pc in June - Profit by Pakistan Today
17 Pakistan takes measures to tackle high food prices | Food Price Monitoring and Analysis (FPMA) | Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (fao.org)
18 Govt push for taming food inflation - Newspaper - DAWN.COM

WHAT STEPS GOVERNMENT HAS TAKEN TO ARREST FOOD 
INSECURITY AND FOOD INFLATION? 



There are a number of recent reports on food security which 
point out to an emerging consensus on what needs to be 
done. In a nutshell, there is an agreement on information 
access, trade openness and productivity enhancements. 

In drawing some recommendations, the author has benefited 
from National Food Security Policy 2018, UNDP Report on 
Covid-19 socio-economic assessment 2020, Abdul Wajid 
Rana’s paper on Wheat Market Rationalization 2020, several 
documents and discussions by senior officials from the 
Government of Punjab. 

Rana (2020) has essentially argued for a gradual withdrawal 
of government from the wheat market. He emphasised 
on keeping a 10-15% as strategic reserves of national 
consumption albeit in the private sector under strict legal 
regime. These reserves will be sufficient to feed 46 million 
people for one year. If the government reduces its burden 
of public sector procurement of wheat, it can save up to 
Rs. 33.25 billion in one year alone.

A withdrawal of the government from wheat procurement 
can also be a political disaster, therefore, it has to be 
carefully assessed. One way of looking at this radical step 
is communication. Already, the government buys only 20% 
of wheat produced, whereas 40% of the wheat produced is 
stored and consumed by farmers. Rest of the wheat produce 
is bought by the private sector. Thus, the recommendation 
of creating a strategic reserve of 15%, in practical terms, 
is not too far off from a public procurement target of 20%. 

There is a lot of emphasis on the use of technology to 
improve the access to reliable and timely information. 
However, despite best possible mechanisms of monitoring 
and coordination aided by technology, the expectations of 
accurate forecasting, timely inter-provincial coordination 
and efficient implementation are unrealistic in current 
governance structure. This becomes problematic given 
the political contestation where different provinces are 
administered by political rivals. Reliance on the government’s 

WHAT NEEDS TO BE DONE?

• Announced loans to facilitate the opening of 50,000 
USC stores across the country as franchises.19

• Established farmer markets/dedicated platform 
for farmers in 77 fruit and vegetable markets and 
model bazars across Punjab to minimize the role of 
intermediaries.

• Transitioning to digital solutions to disseminate price 
information and control profiteering in essential food 
items at federal and provincial levels.

• National Anti-Smuggling Strategy developed at the 
federal level to address the shortage and price hike of 
wheat caused by illegal trade to Afghanistan.

• Transitioned to ICT in the current extension framework 
for agriculture departments in Sindh and Punjab, which 
includes information dissemination through call centers, 
help lines, electronic media, online services, and mobile 
applications.

• Launched a crackdown against hoarding of wheat, flour 
and sugar during the third quarter of FY20 after their 
prices touched almost decade-high levels.

• Developing a plan to establish a price control authority 
in Punjab.20

• Establishing Punjab Agriculture Marketing Regulatory 
Authority to “regulate the functioning of markets”.

• Employing digital monitoring mechanism and toll-
free helpline devised by the Punjab Information 
Technology Board (PITB) for recording complaints 
against profiteering and hoarding in trade of essential 
commodities.21

The federal and provincial governments, in particular Punjab 
government, have taken a wide range of measures to control 
and reverse food inflation. As the most recent data indicates, 
some of these measures have been helpful especially for 
easing out supply of wheat and sugar. However, these 
measures cannot resolve persistent structural impediments, 
inherent inefficiencies and low income which is a significant 
factor in food insecurity. While intentional hoarding of 
sensitive food stocks to jack up prices needs to be 
condemned and controlled, this does not mean ignoring 
the fundamentals of supply and demand. And some of 
these measures will not be realized because of the inherent 
flaws in the idea- such as loans for Utility Stores Corporation 
franchises. Learning from the multiple crises in the food 
markets which Pakistan experienced in 2020, a detailed 
road map is the need of the hour to address food security 
in the long run. Here, we present only an outline. 

10

19 https://www.thenews.com.pk/print/684690-govt-to-give-loan-for-setting-up-franchises-of-utility-stores
20 https://www.thenews.com.pk/print/703598-govt-to-set-up-price-control-authority-says-minister
21 District Management Price Control | PITB



permissions imply seamless operations across provincial 
departments. This author’s background interviews indicate 
that political tensions do have influence on the inter-provincial 
coordination which is essential for the supply chain of food 
items in the presence of inter-provincial border controls.  

As per the National Food Security Policy (P.13), losses in 
the agriculture supply chain within Pakistan are significant. 
The cost of annual harvest and post-harvest losses is 
estimated around Rs. 228.8 billion for grains, fruits and 
vegetables which can be attributed to poor transportation 
and storage infrastructure. Pakistan needs to invest heavily 

in harvesting, threshing, storage and transportation of 
agriculture commodities. 

This author, while building on existing recommendations, 
presents the following policy menu. Most of the 
recommendations are long term in nature, however in the 
short-run following measures should be taken. 

Recalling earlier discussion, the most essential food items 
are seven items accounting to 70% of food expenditures i.e. 
milk, atta (wheat flour), chicken, cooking oil, potato, onion 
and tomato. This can be expanded to add sugar, pulses 
and other items. 

11

What the government needs to do? 

• Food and agriculture fall in the provincial domain 
though the federal government runs a ministry 
of National Food Security which serves as a 
coordinating mechanism. Importantly, decisions 
of import and export of food items are taken by 
the federal government. This calls for the need for 
timely coordination between federal and provincial 
governments.

• The federal government should lead a dialogue 
across the federating units to lift the ban on inter-
provincial movement of wheat and other food 
items. These restrictions only increase the prices 
and create an incentive to smuggle the goods out 
of the country. 

• The federal government should abolish the need 
for cabinet approval before import and export of 
food items and should allow open trade throughout 
the year.

• The federal and provincial governments may 
withdraw from public procurement and instead 
invest in strategic reserves of wheat to act as a 
buffer in the event of major supply disruption. 

• The federal government could invest in remote 
sensing technology and satellite imaging for crop 
monitoring.

What the private sector needs to do?

• Agriculture sector offers immense growth 
opportunities in the supply chain and value addition. 
An increase in the supply of packaged pasteurized 
milk by small and large scale firms following 
government encouragement is a good example. 
The livestock sector offers another opportunity 
which has been picked by the private sector. Similar 
policies in the supply chain can attract the private 
sector to invest in transportation, cold storage, 
processing and packaging.

• The private sector should also venture into 
corporate farming to introduce and expand modern 
agricultural practices.  

• The private sector, in collaboration with 
philanthropists and CSOs should re-direct its CSR 
budgets for provision of food packages. 

In the long run

• The federal government should identify population 
pockets across the country suffering severe 
shortage of food 

• The provincial governments should re-direct 
budgets available within the provincial departments 
for provision of food packages comprising of 
essential items

• The government, CSOs and the private sector 
should join hands to ensure sustained supply of 
food packages in affected areas

In the short run



This material has been funded by UK aid from the UK government; however, the views expressed do not 
necessarily reflect the UK government’s official policies. 

Pakistan has done well in ensuring food security for 84% of 
its population and for keeping prevalence of malnutrition 
at 12%. However, there are millions of households who live 
on the margins and are vulnerable to shocks, which can 
be induced by natural disasters, inflationary pressures and 
supply disruptions. In 2020, Pakistan experienced worst 
possible shocks and the Corona lockdown intensified 
the shock waves because of job losses and restrictions 
on movements. Fresh evidence suggests that Pakistan 
has successfully contained food insecurity from widely 
spreading which was made possible by timely measures 
of the government and contributions by the society. There 

remain structural impediments in free functioning of 
food markets underpinned by unnecessary government 
intervention which usually has benefited large scale land-
owners and middlemen, rather than small farmers and 
low-income households. A consensus is emerging on what 
needs to be done to address food insecurity in a country 
which prides itself on being an agricultural economy.  
In a nutshell, there is an agreement on information access, 
trade openness and productivity enhancement. One hopes 
that the multi-dimensional crisis that Pakistan braved in 
2020 will lead to serious dialogue and a transformation 
in our approach to food security. 

CONCLUSION


