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COVID-19 impact on the rice 

sector and building back better



• Background and objective of IRRI 
country level assessments

• Key results – general patterns and 
specific issues

• Impact on delivery of SDGs
• Issues and challenges facing Sri 

Lanka
• Opportunities for the future –

building back better
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Country level assessments

• To understand the impact of 
COVID-19 on the rice sector

• To define potential entry points 
for IRRI to support countries deal 
with the impacts

Key informant interviews with e.g. 
government, private sector, 
development partners, research 
institutes and universities 
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Impact of COVID-19 on the rice sector
• Production: No significant impact on staples including rice, targets will largely 

be met. Governments are more concerned on drought, floods and locusts.  

• Provision of inputs: some disruptions due to check points but remedied 
relatively quickly through prompt action by authorities

• Provision of labor: an issue in some countries due to the reverse migration of 
labor to their home town and restrictions of movement

• Consumption: panic buying and stock piling during early phase of COVID-19

• Policy and measures: range from export bans of rice (all temporary and have 
been lifted) and budget cuts for Agriculture Ministries  



Pre-pandemic issues and challenges for Sri Lanka remain…

• Stagnation in yield growth – Sri Lanka will need to produce 20% more rice to remain self-
sufficient by 2030

• High costs of production – particularly labour
• Variability of monsoon/climate change having major impact on yields
• Elderly farmers – rice farming not attractive to youth
• Access of women farmers to resources
• Increasing biotic and abiotic stress
• Environmental degradation – better water and nutrient management needed
• Small farm size holding up mechanization
• Underdeveloped seed system
• Low private sector investment/engagement in rice-based agri-food systems
• Weakening national rice research and extension capacity (Qualified researchers at PhD 

and MSc level)



How do we build back 

better? 



• Rising populations

• Economic & gender inequality

• Land degradation

• Climate change and water stress

• Agricultural policies that neglected negative 
externalities on nutrition and natural capital

• COVID-19 pandemic impact  - loss of income of 
the poor 

Achieving SDGs in South Asia will be a big challenge…



Also the current food system in South Asia is failing…

• 45% of children under 5 years old in several 
Indian states are stunted 

• 21% of children under 5 years old in 
Bangladesh are Vit A deficient

• 25% of women of reproductive age in Sri 
Lanka are anaemic

• Diabetes is a growing problem in South Asia.  
Prevalence of diabetes found to be ca. 9 % 
in Sri Lanka 



• More than 690 million people have 
insufficient food and many more 
consume unhealthy diets (“triple-
burden”) 

• Breaching planetary boundaries
• Urgent call for food system 

transformation to achieve the UN 
SDGs & Paris Agreement

EAT-Lancet 

Commission



Food System Transformation will require…

1. Underpinning healthier populations by enabling access to nutritious and 
healthy food for all

2. Guaranteeing sustainable food production, processing, trade, and 
retailing 

3. Mitigating and adapting to climate change

4. Improving smallholder farmer livelihoods and resilience by enhancing 
prosperity in farming and rural communities



Quick win –

biofortification of 

staples

• Linking agriculture to nutrition 

• Bridging nutrition and 
micronutrient gaps

• Improving health in vulnerable 
populations



High Fe and Zn rice varieties

Inez Slamat-Loedin et al 2016



• Developed molecular tools to modify 
resistant starch content of rice

• Established phenotyping tools to estimate 
starch structure, predict glycemic index, 
rapid digestable carbohydrates and resistant 
starch in rice

• Identified accessions in the IRRI genebank
with lower glycaemic index

Glycaemic potential of rice



Raising nutritional 

awareness

Creating awareness of the 
importance of 
micronutrients in the diet 
and the benefits of 
biofortified rice to the health 
of children



Create sustainable 

food value chains in 

the rice sector
• Sustainable food value chains for 

appropriate cropping and mixed 
livestock/fish systems tailored for specific 
regions and agro-ecologies  

• Strengthen the value chain so that the 
objectives of higher farmgate prices and 
better quality of food products for 
consumers is achieved

Source: FAO 2014



Rice-Based Agri-food Systems
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Digitizing the Agricultural Value Chain

PLANNING INPUTS
ACCESS TO 

MARKETS

ON-FARM 

PRODUCTION
STORAGE PROCESSING TRANSPORT

POST-HARVEST

• Help farmers 

plan what, 

when to plant

• Tighten 

relationship 

with buyers, 

processors

• Provide data 

for farmers to 

make 

business 

decisions on 

cash flow and 

maximizing 

profit

• Reduce costs 

and risks for 

buyers

• Increase 

access to 

quality inputs

• Provide 

convenient 

and secure 

ways for 

farmers to 

purchase, 

save, and 

receive credit 

inputs

• Help 

extension 

services 

reach more 

farmers

• Use behavior 

change 

media to 

promote best 

practices 

among 

farmers

• Improve links 

between 

farmers, 

processors

• Inform 

harvest 

practices to 

reduce post 

harvest losses

• Increase 

farmer 

negotiating 

power by 

providing 

market prices

• Track 

governance 

for supply 

chain 

optimization 

and grading

• Reduce 

costs of 

transport

• Increase 

choice of 

different 

types of 

transport 

for farmers

• Increase 

market 

information 

available to 

farmers so 

that they have 

more choices

Source: adapted from Chris Burns presentation Feed the Future, 

USAID



Scale appropriate mechanized agriculture

• Precision farming
• Drone technology
• Laser land leveling
• Direct Seeded Rice (DSR)
• Solar bubble driers



Well functioning seed 

systems Product

Performance   

validation

Product

Knowledge

Awareness

Positioning, 

mapping and 

demand 

creation

Capacity 

building & 

scaling

Source: SeedSAT, Context Global Development



To underpin the future of the rice-
based agri-food sector in South Asia 
through co-development and co-
investment 

 Tailored to meet specific needs 
of countries

 Advances regional cooperation

 A partnership from inception to 
implementation

 Investment in rice R4D as key 
risk management mitigation step 
for South Asia and global food 
security



Resilient Rice Agri-food Systems 

for South Asia Initiative Modules

Capacity 
development & 

technology 
transfer

Empowering 
women farmers 

for improved 
incomes and 

health

Sustainable rice 
based agri-food 

systems 

Decision support 
systems and 

crop insurance 

Accelerating 
innovation 

through new 
technologies

Climate-
resilient rice 

systems

Future rice-
based 

production 
systems

Breeding 
strategies to 

break the yield 
barrier

Harnessing 
genetic 
diversity

Nutritious Rice 
for Healthier 

People

Capacity 
development 

and 
technology 

transfer 



The impact we need:

Transform the rice-based agri-
food system by enhancing the 
capacity of individuals and 
institutions to enable Sri Lanka to 
achieve its goals of food and 
nutrition security and sustainable 
farming   



In summary… 

• Develop & deploy nutrition rich rice varieties

• Build climate resilient & sustainable rice-based agri-
food systems

• Scale out e-agriculture

• Better understand indirect impacts of COVID-19 
pandemic on diets of vulnerable groups: women, the 
poor and children

• Capacity building of Sri Lankan agricultural researchers 
and extension agents (public and private sector)   

• Facilitate South-South learning through ISARC

• Work with development partners and NARES to build 
back better


