
The impact of Covid-19 pandemic and the explosive eruption La Soufriere Volcano on food security in St. Vincent and the Grenadines

Food security has been defined by the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) of the United Nations (UN) as; "Food security exists when all people, at all times, have physical, social and economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food which meets their dietary needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life (FAO, no date). Whilst food insecurity as a household's inability to provide enough food for each person to live an active, healthy lifestyle. Food insecurity can also occur when there is an abundance of processed, pre-packaged, calorie-dense foods, because these foods do not contain adequate nutrition (Hunger and food security programs, (no date).
Many countries are facing growing levels of severe food insecurity, reversing years of development gains. Food insecurity has always been a sustainability challenge, even before COVID-19, although more severe in some countries over the others. Reduced incomes and disrupted supply chains, chronic and severe hunger were on the rise due to various factors including conflict, socio-economic conditions, natural hazards, and climate change. The COVID-19 impacts led to severe and widespread increases in global food insecurity, affecting vulnerable households in almost every country, with impacts expected to continue into 2022 and possibly beyond. As a result, numerous countries are experiencing high food price inflation at the retail level, reflecting labour shortages, a sharp rise in the price of fertilizer, currency devaluations, and other factors. Rising food prices have a greater impact on people in low- and middle-income countries since they spend a larger share of their income on food than people in high-income countries.
The World Health Organization (WHO) on March 11, 2020, has declared the novel coronavirus (COVID-19) outbreak a global pandemic. According to Caribbean Virus Tracker, (2022), the population of all of the islands of the Caribbean is just under 44 million and to date has recorded a total number of cases of 2,328,372. The Caribbean COVID-19 Food Security and Livelihoods Impact Survey was launched by CARICOM to rapidly gather data on impacts to livelihoods, food security and access to markets. The  survey highlighted that 54% of 5,708 respondents’ livelihoods were disturbed by the effects of COVID-19. Eighty-eight (88%) of respondents classified their income as well below average, which emphasise the effects of lower income livelihood of individual households. The primary worries reported were unemployment, fear of illness and the inability to meet food and essential needs (Caribbean COVID-19 food security & livelihoods impact survey, 2020).
In St. Vincent and the Grenadines, the issue of food insecurity has especially become more challenging since the start of the global Covid -19 pandemic and the explosive eruption of the La Soufriere Volcano. Loss of employment and disruption of livelihoods are two major reasons for food insecurity during the pandemic and the volcanic eruption in SVG.
[bookmark: _Hlk91973577]It is without a doubt that the Covid-19 has shown no mercy for the young nor the old, the rich nor the poor neither the sick nor the healthy. It has, in all its rage ripped through the archipelago of 32 islands and cays, leaving thousand without jobs and worsen the livelihood of many. People in the Caribbean region, specificity SVG who depended on daily, fortnightly, and monthly wages for survival, has now been left to depend solely on the state, because of loss in income. This pandemic has crippled the economy and has further highlighted the sustainability challenge of food insecurity.  The World Food Programme, Regional Director for Latin America and the Caribbean Miguel Barreto, stated that “It is vital and urgent that we provide food assistance to the growing number of vulnerable people in the region, as well as those who depend on informal work,” (Latin America and Caribbean: Millions more could miss meals due to COVID-19 pandemic, 2020). She further indicated that there is still time to prevent the Covid-19 pandemic from becoming a hunger pandemic.
Although many Caribbean islands had curfews and lock downs, fortunately St. Vincent and the Grenadines remained open for business whilst strictly encouraging and enforcing the necessary protocols. Therefore, access to the supermarkets and shops was available. However, a lot of support was lost especially for the poor and marginalised who would usually receive help from neighbours or even families abroad. They were now unable to buy food and could only afford to eat even less, as the food boxes and support from the government must be stretched. 
Notwithstanding, there are support systems in place, for instance under the first COVID-19 package of World Bank Group financing, countries can invest in longer-term prevention, such as strengthened veterinary services, disease surveillance and food safety. In India, for example, the COVID-19 Emergency Response and Health Systems Preparedness Project will improve disease surveillance systems in humans and animals and health information systems across the country. In China, a new project will improve risk-based surveillance systems for zoonotic and other emerging health threats. It will strengthen the capacity for risk assessment, diagnosis and monitoring of human, animal, and wildlife diseases. It will also improve protocols for information sharing between relevant agencies (World Bank Group, 2021). 
As a form of support of Vincentian women considering the effects of covid-19 pandemic, the Government of Taiwan through its Embassy in SVG, awarded covid relief grants to women entrepreneurs across the island, who participated in the Women’s Empowerment Project. The purpose of these grants is to assist in the economic empowerment of women in the Latin America and the Caribbean in the post covid-pandemic and to boost SVG’s economy.  It is always important to have these types of relations, especially currently when businesses and facing great losses (Internet Team, no date).
It has been an extremely rough year for the small developing island state is, which is home to a population of 111,253. Agriculture is one of the country’s main industries, employing 26 % of the population and up to 2009 contributed to 10% of the country’s Gross Domestic Product (SVG). However due to the explosive eruption of the La Soufriere volcano on April 09, 2021, the resilience of the agricultural sector but more so food security and the livelihood of the people has been challenged. According to the Minister of Agriculture, Hon. Saboto Caesar, speaking before the IICA Special Advisory Commission on Management Issues (SACMI), Minister Caesar stated: “We are facing a catastrophe in agriculture, fishing, road infrastructure and other areas. We have problems that affect food security and sovereignty; the affordability, accessibility and availability of food is at risk.” This disaster has also left the population, especially those in the red and orange zones, limited access to clean drinking water. Based on his review of the impact on the agricultural sector, the agriculture minister estimated that the damage caused is equal to “more than 150 million dollars, causing strong negative impacts on family farming and micro-producers in the country”, as well as on the percentage of agriculture in the GDP.
St. Vincent is one of the world’s only producers of arrowroot and is well known in the region for its root crops such as sweet potatoes, yam, dasheen, and eddoes. Bananas, plantains, and coconuts are also important to the food security and economy of the country. The explosive eruption has displaced 24, 919 people and disrupted the entire population. Approximately 10,500 farmers from the Red and Orange Zones have been adversely affected. The volcanic ash flow has destroyed all of the vegetable crops and 80% of the root crops in the Red Zone, which raised concerns about increase in food prices in coming months. 
In a video interview in December 2021, by Iwitness news with Mr Lloyd Ballantyne, one of the Red Zone Farmers. Mr Ballantyne expressed how he had lost all his crops and had to basically convince himself to forget about the loss and start over. This not only highlights the disruption to livelihood and loss of income but also the psychological effects of food insecurity.
There have been major lost in employment in the agriculture sector and worsening in the livelihoods of the population, especially the agriculture communities in the red and orange zones. Persons over the past 6 months had to depend on local, regional and international organisation relief food items and monetary support. Local organisations such as the Adventist Development and Relief Agency, which rapidly started providing food assistance to displaced people at nine shelters. By the end of July, a total of 87,438 hot meals had been distributed. Also, The Salvation Army working alongside the National Emergency Management organisation rapidly responded with the distribution of food and resources to people as they evacuated from the island’s danger zone. They also assisted with the distribution of clean water to people throughout the island.
Additionally, The Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO) has worked with the Ministry of Agriculture on proposals to develop immediate, medium- and long-term responses to combat food insecurities. Amongst the proposals were financial support to farmers and fisherfolks, relocation of the Biotechnology lab (in-vitro center) from the Orange to the Green zone, Farmer’s Loan Support Programme and the like. The FOA also provided breeding stock, seeds, and planting materials to enhance rapid production in the agriculture sector and facilitated the allocation of $100,000 EC dollars to support the livestock sector. Other initiatives by FAO include the operationalisation of the palletisation center (or marketing center). The Government buys what is produced by small farmers and makes it available in combined food boxes to vulnerable people and shelters.

Now is the time for global solidarity and support, the most vulnerable in our societies needs special care and attention especially in this Morden and developing world. We can only over health and food insecurity challenges cause by social and economic impacts of the pandemic and natural disasters like the eruption of the La Soufrierre Volcano id we work together. We can prevent its escalation into a protracted humanitarian and food security catastrophe, with the potential loss of already achieved development gains. We must recognize this opportunity to build back better, as noted in the Policy Brief issued by the United Nations Secretary-General. He noted that they are committed to pooling their expertise and experience to support countries in their crisis response measures and efforts to achieve the Sustainable Development Goals.

The Covid-19 Pandemic coupled with the eruption of the La Soufriere Volcano has compounded the issue of food insecurity. However, Vincentians are resilient and has always been a Christian society. Therefore, with the aid of all the neighbouring brothers and sisters and international organisations, which continues to offer support, SVG will rise. Th government and people should continue to fight the good fight together to combat food insecurity and the government should strive to put the necessary support, policies and legislations in place to build a more sustainable food sector for future generations to come. As the WFP Regional Director for Latin America and the Caribbean Miguel Barreto rightfully said, “Working together, we can minimize the risk of food insecurity and protect the most vulnerable countries and communities from the potentially devastating effects of the pandemic,” and so too the effects of the volcanic eruption.
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