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T

he food supply has been disrupted by COVID-19. Shopping in supermarkets and grocery stores in
the pandemic may not be a pleasant experience, as it can often lead to disappointment and anxiety
since a lot of food items are not available or out of stock. The pandemic’s impact on the food supply has
attracted attention from scholars and practitioners alike, and there have been many studies based on
evidence from developing countries (e.g., Zurayk, 2020). However, there is still a lack of research based
on the experiences of more developed and industrialized economies such as France and Germany. This
is an important knowledge gap to be bridged, as people in developed countries tend to consume more
food than those in developing countries (Delgado, 2003). Developed countries are also usually in the
center of global food supply chains due to their stronger influence in trade.
Little has been discovered in particular regarding the reasons for the food supply crisis in developed
high-income countries, especially France and Germany. It is beyond popular belief and the existing
academic knowledge to notice that France and Germany, the two largest economies with the most
developed agriculture and the highest income levels in the European Union (EU), have experienced a
shock to their food supplies since March 2020. Especially in the early period of the COVID-19 outbreak
in these two countries, the shortage of the food supply became a major challenge to people’s daily lives
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and normal business operation. For example, it was difficult for households to buy sufficient preserved
food and long-life milk from the supermarkets and grocery stores they usually visit, and shops had to set
quotas on customers’ purchasing of many products. The situation seemed to improve after strong
measures were taken to restore the food supply in France and Germany. For example, food delivery has
been an approved exception to the governmental travel restrictions during the pandemic. Nevertheless,
varieties of food and drinks were still in short supply or out of stock during the pandemic, especially at
the early stage, as shown in Photos 1 and 2. Therefore, the reasons for the food supply crisis in France
and Germany are worth exploring.
Photos 1 and 2. Empty Supermarket Food Stock in France and Germany

Source: Xinhua News (2020a, 2020b). Note: Picture 2 has been cross-posted via WeChat.

Although the panic from the COVID-19 pandemic is perceived as a catalyst for the pressure on the
food supply, there could be other interpretations. As noted by the Food and Agriculture Organization of
the United Nations (FAO, 2020), COVID-19’s disruption to agriculture is minimal, and the food market
is largely stable. Furthermore, in France and Germany, technology is widely applied in the agriculture
sector, and therefore COVID-19 is unlikely to have significant impact on the countries’ agricultural
activities, which are not highly labor-intensive. In addition, media have reported that excessive amounts
of milk have been produced and producers have to reduce the milk supply in France and Germany
(Stöcker, 2020), but in the supermarket milk is often sold out.
Therefore, in France and Germany, if the sudden increase in demand is not the only reason for the
strain on food supply, and COVID-19’s impact on agricultural activities is minimal, what could be the
other reasons? A less mentioned yet important reason is the shrinking of manufacturing, and particularly
of a few sub industries closely related to food production and delivery.
Data from the United Nations Industrial Development Organization (UNIDO) provides evidence to
support this argument. As shown in Table 1, the manufacturing of food products in both France and
Germany dropped in March 2020. Specifically, in France, manufacturing of food products fell by 2.3%,
compared to February 2020. Similarly, Germany observed a reduction (-4.1%) in manufacturing of food
products in March 2020 compared to March 2019. Since the sub-industry ‘manufacturing of food products’ mainly includes the ‘processing and preservation’ of food and dairy products (United Nations Statistics Division, 2008), it is not difficult to explain why long-life milk and preserved foods were quickly
sold out in supermarkets in France and Germany. The shrinking of beverage manufacturing was much
more notable in France than in Germany. In short, the reduction in manufacturing of food and beverages (industries with low technology intensity that were therefore more significantly affected by COVID19) (UNIDO, 2019) is fueling the pressure on the food supply in France and Germany.
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Table 1. Manufacturing Production in France and Germany, March 2020

Country

France

Index of Industrial
Production
(2015=100)

Compared to
previous month

Compared to same
month previous year

Manufacture of food products

97

–2.3%

–0.3%

Manufacture of beverages

86.6

–12.7%

–15.8%

Manufacture of motor vehicles, trailers, and
semi-trailers

52.1

–49.1%

–54.4%

Total manufacturing

85

–18.3%

–19.3%

Manufacture of food products

99.8

–1.1%

–4.1%

101.2

–6.6%

0.9%

Manufacture of motor vehicles, trailers, and
semi-trailers

60.7

–31.1%

–37.7%

Total manufacturing

89.5

–11.5%

–14.5%

Manufacturing sub-industries

Manufacture of beverages
Germany

Source: UNIDO, 2020.

Another reason for the strain on the food supply is the sharp decrease in the manufacturing of
motor vehicles, trailers, and semi-trailers (MTS). MTS manufacturing is noteworthy because these vehicles are the most widely used tools to deliver food products from producers to customers, including
intermediary customers such as supermarkets and grocery stores. Although it is sometimes perceived that
the existing fleets of MTS may be sufficient to satisfy the needs under normal circumstances, this is not
the case during the pandemic. The demand for delivery services using MTS increased sharply amid
COVID-19 health concerns (Kendall, 2020), which may lead to longer-running shifts and higher frequency of MTS use. Hence there will be more depreciation, scrapping (writing-off), and repairing of
MTS, which reduces the availability of MTS to meet the soaring demand of food delivery services. As the
pandemic effectively shuttered the manufacturing of MTS, Europe’s freight market is predicted to shrink
significantly (van Marle, 2020), especially in the delivery of food products. This has been exacerbated by
the ‘just in time’ manufacturing model that has emerged in recent years and the fact that many companies do not keep extra resources for unexpected disturbances (Bloom, 2020). That is why refrigerated
vehicles used for storing dead bodies during the pandemic have been reused for food delivery (Crump,
2020). Fleets of supply trucks owned by some business closed in the pandemic are also to be used for
food delivery (Bloom, 2020).
Table 1 shows that in France, the manufacturing of MTS dropped by over 50% in March 2020 compared with the same period in 2019. The decrease of MTS manufacturing in Germany is also substantial
(-37.7%). A sudden and significant reduction of the MTS manufacturing would strain to food supply
chains. This explains an aforementioned imbalance, where the production of food and beverages has
been excessive, but such a huge supply cannot be transported to the market due to the lack of MTS.
Therefore food and beverages are easily sold out in the supermarkets and grocery stores. This lack of
MTS is also an important factor in the long wait times for online food delivery in France and Germany
(Reimann, 2020).
This brief commentary demonstrates that the reduction in manufacturing production, especially that
of food, beverages, and MTS, is an important reason for the pressure on the food supply chain in France
and Germany during the pandemic. This commentary also has a few implications. The examination of
the food supply should not be restricted to agriculture and service sectors; and it should also be extended
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to manufacturing, which plays a critical role in the food supply chain. This commentary therefore calls
for more interdisciplinary inquiries. In addition, more research on the food supply in developed countries during the pandemic could enrich the knowledge of how COVID-19 affects the food system.
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