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INTRODUCTION

The spread of COVID-19 has triggered a severe global economic crisis and led to political,
economic and social consequences, according to the World Bank (1). In addition to the ever-
increasing numbers of COVID-19 cases and deaths, as well as considerable stress to health
systems, governments also face economic destabilization due to compromised income generation
and limited access to resources (e.g., employment, food, housing, and healthcare) for substantial
segments of populations worldwide (2).

In low- and middle-income countries, the COVID-19 pandemic is likely to precipitate some
degree of food insecurity in socioeconomically vulnerable populations facing budget constraints
(3). Individuals living in households struggling with food insecurity generally do not have adequate
food access in terms quantity and quality (4). A nutritionally deficient diet results in a series of
vulnerabilities, often leading to nutrition-related morbidities with a spectrum of manifestations
(5). A diet low in complex carbohydrates and rich in simple sugars and fats has been associated
with an increased risk of developing or exacerbating diet-related non-communicable diseases
(NCD), including obesity, cardiovascular disease, diabetes and certain types of cancer, as well as
premature mortality (4). An increasing burden of malnutrition, a predictable consequence, was
already estimated in the global scenario even before the pandemic (6, 7) and children, pregnant
and lactating women could be more affected (8).

Estimates published in the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) 2020
report (7) indicate the world is not on track to meet global nutrition goals, such as reducing the
incidence of low birth weight and stunting among children aged 5 years or younger. In addition,
the prevalence of overweight and obesity continues to increase worldwide, especially among
schoolchildren (7). The potential impacts of COVID-19 could further aggravate this scenario,
especially in core and periphery countries that have inadequately responded to the burden of the
pandemic (9). Economic fragility in these countries has led to more severe loss of income, resulting
from increased informality and instability in employment, and the implementation of neoliberal
agendas has pushed thousands into extreme poverty. This condition jeopardizes the survival of
those who are unable to secure livelihood, consequently violating the human right of access to a
sufficient quantity of nutritious and safe food (10, 11).
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In Brazil, the COVID-19 pandemic has had a disastrous
impact, as evidence by more than 600,000 deaths, increased
social inequality and hunger (12). As a result, the consequences
of the pandemic deserve ample discussion to support
public interventions aimed at fighting the pandemic and its
consequences. This opinion paper aims to analyze the risks
and consequences associated with an increasing prevalence of
malnutrition in Brazil due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Here, we
also systematize strategies to protect vulnerable populations not
only from the effects of malnutrition, but also from profound
inequities in food and financial security in the coming years.

SOCIAL INEQUALITY AND FOOD
INSECURITY IN BRAZIL

In Brazil, the association between social inequality and unhealthy
dietary patterns places vulnerable populations at serious risk
of food insecurity (availability, accessibility, affordability, and
utilization of foods), undernutrition and obesity (13, 14).
Brazil remains one of the countries with the highest rates of
income inequality in the world, despite significant progress
made over the last two decades in reducing poverty and
improving socioeconomic and health conditions (14). However,
this trend reversed in 2015, as evidenced by recent reports of
increases in poverty and inequality. In 2019, 1% of the country’s
highest-income population earned 33.7 times more than those
comprising the 50% lower income bracket (15). This data exposes
one of the most structural aspects of inequality in Brazil—the
income gap between rich and poor.

The health crisis provoked by COVID-19, which has resulted
in pronounced economic and social impacts worldwide, hit Brazil
at a time of labor market disruption, with rising unemployment
and precariousness in the social protection network (16). The
adoption of strategies to reduce and control infection rates has
had a particularly huge impact on economic markets, leading to
significant disruptions in food availability and accessibility—two
pillars of a stable food security system (17). As a result, household
consumption expenditures plummeted, especially among the
poorest, according to the Brazilian Institute of Geography and
Statistics (IBGE) (18). Thus, food insecurity resulting from
income restrictions, which make access to nutritionally adequate
and healthy foods more difficult, has advanced and continues
to intensify in the country. Before the COVID-19 pandemic,
36.7% of the 68.9 million households in Brazil experienced some
degree of food insecurity, impacting 84.9 million people (19).
By 2020, this figure increased dramatically across the country,
particularly among those at higher risk of malnutrition. However,
it is known that the individuals most vulnerable to the food and
nutrition crisis caused by COVID-19 are those who were exposed
to food deprivation even before the pandemic (15). The number
of people living in extreme poverty in Brazil increased by 170,000
in 2019 to reach 13.8 million, equivalent to 6.7% of the country’s
population (18). As of June 2021, almost 15 million Brazilians
were unemployed, and almost 3.5 million of those individuals
had been jobless for over 2 years (20).

The main reasons underlying this trend are 3 fold: The
discontinuity and poor execution of social protection programs,
such as the Brazilian cash transfer program (Bolsa Familia),
which has suffered budgetary cuts every year since 2014;
the devaluation of the country’s minimum monthly wage
policy, which is key to preserving the low-income population’s
purchasing power; the disintegration of Brazilian labor law
reform (CLT), which has generated sharp increases in informal
employment and job insecurity (21). Thus, fiscal austerity
and the federal government’s liberal reform agenda, which
imposed severe budget restrictions on social programs as well
as the national unified health system (SUS), has provoked a
desolate scenario that severely impacted the income of the
country’s most vulnerable families, and also exacerbated food
insecurity and hunger across millions of Brazilian households
nationwide (22). This dismantlement, more so than the COVID-
19 pandemic, underlies Brazil’s return to the UN Hunger Map
(23). Unfortunately, hunger has become an ever-increasing daily
burden for many families residing on the outskirts of large cities,
the homeless and more families living in isolated rural areas,
including indigenous and quilombola populations (15, 24, 25).

Together, this information reveals that the dire situation
regarding food and nutrition insecurity in the country cannot
be completely attributed to the pandemic. Indeed, the previously
existing scenario of unresolved social inequalities, in addition
to the advancement of neoliberal policies and the dissolution of
important social development and food and nutrition security
programs, has been aggravated by the current crisis, which has
become worse due to the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic.

FOOD INSECURITY AND MALNUTRITION
IN THE CONTEXT OF A PANDEMIC

Pandemic-related crises and social distancing policies have
contributed to disproportionally increase poverty and
food insecurity in the Brazilian population (23). The most
damaging impact brought by food insecurity on individual
health is malnutrition. Although commonly associated
with undernutrition (i.e., wasting, stunting, underweight),
malnutrition is also recognized as a consequence of overnutrition
and characterized by diet-related NCDs (e.g., obesity,
cardiovascular disease, diabetes, certain types of cancer).
Both nutritional conditions may be affected by food prices.
During the pandemic, heathier food and diets have become
more expensive and increasingly limited (26). Fewer resources
forces the population to turn to cheaper foods, which are mostly
ultra-processed, rich in sugar, sodium and fat while lacking
nutrients (4, 27). The problem is that these items—which tend
to be more caloric and less nutritious than fresh foods—may,
over the medium term, place consumers at increasing risk for the
double burden of malnutrition (15, 27, 28).

It is known that limited access to food and rates of poverty
are intricately linked, i.e., in most cases, food insecurity and
hunger are not necessarily related to the unavailability of food,
but rather to insufficient income needed to acquire it (15).
Brazilian currency devaluation, as reflected by the increased
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price of the US dollar, combined with the country’s lack
of food supply planning (food stocks are not regulated) has
raised food prices. Another consideration is that by lacking
incentives, differentiated lines of credit and mechanisms to
support the marketing of family farm products—responsible
for 70% of the fresh food supply—the flow/marketing of
fresh and healthy food has become compromised, thus forcing
higher prices. This set of limitations has prevented regular and
permanent access to sufficient quantities of quality food, essential
to promoting healthy weight, especially among the poorest
populations (29, 30).

This scenario raises relevant concerns for both the Brazilian
public health system and society as a whole not only during,
but also after the COVID-19 pandemic. The adoption of
healthy and natural dietary habits is known to aid in the
prevention of COVID-19. In addition to providing essential
vitamins, macro- and micronutrients and bioactive compounds
necessary to maintain the integrity of the immune barrier,
healthy eating habits can also ensure the maintenance of
adequate weight; both malnutrition and obesity have been
associated with worse outcomes in COVID-19 patients,
linked to higher rates of hospitalization, longer hospital
stays and greater risk of mortality (31), (32, 33). Thus,
proactive responses to food and nutrition insecurity, such
as the implementation of strategies designed to guarantee
proper access to food among the most vulnerable populations,
must be considered to maintain resilience and mitigate the
pandemic’s impacts on health and nutrition. It is urgent
for governmental authorities to consider resuming the
emergency cash transfers prompted by COVID-19, as well
as to contemplate previous administrations’ past success in
fighting hunger.

STRATEGY TO PROMOTE HEALTHY DIETS
AND CURB MALNUTRITION IN THE TIME
OF A PANDEMIC

The need to adopt strategies to slow the spread of SARS-
CoV-2 infection is urgent, as are efforts to protect obese
individuals and implement actions to mitigate malnutrition over
the short-, medium- and long-term. It is also necessary to
address some other determinants of an unhealthy diet, such
as social inequality, which are likely to compound challenges
associated with controlling the COVID-19 epidemic in Brazil
(14). Thus, there can be no doubt that protecting income is
extremely necessary to guarantee adequate access to the resources
needed to achieve and maintain a healthy weight. In addition,
the spheres of power must also create structured and reliable
support systems to guarantee the availability of and access to
affordable essential food items for all households, which is crucial
to ensuring that families can put safe and healthy food on
their tables. In places where the marketplace has reopened,
strategies that mix the use of vouchers and assistance provided

by social welfare programs can facilitate more immediate access
to food.

CONCLUSIONS

The challenge Brazil faces now is to use a variety of mechanisms
to leverage different food supply strategies to support access
to food, a social right included in Article 6 of the Federal
Constitution (in February 2010) (34). However, the longstanding
international human right to adequate food is a distant reality for
many worldwide, and the COVID-19 pandemic has accentuated
previously existing challenges. In this context, the strengthening
of the Food Acquisition Program (PAA), created in 2003 by the
Ministry of Citizenship to promote access to food and incentivize
family farming (notably the modalities of direct procurement and
procurement with simultaneous donation) and the continued
operationalization of the National School Meals Program
(PNAE), an initiative of the Ministry of Education that provides
all grades of children in public schools with food and nutritional
education (adjusted to conform to COVID-19 restrictions)
are some measures that should be immediately implemented
(35, 36). Structural programs, such as the Bolsa Familia and
Continuous Benefit Programs (BPC: the Non-contributory
Regular Pension), the latter of which provides financial support
to impoverished elderly persons and those with disabilities,
should be considered emergency response strategies to the
present crisis. These initiatives have the ability to rapidly provide
income to families facing vulnerable socioeconomic situations.
Moreover, the continuity, expansion and systematization of
food distribution (in low-cost public restaurants, food banks,
community soup kitchens and family farming distribution units),
adapted to observe sanitary precautions to reduce SARS-CoV-2
dissemination risk, are of paramount importance as an urgent
strategy to alleviate hunger in several vulnerable groups across
Brazil. We further recommend the implementation of food and
nutrition education initiatives (i.e., educational programs on
television, over the internet or radio) to guide and encourage
the adoption/maintenance of healthy eating habits for all family
members. Logically, the monitoring of nutritional status should
also be considered.
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