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VISION
Coronavirus 
crisis reveals 
vulnerable food 
supply chain

Professor of Impact Analysis Ruerd Ruben observes 
that the coronavirus crisis could affect global food 
security. There is enough food, but the pressure is 
mainly on trade. 

The UN is warning of food shortages; is that justified? 
‘There is enough food for the short term. There are con-
siderable reserves and in many countries the crops have 
already been sown, so we won’t immediately see a dip in 
production. The threat comes more from the demand 
side. Millions of people are losing their jobs due to the 
coronavirus crisis, purchasing power is going down, and 
that can affect demand for food.’ 

Aren’t harvests already being lost, in the Netherlands for 
example? 
‘The asparagus harvest in Limburg is highly dependent 
on Eastern European labourers who are now staying at 
home. So those growers have a problem. The horticultur-
alists in Westland, near Rotterdam, have a problem too, 
but that is because overseas demand for flowers and veg-
etables has fallen. We are seeing that the trade in food is 
threatened by the coronavirus measures such as lock-
downs and border controls. That can be to the disadvan-
tage of the Netherlands as an exporting country.’

Are closed borders and protectionism bad? 
‘Yes, and especially for African countries, where one in 
five calories are imported. If global trade in food is ham-
pered by control measures and the sealing off of regions, 
there will probably be food shortages, especially in meg-
acities such as Cairo, Lagos and Nairobi. Those cities 
have adequate stocks of food at the moment, but they 
will get finished. That’s why it is important that we don’t 
close the borders and do invest in developing countries. 
Those countries can only maintain their food supplies if 
we get the coronavirus pandemic under control together, 
and global trade carries on.’

Which goods can we no longer buy due to trade 
restrictions? 
‘In the Netherlands we might not be able to import quite 
as much tropical fruit as usual – such as mangoes and ba-
nanas. Imports of grains and livestock feed might be af-
fected too. On the other hand, we’ll have a surplus of po-
tatoes, chicken and milk, which we export. There certain-
ly won’t be a shortage of food.’   AS
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CORONAVIRUS GIVES WILDLIFE 
EXPERIMENT A BOOST

The coronavirus crisis is making some 
nature areas very peaceful. A perfect 
opportunity to measure the impact of 
recreation on wild animals.

In the Hoge Veluwe National park, an 
experiment with camera traps has been 
going on since 2013. There are now 70 
cameras ready day and night to capture 
the movements of wild animals. Ecolo-

gist Patrick Jansen, with his colleagues 
and the park, aim to use the photos ob-
tained to answer questions about the 
wildlife population, the movements of 
animals, and how they are influenced 
by humans. And suddenly, there is an 
opportunity to give the experiment a 
major new twist. 

FANTASY
Of course, Jansen has sometimes fanta-
sized about what would happen if there 
were no people at all in the park. But of 
course that ecological ideal is far from 
the reality. Until now, at least. The coro-
navirus crisis has caused a big drop in 
the number of visitors to the Hoge Velu-
we park. ‘There are far fewer people and 
the opening times have been changed, 
partly in response to that,’ says Jansen. 
‘That means more foraging time by day-
light and it is a lot quieter during the 
day.’

MORE THAN A MILLION PHOTOS
Jansen is very curious to see the effect 
of that peace and quiet on wild boar, 
red deer, mouflons and other animals. 
But he will have to wait a while. The 
park ranger is collecting the photos 
once every six weeks, and then they 
have to be analysed. And there are a lot 
of them, explains Jansen. Something 
passes in front of each of the 70 camer-
as one and a half times a day on aver-
age.  

‘That might not sound like much, but 
series of dozens or sometimes 100 pho-
tos are taken of everything that hap-
pens. Over a year that means more than 
a million photos. And that is a lot.’ 
Luckily Jansen doesn’t have to process 
all those images himself. In collabora-
tion with the park management, that 
has been turned into a citizen science 
project called Snapshot Hoge Veluwe. 
Anyone who ‘can tell a mouse from a 
mouflon’ can join in. 

ROCK POWDER
The long-term experiment with the 
cameras is due to enter a new phase 
soon, anyway. In front of half of the 
cameras, the soil will be enriched with 
rock powder. Nitrogen pollution has 
badly impoverished the soil on the Ve-
luwe plateau. Rock powder (aka 
stonemeal) should improve the min-
eral balance in the soil, which is ex-
pected to impact not just the vegeta-
tion but also the way it is grazed by 
wildlife.  RK
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‘Anyone who can 
tell a mouse from a 
mouflon can join in’


