
Introduction. The coronavirus of 2020 differs from 
other viruses in that it causes not only health problems 

but also economic and social and food security problems [2] 
throughout the world, and Uzbekistan is not an exception. 
Food security “exists when all people, at all times, have 
physical, social and economic access to sufficient safe 
and nutritious food that meets their dietary needs and 
food preferences for an active and healthy life” [3]. Food 
security is a multifaceted phenomenon affected by various 
factors. These factors can differ in their significance across 
countries, regions and time. The prime areas of concern when 
pursuing food security are food availability, food access, food 
utilization, and stability.

Food availability means having enough appropriate food 
available in the country given the domestic production, 
import capacity, food stocks and food aid. Accessibility 
means physical and economic access to food, measured by 
the purchasing power, income of population, transport and 
market infrastructure. Utilization is about adequate dietary 
intake and ability to use nutrients in the body, represented 
by such indicators as food safety, hygiene and manufacturing 
practices applied in primary agricultural production, 
harvesting and storage; food processing; transportation, 
retail, households, diet quality and diversity: meeting needs 
in terms of energy, macro- and micronutrients. And finally, 
stability underlines the sustainable supply of and access to 
food, influenced by weather variability, price fluctuations, 
political factors, economic factors.

Food availability addresses the “supply side” of food 
security and is determined by the level of food production, 
stock levels and net trade, whereas food access characterizes 
the “demand side” of food security. Food can be accessed 
through trade, barter, collection of wild foods and community 
support networks. It can also be received as a gift (or even 
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 Abstract
The COVID-19 lockdown measures in Uzbekistan disrupted the purchasing power of city residents as well as their food 

security. The ability to earn cash income is a significant determinant of urban food security, and perhaps the biggest challenge 
urban dwellers face under crisis times. This is because urban dwellers have limited options to produce own food and have to 
rely on city markets for access to food. This paper explores food accessibility and food availability in the three major cities of 
Uzbekistan during the COVID-19 pandemic. Primary data was collected in July 2020, via an on-line survey of 652 random city 
residents of Uzbekistan. The on-line survey was part of a bigger case study by the authors, entitled “Food security in cities of 
Uzbekistan in light of the COVID-19 crisis” [1]. The study reveals that changes in income due to the pandemic have increased 
the vulnerability of the city dwellers with regards to economic and physical access to major food items. The findings from the 
descriptive analysis indicates that urban consumers changed their food buying routines from bazaars to supermarkets, and 
small shops due to mobility restriction and food safety reasons. Most of the respondents across cities reported to be tapping in 
their savings to cover shortages in income to buy their main food items. As most survey respondents exhausted their savings, 
they resorted to buying fewer quantity of food and enjoyed lesser variety and portion of foods (shifting from expensive meat 
products to bread, cereals, eggs and vegetables). The findings confirm that physical, and the more so economic access to food 
is a vital factor for urban food security. 
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through theft) [3]. In 2020, both food availability and food 
access become particularly important, when many low and 
middle income countries suffer from limited access to food, 
influenced by restricted mobility and food prices, as well 
as consumers’ purchasing power, impacted by reduced or 
lost employment, decreased income opportunities, and low 
remittances from family members working in wealthier 
countries. This paper explores food accessibility and food 
availability in the three major cities of Uzbekistan during the 
COVID-19 pandemic.

Materials and methods
In July 2020 an on-line survey entitled “Food security 

in cities of Uzbekistan in light of COVID-19 crisis” and 
consisting of 24 questions was conducted on google survey 
platform. In total, 652 respondents took part in the survey 
from three focus cities – Tashkent, Samarkand and Urgench. 
The collected primary data was analysed descriptively and 
compared to the results of similar studies by national and 
international organizations.  The main research questions 
valid for the current paper included: (1) What is the impact 
of the lockdown due to the pandemic on food availability for 
the city residents of Uzbekistan? (2) What is the impact of 
the lockdown on food accessibility and utilization by the city 
residents of Uzbekistan?

Results and discussion
Food Availability. Food was available in Uzbekistan cities 

during the lockdown. Uzbekistan is positioned as ‘food self-
sufficient’ in most food items [4, 5]. Food production per 
capita is above the recommended medical norms for most 
products (with exception of eggs) as shown in Figure 1. 

More so, Uzbekistan’s food imports make 7.8% of total 
annual import volume on average, mostly (66%) from 
Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS). With food 
imports worth USD 1.9 million, the country was a net food 
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Fig.1. Food availability per capita against recommended nutrition norm* in Uzbekistan, 2019- June 2020
(Source: Authors, calculated kg/ per-capita/ per-year; eggs – pieces per-capita/ per-year using the SSC agricultural production

and population data; Note: *Nutrition norms are recommended by the Uzbekistan Ministry of Health)

importer in 2019. Major food imports are cereals, wheat flour, 
sugar, tropical fruits, meat, and food-oil [6]. The pandemic 
triggered larger demands for imports, to build up national 
stocks. Wheat import requirements (3 million tons) in July 
2020, were 7% above the previous five-years average [7]. 
Nevertheless, announcements of trade restrictions by some 
trade partners created concerns among Uzbekistan food 
imports and contributed to the domestic food price spike. 

With regards to satisfaction of the survey respondents 
with the quantity, variety and quality of food items available 
in the market during the lockdown, respondents across all 
surveyed sites selected answers ‘yes’ and ‘sometimes’ in the 
majority of cases (Figure 2). 

Fig. 2. Satisfaction of Uzbek consumers with the variety and quality of food during the pandemic
(number of respondents)

(Source: Authors’ survey results)

Fig. 3. Employment in Uzbek cities during the pandemic 
(Source: Authors’ survey results)

Food Accessibility. Income and purchasing power of city 
residents depends on their employment and stability of other 
income sources. With regards to unemployment dynamics 
during the pandemic, up to 2 million people were left jobless 
in Uzbekistan due to shut down of industries on the one side, 
but also due to return and stay of labor migrants within the 
country on the other hand. The survey of the authors revealed 
that during the pandemic 23-27% reported to be temporarily 
out of job (so with the hope to resume their work after the 
ease of the lockdown measures); 5-9% of the respondents 
lost their jobs and became unemployed; and 8-17% of 
the respondents shared their concerns for instability of 
jobs and employment opportunities during the pandemic                     
(Figure 3). More industries suffered and were shut in small 
cities, whereas in big cities more industries choose to reduce 

or decrease business activities rather than shutting down, as 
shown by higher employment fluctuations. 

With regards to income value, the findings from the 
survey reveal that residents in bigger cities have higher 
income compared to smaller cities. Highest income was 
reported in Tashkent city, where 48% of the respondents 
indicated to receive monthly incomes above 300 USD. Only 
9% of the respondents in each of Samarkand and Urgench 
received monthly incomes above 500 USD.  Again, only 18% of 
the case study respondents in Tashkent city received monthly 
incomes lower than 100 USD (proxy of poverty line), whereas 
in smaller regional cities this share was higher (Figure 4).
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Fig. 4: City respondents’ monthly income in mid-2020 
(Source: Authors’ survey results)

About 70% of the city respondents in the survey 
reported that other family members also earned income or 
remittance, as an additional income source in pre-COVID 
period (Figure 5). Nationwide, income from employment, 
including self- employment, contributed the largest share 
(70%) of the national personal income structure in 2019. 
The same year, income from transfer payments (composed 
of remittance from migrant workers and social transfer/ 
pension) contributed to 25% of total personal incomes. About 
10% of the total population in Uzbekistan received public 
social support/ pension in 2019 (SSC report) . This shows that 
incomes from employment are major sources of household 
food followed by cash transfers.  Income from remittances 

Fig. 5. Alternative income sources and remittances of Uzbek cities respondents during the pandemic
(number of respondents) (Source: Authors’ survey results)

declined during the lockdown as many seasonal migrants lost 
their jobs and returned home. About half a million Uzbekistan 
migrants returned in early 2020 (repatriation of citizens back 
to Uzbekistan), and 143 thousand of them could not return 
abroad by June. The nominal growth rate of remittances from 
abroad before the pandemic, January-March 2020, was 2.2%. 
The largest share of remittances in the total income of the 
population was recorded in the Samarkand region (19.8%) and 
Khorezm (Urgench city) (17.9%). However, fewer remittances 
were received during the pandemic and lockdown, both 
at the country level and in cities. About 52% of the survey 
respondents from Tashkent, 85% from Samarkand and 58% 
from Urgench said they were not receiving remittances.

As a result of household income shocks, half a million 
additional people (1.3% of the population) are said to fall 
into poverty in Uzbekistan [8, 9]. In a  repeated survey on 

impact of the pandemic led by the World Bank for the whole 
of Uzbekistan, more than half of the survey respondents (N= 
4,000) indicated they lost their income savings by May, three 
months after the pandemic [10]. 

Disruption in Physical and Economic Access. Uzbekistan 
is an oriental country with ancient traditions, where open 
marketplace or bazaar has always played a central and 
important social role in trading, exchange of news, and 
communication among the population. Bazaars held every 
day (as in cities) or held once or twice a week (as in districts 
or villages) still function throughout the country, where 
people can either sell or buy food items, and negotiate prices. 
In cities, and in district centers, food items can be purchased 
from bazaars, supermarkets or small shops, or even from 
mobile food sellers who would ride a cart or a small van 
around the streets offering fresh agricultural products – 
vegetables, fruits, melons and sometimes dairy products. 

The majority of the survey respondents (above 60%) 
selected open air markets, or bazaars, as the main source of 
food in their cities before the pandemic while one fifth of the 
respondents mentioned supermarkets and shops to be the 
place for purchasing their food before the pandemic (Figure 
6). The explanation is simple – food stuff in bazaars is cheaper 
and the prices can be negotiated, there is much more choice 
and greater variety in bazaars, compared to supermarkets. 
Mobile food sellers as well as self-production of food stuff 
were not considered essential before the pandemic and 
lockdown measures.

The food market behavior of city residents changed 

Fig. 6. Physical access to food before and during 
pandemic in Uzbekistan cities 

(Source: Authors’ survey results)
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drastically during the lockdown. After the announced 
quarantine measures by the state in March, the population 
got reluctant to spend time in crowded and thus unsafe 
bazaars and changed buying food in favor of supermarkets, 
less crowded, with stricter sanitary control at the entrances 
(Figure 6). Growing own food has also become more popular 
during this period, especially in small cities, where private 
houses with small land holdings prevail multi-storied 
apartments’ buildings. On-line shopping with delivery 
service is more popular in Tashkent simply because it is not 
available (or is less available) in smaller cities. Very negligible 
share of the respondents throughout the country reported 
to be receiving food ration from the government. However, 
there were several private charity funds set up in each city, 
through which rich businesspersons donated and distributed 
food items to the needy families in local communities. 

Physical availability of food does not guarantee automatic 
food security if it remains unaffordable to most of the 
population. All respondents across the cities reported that 
income shortage to buy food has been increasing since June 
(worsened with inflationary processes and slight devaluation 
of national currency during the pandemic). Amount of food 
households purchase was lowered because considerable 
number of families throughout the country experienced some 
type of income shortage on the one hand and price increase 
for many food products on the other hand during pandemic.  
The main reason for decreasing the amount of purchased 
food was higher food prices during the lockdown - 40% to 
49% of the respondents, depending on the city selected this 
answer (Figure 7). 

Some of the respondents (13%) indicated they experienced 
some type of market shortage during the lockdown.  There 
was however no long-term shortage of the main food 
items in the market. Around one third of the respondents 
complained they had limited physical access to the markets/
bazaars either because of temporary shutdowns or because 
respondents voluntarily switched to ‘safer’ supermarkets or 
small shops. Remittance cut was not the main reason for 
lower food purchases.

Fig. 7. Economic access to food during pandemic 
(Source: Authors’ survey results)

Conclusions. The city population, under study, did not 
go hungry during the pandemic. City food systems are robust, 
and the COVID-19 crisis did not have major impacts on the 
food supply value chains and food security in cities. However, 
consumers’ food purchasing ability, and marketing habits 
have been substantively disrupted. 

The worry is that the slowdown in the city economic 
activity is not only temporary and will take time to recover. 
The main concern expressed by the surveyed respondents 
include decrease in income and employment, and 
inflationary processes, which all together negatively impact 
food accessibility and food consumption. The least concern is 
about the availability of food. 
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