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Abstract. This study assessed the socio-economic consequences and mitigation strategies of the
COVID-19 pandemic (phases one and two) on rural farmers in Ebonyi State, Nigeria. Specifically, the
study described the socio-economic characteristics of rural farmers, assessed the perceived socio-
economic consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic, and identified strategies used by farmers to cope
with the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic. A multistage random sampling technique was employed
to select 120 respondents from whom data were collected using a semi-structured questionnaire. Data
collected were analysed using descriptive statistics and a mean score. The results showed that
disruption in children's education (¥=3.02), reduced purchasing power and increased rate of inflation
across the country (X=2.83), a reduction in diversity and amount of food consumed (X=2.77), a
reduction in the standard of living (X=2.68), a reduction of farm income (X=2.63), reduced off-farm
employment and income (X=2.61), loss of lives (X=2.61), an increase in prices of food items
(X=2.59), reduced religious activities and gatherings (X=2.57), reduction of remittance (X¥=2.54) and
high foreign exchange rates (X=2.53) were some of the perceived socio-economic consequences of
the pandemic. Meanwhile, 80.00% and 70.83% of the rural farmers reduced the quantity of meals
eaten and prayed to God, respectively. It was recommended that government assistance programmes
must be modified and augmented in order to better reach rural populations, many of whom do not
have access to formal contributory social insurance systems.
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Introduction

Agriculture has always played an essential role in the economy of all countries. This is
not only because the sector provides food for the population of a country but also because
of the interconnectivity and interaction that the sector has with all the other sectors of the
economy (Brivery and Yunike, 2021). In many developing countries, including Nigeria,
agriculture is a key sector of the economy and provides the basis for any development
strategy (Aminou et al., 2021). It provides employment for about two-thirds of Africa's
working population and, according to the World Bank (2020a), can help reduce poverty,
raise income, and improve food security for 80% of the world's poor, who live mostly in
rural areas and work mainly in farming. However, recent evidence suggests that these
potentials could have been hampered by the COVID-19 pandemic (Brivery and Yunike,
2021).

Like climate change, a pandemic is a global risk. The COVID-19 pandemic that broke
out in the city of Wuhan, China, in December 2019 and later spread to different countries,
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including Nigeria, has inflicted negative macro socio-economic impacts on developed and
developing countries globally (Onwuka, 2021). The COVID-19 pandemic affected and
continues to affect the world in a way that has not been seen since World War II
(International Monetary Fund (IMF), 2020). The pandemic has led to loss of lives, and
death tolls around the world are, in many cases, unacceptably high (World Health
Organization (WHO), 2020).

Nigeria recorded the first confirmed COVID-19 case in Sub-Saharan Africa in late
February 2020, after which it began to spread in Lagos State, Ogun State, the Federal
Capital Territory (FCT) Area of Abuja and all other states of the country. To control the
spread of the pandemic, given the rapid increase in the number of infected people, Nigeria
governments at various levels (federal and state) initiated some policy actions, including
health and education campaigns, lockdowns, self-isolation, social distancing, fiscal and
monetary measures and compensating measures in the form of social protection for poor
and vulnerable people (Onyekwena and Amaramma, 2020; Ibukun and Adebayo, 2020).
These unanticipated restrictions in physical, social, and economic activities interrupted the
ability of various individuals and groups to earn a living and affected various sectors of the
economy, ranging from the agriculture sector to manufacturing and services (Nicola et al.,
2020; Niles et al., 2020).

Acharya and Porwal (2020) noted that because of high globalisation, economic
integration, and interconnectedness among the different sectors of the economy, a change in
any part of the economy or country could affect other sectors of the economy or other
countries in other parts of the world. Therefore, while the health impact of COVID-19 in
most parts of the world, including Nigeria, was primarily felt in urban areas due to dense
population, its adverse economic impacts spread or trickled down to rural areas (Oscar,
2021).

Globally, the COVID-19 crisis is primarily viewed as an unprecedented public health
challenge. While it is not as deadly as the HIN1 flu epidemic or the Ebola epidemic, it is
unprecedented in the rapid transmission of viral agents from one human to another
worldwide (Yazdanpanah et al., 2021). It profoundly and widely affects socio-economic
activity, work life, food systems, and many other sectors. Thus, the pandemic’s effects go
far beyond just public health (Udmale et al., 2020; Swinnen and McDermott, 2020) as it has
wiped out or disrupted various jobs and, as of December 2020, put almost half of the
world’s 3.3 billion workforce at risk of losing their livelihoods or worsening their poverty
status.

Border closures, quarantines, social distancing, curfews, and trade restrictions
prevented farmers from accessing farms and/or markets—including the purchase of inputs
and the sale of their products. Controls also prevented workers from harvesting agricultural
products, triggering significant socio-economic consequences for people’s livelihoods
(WHO, 2020). While these restrictions are crucial for limiting the spread of the disease,
they often disrupt chain markets and trade in agricultural and non-agricultural products,
thus affecting the nutrition and food security of all (WHO, 2020).

Rural residents and farmers in developing countries are more vulnerable to the impact
of the COVID-19 pandemic because, in their local communities, most of them have
inadequate or lack access to resources such as clean water, schools, electricity, health
centres, a good transportation network, financial services, communication facilities, and
social support, all of which are more readily available in urban areas. The lack of these
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resources, services, and support puts these populations at a higher risk and vulnerability
(WHO, 2020).

Carlo et al. (2020) asserted that the economies of most African countries, including
Nigeria, were hit hard by the COVID-19 pandemic. They posited that in Nigeria, for
instance, the pre-COVID-19 employment level was at 85%, but after the lockdown
measures, self-reported employment levels fell to 43%. Also, according to Carlo et al.
(2020), a significant share of the population—between 46 and 80%—had to get by with less
income in Nigeria during the period under review. These could have long-term negative
effects on the livelihood and poverty status of most Nigerians, including rural farmers, even
though the federal government has since put in place measures to boost economic activities.

According to Bordi et al. (2021), rural economies are interwoven into national and
global markets through complex networks of production, trade, migration, and remittance
flows. These links, combined with disproportionately higher levels of pre-COVID-19
pandemic poverty and food insecurity, make rural areas and rural livelihoods acutely
vulnerable to the adverse economic impacts of the pandemic. Moreover, informality is a
key feature of rural life in many countries. As a result, rural people, including farmers, are
less likely to have access to contributory social insurance (e.g. health insurance,
unemployment benefits) and to other services, such as credit and insurance, which help to
reduce the livelihood risks of the pandemic. This informs the need for a study of this nature
to determine any impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on rural farmers' livelihoods and
poverty levels, and provide recommendations that will help ameliorate the situation.

In order to inform long-term COVID-19 recovery and mitigation policy responses, it is
critical to understand the extent of the economic impacts of the pandemic on rural farmers.
To this end, this study intends to consolidate the emerging evidence of the impact of
COVID-19 in rural areas by empirically assessing micro-level data on the socio-economic
consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic as it relates to livelihood and poverty levels of
rural farmers in Ebonyi State, Nigeria.

Currently, the main focus of researchers globally, irrespective of discipline, is on the
COVID-19 pandemic. This study contributes to the current debate on the pandemic,
especially as it affects the livelihood and poverty levels of rural farmers. It is hoped that the
findings of this study, if implemented, would help in fulfilling some of the aspirations of
the National Economic Empowerment Development Strategy (NEEDS) and the United
Nations Sustainable Goals, and serve as a base for further research on similar issues.

In view of the foregoing, this study specifically:

i. describes the socio-economic characteristics of rural farmers;

ii. assesses farmers' perceived socio-economic consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic
in the study area;

iii. identifies strategies used by farmers to cope with the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic
in the study area.
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Research methodology

Area of study

This study was carried out in Ebonyi State, Nigeria. Ebonyi State has a land area of
5,533 km?, with a total population of 2,173,501 people, made up of 1,132,517 males and
1,040,984 females (NPC, 2006). Large proportions of the inhabitants of the state are
farmers and live in rural areas with a population density of about 580 people per km?.
Ebonyi State is located between latitudes 5°10° N and 6°35' north of the equator and
longitudes 7°30" E and 8°30" east of the Greenwich Meridian. It shares boundaries with
Cross River State to the east, Enugu State to the west, Benue State to the north, and Abia
State to the south. The state is landlocked and situated about 200 kilometres from the Gulf
of Guinea to the south and 70 kilometres from the Republic of Cameroon to the east.
Annual rainfall in the state ranges from 1613.8 mm to 2136.27 mm, which is distributed
from April to October (Ogbuene, 2010). The state has an annual temperature range of 23°C
and 40°C. The relative humidity is highest at 09.00 hours (Nigeria time) and usually
between 70% and 80% in most months of the year.

Sampling technique

A multistage random sampling technique was employed in selecting respondents for
the study. In stage one, one local government area with predominantly rural characteristics
was randomly selected from each of the three agricultural zones of the state. In stage two,
two agrarian communities were randomly selected from each of the three LGAs to give six
communities. In stage three, two villages were randomly selected from each of the six
communities to give twelve villages. A list of rural farmers in each village was formulated
with the help of the village secretaries. This list served as the sampling frame from which
ten farmers from each village were selected at random. This gave a sample size of one
hundred and twenty rural farmers.

Method of data collection

The study made use of primary data. Data for this study were collected from primary
sources (the rural farmers). The data were collected using a pre-tested semi-structured
questionnaire, which addressed issues on the socio-economic characteristics of the rural
farmers such as their age, gender, education level, extension services contact, farm income,
membership of association and access to remittance. In addition, data were also collected
on the rural farmers' level of awareness of the COVID-19 pandemic, their perceived socio-
economic consequences of the pandemic, coping strategies, and livelihood and household
welfare indicators before and after phases 1 and 2 of the pandemic.

Method of data analysis

In order to realise the purpose of the study, a number of statistical tools were
employed in analysing data. Objectives (i) and (iii) were analysed using descriptive
statistics of mean, frequencies, and percentages. Objective (ii) was realised with the aid of
mean scores that were obtained using a 4-point Likert scale.
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Model specification

Assessment of farmers' perceived socio-economic consequences of the COVID-19
pandemic (Objective iii) was realised using a mean score which was obtained following the
use of a 4-point Likert scale (where perception of the socio-economic consequences of the
COVID-19 pandemic will be captured with a 4-point Likert scale graded thus: Strongly
agree = 4, agree = 3, disagree = 2, strongly disagree = 1).

The values of the responses were added and further divided by 4 to obtain a mean
score of 2.5, which was regarded as the mean level for the perception of the socio-economic
consequences of COVID-19. Responses with a mean score of 2.5 and above were regarded
as being perceived by the farmers, while responses with a mean score of less than 2.5 were
regarded as not being perceived.

Thus, mean perception score = X

X- Y X/N, (the mean SCOTe).......ovvveeeiiiiiiiiiennennnn. €8

The mean (X) of each item will be computed by multiplying the frequency of positive
responses to each question with its appropriate Likert nominal value, and the sum will be
divided by the sum of the number of respondents to the items. This is summarised with the
equation below:

X =>fn/N.

Where:

X= mean score;

> = summation sign;

F = frequency or number of respondents who responded positively;

n = Likert nominal value;

N = number of respondents.

Results and discussion

Age of the rural farmers

The distribution of the respondents according to age is presented in Table 1. As shown
in the table, 39.17% and 25.50% of the rural farmers were aged between 40 and 49 years
and 50 to 59 years, respectively. The mean age of the farmers was 48.18 years. This
indicates that the farmers were active and energetic enough to withstand the tedium
associated with farming. According to Nwaru (2004), the risk-bearing abilities and
innovations of a farmer, as well as his/her mental capacity to cope with the daily challenges
and demands of farm production activities, decrease with advancing age. The low
percentage (19.16%) of youth (20-39 years) among the farmers indicates low involvement
of youths in farming in rural areas of the state. This finding agrees with Ajani et al. (2015)
and Dankyang (2014), who assert that most youths in rural parts of Nigeria have left
agriculture and migrated to urban centres in favour of employment in the non-agricultural
sector. Although this could have negative implications on the supply of farm labour in the
area, the remittances sent home by rural migrant youths could help the farmers cope with
the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic. The result compares favourably with Osondu et al.
(2013), who found a mean age of 47 years among rural farmers in Abia State, Nigeria.
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Household size of the rural farmers

The distribution of the respondents according to household size is presented in Table
1. The table shows that 52.50% of the rural farmers had household sizes within the range of
5-8 people, while 31.67% of them had a household size of between 1 and 4 people. The
mean household size of the farmers was 7 people. This result compares favourably with
Emerole et al. (2014) and Chukwuone et al. (2018) with findings of 7 people as the mean
household size of farmers in Southeast Nigeria and suggests that more of the farm labour
utilised in farm production in the study area is supplied by household members, since the
majority of farmers in rural areas use more household labour compared to hired labour
(Ojogho, 2010). In the absence of well-functioning labour markets, large households face
fewer labour bottlenecks at critical points in the farming cycle, such as land preparation and
harvest (Ezeh et al., 2012). Thus, it is expected that large farm households may likely not
experience a shortage of farm labour supply as a result of phases one and two of the
COVID-19 pandemic.

Table 1. Description of the respondents' socio-economic characteristics (n=120)

Variables Frequency Percentage
Age (Years)
20-29 7 5.83
30-39 16 13.33
40-49 47 39.17
50-59 27 22.50
60 — 69 14 11.67
>70 9 7.50
Mean (years) 48.18 -
Education Level
No formal education 18 15.00
Primary education 33 27.50
Secondary education 64 53.33
Tertiary education 5 4.17
Household Size
1-4 38 31.67
5-8 63 52.50
9-12 16 13.33
13-16 3 2.50
Mean 6.74
Farming Experience (Years)

1-10 37 30.83
11-20 51 42.50
21-30 19 15.83
31-40 11 9.17
41-50 2 1.67
Mean (years) 14.34
Total 120 100.00

Source: Field survey, 2021.
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Education level of the rural farmers

The distribution of the respondents according to the level of formal education attained
is presented in Table 1. The table shows that 53.33% of the rural farmers had attained
secondary school education, while 27.50% and 4.17% of them had attained primary
education and tertiary education, respectively. Cumulatively, 85.00% of the farmers had
attained diverse levels of formal education. Education raises human capital and
significantly increases the ability to make correct and meaningful farm management
decisions. The ability to read and write enables the farmers to effectively and efficiently
utilise whatever resources are at their disposal and be better able to cope with the impacts
of the COVID-19 pandemic. Also, as noted by Ebewore and Okedo-Okojic (2016),
widespread illiteracy among farmers hinders their understanding of information as well as
their perception of changes occurring around them. Educated farmers are expected to have
a higher level of perception of the pandemic.

Farming experience of the rural farmers

The distribution of the respondents according to farming experience is presented in
Table 1. The table shows that 42.50% and 30.83% of the rural farmers had farming
experiences within the range of 1 to 10 years and 11 to 20 years, respectively. The mean
farming experience of the rural farmers was 15.54 years. The result shows that many of the
farmers were well-versed in farming as they had been in the business for many years. This
is expected to have positive implications on their perception of the COVID-19 pandemic.
Osondu and Nwaobiala (2013) asserted that from experience gained in farming over the
years, farmers are likely to perceive changes that occur on their farms, especially with
respect to farm output and income. The result supports Umeh and Ekwengene's (2017)
finding of mean farming experience of 14 years among farmers in Enugu State, Nigeria.

Perceived socio-economic consequences of phases one and two of the
COVID-19 pandemic by the rural farmers

The distribution of the respondents according to the level of perceived socio-economic
consequences of phases one and two of the COVID-19 pandemic is presented in Table 2.
The table shows that some social and economic changes were perceived by the rural
farmers as being aftermaths of phases one and two of the COVID-19 pandemic, which
occurred in Nigeria. As shown in the table, disruption in children's education (X=3.02), loss
of lives (X¥=2.61), reduced religious activities and gatherings (X¥=2.57), and reduced access
to healthcare facilities due to increased strain on health workers (X=2.57) were perceived
by the rural farmers as social consequences of the pandemic, while an increase in social
tension (X=2.53) was the only psychological consequence of the pandemic.

Furthermore, with respect to the economic consequences of phases one and two of the
COVID-19 pandemic, Table 2 shows that the aftermath of the pandemic was perceived by
the rural farmers to include reduced purchasing power and increased rate of inflation across
the country (X=2.83). This result lends credence to the assertion of the Global Alliance for
Improved Nutrition (GAIN) (2021) that from the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic in
Nigeria in February 2020, an inflationary trend has been on the rise and has continued into
2021. According to them, if left unchecked, this could have devastating negative economic
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impacts on rural farmers. Other economic consequences of the pandemic perceived by the
farmers were: a reduction in diversity and amount of food consumed (X=2.77), reduction in
the standard of living ()_(:g.68), reduction of farm income (X=2.63), reduced off-farm
employment and income (X=2.61), increase in prices of food items (X=2.59), reduced
savings capacity (X=2.56), reduction of remittance (X=2.54), reduction in investment
levels ()?_:2.54), high foreign exchange rates (X=2.53), reduced demand/sales of farm
outputs (X=2.53), low access to agricultural inputs due to movement restrictions (X=2.52),

and food scarcity/reduced access to food (X=2.51).

Table 2. Distribution of the rural farmers according to the level of perception of socio-

economic consequences of the COVID-19 pandemic

Socio-economic consequences of the COVID-19 Strongly  Agree  Disagree Sfrongly Mean
. agree disagree  Total
pandemic ) 3) Q@ ) score
Social Consequences
Reduced access to healthcare facilities due to
increased strain on health workers 29(116) 30090) 41(82) 20(20) 308 2.57
Loss of lives 26(104)  43(129) 29(58) 22(22) 313 2.61
Disruption in children's education 44(176)  51(153) 18(36) 7(7) 372 3.10
Disruption in traditional ceremonies 24(96) 25(75) 43(86) 28(28) 285 2.38
Reduced religious activities and gatherings 30(120) 27(81) 44(88) 19(19) 308 2.57
Mistrust in government actions 19(76) 30(90) 34(68) 3737) 271 2.26
Psychological Consequences
Increase in social tension 26(104)  35(105) 36(72) 23(23) 304 2.53
I had a lot of anxiety and worry about getting
COVID-19 30(120) 25(75) 28(56) 37(37) 288 2.40
Increase in depression and high blood pressure 22(88) 23(69) 31(62) 44(44) 263 2.19
?OVID-19 caused farmers to be reluctant to make 19(76) 24(72) 39(78) 38(38) 264 220
arm management plans
Economic Consequences

Reduction of farm income 24(96)  42(126) 40(80) 14(14) 316 2.63
Reduction of remittance 21(84) 40(120) 42(84) 17(17) 305 2.54
Reduced savings capacity 26(104) 38(114) 33(66) 23(23) 307 2.56
High foreign exchange rates 28(112) 31(93) 38(76) 23(23) 304 2.53
Reduced access to banks 24(96) 27(81) 23(46) 46(46) 269 2.24
Reduction in the standard of living 33(132)  38(114) 27(54) 22(22) 322 2.68
Reduced purchasing power and increased rate of 37(148)  43(129) 23(46) 17(17) 340 283
inflation across the country ’
Reduced off-farm employment and income 26(104)  40(120) 35(70) 19(19) 313 2.61
Low access to agr%cultural inputs due to 28(112)  34(102) 30(60) 28(28) 302 250
movement restrictions
Food scarcity / reduced access to food 25(100)  34(102) 38(76) 23(23) 301 2.51
Reduction in diversity and amount of food 38(152)  39(117) 20(40) 23(23) 332 277
consumed
Reduction in the quality of food consumed 27(108) 30(90) 31(62) 32(32) 292 243
Reduced demand/sales of farm outputs 27(108)  36(108) 30(60) 27(27) 303 2.53
Reduction in investment levels 31(124) 29(87) 34(68) 26(26) 305 2.54
Increase in prices of food items 36(144) 30(90) 23(46) 31(31) 311 2.59
Shortage of farm labour 21(84) 30(90) 21(42) 48(48) 264 2.20
Grand Mean 2.52

Decision Rule: Mean score values of > 2.5 = Perceived; < 2.5 = not perceived

Figures in parentheses are Likert scores; figures not in parentheses are response frequencies.

Source: Field Survey, 2021.
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The International Fund for Agriculture Development (IFAD) (2020) noted that rural
farming communities tend to have little or no savings, and many depend on daily-generated
income for food access. Interruptions in daily wages and unexpected disruptions in income
may force rural farmers into severe food insecurity. Confirming that reduced access to food
is driven primarily by high prices and reduced income, Carreras et al. (2020) reported that
more respondents from Ghana, Ethiopia, Kenya, Malawi, Nigeria, Tanzania and Zimbabwe
were constrained from accessing food as a result of reduced income and a rise in food
prices.

Strategies used by rural farmers to cope with the effects of phases one and
two of the COVID-19 pandemic

The distribution of the respondents according to strategies used to cope with the
effects of phases one and two of the COVID-19 pandemic is presented in Table 3. The table
shows that 80.00% of the farmers reduced the quantity of meals eaten. This result supports
the FAO (2021a) finding that 94% of sampled rural farm households in Liberia reduced
food consumption as a strategy to cope with COVID-19-induced income losses. In a similar
vein, Egger et al. (2021) found that changes in income due to COVID-19 are significantly
associated with an increased probability of rural farmers consuming less food. Meanwhile,
76.67% and 75.00% of the farmers skipped meals and reduced purchases of non-food
items, respectively. This finding lends credence to results obtained by Carreras et al. (2020)
in Nigeria, in which 79% of sampled respondents reported skipping meals as a coping
strategy. Evidence emanating from the FAO (2021b) study showed that in Yemen, 67% of
sampled rural households reported a reduction in non-food expenditures, while 54% of the
respondents reported selling productive inputs as COVID-19 coping mechanisms.

Table 3. Distribution of the rural farmers according to strategies used to cope with the
effects of the COVID-19 pandemic

Coping Strategies *Frequency Percentage
Skipped meals 92 76.67
Borrowed money 60 50.00
Reduced quantity of meals eaten 96 80.00
Buying food on credit 55 45.83
Obtained remittance money from migrant household 44 36.67
members

Accessed palliative care from social groups and the 29 2417
government

Sold personal belongings 38 31.67
Sold productive assets 60 50.00
Consumed plant materials stocked for the next planting 66 55.00
season

Reduced the level of farm investments

Reduced purchases of non-food items 90 75.00
Ate less expensive food 61 50.83
Spent savings 88 73.33
Prayed to God 85 70.83

*Multiple responses recorded

Source: Field survey, 2021.
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Furthermore, 70.83%, 67.50%, and 52.50% of the farmers prayed to God, spent
savings, and sold productive assets, respectively, as coping strategies for the pandemic. The
result highlights the religious belief of the farmers in a superior being. Also, the result with
respect to reduced savings lends credence to Rahman and Matin's (2020) report that in
Bangladesh, savings were the most prevalent strategy used by rural farm households to
cope with the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic. These results support the Josephson et al.
(2020) report that in Ethiopia, Nigeria, Malawi, and Uganda, rural households are more
likely to liquidate assets as a COVID-19 coping strategy than urban ones. Also, the FAO
(2021c) reported that 49% of sampled respondents in Afghanistan sold productive assets as
a means of coping with the pandemic. Lastly, 55.00% and 50.00% of the farmers reported
consuming plant materials stocked for the next planting season and borrowing money,
respectively. Similar results were obtained in Liberia and Yemen by previous studies (FAO,
2021a; FAO, 2021b). In Liberia, 51% of the surveyed households reported borrowing
money, while a very high 86% of households in Yemen reported incurring debt or
purchasing food on credit.

Conclusions and recommendations

Conclusions

The study showed that COVID-19 has negatively impacted the social, psychological,
and economic status of rural farmers. The study has been able to make an important
contribution to the discourse pertaining to the impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic,
especially from the angle of rural farmers.

Recommendations

Based on the findings of this study, the following recommendations are made:

i. Government assistance programmes must be modified and augmented in order to better
reach rural populations, many of whom do not have access to formal, contributory
social insurance systems. This will require both financial resources and investments in
systems for identifying and targeting those in need. In the context of rural farmers, a
combination of flexible cash transfers plus interventions to support and strengthen food
and input markets can help reduce reliance on adverse short-term coping strategies,
while also enabling productive investments in farm and non-farm activities that have
been hindered by the pandemic.

ii. There is a need for all levels of government and other development agencies to provide
more support or grants to rural farmers (especially those with low economic status) so
as to help minimise livelihood shock and aid recovery of rural households' economic
capacity both during and after the COVID-19 pandemic.
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