
JAVA UNDER LARGE-SCALE SOCIAL RESTRICTIONS
Coping with COVID-19 challenges to local food systems

The covid-19 pandemic is forcing
national governments to make
decisions that affect local food
systems. Border closures are
disrupting commodity flows and food
systems, with farmers facing
challenges regarding harvesting and
selling of their produce. Local food
systems, strongly dependent on
informal economies and social welfare
programmes, have been disrupted
during large-scale social restrictions.
The study examines the challenges,
coping strategies, and innovations that
have arisen from the perspective of
small-scale farmers and city dwellers.

Access to farms and markets of small-scale farmers

Java has 60% of the country’s cultivated land,
with rice being almost the single crop, producing
about 60% or more of the total rice production in
the country, as well as being a source of wealth
and job opportunities mostly for people living in
rural areas. Cultivated food variety has changed
significantly after the Green Revolution in 1980,
being reduced to rice production, making it
difficult to find other products such as corn, taro,
canna, sweet potato, cassava, and others.
Despite rice being the most produced food in
Java, it is still imported from other countries, due
to rapid population growth. This increment has
presented new challenges for agriculture,
emphasizing increasing productivity  per hectare 

through subsidies on pesticides. The negative
impacts of this policy are pest explosion
(resistance to insecticides) and decreased
productivity due to soil infertility (harder soil with
less water storage capacity).
The majority of Javanese farmers are smallholder,
subsistence farmers cultivating small areas of
land. The farm size in Java is about a quarter of a
hectare or less per farm household, often without
the benefits of modern tools and methods.
Farming on such small fields cannot produce
enough income for a farm family, with farmers
consuming 30% of the harvest. In many areas of
Java, farmers are only part-time and engage in all
sorts of other activities for income. This is not only 

because of small farm sizes but also because
of the low economic returns of rice and other
irrigated crops. The market structure on rice
prices has implications on farmers’ income as
well. Through the BULOG (Indonesia Logistics
Bureau), the government deals with food
distribution and price controls. Issues arise
when small farmers cannot sell directly to the
BULOG, and instead, they sell to middlemen
that come directly to the farms, buying the
product at a much lower price. 



A significant change in the household diet is
reported, due in part to a lack of household
income. In Indonesia, for example, less chicken
is eaten, partly because people still have the
experience of SARS and there is a risk of
transmission. Price hikes, reported by farmers
and by official statistics, as well as food
shortages, were mainly caused by droughts, late
imports and disrupted supply  chains caused  by 

Climate Change
West Java is a densely populated peri-urban area
with highly intensive smallholder agriculture.
Poor soil health due to long-term intensive use of
chemical fertilizers is widespread. Climate
change poses high risks on smallholder
agriculture through sea level rise and weather
extremes, such as strong winds, floods and
droughts. Access to food is uneven, influenced by

factors like poverty and lack of
infrastructure.  Poorly varied diets, based
mainly on rice, mean that more than 37%
of children under 5 suffer from stunted
growth  due to malnutrition. Frequent
natural disasters threaten the food
security of families and communities as
well. The economic and food supply
chain disruptions associated with COVID-
19 are far more likely to impact the poor
and vulnerable groups, such as low-
income urban households, market-
dependent rural households and informal
workers.

"We are forbidden to
gather and the

community income
decreased"

The share of agriculture to GDP fell to 13.45% in
2016 from 22.09% in 1990, as massive
conversion of land traditionally used for farming
to other purposes and poor advancement in
farming methods have prevented much of the
country’s population from becoming farmers.
People working in the agriculture sector dropped
steeply to 31.9% in 2016 from 55.1% in 1990.
Indonesia's informal economy is 24.11%.
Poverty is concentrated in rural areas,
where  14.3% of the population live below the
poverty line.
Land ownership is extremely concentrated, with
1% of Indonesians owning 59% of the land.
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the social restrictions to contain the COVID-19
outbreak. Soaring food prices are also hurting
farmers, since two out of three farmers in the
country are classified as “net consumers” and
some of them are poor, with food accounting for
more than 60% of the monthly expenses among
poor citizens, according to the Center for
Indonesian Policy Studies. Rice production,
overall  on a  downward trend,  in the first half  of 

2020 is estimated to be 13% lower than in the
same period last year, but would still be
sufficient to maintain a 6.4 million tons surplus
by end of June 2020. While social distancing and
challenges in transportation have led to
bottlenecks in the timely marketing of highly
perishable commodities, rice prices slightly
started to decrease by April 2020, despite being
higher on average than last year.

Besides the economic impact and restrictions to
sell their products, farmers feel the current PSBB
is limiting their social interaction and engagement

with their communities, as well as limitations in
practicing their religion and traveling/visiting
relatives during Ramadan.
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