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Academia Perspectives Round Table 

Preventing a health crisis from becoming a food crisis, learning from the  
COVID-19 pandemic experience:  

What role can Partnerships between FAO and Academic institutions play?  
 
Introduction 
 

The current COVID-19 pandemic is affecting food systems around the world. Measures taken by 
governments to contain and mitigate the coronavirus are impacting people’s lives and livelihoods 
and are disrupting markets, food supply chains and global trade. This will severely impact food 
import-dependent and fragile countries, many of which are home to millions of people affected 
by high levels of food and nutrition insecurity. The reduced capacity of workers in the agriculture 
sector, from farmers to distributors, to produce, sell and distribute food under the current 
conditions, has affected food availability in local markets with a consequent further impact on 
food and nutrition insecurity. 
 
The United Nations are helping countries to address the impact of the COVID-19. FAO is carrying 
out initiatives to contribute to the understanding of the pandemic’s impact on food and 
agriculture as well as to mitigate it. It provides decision makers across the world with evidence-
based information on policy measures to keep food systems alive. FAO is also working to 
safeguard the food security and livelihoods of the most vulnerable through continued delivery of 
assistance where there are already high levels of need while meeting new needs emerging from 
the direct and indirect effects of COVID-19. 
 
Addressing the present and future effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on food and agriculture 
calls for a multi-actor approach and innovative partnerships. FAO partners with various non-state 
actors, including academia and research institutions to contribute to achieve the SDGs. In the 
face of the COVID-19 pandemic, what role could partnerships play? Are the current partnership 
arrangements with academia and research institutions adequate to address the immediate and 
longer term COVID-19 effects, especially in fragile countries?  
 
Academia and research institutions have an important role in catalyzing capacity development, 
research, and interdisciplinary knowledge-sharing, and they are also equally important as 
innovators and advocacy agents for strengthening food systems which have been negatively 
affected by the COVID-19 pandemic.  
 
As independent and critical thinkers, academics and researchers are well-positioned to provide 
data and knowledge resources to contribute to evidence-based policy reforms, identify new 
interdisciplinary approaches, nurture innovations, and understand societal needs and impacts to 
prepare for a viable food-secure future, particularly in light of the health crisis brought on by 
COVID-19 and its impacts on food systems. 
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Objectives 
 

The purpose of this virtual event is to create a forum for FAO and representatives from academia 
and research institutions to engage in an open dialogue to better understand opportunities for 
leveraging partnerships to help prevent a health crisis from turning into a food crisis, learning 
from the COVID-19 pandemic experience.  
 
The facilitated discussion amongst stakeholders will explore new partnership approaches and 
modalities between FAO and the academic community that are fit for the conditions created by 
the pandemic and increase preparedness for eventual future health emergencies.  
 

 
Panel 
 
Moderator:   Marcela Villarreal, Director, Partnerships Division, FAO 
 
Opening Remarks: Beth Bechdol, Deputy Director-General, FAO 
 
Setting the Scene:  H.E. Mohammad Hossein Emadi, Ambassador and Permanent 

Representative of the Islamic Republic of Iran to FAO and Rome-Based 
Agencies   

 
Panelists:  

Patrick Stover, Vice Chancellor, Texas A&M AgriLife; Dean, Texas A&M 
University College of Agriculture and Life Sciences; Director, Texas A&M 
AgriLife Research, Texas A&M University System (United States) 
 
Shenggen Fan, former DG of International Food Policy Research Institute 
Chair Professor, China Agricultural University and Leader of National 
Innovation Team on Food Economics and Policy 
 
Harold Roy-Macauley, Director General, Africa Rice Center (Cote d’Ivoire) 
 
Louise Fresco, President of the Executive Board of Wageningen University 
& Research (The Netherlands) 

 
Pascal Bergeret, Director of the Mediterranean Agronomic Institute of 
Montpellier, International Centre for Higher Agronomic Studies (France) 

 
Duration: Approximately 1.5 hours 
 
Participants: ARI partners, Member representatives, FAO staff  
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PROPOSED AGENDA 
 
OPENING 
 
5 min 
Welcome by Moderator 

 Marcela Villarreal, Director, Partnerships Division, FAO 
Introductions, opening comments 

 
10 min 
Opening Remarks 

Beth Bechdol, Deputy Director-General, FAO  
 
10 min 
Setting the Scene 

H.E. Mohammad Hossein Emadi, Ambassador and Permanent Representative of the 
Islamic Republic of Iran to FAO and Rome-Based Agencies   

What is your view both from national and global levels on the impact of COVID-19 
on food security and the role of academia during and post pandemic? 

 
PANEL DISCUSSION 
 
Overarching question for Panelists: 
 

In your view, how can FAO be better prepared to assist its Members achieve their goals 
through partnership with academia given the challenges brought on by COVID-19? 

 
8 min 

Patrick Stover, Vice Chancellor, Texas A&M AgriLife; Dean, Texas A&M University College 
of Agriculture and Life Sciences; Director, Texas A&M AgriLife Research, Texas A&M 
University System (United States) 

How have universities been impacted by COVID-19 and what is the short- and long-
term implications on food security education and research?  

 
8 min 

Shenggen Fan, former DG of International Food Policy Research Institute; Chair Professor 
and Leader of National Innovation Team on Food Economics and Policy, China Agricultural 
University 

How have the national and global food systems research agenda been influenced 
by COVID-19?  
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8 min 
Harold Roy-Macauley, Director General, Africa Rice Center (Cote d’Ivoire) 

Africa is facing increasing the effect of COVID-19. From the perspective of 
international research institutions, please share with us your understanding on 
how Africa should prioritize its food security agenda and what is the role of 
research institutions to avoid COVID-19 crisis becoming food crisis? 

8 min 
Louise Fresco, President of the Executive Board of Wageningen University & Research 
(Netherlands) 

COVID-19 has disrupted food systems across the globe. How do partnerships 
facilitate and promote uptake of innovations to counter impacts to the food system 
value chain? 
 

8 min 
Pascal Bergeret, Director of the Mediterranean Agronomic Institute of Montpellier, 
International Centre for Higher Agronomic Studies (CIHEAM), (France) 

What have been the impacts of COVID-19 on agriculture sectors in the 
Mediterranean region and how has CIHEAM been doing to help address the 
challenges through partnerships with academia and research institutions in the 
region? 

 
AUDIENCE INTERACTIONS 
 
20 min 

Marcela Villarreal, Director, Partnerships Division, FAO 
Fielding of questions and answers and synthesis review 

 
WRAP UP 
 
5 min 

Beth Bechdol, Deputy Director-General, FAO  
Closing comments  

 
 


