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Hunger and food insecurity numbers were already increasing worldwide before the COVID-19 pan-
demic, but their numbers sharply increased in 2020 and continued to increase in 2021, during the 
pandemic. Up to 828 million people may have faced hunger worldwide in 2021 and about 2.3 billion 
people experienced moderate or severe food insecurity. In Latin America and the Caribbean, 13 mil-
lion more people were facing hunger in 2021 than in 2019 and 63 million more were moderately or 
severely food insecure 1.

Brazil was one of the pioneers in using an experienced-based measure (the Brazilian Food Insecu-
rity Scale – EBIA) for national food insecurity monitoring. The Brazilian Institute of Geography and 
Statistics (IBGE) provides information on food insecurity since 2004 2,3, however, the last estimates 
available are from 2018. To fill the information gap on food security in Brazil during the COVID-19 
pandemic, the Brazilian Research Network on Food Sovereignty and Security (Rede PENSSAN) con-
ducted two national surveys (December 2020 and April 2022) 4. All surveys (2004, 2013, and 2018, 
by IBGE; 2020 and 2022, by Rede PENSSAN) are comparable in terms of sampling design and meth-
odology to estimate food security and levels of food insecurity. Their findings were widely spread 
by national media and showed the important role of the scientific community in shedding light on  
social problems.

Results showed an alarming regression to levels of food insecurity worse than in 2004, erasing 
significant improvements made from 2004 to 2013 5. The prevalence of severe food insecurity in 
Brazilian households increased from 9% to 15.5% in less than two years 4. An estimated 33.1 million 
Brazilians faced hunger in early 2022, 14 million more than in the end of 2020. Figure 1 shows an 
acceleration in the increase in severe food insecurity, which rose by 38.1% from 2013 to 2018, 55.2% 
from 2018 to 2020, and 72.2% from the end of 2020 to the beginning of 2022. Since 2013, severe food 
insecurity increased by 269% while the proportion of food secure households decreased by 46.4%.

Public policies directly or indirectly aimed at promoting food and nutrition security in Bra-
zil began to be dismantled in 2016, which contributed to this regression in the fight against  
hunger 5,6,7,8,9,10,11. Created in 2006, the Brazilian National System of Food and Nutrition Security 
(SISAN) has been facing large budget cuts since 2016, similarly to many programs aimed at improv-
ing food security, such as conditional cash transfer programs and support programs to strengthen the 
productivity of smallholder farmers. The amount that state and municipal governments receive per 
student for the Brazilian National School Feeding Program (PNAE) was not adjusted since February 
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2017, despite the rising in food prices 12,13, compromising the quality of the meals served 14. More-
over, government support for social participation was withdrawn, even though it was a central pillar 
of public policy formulation in Brazil since the redemocratization in 1985. The dissolution of the 
Food and Nutrition Security National Council (Consea) in early 2019 is an example of this govern-
mental abandonment to social participation, as it was the intersectoral body responsible for advising 
the presidency on the fight against hunger and monitoring, planning, and evaluating food security 
and nutrition policies 6,15,16.

Government cash transfer programs implemented since July 2020 have been insufficient to stop 
the worsening of severe food insecurity in Brazil. Evidence from the 2022 Rede PENSSAN survey 
shows that unemployment, precarious and poorly paid jobs, income losses, and rising food prices may 
explain the further increase in severe food insecurity since late 2021 4.

Currently, Brazil is an example of how policies based on fiscal austerity, combined with economic 
and political crises and governmental negligence facing the COVID-19 pandemic 17, can result in ris-
ing levels of hunger, even in countries recognized as large food exporters to the world.

Hunger and food insecurity in Brazil will reduce especially by restructuring public policies and 
actions aimed at reducing poverty and social inequalities. Renewed government commitment to the 
fight against hunger and poverty may hopefully rebuild policies and programs that proved to be suc-
cessful and reimplement the Consea. Permanent structural changes are also needed, such as agrarian 
reform, support to smallholder farmers and traditional populations for food production and market-
ing, the strengthening of organic and agroecological production, the implementation of the National 
Policy for the Reduction of Pesticide Use, and guaranteed income and adjustments to the minimum 

Figure 1

Variation in the prevalence (Δ%) * of food security and severe food insecurity in Brazil from 2004 to 2022, according to the short version the Brazilian 
Food Insecurity Scale (EBIA) **.

Δ1: 2004-2013; Δ2: 2013-2018; Δ3: 2018-2020; Δ4: 2020-2022; Δ5: 2013-2022. 
* Variation (Δ), considering that the rates of food security/food insecurity were estimated by [CΔ = (Py2 — Py1)/ Py1]g, where py2 and py1, respectively, 
represent the prevalence rates in 2013 and 2004 for Δ1, 2018 and 2013 for Δ2, 2020 and 2018 for Δ3, 2022 and 2020 for Δ4, and 2022 and 2013 for Δ5. 
** It was estimated using the first eight items of the short version of the Brazilian National Household Sample Surveys (PNAD) 3 from 2004 to 2013,  
the 2017/2018 Brazilian Household Budget Survey (POF) 2, and the National Surveys on Food Security in the Context of the COVID-19 Pandemic in  
Brazil (2020 and 2022) 4.



RISE AND FALL OF HOUSEHOLD FOOD SECURITY 3

Cad. Saúde Pública 2023; 39(1):e00191122

wage above inflation. These changes also include the right to education and high quality school meals, 
following the guidelines of the PNAE. It is also important to ensure government monitoring of food 
insecurity in the population level by institutions such as IBGE, as well as funding for research on food 
insecurity and the evaluation of public policies aimed at eradicating hunger and promoting access to 
healthy food. Finally, it is urgent to promote food and nutrition security in Brazil, based on debate 
with various segments of society, including the scientific community.
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