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Imposing a hiatus on normal business is a double-edged 
sword. It both allows for combating the novel coronavirus 
disease (COVID-19) but it also cuts food supplies and threatens 
the livelihoods it is meant to protect. Serious shortages of 
fresh food in Lae were experienced during a nationwide state 
of emergency lockdown in Papua New Guinea (PNG) from 
23 March to 6 April 2020. This In Brief describes the impacts 
of the lockdown on fresh food supply in Lae city and what has 
been done since it was lifted. In fact, the Morobe provincial 
government’s COVID-19 state of emergency committee is 
collaborating with leading agricultural agencies to find a long-
term solution to improve the supply chain of fresh produce 
during similar, future challenges.

Social distancing restrictions interrupted much of the 
day-to-day operations of public and private sector entities, 
except for those engaged in essential services. Restrictions on 
travelling within and between provinces were put in place to 
prevent further spread of the virus following the recording of the 
first imported case on 20 March in Lae city, Morobe Province. 
Even though this action was taken for a good cause, there was 
insufficient time to make people aware of and prepare for the 
lockdown. The two-week lockdown was lifted on 7 April with 
many public and private sector services being restored, but 
the country remains in an extended state of emergency until 
2 June.

A slump in fresh food supply during the initial 
lockdown

Lae is PNG’s second-largest city and its leading industrial hub. 
It lies 303 kilometres north-east of Port Moresby, over the 
Owen Stanley Range, in Morobe Province. It is home to the 
country’s most strategic port that facilitates the flow of about 
70 per cent of essential goods and services, both imported 
and domestic. This serves the supply chain of fresh produce 
to and from the highlands provinces, the major food bowl for 
the country, along the Okuk National Highway.

Lae receives daily batches of refrigerated containers of 
high-altitude vegetables such as cabbages and carrots for 

sale at markets around the city or shipment to other provinces. 
However, restrictions on travelling during the two weeks of 
lockdown limited the movement of goods and people between 
Lae in Morobe Province with major urban centres in other 
provinces. Social distancing measures limited the number of 
passenger spaces, and owners of public transport utilities had 
to increase fares and freight costs in order to cover revenue 
losses. Higher costs contributed to the general drop in the 
volume of commodities freighted to the main markets and 
suburban markets in Lae city.

For a fortnight, there was an acute drop in the supply of 
the popular highlands vegetables and other common coastal 
varieties in Lae. The situation was highlighted in the media 
with PNG’s Fresh Produce Development Agency reporting that 
people in urban centres were being affected by the shortage 
of fresh food. This was especially devastating as fresh produce 
supplies from the highlands were reduced by about 80 per 
cent. Many people resorted to tinned or manufactured foods. 
However, this is not viable over a longer period due to socio-
economic implications and the strong cultural significances 
that are associated with fresh produce. For example, staples 
like sweet potato and banana are commonly used in customary 
ceremonies such as funerals and marriages, even in urban 
settings.

The slump affected the livelihoods of suburban or street 
resellers, many of whom live in settlements. The resellers play 
a strategic role by buying in large amounts and then selling at 
affordable prices to consumers. They depend on this to earn 
a living. Therefore, prolonged lockdown restrictions would 
seriously affect opportunities to sustain their livelihoods and 
make ends meet in such a difficult time.

During the lockdown, supermarkets were able to ration 
and supply limited quantities of fresh produce they had in stock 
or purchased through special arrangements. This was evident 
at popular supermarkets like Papindo, where many of the 
shelves were empty. While most people in normal times avoid 
purchasing from supermarkets due to high prices, the dire 
situation forced them to do so as they had no choice.

https://www.businessadvantagepng.com/lae-papua-new-guineas-manufacturing-hub/
https://www.thenational.com.pg/agency-working-on-meeting-fresh-food-demand/
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Long-term responses to a drop in fresh food 
supply

Preliminary discussions between the Morobe provincial 
government’s state of emergency committee with the 
province’s Department of Agriculture and Livestock, the Fresh 
Produce Development Agency, PNG Women in Agriculture 
Development Foundation and the National Agricultural 
Research Institute have mooted a strategy that focuses on 
creating networks of fresh food depots in central locations 
in rural districts. Fresh food would then be sorted to supply 
supermarkets and other designated markets in the city as 
well as major industrial and district administration townships. 
Such an arrangement would benefit rural farmers as they 
would not have to continue doing business using overcrowded 
public transport and urban market facilities. Ultimately, this 
would help to reduce chances of them being exposed to the 
potential of contracting COVID-19.

The long-term goal is to use experiences from the 
abovementioned efforts in Morobe Province to roll out the 
strategy nationwide. This would help create an effective system 
for linking key players in the fresh food industry’s supply 
and value chains. Such a system would help to consolidate 
resources and logistics. This would make for the effective 
management of a wholesale purchasing system and efficient 
flow of fresh food from rural producers to designated markets 
and consumers in urban areas. Ideally, contingency plans 
would be integrated into this initiative and employed during 
experiences of localised or nationwide disasters.

Initial work has already started to undertake this strategy, 
with some land being allocated under the auspices of the 
Morobe Department of Agriculture and Livestock branch. This 
land is now prepared as a nursery for the multiplication of seed 
materials for selected crops such as beans, cassava, sweet 
potato and rice, to begin with. When ready, seed materials 
would be harvested and distributed to rural farmers to farm in 
the province’s nine districts.

Since the initial lockdown was lifted on 7 April, retail outlets 
have resumed most of their normal routines except for minor 
adjustments such as opening and closing hours. Some are 
even promoting sanitary practices by providing handwashing 
basins and hand sanitisers.

Fresh food markets have again flourished in and around the 
city of Lae. There were initially considerably smaller numbers 
of sellers, but by the end of April the main Lae city market had 
almost resumed regular operation. Many smaller markets have 
also sprung up in the outskirts of the city since the lockdown. 
However, there are noticeable variations in prices for common 
vegetables, such as bunches of aibika (Pacific cabbage) and 
watercress. These would normally be sold at between 30 and 
50 toea but are now selling for up to 1  kina. The increases 

can be understood as amounts that farmers have calculated 
in consideration of the recent rise in passenger fares and 
fluctuations in supplies.

Apart from this, there have been no issues with a spike 
in prices of common retail groceries such as rice, protein, 
flour and noodles. On the contrary, certain supermarkets 
have offered noticeable discounts for some items. Generally, 
Lae businesses have adhered very well to mark-up limits 
prescribed by the state of emergency controller for common 
household goods.

Meanwhile, rural farmers are continuing to produce for 
their own consumption and have no real issues with food 
security. However, they are being disadvantaged by the loss 
of economic opportunities from earning income that is needed 
to afford basic goods and services. Hence, the plans of the 
Morobe provincial government’s COVID-19 state of emergency 
committee, and all concerned stakeholders, to improve the 
supply chain for fresh vegetables should set in motion ‘a new 
normal’ in the fresh produce industry for PNG. The effect of the 
introduction of fresh food depots in the supply chain in Morobe 
Province could be the subject of further research.
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