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MOBILITY CONTROLS AND URBAN FOOD POLICY RESPONSES TO  
COVID-19 IN CHINA

by Taiyang Zhong*, Zhenzhong Si** and Jonathan Crush**

At latest count (June 20, 2020), there were over 9 million confirmed cases 
of COVID-19 worldwide and over 450,000 deaths. While there has been 
an explosion of biomedical research on the pandemic, detailed empirical 
research investigating the impact of COVID-19 on food security is scarcer 
(Crush and Si 2000). This project is therefore examining the impacts on 
household food security in Chinese cities during the first wave of the 
pandemic. The main objectives are to: (a) investigate the immediate food 
security challenges resulting from China’s quarantine measures, unstable 
food supply, and fear of food shopping in two COVID-19-affected cities 
(Wuhan and Nanjing); (b) compare the food security situation in Nanjing 
following the COVID-19 outbreak with baseline data collected in 2015; 
(c) synthesize and assess policies to address food security challenges; and 
(d) promote effective mitigation measures by engaging local stakehold-
ers. This research brief examines the nature of the policy response to 
COVID-19 with particular reference to the measures implemented in 
Wuhan and Nanjing. While these measures contained and eventually 
controlled the further spread of the virus within and from these cities, 
they had other indirect consequences including dramatic change to the 
functioning of urban food systems. 

Hungry Cities Partnership studies before the novel coronavirus revealed 
extremely high levels of urban food security in Chinese cities (Zhong 
et al 2019). This was partially a function of well-managed and efficient 
food supply chains, public-private partnerships, price controls, and easily 
accessible food outlets. As it has subsequently done in other parts of the 
world to varying degrees, COVID-19 put considerable strain on urban 
food systems. We hypothesize that it also impacted negatively on all four 
dimensions of food security (availability, accessibility, utilization, and 
stability) at the household level in China. A related question concerns the 
nature of the policy responses to food-related challenges in cities. Many 
countries have, at different times and with different degrees of stringency, 
emulated the Chinese model of spatial confinement in response to the 
virus. Assessing the effectiveness of pre-existing contingency plans and 
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the development of emergency food policies in Wuhan and Nanjing may contain lessons for 
other jurisdictions. 

Containment Measures

SARS-CoV-2 was first definitively identified in early January 2020 in the city of Wuhan in 
Hubei Province. Interventions to contain the virus included improved diagnostic testing, 
rapid isolation of suspected and confirmed cases and their contacts, and restrictions on inter 
and intra-city movement (Kraemer et al 2020). Beginning on January 23, Wuhan’s restriction 
policies escalated from closure of all public transportation, to no private vehicles without 
a special permit, to partial enclosure of residential communities, and finally to complete 
enclosure and lockdown on February 14 (Table 1). Most urban households in China live in 
gated residential communities, which are relatively easy to lock down. Under the policy of 
partial enclosure of residential communities, one person per household was allowed to go 
out and buy food from supermarkets every three days. With complete enclosure of residential 
communities, people were prohibited from leaving their apartment buildings and consumers 
therefore had no direct access to their everyday food outlets. The lockdown of nine million 
people in Wuhan represents “the largest quarantine in public health history” and “signifi-
cantly reduced the virus transmission” within and outside the city (Fang et al 2020: 1, 3). 
The dramatic impact of the lockdown on inflow, outflow, and within-city mobility of people 
in Wuhan is illustrated in Figure 1, which compares mobility from 7 December 2019 to 20 
February 2020 with the equivalent period in 2018-2019. Zhang et al (2020) also show that 
the average daily number of contacts was significantly reduced from 14.6 during December 
2019 to 2.0 during the outbreak period.

TABLE 1: Timeline of Containment Measures in Wuhan
Types of measures Date

Announcement of lockdown
No public transportation

January 23, 2020

Halving taxi service, prohibiting ride-hailing January 24-26, 2020

Prohibiting automobile travel, special permit required for driving January 26, 2020

Partial enclosure of residential communities 
- Allowing one person per household to exit every three days 
- One gateway per neighbourhood 

February 11-14, 2020

Complete enclosure of residential communities
No going out without a permit for specific purposes such as essential work

February 14, 2020

Partial lifting of enclosure of residential communities
- Compulsory mask wearing
- Compulsory body temperature taking when entering
- Taking registers of people entering and leaving 

April 2, 2020

Lifting of lockdown April 8, 2020
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FIGURE 1: Changes in Mobility in Wuhan

Source: Adapted from https://qianxi.baidu.com/2020/
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Other cities in China experienced various levels of shutdown during February 2020 (Fang et 
al 2020). Complete lockdowns were eventually imposed on the 14 other cities in Hubei, af-
fecting a total of 57 million people (Fang et al 2020:7). Nanjing, with a population of over 8 
million, and located 400km to the east of Wuhan, did not implement a complete lockdown. 
In Nanjing, there was a series of announcements of increasingly restrictive containment 
measures and three orders of response (Table 2). The critical difference with Wuhan is that 
the enclosure of residential communities was partial rather than total.

TABLE 2: Timeline of Containment Measures in Nanjing
Types of measures Date

First announcement
Those returning from Wuhan after January 10 were required to self-isolate
Hotels barred from receiving travellers from Wuhan
Public gatherings cancelled (with some exceptions)

January 23, 2020

Second announcement
Closure of public places (with some exceptions)

January 23-March 28, 
2020

Third announcement
Mask wearing compulsory in public places

January 26-March 28, 
2020

First order response (fourth announcement)
No entry to public places without a mask
No business allowed except daily necessities

January 26-February 24, 
2020

Special regulation on transport (fifth announcement)
Pass permit policy – no restrictions on vehicles and persons with a pass 
permit issued for activities such as food transport 
Compulsory body temperature taking when entering or leaving Nanjing
Calls for staying at home

February 2–March 28, 
2020

Partial enclosure of management of residential community  
(sixth announcement)
One entry gateway per neighbourhood
Everyone to wear masks
Compulsory body temperature taking when entering
No entry of non-residents
No entry of food and other delivery services

February 4–March 28, 
2020

Seventh announcement
Some departments of medical institutions required to close 

February 4–March 28, 
2020

Eighth announcement
Required contact tracing and medical observation of close contacts

February 6, 2020

Ninth announcement
Containment measures at construction sites

6 February, 2020

Work resumption policy (10th announcement)
Gradual work resumption

10 February, 2020

Downgrading to second grade response 24 February, 2020

Downgrading to third grade response 28 March, 2020

Note: There are four grades of response to emergency public health events in China that signal different 
degrees of severity of an event as determined by the central government. Each grade indicates a specific 
set of policy requirements on medical treatment, restrictions on mobility and public gathering, reporting 
of cases and so on. The first grade is the most urgent and significant. A detailed definition of the different 
grades of public health events can be found at: http://www.chinacdc.cn/jkzt/tfggwssj/gl/201810/
t20181015_194984.html. 

4 

COVID-19 AND FOOD SECURITY RESEARCH BRIEF NO. 2

http://www.chinacdc.cn/jkzt/tfggwssj/gl/201810/t20181015_194984.html
http://www.chinacdc.cn/jkzt/tfggwssj/gl/201810/t20181015_194984.html


The impact of the lockdown on inflow, outflow, and within-city movement of people in 
Nanjing is illustrated in Figure 2, again with comparative data for the equivalent period in 
2018-2019. Comparing Figures 1 (Wuhan) and 2 (Nanjing), clear differences emerge. In both 
cities, all three forms of mobility were significantly lower than a year earlier. In Wuhan, inflow 
and outflow virtually ceased while in Nanjing they were severely restricted but not eliminated. 
The biggest difference was in movement within the two cities. In Wuhan, with the population 
locked down in their residential communities, movement was confined to essential services 
and remained very low. In Nanjing, by contrast, movement initially fell quickly. It started to 
recover from 12 February, but never reached the levels of a year earlier.

FIGURE 2: Changes in Migration of Nanjing
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