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Question time: Food price inflation in Europe 
Food prices in the EU have risen dramatically over the past two years. The chain of disruptions caused by the 
COVID-19 pandemic, extreme weather events and the Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022 have led to severe 
shortages in the agri-food chain, resulting in higher consumer prices. The latest European Parliament 
Eurobarometer survey shows that the cost of living continues to be the main concern for European citizens. 
During the January I plenary session, Members of the European Parliament will have the opportunity to question 
the European Commission on measures taken to contain food price inflation. 

Background 
Eurostat expects annual inflation to dip to 9.2 % for the euro area in December 2022, down from 10.2 % in 
November. After energy, 'food, alcohol and tobacco' are the second main contributors to inflation, their 
prices rising by almost 14 % compared with the same period the previous year. Despite inflation affecting 
countries differently across the EU (with the highest rates in the Baltic States), lower-income households in 
all Member States are the worst hit. According to the European Parliament's autumn 2022 Eurobarometer 
survey, 'the rising cost of living' is the main concern for European citizens (93 %), followed by 'poverty and 
social exclusion' (82 %). Although headline inflation is showing signs of easing, high food and energy prices 
will continue to affect European consumers' purchasing power. 

Drivers of food inflation 
The main drivers of food inflation have been rising energy costs, affecting the entire agri-food chain (from 
farmers to processing facilities to transport) and reduced supply of key agricultural inputs such as fertilisers 
and animal feed, which constitute the highest input cost for farmers. 
The successive waves of the pandemic, and the measures adopted to contain them, resulted in labour 
shortages and logistics bottlenecks in the agricultural industry. Concerns over food availability also led to 
export restrictions in several countries. When the easing of restrictions led to economic recovery in 2021, 
global supply chains struggled to meet the surge in demand for energy and other commodities. Being 
dependent on imports to cover its needs, the EU began to face soaring energy prices from the summer of 
2021. This increase in energy costs had a direct impact on European farmers, but also on the feed and 
fertiliser industries that provide many of their inputs. As a result, annual inflation rose to 5.2 % in the EU in 
November 2021 (4.9 % in the euro area), and to 27.5 % for energy and 2.2 % for food, alcohol and tobacco. 
The Russian invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 exacerbated many of the factors responsible for food 
inflation in the EU, driving prices further up, and putting global food security at risk. Russia has deliberately 
targeted agricultural production facilities in Ukraine, and Moscow's blockade of Black Sea routes virtually 
halted Ukraine's agricultural exports (about 80 % were seaborne) until the UN-brokered Black Sea Grain 
initiative and EU Solidarity Lanes allowed for their safe transport. The consequences of the war on food 
commodity markets have been severe. As two of the world's leading producers of agricultural products, the 
combined exports of Ukraine and Russia previously represented 34 % of the global total for wheat, 27 % for 
barley and 56 % for sunflower oil. More critically still for the European livestock sector, Ukraine exported 
15 % of all maize (11 million tonnes annually to the EU) and 61 % of sunflower cake, which are important 
inputs in animal feed. Russia and Belarus were also among the world's top exporters of fertilisers, central to 
food and feed production, and highly sensitive to gas prices. Finally, Moscow's weaponisation of oil and gas 
supplies to Europe has caused an additional surge in energy prices. These were reflected in the agri-sector's 
producer costs, until the EU's diversification and energy-saving measures helped offset the disruption.  
Although global food security considerations have prevented EU and international sanctions from 
targeting the Russian and Belarusian agricultural sectors (except for Belarusian potash, an important source 
of revenue for the government), Russia's export restrictions on grain, oilseeds and fertilisers have put 
additional strain on world supplies, leading to higher prices. 

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/2995521/15725146/2-06012023-AP-EN.pdf/885ac2bb-b676-0f0d-b8b1-dc78f2b34735
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https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/EPRS_BRI(2022)733667
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https://fefac.eu/newsroom/news/the-russian-invasion-of-ukraine-and-the-impact-on-grains-and-oilseeds-markets/
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Finally, the extreme weather events experienced in Europe during 2022 became an additional catalyst in 
the inflationary spiral affecting food and energy prices. The severe drought that hit parts of Europe during 
the summer of 2022 led to pasture failures in several countries (80 % of EU animal feed consumption comes 
from forage and roughage) and an estimated reduction in maize, soybean and sunflower crops of 16 %, 
15 % and 12 % respectively, all important products in animal nutrition. This weather-induced supply shock 
hit the EU livestock sector in particular (already affected by bird flu and African swine fever) resulting in 
reduced meat and dairy output in 2022. 
The combined effect of these factors pushed up annual inflation in the euro area for food, alcohol and 
tobacco, from 2.2 % in November 2021 to 13.6 % in November 2022. Basic staples, such as bread, meat, 
cooking oils and dairy products, saw the steepest increases in price, affecting low-income households the 
most. 

European Union measures to combat food price inflation 
In the wake of Russia's invasion of Ukraine, and acknowledging the threat posed by these crises to global 
food security and food affordability in Europe, EU leaders held an informal meeting on 10-11 March 2022 at 
Versailles, France. In their declaration, the Heads of State or Government decided to 'improve our food 
security by reducing our dependencies on key imported agricultural products and inputs, in particular by 
increasing the EU production of plant-based proteins'. Member States then invited the Commission 'to 
present options to address the rising food prices and the issue of global food security as soon as possible'. 
The European Council meeting of 30-31 May 2022 underlined the importance of the common agricultural 
policy (CAP) in achieving food security, and the need to diversify and optimise the use of fertilisers. 
Following the Versailles Declaration, in March 2022 the European Commission adopted a series of measures 
aimed at supporting Ukraine's agricultural production, strengthening the EU's resilience, and mitigating the 
surge in food prices for European consumers. 
These measures included a €500 million package and temporary crisis framework allowing State aid 
measures for producers affected by soaring input costs and increased advances of direct payments. The 
Commission also adopted an exceptional and temporary derogation allowing the use of fallow land (arable 
land not harvested during a crop year) to increase production for food and feed purposes, as well as 
temporary easing of import requirements for animal feed.  
Member States were encouraged to reduce value added tax (VAT) rates to contain food price inflation, 
encourage retailers to keep prices down, and use the Fund for European Aid to the Most Deprived (FEAD), 
which supports national measure to combat social exclusion, including by providing food. 
Despite the EU being largely self-sufficient in many agricultural products, these crises have shown Europe's 
reliance on imports of certain inputs. To address this in the long term, the European Commission intends to 
use the reformed CAP (through national strategic plans) to increase domestic production of agricultural 
commodities of which the EU is an importer, in particular plant-based proteins, critical for livestock nutrition 
and as an alternative to animal products. 

European Parliament position 
In a March 2022 resolution, the European Parliament expressed strong support for the adoption of 
measures to address the impacts of Russia's war on energy and food prices in the EU. In particular, the 
European Parliament called for support for agricultural markets, and measures to secure food supplies by 
reducing the EU's dependence on imports and increasing domestic production, in particular of protein 
crops. In its May 2022 resolution, the European Parliament focused on the social and economic 
consequences of the war in Ukraine, calling for citizens to be sheltered from higher commodity prices, and 
for support for the most vulnerable segments of the population. Finally, in October 2022, the European 
Parliament pointed to the link between rising energy prices, due to Russia's weaponisation of fossil fuel 
supplies, and higher food inflation, reminding Member States that VAT exemptions for staple foods could 
keep food prices in check and facilitate access to essential goods. 
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