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Agri-food tech discovers silver linings in the pandemic
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Perhaps in the recent past you've questioned the need for
food delivery bots. We had too, that is, until covid-19 rel-
egated us to our homes, and shopping became the equivalent
of entering the Chernobyl exclusion zone. Our curiosity on
this point stems from our participation in a collaborative
study with agri-food researchers across three University of
California campuses (https://afterproject.sites.ucsc.edu/) that
is investigating Silicon Valley’s recent foray into food and
agriculture as sites of innovation and investment. One of
our research questions revolves around how the tech sector
defines and represents the problems it undertakes to solve.
These problems, we’ve observed, are frequently vast in
scope, while the solutions proffered are notably narrower,
driven less by public need than by technological availability
and investor interest. How has the advent of covid-19—a
problem of seismic proportions if ever there was one—
changed this industry dynamic?

As the virus has carved its exponential path through our
economic and social lives, the agri-food tech sector has
undertaken an almost instantaneous repositioning. Industry
think pieces rapidly emerged weighing the impact and dis-
covering “Silver Linings from the Dark Cloud of Covid-19”
(Albrecht 2020). An open letter from the founder of Indie-
Bio, a biotech incubator that has fostered such food-tech
darlings as Clara Foods and Memphis Meats, exhorted its
companies to “find opportunity in this crisis,” stating that
“This pandemic will amplify the need for your existence”
(Gupta 2020). An article on AgFunderNews, meanwhile,
was quick to point out that venture capitalist investing in
agri-food tech are better positioned than almost all of their
peers—as essential services, food and agriculture constitute
a relatively safe bet given that “the only thing people are
buying right now is food” (Pothering and Burwood-Taylor
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2020). (Apparently, venture capital is less interested in toilet
paper.)

So what specific virus-induced shifts are we seeing, or
expecting to see, in the sector? One is a pivot in overarching
tropes. Since it began to cohere as a self-identified sector
about 8 years ago, agri-food tech has laid claim to a range
of world-saving ambitions. At pitch nights and innovation
summits, we have seen technological fixes promised for
everything from climate change to plastic pollution to inhu-
mane treatment of animals. The specter of food insecurity
caused by population growth—the oft-referenced ten billion
by 2050—has, of course, been a near constant refrain. Food
safety has always featured prominently in this litany of chal-
lenges, but it now seems poised to emerge, at least temporar-
ily, as the reigning problematic of ag-tech solutionism. This
reorientation makes a certain amount of sense. Neo-Mal-
thusian productivism was always a dubious underpinning
given the prevalence of over-production in agriculture (a
vast problem about which the tech industry seems curiously
unaware), and food safety could actually prove to be a more
apposite frame for agri-food tech solutionism.

As Covid-19 gives a new lease on life to a Pasteurian
politics of purity, we’re also getting a preview of the kinds of
technology most likely to benefit. A heightened awareness of
animal-borne disease is providing new rationales for cellular
meat and other alternative protein products that replace the
need for livestock production. Companies involved in indoor
vertical agriculture are amplifying claims about the superi-
ority of their highly controlled environments. And concern
about hand-to-face transmission of covid-19 is giving new
justifications for the touchless harvest and food delivery
promised by robotics. Little mention is made of the predomi-
nantly minority farm and food service workers who are bear-
ing the brunt of virus exposure now, but whose livelihoods
may eventually be lost in the pursuit of sterility that follows.
Whether such sterility is even possible to achieve remains
a dubious proposition. It is arguable that highly controlled
agricultural environments are actually more prone to disease
outbreaks and therefore less resilient. They certainly stand
in stark contrast to the probiotic sensibility that has long
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undergirded agroecology and these days supports regenera-
tive agriculture. In the long run, that cure may be just as
scary as the disease.
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