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What’s on the table? According to some: elimination of the need for animal foods

• Agendas go way beyond “cutting back”

• This is not just food folklore!



Surreal times: how did this end up being part of a ‘big plan for a small planet’?

European cities urged to reduce both beef and dairy with 80-100% by 2030



Future of food?

According to most people. According to a load minority.

Food. 

Water, coconut oil (non-hydrogenated), modified 
starch (E1404, E1450), starch, sea salt, vegan 
flavours, acidity regulator, citric acid (E330), 
preservative: sorbic acid (E200) (0.2%). Colour B-
Carotene.

What is being proposed as alternatives? Reductionist approaches to food

“Egg-free”

Water, Mung Bean Protein Isolate, Expeller-
Pressed Canola Oil, Contains less than 2% of 
Dehydrated Onion, Gellan Gum, Natural Carrot 
Extractives (color), Natural Flavors, Natural Turmeric 
Extractives (color), Potassium Citrate, Salt, Soy Lecithin, 
Sugar, Tapioca Syrup, Tetrasodium Pyrophosphate, 
Transglutaminase, Nisin (preservative). (Contains soy.)



Nothings sells as well as slogans urging people to eat right



12 t CO2-eq

Individual GHG emissions of a Western individual



Breakdown in categories and effect of dietary shifts

12 t CO2-eq

Vegetarian
- 0.5 t CO2-eq

Vegan
- 0.8 t CO2-eq

3%

2%

https://ravijen.fr/?p=440; Carbone 4;  Agreste; INSEE; 2015-2016

Environmental impact of dietary change: a systematic review. 

Hallström et al. (2015) Journal of Cleaner Production

The rebound effect of switching to vegetarianism. A microeconomic analysis of Swedish consumption behaviour.

Grabs (2015) Ecological Economics

The climate mitigation gap: education and government recommendations miss the most effective individual actions

Wynes & Nicholas, (2017). Environmental Research Letters

Avoid flights
London-LA

- 1.6 t CO2-eq

London-Rome 

- 0.2 t CO2-eq

Live car-free 

- 1.0-5.3 t CO2-eq

1%

Switch to plants

1-6% effect

t CO2-eq

Flexitarian
- 0.3 t CO2-eq

6%

4%

2%



Breakdown in categories and effect of dietary shifts

12 t CO2-eq

Switch to plants

1-6% effect

https://vegnews.com/2019/10/oprah-urges-42-million-fans-to-ditch-animal-products-at-least-once-per-day

Air travel emissions of celebrities, 2017

Celebrity Hours t CO2

Bill Gates 356 1629

Emma Watson 71 15

Mark Zuckerberg 110 485

Oprah Winfrey 139 616

Paris Hilton 286 1261

Winfrey recently interviewed Amis Cameron […] “Changing

one of your meals a day saves 200,000 gallons of water, and

the carbon equivalent of driving from Los Angeles to New

York. That’s one person. So think about multiplying that out,”

Amis Cameron said. Winfrey was receptive to the idea and

responded, “And you’re not even trying to convert the whole

world. You’re just saying start with the one meal … that is

graspable. My mind can hold that, I can receive that, it’s a

doable thing. I can turn that into a fun exercise. One meal a

day.” After the show aired, Winfrey took to social media to

promote the concept of eating fewer animal products daily.

One vegan meal a day is equivalent of driving from

Los Angeles to New York … Starting with one meal is

graspable … it’s a doable thing

• Oprah Winfrey’s air travels alone are equal to 

40x the total yearly emission of an average American

• Her meal interventions correct for <0.001% of that output



Dietary change US

• Vegan = - 2.6%

• Meatless Monday = - 0.3%

Compared with systems with

animals, diets formulated for the US

population in the plants-only systems

had greater excess of dietary energy

and resulted in a greater number of

deficiencies in essential nutrients.

Individuals of course make up a multitude - what’s on the macro level?

US livestock 4%

UN FAO’s estimates the impact of beef production 

at 6% of global GHG emissions (LCA) with a 95% CI 

of 50% due to high variability in herd parameters and 

land-use change emissions, meaning a contribution 

situated between 3 and 9%

Source: Dr. S. Place



14.5%

Blaming cows: not a fair game

Spatial distribution of GHG efficiency of bovine meat 

production (kg CO2-eq per kg product) in the year 2000

One question is whether the 

higher GHGE cost of some 

foods can be offset by their 

higher nutritional value.



Global challenge is elsewhere: nutrient-dense food (not kcals, carbs or total ‘protein’)

Burd et al. 2019 Sports Medicine
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Is livestock (meat/dairy) used as a scapegoat?

Global tourism accounts for 8% of the world’s GHGE

ICT is expected to reach >14% by 2040 
(by 2020, the footprint of smart phones alone would surpass the 

individual contribution of desktops, laptops and displays)

US pet feed impact is 25–30% of the 

environmental impact from animal production

FAO: 30% of the world’s agricultural land is currently 

occupied to produce food that is never eaten; food 

waste is up to 20% of purchases

Umwelt Belastung Punkten

Keeping a horse is >1/3 of a 

person’s environmental impact

The cement industry 
produces 7% of man-made CO2. If 

it were a country, it would trail only 

the US and China in emissions of 

CO2. China used more cement 

between 2011 and 2013 than the 

U.S. used in the entire 

20th Century.



Where next? Optimisation and - especially - avoidance of binary simplisms


