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Reimagining Our Menu for Sustainable 

Development

Adam Rogers

 Introduction

Over the past 60 years the modern world has struggled to end poverty 
while finding a balance between economic development and environ-
mental sustainability. Its efforts have included the launch of four separate 
‘decades of development’, numerous global conferences, dozens of decla-
rations and an ample number of agendas dating back to the early 1960s. 
The most recent iteration of these attempts occurred in 2015, when four 
additional global agendas were added to the list. While these four (The 
Paris Agreement, the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and the 
SDGs, the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction and the Addis 
Ababa Action Agenda on Development Finance) seem comprehensive in 
their approach, they fail to adequately address the underlying problem 
that has been literally right under our noses for the entire time: our choice 
of food.
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 Mammals Matter

According to an extensive study by the Union of Concerned 
Scientists (UCS), the production and consumption of mammal meat is 
the second most environmentally harmful consumer activity in the world 
today (Willett et al., 2019). The only other human activity that is worse 
for the planet is our reliance on fossil fuels and the internal combustion 
engine to move us and our stuff around. Thus, eating a hamburger in 
China that was made from a cow raised in Brazil and then transported 
half-way around the world has an enormously negative impact on the 
planet’s ecosystems and should be reconsidered in any serious attempt to 
create a sustainable future.

For the past several millennia, human beings have enjoyed a period of 
relative climatic stability that has allowed us to settle, farm and create 
civilisations. According to the International Union of Geological Sciences 
(IUGS), the professional organisation in charge of defining Earth’s time 
scale, this recent period is known as the Holocene (‘entirely recent’) 
epoch. It started about 11,700  years ago after the last major ice age 
(Stromberg, 2013).

Many scientists are now speculating that we are leaving the Holocene 
period and entering the ‘Anthropocene’ (from the words anthropo for 
‘man’ and cene for ‘new’) – a new global environment caused by human 
activity (Steffen et al., 2007). The 2017 book by John W. Kress and Jeffrey 
K. Stine Living in the Anthropocene: Earth in the Age of Humans takes a 
vital look at this new era (Kress & Stine, 2017). The authors write that 
the root causes of the Anthropocene Age are the spread of agriculture, 
pollution and urbanisation. As we will see here, a heavy reliance on mam-
mal meat consumption is one of the primary reasons for the unsustain-
able spread of agriculture. The 2020 Human Development Report 
(HDR)  from the United Nations Development Programme  (UNDP) 
points out that the pressures humans are collectively putting on our plan-
etary systems – the pressures that created the Anthropocene – are mani-
fested not just as climate change and biodiversity loss but in pollution, 
ocean acidification, land degradation and more (UNDP, 2020).
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In October 2018, scientists from around the world warned that we 
need to dramatically reduce the amount of mammal meat we eat or face 
apocalyptic consequences. Beef consumption, in particular, needs to 
drop by 90 per cent, and pork consumption by about 80 per cent, if we 
are to restore ecological balance and increase our long-term chance of 
survival (Springmann, Clark, et al., 2018). The research, which was led 
by the University of Oxford, is the most complete to date, combining 
data from every country to assess the overall impact of food production 
on the global environment.

However, despite the urgent appeals to reduce mammal meat con-
sumption, the trend is still moving in the opposite direction. As more 
countries develop, much of the world is adopting American and European 
standards of living with an accompanying fixation on eating mammals. 
In the United States, each person now eats about 260 pounds  of meat 
per year, while the average Brit consumes about 170  pounds  (The 
Economist, 2013).

Fuelled by rising incomes, mammal meat consumption in China grew 
sevenfold over the last three decades. In the early 1980s, when there were 
fewer than one billion Chinese, the average person ate around 30 pounds 
of meat per year. Today, with an additional 380 million people, it’s nearly 
140 pounds per person, per year. With its higher population, the country 
consumes twice as much mammal meat as the United States – 28 per cent 
of the world’s total (Rossi, 2018). The three biggest exporters of beef to 
the Chinese market are Argentina, Brazil and Uruguay (Schuele, 2020).

Most of Africa and South Asia consumes less than 44 pounds of mam-
mal meat a year. In all likelihood, at the current growth rates, worldwide 
mammal meat consumption is likely to double by 2050, according to 
sources at the UNFAO (2009). The planet simply cannot support the 
industrial production of that much meat, unless there are radical solu-
tions discovered and implemented. One of the most effective of these 
solutions may involve nothing more radical than shifting our diet away 
from its present focus on mammals – and, if we must eat a hamburger for 
lunch, to choose one made from turkey rather than beef.
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 Revising Our Menu for the SDGs

Both food and agriculture feature prominently in the  Sustainable 
Development Goals, because the two are interconnected and involve 
almost all aspects of the economy, the environment, human health and 
society. SDG2, for example, focuses explicitly on food by seeking to ‘end 
hunger, achieve food security and improved nutrition and promote sus-
tainable agriculture.’ All of the goals relate in some way to challenges in 
the current systems of food production and consumption (Rogers, 2019), 
but I will herewith focus on just seven of the most obvious: Goal 2) Zero 
hunger; Goal 3) Good health and wellbeing; Goal 6) Clean water and 
sanitation; Goal 12) Responsible consumption and production; Goal 13) 
Climate action; Goal 14) Life below water, and Goal 15) Life on land. 
Goal 17 on partnerships is included as the ‘meat’ of the recommenda-
tions in the Conclusion.

 Goal 2: Zero Hunger

Today, 815 million people are hungry and every third person is malnour-
ished, clearly reflecting a food system out of balance (UNFAO, 2018a). 
The SDGs aim to end all forms of hunger and malnutrition by 2030, by 
making sure all people – especially children – have ongoing access to suf-
ficient and nutritious food year round. The 2030 Agenda recognises that 
ending hunger will require ‘sustainable agricultural practices’. It highlights 
that these efforts in turn will necessitate the support of small-scale farmers 
and allow equal access to land, technology and markets (UN, 2015).

A majority of the world’s poor lives in rural areas, where farming – pre-
dominantly by smallholders – is the central economic activity. To meet 
the world’s future food security and sustainability needs, food production 
must grow substantially while, at the same time, agriculture’s environ-
mental footprint must shrink significantly in developed and developing 
regions. Large increases in agricultural investment will be needed both to 
raise incomes and increase the supply of food sustainably (Brooks, 2016).

Achieving the goal of ending hunger will require a complete redesign 
of how our food systems work. For example, tremendous progress can be 
made by halting agricultural expansion, closing ‘yield gaps’ on 
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under- performing lands, increasing crop efficiency, shifting diets away 
from red meat like beef and pork, and reducing waste (Kovacs et  al., 
2015). Together, these strategies could double food production while 
greatly reducing the harmful environmental impacts of intensive agricul-
ture that result from the livestock industry. Whatever approach we take, 
we need to produce enough healthy food and we need to do it sustain-
ably, so that production remains secure well into the future.

 Goal 3: Good Health and Wellbeing

Any discussion to achieve good health and wellbeing would fall far short 
of its mark without looking at how the meat industry is both creating 
unhealthy environments that are making us sick and polluting our bodies 
with carcinogens.

While good health as a  Sustainabe Development Goal  is primarily 
concerned with reducing infant mortality and providing proper health-
care where and when needed, it also addresses the need to keep all people 
healthy up to and through adulthood. SDG3 recognises that noncom-
municable diseases are the biggest cause of premature death in the world 
today. Obesity and malnutrition are major culprits behind this epidemic 
of poor health, so switching to healthier diets at any age can turn things 
around, giving people longer, more enjoyable lives.

Empirical studies demonstrate that reducing or eliminating mammals 
from our diet can add years to our lives, while also improving the way we 
feel throughout those years. Researchers at Oxford University estimate 
that by 2020, 2.4 million deaths annually will be attributable to the con-
sumption of mammals – as well as a $285 billion healthcare bill for those 
who cling to life in a hospital bed (Springman, 2018). The World Health 
Organization (WHO) links these deaths to diabetes, heart problems and 
cancer – all a result of eating beef, lamb and/or pork on a regular basis 
(Frank et al., 2020).

A report from the Harvard School of Public Health also determined 
that regularly consuming mammal meat could lead to an untimely or 
early death (Harvard Medical School, 2012). Their data was taken from 
a study that followed more than 72,000 women for 18  years. They 
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discovered that those who ate a Western-style diet high in red and pro-
cessed meats had an increased risk of heart disease, cancer and death. 
Another study by the same researchers followed 121,000 men and women 
for 24 years. All the participants submitted information about their diets 
every four years. Over the course of this study, almost 24,000 of the par-
ticipants died. Death rates among those who ate the most mammal meat 
were higher than for those who ate the least. It found that people who ate 
one additional  3 ounce serving of red meat daily faced a 13 per cent 
higher risk of premature death. If that serving was processed meat (such 
as bacon or hot dogs), the risk went to 20 per cent (Skerrett, 2012).

As is well established, good health and wellbeing can be achieved by 
eliminating or reducing our consumption of beef, pork, mutton, veal and 
other mammals. It is not just eating mammal meat that is unhealthy – 
the industrial production of it is polluting our water, our air and our 
bodies. The first step in promoting a healthier lifestyle is to pay attention 
to what we choose to eat and how government policies are subsidising 
and encouraging certain industries.

 Goal 6: Clean Water and Sanitation

The sixth of the 17 SDGs seeks to ensure that everyone, everywhere has 
clean water to drink. Furthermore, access to safe water resources is recog-
nised as a human right by the UN, calling on all countries to provide safe, 
clean, accessible and affordable drinking water and sanitation for all 
(UN, 2010).

Despite it being a human right, water scarcity affects more than 40 per 
cent of people in the world  – an alarming figure that is projected to 
increase with the rise of global temperatures from climate change (Joint 
SDG Fund, 2021). When people can get water, it sometimes contains 
contaminants that can lead to adverse health effects, including gastroin-
testinal illness, reproductive problems and neurological disorders 
(USCDC, 2014).

Where are these contaminants coming from? We know that about 70 
per cent of freshwater is used for agriculture – and most of it is used to 
grow crops that are then fed to livestock. A January 2012 report in 
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National Geographic pointed out that irrigating the land for cattle feed 
uses almost three times as much water as for all the other foods com-
bined. On the other hand, dairy cows require much less water and their 
products (primarily milk and cheese) contribute the most calories to 
diets, but do not involve killing the cow (Scientific American, 2009).

The nitrogen and phosphorus runoff from the chemical fertilisers used 
for intensive agriculture needed to feed livestock is polluting freshwater 
aquifers around the world. In the United States alone, nitrates now con-
taminate the public water supplies of nearly 1700 communities at levels 
the National Cancer Institute says could increase the risk of cancer 
(Schechinger, 2018).

Removing nitrates from tap water is expensive. The city of Des Moines, 
Iowa, had to spend $3.7 million to build a water treatment facility for 
precisely this reason (City of Des Moines Water Works, 2015). In October 
of 2017, Hiawatha, Kansas, built a plant for $3.5 million to deal with 
nitrate levels that were so high that residents were warned not to drink 
the tap water (May, 2017). In 2005, the City of Chino, California, spent 
$4.6 million on an ion exchange system to deal with its dangerously high 
nitrate levels (Jensen et al., 2012).

This phenomenon creates costs to society that inevitably must be paid 
somewhere, by somebody. Either households purchase bottled water, the 
costs get transferred to the healthcare sector when people fall sick, or local 
governments respond with higher taxes to clean up the mess. In develop-
ing countries that are now starting to raise enormous herds of cattle for 
export, the risks are even more perilous, as local governments cannot 
afford to deal with the resulting problems.

 Goal 12: Responsible Consumption and Production

By now, the picture is pretty clear to most people that the way the richer 
countries of the world are producing and consuming their daily meals is 
neither responsible nor practical. How we humans choose to feed our-
selves should in theory nurture human health and support environmental 
sustainability. Doing so ensures a balance with the planet’s carrying 
capacity, defined as the maximum number of individuals of a population 
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that the environment can actually support. Professor Will Steffen, 
Councillor of Australia’s Climate Council, has said we may already be 
pushing the boundaries of this capacity and that the time is now to ‘act 
with urgency’ (Alcock, 2017).

Acting with urgency to achieve sustained and sustainable economic 
growth in line with the SDGs will necessitate a serious reduction of our 
ecological footprint by changing the way we produce and consume both 
goods and resources. We also need to look at the incredible waste that is 
a by-product of the current scenario for these activities. One-third of all 
food produced is never even eaten by people – despite the fact that 815 
million people go to bed hungry every night and every third person is 
malnourished (UNFAO, 2019). The impact of such loss and waste 
worldwide is tremendous. Food loss and waste is responsible annually for 
$940 billion in economic losses and nearly 10 per cent of greenhouse gas 
emissions (UNFAO, 2016).

Goal 12 calls for a global standard for food waste at the retail and con-
sumer levels and a reduction in food losses along the production and 
supply chains (including post-harvest losses) by 2030. It puts the onus on 
‘every country, every major city, and every company involved in food 
supply chains’ to set food loss and waste reduction targets that will ensure 
sufficient attention and a positive focus.

 Goal 13: Climate Action

It is hard not to turn on the news these days without hearing about the 
changing climate. The last time atmospheric CO2 amounts were this high 
was more than three million years ago when sea levels were 15–25 metres 
(50–80 feet) higher than today (Lindsey, 2020). Eighty feet of difference 
in sea level would wipe out most of today’s coastal cities, turning places 
like Manhattan into Atlantis. SDG13 seeks to address this challenge by 
calling on all countries to take urgent action to both halt the causes and 
to work together to adapt to the inevitable changes that have already 
started (UNDESA, 2021).

The United Nations Development Programme UNDP points out that 
the annual average economic losses from climate-related disasters are in 

 A. Rogers



233

the hundreds of billions of dollars. This is not to mention the human 
impact of geo-physical disasters which are 91 per cent climate-related and 
between 1998 and 2017 killed 1.3 million people and left 4.4 billion 
injured (UNDP, 2021a).

While increased levels of carbon can occur naturally over several mil-
lennia, and are probably partly responsible for natural cycles of glacia-
tion, this time around it is clear that the buildup is artificial and occurring 
much more rapidly than ever before. Human emissions and activities 
have caused most, if not all, of the warming observed since 1950, accord-
ing to the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change’s (IPCC) fifth 
assessment report (IPCC, 2014).

While energy generation, transport and construction are identified as 
the usual targets when governments seek to reduce emissions, the impact 
from food production has been somewhat overlooked. However, based 
on the current trend, with intensive agriculture increasingly geared 
toward livestock production, food production is now also a major factor 
to be considered. The  Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
IPCC, an intergovernmental body of the United Nations that is dedi-
cated to providing the world with objective, scientific information rele-
vant to understanding the scientific basis of the risk of human-induced 
climate change, has said the current geographic spread of the use of land 
and the loss of biodiversity are unprecedented in human history. The 
IPCC recently reported that inefficient land use contributes about one- 
quarter of global greenhouse gas emissions, notably CO2 emissions from 
deforestation, CH4 emissions from rice and ruminant livestock and N2O 
emissions from chemical fertilisers (IPCC, 2019).

Throughout much of the world, forests have been cleared to make way 
for livestock. The inefficient farming of cattle feed, together with meth-
ane emissions from cows and fertiliser use, creates as much greenhouse 
gas emissions as all the world’s cars, trucks and airplanes combined 
(Milman, 2018). Producing a kilogram of beef (2 pounds) generates 
around 26 kilograms (57pounds) of carbon dioxide, the highest of all the 
197 foods examined using the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s (USDA) 
food availability data set and a literature meta-analysis of emission factors 
for various food types (Heller & Keoleian, 2014).
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Eating a kilogram of beef is responsible for more greenhouse gas emis-
sions and pollution than driving around for three hours while leaving all 
the lights on back home, according to Akifumi Ogino of the National 
Institute of Livestock and Grassland Science in Tsukuba, Japan. Ogino 
and his team looked at calf production and focused on animal manage-
ment and the effects of producing and transporting feed (Fenelli, 2007).

Comprehensive research led by scientists at the Oxford Martin School 
found that shifting to a mostly vegetarian diet or even cutting down on 
meat consumption to within accepted health guidelines would reduce 
greenhouse gases significantly (Harvey, 2016). A 2013 report from the 
FAO revealed that 14.5 per cent of all human-induced emissions come 
from eating mammals. The report Tackling Climate Change Through 
Livestock says beef and cattle milk production account for most emis-
sions, contributing 41 per cent and 19 per cent of the sector’s emissions 
respectively. Pig meat production is second, contributing 9 per cent to 
the sector’s emissions (Gerber et al., 2013).

According to the FAO study, the main sources of emissions are: feed 
production and processing (45 per cent of the total – with 9 per cent 
attributable to the expansion of pasture and feed crops into forests); fer-
mentation from ruminants (39 per cent), and manure decomposition (10 
per cent). The remainder of the carbon emissions from meat production 
is attributable to the processing and transportation of meat itself.

The report further states that the livestock sector can indeed make an 
important contribution to international efforts to curb climate change by 
voluntarily offsetting some of the sector’s emission increases, since the 
worldwide demand for livestock products is expected to grow by 70 per 
cent by 2050 (Ibid.).

 Goal 14: Life Below Water

Oceans are our friends. More than 3 billion people depend on marine 
and coastal biodiversity for their livelihoods, so it is no surprise it is of 
great concern that at least 30 per cent of the world’s fish stocks are over-
exploited, reaching below the level at which they can produce sustainable 
yields. Oceans also have a calibrating effect on climate change, as they 
absorb about 30 per cent of the carbon dioxide produced by humans. The 
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bad news is we are seeing a 26 per cent rise in ocean acidification since the 
beginning of the industrial revolution. Through SDG14, governments 
worldwide have committed to taking urgent action to prevent and sig-
nificantly reduce marine pollution from all sources and to sustainably 
manage and protect marine and coastal ecosystems (UNDP, 2021b).

It is becoming more and more difficult to grow enough crops in the 
now increasingly depleted soils to feed all the cows, pigs, sheep and other 
livestock being raised for the meat market. Farmers are thus turning to 
nitrogen-rich fertilisers to grow their crops. The chemicals in these fertil-
isers are percolating down into our freshwater aquifers and running 
downstream into our oceans. The result is that algae blooms are sucking 
all the oxygen from the water, killing all marine life. And these ‘dead 
zones’ are expanding like a giant plague: the U.S. National Oceanic and 
Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) announced in June 2019 that the 
hypoxic (or dead) zone in the Gulf of Mexico that runs along the United 
States coastline was 7829 square miles – about the size of the state of New 
Hampshire or Massachusetts. The largest ever recorded was two years 
earlier, in 2017, at 8776 square miles (NOAA, 2019).

More than 3 billion people depend on marine and coastal biodiversity for 
their livelihoods. According to the UNFAO, fish and fish products account 
for 17 per cent of all animal protein consumed in the world, and 26 per cent 
of that 17 per cent is consumed in the poorest and least developed countries. 
The ocean also provides an important source of income for 60 million peo-
ple who work in fisheries and aquaculture. However, nearly 90 per cent of 
the world’s marine fish stocks are now fully exploited, overexploited and/or 
depleted (Thompson & Kituyi, 2018). One-third of the world’s fish catch is 
also fed directly to livestock to be inefficiently converted into beef, thereby 
wasting significant amounts of this precious resource. If we are not careful, 
this overexploitation of ‘life below water’ could push the regenerative capac-
ity of the oceans past the point of no return.

SDG14 calls on all countries to prevent and significantly reduce 
marine pollution of all kinds, in particular from land-based activities. 
One significant way to do this is by reducing or avoiding mammal meat. 
In doing so, we can directly contribute to the solutions necessary to 
restore the health of our oceans, restoring life below water to its balance 
within the ecosystem.
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 Goal 15: Life on Land

SDG 15 looks at our relationship with the land and how well we manage 
it for the benefit of future generations. We all know our lives depend on 
the health of the Earth for our sustenance and our livelihoods. The UN 
estimates that at least 1.6 billion people depend on forests for their liveli-
hood and that 75 per cent of the world’s poor are affected directly by land 
degradation (UN, 2021). The Center for International Forestry 
Research  (CIFOR) reports that plant life provides 80 per cent of our 
human diet, which is why we rely on agriculture as an important eco-
nomic resource. Forests account for 30 per cent of the Earth’s surface and 
provide vital habitats for millions of species (CIFOR, 2016). Forests also 
are important sources of clean air and water, and are crucial for combat-
ing climate change through photosynthesis – the process through which 
plants convert CO2 from the air into biomass.

The quality of our land is deteriorating so rapidly that our ecosystems 
may soon be unable to sustain life as we know it today. The annual 
destruction of primary tropical rainforest – the wildest and most diverse 
swathes – has increased as much as 25 per cent since the 1990s. We are 
losing upwards of 80,000 acres of tropical rainforest daily and signifi-
cantly degrading an additional 80,000 acres every day. As the trees disap-
pear, so do some 135 plant, animal and insect species – some 50,000 
species each year. Cattle ranching is one of the primary reasons for the 
clearing of these forests – both for the cattle themselves and to grow the 
crops to feed them (Thompson & Kituyi, 2018).

Just four commodities – beef, soy, palm oil and wood products – drive 
most tropical deforestation. Of these four, beef has by far the largest 
impact. Converting forest to pasture for beef cattle, largely happening in 
Latin America, is destroying millions of hectares of tropical forest each 
year – in 2018 alone the world lost 3.6 million hectares of primary rain-
forest, an area the size of Belgium (Weisse & Goldman, 2019).

The drive behind the incessant clearing of rainforests is both to do with 
a growing demand for beef and because much of the grazing land is ren-
dered useless after a few years. The land suffers substantial losses of soil 
fertility and soil erosion because soil nutrients are rapidly depleted after 
clearing and grasses are soon replaced by less useless vegetation, causing 
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farmers to clear yet more rainforest to feed and pasture their cattle (Haan 
& Blackburn, 1997).

Data from the Brazilian Beef Exporters Association show that beef 
exports from that country increased 20 per cent in 2017 to 132,000 metric 
tons and then an additional 11 per cent in 2018 to 178,000  metric 
tons (Williams, 2019). How many Brazilian cows are required to produce 
178,000t of beef? A steer produces a 750lb carcass after the fat and muscle 
are trimmed away. Remove the bones, and you get around 490 pounds of 
boneless trimmed beef (San Diego State University, 2020). Using these 
figures, the 178,000 metric tons of beef exports in 2018 translates into 
392,422,827 lbs of meat. Divide that figure by 490, and we get around 
800,862 cows that are slaughtered each year in Brazil alone. Consider the 
amount of land it takes to produce all those cows each year, and you will 
start to understand what is happening to the rainforest.

Goal 15 challenges the world to protect, restore and sustainably use 
terrestrial ecosystems, manage our forests, and halt and reverse land deg-
radation and biodiversity loss. Eighty per cent of endangered mammals 
are now threatened by habitat loss due to ever expanding agriculture that 
feeds the few mammals that we eat. We simply must bring food produc-
tion back within the limits of planetary boundaries. Reducing our con-
sumption of mammal meat and eating a locally-based diet that is 
sustainably sourced is – in a nutshell – the single biggest action we can 
take to protect life on land. And remember:life on land includes us.

Scientists have long warned that unfamiliar pathogens will emerge 
more frequently from interactions among humans, livestock and wildlife, 
interactions that have steadily increased in scale and intensity, ultimately 
squeezing local ecosystems so hard that deadly viruses emerge (Berger, 
2020). The novel coronavirus may be the latest to do so, and unless we 
relax our grip on nature, it will not be the last.

 Conclusions and Recommendations

In order to ensure that humankind charts a way forward that is sustain-
able and equitable, we must realise that we are all in this together. Personal 
choices have repercussions that ripple out far beyond one’s personal space, 
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either hurting or healing the world at large. It’s all about partnership and 
community – looking after one another. The partnerships to support the 
realisation of these 17  SDGs  (and most other internationally-agreed 
commitments for global wellbeing) must, of course, happen at the global 
level of nation states, but are also required of subnational levels of govern-
ment like states and provinces, and of cities, communities, clubs and 
associations, and individuals like you and me. If we all do our part to 
ensure a sustainable future for our children, we will together turn things 
around and restore our balance with the Earth – but only if we rethink 
our menu and look beyond mammals for our meals. The choice is easy, 
and the choice is ours to make.

The 2020 Human Development Report (HDR) points out that 2020 
was devastating for both planet and people: record-breaking Atlantic hur-
ricanes, enormous wildfires in Australia, the USA, Siberia and Brazil, and 
a pandemic in which millions have died and many millions more have 
lost their chance to work, study or see their loved ones. It states that all of 
these catastrophic events are, for the most part, consequences of past 
choices. To ensure a better future, according to the report, we need to 
start making different choices, at the individual and policy levels. 
(UNDP, 2020).

A January 2019 study by the EAT-Lancet Commission on Food, 
Planet and Health, a collaboration between the EAT Foundation, The 
Lancet, Wellcome Trust, and the Stockholm Resilience Centre, outlined 
the ideal healthy diet – one that is best for the health of the individual 
and the planet. Thirty-seven scientists from sixteen countries (all interna-
tional experts in health, nutrition and sustainability) argued that ‘getting 
it right with food will be an important way for countries to achieve the 
targets of the UN Sustainable Development Goals and the Paris 
Agreement regarding climate change’ (Willett et al., 2019).

Our individual consumer choices may not be enough to avert what 
The Lancet report calls ‘catastrophic damage to the planet’. Governments 
also will need to encourage healthy food choices and ensure access to 
nutritious food. Policies and government subsidies will need to be redi-
rected away from harmful agricultural practices and toward ones that are 
healthier for our bodies and our environment, and indeed our planet.

It is clear that the societal costs of mammal meat consumption are far 
greater than the price paid by the consumer. There is now increased 
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discussion by policymakers in many countries (Germany, Denmark and 
Sweden, for example) (Kateman, 2019) to  regulate red and processed 
meat consumption, similar to the regulations for other carcinogens and 
foods with public health concerns. One approach is to regulate the indus-
try or to outlaw certain foods – as New York City has tried to do by ban-
ning sugar-sweetened drinks in cups larger than 16 ounces (0.5 litres) 
(Ibid.). A more market-based approach would involve taxing red and 
processed meats according to their health impacts. This latter approach 
looks at the cost of eating meat on the global economy and how much tax 
consumers should pay to offset the health and environmental conse-
quences of their diets.

Looking into the most optimal taxation levels for red and processed 
meats in nearly 150 countries and regions, health experts at Oxford uni-
versity concluded in its 2018 study that introducing a tax on meat would 
produce widespread health and environmental benefits. In high-income 
countries, the price for beef, lamb, and pork would need to be increased 
by more than 20 per cent, while processed meats like sausages and hot 
dogs would need to more than double in price to cover their true cost to 
society. These researchers concluded that introducing such a health tax on 
these products would offset healthcare costs and likely prevent more than 
220,000 deaths a year globally (Springmann, Mason-D’Croz, et al., 2018).

Some argue that if the true cost of meat production were reflected in 
the price of the meat itself, then only elites would be able to eat meat. If 
so, so be it. There are many things that are so expensive that only the rich 
can afford them. Just because private jets can be afforded by the super 
wealthy doesn’t mean they should be subsidised for everyone else. Let the 
rich eat their expensive beef that reflects the product’s true cost, while the 
rest of us eat more healthy alternatives.

 A Transformative Change Is Needed

Achieving the vision outlined in this book will obviously require a dra-
matic and transformative shift within our society and the economy at 
large. In the United States, the mammal meat industry is responsible for 
5.4 million jobs and $257 billion in wages. An estimated 527,019 people 
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have jobs in production and packing, import operations, sales, packaging 
and the direct distribution of mammal meat products. One report claims 
the meat industry accounts for $1.02 trillion in total economic output or, 
in other words, 5.6 per cent of gross domestic product (GDP) in the 
United States alone (NAMI, 2018).

Livestock also plays a crucial economic role for an estimated 60 per 
cent of rural households in developing countries – including small-holder 
farmers, agro-pastoralists and pastoralists. It contributes to the liveli-
hoods of about 1.7 billion poor people. According to the UNFAO, at 
least 70 per cent of those employed in the sector are women (UNFAO, 
2018b). Livestock, including dairy and other animal products, creates 
cash and in-kind incomes, and enables savings for future needs. As a 
result, it should be clearly recognized here that this sector – while causing 
harm to our health, society and the environment – also plays a major role 
in reducing poverty.

If everyone were to stop eating mammal meat immediately after read-
ing this chapter, it would probably push a lot of people into poverty. 
However, as with all disruptive technologies, shifts in the market require 
economic adaptation. The suppliers and supply-chain management infra-
structure would resist like they always do – but eventually, they would-
have to adapt, people would need to be retrained and new jobs would 
have to be created. What is needed is a more sustainable alternative which 
can offer new technologies and thus new jobs, and an accompanying shift 
away from relying on the exploitation of our fellow mammals to fuel the 
economy.

Looking ahead, I do believe the path to inclusive prosperity will include 
a dramatic reduction in the production and consumption of our fellow 
mammals. Overcoming the complex challenges that the world is now 
confronting will require a political willingness to embrace the principles 
of sustainability and transformative action to tackle the root causes of 
poverty and hunger successfully. It will also require an individual willing-
ness to be a part of the solution, and to s understand that what we choose 
to grow, kill and eat makes a much bigger difference than many of us 
realise.

 A. Rogers
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