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PARIS: Not everyone needs to become a vegetarian, much
less vegan, to keep the planet from overheating, but it
would surely make things easier if they did. That’s the
ambiguous and — for many on either side of this meaty
issue — unsatisfying conclusion of the most comprehen-
sive report ever compiled on the link between climate
change and how we feed ourselves, released Thursday by
the United Nations.

The core findings are crystal clear: climate change is
threatening the world’s food supply, even as the way we
produce food fuels global warming. Rising temperatures in
tropical zones are starting to shrink yields, displace staple
crops, and sap essential nutrients from food plants. At the
same time, the global food system — from farm to food
court — accounts for at least a quarter of global green-
house gas emissions.  With two billion more mouths to
feed by mid-century, it cannot simply be scaled up without
pushing Earth’s thermometer deep into the red zone,
according to the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate
Change (IPCC) “special report”. More than a quarter of
today’s food-related emissions come from cattle and
sheep. “Today’s IPCC report identifies the enormous
impact that our dietary choices have on the environment,”
commented Alan Dangour, a nutrition and global health
expert at the London School of Hygiene & Tropical
Medicine. “It is clear that reducing the demand for meat in
diets is an important approach to lowering the environ-
mental impact of the food system.”

Double climate threat 

The livestock industry is a double climate threat: it
replaces CO2-absorbing forests — notably in sub-tropical
Brazil — with land for grazing and soy crops for cattle
feed. The animals also belch huge amounts of methane, a
potent greenhouse gas. On average, beef requires 20 times
more land and emits 20 times more greenhouse gases per

unit of edible protein than basic plant proteins, notes the
World Resources Institute, a Washington-based policy
think tank. For all these reasons, the IPCC concludes, grav-
itating towards “balanced diets, featuring plant-based
foods” would hugely help the climate change cause. This
may sound like a ringing endorsement of vegetarianism,
but it doesn’t necessarily mean the world must, or should,
eschew meat altogether, the IPCC said.

Besides “coarse grains, legumes, fruits, vegetables, nuts
and seeds,” that “balanced diet” also includes “animal-
sourced food produced in resilient, sustainable and low-
greenhouse gas emission systems,” the report concluded.
There are likely several reasons the 100-plus authors
stopped short of calling for a ban on carbon-intensive red
meat. To begin with, calling for anything is not part of their
brief. “The IPCC does not recommend people’s diets,” co-
chair Jim Skea, a professor at Imperial College London’s
Centre for Environmental Policy, tweeted in reaction to
misleading media stories.

‘Reference diet’ 
“What we’ve pointed out on the basis of scientific evi-

dence is that there are certain diets that have a lower car-
bon footprint.” Observers privy to the week-long meeting,
which vets the report summary line-by-line, also note that
some scientific findings align better than others with the
interests of beef-producing nations. IPCC reports are
based entirely on published, peer-reviewed research, and
this one included thousands of data points. 

But the final step in a years-long process is approval by
diplomats who tussle over how key passages are formulat-
ed, including what gets left in or out. Another compelling
reason not to espouse a purely plant-based diet is that bil-
lions of poor people around the world depend on fish, and
to a lesser extent meat, for protein and nutrients that may
not be readily available elsewhere. “More than 800 million
people have insufficient food,” noted Harvard University’s

Walter Willett, co-commissioner of a landmark study earli-
er this year in The Lancet proposing a “reference diet” for
optimal health that is long on veggies, legumes and nuts,
and short on meat, dairy and sugar.

That diet, The Lancet study found, could feed a world
of 10 billion people in 2050 — but only barely. “We are
suggesting a more balanced diet that has roughly 100

grams per person per week of red meat — a single serving
once a week rather than ever day,” co-author Johan
Rockstrom, former director of the Potsdam Institute for
Climate Change Impacts, told AFP. Meat consumption has
leveled off in rich nations, where fast food chains —
including Burger King, McDonald’s, and this week Subway
— are rushing to offer faux meat alternatives. — AFP

Can we eat meat and still 
help fight global warming?

US won’t approve
labels that say
glyphosate 
causes cancer
WASHINGTON: The US Environmental Protection
Agency has said it will no longer approve warning labels
that claim the controversial herbicide glyphosate causes
cancer, calling the statement “false and misleading.” The
ruling, issued Thursday, is a boost to US agriculture giant

Monsanto and its German parent company Bayer, which
has been battered by a wave of lawsuits over its flagship
weedkiller sold under the trade name Roundup.

California decided in 2017 that the pesticides must
carry labeling to reflect the World Health Organization’s
International Agency for Research on Cancer finding two
years earlier that is was “probably carcinogenic.” But in a
letter to businesses, the EPA cited its own evaluation
from 2017 that it said contained a more extensive dataset.
“It is irresponsible to require labels on products that are
inaccurate when EPA knows the product does not pose a
cancer risk. We will not allow California’s flawed program
to dictate federal policy,” said EPA Administrator Andrew
Wheeler in a statement.

California juries have also handed out blockbuster dam-
ages awards in three cases against Monsanto where can-

cer victims successfully argued the herbicide was the
probable cause of their illnesses, though each of the
amounts were later reduced. Austria became the first
European Union member to forbid all glyphosate use in
July, with restrictions also in force in the Czech Republic,
Italy, and the Netherlands. France is phasing it out by 2023.

Opponents of the Austrian bill consider the ban count-
er to law in the EU, which at the end of 2017 renewed the
license for glyphosate for another five years. But the
independence of the European Food Safety Authority
was questioned after media reports suggested that pages
of its report were copied and pasted from analyses in a
2012 Monsanto study.  Writing in the British Medical
Journal in April, epidemiologist Manolis Kogevinas said it
had become difficult to separate scientific research on
glyphosate from politics and economic interests.

“Undisclosed industry involvement has emerged in evalu-
ations by EFSA, the UN’s Joint Meeting on Pesticide
Residues, and the US Environmental Protection Agency,”
he said. “Although it is difficult to quantify, lobbying
probably influenced the outcome of some of these evalu-
ations and media coverage and led US government offi-
cials to question supporting the IARC/WHO.”

Kogevinas argued that more research was required to
address gaps in information, including the relative effects
of different product formulations, the timing of exposure,
and the mechanism of the substance’s action in humans.
“But responsible companies marketing products that may
pose a risk to human health and the environment should
be collaborating internationally to gather evidence of
possible harm, rather than attacking authoritative sci-
ence,” he concluded. — AFP 

LONDON: Protesters bring placards as they gather for a march calling for action to combat climate change organ-
ized by the climate campaign group Mothers Rise Up in central London. — AFP 


