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Purpose
The purpose of this pack is to provide context and understanding to the 
forthcoming National Food Strategy (Part Two), along along with helping 
co-ordinate a unified response from British agriculture.
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What Is The National Food Strategy?
Background
Announced in 2019, The NFS is the first  
independent review of England’s food system 
in 75 years and is being led by restauranteur 
and founder of Leon restaurants Henry  
Dimbleby. Mr Dimbleby reports to UK  
Government ministers. 

The NFS has two parts. Part One was  
published in July 2020 and focused on the 
UK’s response to Brexit and Covid-19 from  
a food systems perspective. 

Part Two is the focus of this stakeholder  
pack and is expected to be published 
mid-July 2021. 

Both parts of the NFS will subsequently  
inform a Government White Paper which will 
set out the Government’s response. This will 
be published within 6 months of the NFS  
(i.e. by January 2022). 

Scope of NFS
The NFS Part Two will cover the entire food 
chain from farm to fork, as well as production, 
marketing, and the processing, sale and  
purchase of food. It will consider consumer  
practices, resources and institutions  
involved in these processes.

The NFS Part Two will also undertake an  
organisational analysis of UK food systems 
and will examine the role of central  
government departments, arms-length bodies, 
local councils and city authorities.

The scope of the NFS is limited to England. 
However, food systems are tightly interwoven, 
with almost 600 farms straddling the boarders  
of Scotland and Wales. Therefore, it is  
important to consider the UK’s relationship 
with devolved administrations, the European 
Union and other trading partners.

Challenges it aims to address
The NFS Part Two will seek to address 
a series of food system challenges, 
such as:

• Globally increasing rates of obesity related 
diseases, diabetes, and cardiac disease

• The environmental impact of intensive 
farming

• New challenges to food security such as 
population increases, trade barriers and 
public health dangers
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Some Positive Intel
Government appears unlikely to mandate a 20% reduction in 
meat and dairy consumption.

In the UK’s sixth Carbon Budget, published on the 9 December 
2020, The Government has decided not to implement a  
recommendation from the Committee on Climate Change to  
aim for a 20% reduction in meat and dairy consumption. 

Defra Minister, Rebecca Pow explained that while “food choices 
and improved farming practices have an impact on these  
[agricultural] emissions, well-managed livestock can also provide 
environmental benefits”.

She went on to say that the Government’s aim is to enable 
“farmers to optimise sustainable food production, reduce  
emissions from agriculture and allow consumer choices to drive 
those changes.” The Government is committed to developing a 
food strategy that will support the development of a food system 
that is sustainable, resilient and affordable, that will support  
people to live healthy lives, and that will protect animal health 
and welfare. Meat and dairy are a logical and necessary part of 
that system.
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Potential Focus Areas

Red Meat 
& Health

Red Meat 
& Environment

UK Farming 
Standards

Global Farming 
Standards

Ultra-Processed 
Foods

We cannot be certain of what the NFS Part Two will recommend. However, there are five key areas  
we anticipate the NFS to make recommendations for, these are:

The NFS may focus on the 
volume of meat consumed 
in England, and could 
make a recommendation to 
reduce consumption rate or 
impose a ‘meat tax’. 

The NFS could include 
criticism of intensive 
farming methods, their 
impact on climate change 
and the overconsumption 
of red meat.

Other environmental areas 
of focus are reported to 
contribute to climate change 
and the over consumption 
of meat. Biodiversity may 
also be addressed following 
the Dasgupta Review 
(Feb 2021), which made 
recommendations to reduce 
meat consumption to bring 
benefits to biodiversity.

The NFS could focus on the 
UK’s livestock production 
systems, recommending 
a shift to more extensively 
reared animals.

The NFS could also be 
critical of global farming 
practices. Again, with a 
potential recommendation 
that a greater proportion of 
meat should come from 
extensively reared animals.

The NFS could include 
a potential focus on 
‘ultra-processed foods’, 
claiming a link to obesity. 
Mr Dimbleby has alluded  
to this link previously.

‘Ultra-processed foods’  
is a recently coined term 
defined using the NOVA 
classification system. 
Foods are categorised  
according to the way they 
are prepared and the  
extent of processing that 
they have undergone.
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Industry Key Messaging
AHDB have identified three key messages to focus on in response to the NFS. Depending on the 
reports’ recommendations, the most appropriate will be the focus.

Message One Message Two Message Three
Lean red meat can play a role in a 

healthy, balanced diet and is included in 
the government’s healthy eating model – 

the Eatwell Guide.

Lean meat is described as a nutrient-dense 
food in the US dietary guidelines. Red meat 
is a rich source of high quality protein and 

contains vitamins and minerals such as iron, 
zinc and vitamin B12.*

Red meat is a rich source of high quality 
protein and contains vitamins and minerals 

such as iron, zinc and vitamin B12. The latest 
UK National Diet and Nutrition Survey shows 

that, on average, red meat contributes to 
10% of protein, 14% of zinc, 7% of iron, and 
6% of selenium intakes in adults in the UK.

Suggesting that people simply stop eating red 
meat fails to recognise the nutritional quality 

of such foods and the complex interplay of the 
many factors that influence the environmental 
impact of our diets. In moderation, meat has a 
role to play in diets that are nutritious, healthy 

and more sustainable.

*A varied and balanced diet and a healthy lifestyle is an important part of maintaining good health.

https://www.nhs.uk/live-well/eat-well/the-eatwell-guide/
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Proof Points
These proof points will be used to help support the key messages outlined above.

Message One Message Two Message Three
Red meat is a source of protein, iron, vitamin 
B12, and zinc. Lean red meat can be enjoyed 

as part of a healthy, balanced diet.

The fat content of red meat has fallen over the 
last 20 years, and the average fat content of 

lean beef is 4.3g/100g.

On average, red meat contributes 10% of 
protein, 14% of zinc, 7% of iron, and 6% of 

selenium intakes in adults in the UK.

The government recommends that people 
who eat more than 90g (cooked weight) of red 
and processed meat a day cut down to 70g or 
less, to reduce the risk of bowel cancer. The 
latest UK National Diet and Nutrition Survey 
reports that the average intake of red and 

processed meat in UK adults is 56g per day, 
with women (aged 19-64) averaging 44g/day 

and men (19-64) averaging 69g/day.

The latest National Diet and Nutrition Survey 
indicates that, on average, 49% of teenage 
girls aged 11-18 years and 25% of women 
aged 19-64 years have iron intakes below 

the recommended amounts.

CIEL 2020 states that all livestock in the 
UK emit 6% of total GHG emissions, 

with crops emitting 4%. The UK is also 
predominantly grassland, with 60% of 

farmland being grass. This land is unable  
to sustain crops, so grazing animals 

allows this land to be productive while 
maintaining it for wildlife habitats, food 
sources and helping to aid biodiversity.

The contribution of UK livestock to GHG  
emissions is estimated to be around 6%  

of the country’s total emissions. This is similar  
to the percentage of GHG emissions from  

food waste from households and  
businesses (5%), and much less than that from  
transport (27%) or our energy supply (21%).

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/composition-of-foods-integrated-dataset-cofid
https://www.nhs.uk/live-well/eat-well/meat-nutrition/
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/ndns-results-from-years-9-to-11-2016-to-2017-and-2018-to-2019
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/ndns-results-from-years-9-to-11-2016-to-2017-and-2018-to-2019
https://www.cielivestock.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/CIEL-Net-Zero-Carbon-UK-Livestock-FINAL-interactive-low-res-APP-revised-reference-Oct-2020.pdf
https://wrap.org.uk/taking-action/food-drink/actions/action-on-food-waste
https://wrap.org.uk/taking-action/food-drink/actions/action-on-food-waste
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What Is AHDB Doing?
Monitoring
Using our networks to gain an 
understanding of WHEN the NFS 
will be announced.

Aligning
Via the Reputation Group and our 
existing channels, we are keeping 
industry informed, and providing 
consistent messaging.

Informing
Once the NFS is published, 
AHDB will provide a summary  
to industry, along with key 
 messages.

Media Management
Once the NFS is published, 
AHDB will work with stakeholders 
to respond to media coverage if 
appropriate.
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ASSETS
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Free Social Media Assets Available  
We have created a range of social media assets that are suitable to be 
used on Facebook and Twitter. These have been emailed in a zipped 
folder to you with this pack.   

EXAMPLE
EXAMPLE

EXAMPLE
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Q&A
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Q&A: Red Meat
Q:  What are the current UK 

recommendations on red 
meat and health

The government advise that people who 
are eating more than 90g/day of red and 
processed meat should cut down to 
less than 70g/day to reduce the risk of 
bowel cancer. The latest National Diet 
and Nutrition Survey reports that the  
average intake of red and processed 
meat in UK adults is 56g, with women 
(aged 19-64) averaging 44g/day and 
men (aged 19-64) averaging 69g/day.1 

However, mean intakes doesn’t give an 
indication of range; there is considerable  
variation in consumption within age 
groups in the UK population, such as  
in men aged 19-64 years, where intakes 
vary from 0-208g/day when comparing 
the 2.5th to the 97.5th percentile.1

Q:  Does red meat contribute 
to essential nutrient 
intakes?
Red meat is a source of nutrients such 
as protein, iron, vitamin B12, and zinc. 
National dietary data shows that, on  
average, red meat contributes 10%  
protein, 14% of zinc, 7% of iron, and  
6% of selenium intakes in diets of adults 
in the UK.1 Meat contains a form of iron 
that our bodies can more easily absorb 
than the kind of iron found in foods of 
plant origin.

Q:  How do we know our  
food is safe to eat? 
Red Tractor is the biggest farm and 
food assurance scheme in the UK. It 
develops standards based on science, 
evidence, best practice and legislation 
that cover animal welfare, food safety, 
traceability and environmental protection.  
Around 50,000 British farmers are  
accredited to Red Tractor standards, 
which form the basis of buying and 
sourcing specifications for major  
supermarkets, household brands and 
restaurant chains, ultimately making  
life simpler for everyone.2

1 https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/ndns-results-from-years-9-to-11-2016-to-2017-and-2018-to-2019
2 https://redtractor.org.uk/

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/ndns-results-from-years-9-to-11-2016-to-2017-and-2018-to-2019


This Pack is not for onward sharing and distribution 12

Q&A: Red Meat
Q: Can eating red or processed meat increase 

your risk of cancer? 

Two expert organisations have recently reviewed the evidence  
on red meat and bowel (colorectal) cancer – the International  
Agency for Research on Cancer (IARC)3, a part of the World 
Health Organization (WHO)4, and the World Cancer Research 
Fund (WCRF)5. Both found that eating a lot of red meat is  
‘probably’ a cause of bowel cancer, but the evidence for a link 
was stronger for processed meat. 

Even though the best available evidence has been used, IARC  
has explained that it is not possible to know for sure if there is  
a direct ‘cause and effect’ relationship for red meat and bowel 
cancer, because their conclusions are based on limited  
‘epidemiological’ evidence. This can only provide information 
about ‘associations’, and there is normally a degree of uncertainty 
surrounding whether the findings in these studies are causal. It 
may be that there are other explanations, for example other  
aspects of their lifestyle, which can also affect the risk of cancer.

There does not appear to be strong evidence between red and 
processed meat and the risk of other cancers.6

3 https://www.iarc.who.int/
4 https://www.who.int/
5 https://www.wcrf-uk.org/ 
6 https://weeatbalanced.com/is-red-meat-a-cancer-risk/
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Q&A: Dairy & Whole Grains In The Diet 
Q: Should we cut out dairy products  

from our diet?

In short, there is no need to unless you have cow’s milk protein 
allergy.  According to the NHS website7, milk and dairy products 
can form part of a healthy, balanced diet. Milk, cheese and yogurt 
provide a range of nutrients which contribute to health including 
protein, calcium, and potassium. For example, a 200ml glass of 
semi-skimmed milk provides 35 % of calcium, 44 % of iodine and 
over 100% of vitamin B12 of an adults recommended daily intake.8 

In young children, the fat in whole milk can provide calories and 
the essential fat soluble vitamin A. Milk and milk products also 
provide a number of other essential nutrients. Calcium is needed 
for maintenance of normal teeth and bones, and for the normal 
growth and development of bone in children. The latest NDNS 
data1 shows that milk and milk products contribute 63%, 47% 
and 35% of calcium intakes in children aged 1.5-3 years, 4-10 
years and 11-18 years respectively. In older children (11-18 year 
olds) 15% are consuming below the Lower Nutrient Reference  

1 https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/ndns-results-from-years-9-to-11-2016-to-2017-and-2018-to-2019
7 https://www.nhs.uk/live-well/eat-well/milk-and-dairy-nutrition/
8 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/composition-of-foods-integrated-dataset-cofid

Intake (LNRI) of calcium, which could be cause for concern, given that 
calcium requirements in this age group are particularly high.  

The saturated fat and sugar content of dairy products can vary  
significantly, so consumers are encouraged to look at the nutrition  
information to make informed choices. Most of us need to cut down  
on free sugars intakes but the sugars naturally found in milk (lactose)  
is not considered free sugars. Nutrition labels only give a total sugar  
value which is the sum of both the free sugars and lactose so knowing 
the free sugars content in dairy products can be difficult. But consumers 
can check the ingredients label to see whether free sugars have been 
added (e.g. glucose syrup, sugar, dextrose, honey, fruit concentrate). 
Consumers can choose unsweetened versions, for example plain  
yogurt, and add fruit to sweeten instead.

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/ndns-results-from-years-9-to-11-2016-to-2017-and-2018-to-2019
https://www.nhs.uk/live-well/eat-well/milk-and-dairy-nutrition/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/composition-of-foods-integrated-dataset-cofid
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Q&A: Dairy & Whole Grains In The Diet 
Q: Would reducing our dairy intake  

help the environment?
When it comes to the food we eat, the way it is produced has a 
huge impact on its environmental impact and sustainability. Dairy 
from the UK offers a more sustainable option compared to many 
other countries around the world, as our landscape and climate 
make it some of the most sustainably produced in the world.

The carbon footprint of milk produced in the UK is nearly a third 
lower than the global average. In fact, all red meat and dairy only 
contributes around 6% of all UK greenhouse gas emissions.9 

Farmers are committed to doing their bit and they understand the 
role they have in cutting carbon emissions. That is why they are 
focusing on the journey to carbon-neutral by 2040.

9 https://www.cielivestock.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/CIEL-Net-Zero-Carbon-UK-Livestock-FINAL-interactive-revised-May-2021.pdf
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Q&A: Dairy & Whole Grains In The Diet 
Q: Why are whole grains good for your health? 

Healthy dietary recommendations worldwide advise including 
starchy carbohydrates into your food choices, particularly higher 
fibre whole grain varieties. Some people think starchy foods  
are fattening, but gram for gram they contain less than half the 
calories of fat. Whole grains are a good source of fibre and  
provide our body with essential vitamins and minerals. UK  
dietary guidelines recommend that adults aim to eat at least  
30g of fibre each day; but currently, on average, we are only  
consuming around 20g.10

Q:	 Why	do	we	need	fibre	in	our	diet?	

Choosing foods with fibre can help us feel fuller for longer, and  
a diet rich in fibre can help digestion and prevent constipation.  
According to the NHS website there is strong evidence that  
eating plenty of fibre is associated with a lower risk of type 2  
diabetes, heart disease, stroke and bowel cancer (NHS).11 As part 
of a healthy, balanced diet it’s important to get fibre from a variety 
of sources such as whole grains, potatoes in skins, fruit and  
vegetables, pulses and beans, and nuts and seeds.

10 https://weeatbalanced.com/benefits-of-wholegrains/
11 https://www.nhs.uk/live-well/eat-well/how-to-get-more-fibre-into-your-diet/
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Q&A: Ultra-Processed Foods
Q:  What is the link between UPFs and obesity?

Scientific evidence has shown a potential link with UPFs and  
obesity. However, the majority of these studies are observational, 
and so can’t establish that eating more UPFs actually causes 
obesity.12 The term ‘ultra-processed foods’ usually refers to foods 
and drinks produced in factories that can contain additives such 
as colours, flavours, emulsifiers or preservatives or ingredients we  
do not typically find at home. 

The definition of UPFs is based purely on the level of processing –  
not on the nutrient content of the food. ‘Ultra-processed foods’ 
include an enormous range of products, many of which are high  
in saturated fats, sugars and salt, like crisps, cakes, sweets,  
chocolate and sugary drinks, that we already know we should  
be eating less of. But the definition also includes foods that can 
be part of a healthy, balanced diet such as wholemeal sliced 
bread, lower sugar yogurts, whole grain breakfast cereals and 
baked beans.

Q:		 How	are	UPFs	defined?
There is currently no universal consensus for the classification 
of processed foods. The term ultra-processed foods is usually 
based on a food classification method called NOVA, which  
defines them as products made by industrial processing that  
can contain additives such as colours, flavours, emulsifiers or 
preservatives.12

This definition focusses on the processing method alone not the 
nutrient content, and encompasses a very wide range of foods. 
Whilst many UPFs are high in saturated fats, sugars and salt, 
foods that are less healthy choices, they also include foods such 
as whole grain breakfast cereals, wholewheat bread and yogurts 
that can be part of a healthy, balanced diet. According to NOVA, 
red meat in the form of steaks, fillets and other cuts (pork, beef 
and lamb), milk and plain yogurt, are all classified as unprocessed 
or minimally processed, and cheese is classified as processed 
but not ultra-processed.

12 http://www.fao.org/3/ca5644en/ca5644en.pdf 
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Q&A: Intensive Farming
Q:  Is intensive farming bad for the environment?

Farming has evolved in the past 50 years to meet the challenges 
of providing affordable, nutritious food for a growing global  
population estimated at between 8 and 11 billion people by 2050.13 

British agriculture has risen to the challenge of ‘producing more 
with less’, with significant reductions in fertiliser, agro-chemical 
and veterinary medicine use over the past 10 years, without  
compromising food safety or animal welfare9. Initiatives such as  
carbon reporting, improved animal genetics, yield mapping, 

9 https://www.cielivestock.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/CIEL-Net-Zero-Carbon-UK-Livestock-FINAL-interactive-revised-May-2021.pdf
13 https://population.un.org/wpp/Publications/Files/WPP2019_Highlights.pdf
14 https://www.adas.uk/News/cattle-and-sheep-welfare-in-the-uk-what-consumers-should-know
15 https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/325253/FAWC_report_on_the_welfare_of_pigs_kept_oudoors.pdf

solar energy and tree planting are also becoming more widespread  
as farmers respond to consumer demands for food with a reduced  
environmental impact.

The UK’s weather and landscape make it an ideal place to graze cows 
and sheep; we have plenty of grass, rain and sunshine. This means all 
UK sheep, and 95% of cows, spend most of the year out on the field, 
only to be bought indoors when it’s too wet and muddy14. A large  
number of pigs are also outdoors – in fact, the UK has the largest  
outdoor herd in Europe.15

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/325253/FAWC_report_on_the_welfare_of_pigs_kept_oudoors.pdf
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Q:  Is eating red meat bad for the environment?
 Cows, sheep and pigs play a really important role in sustainable food 

production because they can turn the plants such as grass and food 
by-products we can’t eat, into meat and milk for humans, providing 
high quality protein alongside a range of essential nutrients we can’t 
make ourselves. 

 UK livestock emissions are estimated to make up around 6%9  
of UK’s total GHG emissions, which is lower than an EU-wide  
estimate of 9.1%.16 Also, environmental impact is not just about 
GHG emissions. Our livestock farming systems can also contribute  
positively to the management of our unique landscape. 

18

Q&A: Environment
Q:  Will reducing the UK’s red meat 

consumption	significantly	improve	our 
environmental impact?

Greenhouse gas emissions from UK livestock are estimated to 
make up around 6%9 of the country’s total emissions. Cows, 
sheep and pigs can play an important role in food production  
because they are able to convert the plants and food by-products 
we can’t eat into nutrient-rich foods for us. 

Ongoing efforts are being made to improve the efficiency of how 
animals are farmed to help mitigate some of the GHG emissions 
associated with livestock farming. 

However, it is also important to consider the environmental  
impact of eating meat alongside the nutritional contribution (high 
quality protein and a range of essential nutrients we can’t make 
ourselves) that these foods can make in our diet. UK farming  
systems also contribute positively to the management of our 
unique landscape and support the livelihoods of rural communities, 
which are other important aspects of the overall picture when it 
comes to sustainable food systems.

9  https://www.cielivestock.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/CIEL-Net-Zero-Carbon-UK-Live  
 stock-FINAL-interactive-revised-May-2021.pdf
16  https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/38abd8e0-9fe1-4870-81da-2455f9fd75ad
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Q:  Is reducing red meat consumption  
more sustainable?

With food production so intrinsically linked, removing or reducing 
livestock is likely to lead to a less sustainable food system, with 
unintended consequences for the wider environment (for example, 
water quality, biodiversity, etc). With sustainability imperative to 
food security and affordability, removing or dramatically reducing 
livestock could have huge implications on the availability of  
affordable food.

Studies suggest removing animal products from western diets could 
reduce personal carbon footprints by around 4%.17 Care must be 
taken to avoid replacing sustainably and locally produced foods 
such as red meat and dairy with imported goods, or producing 
crops with artificial fertilisers rather than manures with potentially 
wider environmental implications, or in some countries significant  
impacts on the economy and its people. Shifting emissions abroad 
makes little sense for the UK.

Q:  Isn’t livestock farming one of the most  
significant	contributors	to	carbon	emissions?

In the UK, livestock production emits around 6% of total  
emissions, making it one of the smallest contributors. Transport 
dominates emissions at 27%, followed by energy supply at 21%, 
business at 17%, residential sector at 15% and all agriculture at 
10%.18 Globally, figures largely mirror the UK, with the FAO putting 
direct livestock emissions at around 6%.19 It is commonly cited that 
livestock emit more emissions than transport, but this is untrue. The 
 FAO estimates direct emissions from transport are around 16%.

The vast majority of carbon emissions from livestock is methane 
(CH4), produced from cattle and sheep. While methane (CH4) is 
28 times more warming than carbon dioxide (CO2), it has a much 
shorter lifespan of around a decade (CO2 is around 1000 years). 
After 10 years, methane (CH4) is broken down into CO2 and  
water, with the CO2 returning to the plants or grass the cow ate, 
through the process of photosynthesis.20

19

Q&A: Environment

17  https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0921800915002153
18   https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/957887/2019_Final_greenhouse_gas_emissions_statistical_release.pdf
19  https://ourworldindata.org/emissions-by-sector
20  https://clear.ucdavis.edu/explainers/biogenic-carbon-cycle-and-cattle

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0921800915002153
https://ourworldindata.org/emissions-by-sector
https://clear.ucdavis.edu/explainers/biogenic-carbon-cycle-and-cattle
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2. Land and water are different across the world, so whilst livestock  
require large amounts in comparison with plant-based foods, they are 
often being used for their ideal purpose. For example, over 60%21 of 
UK farmland can’t viably sustain crops and we get a large amount  
of rainfall. Optimal food production from these available resources 
involves livestock. Whereas alternatives, particularly those produced 
abroad could be relying on processed/tap water and bio-sensitive land.

3. The carbon footprint of food is limiting, it often fails to include waste, 
land-use change, travel and packaging. It is also calculated by 
weight, not reflecting portion size or most importantly, nutrient value.

4. Livestock also utilise much of our food production and processing 
waste, food we’ve taken the time and resources to produce but have 
no human value. Things like cereal crops waste, oils processing 
waste, spent grain from brewing and vegetable peelings and pods. 
Food waste would inevitably increase without livestock farming.

5. Finally, agriculture has always been a fine dance between livestock 
and crop production – they are intrinsically linked. Little knowledge 
or research is in place to understand the impact 100% crop farming 
would have on the environment.

Well-balanced vegan diets can provide the nutrients the body 
needs to be healthy. However, animal-derived foods contribute  
to intakes of vitamin B12, iron and zinc in our UK diet. So, if they 
are avoided it’s important to ensure that these nutrients are  
providedby other dietary sources. We need more research on  
the potential longterm effects of a vegan diet on health in larger 
population groups.
Well-planned vegan diets can be nutritious and healthy, but it is also 
possible to follow a vegan diet badly. Environmentally speaking, 
whilst studies such as Poore and Nemecek 2018 support that an 
increasingly vegan world would have significant environmental 
benefits, several factors have not been considered.

 1. Livestock produce much more than just food, from medicines 
and cosmetics to glue and waterproofing agents, they are in a 
huge number of products. Consideration hasn’t been taken on 
the impact of these production processes and the impact of 
animal-free replacements. 

Q:  What would happen if the world converted to veganism?

20

Q&A: Environment

21  https://www.gov.uk/government/statistical-data-sets/structure-of-the-agricultural-industry-in-england-and-the-uk-at-june
22  https://wrap.org.uk/resources/tool/using-surplus-food-animal-feed

https://wrap.org.uk/resources/tool/using-surplus-food-animal-feed
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Ruminants such as cattle and sheep play a vital role in sustainable 
food production. They are one of the only food species able to 
convert grass – which humans can’t eat, into something we can 
eat – meat. Removing them from the grasslands that cover 60%21 
of farmland would remove much of this land from food production 
entirely. At a time when the population is growing so rapidly, this 
is likely to have repercussions for food security and affordability.

Q:  What about the environmental impact 
on livestock farming?

21

Q&A: Environment

21  https://www.gov.uk/government/statistical-data-sets/structure-of-the-agricultural-industry-in-england-and-the-uk-at-june
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Preventing topsoil depletion - Allowing arable land to lie fallow and 
returning it to grazed pasture for a period – as farmers used to, before 
artificial fertilisers and mechanisation made continuous cropping  
possible – is the only way to halt erosion and to rebuild soil, according  
to the UN Food and Agriculture Organisation. It also helps to return  
nutrients to the soil, known as nutrient recycling.24

Carbon Sequestration - The soil is alive with micro-organisms 
and when plants take carbon from the air, as well as for their own 
growth, they use it in a symbiotic relationship to feed the soil  
microbes in exchange for nutrients and other ecological functions. 
Plants do this by releasing exudates via their roots in the form  
of many different carbon compounds. Organic matter from the 
biomass of plant roots as they grow and die, plant matter trodden 
into the soil by grazing cows, along with the manure they leave 
behind, all adds carbon (and other nutrients), which the microbes 
ultimately convert into complex and very stable carbon compounds 
called humus. Each time a cow takes a bite of grass it triggers the 
plant to release exudates in order to receive in return the nutrients 
needed for rapid regrowth. The grass’s rate of photosynthesis goes 
up, more grass (biomass) is grown and more carbon is removed 
from the air and pushed down into the soil. The action of grazing  
repeatedly pushes the grass back into its growth stage and as  
long as grass is actively growing, not senescing, carbon is being  
removed from the atmosphere and sequestered into the ground.23

Q:  Can you explain in more detail how livestock farming 
can have a positive impact on the environment?
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Q&A: Environment

23 https://climatechange.ucdavis.edu/science/carbon-sequestration/
24 https://www.pastureforlife.org/media/2014/03/Sustainability-and-Organic-Livestock-modelling-SOL-m.pdf

https://climatechange.ucdavis.edu/science/carbon-sequestration/
https://www.pastureforlife.org/media/2014/03/Sustainability-and-Organic-Livestock-modelling-SOL-m.pdf
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Biodiversity – Livestock grazing is crucial to encouraging and maintaining 
biodiversity. Without maintaining a low level of grazing across grasslands, 
species-rich grasslands are replaced by taller, wild grasslands with lower 
species diversity. This was demonstrated when agricultural subsidies 
transitioned to area payments, leaving much grassland unmanaged,  
and resulting in a sharp decrease in biodiversity.26

Social and economic benefit to rural communities – Livestock farming 
can provide vital social and economic benefits to rural communities, 
such as food supply, source of income, source of employment etc.27

Sustainable food source - Only ruminants are able to transform 
grass and forage land into food for us, such as dairy and meat, 
and there is a large amount of marginal grassland which can’t be 
used for anything other than livestock grazing. From Wales to  
the Scottish Highlands, there are many upland areas in Britain  
unsuitable for growing crops but perfect for allowing livestock  
to graze. The soil will be able to hold huge amounts of water and 
provide flood protection for lower lying areas. And, when the 
farmers are making a living by selling milk and meat from their 
grass-fed animals, there is a perfect cycle of sustainability: good 
for the soil, good for the environment, cattle with a good life,  
producing healthy food for us.
Flood protection – When managed effectively, marginal grasslands 
can act as the perfect sink for water, providing flood protection for 
lower lying areas. These sinks can also feed into the water supply, 
helping to supply water for consumption to large city populations.25

Q:  Can you explain in more detail how livestock farming 
can have a positive impact on the environment?

23

Q&A: Environment

25 https://www.gov.uk/countryside-stewardship-grants/sw16-flood-mitigation-on-permanent-grassland 
26 https://esajournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/ecs2.2582
27 https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/rural-communities-statistics

https://www.gov.uk/countryside-stewardship-grants/sw16-flood-mitigation-on-permanent-grassland
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Contacts
Ensure you are following AHDB social media channels  
to share/ retweet social assets: 
Corporate channels 
 @TheAHDB
 Facebook.com/TheAHDB

Consumer channels 
 @WeEatBalanced
 Facebook.com/WeEatBalanced

For assistance with press enquiries contact: 
AHDB Press Office: +44 (0) 024 7647 8800  
 Email: Press.Office@ahdb.org.uk
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