Turning the Food System Round
The role of government in evolving to a food system that is
nourishing, sustainable, equitable and humane

We have a food system that does the opposite of what it is meant to do: it makes us
unhealthy. In addition, it undermines the natural resources on which the future health of
farming depends and places our climate targets out of reach. It produces poor and
volatile incomes for many farmers and, all too often, animal welfare that falls far short of
our obligations to them as sentient beings.
If we want a better system we will need to embark on far-reaching changes.
As consumers we need much better information of the implications of different farming
methods and dietary choices for our health, the environment, climate change and animal
welfare.
We need to embrace new online business models that link farmers much more directly
to consumers allowing farmers to receive a greater share of the income generated by
their produce and consumers to buy fresh, local, humanely produced food at lower
prices.
We need policies that ensure that everyone including the most disadvantaged can
access nutritious food that enhances rather than undermines their health and well-being.
We need farming methods that restore and build soil quality and biodiversity.
We need much improved animal welfare that enables animals to have lives worth living.
The question is, how can all of this be achieved?
This report sets out guidance on the role of Government in achieving a new food system
that is nourishing, sustainable, equitable and humane.

There is growing recognition of the need for the UK to move to a better
food system. The defects of the current system are well documented:
Dietary
Health

The Faculty of Public Health states that “In the UK, the poorer people are, the worse
their diet, and the more diet-related diseases they suffer from”.1

In recent years healthy foods have been consistently more expensive than less healthy
ones.2
Poor diet – including high red and processed meat consumption - is now the major
contributor to disease in England and the second biggest risk factor for mortality in the UK
after tobacco.3 4
Environ
ment

The Natural Capital Committee points out that "farming can produce large external
costs to society in the form of greenhouse gas emissions, water pollution, air pollution,
habitat destruction, soil erosion and flooding.”5
A UK study concludes that “modern agriculture, in seeking to maximize yields ... has caused
loss of soil organic carbon and compaction”.6 It highlights “the extent to which modern
agricultural practices have degraded soil natural capital”. It points out that depletion of soil
organic carbon “in conventional agricultural fields is now thought to be an important factor
constraining productivity as many arable soils have suboptimal concentrations”.
A 2015 report by the Committee on Climate Change states: “Some of the most productive
agricultural land in England is at risk of becoming unprofitable within a generation due to soil
erosion and the loss of organic carbon.”7 It adds: “Agricultural soils are being degraded by
intensive farming practices in some areas”.

Biodiversity

The Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra) points out that “bird
populations are considered to be a good indicator of the general state of wildlife as they
have a wide habitat distribution, [and] they are near the top of the food chain”.8 Defra
data show that in 2016 the UK farmland bird index stood at 44.1, its lowest ever and
less than half of its 1970 level”.9
There has been a marked decline in pollinating insects including bees in the UK.10 The
Parliamentary Office for Science & Technology states that intensive farming has resulted in
a significant loss of habitats with the resultant loss of food and nesting resources for
pollinators –and the use of pesticides and monocultures – being a leading driver in pollinator
declines.11

Climate
change

The 2018 report by the UK Committee on Climate Change (CCC) states that
“agriculture now accounts for a larger share of UK economy wide emissions (10%)
than at any time since 1990 (7%). This reflects no change in agricultural emissions
since 2008 and the faster pace of decarbonisation in other sectors.” Put simply
agriculture is simply not playing its part in reducing UK emissions.12
Another 2018 report by the CCC states that incremental changes will not deliver climate
goals and that a substantial reduction in the consumption of meat and dairy is needed if we are
to meet UK climate targets.13
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Farmers

Animal
welfare
change

In 2016, the agri-food sector contributed £111 billion to the UK economy. Of this just
7% was produced by farmers.14 The lion’s share was generated by middlemen –
retailers, foodservice operators, food manufacturers and wholesalers.
Hidden behind government and industry assurances that the UK has some of the
highest animal welfare standards in the world, lie some serious welfare problems. For
example:
 44% of UK laying hens are kept in ‘enriched’ cages which are only marginally better
than the banned barren cages15
 50% of UK sows are confined in farrowing crates
 70% of UK fattening pigs are tail docked despite routine tail docking having been
banned since 199416
 32% of UK fattening pigs do not have access to effective enrichment despite the
provision of such enrichment having been required by law since 199417
 Around 94% of UK chickens reared for meat are farmed intensively indoors
 Around 20% of UK dairy cows are ‘zero-grazed’ i.e. they never or only rarely have
access to the outdoors18
 86% of British pigs are slaughtered with high levels of carbon dioxide 19 even though
in its 2003 report the Farm Animal Welfare Council concluded that “the use of high
concentrations of CO2 to stun and kill pigs is not acceptable and we wish to see it
phased out in five years”.20

The challenge of moving to a better food system may appear daunting as a number of
factors operate to ‘lock-in’ the status quo.21
However, the history of the last 70 years shows us that major societal transformations are
possible. The position of women has changed greatly though of course much remains to be
done. We have gone from homosexuality being a criminal offence to gay marriage. The
prevalence of smoking is hugely reduced. Each of these and many other changes have
been achieved by a myriad of different measures as gradually fresh cultures, social norms
and behaviours are forged.
Similarly, a wide array of initiatives will be needed if we are to move to a better food system.
This report examines just some of them.
It focuses on the role of government while recognising that many other actors – farmers,
retailers, consumers, caterers – must play a part if we are to move to forms of farming that
nourish our health, soils and biodiversity and provide decent livelihoods for farmers and
good lives for animals.
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“Strong government policy is essential
to help achieve a healthy, profitable,
equitable and sustainable food system
that benefits all”
Mozaffarian et al, 2018 BMJ 2018;361:k2426

What steps can be taken by Government to help us move
to a first-rate food system?
A report by Chatham House stresses that while they have important roles to play, the
restructuring of our food system cannot be left to “industry goodwill or enlightened selfinterest”.22
The Chatham House report highlights the need for governments’ non-interventionist
approach to be replaced by a willingness to set a strong policy, regulatory and fiscal
framework. It emphasises that governments must govern and must be prepared to step in
and lead.
The report stresses that “lack of evidence should not be used as an excuse for policy
inaction. Indeed policy inaction leads to a paucity of empirical evidence. Trials and
experimentation particularly based on some of the more politically challenging fiscal and
regulatory approaches discussed are essential … robust monitoring and evaluation
processes need to be in place so that impacts in the short, medium and longer term can be
understood. In this way the evidence base is built and policies progressively refined and
improved.” 23

Building a fresh vision for future food and farming
Government must itself recognise and then communicate to society the need for a new
vision of food and farming. It must generate and sustain commitment among all sectors of
society – including of course farmers and food businesses – to realising this vision.
Government must develop integrated, cohesive policies. It needs to move away from the
current practice of formulating policy in silos with different Government departments, or
sections of departments, being responsible for agriculture, the environment, animal welfare,
dietary health, climate change and agri-tech. As a result policies in this arena often do not
cohere and are sometimes contradictory.

What would a good food system look like?
It would produce nutritious food and promote healthy diets.
Dietary
Health

The diets of poorer members of society would be as nutritious as those of wealthier
people.

4

Environ
ment

Crops and animals would be farmed in ways that rebuild soil quality, restore
biodiversity and minimise air and water pollution and use of water.
The UK food system would not lead to environmental degradation, deforestation and
biodiversity loss in other countries.

Climate
change

Greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions from food and farming would be substantially
reduced. Failure to do this would put pressure on other sectors to shoulder more than
their share of emission reductions; it would increase the cost of mitigation in other
sectors or reduce the feasibility of meeting the UK’s statutory climate targets.

Farmers

As farmers provide the crops and animal products used by the agri-food sector, they
would receive a fair share of the income generated by this sector. They would receive
an income that is sufficient to provide decent livelihoods and to enable them to farm to
high environmental and animal welfare standards.

Animal
welfare
change

Animals would be reared to high standards of welfare that not only prevent negative
outcomes but also provide animals with opportunities for positive experiences.

Better information: The government should develop programmes to increase public
awareness of the implications of different farming methods and dietary choices for human
health, the environment, food security, climate change and animal welfare. Sustainable
Development Goal 12.8 requires governments to ensure that by 2030 “people everywhere
have the relevant information and awareness for sustainable development and lifestyles in
harmony with nature”. While improved information on its own may not substantially change
consumer behaviour, it is a crucial first stage and, when combined with regulatory and fiscal
incentives, it can contribute to behavioural change.
Research indicates that consumers have low awareness of the impact on climate change
and sustainability of (i) food compared with other factors such as transport and (ii) of meat
compared with other foods such as vegetables, but that clear labelling of food as to GHG
emissions and energy use would influence purchasing decisions.24

Mandatory point of purchase labelling as to farming method: Governments
rightly state that consumers must play their part in driving improvements in animal welfare.
However, consumer demand is being impeded by lack of clear information at point of sale as
to how meat and dairy products have been produced. Since 2004 the law has required eggs
and egg packs to be labelled as to farming method. This has been an important factor in the
substantial shift away from cage eggs; 54% of UK egg production is now free range.25
With meat and milk, however, consumers are largely in the dark. The problem is particularly
acute as regards milk and dairy products. Most milk is pooled together making it impossible
to distinguish between intensive and pasture-based milk, cheese, butter and yoghurt.
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The UK should require meat, milk and dairy products, including those which have been
produced intensively, to be labelled as to farming method. It should also extend the existing
labelling scheme for shell eggs to egg products e.g. eggs used as ingredients in food. The
Commons Committee on Environment, Food and Rural Affairs has twice in 2018
recommended “that the Government [should] introduce mandatory method of production
labelling”.26 27

End misleading labelling: Meat and milk are often labelled misleadingly. 28 Images
are often used that suggest the animals were farmed outdoors when in reality they were kept
indoors throughout their lives. Such labelling is in many cases in breach of the Consumer
Protection from Unfair Trading Regulations 2008. Government must properly enforce this
legislation as such labelling not only misleads consumers but also undermines those farmers
who invest time and money in farming to high welfare standards; misleading labelling makes
it difficult for them to distinguish their products in the marketplace from those derived from
animals farmed intensively indoors to low welfare standards.

End obfuscation: Defra and industry regularly assert that ‘Britain has some of the
highest animal welfare standards in the world’. While this may be true in some cases, it
serves to hide the fact that, as indicated earlier, many UK animals have poor welfare. Defra
talks of ‘Great British food’ which seems inapt in a country in which poor diet is a major
contributor to disease. The Government should be honest about the need for major
transformations in our food and farming.

Creation of a new food culture: The current food culture gives great weight to
factors such as low prices and convenience. There is no part of this culture that invites
consumers to think about how low-cost meat, eggs and milk are produced. A new food
culture must be created which cares about the nutritional quality of food and values farming
methods that protect the environment and animals. A 2019 Lancet Commission report
suggests that “we need to define consumer welfare by something other than low prices”.29

The need to challenge the “We’re just giving consumers what they want”
myth
Food businesses tend to justify the production and sale of unhealthy or inhumane food by
saying: “We’re just giving consumers what they want” as if these wants had arisen of their
own accord. However, consumer demand for certain foods has been manipulated by years
of advertising and more recently by sponsorship of sporting events and digital marketing
techniques.
A paper in The Lancet concludes that “Today’s food environments exploit people’s
biological, psychological, social, and economic vulnerabilities, making it easier for them to
eat unhealthy foods.” 30 It continues: “This reinforces preferences and demands for foods of
poor nutritional quality, furthering the unhealthy food environments”. The paper adds:
“Research using rats suggests that exposure to ultra-processed foods high in added sugar,
fat, and salt leads to behavioural and neurobiological changes, consistent with an addictive
process.” Ultra-processed foods are energy-dense and nutrient-poor; they are attractive to
food companies as the ingredients are cheap and provide high profit margins.31
Massive advertising and marketing and the use of ingredients that are possibly addictive has
shaped consumer demand.32 33
There is a legitimate role for government in informing consumers as to what constitutes a
healthy diet produced by sustainable agriculture. The Eatwell Guide produced by Public
Health England (PHE) is helpful with its ‘five a day’ message and its advice to “eat less red
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and processed meat”.34 PHE has also produced Sugar Smart and Be Food Smart apps.
Government takes some steps to tackle obesity.
These moves are welcome but much more needs to be done by government to provide and
disseminate information that counterbalances the food industry’s huge expenditure in
persuading people to eat unhealthy food of low nutritional value. In addition, regulatory
actions are needed to control the food industry’s production and promotion of unhealthy food
as voluntary moves - including those carried out in partnership with government - have not
been sufficient to tackle diet-related ill-health.35 36 37 38
An article in the British Medical Journal states: “delegating policy making and regulation to
commercial interests represents a dereliction of government responsibility”.39 A 2019 Lancet
Commission report emphasizes the need for government to be willing to adopt regulations
designed to reduce obesity and address climate change despite what it refers to as “Big
Food’s obstructive power”.40

The retail environment: The government has now recognised that the retail
environment is not neutral but manipulates consumers to buy more of certain products by
location and price promotions.41 It states: “It is clear from the academic evidence that
marketing and promotions in stores are extensive, deep and effective at influencing food
preferences and purchases”.42
The government now intends to introduce legislation in England to restrict promotions of
products high in fat, sugar or salt (HFSS) by location (e.g. store entrances, checkouts and
aisle ends) and by price (e.g. buy one get one free).43
The government also wants to “shift the balance of promotions towards healthier options and
maximise the availability of healthier products that are offered on promotion, to make it
easier for parents to make healthier choices when shopping for their families.”44 The
government points out that voluntary commitments to restrict promotions of HFSS food have
not been effective and that introducing legislation will ensure “that a level playing field is
created within the retail sector as well as across the food industry as a whole, and that
forward-thinking businesses are not penalised for taking action”.
The government has also recognised that the food industry’s motives are not necessarily
benign. It states: “Although promotions appear to be mechanisms to help consumers save
money, data shows that they actually increase consumer spending by encouraging people to
buy more than they need or intended to buy in the first place. … Consumers do not stockpile
these extra purchases to take advantage of the lower price instead they increase their
consumption.” 45
Crucially the government stresses that it is “not our aim to increase the cost of food for
consumers. Therefore, it is not our intention to restrict all types of price promotions. We are
proposing to only target volume based types of promotions that require the consumer to
purchase more in order to take advantage of the discount, for example multibuy promotions
like buy one get one free …. These types of promotions have been shown to specifically
encourage and stimulate over-purchasing to a larger extent compared to simple price
reductions.”
The government’s proposals are welcome but must be seen as just the first step in
discharging government’s responsibility to counter the food sector’s promotion of unhealthy,
unsustainable diets.
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Improving the nation’s food
UK families consume the most ‘ultra-processed’ diet in Europe. 50.7% of family food
purchases are ultra-processed, compared to 14.2% in France and 13.4% in Italy.46
The following sections look at a number of issues including: how to improve the dietary
health of those on low incomes, increasing the sustainability of our food, and public
procurement. For convenience we have divided these into separate sections but in reality
these and other issues – such as reconnecting farmers with consumers – are closely
intertwined.

“The poorer people are, the worse their diet, and the more diet-related
diseases they suffer from”: The Faculty of Public Health 47
Unhealthy diets among the poorest in society lead to disease and reduced lifespan. Such
diets result from many factors including of course poverty.
However, the problem is broader than this. Olivier de Schutter, former UN Special
Rapporteur on the right to food, says: “Access to food is in fact a key indicator of broader
socio-economic inequalities. Food insecurity hotspots generally correlate not only with
poverty, but also with a series of factors that marginalize people and particular population
groups”.
Government social policies should ensure that everyone has sufficient income to purchase,
and opportunities to access, nutritious food. No-one should have to ‘make do’ with
unhealthy food. A 2019 report by the International Panel of Experts on Sustainable Food
Systems (iPES Food) stresses that “cheap calories can no longer be a substitute for social
policies, which must be rebuilt and redesigned to tackle the root causes of poverty and
promote access to healthy food for all”.48
A growing number of initiatives seek to ensure that nutritious food is accessible by the most
deprived in our society and that healthy, local, sustainable food that provides decent returns
to farmers is more widely available. A few such schemes are briefly described below.
Government, local authorities and other public bodies should give greater financial support
to – and indeed themselves develop – such initiatives.
The fostering of a healthier food culture is essential, such as schemes that encourage
people to learn how to cook and grow food, for example in community farms and gardens.
Not being able to cook from fresh ingredients means people are more likely to turn to less
healthy processed foods that are high in salt, sugar and saturated fats. The Scottish
Government is increasing its support for Grow Your Own Activities in disadvantaged areas
as a way of increasing understanding of where our food comes from and supporting healthy
eating and exercise.49 Schools should provide gardens or other food growing opportunities.
Government must tackle fuel poverty as some people cannot afford to cook food.
The Food for Life initiative aims to “make it easy, normal and enjoyable to eat well”. 50 It
provides a wide range of resources designed to help schools to provide healthy meals and
imaginative food education including growing and cooking food and farm visits. It
encourages schools to take practical steps to make lunchtime a positive experience for all
pupils. It reports that pupils in Food for Life schools eat around a third more fruit and
vegetables than pupils in comparison schools, and significantly more fruit and vegetables at
home.51 Indeed 45% of parents reported eating more vegetables and 38% said their family’s
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attitude to food had changed as a result of their child’s involvement with Food for Life.52
Clearly a well-designed initiative can have beneficial ripple effects.
Food for Life provides food poverty guidance for schools.53 It advises on how to ensure that
those entitled to free school meals, who may be discouraged from taking them by fears of
stigma, do in fact eat them. It points out many children arrive at school too hungry to learn.
It advocates the setting up of breakfast clubs that can support improved nutrition and help
bridge the attainment gap. It advises that charging for attendance at breakfast clubs can
create a barrier for lower income households and that ideally breakfast clubs should be free
for all pupils at the school.
The Sustainable Food Cities programme is another excellent example of how healthy,
sustainable food can be promoted.54 Their website states: “The Sustainable Food Cities
approach involves developing a cross-sector partnership of local public agencies,
businesses, academics and NGOs committed to working together to make healthy and
sustainable food a defining characteristic of where they live”.55 A number of local authorities
are taking constructive steps to counter food poverty.56
Community food outlets take a variety of forms but in essence aim to provide fruit and
vegetables, where possible from local farms, and sell them in pop-up shops, community
centres, sheltered housing, etc.57 They are run by volunteers and produce is sold at nearcost price to ensure affordability for customers. A constructive model can be found in West
Lothian Food and Health Development. This acts as the central buyer and distributor of
fresh fruit and vegetables for community food outlets and works “with a range of partners to
reduce barriers associated with eating a healthy diet particularly focused on areas of
deprivation where the biggest challenges of cost and access are experienced”.58

Initiatives that promote healthy sustainable food and reconnect farmers
with consumers
This section provides just a few examples of such initiatives. Government and local
authorities should support and encourage developments of this kind.
Cambridge Sustainable Food Hub aims to provide the infrastructure that will enable good,
local, sustainably-produced food to be available to all, regardless of income, within the city of
Cambridge.59 It is currently planning its pilot phase. It aims to have short supply chains that
support local farmers and small businesses. At the heart of the Hub will be a food store and
distribution centre that will be mainly filled with food that has come directly from local farms
that can be purchased by trade buyers, chefs and the public. The Hub also plans to provide
a number of kitchen units for small businesses, a training kitchen and space for a farmers’
market.
The distribution system will include an online trading platform where local farmers can
upload produce they have available and buyers can purchase directly from them. In
addition, a fleet of electric vans will collect produce and distribute it with the minimum
environmental impact.
Farmdrop is an online ethical grocer that has high environmental and animal welfare
standards and sources direct from producers and delivers direct to consumers in electric
vans, aiming to give much more of the price obtained for the product back to the producer
than do supermarkets, whilst keeping the price to the consumer on a par with the
supermarkets or cheaper. Most of their food comes from local farms. Local suppliers of
fresh produce like meat, eggs, dairy, and fruit and vegetables are paid 75% of the final retail
price.60 All the pigs, poultry, cattle and sheep that provide Farmdrop’s meat are raised 100%
free range.
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Fresh-range is an online enterprise that purchases food from local farmers and
producers and delivers directly to consumers.61 By cutting out middlemen it is able to
provide fairer prices for farmers and lower prices for consumers. Its online store
includes farmers with high animal welfare standards including RSPCA Assured and Soil
Association accredited producers.
Riverford Organic Farmers is an organic food box scheme, delivering meat, dairy, and
seasonal fruit and vegetables nationally to 50,000 customers per week.62 They have good
standards regarding animal welfare, the environment, packaging and workers’ rights and
give the farmers who supply them long-term, dependable contracts to see them through
difficult times. Riverford is now an employee-owned business.63

Public procurement: taking the lead, setting the standard
Public sector bodies should use their buying power to augment the market for food produced
to high nutritional, environmental and animal welfare standards. Public bodies’ commitment
to quality will help change our attitude to food.
Government and other public bodies must ensure that nutritious food is the norm in the
public sector. Important steps are being taken to achieve this – see, for example, the
Scottish Government’s Good Food Nation Programme of Measures64 and the NHS
commitment to serving healthier food for staff.65 However, much remains to be done. For
example, more hospitals should emulate those such as the North Bristol NHS Trust and
Freeman Hospital Newcastle by taking advantage of Food for Life’s support in improving the
quality of food for patients, staff and visitors.66 67 68
The organisation Health Care Without Harm offers advice and case studies on how hospitals
can provide and promote healthy and sustainable food produced to good standards of
animal welfare.69 Its Less Meat, Better Meat approach is a two-tiered strategy for hospitals
to reduce their meat and poultry purchases, and invest their cost savings in sustainable meat
options.70
While there have been improvements in school meals in recent years, further progress is
needed. A major report examines school catering across Europe.71 It explains how a range
of school authorities are able to provide meals with high nutritional and sustainability
standards. This can be done without increasing costs by using less (but better quality) meat
and more vegetables, buying seasonal food, minimising food waste, using tap water and
improving energy efficiency. Some schools involve pupils in growing food in a school farm or
allotment; this enables pupils to be educated on food and sustainability issues.72
East Ayrshire Council provides school meals in which freshness and seasonality are
prioritised. There has been an impressive reduction in carbon emissions. There has been a
beneficial effect on the local economy, with an estimated social return of £6 for every £1
spent in the form of employment, environmental, health and social benefits.73
West of England Food Procurement Group has been set up by the four West of England
local authorities to provide leadership on healthy and sustainable food procurement.74
The City of Malmö in Sweden aims to be 100% organic by 2020; it follows the EAT
S.M.A.R.T. model developed by Sweden’s Institute of Public Health:
 Smaller amounts of meat
 Minimise intake of empty calories
 An increase in organic produce
 Right sort of meat and vegetables
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Transport efficiency.75

High standards do not have to lead to increased costs: Improving the quality of public
food does not need to increase costs. In Denmark, the Copenhagen House of Food is
responsible for meals provided in the city’s public
sector. 90% of those meals are now organic.76 By
McDonald’s has higher
carefully balancing the contents of meals, they have
standards of farm
been able to do this without increasing costs.77 78

animal welfare than
most public bodies. It
uses free range eggs
and all its bacon and
sausages come from
pigs reared to RSPCA
Assured standards.

Some US hospitals use meat produced more
sustainably and to higher animal welfare standards but
reduce the quantity of meat used in their meals.79 80
The savings made by using less meat can cover the
extra cost of buying higher quality meat. This can
produce two ‘wins’: (i) support for sustainable, highwelfare farming and (ii) healthier diets for patients.

Research shows that for every £1 spent, the Food for
Life programme creates a social return of £4.41 in terms of increased revenue for farmers
and other local businesses and the value arising from the improved dietary health, education
and environmental sustainability attributable to the programme.81
All bodies providing food and meals in the public sector should aim for the high standards
achieved in the cases outlined above.
Animal welfare: Defra’s Government Buying Standards for Food and Catering 82 and the
Balanced Scorecard for public food procurement 83 include animal welfare considerations.
However, these documents only require meat, milk and eggs to have been produced to
legislative minimum standards. Particularly disappointing is the fact that in its section on
‘award criteria/evaluation’ the Balanced Scorecard provides that even if just 30% of the total
monetary value of animal-derived food meets UK (or equivalent) minimum legislative
standards on animal welfare it may be classified as “good”. Even if less than 30% meets UK
(or equivalent) legislative standards it is classified as “satisfactory”.
This is deeply unsatisfactory. Public bodies should procure and supply food and meals
produced to high levels of welfare as this will support farmers who raise animals to good
standards and will help deliver Defra’s commitment to achieving gold standard animal
welfare.84
A number of schools, hospitals and local councils do supply meals that come from animals
raised to high standards85; Compassion in World Farming publishes a list of public sector
bodies that provide food produced to good welfare standards.86 However, many others only
procure food to legislative minimum standards. Scottish law requires the procurement
strategy of public bodies `to “promote the highest standards of animal welfare”.87 The rest of
the UK should now introduce similar legislation.

Improving farming livelihoods
Farmers’ precarious incomes stem from a range of factors including cheap imports that in
some cases are produced to lower animal welfare standards and the fact that farmers
receive a very low share of the value generated by the food chain. Government data show
that livestock farmers generally receive much less than half of the retail price paid for their
products.88 For eggs and milk they receive just 32% and 38% respectively while for chicken
and pork they get 40%; these figures relate to 2015, the last year for which figures are
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available. In the case of chicken, pork, beef and lamb, the share farmers receive has
declined substantially in the last 30 years.
The problem is compounded by the fact that farmers have been swamped by other parts of
the food chain. In 2016, the UK agri-food sector contributed £111 billion to the economy.
Within this, manufacturing, retailing and catering accounted for over one quarter each. Food
wholesaling produced 11% of the sector’s value and agriculture made the smallest
contribution at 7%.89 The percentages of this £111 billion that were generated by these
various sectors are set out in Chart 1.

Chart 1: Proportion of the revenue generated by the food chain by different sectors

Food wholesalers,
11%

Agriculture, 7%

Retailers, 27%
Food manufacturers,
26%

Food service, 29%
Agriculture

Retailers

Food service

Food manufacturers

Food wholesalers

Source: Annual Business Survey (ONS) and Aggregate Agricultural Accounts (Defra) and Defra’s
Agriculture in the UK 2017.

The various ‘middlemen’ sectors have important roles to play but it is anomalous that they
have come to dominate the food chain to such a high degree with farmers being left with a
much weakened position. Elsewhere in this report we advocate the increased use of short
supply chains which reconnect farmers with consumers; this would leave a smaller (but
important) role for the middleman and would allow a larger share of the food chain’s income
to go to farmers.
Government must encourage food businesses to pay farmers prices that are commensurate
with their production costs, provide farmers with decent livelihoods and allow farmers to
provide good environmental and animal welfare standards.
If encouragement proves to be insufficient, Government should introduce regulatory
measures designed to even out the discrepancies in market power between major retailers
and farmers.

12

Restoring the natural world
Defra recognises that intensive agriculture has had a damaging impact on key natural
resources, such as soils, water, biodiversity and habitats.90
However it does not identify the root causes of these problems even though there is
compelling evidence that it is the intensification of farming that has been – and continues to
be - the key driver of wildlife losses and environmental degradation (see references 95-100).
The link between intensive animal and intensive arable production remains insufficiently
acknowledged.
Intensive livestock production is dependent on feeding human-edible cereals to livestock.
Defra data show that 47% of UK cereals (wheat, barley and oats) are used as animal feed.91
However, animals convert these crops very inefficiently into meat and milk. For every 100
calories of cereals fed to animals, we receive on average just 17-30 calories as meat.92 93
Chatham House states that the feeding of cereals to animals is “staggeringly inefficient.” 94
Intensive livestock’s huge demand for cereals has contributed to the intensification of arable
production which, with its monocultures and agro-chemicals, has led to water pollution, 95 soil
degradation,96 97 biodiversity loss98 99 and air pollution.100 In addition, the UK imports over
three million tonnes of soy per year mainly from South America.101 The vast majority is used
as animal feed mostly in the intensive pig and poultry sectors.102 The land footprint
associated with imported soy consumed in the UK equates to 1.3 million hectares of land.103
To reverse these trends a wholly fresh approach as to how we grow crops and rear animals
is needed:
Redefining the role of livestock: As indicated earlier, grain-based livestock production is an
inefficient use of crops and a key driver of environmental degradation. Studies show that
livestock are only efficient when they are converting materials that people cannot consume grass, by-products, crop residues and unavoidable food waste – into food that we can eat.104
105

The role of livestock should be transformed so that they are primarily seen as converters of
inedible materials into meat and milk.
Farming that works in conjunction with natural processes: We need to move to forms of
farming that work in harmony with natural processes such as agroecology, circular
agriculture and organic farming. Through the use of rotations, legumes, green manure and
animal manure, they can build soil quality. This produces healthier plants less susceptible to
diseases and pests. Soils with high levels of organic matter can store carbon and improve
water retention so reducing flooding risks and enhancing plants’ ability to withstand drought.
Such forms of farming could restore biodiversity enabling farmland birds, pollinators,
butterflies and other wildlife to flourish once again.
Rotational integrated crop-livestock systems: The link between animals and the land should
be restored through mixed rotational farming where animals are fed on the grass phase of
the rotation as well as where necessary, crop residues and forage crops. In these systems,
the manure from the animals, rather than being a pollutant, enhances soil quality.
The use of rotations: With rotation a crop that removes certain nutrients from the soil (e.g.
cereals) is followed by a dissimilar crop that may replenish those nutrients (like grass) or
utilise different nutrients. In rotational systems at least one cycle of the rotation should
usually involve legumes as these are able to fix atmospheric nitrogen thereby reducing the
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need for synthetic fertilisers. A much-used model is to follow several years of cropping with
three years of pasture with clover, a member of the legume family, which helps fix nitrogen in
the soil. Soil quality can be strengthened by the use of green manure in the rotation. This
involves leaving crops, often specifically grown for this purpose, to decay on the surface or
ploughing them into the soil. Rotational systems can also reduce the use of pesticides.
Crop rotation impedes the build-up of pathogens and pests that often occurs when one
species is continuously cropped.
Agroecology: A detailed French study shows that agroecology could provide a healthy diet
for Europeans by 2050 while reducing GHG emissions from the agricultural sector and
restoring soils and biodiversity.106 The study proposes a phase out of pesticides and
minimal or nil use of synthetic nitrogen fertilisers. Nitrogen would instead be supplied by the
use of legumes and manure from ruminants farmed on permanent pasture and on temporary
grasslands. Imports of soy for animal feed would be ended. In order to minimise food-feed
competition, most livestock would be ruminants raised extensively on grasslands; pig and
poultry production would be reduced.
There would be a drop in production of 35% compared with 2010. For this to be feasible
consumers would need to change to diets with less animal products (but those consumed
being of better quality) and more seasonal fruit and vegetables and fibre.

Innovation: Defra places undue reliance on high-tech to reduce the impact of intensive
farming on natural resources. Of course new technologies have a role to play. But in some
cases there is a danger that in making damaging systems to a degree less harmful, agri-tech
will cement in place approaches that are inherently damaging. For example, precision
farming can enable better targeted use of agro-chemicals. However, the resulting reduction
in the use of pesticides and fertilisers simply makes an intrinsically harmful approach
somewhat less damaging. It does not convert it into a form of farming, such as agroecology,
which is positively beneficial to natural resources.
A 2019 report by the International Panel of Experts on Sustainable Food System (iPES
Food) stresses that “high-tech, capital-intensive, digitization-based innovations end up
reinforcing existing production models”.107 The report is critical of ‘techno-fixes’ that
“reinforce production models (large-scale, intensive monocultures & feedlots) which
ultimately rely on management practices that are environmentally unsustainable (e.g.
chemical inputs rather than system redesign)”.
Research and innovation must be reoriented away from ameliorating the detrimental impacts
of industrial production and should instead focus on supporting forms of agriculture that
enrich soils, enhance biodiversity, capture carbon and provide first–class animal welfare.

Extending the Eatwell Guide to include sustainability: The Eatwell Guide should
now be expanded to include sustainability concerns in its dietary advice. Environmental
sustainability is already included in the national dietary guidelines of Canada, Germany,
Sweden, Brazil and Qatar.

Gold standard animal welfare
We welcome the Government’s ambition to “set a global gold standard for animal welfare as
we leave the EU”.108 This section highlights some of the best standards already in use in the
world including in the UK. These are what we need to aim for if we wish to achieve gold
standard welfare. Defra should use subsidies and other mechanisms (e.g. tax breaks) to
help farmers adopt such systems. It should also make it clear that the government’s vision
is for these approaches to become the norm in our livestock sector.
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Label rouge broiler chickens

French Label Rouge broiler standards are much higher than those of most UK broiler
production. Label Rouge requires chickens to be reared free range. The maximum
permitted stocking density for the indoor housing is 11 chickens/m 2 whereas UK chickens
can by law be stocked at 39 kg/m2 which equates to around 17 chickens/m2.
Label Rouge chickens are slow growing breeds; the minimum permitted slaughter age is 81
days whereas UK broilers are typically slaughtered at 38-40 days of age. The slow growing
Label Rouge chickens are much less vulnerable to the painful leg disorders that often affect
the fast growing breeds used in nearly all UK production.
Just 4-5% of UK broiler production is free range and 1-2% is reared to RSPCA Assured
standards (some of these are in the 4-5% free range figure). In contrast to this, around 16%
of French broiler production is Label Rouge.109 Indeed 60% of whole chickens purchased by
French households is Label Rouge.
Defra should aim, with the help of post-Brexit financial assistance, to have a similar
proportion of English broilers reared free range and/or to RSPCA Assured or similar
standards.

Label Rouge broiler chickens
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2

Free farrowing

Farmers should be encouraged to move away from farrowing crates. The best would be to
change to outdoor breeding. If they wish to stay indoors, a number of well-designed free
farrowing systems are in use which, if well-managed, can keep piglet mortality as low as, or
lower than, in crates.110 111

Free farrowing in Switzerland
© Suisag

Suisag says Swiss Large White
sows are considered to be calm,
even-tempered pigs and
particularly suited to free
farrowing

PigSAFE developed by
researchers at Scotland’s Rural
College and Newcastle University
© PigSAFE
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Intact tails on pigs

“An intact curly tail may well be the single most
important animal-based welfare indicator. In addition, it
stands for high-quality management and respect for the
integrity of the pig.” Technical Report prepared for European Food
Safety Authority, 2011

An “iceberg” indicator is a single factor that provides a reliable overall assessment of
welfare; it effectively summarises many measures of welfare. FAWC has identified the
presence of intact tails on pigs (tails that have been neither bitten nor docked) at slaughter
as an “iceberg” indicator.112 Farmers who get their pigs through to slaughter without their
tails being bitten or docked will be operating a very good system. The German State of
Lower Saxony pays farmers €16.50 per undocked pig.113

Brydock Farms, Scotland

Thierry Schweitzer, French farmer
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The very best of free range laying hens

The very best of free range systems have small flocks, low stocking density, mobile housing
and plenty of trees and bushes. Skilful farmers running such systems can manage without
beak trimming while achieving low mortality and good plumage scores.
Maple Farm in Suffolk keeps their hens in flocks of around 300 birds; very much smaller than
most commercial flocks. The hens are stocked at less than 300 per hectare which means
they have much more space than most free range hens. The hens are kept in mobile sheds
that are moved every three weeks; this makes for healthier birds. They have very good
ranging behaviour, mainly due to breed selection and small flock size. The hens are not
beak trimmed but there is very little feather pecking.

© Maple Farm, Suffolk

Noble Foods egg
production
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5

Tackling several sustainability challenges at once:
environment, climate, resource efficiency & animal welfare

© Kipster https://www.kipster.farm/

Normally we prefer free range farms for laying hens. However, the Dutch
Kips ter farm is a remarkable barn system which not only has very good welfare
but also successfully addresses several traditionally intractable problems. Its
features include:
Carbon neutral: us es no fos s il fuels – its energy needs are met by over 1000
solar panels in its roof
Us es no human-edible feed – the hens are fed on by-products such as
sunflower meal and left-over bakery products
Usually the male chicks in egg farms are slaughtered shortly after birth as it is
assumed they cannot provide worthwhile meat. Kipster has overturned this
assumption – the males are reared till the age of 15-17 weeks when they
are slaughtered for various meat products including chicken burgers and
nuggets
S us tainable egg box - made from potato starch, cellulose fibre and water. The
CO2 footprint of the egg box is 90% smaller than a standard egg box
Firs t-rate animal w elfare – the barn provides a natural wooded environment
with plenty of variety, daylight and fresh air
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6

Regenerative agriculture: Kingclere Estates, Pitt Hall Farm –
conversion of intensive arable farm to low-input rotational
system

Kingsclere Estates manages 2,500 acres of land which used to be intensively farmed arable
land, growing winter wheat, oilseed rape and spring barley. The crops needed 10 sprays per
year (3-4 herbicide, 2-3 fungicide, 1-2 insecticide and 2-3 nitrogen fertiliser). Previously they
had also managed a dairy herd and an intensive pig unit.
What was in effect a highly intensive farm operation with arable monocultures has now been
transformed by the reintroduction of livestock into their ecological niche as rotational grazers.
They have switched to a rotational system with herb-rich grass leys to build up fertility in the
deep clay soil. The roots of the grasses collect minerals from deep in the soil. Leguminous
plants such as clover help to fix nitrogen.
The new system involves an end to the application of chemical fertilisers and pesticide
sprays. The reduction in nitrogen inputs has reduced the decomposition of soil organic
matter and this has also been built up by the remains of plant roots, stems and animal
droppings. The increased food supply increased the soil fauna, with reduced risk of mortality
due to ploughing and pesticide inputs.
Deep worm burrows enable the roots of plants to grow deeper into the soil, drawing up
nutrients from below and helping to build up fertility without additional chemical inputs. Under
intensive cultivation, the topsoil was thin with limited organic matter and a hard crust. Under
a herb-rich grass ley, the topsoil layer became deeper again, darkened by increased levels
of organic matter, in the process sequestering carbon from the air.
Reducing chemical inputs reduces energy inputs and in turn carbon emissions. Building up
organic matter in the soil helps to sequester soil carbon.
Grass leys in rotational farming not only permit the farm to reduce chemical inputs,
decreasing pollution and resources consumption, but provide feed for free-ranging animals.
The pastures are primarily grazed by 400 milking cattle and 1,700 sheep, though there are
also 300 laying hens, with room for expansion, and sometimes a few pigs which are rotated
around the farm every 1-2 days (partly depending on the weather) following the cattle. The
idea is that the hens move onto the pasture at the point at which a maximum number of
insect larvae are likely to be found in the cow pats, providing a useful source of protein.
Because they are moved onto new pasture every few days, there is always plenty of
vegetation and insects for the pigs and chickens to forage on, minimising the risk of tail biting
and feather pecking (both displaced foraging behaviours). Keeping hens in small groups of a
hundred or two in mobile huts also encourages foraging behaviour.
A key element of the farm is that the ruminants are entirely pasture-fed, without the use of
supplementary feeding of grain or other concentrated feeds.
The fertility that is built up over four years of grass production is used to support the growth
of four years of arable production without the need for chemical inputs.
This farm has managed the conversion from its own resources. A role for subsidy in helping
more farmers move towards regenerative agriculture is to support incomes during the period
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during which the land gradually builds up fertility and production, for example as mychorriza
gradually recolonise the soil.

7

Pasture for Life

The Pasture-Fed Livestock Association (PFLA) is a group of beef, dairy and sheep farmers
who raise their cattle and sheep exclusively from pastures and grass. No grains are fed.
The PFLA Certification Standards114 require animals to be able to graze pastures when the
grass is growing. In the winter they are given conserved pasture in the form of hay or silage
or other agreed forms of forage.
The PFLA points out: “Fields of just grass can provide all the nutritional components an
animal needs. However, pastures which contain a variety of plant species, including herbs,
wildflowers and clovers provide an even better diet – rich in essential vitamins and minerals
drawn up from the soil below. They also support a diverse range of wildlife”.

© Pasture-Fed Livestock Association

Pasture-fed beef is of higher nutritional quality than grain-fed beef. It has less overall fat,
higher proportions of omega-3 fatty acids and a healthier ratio of omega-6 to omega-3 fatty
acids than grain-fed beef.115
PFLA animals are reared to high welfare standards. Pasture farmers sow legumes such as
white and red clover in their fields. These help reduce the use of chemical-based fertilisers,
which can make the soil acid and unhealthy. Extensive pastures can support biodiversity;
they provide a diverse environment, rich in plants and invertebrates and beneficial to a
variety of birds. In addition, they store carbon which can significantly offset ruminant
methane emissions.116
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Pasture for Life: Romshed Farm, Kent
In addition to beef cattle and sheep, the farm has a small number of pigs, laying hens and
meat chickens. The animals are regularly moved, allowing the pastures time to rest and
grow back. This encourages deeper rooting plants with more growth and diversity, which is
good for the animals and the soil and ultimately contributes to carbon sequestration. The
pigs live outside on grass all year round, with the sows and boar coming into pig sties in the
wettest part of the winter.

© Romshed Farm
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Dairy calves staying with their mothers till the age of
5-6 months: the Ethical Dairy

It is standard practice in the dairy industry to separate calves from their mothers either
shortly or immediately after birth. This is done to maximise the amount of milk available for
human consumption. The calves are commonly fed for the first few weeks on milk byproducts and weaned onto solid food as quickly as possible.
Separating calves from the mother and feeding them on a milk-replacement has detrimental
effects on welfare. The calves grow much more slowly and show frequent and obvious signs
of the desire to suckle. The separation of calf from mother can be deeply distressing for both
of them. Very early separation comes at a cost to the calf’s developing social behaviour 117.
Perhaps most important of all, early separation deprives both calf and mother of fundamental
natural behaviours that help to make life worth living.
One farm in Scotland takes an innovative approach to this; the calves stay with their mothers
till the age of 5-6 months. The cows are milked during this period, but just once a day.
Allowing the calves to stay with their mothers reduces the stress on the animals and leads to
improved health. Both the cows and calves are calmer and more confident. Being fed on
their mothers’ milk, the calves grow very quickly. Details of the farm are at
http://www.creamogalloway.co.uk/finlays-farm-home-ethical-dairy

© The Ethical Dairy

The farm has substantially reduced lameness, mastitis and digestive disorders compared
with the average UK dairy farm. It achieves longer productive lives for the cows and greater
biodiversity than the industry average. Compared to that average, it has reduced use of
antibiotics and agro-chemicals, lower GHG emissions and less pollution of groundwater.
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Moving to a calf-friendly dairy system is expensive during transition as capital is invested
and it takes time for cash-flow to come on stream. Subsidies to help during transition could
encourage more farmers to move to such a system.

9

Pasture Promise Free Range Dairy

Around 20% of UK dairy cows are zero-grazed i.e. they are kept indoors for all or nearly all
of the year.
This trend needs to be halted; cows should be kept on pasture during the grass-growing
season except when the weather is too wet. Research shows that pasture-based cows have
lower levels of lameness, hoof pathologies, hock lesions, mastitis, uterine disease and
mortality than zero-grazed cows. 118 119 A recent study concludes: “echoing public views on
what allows for a good life for cattle, these results show that cows are highly motivated for
outdoor access”. 120
Farmers who are members of the Free Range Dairy Network and use the Pasture Promise
label must graze their cows for at least 180 days a year and during this time the cows must
be kept on pasture day and night.

© Free Range Dairy Network
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“We need to talk about meat”: Lancet Editorial’s heading, 24 November
2018
It is now widely recognised that high levels of consumption of meat have damaging
implications for health, antimicrobial resistance, the environment and climate change. 121 122
123
The Lancet editorial highlights the need for “a very public conversation about meat
informing a host of measures from deciding the appropriate application of government
farming subsidies … all the way through to slowly changing consumer habits over time,
possibly through use of targeted taxation but certainly through an engaging, balanced
conversation.”124
Governments are apprehensive about addressing meat. Governments of course cannot tell
people what to eat. They can, however, inform people about the relationship between diets
and climate change, health and the environment and stimulate national debate and highlight
the need for action.
As indicated, earlier 47% of UK cereals are used as animal feed. 1.48 million hectares of
arable land are used to produce the cereals used to feed animals.125 If meat and dairy
consumption were reduced by 50%, the amount of arable land needed would be reduced by
around 23%126 meaning that around 340,000 hectares of arable land – an area about the
size of a county like Cornwall - would be saved.127
This ‘saved’ land could be used in various ways for example to increase carbon storage
through afforestation and to increase UK production of fruit and vegetables. The UK
produces just 16% and 57% respectively of the fruit and vegetables that we consume.128
Imports of fruit and vegetables are the largest item in our food import bill. 129 As indicated
above, 1.48 million hectares of arable land is currently devoted to cereal production for use
as animal feed. However, just 152,000 hectares are used to grow fruit and vegetables.130
Just halving the use of cereals as animal feed would provide enough land for the UK to very
substantially increase its production of fruit and vegetables. This would produce healthier
food and contribute to lowering the UK’s food trade gap.
The reduced need for cereals arising from a decline in meat consumption would also ease
the pressure to farm arable land intensively so enabling soils, water and biodiversity to be
restored and wildlife to enjoy improved habitats.
The 2018 RISE Foundation report What is the Safe Operating Space for EU livestock?
indicates that UK farming’s use of nitrogen, which mainly arises from livestock and the
production of their feed, is 49% in excess of a safe boundary. It goes on to suggest that UK
livestock-related GHG emissions would have to be reduced by 35% by 2030 and 77% by
2050 for the UK to play its part in meeting the Paris targets.131

The report states that several studies conclude that a 50% reduction in EU consumption of
livestock products would make a significant contribution to climate change mitigation and
could result in 40% less reactive nitrogen emissions from agriculture, reducing pollution of
aquatic environments.
A Chatham House report states that, from the climate viewpoint, there is a “compelling case
for shifting diets, and above all for addressing meat consumption. However, governments
are trapped in a cycle of inertia: they fear the repercussions of intervention ...This report
offers a challenge to the received wisdom that these obstacles are insuperable.... it
suggests how the cycle of inertia can be broken and a positive dynamic of government and
societal action created”.132
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It stresses that “Governments must lead” and that the public “expect[s] government
leadership”. It adds that focus groups conducted in four countries - the UK, Brazil, China
and the US - “all demonstrated a general belief that it is the role of government to spearhead
efforts to address unsustainable consumption of meat”. It concludes that “Governments
overestimate the risk of public backlash”.
The report states: “Soft interventions to raise awareness among consumers or ‘nudge’ them
towards more sustainable choices, for example by increasing the availability and prominence
of alternative options at the point of sale, are likely to be well received. More interventionist –
but necessary – approaches such as taxation do risk public resistance, but focus group
respondents thought this would be short-lived, particularly if people understood the policy
rationale.”

Reductions in meat production and consumption must come from the
intensive pig and poultry sectors not from cattle and sheep kept on wellmanaged grasslands or in rotational integrated crop-livestock systems
A 2018 report by the Committee on Climate Change (CCC) stresses that a substantial
reduction in the consumption of meat and dairy is needed if the UK is to meet its climate targets.
We are, however, concerned by the report’s conclusion that the reduction should be achieved by
a decrease in the production of cattle and sheep while increasing the number of pigs and poultry.
This would be a regressive step.
We recognise that ruminants produce more GHG emissions per unit of nutrition produced
than pigs and poultry. However, it is important when developing policy on food and farming
to take account of all the factors that may be influenced by decisions in this area. At present
much research and policy-making is conducted in silos which can lead to the introduction of
measures that may benefit one element (such as climate change) but have adverse impacts
on other important considerations. Global Food Security, a UK cross-government
programme, states: “Focussing solely on GHG emissions instead of wider metrics of
sustainability could result in the loss of ecosystems and greater social inequality”. 133
The switch to pigs and poultry advocated by the CCC could lead to the following problems:
Increased antibiotics use: Replacing beef and sheep with pig production would lead to an
increase in the use of antibiotics. Figures produced in 2018 by the Veterinary Medicines
Directorate show that antibiotics usage in UK pigs is 131 mg/kg while in beef cattle it is just
19 mg/kg.134
Detrimental environmental impacts: Whereas beef cattle and sheep can be raised on
pasture alone or with modest amounts of grain and soy, pigs and poultry are dependent on
the use of human-edible cereals and soy. The bulk of UK cereals used as animal feed go to
the pig and poultry sectors; pasture-fed ruminants use few if any of these cereals. The
CCC’s proposal to increase pig and poultry production will lead to increased demand for
cereals with a resultant growth in monoculture cereal production with concomitant soil
degradation, water pollution and biodiversity loss and the need for an expansion of arable
land.
Most of the soymeal utilised as animal feed in the UK and EU is used in the pig and poultry
sectors.135 136 The expansion of the UK pig and poultry sectors recommended by the CCC
would result in increased deforestation in South America as well as further expansion of
cropland into other fragile ecosystems.
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Reduced food security: Animals’ inefficient conversion of cereals into meat and milk
undermines food security. However, pasture-based ruminants boost food security as they
convert materials we cannot consume into food we can eat.
Poorer animal welfare: Pasture-based ruminant farming has the potential, provided that
farmers look after the animals well, for high standards of animal welfare. In contrast, nearly
all UK poultry production and much pig production is highly intensive with little potential for
acceptable welfare. The CCC’s recommendation that a proportion of cattle and sheep be
replaced by pigs and poultry will lead to an overall reduction in animal welfare.
Conclusion: The fact that ruminants produce more GHG emissions per unit of meat
produced than pigs and poultry is crucial. However, it does not follow that meat production
should switch from ruminants to monogastrics as this would result in increased use of
antibiotics and arable land and further deforestation. The increased demand for cereals
would have a detrimental impact on the quality of soils, water and air and would drive
additional biodiversity loss. The proposed switch to pigs and poultry would undermine food
security and animal welfare.
The best response to ruminant GHG emissions – while at the same time ensuring that other
key factors are not undermined - is to substantially reduce meat consumption but for the bulk
of meat production to be extensive ruminants as industrial pig and poultry production is
responsible for a very wide range of harms.

Mending our price system
“In contrast to education
and information, fiscal
incentives and
disincentives aimed at
consumers, producers,
and retailers have more
consistent evidence of
effectiveness”
Mozaffarian et al, 2018 BMJ

Olivier De Schutter, former UN Special Rapporteur on the
right to food, stresses that “any society where a healthy
diet is more expensive than an unhealthy diet is a society
that must mend its price system.” 137 This applies equally
to a society where environmentally damaging, low animal
welfare food is cheaper than food that respects natural
resources and animals’ well-being.
Professors Tim Lang and Mike Rayner stress that “low
meat and dairy consumption, and more plant-based diets,
are the future” and that “many options for how a meat tax
might operate require careful exploration”.138
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Taxes on meat should not apply to all meat but only to
that which is produced industrially. It is industrially reared
meat that is responsible for most of the sector’s adverse environmental impacts and most of
its use of antimicrobials and that generally is of lower nutritional quality than free range or
pasture-fed meat. Moreover, the industrial livestock sector has inherent severe deficiencies
for animal welfare. In contrast, extensive indoor systems and outdoor rearing have the
potential, if well-designed and well-managed, to deliver good welfare outcomes.
Accordingly, taxes should not be placed on meat from well-managed pasture-based herds,
integrated rotational crop-livestock systems or free range or extensive indoor systems.
Revenue raised from taxes placed on industrially produced meat should be used to
subsidise healthy foods such as fruit and vegetables, legumes, whole grains and high quality
meat as it is crucial from the viewpoint of social equity that the overall price of food does not
increase.
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Use of fiscal measures to shift to healthy, sustainable modes of food
production and consumption
As long ago as 2011 the Foresight report on the future of food and farming said: “There
needs to be much greater realisation that market failures exist in the food system that, if not
corrected, will lead to irreversible environmental damage and long term threats to the
viability of the food system. Moves to internalise the costs of these negative environmental
externalities are critical to provide incentives for their reduction.” 139 This clear advice has
consistently been ignored by government.
However, in her 2018 report the Chief Medical Officer, speaking about food, recommends
that “those sectors that damage health must pay for their harm or subsidise healthier
choices” and calls for “incentives to increase fruit and vegetable consumption”. 140 She has
been reported as saying the “sugar tax placed on soft drinks should now be vastly expanded
to cover a wide range of unhealthy foods … with funds raised used to bring down the price of
fruit and vegetables”.141 Research shows that a tax on unhealthy foods, combined with the
appropriate amount of subsidy on fruits and vegetables, could lead to significant health
gains.142 143 144
A 2019 report by UN Environment states that “worldwide emission taxes on foods could save
around 1 gigaton of CO2 equivalent per year in 2020 and result in net health benefits at the
global level due to reduced consumption of meat”.145
Preventing regressivity: Taxes on food must be designed so as to avoid having an unfair
impact on poorer people as a tax-related price increase could, if poorly designed, place a
greater burden on them than on wealthier consumers. This can be avoided by subsidies on
healthy food so that – and this is essential - the overall price of food does not increase; the
price of some items will go up while the price of others will decrease.
The WHO points out that for poor socioeconomic groups a food tax may lead to dietary shifts
and so to improved dietary health provided that untaxed, healthy alternatives are available;
such health gains may contribute to reducing health inequalities.146 The OECD has
concluded that, of all actions to prevent obesity “fiscal measures are the only intervention
producing consistently larger health gains in the less well-off” across the countries studied.147
A 2019 Lancet Commission report states that arguments that taxes on nutrient poor foods
are regressive are “countered by their progressive effect on health, creating greater health
gains for those with less income through larger gains in health-related behaviours, and by
strategies that direct tax revenues to community benefits, such as … subsidising the
purchase of healthy foods”.148
VAT: One way forward would be to reconsider the current VAT arrangements. At present all
meat, milk, eggs and ready meals are zero rated.149 This should be reviewed; only meat,
milk and eggs produced to high environmental and animal welfare standards should be zero
rated. VAT at the standard rate should be applied to ready meals other than those that are
only lightly processed. The VAT raised should be used to subsidise the cost of healthy
foods.
Taxes on pesticides and fertilisers: A UNDP (UN Development Programme) paper
examines how taxes on pesticides and fertilizers can correct certain market failures (e.g. the
failure to incorporate in the price of the pesticide/fertiliser its social and environmental costs)
and can forestall increases in the use of the most harmful pesticides and fertilisers.150 Such
taxes can lead to savings in health budgets (including lost productivity) and reduced
expenditure in restoration of degraded land and natural resources.

28

The paper points out that the revenue generated by such taxes could be earmarked to
mitigate the environmental impacts of pesticides and fertilisers and adopting more
sustainable agriculture practices. It stresses that these taxes are “more appropriate where
the objective is to facilitate a smooth transition to more sustainable practices through market
mechanisms”.
The UNDP paper states that from an economic perspective, a differentiated tax that takes
account of the damage to the environment and human well-being caused by different types
of pesticides/ fertilisers is the preferred solution, since it provides more targeted price signals
to the market and more adequately reflects marginal damages.
Such taxes should be seen not as a substitute for legislation but as complementing
regulations. The UNDP paper states: “an example is seen in France where a combined
system is in place in which a reduced tax rate is imposed on pesticides that are allowed in
organic farming, while the regular tax rate is imposed on other pesticides, and a total ban is
imposed on some widely used pesticides that are considered to harm bees.”
Using fiscal measures positively
Tax measures should not just reflect the cost of negative externalities but the revenue raised
should be used to lower the costs of particular farming practices and certain foods. They
should be used to make healthy food produced to high environmental and animal welfare
standards economically attractive for both farmers and consumers.
Supporting farmers
Farmers producing to high environmental and animal welfare standards could be
compensated for the extra costs involved by subsidies and tax breaks. When calculating net
profits for tax purposes, more generous capital allowances could be given to investments for
high quality farming. Governments already use differential capital allowances to reward
activities that they wish to encourage; for example, enhanced capital allowances are given in
some countries for businesses that use environmentally beneficial technologies. Moreover,
an extra tranche of farmers’ taxable income could be tax-free when they employ specified
animal welfare or environmental practices. These tax breaks could be paid for by the
revenue raised from placing taxes on the inputs of industrial agriculture such as chemical
fertilisers and pesticides.
Supporting consumers
Taxes should be placed on unhealthy, inhumanely produced food with the revenue raised
being used to subsidise the price of healthy food produced to high environmental and animal
welfare standards.
Impact of tax or charge can go beyond its monetary value
The WHO points out that taxation may result in consumers becoming more aware of the
unhealthy properties of certain products because of the price increase, thereby amplifying
the effect of the price increase and enhancing the market for healthy products.151

Recommendations as to steps Government should take to
help us move to a better food system
Government must build a new vision for future food and farming. It must generate and
sustain commitment among all sectors of society to realising this vision.
Government must move away from formulating policy in silos – it must develop
integrated, cohesive policies.
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Better information: The government should develop programmes to increase public
awareness of the implications of different farming methods and dietary choices for human
health, the environment, food security, climate change and animal welfare.
Mandatory labelling of meat and dairy products as to farming method should be
introduced.
The use of misleading labelling should be ended.
End obfuscation: The Government should not use obfuscations that present certain factors
in a better light than is warranted by the reality.
A new food culture must be created which cares about the nutritional quality of food and
values farming methods that protect the environment and animals.
Government must rebut the “We’re just giving consumers what they want” myth which is
often deployed by food businesses. Much more needs to be done by government to
provide information that counterbalances the food industry’s huge expenditure in
persuading people to eat unhealthy food. In addition, regulatory actions are needed to
control the food industry’s production and promotion of unhealthy diets as voluntary
moves have not been sufficient to tackle diet-related ill-health.
Government must introduce regulations to prevent the retail environment from
manipulating consumers to buy more of certain unhealthy products by location and price
promotions.
Government social policies should ensure that everyone has sufficient income to
purchase, and opportunities to access, nutritious food. No-one should have to ‘make
do’ with unhealthy food.
A growing number of initiatives seek to ensure that nutritious food is accessible by the
most deprived in our society and that healthy, local, sustainable food that provides
decent returns to farmers is more widely available. Government, local authorities and
other public bodies should give greater financial support to – and indeed themselves develop
– such initiatives.
Public procurement: Public sector bodies should use their buying power to augment the
market for food produced to high nutritional, environmental and animal welfare standards.
Case studies show that this can be achieved without increasing costs.
Farming livelihoods: Government must encourage food businesses to pay farmers prices
that are commensurate with their production costs, provide farmers with decent livelihoods
and allow them to provide good environmental and animal welfare standards. If
encouragement proves to be insufficient, Government should introduce regulatory measures
designed to even out the discrepancies in market power between major retailers and
farmers.
Moving to forms of farming that restore soils and biodiversity and minimise water and
air pollution: It is not sufficient to adopt measures that simply make the intensive model of
farming somewhat less damaging and resource-inefficient. Government must encourage
a wholly fresh approach as to how we grow crops and rear animals. The role of
livestock should be transformed so that they are primarily used to convert inedible materials
into meat and milk. The use of monocultures, pesticides and synthetic nitrogen fertilisers
should be minimised. We need to move to farming methods that work in harmony with
natural processes such as agroecology, circular agriculture and organic farming. The link
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between animals and the land should be restored through the use of rotational, integrated
crop-livestock systems.
Innovation: Government currently places undue reliance on high-tech to reduce the impact
of intensive farming on natural resources. Of course new technologies have a role to play.
But in some cases there is a danger that agri-tech will reinforce existing production models
that are inherently damaging. Government should reorient research and innovation away
from ameliorating the detrimental impacts of industrial production and should instead focus
on supporting forms of agriculture that are positively beneficial e.g. that enrich soils, enhance
biodiversity, capture carbon and provide first–class animal welfare.
Extending the Eatwell Guide to include sustainability: The Eatwell Guide should be
expanded to include sustainability concerns in its dietary advice.
Gold standard animal welfare: The Government’s ambition to “set a global gold standard
for animal welfare as we leave the EU” is welcome. To realise its ambition, the Government
should look at some of the best standards already in use in the world including in the UK.
These are what we need to aim for if we wish to achieve gold standard welfare. Defra
should use subsidies and other mechanisms (e.g. tax breaks) to help farmers adopt such
systems. It should also make it clear that the Government’s vision is for these approaches
to become the norm in our livestock sector.
Examples of best welfare standards provided in this report include: French Label Rouge
broilers, well-designed and well-managed free farrowing or preferably outdoor breeding,
intact tails on pigs, the very best of free range systems for egg laying hens, the Dutch
Kipster farm, low-input rotational systems, the approach of the Pasture-Fed Livestock
Association, dairy calves staying with their mothers until the age of 5-6 months, and the
Pasture Promise scheme under which farmers must graze their cows for at least 180 days a
year day and night.
The Government should encourage a public conversation about meat. The Government
should inform people about the relationship between diets and climate change, health,
antibiotic resistance and the environment and stimulate national debate and highlight the
need for action.
A Chatham House report states that focus groups conducted in four countries - the UK,
Brazil, China and the US - “all demonstrated a general belief that it is the role of
government to spearhead efforts to address unsustainable consumption of meat”.
The report states: “Soft interventions to raise awareness among consumers or ‘nudge’ them
towards more sustainable choices, for example by increasing the availability and prominence
of alternative options at the point of sale, are likely to be well received. More interventionist –
but necessary – approaches such as taxation do risk public resistance, but focus group
respondents thought this would be short-lived, particularly if people understood the policy
rationale.”
Reductions in meat production and consumption must come from the intensive pig
and poultry sectors not from cattle and sheep kept on well-managed grasslands or in
rotational integrated crop-livestock systems. W hen developing policy on food and farming
it is important for Government to take account of all the factors that may be influenced by
decisions in this area. Much policy-making is conducted in silos which can lead to the
introduction of measures that may benefit one element (such as climate change) but have
adverse impacts on other important considerations. Focussing solely on GHG emissions instead
of wider metrics of sustainability could result in the loss of ecosystems and greater social
inequality.
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Those who focus primarily on climate change tend to advocate reductions in extensive ruminants
and even an increase in intensive pigs and poultry. However, this would have a damaging effect
on many other factors. An increase in intensive pigs and poultry – or intensive cattle - would
increase demand for cereals and soy with resulting detrimental impacts on soils, water and
biodiversity and further deforestation in South America. Moreover, intensive pigs, poultry and
cattle undermine food security as they consume human-edible crops and convert them very
inefficiently into meat and milk. Many more people can be fed if these crops are used for direct
human consumption.
In addition, the stressful, overcrowded conditions of intensive livestock production fuel the
emergence, transmission and amplification of disease which leads to high use of antibiotics.
Free-range animals –who consume fresh forage and have higher activity levels – often
provide meat of higher nutritional quality than animals that are reared industrially. Pasturefed beef and free-range chickens have less fat and generally higher proportions of omega-3
fatty acids than grain-fed beef and chickens reared industrially. 152

Mending our price system: The Government should explore how fiscal measures could
properly reflect the environmental and other externalities of industrial livestock production. A
tax should be placed on industrially produced meat. The tax should not extend to
extensively produced meat from animals raised to high environmental and animal welfare
standards.
Revenue raised from taxes placed on industrially produced meat should be used to
subsidise healthy foods such as fruit and vegetables, legumes, whole grains and high quality
meat as it is crucial from the viewpoint of social equity that the overall price of food does not
increase. The tax must be designed so as not to be regressive; it must help those on low
incomes to access healthy diets.
Fiscal measures should be used to support farmers who have high animal welfare and
environmental standards. Such farmers should benefit from more generous capital
allowances when calculating their net profits for tax purposes and from increased tax-free
allowances.
A tax should be placed on pesticides and synthetic fertilisers. Such taxes should be seen
not as a substitute for legislation but as complementing regulations. The UK should emulate
France where a combined system is in place in which a reduced tax rate is imposed on
pesticides that are allowed in organic farming, while the regular tax rate is imposed on other
pesticides, and a total ban is imposed on some widely used pesticides that are considered to
harm bees.”
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