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Because You Care about the Environment,

Maybe You Should Eat Less Meat

As readers of WE magazine, you are very likely keen on protecting the environment. Did you know that every time you eat, you can contribute to environmental protection? No, this isn’t about not using straws or other disposables. No, it’s not about sending drink containers for recycling. And, it’s not about eating organic foods. 

All those are very good ideas, but what this article discusses is protecting the environment by moving towards eating more vegetarian food. How do eating less animal/flesh-based food, such as chicken and fish, and environmentalism fit together? That’s what this article is about, but the short answer comes in two parts: efficiency and resources.

· Efficiency: Eating plants means more efficient eating, because it’s more efficient to eat food directly, rather than feeding food to nonhuman animals and then eating the nonhuman animals.

· Resources: Raising fellow animals for food uses huge amounts of resources and creates huge amounts of waste. This waste pollutes resources: air, water and soil. 

One last word before ending this introduction. While this article advocates that environmentalists move towards vegetarianism, vegetarians also need to consider changing. They need to think more about how else beyond diet they can contribute to a greener world.

The Inefficiency of Meat/Flesh-Based Eating

This drawing is a picture version of why eating meat/flesh is inefficient. [arrows to be drawn later]

Meat-eating = plants arrow nonhuman animals arrow people

Plant-eating = plants arrow people

The inefficiency of flesh-eating comes because we have to feed extra plants to our fellow animals before we eat them. Estimates of the ratio of plants to meat/flesh vary depending on the nonhuman animal being raised to be eaten and who is doing the estimating. Eating cows seems to be the most wasteful, but even eating chickens and fish (much of the fish and other marine animals we eat come from farms, not from the sea) wastes food. 

Huge amounts of land are required to grow food to feed farmed animals. As much as 38% of the world's grain harvest (and more than 90% of the world's soybeans) go to feed animals that we later eat. For instance, a recent article on the BBC website (http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/science/nature/3622108.stm) explains how in South America increased production of soya beans to feed flesh production in other countries is causing increased loss of rainforest. WWF predicts that 22 million hectares could be destroyed by 2020 (http://www.panda.org/news_facts/newsroom/other_news/news.cfm?uNewsID=14910&uLangID=1). Worldwatch Institute estimates that a meat/flesh diet uses 2-4 times more land than a vegetarian diet (http://www.worldwatch.org/features/vsow/2003/07/03). 

When we eat the plants directly, we need fewer plants. Needing fewer plants means needing to cut down less forest land for farms. As every environmentalist knows, rainforests are disappearing at an alarming rate. These forests make the air healthier to breathe. Forests are also the home of huge numbers of plant and animal species.

The inefficiency of meat production also means less food for the millions of humans suffering from malnutrition. If the whole world ate a diet similar to that of a big flesh-eating country, such as the U.S., the current amount of food grown would only feed half the planet’s human population. As futurist Jeremy Rifkin (http://www.foet.org/index.htm) writes in Beyond Beef, “The transfer of the world’s grain production from food to feed [for animals we eat] is among the most significant changes in the redistribution of wealth in the whole of recorded history.”
Resource Depletion and Defilement

Here are some fast facts to consider on how the meat industry uses up huge amounts of resources and leaves behind environmental damage.

· The destruction of rainforests means higher carbon dioxide levels in the air, which contribute to global warming.

· Methane produced by factory farmed nonhuman animals is another major cause of global warming.

· Valuable top soil is lost due to intensive farming methods needed to support meat production.

· Enormous amounts of water are consumed by the unfortunate nonhuman animals on factory farms. According to one estimate, about 25 gallons of water are used to grow 1lb of wheat, but 390 gallons are used to produce 1lb of cow flesh. 

· Only a fraction of the nutrients fed to nonhuman animals are eaten by humans as meat/animal flesh. Much of the rest becomes manure. The world’s farmed nonhuman animals produce more excrement than do the world’s people. For example, a farm with 2000 pigs produces four tons of manure and five tons of urine every day. 
· This excrement pollutes the air, water and soil. According to the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, “A single dairy cow produces about 120 pounds of wet manure per day, which is equivalent to the waste produced by 20–40 people. That means California’s 1.4 million dairy cows produce as much waste as 28–56 million people” (Notes from Underground, EPA 909-N-01-004, Fall 2001, http://www.epa.gov/region09/water/underground/notes/nfu1101.pdf).

· Commercial fishing uses factory trawlers the size of football fields to capture thousands of fish at a time, not to mention the other nonhuman animals, such as dolphins and tortoises, who are caught in the huge nets. As a result, marine ecosystems are put out of balance, not to mention the horror suffered by the captured animals.

· As natural marine populations are being rapidly depleted, an increasing percentage of the fish and other sea animals, such as prawns, now are also factory farmed, producing similar amounts of waste.

In 2002, the Sierra Club, a leading U.S. and international environmental organization, issued a report which they called a “RapSheet on Animal Factories” (http://www.sierraclub.org/factoryfarms/rapsheets). In the background to the report, they state:

Over the past two years, the Sierra Club has conducted an extensive review of state and federal government records of the meat industry, from the sprawling factories where the animals are produced to the industry's slaughterhouses. In examining the records of more than 630 meat factories in 44 states, we found: 

· massive water pollution resulting from millions of gallons of animal feces and urine flowing into waterways 

· workplace deaths, injuries and worker safety violations 

· 134 million pounds of contaminated and potentially contaminated meat and repeated, gruesome violations of the federal Humane Slaughter Act. 

To sum up, this quote from Livestock and the Environment, a report of the United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization provides an overview of some of the damaging effects on the environment of humans eating our fellow animals:

There are important situations, where livestock are out of balance with the absorptive capacity of soil, water and air. Land degradation, deforestation, water pollution, greenhouse gas emission and loss of plant and animal genetic resources are the result (http://www.fao.org/ag/aga/lspa/LXEHTML/tech/index.htm)

Why Are Many Environmentalists Still Regularly Eating Meat/Flesh? 

E/The Environmental Magazine, based in the U.S., did an informal survey of top environmental leaders and found that despite the fact that the information presented in this article is widely available, most of these leading environmentalists are still regular meaters. The same seems to be true in Singapore. Why? Perhaps most of the reasons are the usual ones that also discourage the general public from moving towards a plant-based diet. Here are some of those reasons, with responses.

The usual reasons

1. Worries about health.  

People worry that they need to eat fellow animals in order to be healthy. Medical opinion is divided about whether being a strict vegetarian is best for human health, but almost everyone agrees that most people in developed countries could benefit from increasing their consumption of fruits, vegetables and other plant-based foods. For instance, the Singapore government recommends at least two daily servings of both fruits and vegetables (http://www.hpb.gov.sg/hpb/default.asp?pg_id=1292).

The position paper on vegetarianism of the American Dietetic Association states that:

It is the position of the American Dietetic Association and Dieticians of Canada that appropriately planned vegetarian diets are healthful, nutritionally adequate, and provide health benefits in the prevention and treatment of certain diseases (http://www.eatright.org/Public/GovernmentAffairs/17084.cfm).
The Physicians Committee for Responsible Medicine (http://www.pcrm.org/health/veginfo/vegetarian_foods.html) states that: 

Some people still worry about the ease with which a vegetarian diet can provide all essential nutrients. The fact is, it is very easy to have a well-balanced diet with vegetarian foods. Vegetarian foods provide plenty of protein. Careful combining of foods is not necessary. Any normal variety of plant foods provides more than enough protein for the body’s needs. Although there is somewhat less protein in a vegetarian diet than a meat-eater’s diet, this is actually an advantage. Excess protein has been linked to kidney stones, osteoporosis, and possibly heart disease and some cancers. A diet focused on beans, whole grains, and vegetables contains adequate amounts of protein without the “overdose” most meat-eaters get.

Another way to reassure ourselves that eating flesh is unnecessary is to look at the performance of vegetarian athletes. For instance, Carl Lewis won multiple Olympic gold medals in track and field, Dave Scott won multiple world triathlon championships, Andreas Cahling won multiple international bodybuilding titles and M. Rameshon broke the Singapore national record in the marathon multiple times and remains the record holder, all powered by vegetarian food. However, perhaps these individuals are exception. Thus, we can look to India where millions of families have been vegetarian for centuries and have lived long, successful lives.
2. Too much trouble to find vegetarian dishes. 

Vegetarian food can be difficult to find in some countries in the region, as well as further abroad. However, Singapore and Malaysia are relatively easy places to be vegetarian. Staff at most eating places know about vegetarianism and are willing to explain which dishes are vegetarian and even to make something special. 

3. Animal-based food is too good to live without. 

Actually, it is usually the spices, which are mostly plants, such as chilli, garlic, soya sauce, sugarcane-based seasoning and ginger, that make animal flesh taste good. Most humans do not enjoy eating the uncooked, unseasoned flesh of other animals. 

Nonhuman animals are part of the environment, whether they live free or are caged or otherwise confined. Please ask yourself this question:

Do you know about the hell that animals go through in modern animal agriculture: being ripped away from their families, having parts chopped off or pulled out, being caged and crowded together, and all of this on top of being executed despite having committed no crime?

4. Pressure from family, friends and colleagues. 

Food often plays a key role in social bonding within families, among friends and with colleagues. Nowadays, people have many disparate interests, but one interest that everyone shares is food. Thus, eating together offers an important way of being together. How can you eat with other humans who are eating nonhuman animals while you are not? 

Just a bit of planning is all that is needed to overcome this obstacle. Let people know about your food preferences ahead of time. They will respect you; indeed, everyone likes talking about food, and bringing up your food preferences can be a great conversation starter. Also, offer to bring some appealing plant-based dishes for everyone to share.

5. It’s too difficult to be 100% vegetarian.

Some people go from flesh eating to vegetarianism overnight, but for most people, it’s a slow journey, a journy that some people never fully complete. Most of us eat about three meals a day. Over the course of a week, seven days, that means 21 meals: 3 meals a day X seven days = 21 meals. 

Do not worry about being perfect. Just try your best to get as close as is comfortable to 21 plant meals a week. Think about all the trees and nonhuman animals you can save over the course of a year. However, you are still doing a great job as long as you are moving towards 21. 

Special reasons

In addition to the usual reasons for not eating more plant-based foods, environmentalists may have some special reasons. 

1. The wild thing

Perhaps, when environmentalists think of other animals, they think of wild animals, not human-farmed animals raised for food. Wild species live in places, such as rainforests, that are exciting to visit. On the other hand, the factory farms (the huge complexes where nonhuman animals raised for their flesh are forced to live) are extremely uninviting places, filled with the smells, such as ammonia, from large quantities of animal waste, the sounds of fellow animals in pain and the sights of caged animals gone crazy from confinement, boredom, injury, abduction of family members, disease and lack of opportunities for natural social contact.

2. Not endangered

Environmentalists are justifiably concerned about the many species of nonhuman animals and of plants that are disappearing from the planet. Our fellow animals on factory farms aren’t endangered species. Indeed, the flesh industry is ‘producing’ billions of them every year, just like the electronics industry produces billions of electrical devices. 

Yes, the populations of farmed nonhuman animals, such as chickens, far from shrinking, are growing. What is shrinking are their life spans, with the average broiler chicken (a chicken raised for food, rather than eggs) living only about 6 weeks. Even nonhuman animals not immediately used for their flesh, such as hens used for their eggs and cows used for their milk, face harsh confinement, cruel practices designed to increase productivity far in excess of natural levels and premature death.

Another aspect of the lives of factory farmed nonhumans that is not shrinking is their size, as special breeding and hormones, plus strict confinement with little chance to move (one estimate puts the space allotted to each chicken on a factory farm at the size of an A4 piece of paper) cause these nonhumans to grow larger. However, their skeletons are not growing at the same pace as their weights, resulting in pain and injury. 

3. Compassion fatigue

It’s an overused cliché that humans today lead busy lives, with so much to do, so much information to digest, and so little time left after work and studies for family, friends and personal time. How can we possibly find the time and other resources to care about others, whether they be other animals or fellow humans who need our help? Thus, it’s very understandable that environmentalists, with their focus on helping nonhuman animals in the wild, would give less attention to nonhuman animals in captivity. 

4. Wanting to be normal.

 If you’re an activist for the environment or for anything else, that’s not normal in most places. However, most of us want to be normal. That’s the easy and comfortable way to be. As Dustin Hoffman’s character in the movie Accidental Hero advises his son, to succeed in life, we should “keep a low profile.” If we’re already not normal because of our environmental activism, being vegetarian would put us even further outside the realm of the typical and makes us stand out. 

Additionally, many activists believe that to successfully influence others to agree with our views on the environment and to act according to those views, we should strive to be as similar as possible to those people whom we seek to influence, as these people may be more willing to trust us if we are just like them. According to this theory of influence, we should dress like and talk like those we seek to persuade. Vegetarianism doesn’t fit in here because most other people are not vegetarian.

Vegetarians and the Environment

This leads to the question of vegetarians and what they do regarding issues on which environmentalists traditionally focus such as endangered species, habitat destruction and waste reduction. Yes, as explained in this article, due to their eating practices, vegetarians are pro-environment, and they can do more. Here are some suggestions:

1. Unprocessed food

Plants come unprocessed with their own packaging, packaging which is biodegradable. By eating unprocessed food, we reduce the amount of waste created. Best of all are raw foods, as no energy is wasted on cooking.

2. Paper – recycle and reduce

Are documents, such as flyers, and name cards printed on recycled paper? Are electronic documents, such as electronic newsletters and webpages, frequently used instead of paper documents?

3. Enjoying nature

Do people take time to enjoy and develop their appreciation of nature and all its many wonders? Spending time in nature may help grow our appreciation of and concern for nature. Even in urban areas, oases of nature exist.

Conclusion

Some environmentalists do support the growing trend among some in the developed world to eat less meat. Christopher Flavin, the president of Worldwatch Institute (www.worldwatch.org), told E/The Environmental Magazine:
There is no question that the choice to become a vegetarian or lower meat consumption is one of the most positive lifestyle changes a person could make in terms of reducing one’s personal impact on the environment. The resource requirements and environmental degradation associated with a meat-based diet are very substantial.
This article has explained why eating less meat/flesh is something environmentalists may want to seriously consider. Actually, it’s a kind of virtuous circle: by helping the planet we help ourselves and the other animals with whom we share the planet. 
We not only help ourselves from a physical point of view by reducing the health risks associated with meat/flesh, to which Bird Flu, Mad Cow and SARS have recently been added, we also help ourselves from a spiritual point of view, because by lightening the burden we place on the planet, we may lift our own spirits and lighten our concerns. 
Environmentalists feel good when we help protect an endangered species, seek to prevent a wildlife habitat from becoming a golf course, send our used paper for recycling, bring a cloth bag to carry home our purchases at the wet market, and the many other kind, thoughtful actions that environmentalists take. 

Every time we sit down to eat, whether we use chopsticks, fork, spoon or our fingers, we can take another positive action towards making the world a little bit greener. Thank you for considering this. 

