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Contribution to Meat the Truth: 

Meat, Climate and the EU 
On several occasions during the last year the environmental impact of the livestock industry has 
been debated in the European Parliament. In December the European Parliament’s climate 
committee made the rather historic decision to reduce meat consumption. The committee’s 
proposal caused an uproar among the livestock industry’s lobbyists and, unfortunately, only 162 
of us voted in favor of the proposal in the full session of the European Parliament in February of 
this year. It was, of course, disappointing that conservative agricultural interests succeeded in 
blocking such an important proposal, but I am nevertheless convinced that the issue of meat 
consumption has come to stay in the political arena. 

It is, after all, no small problem we are speaking of. According to the UN’s Food and Agriculture 
Organization (FAO), raising livestock accounts for 18% of the world’s greenhouse gas emissions. 
This represents a greater impact than those from the world’s transport sector (Livestock´s long 
shadow, FAO 2006). 

It is also a fast-growing problem. Consumption of animal products as food is increasing 
dramatically around the world. The world’s meat consumption has increased to five times the 
level in 1950. And in 2050 the global consumption of meat is expected to be twice that of 1999, 
increasing from 229 million to 465 million tons (FAO Livestock´s Long Shadow). 

The fact is that we probably eat more animal products today than at any time in history. 
Developing countries emulate the wealthy world’s life style and consume ever-increasing 
amounts of meat, which means that evermore resources are devoted to raising livestock.  China’s 
grain production, for example, increased to 40 million tons during the 1990s. Almost all of the 
increase has been used as feed in intensive livestock production. China, which until 1995 was a 
grain exporting country, is now second-largest importer of grain after Japan (State of the World 
1997, p. 48).  

When the FAO had another research group analyze the greatest changes in agriculture in the 
world, the result was a report entitled Livestock to 2020: The next food revolution (FAO, 1999). 
The dramatic growth in the number of cattle, pigs and broilers is the feature that is currently 
revolutionizing our farming and food production. With other fowl included, over 50 billion 
animals are slaughtered every year around the world.  

Meat consumption will double by 2050, with even more livestock and greater environmental 
problems as a result. 

Not least from an environmental perspective, it is high time to question the enormous waste of 
resources that today’s meat consumption entails. The production of one kilogram of meat 
requires 5- 10 kilograms of vegetable matter and several thousand liters of water. Nearly 40% of 
all the world’s grain production is used as fodder; in the EU fully two-thirds. 

In my own country, Sweden, it is usually said that our largest contiguously cultivated area is in 
the Skåne region of southern Sweden. This is incorrect. “Our” largest area is the soybean 



plantations of southern Brazil. Each year the Swedish livestock industry imports 250,000 – 
300,000 tons of soybean meal for animal feed. A hectare of arable land in Brazil produces 2.5 
tons of soybeans. That means Sweden imports the product of over 100 000 hectares of Brazil’s 
intensively chemical-burdened land.  

In 2007, the EU countries imported 44 million tons of soybean meal as fodder. Imports to EU 
countries mean a “shadow area” of 10 million hectares in Brazil and Argentina, the primary 
countries of origin of the soybean meal imports. The EU’s own cultivated lands amount to 70 
million hectares; thus, the soybean plantations of the Southern Cone add nearly 15% to 
“Europe’s” total. 

In the discussion around bio-fuels, the meat industry becomes particularly interesting. I agree, of 
course, with the criticism of the use of grains such as corn and wheat being used for the 
production of ethanol in the US and Europe. Even the sugar cane plantations of Brazil are 
questionable in this regard. Is it not more important to produce food for human consumption? Of 
course it is. But in this debate, I sometimes miss the issues of proportionality and the livestock 
industry’s responsibility. 

Approximately two percent of the world’s cultivated land is used for bio-fuels, while nearly 40% 
goes to fodder production for the livestock industry. Soybean production in Brazil has increased 
tenfold since the 1950s. In Brazil, seven million hectares are used to plant sugar cane for ethanol 
production (a large part of which is consumed in Brazil). Meanwhile, 20 million hectares go to 
soybean plantations (according to the Swedish conservation magazine Sveriges Natur, issue 5, 
2008). Virtually all of the soybean meal is exported to Europe’s meat and dairy industries. 

One wonders: Why the pronouncements against bio-fuels but silence with regard to the livestock 
industry? 

Can cultivated land then be used to produce bio-fuels in the future? Yes, if land is made 
available. There is no new land available unless you want to clear more forest. Therefore, 
existing cultivated land must be used in a better way. The potential for this lies with the feed 
grain industry.  

The EU has established a target of 10% of all fuel in the transportation sector being bio-fuel in 
2020. To achieve this target, 6 – 15 million hectares of arable land will be needed (The large 
variation in numbers depends on whether or not the bio-fuel is imported: sugar cane from Brazil, 
for example, means less land use). 

From where then is this land area to be taken? Stefan Wirsenius, a researcher from Chalmers 
University in Gothenburg, had a solution to the problem when he spoke to the environment 
conference of the European Parliament’s Left group, GUE/NGL, last year. His conclusion was 
that if we eat less meat, the area used for raising livestock will also decrease. To achieve that 
reduction, a fee should be imposed on meat consumption: a meat tax.  

Wirsenius proposed a meat tax of approximately €1.7 per kilogram on beef, with lower amounts 
on other types of meat. The resulting reduction in consumption would free up approximately 17 
million hectares of farmland; in other words, a good bit more than that needed to reach the 10% 
bio-fuel target. So there need not be any conflict between bio-fuels and food production. 



An even better idea, of course, would be to use the freed land for other food production instead of 
bio-fuel production. A meat tax would, in any case, give us a good opportunity to help resolve 
one of the world’s major dilemmas: how to use the world’s farmland. 

There is considerable documentation of the livestock industry’s environmental impact. What then 
should the EU do? I discussed this in a report I co-authored with researcher and journalist Toivo 
Jokkala: The livestock industry and the climate – EU makes bad worse (published in May, 2007). 
We found that the EU subsidized the livestock industry with € 3.5 billion annually. This figure 
does not include subsidies to the animal feed industry, which would raise the amount 
considerably. The subsidies include price supports for meat (known as “intervention purchase”), 
slaughter grants, export subsidies (through which excess production is dumped in the developing 
countries) and funds for marketing in order to increase the consumption of animal products. 

An important step in the right direction would, therefore, be to abolish these subsidies. I would 
also like to see the public sector use its purchasing process to buy more vegetarian food and to 
conduct information campaigns promoting vegetarian food. But the measure that would make the 
most difference in reducing meat consumption would be placing some kind of fee on animal 
products.

In the article “Environmental sustainability in agriculture: diet matters”, the World Bank’s former 
environmental advisor, Robert Goodland, suggests a fee system that would make the production 
of animal products more expensive. Goodland calls the proposal a “food conversion efficiency 
tax.” The thinking is that fodder would be taxed at different rates based on how effectively the 
animal converts the fodder into meat. But all crops used in the production of animal products 
would be subject to fees. Grain for human consumption would not be taxed, thereby benefitting 
low-income groups and those that prefer vegetarian food. Goodland could also agree on subsidies 
for some crops consumed by the poor of the third world. Goodland summarizes the purpose of his 
proposal as follows: “High taxes on inefficient food and no taxes on efficient food.... would 
alleviate the global food crises and promote sustainability.” 

I am very sympathetic to Goodland’s proposal. It is really a question of internalizing the livestock 
industry’s externalities. In the same way that we use taxes and fees to make tobacco, alcohol, 
gasoline and other products harmful to the environment and our health bear some part of their 
costs, we should do the same with meat. 

However, I differ with Goodland to the extent that I feel that a tax on the final animal products, 
rather than fodder, would be a more effective way to reduce meat consumption. Interestingly, the 
aforementioned FAO report notes precisely this possibility: “… governments may consider the 
option of taxing beef” say the authors of Livestock´s Long Shadow (p. 261).  

What is important, whether you tax fodder or meat, is that the proceeds from the taxes should 
remain within the system. In other words, they should be used to finance, for example, lower 
sales tax on climate-smart food such as fruit and vegetables. In that way, low-income groups 
would not be burdened by the tax. On the contrary, hopefully, it would have a positive effect as 
consumers discover that healthy food has become cheaper. 

So a meat tax would free up land and make new cultivation possible, as Wirsenius suggests. It 
would also mean less meat consumption and thereby reduced emissions from the livestock 



industry. Additionally, less meat consumption would contribute to the health of the wealthy 
world’s population, who eat too many animal products and not enough fruit and vegetables.  

Will we see a meat tax in the future? In Sweden, where parliamentary elections will be held in 
2010, several political parties are discussing how to reduce meat consumption. A tax on meat is 
one of the ideas under consideration. Thus far, no country has established such a tax, but there is 
no reason it couldn’t happen in the next few years. Perhaps my own country will be the first to do 
it. 

What will happen with the EU’s counterproductive meat subsidies? There may be a glimmer of 
hope. In May of 2008, I debated the issue of meat production versus the climate with the EU’s 
agriculture commissioner, Mariann Fischer Boel, at Kulturhuset in Stockholm. She told us that 
the EU Commission is going to investigate the environmental impact of the livestock industry. 
The result is to be reported sometime this year. Fischer Boel has previously acknowledged the 
problematic nature of the worst forms of subsidy (e.g. export subsidies) and said that they are to 
be phased out. That would be a step in the right direction, but it remains to be seen if the EU 
really dares to take on the major issue of the emissions the livestock industry is responsible for. 
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