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In this series of articles, EURACTIV will focus on the
future of the EU livestock sector and food system in
light of the rising global population and increasing
demands to reduce the sector’s greenhouse gas
emissions.
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Producers and NGOs are still
far apart on animal farming
B y G e r a r d o F o r t u n a | E U R A C T I V. c o m

The issue of livestock farming will be of utter importance in the next
legislative term, as the EU-policymakers are called to close the file of
the next Common Agriculture Policy (CAP). [SHUTTERSTOCK]

A

lively but polarised debate
between farmers and an
environmental organisation
exposed barely-concealed tensions
between stakeholders over livestock
farming, which could colour the
political agenda of the next EU
legislative term.
The place of meat in our diets
and the public opinion’s involvement
in understanding modern livestock

farming were at the core of this
year’s conference of the association
AnimalhealthEurope,
which
represents the European animal
medicines industry.
The ‘Food & Farming: well-fed or
fed up?’ conference offered a hint of
potentially heated conflict among
stakeholders just before the kick-off of
a new EU legislative term.
It started when panellist Ariel
Brunner, head of policy at BirdLife

Europe, spoke in favour of a revolution
in the sustainability of farming.
“We’ve gone so far on the
consumption and production side
that the only way forward is to eat less
but better,” he said, repeating a key
mantra of the agroecology approach
to the livestock sector.
But the charges he levelled
against the “world’s biggest system
Continued on Page 5
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Continued from Page 4
of farm subsidies”, the EU’s Common
Agricultural Policy (CAP), triggered a
harsh reaction from the farmers’ lobby
COPA-COGECA.
“We have to admit we have a system
that it is a failure and it is literally
killing the planet,” Brunner said, also
criticising how farmers are lobbying
their arguments in the post-2020 CAP
talks.
COPA-COGECA’s panellist Paula de
Vera replied that farmers are aware
of the climate change and are also
committed to helping fight it.
She said that farmers are the first
ones affected by the climate crisis. “We
are losing crops availability, as well as
waters and quality feeds for animals”.
COPA-COGECA’s main message
was that farmers are part of the
solution and not the problem, and that
they could help make farming more
sustainable.
From the audience, another COPACOGECA representative agreed on the
need for a revolution in the sector but
asked Brunner when NGOs were going
to recognise the hard work done by
farmers.
Birdlife’s Brunner pointed out that
the problem is not with farmers but
with the current EU policy and added
that the next CAP could actually be
a driver of change in the ecological
transition.

SUSTAINABILITY AND
ROLE OF CONSUMERS
At the conference, Henning
Steinfeld from FAO, the UN agency
for food, delivered a speech on
how livestock can make a wider
contribution to the UN’s Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs).
According to him, the world is
experiencing a mismatch between
growing demand and environmental
degradation, whose symptoms are
climate change and biodiversity loss.
The FAO is encouraging the

production and consumption of lowcarbon foods and reducing emission
intensities
by
better-integrating
livestock into the circular bioeconomy concept.
Europe is, however, considered in
a different way by the UN agency, said
Steinfield, as there is a stable demand,
strong consumer awareness but also
robust animal health and a working
EU traceability framework.
Steinfeld added that good animal
health, in particular, can have a
positive impact on sustainability both
in reducing climate change and the
use of antimicrobials, which is causing
a growing threat of superbugs.
The secretary-general of Euro
Coop, an association of consumers’
cooperatives, Todor Ivanov, raised the
idea of a Common Food Policy with
a focus on the quality of the food we
eat as well as on how to educate and
nudge consumers towards a healthier
and more balanced diet.
“Consumers need to look at their
actions, as half of the food is thrown
away at home,” he said speaking about
the plague of food waste that could be
addressed through greater awareness.

LIVESTOCK BATTLE
The issue of livestock will be an
important issue in the next legislative
term as the EU-policymakers are
called to negotiate and close the file of
the next Common Agriculture Policy
(CAP), possibly before the end of the
current programmatic period in 2020.
On 14 February, the European
Parliament’s environment committee
(ENVI) voted an opinion on CAP
reforms supporting more funding for
ecological farming and more cuts for
intensive animal farms, asking to put
the criteria of livestock density among
the conditions for granting subsidies.
The appointment of the next
Agriculture
Commissioner
and
the composition of the next AGRI
parliamentary committee will be
crucial in this sense.

5

While it is too early to discuss the
Agriculture Commissioner, the newlyformed nationalist group Identity and
Democracy (ID) has already claimed
the char of the Agriculture committee.
However, in the past, pro-European
political groups have tended to unite
against far-right groups that will keep
them away from any high-level roles in
the Parliament, AGRI could be chaired
by a socialist, as liberals, Christiandemocrats, conservatives and greens
will already each have a vice-chair.
In that case, everything points to
two experienced MEPs; the Italian
Paolo De Castro, who already chaired
the committee, or the French Eric
Andrieu.
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IN TERVIEW

FAO official:

‘Veganism is certainly
not for everyone’
B y S a r a n t i s M i c h a l o p o u l o s | E U R A C T I V. c o m

FAO official: “A vegan diet is often deficient in iron, zinc, calcium and vitamin D. The required
supplementation to a vegan diet may be costly and may require access to a diverse set of pulses
and vegetables that may not be readily available everywhere.” [Shutterstock]

V

eganism is certainly not for
everyone, particularly when it
comes to mother and children,
as it is deficient in some important
minerals and vitamins, Henning
Steinfeld, an official from the Food
and Agriculture Organization of the
United Nations (FAO), told EURACTIV
in an interview.

“A vegan diet is often deficient
in iron, zinc, calcium and vitamin
D. The required supplementation to
a vegan diet may be costly and may
require access to a diverse set of
pulses and vegetables that may not
be readily available everywhere,”
Steinfeld said.

Henning Steinfeld is the chief of
FAO Livestock Information, Sector
Analysis and Policy Branch (AGAL). He
spoke to EURACTIV’s editor Sarantis
Michalopoulos.
What is the current state of play when
Continued on Page 7
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Continued from Page 6
it comes to the global livestock sector
and the constantly rising population?
What are the estimates of the UN?
The population will grow from 7.7
to 9.7 billion by 2050, by which time
80% of the global population will be
living in Asia or Africa. Importantly
for agriculture, 68% of the population
is projected to live in cities in 2050, up
from 55% today. 90% of that increase
will be in Asia and Africa. Analysis
of recent trends suggests that the
sizes of national herds tend to follow
national demographic dynamics since
most animal products consumed are
produced domestically. Wealth also
shapes livestock agri-food systems in
two important ways. Wealthier people
consume more animal-source foods
and wealthier countries have a greater
proportion of livestock production
from intensive systems. It is in the
transitioning economies of Africa
and Asia where rapid change is most
evident.
Over the last 30 years, the
consumption of meat, milk and eggs
has tripled in low and middle-income
countries (LMICs), driven by growing
populations, urbanisation, higher
incomes and globalisation. Global
demand for meat, milk and eggs will
continue to grow under the ‘business
as usual’ scenario: meat demand will
increase by 80% by 2030 and by 200%
by 2050. Following demographic
trends, almost all of that demand
growth will be in Africa and Asia,
with demand dropping in Europe and
North America.
The EU livestock sector has made steps
toward sustainability through the CAP.
What are the main challenges Europe
will be faced with in the coming years
when it comes to livestock production?
•
Consumers are increasingly
aware and concerned about
the environmental, ethical and

social implications of their
consumption
choices.
This
results in a strong focus on
the origins of food and how it
was produced. The livestock
sector has been quick to adjust
to new consumer preferences
and market trends – opting for
antibiotic-free meat, for example.
• Furthermore, in much of Europe,
there is a growing trend towards
more plant-based lifestyles. The
livestock sector will simply have
to accommodate the resulting
drop in demand for animalsource foods.
•
Pressure will grow to address
climate change from food
and agriculture and livestock
in particular. Counties will
be increasingly required to
formulate emissions targets and
to develop policies towards low
emissions livestock.
•
Trade may become more
complex. The EU sets very high
standards for trade in terms of
the health and safety of workers,
animal health and sanitary
standards, antimicrobial use,
environmental impacts and
animal welfare. However, there
are risks of trade disruptions due
to the escalation of tariff-wars
and devastating diseases such as
African swine fever.
According to FAO, what should be done
in order to accelerate the sustainable
development of the livestock sector?
The sector has been growing, but
such growth has not been even, with
its majority occurring in intensive
systems and with relatively little
contribution
from
smallholder
producers. Moreover, it is important
to consider the diversity of production
systems and the varied roles that
livestock play for different social
and economic groups. In terms of
sustainability we look at the global
livestock sector through four lenses:

1) food and nutrition security; 2)
livelihoods and economic growth;
3) animal health and welfare; and 4)
climate and natural resources use.
These domains are interrelated and
there can be both synergies and tradeoffs between them that arise through
different livestock sector actions and
trends.
To
enhance
the
sector’s
contribution to food and nutrition
security we must make the most
of the unique nutritional role of
animal-source foods: converging on
healthy and nutritious diets for all.
This is particularly important for the
first 1,000 days of life. We must also
acknowledge that ruminant livestock
can convert pasture and forage into
nutritious, human-edible food in
many marginal areas where cropgrowth would not be feasible. Food
losses and waste along with livestock
agri-food systems, as with other
sectors of agriculture, must urgently
be slashed.
Recognising the diverse roles
that livestock play in livelihoods is
essential. But many of these roles
are non-productive, resulting in
production inefficiencies: maintaining
large herds as insurance against
drought, for example. Replacing nonproductive functions of livestock with
modern alternatives, such as reliable
and accessible financial services, is
an important step towards helping
inefficient producers focus on the
productive functions of livestock, and
so increase efficiency.
Much is to be done globally to
reduce losses in production due
to livestock diseases, reduce foodborne and zoonotic diseases, protect
antimicrobials and improve the
welfare standards under which
livestock are kept. Improving animal
health and welfare is fundamental
to sustainability and has synergistic
impacts across all four domains.
Finally, dealing with livestock’s
Continued on Page 8
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impact on climate and natural
resources is paramount. Whilst
reducing excessive consumption
of animal-source foods can play an
important role, there are many ways
to tackle the environmental impacts
of livestock. At FAO we promote three
broad approaches: 1) improving the
efficiency of production; 2) increasing
carbon capture by restoring degraded
grasslands through regenerative
grazing and preventing deforestation;
and 3) promoting a circular bioeconomy across livestock agri-food
systems.
Specific studies recently pointed out
that our eating habits should change
and we should gradually phase out
meat consumption, something that will
directly affect the livestock. What’s
your comment on that?
While there may be reduced
demand in high-income countries, it
is unlikely that meat consumption will
be phased out any time soon. Demand
will continue to grow substantially,
particularly in low-income countries
where consumption is still low. More
generally, there are advantages of an
omnivorous diet both at the supply
side, by taking advantage of resources
with low alternative value, and on the
demand side, by providing nutritious
food in bio-available forms. What we
must strive for is a convergence on
healthy and nutritious diets for all.
There is growing scepticism toward the
current food systems. Critics suggest
that they negatively impact climate
change. Can we feed the world without
intensive livestock production?
There is no doubt that our current
livestock systems contribute to
climate change: we estimate about
14.5% of anthropogenic greenhouse
gas (GHG) emissions. But we need to
understand the diversity of livestock
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systems and the motivations of the
livestock keepers and other players
involved. For instance, intensive
systems provide a regular supply of
clean, affordable, nutritious food and
are highly efficient despite relying on
large amounts of inputs. In terms of
GHG emissions per unit of product,
intensive systems typically emit less
than extensive systems. Indirectly
though, intensive systems are linked to
deforestation, disruption of nutrient
cycles, pollution in various forms,
the emergence of virulent pathogen
strains and, often, with animal welfare
issues.
It would be difficult to feed the
growing,
urbanizing
population
without intensive production. But
there are important roles for more
extensive
and
labour-intensive
production systems also. There are
plenty of opportunities to enhance the
sustainability of both approaches to
production.
Is veganism the solution to sustainably
feed the world? (The Royal Academy
of Medicine of Belgium has called
for parents who raise their children
as vegans to face prosecution after a
number of deaths in schools, nurseries
and hospitals.)
Veganism is certainly not for
everyone – children and mothers, for
example. A vegan diet is often deficient
in iron, zinc, calcium and vitamin
D. The required supplementation to
a vegan diet may be costly and may
require access to a diverse set of pulses
and vegetables that may not be readily
available everywhere.
But there is a growing concern over
overweightness and obesity, and dietrelated non-communicable diseases
and livestock among other food
products have certainly be implicated:
particularly excessive consumption
of red meat and highly processed
meat. Where consumed in excess,
reduced consumption of animalsource foods will certainly have

health and environmental benefits.
We keep coming back to the need for
convergence on healthy, nutritious
diets.
Do you see lab-grown meat as a viable
alternative to livestock production?
In vitro meat is a fascinating area
of research but there are so many
issues to be resolved before the
production of in vitro meat could be
scaled-up and considered a viable
alternative to real meat. These include
costs, input sources (e.g. fetal bovine
serum), ethical and cultural issues,
food safety and quality, quite apart
from the difficulties in re-creating
complex, realistic meat tissues. In
terms of its environmental impact,
studies quantifying the environmental
impact of in vitro meat through a
lifecycle analysis are limited and are
based on experimental setups, rather
than to operational setups. There is
considerable investment in the field
though and it is certainly an area to
keep an eye on as it develops.
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Modern farming offers a climatesmart future for Europe’s livestock
By Roxane Feller | AnimalhealthEurope

[AnimalhealthEurope]

A

mong the highest food safety
standards in the world. A
stringent risk assessment.
A ready-availability of affordable
fish, meat, milk and eggs. The lowest
burden of foodborne illness in the
world. These accolades all apply to the
EU and to the food production systems
in place in today’s Europe, writes
Roxane Feller.
Roxane Feller is the secretary general
of AnimalhealthEurope.

But why then is consumer trust
and confidence in our food system so
low? And why is there such a strong
focus on livestock production and
consumption of meat and dairy as
‘THE’ way to reduce our impact on the
environment?
Every sector has an obligation to
limit its carbon footprint and reduce its
emissions. That goes without saying.
While European citizens debate what
they should and should not be eating,
or how much they should be eating,

some farmers in Europe are right now
pioneering new technologies and tools
that enable them to produce quality
animal-sourced foods with fewer
inputs and resources while adhering
to high standards of animal welfare.
When it comes to developing
countries, the role of animal protein
is widely recognised as important as
undernutrition is generally higher, but
we must keep in mind how widespread
Continued on Page 10
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access to affordable and, most
importantly, safe meat, fish, milk and
eggs in Europe has also contributed to
our nutritional security, to our health
and to our freedom to choose a diverse
diet.
Moreover, livestock’s versatility
makes them a great means of income
and growth in rural areas across
Europe. And when the health and
welfare of these animals is managed
responsibly, livestock can also
contribute to important ecosystem
functions and reduce their footprint.
Globally livestock may consume
around one third of all cereal
production, yet 86% of their plant
diet comes from grass, leaves, and
other foods that people cannot eat. An
improved understanding of different
animals’ precise nutritional needs
has led to the development of feeds
and supplements tailored to optimize
their health and to reduce greenhouse
gas emissions while improving overall
wellbeing.
We must recognise how far the
livestock sector has come in Europe
and how progress has been applied to
ensure a more sustainable production.
It is not so much a case of farming
practices in Europe following the
status quo as some indicate, but
rather a case of European producers
behind the scenes setting in motion
innovations referred to collectively
as ‘precision livestock farming’ to
allow them to deliver our necessary
food supply while minimising their
environmental impact.
Livestock farmers have long
been early adopters of robotics and
technologies to improve efficiencies.
The growing use of solutions such
as smart collars, 3D cameras, and
electronic ear tags, are prime examples
of progress often only associated with
modern farming practices.
But these advances are less about
turning farms into factories, and more
about improving the focus on the
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individual animal while collecting and
effectively using data on the overall
health of the whole herd.
In general, healthier herds mean
better yields, so it is always in the
farmer’s interest to ensure the good
health and welfare of his animals.
Such approaches are making animal
agriculture more sustainable by
allowing farmers and veterinarians to
identify health issues earlier, to take
preventive action if necessary, to more
accurately regulate feed and water,
and to administer medicine if needed.
As the animal health industry
researches and develops new solutions
to support this drive for sustainable
practices in livestock farming, it is
keenly aware of the gulf that exists
between perceptions of the food
system and the reality for farmers.
Improved health management in
any production system, from organic
to larger-scale modern farms, can
respond in part to consumer concerns
about environmental impact by
ensuring efficient conversion of feed
and water, etc. into affordable and safe
food, while ensuring close attention to
the animal’s welfare.
But polarised views on the topic
of food and farming and a highly
urbanised population, which is
disconnected from where and how
food is produced, can influence the
conversations, which in turn can
influence the policy-makers.
AnimalhealthEurope believes that
greater awareness of the potential for
livestock to act as a net contributor
to both the European economy and
the future development of Europe
can help drive a more informed and
realistic agenda for improvement.
Rather than simply pointing
the finger at livestock and meat
consumption as the cause of climate
change, we need to ask ourselves what
positive role the EU livestock sector
has played and will continue to play in
a more sustainable future for Europe.
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