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As governments drag their feet in responding to climate change, many
concerned people are looking for actions they can take as individuals — and eating
less meat is an obvious place to start. Livestock today account for about 14.5
percent of global greenhouse gas emissions, more than all the world’s cars and

trucks combined.

Those numbers seem overwhelming, but the situation could grow worse: Our
appetite for meat is increasing. The United Nations forecasts that the world will be
eating 14 percent more of it by 2030, especially as middle-income countries get
wealthier.  That means more demand for pasture and feed crops, more
deforestation and more climate problems. For people alarmed about climate

change, giving up meat altogether can seem like the only option.

One big reason for meat’s outsized environmental impact is that it’s more
efficient for people to eat plants directly than to feed them to livestock. Chickens
need almost 2 pounds of feed to produce each pound of weight gain, pigs need 3 to
5 pounds, and cattle need 6 to 10 —and a lot of that weight gain is bones, skin and
guts, not meat. As a result, about 40 percent of the world’s fertile land is now used
to grow animal feed, with all the environmental costs related to factors such as

deforestation, water use, fertilizer runoff, pesticides and fossil fuel use.

Most animal products generate more emissions of greenhouse gases than plant
foods do. Climate experts warn that the world may be fast approaching a point of
no return, and some experts say there’s good reason to reduce meat consumption
well below what’s sustainable. Completely eliminating livestock, for example, would
allow some of the land now devoted to feed crops and pastures to return to native
vegetation. Over 25 to 30 years of regrowth, this would tie up enough atmospheric
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CO, to completely offset a decade’s worth of global fossil fuel emissions, Matthew
Hayek, an environmental scientist at New York University, and his colleagues

reported in 2020.

“We need to be moving in the opposite direction than we are now,” says

Hayek. “The things that we are going to need to do are aggressive, experimental,
bold policies — not ones that try to marginally reduce meat consumption by 20 or

even 50 percent.”

[Source: Holmes, Bob. “How Much Meat Should We Eat?” Smithsonian
Magazine, August 23, 2022.
https: / www.smithsonianmag. com/ science-nature /how-much-meat-should-we-eat-
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