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Go vegetarian to be green

Tofu can harm environment more than meat, finds WWF study 
Ben Webster, Environment Editor, The Times

Becoming a vegetarian can do more harm to the environment than continuing to eat red meat, according to a study of 
the impacts of meat substitutes such as tofu. 

The findings undermine claims by vegetarians that giving up meat automatically results in lower emissions and that 
less land is needed to produce food. 

The study by Cranfield University, commissioned by the environmental group WWF, found that many meat substitutes 
were produced from soy, chickpeas and lentils that were grown overseas and imported into Britain. 

It found that switching from beef and lamb reared in Britain to meat substitutes would result in more foreign land being 
cultivated and raise the risk of forests being destroyed to create farmland. Meat substitutes also tended to be highly 
processed and involved energy-intensive production methods. 

Lord Stern of Brentford, one of the world’s leading climate change economists, caused uproar among Britain’s livestock 
farmers last October when he claimed that a vegetarian diet was better for the planet. He told The Times: “Meat is a 
wasteful use of water and creates a lot of greenhouse gases. It puts enormous pressure on the world’s resources. A 
vegetarian diet is better.” 

However, the Cranfield study found that the environmental benefits of vegetarianism depended heavily on the type of 
food consumed as an alternative to meat. It concluded: “A switch from beef and milk to highly refined livestock product 
analogues such as tofu could actually increase the quantity of arable land needed to supply the UK.” 

A significant increase in vegetarianism in Britain could cause the collapse of the country’s livestock industry and result in 
production of meat shifting overseas to countries with few regulations to protect forests and other uncultivated land, it 
added. 

Donal Murphy-Bokern, one of the study authors and the former farming and food science co-ordinator at the Depart-
ment for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, said: “For some people, tofu and other meat substitutes symbolise 
environmental friendliness but they are not necessarily the badge of merit people claim. Simply eating more bread, 
pasta and potatoes instead of meat is more environmentally friendly.” 

The National Farmers’ Union said the study showed that general statements about the environmental benefits of 
vegetarianism were too simplistic. Jonathan Scurlock, the NFU’s chief adviser for climate change, said: “The message is 
that no single option offers a panacea. The report rightly demonstrates the many environment benefits to be had from 
grazing pasture land with little or no other productive use.” 

The study also found that previous estimates of the total emissions of Britain’s food consumption had been flawed 
because they failed to take account of the impact of changes to the use of land overseas.
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Go vegetarian to be green

Why it’s Green to go vegetarian

There were approximately 6.5 billion people living on earth in 2008, this number is expected to rise to 9 billion by 
2050 and as the world’s population continues to grow, our requirement for food will also increase. 

With dwindling resources and an already increasing number of undernourished people in the world, the effects 
could be devastating. Worldwide food production requires around 30% of the total soil available, 20% of fossil fuel 
energy and a major part of the fresh water flow. Raising cattle is one of the most damaging components of agricul-
ture. They cause the most environmental damage of any non-human species through over-grazing, soil erosion, 
desertification, tropical deforestation for ranches and growing of soya for their feed, in addition to their gaseous 
emissions and manure products.
 
Meat and seafood are the two most rapidly growing ingredients in the global diet and also two of the most costly in 
resource use. In 2006, 276 million tonnes of chicken, pork, beef and other meat were produced, 4 times as much 
as in 1961. On average, each person eats twice as much meat as back then (43kgs). The fishing industry harvested 
141 million tonnes of seafood globally in 2005, 8 times as much as in 1950. 

Meat is now the single largest source of animal protein in all affluent nations and demand for animal flesh is 
expected to more than double by the year 2050. Within this timescale the livestock population is expected to rise 
from 60 billion farm animals to 120 billion. In order to meet this growing appetite, animals will no doubt be reared 
more intensively and cheaply with factory farming and aquaculture (fish farming) causing further pollution, water 
and land usage. 

If nothing is done, the environmental impact of meat production can only increase. 

Diet is an important tool in working to achieve environmental sustainability. Studies on world food security estimate 
that an affluent diet containing meat requires up to 3 times as many resources as a vegetarian diet. Going vegetar-
ian is an easy way to lower your own environmental impact and help ensure worldwide food security.


