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VEGETARIAN FOOD FOR THOUGHTS 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

In the present world filled with social and environmental problems, inequalities, injustices 

and big changes, we have the responsibility to be aware of the condition of the world’s 

citizens as an essential interacting part of it. This awareness must result in a critical attitude 

about our actions, driven by a strongly cultivated mind and empathy. 

If United Nations previsions are true, human population will reach 8.5 billion people by 

2030, and this implies that the world will be strongly affected by the result of our daily 

actions, that have never been so important. Therefore, we must consider our primary 

consumption action: eating. All of us eat at least three times a day and we cannot ignore the 

almost primordial importance of how we feed ourselves, the society, and the rest of the earth. 

In this essay, I’ll consider an even smaller topic: the meat consumption. The huge amount of 

consequences implied by this little choice will perfectly show the importance we have to give 

to all of our little actions, even the most banal and unsuspecting ones.  

The world food economy has been increasingly driven by the shift of diets towards livestock 

products. Some use the term “food revolution” to refer to these trends. In the developing 

countries, where almost all the world’s population increase takes place, consumption of meat 

has been growing at 5-6 percent p.a. in the last few decades, according to United Nations 

Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO, 2014). Aggregate agricultural output is being 
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affected by these trends, not only through the growth of livestock production proper, but also 

through the linkages of livestock production to the crop sector which supplies the feeding 

stuffs (mainly cereals, oilseeds and soya). On the negative side, and in association with policy 

distortions or market failures, there are environmental implications associated with the 

expansion of livestock production. For example, through the expansion of land for livestock 

development, livestock sector growth has been a prime force in deforestation in some 

countries such as Brazil, and in overgrazing in other countries. In parallel, growth of the 

ruminant sector contributes to the increase in greenhouse gasses concentration in the 

atmosphere through methane emissions and nitrous oxide from the waste of grazing animals. 

Also, the excessive fish meat consumption give rise to many problems linked to the 

increasing overfishing. This overfishing, coupled with devastating fishing techniques with 

huge nets dragged along the bottom of the sea, trapping all the animals and plants in their 

path, is compromising the survival of many species. The situation in fish farms is even worse: 

aquaculture needs large amounts of wild fish to feed the captive fish and it releases many 

polluting chemicals such as antibiotics in sea water. 

Moreover, in almost all developed countries (and many developing countries too) people 

have a diet excessively based on meat and protein consumption. This fact contributes also to 

a wide array of health issues, such as cancer and diabetes. In particular, high consumption 

of red meat and processed meats has been linked to cardiovascular disease, heart disease and 

early death. These meats contain a large amount of calories and contribute to the growing 

obesity problem in many countries. 

Lastly, I will consider the issue of animal welfare in factory farms. I invite the reader to 

consider this section in the light of the ethical issues raised in the literature review.  

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/10466162
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19662376
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22412075
http://preventcancer.aicr.org/site/PageServer?pagename=elements_red_processed_meat
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In this paper, I will give an overview of all these topics with some examples and food for 

thought in order to stimulate the reader’s critical attitude, possibly urging him to go deeper.  

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

The opinion that we should avoid eating meat or fish has ancient philosophical roots. In the 

Western tradition, we have many examples since ancient Greece and Rome where it was 

supported by many great people such as Pythagoras, Empedocles and Plutarch. Pythagoras is 

traditionally considered the initiator of vegetarianism in the West thanks to some lines of 

Ovid’s Metamorphoseon libri XV, where he is described as the first ancient to fight against 

eating animal’s flesh. According to Ovid, Pythagoras considered eating meat a useless cause 

of slaughters, because the earth offers us enough plants and fruits to feed ourselves without 

bloodsheds (Mannucci, 2008).  Plutarch's essay On Eating Flesh, written in the late first or 

early second century of the Christian era, is a detailed argument for vegetarianism on grounds 

of justice and humane treatment of animals (Plutarch). 

Interest in vegetarianism revived in the nineteenth century, on grounds of health and 

humanity towards animals. Albert Arthur Schopenhauer, one of the great thinkers of this 

century, writes:  

Thus, because Christian morality leaves animals out of account [...] they are at once 

outlawed in philosophical morals; they are mere "things", mere means to any ends 

whatsoever. They can therefore be used for vivisection, hunting, coursing, bullfights 

and horse racing, and can be whipped to death as they struggle along with heavy 

carts of stone. Shame on such a morality […] (Schopenhauer, 1998) 

Since the 1970s, vegetarianism has gained strength from three major lines of argument: 

health, ecology, and concern for animals. In particular, Peter Singer, an Australian moral 

http://animal-rights-library.com/authors-c/pythagoras.htm
http://animal-rights-library.com/authors-c/empedocles.htm
http://animal-rights-library.com/authors-c/plutarch.htm
http://animal-rights-library.com/texts-c/plutarch01.htm
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philosopher and professor of Bioethics at Princeton University, gave birth to the animalist 

movement with the publication of Animal Liberation in 1975, considered the most cogent, 

influential and effectual work of applied ethics ever published. Singer explains our society’s 

carnivore habit as a consequence of speciesism: 

 Speciesism is an attitude of prejudice towards beings because they're not members 

of our species, so just as racism means that you're prejudice against beings who are 

not members of your race and sexism means you're prejudice against people of the 

other sex. So we humans tend to be speciesist in we think that any being that is a 

member of the species Homo sapiens just automatically has a higher moral status 

and is more important than any being that is a member of any other species, 

irrespective of the actual characteristics of those beings. (Singer, 2009) 

The central argument of the book is an expansion of the utilitarian idea that "the greatest 

good of the greatest number" is the only measure of good or ethical behavior. Singer believes 

that there is no reason not to apply this principle to other animals, arguing that the boundary 

between human animals and non-human animals is completely arbitrary. According to him, 

we must take in account animals as moral identities because of their having interests: 

To have interests, in a strict, non-metaphorical sense, a being must be capable of 

suffering or experiencing pleasure. If a being suffers, there can be no moral 

justification for disregarding that suffering, or for refusing to count it equally with 

the like suffering of any other being. But the converse of this is also true. If a being 

is not capable of suffering, or of enjoyment, there is nothing to take into account. 

(Singer, 1975, p. 179) 
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Consequently, Singer argues that eating animal flesh when we can choose to eat something 

else (and so, just for mere pleasure) is not morally acceptable because of the huge suffering 

we are imposing to the animal against its interests. 

Philosophers are not the only ones pleading the vegetarian case: many are the scientists, the 

journalists and the other thinkers of different backgrounds in vegetarianism’s ranks. 

The Royal Institute of International Affairs, commonly known as Chatham House, the second 

most influential think tank in the world after the Brookings Institution, have recently 

published a report maintaining that:  

A growing global population cannot converge on developed-country levels of meat 

consumption without huge social and environmental cost. Overconsumption of 

animal products, in particular processed meat, is associated with obesity and an 

increased risk of non-communicable diseases (NCDs) such as heart disease, type-2 

diabetes and certain types of cancer. Livestock production is often a highly 

inefficient use of scarce land and water. It is a principal driver of deforestation, 

habitat destruction and species loss. (Chatham House, 2015) 

Warnings come even from the most unexpected celebrities such as the former bodybuilder 

and Governor of California Arnold Schwarzenegger: “Luckily we know that you can get your 

proteins in many different ways, you can get them from vegetables if you are a vegetarian 

[…] but you have address a very important issue that is 28% of the greenhouse gases comes 

from eating meat and from raising cattle and all those things, so we can do a much better 

job”. (Schwarzenegger, 2015) 
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ANALYSIS AND DATA 

 

1. SUSTAINABILITY 

The United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) estimates that about 795 

million people of the 7.3 billion people in the world, or one in nine, were suffering from 

chronic undernourishment in 2014-2016 (FAO, 2015). In this global configuration, a huge 

amount of agriculture land is destined to feed livestock instead of humans. In particular, 33% 

of croplands are used for livestock feed production. This is the result of the western dietary 

patterns that depletes planet’s resources to the detriment of the South. In fact, agricultural 

land of rich countries cannot supply the huge quantity of food (cereals and soya) demanded 

by livestock. Therefore, northern countries import large quantities of food produced in 

developing countries, encroaching on their agricultural land and undermining their food 

sovereignty: Europe exploits an amount of developing countries’ agricultural land equal to 7 

times its own agricultural surface (Kwa, 2001). 

In the South, growing food for livestock benefits very big landowners, while small farmers 

are the victims of the productivity model. For example, in South America, soybean 

cultivation is an ecological and social disaster because of deforestation and pollution (FAO, 

2012). 

The reason of this disproportionate use of land is clear if we consider that livestock farming is 

essentially inefficient as mammals in particular are inefficient converters of feed to meat. A 

vast percentage of gross energy (89-97%) and protein (80-96%) contained in the cereal or 

grain fed to animals is NOT converted into edible fat or protein, as you can see in the 

following graph resuming some typical rates from U.S. Department of Agriculture  

(Smil, 2002): 
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2. ENVIRONMENT 

2a. GREENHOUSE GASSES 

In 2006, FAO revealed this unexpected result: livestock is responsible for 18% of greenhouse 

gas emission that is more then all greenhouses globally emitted by the whole transport sector. 

In detail, 9% of carbon dioxide (CO2) in the world is emitted by the animal food production 

process that implies fertilizers and agricultural equipment, rather than massive deforestation 

reducing huge natural carbon dioxide sinks. Moreover, ruminants’ digestive system 

contributes to the 37% of global methane (CH4) emissions and the 65% of global nitrous 

oxide (N20), that have respectively a Global Warming Potential (GWP) sixty times and two 

hundred times higher than CO2’s one (FAO, 2006).  

Taking all these important results into account, we can easily understand how we could 

significantly cut our daily footprint just by changing our eating habits. Therefore, the big 

question is: what is the impact of meat on an individual’s footprint? 

An accurate study of Climate Change and Food Systems published on the accredited website 

Annual Reviews tries to answer that question using data from the US.  Five different diets are 

compared: Meat Lover, Average, No Beef, Vegetarian and Vegan. For each diet researchers 

looked solely at the emissions associated with food supply, so they did not include those from 
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consumer’s transportation, storage or the cooking of food. Each of the four example diets is 

based on 2600 kcal of food consumed per day. 

The results of these analysis look like this:  

 

A Vegetarian’s footprint (measured in tons of CO2 equivalent) is about two thirds of the 

average American and almost half that of a meat lover.  For a Vegan, it is even lower. These 

results are quite obvious if we think that we emit 39.2 Kg of CO2e to produce 1Kg of lamb, 

27.0 Kg of CO2e to produce 1Kg of beef and 12.1 Kg of CO2e for 1Kg of pork, against 

1.1Kg for tomatoes, 2.0Kg for tofu and around 2.8 for wheat and potatoes (Vermeulen, 

Campbell, & Ingram, 2012).  

 

2b. DEFORESTATION 

According to FAO, during the 1990s, the portion of the globe covered by forests shrank by an 

estimated 94 000 square kilometers a year (roughly the size of Portugal), i.e. a football field 

each 2.3 seconds.  Most of the land that was cleared and burned was converted to growing 

crops to produce livestock’s fed and grazing livestock. In Latin America, in particular, most 
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of the deforested land ended up as soya and cereal crops for industrial farming and, later on, 

as pasture used to raise cattle in extensive grazing systems (FAO). A Greenpeace’s study 

reported that livestock is responsible of 80% of the Amazonian deforestation (Greenpeace, 

2009). 

Typically, the deforestation process starts when roads are cut through the forest, opening it up 

for logging and mining. Once the forest along the road has been cleared, commercial or 

subsistence farmers move in and start growing crops. However, forest soils are too nutrient-

poor and fragile to sustain crops for long. After two or three years, the soil is depleted and as 

a result, crop yields fall. The farmers let the grass grow, move on and the ranchers move in. 

Little investment is needed to start raising cattle on cheap or abandoned land where grass is 

already growing. The returns can be high, at least for a while. After just five to ten years, 

overgrazing and nutrient loss turns the rainforest land that was once a storehouse of 

biological diversity into an eroded wasteland (FAO). 

The environmental impact of deforestation and pasture conversion includes:  

 Carbon dioxide emissions – Clearing and burning of forests releases billions of tons 

of CO2 and other greenhouse gases into the atmosphere. Experts estimate that 

deforestation causes roughly one quarter of all human-induced carbon emissions. 

Deforestation also contributes to air pollution by destroying valuable “carbon sinks” 

(FAO); 

 Loss of biodiversity – Tropical forests host more than 13 million distinct species, 

representing more than two-thirds of all the world’s plants and animals. Deforestation 

makes these places inhospitable to many species that, consequently, become extinct 

(FAO); 
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 Water pollution – Without the protective forest canopy and roots, the soil loses its 

capacity to retain water and is often washed away into streams and rivers, polluting 

their ecosystems (FAO). 

 Indigenous’ rights violation – As areas of tropical forests are destroyed or degraded, 

tribal groups are forced to change their resource base. In some cases they move into 

areas occupied by other groups, straining the area's resources. In other cases they are 

forced to relocate outside of forests, permanently altering their way of life by 

converting to agriculture or to cash employment. 

 

2c. WATER CONSUMPTION  

The concept of virtual water refers 

to the hidden flow of water needed 

to produce food or others 

commodities, taking in account each 

step of the production chain. The 

higher up the food chain i.e. from 

vegetarian food to non-vegetarian food, the more water will be required to produce that food. 

The simple explication comes from the amount of water used for growing livestock’s feed, 

for watering animals and for cleaning up farms and slaughterhouses. Looking at some data, 

we discover that 1Kg of wheat requires 1300 liters of water and 1kg of corn 900 of water, but 

moving to the top of the food chain, we easily reach some 4000 liters for 1Kg of chicken 

meat and 15500 liters for 1kg of beef (AK, 2007). Some more example is given on the figure. 

Therefore, it becomes obvious how crucial reducing meat consumption is for cutting our 

water footprint.  
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Moreover, if we consider the example of France, that well represents most of the western 

countries, agriculture represents the 71% of the country water footprint, while domestic 

practices are responsible only for 5.6% (Eau et agriculture, 2015). Close the tap while 

brushing teeth or have short showers seems laudable habits but somewhat ridiculous to save 

water: one hamburger needs 2500 liters of water, the equivalent of two months showers. 

 

 

2d. WATER POLLUTION 

Another relevant problem that links livestock and water is water pollution. Giant livestock 

farms host thousands of cows, chickens or pigs and produce staggering amounts of animal 

manure. Their manure and urine are funneled into massive waste lagoons that often send 

dangerous microbes, nitrate pollution and drug resistant bacteria into water supplies. 

According to FAO, the strong contribution of the livestock sector to the water pollution 

process has become clear from country-level analysis. 

In the US, livestock sector is responsible for the 55% of erosion, 32% of the nitrogen load 

into fresh water and 32% of phosphorous’ one. The abundance of these substances in water 

cause the depletion of oxygen levels through the eutrophication phenomenon. This situation 

leads to fish being killed and a range of other effects reducing biodiversity. It also makes a 

strong contribution to water pollution by pesticides (37% of the global amount in US), 

antibiotic (50% of the volume consumed in US) and heavy metals (FAO, 2006).  

 

3. OVERFISHING AND AQUACULTURES 

Another FAO study about fisheries and aquacultures indicates that global fish production has 

grown steadily in the last five decades with food fish supply increasing at an average annual 
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rate of 3.2 percent, outpacing world population growth at 1.6 percent. In 2011, 28.8 percent 

of fish stocks were estimated as fished at a biologically unsustainable level and, therefore, 

overfished. This percentage is dramatically rising in the last years (FAO, 2014). Overfishing, 

coupled with irresponsible fishing practices, is strongly endangering the survival of many 

species.  This is the case of the Bluefin tuna that has suffered a catastrophic decline in stocks 

in the Northern Pacific Ocean, of more than 96%. Equally concerning is the fact that about 

90% of specimens currently fished are young fish that have not yet reproduced (The 

Guardian, 2013). The depletion of marine populations is not just about commercial fish: the 

extent of current technical means led to fish huge quantities of animals that do not correspond 

to the target species, which can reach 90% of the catch. 

In response to the depletion of wild fish stocks, aquaculture may appear to be a solution. But 

we should not forget that farmed fish are mostly carnivores, therefore a large quantity of wild 

fish has to be fished to feed them. Depending on the species, the "yield" of this process is 

more or less disastrous. Thus, one pound of flesh from captive fish requires three to four 

pounds of flesh from wild fish, for salmon and Bluefin tuna this rapport is 10 to 1. So, people 

who eat farmed fish still contribute to the decimation of free-living fish populations. Last but 

not least, fish farms also use many chemicals and antibiotics that contaminate the 

environment and increase captive fish carbon footprint. 

 

4. HEALTH 

The number of diseases caused by high meat consumption is very vast. In particular, we must 

notice that for many of these diseases red and processed meat (hamburgers, hot dogs, bacon, 

ham, sausages…) are under fire. In this section, some examples are reported from 
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authoritative sources, without going into details. The attentive reader is invited to investigate 

further in order to have a more comprehensive overview of this issue.  

A recent study published on the journal Cell Metabolism has highlighted the scientific 

evidence of the link between high protein intake and increased cancer, diabetes, and overall 

mortality. The researchers looked at more than 6,000 people ages 50 and older, and followed 

them for 18 years. They found that people aged 50 to 65 who ate a diet rich in animal proteins 

during middle age, including meat, milk and cheese, were more than four times as likely to 

die of cancer during the study period as those who ate a low-protein diet. However, for 

people older than 65, a moderate protein intake could help against frailty, according to this 

study. Researchers also found that middle-age people who ate a high protein diet were 75% 

more likely to die of any cause than those who ate a diet poor in proteins. 

The researchers defined a "high-protein" diet as deriving at least 20% of daily calories from 

protein, a "moderate" protein diet as deriving 10% to 19% of calories from protein, while a 

"low-protein" diet include less than 10 percent of calories from protein. Western dietary 

patterns fit the high-protein or moderate definition (Levine, 2014). 

Another major cause of death in some parts of the industrialized world is coronary heart 

disease (CHD) and saturated fatty acids are an important dietary risk factor. Since about a 

quarter of the saturated fatty acids in the diet is supplied by meat fat, the consumption of meat 

itself has been incriminated. Cardiovascular diseases like atherosclerosis and stroke are 

linked to the same causes (FAO, 1992). 

Recently, an interesting study of the Harvard Health Publications has proved the link between 

red meat consumption and increased risk of type 2 (adult onset) diabetes. Analyzing data 

from a sample of people followed for 14 to 28 years, researchers found that a daily serving of 

red meat no larger than a deck of cards increased the risk of adult-onset diabetes by 19 

http://www.livescience.com/36195-red-meat-consumption-death-risk.html
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percent. Processed red meat proved much worse: a 51 percent increase in risk was associated 

to a daily serving half that size, one hot dog, or two slices of bacon, for example (Shaw). The 

HHP, in cooperation with many nutrition experts at the Harvard School of Public Health, also 

created the Healthy Eating Plate, which is based on the most up-to-date nutrition research, 

and it is not influenced by the food industry or agriculture policy. On this plate meat and 

dairy products are not even represented visually (Harvard Medical School).  

Finally, for those who think that the meat protein supply is indispensable for our health, it 

could be helpful to keep in mind that western diets largely outrun our protein needs. In fact, 

we don’t necessarily need any animal derivatives to supply our protein needs. A diet adequate 

in energy is almost always adequate in protein, both in quantity and quality. For example, an 

adult needs an amount of protein that is equivalent to 7-8% of the total energy intake, and 

since most cereals contain 8 - 12% protein even a diet composed entirely of cereal would, if 

enough were available and could be consumed to satisfy energy needs, satisfy protein needs 

at the same time (FAO, 1992). Therefore, we can easily afford a vegetarian diet without any 

kind of protein deficiency thanks to the abundancy of proteins coming from many other 

sources as beans and nuts. 

 

5. ANIMAL CONDITIONS 

Because of the huge demand of meat and animal derivatives by western consumers, the meat 

industry has developed modern farming techniques to supply it. The result is factory farming. 

In these places, none of the following "five basic needs" defined by the Farm Animal Welfare 

Council is guaranteed to animals in order to lead a decent life: 

a. Absence of hunger, thirst and malnutrition ; 

b. Maintenance of animal comfort: free access to an appropriate environment; 
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c. Lack of physical pain, illness or injury; 

d. Expression of normal behavior: sufficient space and possibility of contact and 

interaction with others; 

e. No fear or anxiety: living conditions which do not induce psychological distress. 

In factory farming large numbers of animals are reared in confinement at high stocking 

densities. Natural behaviors are often impossible for animals, for example, in battery cages, 

veal and gestation crates. These stressful situations produce abnormal behaviors such as tail-

biting, cannibalism, and feather pecking, and routine invasive procedures such as beak 

trimming, castration, and ear notching. 

Farm animals are genetically selected for production parameters which sometimes 

compromise their welfare. For example, broiler chickens are artificially selected to produce 

the greatest quantity of meat per animal, so they rapidly grow very large. Therefore, they 

have a high incidence of leg deformities because their developing legs and pelvis cannot 

support their increased body weight. As a consequence, broiler chickens frequently become 

lame or suffer from broken legs. Moreover, the increased body weight often causes ascites 

because of the abnormal strain to heart and lungs. In the UK alone, up to 20 million broilers 

each year die from the stress of catching and transport before reaching the slaughterhouse 

(Compassion in World Farming, n.d.). 

Other concerns about the welfare of farm animals are the method of slaughter, which are 

sometimes really cruel and painful for animals, or premature slaughtering such as chick 

culling by the laying hen industry, in which males are slaughtered immediately at birth 

because they are superfluous. Methods of culling include cervical 

dislocation, asphyxiation by carbon dioxide and maceration using a high speed grinder; sadly, 

very often chickens are murdered in many worse ways: buried alive, drowned or crowded in 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cervical_dislocation
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cervical_dislocation
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Asphyxia
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plastic bags where they die from suffocation. This policy occurs in other farm animal 

industries such as the production of goat and cattle milk.  

 

Extensive farming could never reach these production levels. So, the only way to fight 

factory farm animal conditions is to significantly reduce our meat consumption and not to 

buy any animal derivatives coming from these industries. Unfortunately, in most of the urban 

areas, it is almost impossible to buy meat produced in other farms but factory farms. As a 

result, the only solution is to eat vegan or at least to be vegetarian and buy certificied animal 

derivatives that guarantee the respect for the animal. Labels and their conditions depend on 

the country. For example, in Europe the organic certification (“Bio”) guarantees better life 

conditions for animals, but each county has its own specific labels as well. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

Readers should now have a good global view of the argumentation in favor of vegetarianism. 

Anyway, some questions could be spontaneous: for example, considering all the issues raised 

in this paper, why do we stop at vegetarianism and don’t go further embracing veganism?  

I personally think that veganism is the ideal diet to fight against pollution, unsustainability 

and the cruelty of animal conditions. Still, I estimate that a vegetarian diet is not far from this 

ideal if we maintain moderation in animal derivatives consumption and we only buy certified 

animal derivatives that guarantee the animal welfare. 

A second plausible question could be: why couldn’t we just moderate our meat consumption 

instead of totally eliminate it? 

From an environmental point of view, a sustainable consumption for nine billion people 

should be in the order of once a month, maybe less. Moreover, it is really hard to find meat 



Lupo 17 
 

produced in farms that respect the animal welfare, especially in urban areas. Thus, leading a 

vegetarian diet is clearly simpler than an omnivore diet with such limitations. Furthermore, 

since vegetarianism is a stronger position than just a big cut to meat consumption, there are 

two main advantages: sharing such a strong position declaring ourselves as vegetarians helps 

to encourage people around us to inquire about it. Secondly, it is common knowledge that it 

is much simpler to comply with a strong position then a weak one. 

Finally, I hope that much more questions and ideas are taking shape in the reader’s mind, and 

that all of the ideas are going to lead him to better find out about this subject, in order to 

develop his own opinion. In fact, one of the biggest problems we have to face is the passive 

conformism to the cultural environment we are surrounded by, without questioning ourselves 

enough about the impact of those inherited habits in the contemporary global society. I 

personally think that the reason why vegetarianism is still so unusual is that people do not 

inquire enough about their eating habits and simply conform to what people around them do. 
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