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“Unhealthy diets are the leading cause of ill health worldwide, 800 

million people are currently hungry, 2 billion malnourished and a 

further 2 billion people overweight or obese”.....“Global food produc-

tion threatens climate stability and ecosystem resilience.  It consti-

tutes the single largest driver of environmental degradation and 

transgression of planetary boundaries.  Taken together the outcome 

is dire.  A radical transformation of the global food system is urgen-

tly needed.  Without action, the world risks failing to meet the UN 

Sustainable Development Goals and the Paris Agreement.“ – EAT 

Lancet Commission Report, 2019. 

 

At global, regional and national levels the food system and the 

food we eat is the leading cause of human illness and ecosystem 

and biodiversity loss.  The EAT Lancet Commission Report calls 

for a transition to a plant based or primarily plant based food sys-

tem in order to save “approximately 11 million deaths per 

year.”   The Lancet Commission Study makes it very clear that 

without a food system transformation human society will be un-

able to live within the ecological safe operating space as defined 

by the planetary boundaries.  At Vegan Sustainability Magazine we 

believe that to protect the rights of all species we need a global 

transition to a Vegan Food System.  In this report we explore the 

impacts of a transition to a vegan agricultural system (VAS) in 

Ireland.  We examine the costs and benefits of this transition on 

the economy, employment, land use, food security, Green House 

Gas (GHG) Emissions, biodiversity, and health.  This report fo-

cuses on the land based food production system only and we will 

examine the urgent need to immediately shut down the fishing 

industry and transition to a plant centred marine food production 

system in a separate report. 

 

This report defines a VAS as a non-violent Agricultural System.  A 

VAS does not use animals in any way – neither breeding, raising, 

using or killing any animals, nor relying on animal fertilisers for 

growing plants.  A VAS does not use any pesticides or other poi-

sons.  This will require rapid change from our current meat and 

dairy centred food system where violence has become normal-

ised.  Once people understand the enormous benefits of a non-

violent plant based agricultural system then veganism will con-

tinue to move steadily into the mainstream as a key solution in the 

broader transition to a sustainable, socially and economically just 

society.  Vegan Sustainability Magazine welcomes feedback, sug-

gested additions or corrections, which you can submit by e-

mailing info@vegansustainability.com  

 

 

2.1  Justifications for a Vegan Ireland 
 

Globally the case for moving towards a VAS is based on the under-

standing that the use of animals for food, clothing, experimenta-

tion, entertainment, or any other purpose: 

  

1. results in the profound suffering and exploitation of sentient 

animals; 

2. is unnecessary for human health and wellbeing; 

3. is so wasteful of land and food suitable for human consump-

tion that it is globally the main cause of hunger and famine;  

4. produces various land, water and air pollutant streams 

(animal manures (bacteria, viruses, worms, protozoa), nitrates 

and phosphates, carbon dioxide, methane, ammonia, antibiotic 

residues, slaughterhouse wastes, dairy production wastes, 

etc.); 

5. is a main driver of climate change globally, along with fossil 

fuel combustion; 

6. is the leading cause of biodiversity loss by degrading and 

eliminating ecosystems; 

7. is the main user of fresh water globally;  

8. is responsible for 80% of tropical deforestation;  

9. is the leading cause of anti-microbial resistance; 

10. is the source of a range of diseases that have been transferred 

from farmed animals to the human population and to wild 

populations of other species (zoonotic diseases). 

 

On the other hand, a VAS enables the global community to meet 

many of the SDGs including: 

 

1. globally it will save the lives of 70 – 100 billion sentient ani-

mals (105 million animals are killed in Ireland each year); 

2. it will save an estimated eleven million human lives and help 

eliminate global hunger; 

3. it can reverse biodiversity loss and the loss of forests, grass-

lands and other ecosystems; 

4. it can reverse climate change in combination with a transition 
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to renewable energy; 

5. it will save the global economy trillions of dollars; 

6. it eliminates some of the main sources of land, water and air 

pollution; 

7. it reduces the global use of antibiotics by over 50%. 

 

Right Livelihood 

Work is of vital importance to us all.  It ensures our economic in-

dependence and security and allows us to support our families, 

put food on the table, pay for electricity, heating, transport, com-

munication, entertainment and other services.  Work is the energy 

that enables our various social systems to function such as our 

health, education, justice, manufacturing, and food systems.  It 

allows us to contribute to society and is a significant part of our 

identity.  If we are to transition to a more non-violent society then 

we need to recognise that not all work is good work.  Work that 

involves unethical behaviour or encourages unethical behaviour 

should be curtailed and if possible eliminated.  We should begin to 

immediately end employment in the trade of products like weap-

ons, pesticides and other poisons, meat, fish, and live animals.  

This would have enormous benefits for biodiversity and ecosys-

tems, for human health and climate change. 

 

 

2.2  A Roadmap to a Vegan Agricultural 

    System 
 

This report considers the costs and benefits of a VAS under the 

following headings. 

 

Land use and Biodiversity Impacts 

This section looks at how much land is currently being used for 

animal farming globally, in the EU, and in Ireland.  It also high-

lights some of the historical changes in agricultural land use in 

Ireland and the growth of commercial forestry plantations since 

the 1920’s.  Finally this section describes the impacts of agricul-

ture on species, ecosystems and soil health and the potential for 

biodiversity to recover as native forests, grasslands, and wetlands 

are restored and pollutants eliminated. 

 

Water Use and Biodiversity Impacts 

This section describes the impacts of agriculture on Ireland’s 

streams, rivers, lakes and drinking water from a water quality and 

a water quantity perspective.  This section also briefly describes 

some of the impacts on Ireland’s aquatic species and ecosystems 

and some of the water ecosystem benefits of ecological restora-

tion.  

 

Antibiotics and Pesticide Use by Irish Agriculture 

This section describes the extent of antibiotic and pesticide use in 

Ireland.  A VAS is an organic plant based agricultural system.  This 

would eliminates the need for antibiotics and pesticides and the 

huge problems of anti-microbial resistance and pesticide pollu-

tion.  There is also an introduction to some of the other major 

environmental impacts of Irish Agriculture. 

 

Income, Subsidies and Employment in Irish Agriculture 

 How much the current food production system contributes to 

and costs the economy? 

 The economic status of Irish farmers and the role of subsidies 

in family farm income. 

 Employment in animal agriculture industries and how these 
jobs are distributed between farming and food processing? 

 

Food Security 

 How many people are fed by our current meat and dairy cen-

tred agricultural system and how many could be fed by a VAS. 

 How a VAS would free up agricultural land which could be 
reused for many other beneficial purposes. 

 

Climate Change and Irish Agriculture 

This section examines how agricultural emissions are reduced by 

a VAS, and the sequestration potential of large areas of land being 

returned to native forests and grasslands. 

 

Potential Health Benefits of a VAS 

Here we examine the benefits of a plant based diet on human 

health and health care costs. 

 

Restructuring Subsidies to support a transition to a VAS 

This section estimates how subsidies would change from animal 

agriculture to a plant based agricultural system and payments for 

ecosystem services. 

 

The Future of Food 

This section presents a number of initiatives and case studies 

that illustrate that a sustainable vegan agricultural system is pos-

sible in Ireland and internationally.  It explores the lessons that 

can be learned from the Netherlands’ Agricultural Model and 

presents the latest research on Organic Agriculture.  It shows 

how a VAS will reduce our food imports and enhance our overall 

food security.  Finally it presents a number of case studies on the 

development of EU plant based foods and businesses that are 

replacing meat and dairy.    

 

 

2.3  Vegan Agriculture Transition  

    Principles 
 
This study makes use of economic, agricultural, health, and envi-

ronmental data from recognised Irish Government and semi-state 

bodies together with selected peer reviewed scientific papers, as 

well as some international and EU Reports.  The proposed 

changes to land use and agriculture are guided by the following 

principles:  
 

 There should be no negative effects on the availability of food 

to provide for a healthy population.  The changes will result in 

different food types being available, but the levels of all essen-

tial macro and micro nutrients will be maintained or en-

hanced. 

 The proposed changes should maintain or improve current 

living standards. 

 Costs, including financial and other externalities such as 

health and climate change mitigation costs, should not be 

deferred to future generations. 

 The changes should aim to restore biodiversity and water 

quality while maintaining food and water security. 

 The changes should allow Ireland to meet its climate change 

targets and other EU goals as outlined in the Water Frame-

work Directive, the Habitats Directive, etc. 

 Any economic and employment impacts should be minimised 

and alternative employment options outlined. 

 Rural Ireland will play a crucial role in the transition to a pro-

ductive, healthy, ethical, ecological land management ap-

proach, and accurate valuation of ecosystem services and 

innovative financial incentives will be required to enable land 

owners to work together in order to restore and strengthen 
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EAT Lancet Commission Report 

2.4  Scientific Consensus on the need  

    for a Food System Transformation 
 

Over the last twenty years thousands of scientific reports have 

been published detailing the harmful impacts of animal agricul-

ture on biodiversity, human health and climate change.  In this 

section we briefly present three of these studies which describe 

the negative impacts of animal agriculture on a global level.  The 

first two studies state unequivocally that it will not be possible to 

meet the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) for ecological and 

human well-being without moving to a predominately plant based 

or a completely vegan food system. 

 

EAT-Lancet Commission Report 2019, Healthy Diets from 

Sustainable Food Systems 

This report states that although “there is substantial scientific 

evidence that links diets with human health and environmental 

sustainability” there is still an “absence of globally agreed scien-

tific targets for healthy diets and sustainable food production” and 

this “has hindered large-scale and coordinated efforts to trans-

form the global food system.”  

 

To address this critical need, the EAT-Lancet Commission con-

vened 37 leading scientists from 16 countries in various disci-

plines including human health, agriculture, political sciences and 

environmental sustainability.  The report calls for “nothing less 

than a new global agricultural revolution.”  The commission evalu-

wider society which is embedded in and dependent on nature.  

In order for rural Ireland to prosper and to reverse current rural 

out migration a number of other initiatives should be immedi-

ately implemented.  These are beyond the scope of this report 

but are broadly in line with the Recommendations of the Citizens 

Assembly on Climate Change and the Report of the Joint Commit-

tee on Climate Action and include: 

 Deep retrofit of housing starting with lower income homes to 

reduce heating bills, fuel use and their resultant emissions. 

 Large scale and rapid deployment of (on-shore and off-

shore) wind turbines and solar water heaters and photo vol-

taic panels.  Many of these systems should be community 

owned using a variety of ownership models from coopera-

tives to dedicated percentage of company shares owned pub-

licly to state and privately owned systems. 

 Investment in public transport infrastructure and services.  

These should be low cost or even free.  This will enhance 

health and well-being by increasing social cohesion and com-

munity in rural areas while reducing transport GHG emis-

sions. 

vital ecosystem services. 

 Where economic and employment impacts are unavoidable, 

the costs of these must be met by society in general and not 

left to landholders and workers to bear.  No individual or fam-

ily should be financially disadvantaged. 

This last point, shared responsibility, is crucial to ensure fairness.  

Moving to a VAS will result in significant land use changes impact-

ing the lives and livelihood of many thousands of people.  The 

changes will result in major benefits to the environment, climate, 

and human health and these benefits will be shared by all of Irish 

society.  But these changes in land use for ecological restoration 

and reforestation will need to be sustained into the future.  To 

ensure that rural Ireland is not asked to shoulder this burden by 

themselves, the economic costs of these changes must be shared 

by society and not just with individual landholders. 

 

Integrated Planning 

The food production system is an important sector but it is still 

just a part of the much larger economy which is a part of a much 

ated which diets and food production practices together will 

enable achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals and 

the Paris Agreement.  The overall goal of the report is to develop 

global scientific targets for both sustainable food production 

and for healthy diets. 

 

Defining a Sustainable Food Production System 

The report describes how industrial agriculture is devastating 

the environment, as forests are destroyed and billions of cattle 

emit climate-warming methane.  Prof. Johan Rockström, one of 

the report’s lead authors states: “Humanity now poses a threat 

to the stability of the planet.  Global food production threatens 

climate stability and ecosystem resilience.  It constitutes the 

single largest driver of environmental degradation and trans-

gression of planetary boundaries.  Taken together the outcome is 

dire.  A radical transformation of the global food system is ur-

gently needed.  Without action, the world risks failing to meet 

the UN Sustainable Development Goals and the Paris Agree-

ment.” 

 

According to the report: “Interacting biogeophysical systems and 

processes in the Earth system, in particular between the climate 

system and the biosphere, regulate the state of the planet.  The 

Commission focuses on six of these, (shown below), which are 

the main systems and processes affected by food production and 

for which scientific evidence allows the provision of quantifiable 

targets.  

https://eatforum.org/content/uploads/2019/01/EAT-Lancet_Commission_Summary_Report.pdf
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These systems and processes are being increasingly recognized as necessary parameters for a system-wide definition of sustainable food pro-

duction.  For each of these, the Commission proposes boundaries that global food production should stay within to decrease the risk of irre-

versible and potentially catastrophic shifts in the Earth system.  These planetary boundaries for food production conceptually define the upper 

limit of environmental effects for food production at the global scale.” 

 

Defining a Healthy Sustainable Diet 

The report outlines how “unhealthy diets are the leading cause of ill health worldwide, with 800 million people currently hungry, 2 billion 

malnourished and a further 2 billion people overweight or obese”.  “The analysis shows that staying within the environmental safe operating 

space for food systems requires a combination of substantial shifts toward mostly plant-based dietary patterns, dramatic reductions in food 

losses and waste, and major improvements in food production practices.“  The transformation to healthy diets will require substantial dietary 

shifts which are presented in the Planetary Health Plate. 

 

The EAT-Lancet Report, 2019 

Scientific Target Boundaries for Control Variables of Six Key Earth System Processes 
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“A planetary health plate should consist by volume of approxi-

mately half a plate of vegetables and fruits; the other half, dis-

played by contribution to calories, should consist of primarily 

whole grains, plant protein sources, unsaturated plant oils, and 

(optionally) modest amounts of animal sources of protein.”  EAT 

Lancet Commission Report, 2019. 

 

The planetary health plate states that animal products have to be 

minimised or eliminated completely.  Globally, these dietary rec-

ommendations require red meat and sugar consumption to be cut 

by half, while vegetables, fruit, pulses and nuts must double.  

North Americans need to eat 84% less red meat but six times 

more beans and lentils.  Europeans should eat 77% less red meat 

and 15 times more nuts and seeds.  The report does not advocate 

a vegan diet but clearly the more plant based a diet is the more 

ecologically sustainable it becomes.  The report says the data are 

both sufficient and strong enough to warrant immediate action.  

“Delaying action will only increase the likelihood of serious, even 

disastrous, consequences.”  The impacts of these changes are 

enormous.  The Commission analyzed the potential impacts of 

dietary change on diet-related disease mortality and concluded 

that dietary changes from current diets toward healthy diets are 

likely to result in major health benefits.  This includes preventing 

approximately 11 million deaths per year, which represent be-

tween 19% and 24% of total deaths among adults. 

 

IPCC Special Report on Global Warming of 1.5°C 

In October 2018 the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 

issued their Special Report on Global Warming of 1.5°C.  The re-

port shows how an increase of another 1.5°C would be detrimen-

tal to the planet’s liveability, and that at the current rate of global 

warming we could exceed a 1.5°C increase in the next 12 years – 

by 2030.  The report shows that the effects of 2°C of further 

warming would be far more serious.  The report outlines the 

most serious impacts including impacts on coral reefs, sea-level 

changes, food shortages, livestock, water shortages, ecosystem 

changes and economic impacts, with disadvantaged populations 

being particularly at risk.  In order to prevent these impacts the 

report calls for changes at the national level including: 

 Massive reductions in the emissions of methane and black 

carbon (35% or more of both by 2050 relative to 2010), and a 

shift away from fossil fuels by mid-century, with coal phased 

out far sooner than previously suggested. 

 Sustainable intensification of land use practices, ecosystem 

restoration and changes towards less resource-intensive di-

ets.  Vast tracts of land given over to forests. 

 International cooperation between and within countries and 

communities, without making the poor and disadvantaged 

worse off. 

 Rapid transitions in land, energy, industry, buildings, trans-

port, and cities. 

The Planetary Health Plate 

https://www.ipcc.ch/sr15/
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Recommended changes at the individual level include the follow-

ing:-  Buy less meat, milk, cheese and butter; buy more locally 

sourced seasonal food; throw less food away; drive electric cars 

but walk or cycle short distances; take trains and buses instead of 

planes; use video-conferencing instead of business travel; use a 

washing line instead of a tumble dryer; insulate homes; demand 

low carbon in every consumer product. 

 

Reducing food’s environmental impacts through producers 

and consumers.  Authors:  J. Poore, T. Nemecek, June, 2018. 

“With current diets and production practices, feeding 7.6 billion 

people is degrading terrestrial and aquatic ecosystems, depleting 

water resources, and driving climate change..... More than 570 

million farms produce in almost all the world’s climates and soils, 

each using vastly different agronomic methods; average farm 

sizes vary from 0.5 hectares in Bangladesh to 3000 hectares in 

Australia; average mineral fertilizer use ranges from 1kg of nitro-

gen per hectare in Uganda to 300kg in China…..Food’s environ-

mental impacts are created by millions of diverse producers.  To 

identify solutions that are effective under this heterogeneity, we 

consolidated data covering five environmental indicators; 38,700 

farms; and 1,600 processors, packaging types, and retailers.” 

 

“Today’s food supply chain creates 13.7 billion metric tons of 

CO2eq, 26% of anthropogenic GHG emissions.  A further 2.8 billion 

metric tons of CO2eq (5%) are caused by nonfood agriculture and 

other drivers of deforestation.  Food production creates 32% of 

global terrestrial acidification and 78% of eutrophication.  These 

emissions can fundamentally alter the species composition of 

natural ecosystems, reducing biodiversity and ecological resil-

ience.  The farm stage dominates, representing 61% of food’s GHG 

emissions (81% including deforestation), 79% of acidification, 

and 95% of eutrophication.” 

 

“Today’s agricultural system is also incredibly resource intensive, 

covering 43% of the world’s ice and desert-free land.  Of this land, 

87% is for food and 13% is for biofuels and textile crops or is allo-

cated to nonfood uses such as wool and leather.  Two-thirds of 

freshwater withdrawals are for irrigation.  However, irrigation 

returns less water to rivers and groundwater than industrial and 

municipal uses and predominates in water-scarce areas and 

times of the year, driving 90-95% of global scarcity-weighted 

water use”.  The report calculated that “meat, aquaculture, eggs, 

and dairy use 83% of the world’s farmland and contribute 56-

58% of food’s different emissions, but provide only.....18% of our 

calories”. 

 

“Today, and probably into the future, dietary change can deliver 

environmental benefits on a scale not achievable by producers.  

Moving from current diets to a diet that excludes animal products 

has transformative potential, reducing food’s land use by 3.1 (2.8-

3.3) billion hectares (a 76% reduction), including a 19% reduc-

tion in arable land; food’s GHG emissions by 6.6 (5.5-7.4) billion 

metric tons of CO2eq (a 49% reduction); acidification by 50% (45

-54%); eutrophication by 49% (37-56%); and scarcity-weighted 

freshwater withdrawals by 19% (−5 to 32%) for a 2010 referen-

ce year.  For the United States, where per capita meat consump-

tion is three times the global average, dietary change has the po-

tential for a far greater effect on food’s different emissions, redu-

cing them by 61-73%.“ 

 

“Further, lowering consumption of more discretionary products 

(oils, sugar, alcohol, and stimulants) by 20%.…..reduces the land 

use of these products by 39% on average.  For emissions, the 

reductions are 31 to 46%, and for scarcity-weighted freshwater 

withdrawals, 87%.  Communicating average product impacts to 

consumers enables dietary change and should be pursued.“ 

 

"At present, it’s better to change what you consume, rather than 

trying to purchase sustainable animal products.  So plant-based 

diets are the best way to reduce food’s impacts," Joseph Poore 

of the Department of Zoology and the School of Geography and 

Environment, Oxford University, and co-author of the stu-

dy published in Science, told Newsweek.  He also highlighted that 

food is not just an issue for greenhouse gas emissions but 

causes almost all of the world's major environmental issues. 

 

 

http://file:/C:/Users/K.Gander/Downloads/Poore%20and%20Nemecek%20(2018)%20Reducing%20foods%20environmental%20impacts%20through%20producers%20and%20consumers.pdf

