Cross Cutting Solutions
Solution 15 – A Just Transition

Enable a Just Transition of livestock production to mitigate climate change, improve health
and create jobs.
What problem is your solution addressing?
There is too much livestock on this planet; more than is needed to meet nutritional requirements in a
practical sense, and unevenly distributed in terms of accessibility. When it comes to land use, greenhouse gas
emissions, biodiversity, public health, livelihoods and food security, it is clear that business as usual in the way
we raise animals1 is incompatible with the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), the Paris Agreement and
other critical international targets.2 3 Reducing livestock has become imperative for human and planetary
health.4
A Just Transition of livestock production is a truly cross-cutting solution. The existing trends of livestock
production are detrimental to our planet, ecosystems, resources, human well-being and animal welfare:
●

The sector accounts for at least 14.5%5 of all greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions and is projected to
account for up to 81% of the 1.5°C emissions budget by 2050 if production continues unabated.6
Additionally, livestock cause 32% of global anthropogenic methane (CH4) emissions, more than natural
gas, oil, or coal production.7 Unlike fossil fuels, there is limited potential to address methane from
livestock through technological measures.8 As such, livestock production constitutes one of the main
contributors to climate change while also driving soil degradation, air pollution, water contamination
and biodiversity loss and, in its current and projected scale, is unsustainable.9 These changes are
linked to more extreme weather patterns, migration, conflicts, famine, as well as crop failures and
reduced nutritional value of some foods, while exacerbating the burden on younger generations to
adapt.

●

Industrialised animal agriculture is the leading cause of tropical deforestation.10 Beef and soy
production cause more than two-thirds of the recorded habitat loss in Brazil’s Amazon and Cerrado
regions and Argentina and Paraguay’s Gran Chaco region.11 Around 77% of global soy is fed to
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livestock for meat and dairy production and farmed fish.12 In addition, an increasing demand for
animal products is closely linked to devastating wildfires in the Amazon.13
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●

77% of global agricultural land is used to grow and feed livestock, while providing just 17% of global
calories and 33% of global protein supply.14 Similarly, more than one third of all calories produced by
the world’s crops are destined for animal feed, but just 12% of those feed calories ultimately
contribute to the human diet.15

●

The demand for industrialised livestock products in the Global North and developing nations is
especially detrimental to the Global South. The massive amount of land required for industrial-scale
livestock –– both pasture and animal feed production –– leads to increased land concentration by
large meat and feed producers headquartered or with substantial operations in the Global North at
the cost of small-scale farmers (especially women and Indigenous Peoples). This process is often
associated with land conflicts, the loss of livelihoods and compromised food sovereignty.16 Countries
tend to be more conflict-prone when they increasingly rely on natural resources; especially when
those resources, such as agricultural lands, become less available, less productive or plagued by
drought.17 We recommend that farming systems including animals that respect ecosystems and
uphold food sovereignty (under the principles of agroecology), while empowering Indigenous
Peoples, peasant communities, youth and women should be incentivised. Concurrently, given that
climate change has already negatively impacted these producers and will continue to do so,18
governments should also offer a variety of culturally-appropriate resources for those that express
interest in transitioning to alternative, resilient livelihoods.

●

Pastoralist community practices are disappearing due to loss of land caused by government policies
(including those that benefit larger meat companies) and climate change impacts such as droughts.
When traditional practices and knowledge are no longer applied, humanity loses important
biocultural diversity.

●

The COVID-19 pandemic highlighted the poor working conditions entrenched in the meat processing
industry, and the risks and realities plant workers face daily across the world. Exploitative conditions,
including overcrowded accommodation, long working hours, low pay, illegal wage deductions and job
insecurity have an outsized impact on vulnerable populations, such as migrant and cross-border
workers.19 20 Studies in different regions and countries show slaughterhouse and other industrial
animal agriculture workers are at higher risk of respiratory diseases, as well as exposure to
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antimicrobial-resistant bacteria. 21 22
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●

The triple burden of malnutrition is a serious threat to public health. Seemingly unrelated crises such
as undernutrition, micronutrient deficiencies, diet-related non-communicable diseases and obesity
are increasing at the same time, even within the same countries.23 With the rise in people
experiencing hunger and malnutrition, more people adopting plant-rich diets, especially in G20 and
emerging developing countries, could play a role in reducing undernutrition in poorer countries, due
to the lower use of resources in growing plants directly to feed people.24 These dietary shifts
alongside production improvements and sharply reduced food loss and waste are necessary to
healthily and equitably feed the growing human population within planetary boundaries.25 It is
estimated that growing food exclusively for direct human consumption could increase available food
calories by as much as 70%, which could feed an additional four billion people.26

●

Overconsumption of animal products is detrimental to human health. High consumption of red and
processed meat27 are important diet-related risk factors for obesity, non-communicable diseases (type
2 diabetes, cardiovascular and some forms of cancers) and premature mortality in most regions. In
fact, high consumption of those animal products, combined with low intake of fruit and vegetables,
are among the main drivers of global health-related deaths among adults.28 The combination of these
imbalanced diets represent one of the greatest public health and financial burdens globally.29

●

Industrial animal production fails to ensure animal welfare in its most basic form. While regulations
vary from country to country, they largely fail to guarantee the ‘five freedoms’, such as the freedom
from pain and distress and ability to express natural behaviours.30 Most animals are kept in small
cages or overcrowded, unsanitary spaces, for their entire lives.31

●

Livestock production accounts for 73% of global antibiotic use.32 The overuse of these products in
animals as growth promoters increases the threat of antimicrobial resistance (AMR), and has been
linked to drug-resistant infections in animals, as well as humans.33 AMR already causes 700,000
deaths per year, and could rise to 10 million global deaths annually by 2050 if no action is taken.34
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●

About 75% of all emerging infectious diseases are zoonotic in nature. Increasing human demand for
animal protein drives unsustainable agricultural expansion and land use change as well as the creation
of industrial facilities (factory farming), which are the main drivers of zoonotic diseases globally.35

Finally, one can observe an increasing awareness about the negative effects of industrialised livestock
production among investors36 and growing consumer demand for more sustainable, plant-based foods. A Just
Transition is therefore crucial to mitigate negative socio-economic effects and prevent stranded assets that
the livestock industry is otherwise likely to face. If applied timely, a Just Transition can become a strong driver
of job creation, job upgrading, social justice and poverty reduction.37
How does your solution address the problem?
Most Paris Agreement signatory countries mention agriculture in their nationally determined
contributions (NDCs), with some including livestock.38 However, almost all of these mentions urge
increased production, intensification and/or technical ‘solutions’, while failing to address the implications
for livelihoods, gender, public health and perhaps most glaringly, the realities of planetary boundaries.
Just Transition of livestock production brings numerous environmental, health and socio-economic benefits,
such as:
● Freeing up land for food production, conservation, reforestation, ecosystem restoration and other
essential purposes to mitigate and adapt to climate change. Land is a precious resource, and a large
percentage is dedicated to animal agriculture: around three-quarters of global agricultural land.39 A
common sense step towards food security is to devote arable land to diverse crop production
wherever possible, instead of feed crops for livestock or fuel. Returning converted lands back to their
natural states and original stewards would have immense benefits for carbon sequestration,40
habitat and biodiversity. Hypothetically, if the world adopted plant-based diets, it would free up 75%
of agricultural land.41 It is easy to see how ambitious moves in that direction, even while maintaining
traditional, small-scale animal husbandry, could help deliver the food systems transformation so
desperately needed.
●

Ensuring food sovereignty and sustaining livelihoods through Indigenous, traditional and
small-scale animal farming where other food options or means of subsistence are scarce or
nonexistent. Ensuring more sustainable and equitable food production with respect to local
environments and populations is key. The solution emphasises the need to move away from
industrialised animal production. By addressing overproduction and overconsumption of
industrialised animal products, the solution is putting high emphasis on securing livelihoods where
animal products are often the only source of nutrition. Ending agricultural expansion for livestock and
feed production would be hugely beneficial to farmers, herders and other practitioners of traditional
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animal husbandry, who have overwhelmingly maintained sustainable, agroecological practices but
whose livelihoods are threatened by climate change and sectoral intensification. While Just Transition
in animal agriculture is important in every region and nation, the approaches must be tailored after
thorough consideration of local realities and must respect community rights and decision-making. As
in energy production, the onus is on G20 countries to facilitate the transition in their own countries
and assist others, including the countries that trade with them. It is crucial to prevent further
unsustainable animal agriculture intensification and expansion in the Global South where meat
consumption is on the rise. If not addressed, it could increasingly threaten the livelihoods of millions
of small-scale farmers who would be outcompeted by large-scale producers (in fact, this process is
already underway in many areas, replicating the trend seen in the Global North).42

42

●

Creating more robust public health by saving millions of lives43 and cutting health-related costs. A
global switch to diets that rely less on meat and other animal products and more on fruit and
vegetables - categorised as ‘healthy diets’ by WHO44 or ‘planetary health diets’ by the EAT-Lancet
commission45 - could save 5.1 million lives by 2050 (even more saved with vegetarian or vegan diets,
7.3 and 8.1 million, respectively).46 Similarly, such a shift could dramatically reduce health costs, by
$735 billion USD per year in 2050 (even more saved with vegetarian or vegan diets, $973 billion and
$1 trillion, respectively).47 If G20 countries consumed the types of foods and amounts recommended
by their national dietary guidelines, the bloc’s GHGs would decrease 19% (0.7 gigatons). If each
followed the planetary health diet, it would reduce them by 46% (1.7 gigatons).48 Such dietary shifts
are a resounding win-win for people and the planet.

●

Improving the socioeconomics of the farming system including a revitalisation of rural economies.
Despite the urgent need to transition away from industrialised animal production towards
climate-compatible and predominantly plant-based, diverse agriculture, there are concerns about the
possible negative socio-economic impacts of the transition among farmers, supply chain workers and
government ministers. These concerns have to be addressed by engaging in multilateral dialogues and
showcasing pathways for an equitable transition for farmers, growers and processors and how this
can enable positive socio-economic changes, including job creation and GDP boost.49 The
International Labour Organization and Inter-American Development Bank estimated that a Just
Transition to plant-based diets would create 19 million jobs by 2030 in Latin America and The
Caribbean. Accounting for a 4.3 million loss of jobs in the traditional livestock industry, it is estimated
that the transition will net 15 million jobs.50 Overall, these net-zero jobs in plant-based food
production would be safer, more equitable, support gender parity and strengthen rural economies
when coupled with increased public services. Although there is a need to investigate variations
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between regions, we assume an analysis of other regions would arrive at similar conclusions and
recommend further studies on the topic. Furthermore, the growing interest in alternative protein
development51 as a means to promote entrepreneurship among communities forced out of livestock
production due to climate change, sectoral intensification, land access, etc. has not been properly
researched and has the potential to address many problems, like poverty and malnutrition, at the
same time.
This solution recognises wide variances in animal production in environmental impact and health
implications. The true cost of each system and individual animal product should be considered in policy
recommendations regarding both domestic production and imports.52
We also recognise the possibility for and examples of animals raised in agroecological systems, either grazing
or mixed cropping, that has a net benefit to communities and ecosystems. However, and most importantly,
these exemplars should not be overestimated in their ability to be scaled and replicated in different regions,
when what makes them so fit for purpose is their adaptive, localised conditions.53
While this solution emphasises the need for a global Just Transition away from animal-based agriculture to
predominantly plant-based food production, it recognises that any effort to move away from industrial
animal agriculture towards holistically sustainable animal husbandry practices (accounting for impacts across
the socio-economic and environmental spectrum), could be an improvement and a step towards a better food
system. Bolder steps in this direction will create the most effective results.
We propose a set of global multidisciplinary policy measures to incentivise the equitable reduction and
redistribution of animal protein production and consumption. Such measures could include repurposing
agricultural subsidies to incentivise the production of more sustainable, higher animal welfare and
climate-friendly food, rethinking the principles of conventional trade agreements to imbed sustainability and
labor standards, the introduction of food sustainability taxes to guide consumer behaviour, the adjustment of
national dietary guidelines and public procurement rules, promotion of healthier diets, etc. Such policy
recommendations should be refined to speak to unique socio-economic contexts and reflect local realities.
To this date, there have been no consolidated attempts to demonstrate a Just Transition in animal agriculture
as a cross-cutting solution. This shortcoming naturally results in risk-aversion among decision makers to make
any ambitious commitments to reduce livestock production and consumption. We propose developing
country-specific transition roadmaps to be developed in collaboration with farmers, workers, experts in
nutrition, public health, environment, circular economy, gender and human rights as well as Indigenous
Peoples and labor groups to better envisage pathways to an equitable transition.
Is this a new solution or an existing solution that needs scaling?
An existing solution that needs scaling.
Which organisation/s, institution/s or groups of individuals are associated with the solution? 50by40 is a
convener of a cross-sector stakeholder group and thought-leader on Just Transition within livestock
production.
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Website: https://50by40.org/
If selected as a game-changing solution, how will you leverage the UN Food Systems Summit to
scale your solution?
We propose to host a Just Livestock Transition roundtable with ministers of Agriculture, Health, Climate,
Environment, Labor and Finance from selected member states. In addition to experts within these areas, the
roundtable will include strong representation from youth, small-scale farmers and trade unions from across
geographies speaking to the job creation potential and transition pathways. The inclusion of farmers is of
utmost importance to the success of the roundtable and follow up. This discussion will be strongly informed
by interviews with and recommendations from farmers in different regions and cultures.
Technical and socio-economic roadmaps for relevant countries will demonstrate the concrete numbers as
well as feasibility and timelines for implementation.
Post roundtable, the outcomes will guide the recommendations for country NDCs at COP26, including, if
possible, a presentation of the roadmaps at side-events with participation from the above stakeholders.
Selected champion countries could continue to build the case for Just Livestock Transition as an integral part
of NDCs, with the next Paris Agreement stocktake in 2025 being a key target.
A Just Transition fund for animal agriculture should be established so that countries and regions can directly
assist farmers and communities in a transition (this process needs to be voluntary but incentivised). A similar
precedent was set by the European Union when it established a Just Transition Fund to support regions in the
transition towards climate neutrality. However, it mainly focused on energy transition without addressing
other recourse-intensive industries, such as livestock production.

Is this idea applicable to a particular geography, demography, landscape or other type of setting?
The idea can be applied to both high- and low-income countries, but should initially focus on countries and
regions with high animal product consumption, as well as countries and regions that export such products to
them, following the Common But Differentiated Responsibility approach. At the same time, the solution
gives a special focus to the Global South to prevent further intensification and expansion of unsustainable
animal agriculture.
Who are the main actors that would put this action into place?
Policymakers (governments), civil society organisations and farmers/fisheries
Source and process
Lasse Bruun, 50by40, AT2 CSO Lead and cross-cutting solutions WG member
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