Better Food for World's Poor Could Hike Climate-Changing Emissions
by Thin Lei Win
July 13, 2020: Rome (Reuters) – To feed their people a healthy diet, countries from Ethiopia to India may need to hike their climate-changing emissions - a shift only possible if richer nations simultaneously curb theirs, a United Nations flagship report on hunger said Monday.
Increasing emissions to provide poor children, in particular, with more protein or dairy products - "outweighs the negative effects deriving from higher national emissions" in those countries, the report said.
But Brent Loken, lead author of an upcoming report on the G20's role in transforming the food system, said overall global emissions cannot increase as diets improve in poorer countries.  That means rich nations - from the United States and Britain to South Korea and Argentina - would need to cut back on carbon-intensive diets, both he and the annual U.N. report said.  "If we truly feel that every single person on the planet has a right to healthy food, has a right to be able to eat enough food, this is the only way that we're going to be able to do this without destroying the planet," Loken said.
Currently, the world's food system is responsible for at least 1/5 of planet-heating emissions, according to the report.
Scientists have warned that failure to curb the world's still-growing emissions could lead to crises, from food and water shortages to worsening weather disasters and sea level rise.
Globally, more than 3 billion people - about 2 in 5 - cannot afford healthy diets, the U.N. report said.  That includes 18 million people across North America and Europe, it said.
In Indonesia, more than 1/3 of children under 5 are stunted and 1/4 of all adults are overweight or obese.
Ensuring a healthy diet - on average 2,300 calories per person per day, including sufficient protein - for everyone would increase Indonesia's emissions by 15%, said the 5 U.N. agencies behind the report.
In Malawi, where U.N. figures show half of people face severe food insecurity, a healthy diet could mean more dairy and less tubers, Loken said.   That change would increase Malawi's emissions by 31%, said Loken, a scientist who also leads work on food issues globally for conservation group World Wildlife Fund (WWF).  But Malawi's small size means such an increase would not have a significant global impact, he said.
Agnes Kalibata, a U.N. special envoy for a summit next year on improving food systems, said tradeoffs between lowering emissions and improving nutrition do "not need to be our only path forward".
She pointed to a program in western Kenya where environmentally-friendly farming practices doubled yields of staple crops and farmers "are no longer encroaching on forests for farming or fuel, because they don't need to".  Because forests absorb planet-heating emissions, better protecting them can help hold the line on climate change, scientists say.
More Meat, Less Animals
Ethiopia's government plans to produce more meat and dairy products - but by raising more productive animals rather than more of them, said Katrin Glatzel, program head of the Malabo Montpellier Panel, a group of international agriculture experts.
Both meat and dairy require more climate-changing emissions to produce than food typical of a vegetarian diet, scientists say.
In North America, with both a meat-heavy, carbon-intensive diet and a serious problem with obesity, shifting to healthier diets would cut both emissions and healthcare costs, said Cindy Holleman, the U.N. report's editor.
The latest U.N. report revised the number of hungry people in the world to almost 690 million or 8.9% of the global population in 2019, a significant drop from 822 million, or 11% of the population, in 2018.
But the new figures, based on updated data for 13 countries including China, do not mean the world is winning the fight against hunger, it said.
Overall trends still show hunger rising since 2014.  The economic shifts associated with the coronavirus pandemic could leave an additional 83 million to 132 million people hungry globally in 2020, the report warned.
Hunger is rising fastest in rapidly growing Africa.  The region is likely to account for half of the world's hungry by 2030, it said.
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