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Introduction


For  many  of  us, the  desire to  be  more  planet-friendly  comes from the understanding that the earth’s natural resources are finite. Over time, as our collective footprint becomes deeper, we know the land, water and energy required to maintain human life, particularly through food growth and production, cannot always be renewed or replenished. 


With the global population expected to rise to more than 9 billion people by 2050, our food habits must be considered if we are to take pressure off the environment. By adapting to a more environmentally conscious lifestyle, we would be making a huge step toward a sustainable future. This includes extending our compassion to the animals that suffer as a result of our diets, from the  livestock that  are  reared, transported  and  slaughtered for  meat consumption to the overfished and endangered marine fauna – not forgetting the terrestrial wildlife left without homes when their habitats are cleared for agricultural land.


This book will shed light on food growth and production, highlighting the produce that requires fewer natural resources to grow and advising on which items are best to avoid. While there is no single definition of “sustainable food”, our goal is to understand the concept of a planet-friendly diet by looking at what  happens  behind the  scenes  during the food  production  process. The book will also discuss how to grow your own produce and share many environmentally conscious recipes.


Armed with this knowledge, you will be empowered to make positive, planet-friendly choices as a consumer – remembering that, while most options aren’t 100 per cent sustainable, the production of some foods is better for the planet than others. By incorporating these items into our diet and becoming more mindful in our selections, we will be helping the planet thrive for generations to come.




 


 


 


Part 1
 WHAT IS PLANET-FRIENDLY FOOD?
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PLANET-FRIENDLY FOOD IS...




	Locally grown produce that requires less energy for storage and transport



	Naturally high-yielding crops



	Produce that requires minimal water



	Food that needs minimal processing



	“Nitrogen-fixing” crops, which capture atmospheric nitrogen and return it as nutrients to the soil



	Meat from organic farms, which provide kinder conditions for livestock



	Seafood that is not from an endangered or threatened population



	Produce grown on established farms to avoid further land clearance



	Seafood from abundant stocks over multiple locations



	Products in biodegradable or reusable packaging



	Food that isn’t genetically modified or given growth hormones



	Plants that don’t require synthetic fertilizers or pesticides



	Crops grown in varied climates, reducing pressure on any one region



	Fair-trade products, certifying that farm workers are treated fairly






 


Becoming a planet-friendly consumer means knowing exactly where our food comes from, the ingredients it contains and how it has been produced.


 


 


 


 


[image: images]


THE IMPACT OF FOOD PRODUCTION ON THE CLIMATE


Most of our food is processed in some way before reaching our tables. This production line – from the farm to the kitchen – generates “greenhouse gases”, such as carbon dioxide (CO2), methane (CH4) and nitrous oxide (N2O). Farm machinery, factory processing, refrigeration and transport use energy from the burning of fossil fuels, such as coal and diesel, and produce large amounts of carbon dioxide. Methane is emitted through the fermentation of food in the stomachs of livestock, while nitrous oxide is created through both the burning of fossil fuels and the breakdown of nitrogen-based fertilizers used on crops. The gases absorb radiation from the earth’s surface, trapping heat within our atmosphere. This contributes to our warming climate.


 


It is estimated that between 20 and 30 per cent of greenhouse gases emitted globally through human activity comes from food production.*


*Source: Sustain: The Alliance for Better Food and Farming.


 


 


 


 


THE IMPACT OF FOOD PRODUCTION ON THE ENVIRONMENT


Transportation emissions


Our food comes from all over the world, from the wild fisheries of Alaska to the fruit plantations of Fiji. Cargo planes, ships, trains and trucks delivering food internationally allow us the privilege of enjoying produce previously only available in specific regions or climates. Unfortunately, the burning of fuel during transportation releases high levels of CO2 into the atmosphere.


Single-use packaging


Plastic pollution is one of the world’s most disturbing environmental problems. Due to its durable nature, plastic can remain in the environment for centuries. It is estimated that over 8 million tonnes of plastic reach our oceans each year*, making packaging an overwhelming danger to marine life. 


Deforestation


An area of previously undisturbed forest the size of one football pitch was lost every 6 seconds in 2019, leaving wildlife without homes and fewer trees to absorb CO2 from the atmosphere. Agriculture is a major cause of deforestation. Today, just 30 per cent of the earth’s land area is covered in trees**, compared to an estimated 50 per cent coverage in the pre-industrial age.


*Source: Dr Jenna R. Jambeck, University of Georgia, Science journal (2015).


**Source: Global Forest Watch, Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations.


Water: the foundation of food production


Everything needs water to grow. Irrigation, or the controlled watering of plant crops, is used in environments where rainfall is insufficient to sustain growth. This allows enormous volumes of food to be produced globally. In fact, 40 per cent of the world’s food relies on irrigation.*


Water used in farming is generally sourced from rivers, lakes and aquifers. Raising livestock demands a greater supply of water than growing crops. While irrigation gives us great scope for food production, the process can significantly affect an ecosystem. For example, excessive water removal can cause nearby wetlands to dry up, leading to wildlife habitat loss.


How much water produces one kilogram of…?
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Source: Institution of Mechanical Engineers, “Global Food: Waste Not, Want Not” (November 2013).


*Source: UNESCO.




 


 


 


WHERE DOES OUR FOOD COME FROM?


Around 50 per cent of the planet’s habitable land is currently used for plant and livestock agriculture.


Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (2019)
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FEEDING THE WORLD


Humans have been growing cereal and root crops for around 11,500 years. Livestock farming has been practised for almost as long. Today, some farmers in developing countries still carry out plant cultivation and animal farming just as their ancestors did, usually without machines or chemicals.


Commercial agriculture, on the other hand, requires energy and water-intensive methods for mass production. Soil degradation and the eutrophication (nutrient pollution) of waterways are also associated with large-scale farming. As the global population increases exponentially, the agricultural sector faces an unprecedented demand on produce, putting more pressure on the planet’s natural resources.


 


 


 


 


MEETING DEMAND AT MINIMAL COST


Intensive farming is the practice of producing a maximum yield on a large scale, at a minimal financial cost and while using limited land space. This involves:




	Factory farming or raising high densities of livestock in a confined space



	Increased use of fertilizers and pesticides to encourage flawless crop growth



	Use of genetically modified, high-yielding seeds for crops



	Feeding hormones to animals to create bulkier livestock



	Wide-scale irrigation, requiring a large natural water supply






 


Is it planet-friendly?


Intensive farming, particularly of crops, could reduce the need for further land clearance and deforestation, while high yields mean global food shortages are potentially prevented. Therefore, it could be considered a sustainable farming method. However, with more livestock suffering in deplorable conditions, a greater use of heavy machinery and the excessive use of fertilizers and pesticides causing heavy pollution of natural waterways, the practice is currently far from planet-friendly.
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