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Eating for a Greener Planet    

In 2020 the Green Party of Canada is choosing a new leader—and there’s also an opportunity to review 
the party’s existing policies and propose changes. The motion below is being put forward by a group 
within the party that’s focused on the food we grow—and the food we consume. 

Motion:  

The Green Party of Canada supports, through a Just Transition, phasing out subsidies to the 
animal agriculture industry and encouraging the production of alternatives to meat and other 
animal products; unequivocally endorsing the new Canada Food Guide’s recommendation 
that we reduce our consumption of animal products; and revising the Greenhouse Gas 
Pollution Pricing Act so as to include not only fossil fuel GHG emissions but also those of the 
animal agriculture industry. 

Background 

Climate Change: Increasingly, Canadians are coming to acknowledge a number of uncomfortable truths 
about animal agriculture. Study after study in recent years has shown that animal agriculture is a 
massive contributor to GHG emissions and global warming; the Food and Agriculture Organization 
Association of the United Nations has concluded that the emissions impact of livestock alone represents 
14.5 percent of all anthropogenic GHG emissions.”1 Other studies, factoring in the impacts of all forms of 
animal agriculture and of animal agriculture-related deforestation, have put the figure much higher; a 
widely-cited study published in 2019 in the journal Science, for example, found that “today’s food supply 
chain creates ~13.7 billion metric tons of carbon dioxide equivalents (CO2eq), 26% of anthropogenic 
GHG emissions.”2 As Bill McKibben notes, “the UN Food and Agriculture Organization finds that a half 
pound of ground beef has the same effect on climate change as driving an SUV 10 miles.”3 

 
1 “Tackling Climate Change Through Livestock”: Key Facts and Findings 
(http://www.fao.org/news/story/en/item/197623/icode/). 
2 J. Poore and T. Nemeek, “Reducing food’s environmental impacts through producers and consumers,” Science, 22 February 
2019 (file:///C:/Users/DONLEP~1/AppData/Local/Temp/Science%20360%206392%20987%20-%20Accepted%20Manuscript-
2.pdf). 
3 Bill McKibben, “The Only Way to Have a Cow,” Orion Magazine, April 2010 (https://orionmagazine.org/article/the-only-way-
to-have-a-cow/).  

http://www.fao.org/news/story/en/item/197623/icode/
file:///C:/Users/Don%20Lepan/AppData/Local/Temp/Science%20360%206392%20987%20-%20Accepted%20Manuscript-2.pdf
file:///C:/Users/Don%20Lepan/AppData/Local/Temp/Science%20360%206392%20987%20-%20Accepted%20Manuscript-2.pdf
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 It’s no wonder that the second of Greta Thunberg’s list of four things she has done to combat 
climate change is to stop eating animal products.4  And it’s not just beef; reducing our consumption of 
other meats also makes a real difference, as does reducing our consumption of milk, cheese, and other 
dairy products.5  
 Even locally-sourced, organic animal products have a significant impact on climate change 
(albeit a lesser impact than intensive animal farming). To be sure, locally-produced, organic beef is 
better than beef from far-distant feed-lots, just as locally produced, organic tofu is better than non-
organic tofu from far-distant sources. But the evidence suggests that it’s better for the health of the 
planet (and for our own health) to eat beans from halfway round the world than it is to consume even 
locally-sourced, organic beef.6 

Greens in Germany, the UK and elsewhere recognize these realities and call for an end to all 
subsidies to animal agriculture, and for “a progressive change from diets dominated by meat, dairy and 
other animal products to healthier diets based mainly on plant foods” (to quote UK Green policies). 
 Not so much in Canada. Our party has taken a strong stand on the damage done by industrial 
agriculture—far stronger than that of any other major party—and that’s something to be proud of. But 
the Green Party of Canada has so far trodden very lightly when it comes to the harms done by animal 
agriculture in particular. The 2019 Green Party of Canada election platform, under “Mission Possible—
the Challenge,” calls in a general way for “transitioning away from industrial livestock production (see 
Food and Food Security),” and for supporting “the transition of industrial agriculture systems to 
regenerative agriculture.” It calls as well for “funding research and extending support for farmers 
shifting from conventional to organic and regenerative farming systems which work with nature, not 
against it, to produce food.” All good, so far as it goes—but there is nothing in the platform committing 
the party to ending subsidies for animal agriculture, or including GHG emissions from animal agriculture 
under the provisions of the Greenhouse Gas Pollution Pricing Act.  
 There are almost a million dairy cows in Canada, and almost a half million beef cattle.7 How 
large is their contribution to climate change? Agriculture Canada reports that in one year, ”the amount 
of methane a dairy cow produces is equivalent to the greenhouse gas emissions from a mid-sized vehicle 
driven 20,000 kilometres.8 We believe the carbon tax should apply in both cases, not just one.  

 
4 Interview with Ellen DeGeneres, The Ellen Show, 1 November 2019, https://www.ellentube.com/video/greta-thunberg-on-
whether-shed-meet-with-the-president.html The discussion of Thunberg’s list of four things begins at  7:16 minutes.  
5 This Economist piece provides summaries of both the health and the GHG impacts of consuming animal products: 
https://www.economist.com/graphic-detail/2019/11/15/how-much-would-giving-up-meat-help-the-environment. The 
academic studies cited (one by scientists at Oxford University and the University of Minnesota, the other by scientists at Johns 
Hopkins University) are Michael A. Clark et al., “Multiple health and environmental impacts of foods,” Proceedings of the 
National Academy of Sciences of the United States of America, 12 November 2019 
(https://www.pnas.org/content/116/46/23357); and Brent F. Kim et al., “Country-specific dietary shifts to mitigate climate and 
water crises,” Global Environmental Change, vol. 62, May 2020 
(https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0959378018306101). 
6 See J. Poore and T. Nemecek, “Reducing food’s environmental impacts through producers and consumers,” Science, vol. 360, 
22 February 2019. The authors summarize their results as follows: “Most strikingly, impacts of the lowest-impact animal 
products typically exceed those of vegetable substitutes, providing new evidence for the importance of dietary change.” See 
also Hannah Ritchie, “You want to reduce the carbon footprint of your food? Focus on what you eat, not whether your food is 
local,” Our World in Data, 24 January 2020 (https://ourworldindata.org/food-choice-vs-eating-local ); Andrew Winston, “Local 
Food or Less Meat? Data Tells the Real Story, Harvard Business Review, 20 June 2011; https://hbr.org/2011/06/local-food-or-
less-meat-data-t.html; Molly Leavens, “Do Food Miles Really Matter?” Harvard University Sustainability site, 7 March 2017 
(https://green.harvard.edu/news/do-food-miles-really-matter). 
7 Government of Canada—Canadian Dairy Information Centre, “Number of farms, dairy cows and dairy heifers“ 
(https://www.dairyinfo.gc.ca/eng/dairy-statistics-and-market-information/farm-statistics/farms-dairy-cows-and-dairy-
heifers/?id=1502467423238). 
8 “Reducing methane emissions from livestock” 30 January 2019 Government of Canada Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada 
website, revised 30 January 2019 ( https://www.agr.gc.ca/eng/news-from-agriculture-and-agri-food-canada/scientific-

https://www.ellentube.com/video/greta-thunberg-on-whether-shed-meet-with-the-president.html
https://www.ellentube.com/video/greta-thunberg-on-whether-shed-meet-with-the-president.html
https://www.economist.com/graphic-detail/2019/11/15/how-much-would-giving-up-meat-help-the-environment
https://www.pnas.org/content/116/46/23357
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0959378018306101
https://ourworldindata.org/food-choice-vs-eating-local
https://hbr.org/2011/06/local-food-or-less-meat-data-t.html
https://hbr.org/2011/06/local-food-or-less-meat-data-t.html
https://green.harvard.edu/news/do-food-miles-really-matter
https://www.dairyinfo.gc.ca/eng/dairy-statistics-and-market-information/farm-statistics/farms-dairy-cows-and-dairy-heifers/?id=1502467423238
https://www.dairyinfo.gc.ca/eng/dairy-statistics-and-market-information/farm-statistics/farms-dairy-cows-and-dairy-heifers/?id=1502467423238
https://www.agr.gc.ca/eng/news-from-agriculture-and-agri-food-canada/scientific-achievements-in-agriculture/reducing-methane-emissions-from-livestock/?id=1548267761377
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On climate change, the Green Party of Canada’s 2019 platform includes, under the “Food and 
Food Security” section, a commitment to “establish climate change emission targets for all components 
of the food system, including nitrogen fertilizer use, livestock production and transportation”—but it 
says nothing about including animal agriculture under the Greenhouse Gas Pollution Pricing Act. We 
need to change that; unless animal agriculture emissions are included under the act, there is no actual 
cost attached to  animal-based emissions—and thus no incentive to reduce them. 

 
Canada Food Guide: Perhaps the most egregious problem with the 2019 Green Party of Canada 
platform was its equivocating over the recommendations of the new Canada Food Guide—again under 
the “Food and Food Security” heading: 

 
The Green Party supports most of these objectives and measures [in the new Canada Food 
Guide] as far as they go, although we remain concerned that it discourages consumption of 
Canadian milk products, a relatively inexpensive source of calcium and protein. 

 
That support of the dairy industry was splashed all over vegan sites across the country, and probably led 
to the loss of a significant number of votes. (There are over 800,000 vegans in Canada, and on site after 
site the Green Party’s platform was raked over the coals on the basis of this one sentence).  
 But the policy wasn’t just damaging in its political impact; it was also wrong-headed; the critics 
were right, and our platform was wrong. There is more and more evidence as to the harm that the 
consumption of dairy products does to human health—including increased rates of cancer, diabetes, 
and heart disease. Canadians typically consume more protein than is good for us—and legumes and nuts 
are healthier sources of protein than are meat, dairy products, or eggs. Research is also showing that 
dairy products may be problematic as a source of calcium; the old research that concluded that drinking 
milk was good for our bones has now been called into question.9 The authors of the new Canada Food 

 
achievements-in-agriculture/reducing-methane-emissions-from-livestock/?id=1548267761377). See also “Are cows the cause 
of global warming?” Time for Change (http://timeforchange.org/are-cows-cause-of-global-warming-meat-methane-CO2/);  
http://www.fao.org/news/story/en/item/197623/icode/); Brent Kim et al., The Importance of Reducing Animal Product 
Consumption and Wasted Food in Mitigating Catastrophic Climate Change, Report of the Johns Hopkins University Center for  
Livable Future, December 2015.  
9 The most widely cited authority in this field is Walter Willett of the Nutrition Department at Harvard University. For his most 
recent review of the evidence on milk, see Walter C. Willett and David S. Ludwig, “Milk and Health,” New England Journal of 
Medicine, 13 February 2020 (https://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/NEJMra1903547). Here are some of his conclusions: All 
the nutrients that can be found in milk “can be obtained from other sources (as has been the case in many traditional societies 
with historically low intakes of dairy products). For adults, the overall evidence does not support high dairy consumption for 
reduction of fractures, which has been a primary justification for current U.S. recommendations. Moreover, total dairy 

https://www.agr.gc.ca/eng/news-from-agriculture-and-agri-food-canada/scientific-achievements-in-agriculture/reducing-methane-emissions-from-livestock/?id=1548267761377
http://timeforchange.org/are-cows-cause-of-global-warming-meat-methane-CO2/
http://www.fao.org/news/story/en/item/197623/icode/
https://www.nejm.org/doi/full/10.1056/NEJMra1903547)
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Guide resisted the heavy lobbying of the meat and dairy industries and they got it right—including about 
dairy. As a party, we Greens should be supporting those evidence-based principles and encouraging 
hospitals, care homes, school cafeterias, and Canadians generally to be following the new guidelines.    

     
Subsidies and Supports: Most Canadians don’t realize that we’ve been paying billions and billions in 
subsidies to the animal agriculture industry, the vast majority of which goes to large-scale agribusiness—
producers of chicken, eggs, dairy, pork, and beef. A 2019 report made the following observations: 
  

From January to August 2019, the federal government announced multiple subsidies to the 
Canadian agriculture industry. A quick scan of these subsidies, available on Agriculture Canada’s 
website, reveals that 22 of the largest ones—together amounting to more than $1.9-billion—
were provided to animal agribusiness, including the dairy, pork, beef, and chicken industries. 
The dairy sector received the most support by far: $1.79-billion in total. Of all the funds 
allocated, meanwhile, a paltry 0.24 per cent went to initiatives that address animal welfare.10 

 
Precise totals of subsidies to animal agriculture are hard to come by; funding breakdowns for AgriInsure, 
AgriInvest, AgriStability, the Canadian Agricultural Partnership, and dozens of other programs are not 
provided, particularly for recent years (statistics breaking out animal agriculture totals are often 
released only years later, if at all). Statistics Canada reports that “total direct payments to agriculture 
producers” for 2019 were $3.19 billion, but that number excludes rebates to reduce farm expenses, 
indirect payments, transfer payments, and capital grants.11 In all probability, the annual total of all 
subsidies to animal agriculture is well over $5 billion; even in 2011, the Globe and Mail’s Barrie Mckenna 
has calculated, government farm subsidies totaled $6.9 billion; “the main beneficiaries,” McKenna 
concluded, “are Canadian dairy, poultry and egg producers.”12  
 What about subsidies for plant-based alternatives to meat and dairy? With considerable fanfare, 
the federal government earlier this year announced support totaling $100 million for a new “plant-
based protein” facility in Manitoba. But the widely quoted $100 million figure is greatly misleading; $80 

 
consumption has not been clearly related to weight control or to risks of diabetes and cardiovascular disease. High 
consumption of dairy foods is likely to increase the risks of prostate cancer and possibly endometrial cancer (but reduce the risk 
of colorectal cancer). It is important to note that the reported health effects of dairy foods depend strongly on the specific 
foods or beverages to which they are compared; for many outcomes, dairy foods compare favorably with processed red meat 
or sugar-sweetened beverages but less favorably with plant-protein sources such as nuts.” Other research has shown that the 
calcium in such vegetables as broccoli, kale, and bok choy is absorbed by humans better than is the calcium in cow’s milk—and 
the calcium from those sorts of vegetables comes with added benefits (such as antioxidants, fiber, and iron). In the other 
direction, the calcium from vegetables doesn’t come with nasty side effects such as clogging up our arteries. See also Brenda 
Goodman, “Rethinking Milk: Science Takes On the Dairy Dilemma,” The Web Doctor, 14 February 2020 
(https://www.webmd.com/diet/news/20200214/rethinking-mik-science-takes-on-the-dairy-dilemma). 
10 Riana Topan, “Nearly $2-billion in government subsidies does little to improve animal welfare,” The Hill Times, 2 October 
2019 (https://www.hilltimes.com/2019/10/02/nearly-2-billion-in-government-subsidies-does-little-to-improve-animal-
welfare/217840). 
11 Statistics Canada, Table 32-10-0106-01 Direct payments to agriculture producers (x 1,000) 
(https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=3210010601).  
12 Barrie McKenna, “Taxpayers Oblivious to the Cost of Farm Subsidies,” The Globe and Mail, 7 July 2013 
(https://www.theglobeandmail.com/report-on-business/taxpayers-oblivious-to-the-cost-of-farm-subsidies/article13055078/). 
In a more recent article, Vesanto Melina cites “data provided by the Organization for Economic Co-operation and 
Development,” according to which “the value of annual government support to Canadian agriculture producers has fluctuated 
between $10.1 billion and $4.3 billion since 1986.” See Vesanto Melina, “Let’s subsidize cultivation of plant-based protein,” 
Common Ground, 5 August 2019 (https://commonground.ca/subsidize-plant-based-protein/). 

https://www.webmd.com/diet/news/20200214/rethinking-mik-science-takes-on-the-dairy-dilemma
https://www.hilltimes.com/2019/10/02/nearly-2-billion-in-government-subsidies-does-little-to-improve-animal-welfare/217840
https://www.hilltimes.com/2019/10/02/nearly-2-billion-in-government-subsidies-does-little-to-improve-animal-welfare/217840
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/tv.action?pid=3210010601
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/report-on-business/taxpayers-oblivious-to-the-cost-of-farm-subsidies/article13055078/
https://commonground.ca/subsidize-plant-based-protein/


5 
 

million of the total is in the form of loans, not grants13; the actual subsidy thus amounts to less than $20 
million. That’s certainly a step in the right direction, but it’s far outweighed by the many government 
grants that continue to be doled out to companies in order to help them build slaughterhouses. (In the 
past two years alone, grants to help companies build new slaughterhouses total over $67 million, 
including $10 million from the federal government to Conestoga Foods in 2019 to build a pork 
processing facility14 and $20 million from the federal government plus another $34.5 million from the 
Ontario government to Maple Leaf Foods in 2018 to build a poultry processing plant.15)    
 For the sake of the planet, as well as for the sake of our own health (and for the sake of the 
animals), it’s time to phase out subsidies to animal agriculture—and to start providing more support for 
greener alternatives. Changes such as those set out in this motion—together with the Green Party od 
Canada’s established commitment to encouraging a shift from industrial agriculture to mostly local, 
organic production systems—will make our policies green to an extent they’ve never been before. 

 

 * * * 
 

As with any change in policy, of course, there are a lot of questions to be asked. Here are a 
few of them 
  
Farmers: Wouldn’t policies like this hurt Canada’s beef and dairy and chicken and pig farmers?  

This is a motion in support of a shift of emphasis in our agricultural system and in our diets; it 
should in no way be interpreted as directed against Canada’s farmers, including those involved 
in animal agriculture. We strongly support existing Green Party policy (as set out in the 2019 
platform) w 
 

Indigenous Canadians: If we’re suggesting people eat less meat, what message does that send to 
Indigenous Canadians?  

We support the treaty rights and entitlements of Indigenous communities in Canada. Indigenous 
traditions have a special place in Canadian culture, and some of those traditions involve hunting 
and fishing. This motion would not affect such activities in any way. (See also below under “Just 
Transition.”) 

Low-income Canadians/Canadians Living in “Food Deserts”/Canadians Living in the North: How would 
policies such as these affect some groups that are already disadvantaged?  

For most people living in most parts of Canada, reducing our intake of animal products also 
means reducing our expenditures;16 a hearty chili with a green veg on the side is a lot less 

 
13 “Trudeau announces $90 million in financing for Manitoba pea and canola protein plant,” Real Agriculture, 22 June 2020 
(https://www.realagriculture.com/2020/06/trudeau-announces-90-million-in-financing-for-manitoba-pea-and-canola-protein-
plant/).  
14 Faisal Ali, “Feds announce $10 million in support of Conestoga Meats,” Observer, 2 May 2019 
(https://observerxtra.com/2019/05/02/feds-announce-10-million-in-support-of-conestoga-meats/).  
15 “Federal Government Putting $28 Million into Maple Leaf Foods,” Net News Ledger, 27 November 2018 
(http://www.netnewsledger.com/2018/11/27/federal-government-putting-28-million-into-maple-leaf-foods/).  
 
16 It’s often assumed that eating fewer animal products means paying more for your food, but there does not seem to be any 
solid basis for this assumption. Indeed, many have argued persuasively that it’s the other way round; see, for example, Willy 
Blackmore, “Being a Vegetarian Is Cheaper Than Eating Meat,” Take Part, 12 October 2015 

(http://www.takepart.com/article/2015/10/12/vegetarian-diet-savings), and Andrea Bertoli, “Is a Vegan Diet Cheaper than a 
Standard Diet?” Vibrant Wellness Journal, 16 July 2020 (https://vibrantwellnessjournal.com/2020/07/16/is-a-vegan-diet-
cheaper-than-a-standard-diet/). 

https://www.realagriculture.com/2020/06/trudeau-announces-90-million-in-financing-for-manitoba-pea-and-canola-protein-plant/
https://www.realagriculture.com/2020/06/trudeau-announces-90-million-in-financing-for-manitoba-pea-and-canola-protein-plant/
https://observerxtra.com/2019/05/02/feds-announce-10-million-in-support-of-conestoga-meats/
http://www.netnewsledger.com/2018/11/27/federal-government-putting-28-million-into-maple-leaf-foods/
http://www.takepart.com/article/2015/10/12/vegetarian-diet-savings
https://vibrantwellnessjournal.com/2020/07/16/is-a-vegan-diet-cheaper-than-a-standard-diet/
https://vibrantwellnessjournal.com/2020/07/16/is-a-vegan-diet-cheaper-than-a-standard-diet/
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expensive (as well as a lot healthier) if we let the kidney beans give us our protein and leave out 
the ground beef. But for some Canadians there may not be an abundance of reasonably priced 
fresh produce (or even dried beans and lentils) at a nearby store. Fresh fruits and vegetables 
cost a small fortune in much of the far North, and in some “food deserts” in our cities one has to 
go a long way out of one’s way to find healthy food. To our minds, full support of the new 
Canada Food Guide’s recommendation that we reduce our consumption of animal products and 
increase our intake of fruits and vegetables and grains and legumes should go beyond just 
saying “we support the new food guide.” It should, for example, entail measures to subsidize the 
cost of fresh fruit and veg in the North and to end food deserts in urban areas; it should entail as 
well measures to help school cafeterias and care homes provide healthier food; it should entail, 
in short, a wide range of measures to make it easier for all Canadians to eat healthy, and eat 
green.  

 

        
 

 
“A Just Transition”: What exactly does that phrase in the motion imply?   

“Just Transition” is an internationally accepted, justice-oriented conceptual framework to 
support economies transitioning to low-carbon industries and towards a climate-resilient future. 
The Canadian government’s Task Force on Just Transition for Canadian Coal Power Workers has 
already recognized (in the case of the coal industry) that the federal government has an 
obligation to fund transition, preparing individuals and communities that are dependent upon 

 
The reason why people often imagine plant-based options to be more expensive than animal product ones may well 

have to do with fast food. McDonald’s and KFC and the others are cruel and ruthless machines, creating vast externalities—
costs that others in society will eventually pick up, whether it be the costs of the health care and other benefits these 
companies don’t provide for their workers, or the costs of the pollution inflicted on the environment by animal agriculture. As a 
result, these companies are able to provide meals at extraordinarily low prices. They are meals that are bad for our health, bad 
for the environment, and bad for the animals who have been bred and killed in order to manufacture them. In the end, they 
carry very high costs for our society. But in the short term they are low cost to the individual who buys a burger and fries at 
McDonalds—that much, sadly, is undeniable. 
 Plant-based fast food is still in its infancy; given that no cruelty to animals is involved, it is impossible that plant-based 
fast food will ever rival the ruthless cruelties of animal-product fast food. But perhaps it will one day rival McDonald’s prices. If 
governments start to see the error of their ways, phase out the subsidies they currently provide to animal agriculture, start to 
charge fast food companies appropriately for the external costs they are imposing on society at large and/or to provide 
subsidies to plant-based fast food alternatives, it will then finally be a level playing field—and we can then expect the Beyond 
Burger at the local fast food joint to cost no more than the comparable-size beef burger. 
 

 
Photo Credit: Beyond Meat 
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an industry which is not consistent with the achievement of global carbon targets.17  Animal 
agriculture has been proven to be similarly damaging to the planet; as Charlotte Blattner of the 
Harvard Law School has pointed out (drawing on the research efforts of the Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change [IPCC]), “transitioning toward a low-carbon production is just as 
imperative in agriculture [as it is in the coal industry]. Specifically, [these principles] demand 
that we move away from animal agriculture.”18  

A Just Transition framework focuses on the responsibility of government and the rights 
of workers. The International Trade Union Confederation (ITUC) has unanimously adopted Just 
Transition as a framework for climate change challenges; the groundwork is there to apply the 
framework in animal agriculture.  

The focus on justice inherent in the Just Transition framework applies to the rights of 
Indigenous individuals and communities as well as racialized and marginalized individuals. And, 
through a Just Transition process, funds diverted from animal agriculture subsidies can be 
applied not only to funding transition for individuals and communities but also to investing in 
innovative practices such as geothermal greenhouse technology and closed loop regenerative 
agriculture, which also produces renewable energy. These innovations have the potential to 
dramatically improve the health outcomes of northern and marginalized communities and the 
livability of the planet. 

   
Non-human animals: Notoriously, non-human animals are horrifically ill-treated in today’s industrial-
scale animal agriculture operations. Shouldn’t something be done about that as well?  

Yes! That related issue absolutely needs to be addressed—and urgently. It’s a situation made 
even more alarming by the recent passing of “Ag Gag” laws by Alberta and Ontario—and action 
in those two provinces (and in all the others) to improve the lot of animals is definitely needed. 
Perhaps unfortunately, that’s primarily under the jurisdiction of the provinces; the federal 
government could perhaps do more so far as setting guidelines and working with the provinces 
goes, but it’s a very difficult issue jurisdictionally. And federally, the Green Party of Canada 
already has positive policies in place regarding areas (such as the transportation of animals) 
where the federal government clearly has a say. 
 

Inter-species Disease: It’s been suggested that eating animals is associated with pandemics. To what 
extent is that true?  

To a very large extent. Most pandemics involve zoonotic viruses (that is, viruses that originate in 
animals), and our animal food systems or food practices have been implicated in many of the 
pandemics of the last century.19 The present pandemic seems to have originated in a live-animal 
market in China selling wild as well as domesticated animals. But North Americans and 
Europeans have no reason to feel superior: other pandemics have originated on conventional 
farms—where pigs and other animals are confined in close quarters and disease can cross 

 
17 See Final Report by the Task Force on Just Transition for Canadian Coal Power Workers and Communities, December 2018 
(https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/services/climate-change/task-force-just-transition/final-report.html). 
18 Charlotte E. Blattner, “Just Transition for agriculture? A critical step in tackling climate change,” Journal of Agriculture, Food 
Systems, and Community Development, Spring 2020 
(https://www.foodsystemsjournal.org/index.php/fsj/article/view/796/782). 
19 Jane Dalton, “Coronavirus: Industrial animal farming has caused most new infectious diseases and risks more 
pandemics, experts warn,” The Independent, 8 May 2020 ((https://www.independent.co.uk/environment/coronavirus-

meat-animal-farming-pandemic-disease-wet-markets-a9505626.html).   

https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/services/climate-change/task-force-just-transition/final-report.html
https://www.foodsystemsjournal.org/index.php/fsj/article/view/796/782
https://www.independent.co.uk/environment/coronavirus-meat-animal-farming-pandemic-disease-wet-markets-a9505626.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/environment/coronavirus-meat-animal-farming-pandemic-disease-wet-markets-a9505626.html
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species lines relatively more easily.20 Even disease outbreaks that occur when people eat 
contaminated lettuce or spinach are the result of animal agriculture; it’s when manure laced 
with e-coli from nearby animal farms contaminates the vegetables that they become hazardous. 
Margaret Atwood is among those who have made this point recently: “In a sense, almost all 
pandemics are man-made: if we didn’t domesticate animals and eat certain kinds of wild ones, 
our chances of contracting new, species-leaping viruses would go way down.”21  
 

Carbon Footprint of Livestock: Isn’t it true that range-raised, grass-fed livestock can return carbon to the 
soil and have a net positive carbon effect? Particularly if they graze on grasslands that can’t readily be 
used for other purposes, aren’t beef cattle good for the planet?  

Everyone is agreed that, globally, livestock are the most important source of anthropogenic 
methane emissions—emissions that are 84 times more potent than CO2. It’s those methane 
emissions that make raising cattle (whether dairy cows or beef cattle) such a significant 
contributor to global warming. But some researchers have concluded that, in certain cases—
notably, grazed, grass-fed cattle, especially when grazed on land deemed to be marginal—beef 
production can have a net positive effect on climate change, and on the environment generally. 
That’s what a 2008 study by soil researcher Eric Bremer concluded. But much of the more recent 
science points in the opposite direction. Yes, grazing cattle can help store carbon from the 
atmosphere in the soil. The problem is that, “even in the very best cases, this carbon storage 
offsets only 20%-60% of the total emissions from grazing cattle.”22 The net effect, in other 
words, is to increase the pace of climate change, not slow it down.  

Indeed, it turns out that grazed cattle may contribute even more per capita to climate 
change than do feedlot cattle; recent science indicates that, although raising cattle on pastures 
require less energy than keeping them in feedlots, per capita feedlot emissions are consistently 
higher. Grazing cattle need more time to reach appropriate slaughter weight, thus increasing 
overall emissions compared to those reared in feedlots.23 And the type of food they consume 
makes a difference too; citing a study published in 2016 in Nature (Mario Herrero et al., 
“Greenhouse gas mitigation potentials in the livestock sector”) and other research, Tara Garnett 
of the Oxford University Food Research Group concludes that the more fibrous food that grass-
fed cattle consume results in their producing considerably more methane than animals fed 
grains and soy in feedlots; the result is that “pasture-based cattle actually have a greater climate 
impact than animals fed grains and soy.”24 A 2018 Harvard University study reached similar 

 
20 See Ananya Mandal, “Could the next pandemic be 100 times worse than COVID-19?” news-medical.net 2 June 2020 
(https://www.news-medical.net/news/20200602/Could-the-next-pandemic-be-100-times-worse-than-COVID-19.aspx);  
Jonathan Safran Foer and Aaron S Gross, “We have to wake up: factory farms are breeding grounds for pandemics,” The 
Guardian, 20 April 2020 (https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/apr/20/factory-farms-pandemic-risk-covid-
animal-human-health). 
21 Margaret Atwood, Growing up in Quarantineland: Childhood nightmares in the age of germs prepared me for coronavirus,” 
Globe and Mail, 28 March 2020 (https://www.theglobeandmail.com/opinion/article-growing-up-in-quarantineland-childhood-
nightmares-in-the-age-of-germs/). 
22 Damian Carrington, “Eighteen Arguments for Eating Meat Debunked,” The Guardian, 20 June 2020 
(https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/jun/19/why-you-should-go-animal-free-arguments-in-favour-of-meat-
eating-debunked-plant-based). 
23 See Alejandro González et al., “Protein efficiency per unit energy and per unit greenhouse gas emissions: Potential 
contribution of diet choices to climate change mitigation,” Food Policy, October 2011 
(https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S030691921100090X).  
24 Tara Garnett, “Why eating grass-fed beef isn’t going to help fight climate change,” The Conversation, 2 October 
2017 (https://theconversation.com/why-eating-grass-fed-beef-isnt-going-to-help-fight-climate-change-84237). 

https://www.news-medical.net/news/20200602/Could-the-next-pandemic-be-100-times-worse-than-COVID-19.aspx
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/apr/20/factory-farms-pandemic-risk-covid-animal-human-health
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/apr/20/factory-farms-pandemic-risk-covid-animal-human-health
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/opinion/article-growing-up-in-quarantineland-childhood-nightmares-in-the-age-of-germs/
https://www.theglobeandmail.com/opinion/article-growing-up-in-quarantineland-childhood-nightmares-in-the-age-of-germs/
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/jun/19/why-you-should-go-animal-free-arguments-in-favour-of-meat-eating-debunked-plant-based
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/jun/19/why-you-should-go-animal-free-arguments-in-favour-of-meat-eating-debunked-plant-based
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S030691921100090X
https://theconversation.com/why-eating-grass-fed-beef-isnt-going-to-help-fight-climate-change-84237
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conclusions, finding that a shift to grass-fed for all beef cattle would increase beef’s methane 
emissions by 43%.25  
 Those who claim ecological benefits for beef make their case on the basis of free-range, 
grazed cattle. As noted, even that is not an easy case to make. But we should always remember 
that well over 90% of the beef consumed in Canada is raised largely or entirely in feedlots that 
are environmentally unfriendly in almost every conceivable respect. Even if it were the case that 
grazed, grass-fed cattle constituted a net positive in terms of the environment, that’s just a tiny 
fraction of the whole. No one questions that the beef industry overall is a huge contributor to 
climate change; even a study funded by Canadian cattlemen’s associations concludes that it is 
“likely the largest unpriced source of greenhouse gases” in Canada.26 

We should always remember as well the massive inefficiencies that are inherent in 
raising animals as food to be consumed by humans; it is always far more efficient to grow food 
that is fed directly to humans than to grow food, feed it to non-human animals, and then eat 
those animals as food. One recent study concludes that using land for plant-based food for 
humans is between two times and twenty times more efficient as a means of providing protein 
and other nutrients to humans than using it for animal agriculture. As the authors say, their 
results highlight the importance of dietary shifts to improving food availability and security.”27 
Any way you look at it, it’s best if we humans reduce our consumption of animal products.  
 

Fishing and Aquaculture: What about fish farms, and fishing generally?  
There are all sorts of issues with fishing and aquaculture. Many of these overlap with the issues 
involved with animal agriculture—but there are also many that do not. This motion does not 
attempt to cover all the issues involved with fishing and aquaculture.  

 
Incentives vs. Coercion: Shouldn’t Canadians be free to eat whatever they want? 

Yes—of course they should! Opponents of the sort of modest agenda we are putting forward 
sometimes mis-characterize what is being proposed as some form of coercion: “We shouldn’t be 
telling people what they have to eat,” is something of a rallying cry among opponents of efforts 
to nudge Canada towards healthier diets. To be clear: absolutely nobody is suggesting that 
Canadians be forced to eat less meat and more plants—nobody! What we’re talking about are 
incentives—and right now the incentives point in the wrong direction. Far more government 
subsidies go to animal agriculture than to plant-based agriculture—and the omission of animal 
agriculture emissions from the Greenhouse Gas Pollution Pricing Act implicitly encourages the 
consumption of animal products.    
 

Cost: What about the cost side of things? Wouldn’t new subsidies add to Canada’s ballooning debt? 
No, is the short answer. The new supports could easily be paid for out of the billions and billions 
in subsidies that would be eliminated—the subsidies currently being paid to large-scale 
producers of chicken, pork, beef and dairy. Phasing out those subsidies provides a lot of financial 

 
25 Matthew D. Hayek and Rachael D. Garrett, “Nationwide shift to grass-fed beef requires larger cattle population,” 
Environmental Research Letters, 25 July 2018 (https://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.1088/1748-9326/aad401). 
26 Brandon Schaufele, “Carbon Pricing and the Canadian Beef Sector: Final Report,” January 2018, p. 33. 
(file:///C:/Users/DONLEP~1/AppData/Local/Temp/Final-Report-revised-Schaufele-2017.pdf). Information on 
funding is provided in the headnote to the summary of Schaufele’s findings posted on www.cattle.ca. 
27 Alan Shepon et al., “The opportunity cost of animal-based diets exceeds all food losses,” Proceedings of the 
National Academy of Sciences of the United States of America, 26 March 2018 
(https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5899434/). 

https://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.1088/1748-9326/aad401
file:///C:/Users/Don%20Lepan/AppData/Local/Temp/Final-Report-revised-Schaufele-2017.pdf
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room to spend instead on supporting healthier alternatives—and still be saving at the end of the 
day. There are also sure to be long-term savings of other sorts; a move towards more plant-
based diets would bring significant reductions in cardiovascular disease, diabetes, and many 
other conditions that put a huge strain on health care budgets, just as they do on human health. 
The size of these cost savings is staggering—in the United States, it is estimated that they 
amount to almost $200 billion each year. Overall, the Oxford University group that has made 
these projections calculates that “the economic value of health benefits associated with more 
plant-based diets is comparable with, or exceeds, the value of the environmental benefits.”28 

 

 

 * * * 
 
 
Why not spell out all these specifics in the motion? That has to do with the nature of the policy process. 
Policy motions need to be kept brief; they represent statements of values and principles on which to 
base legislation, spending, and regulation—not blueprints that include all the details. But a statement of 
principles can nonetheless be a real step forward. 

 
28 Laureen Cassani Davis, “The Economic Case for Worldwide Vegetarianism: Not curbing its taste for meat could 
cost the U.S. almost $200 billion each year—and the global economy up to $1.6 trillion.” The Atlantic, 28 March 
2016 (https://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2016/03/the-economic-case-for-worldwide-
vegetarianism/475524/). For the academic study see Marco Springman et al., “Analysis and valuation of the health 
and climate change co-benefits of dietary change,” Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences of the United 
States of America, 21 March 2016 (https://www.pnas.org/content/113/15/4146/tab-article-info ). 
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