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Re: Docket No. FNS-2019-001: Meetings: 2020 Dietary Guidelines Advisory
Committee
The Center for Biological Diversity submits the following comments to the Dietary
Guidelines Advisory Committee and the Center for Nutrition Policy and Promotion on
the development of the 2020-2025 Dietary Guidelines for Americans.
The Center for Biological Diversity is a national, nonprofit conservation organization with
more than 1.7 million members and online activists dedicated to the protection of
endangered species and wild places. We believe the health and well-being of humans is
intrinsically linked to the health and well-being of nature. The American diet and federal
nutrition recommendations have an enormous impact on water, soil, climate,
biodiversity, and the health of ecosystems.
A sustainable food system is not only a critical part of addressing the climate
emergency and extinction crisis, it is also necessary for protecting public health and our
ability to grow enough nutritious food for Americans.
I commend the Committee’s decision to address the topic of dietary sustainability in an
“integration chapter” of the forthcoming Scientific Report of the 2020 Dietary Guidelines
Advisory Committee. I appreciate the thoughtful, rigorous work of the Committee and
staff that led to this decision, which reflects the latest science showing that diets that
promote planetary health are aligned with promoting public health.
In consideration of the Committee’s draft conclusions, additional scientific evidence, and
the urgency of addressing the environmental cost of dietary patterns, I urge the
Committee to include the following conclusions and strong recommendations in its final
report:
I. Sustainability must be a core part of national dietary guidance to protect public
health and food security.
The purpose of national dietary guidelines is to promote health and food security. The
2015 Dietary Guidelines Advisory Committee found that diets lower in animal-based

foods and higher in plant-based foods are aligned with the best available nutrition
science and help ensure access to sufficient, nutritious and safe food for current and
future generations, since they require fewer resources and support soil health and
resiliency. The committee concluded that “a diet higher in plant-based foods, such as
vegetables, fruits, whole grains, legumes, nuts, and seeds, and lower in calories and
animal-based foods is more health promoting and is associated with less environmental
impact than is the current U.S. diet.”1
The body of evidence supporting plant-forward diets for the climate, health and food
security has only grown since the 2015 advisory committee released its scientific report.
A systematic review conducted by the Union of Concerned Scientists found that
between July 2015 and September 2019, 95 new peer-reviewed papers were published
on this topic, including 22 focusing specifically on U.S. diets.2
The urgency of addressing the environmental impact of our food system cannot be
overstated. The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) has determined
that if global greenhouse gas emissions (GHG) aren’t halved within the next 10 years,
humans and wildlife alike will suffer the effects of catastrophic climate change.3, 4 To
tackle this urgent need, we must align food policy with climate policy. Several studies
have determined that we won’t be able to meet international climate targets without
reducing consumption of animal-based foods and shifting toward diets higher in plantbased foods.5, 6, 7 This is especially true for countries with high consumption, like the
United States.
Globally, as much as 29% of planet-warming emissions come from food production
each year, and more than half of those come from meat and dairy.8 The livestock sector
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alone accounts for 16.5% of global emissions representing a significant burden on the
climate from within the food system.9 Beyond the climate impacts, meat and dairy
production, including grazing usage and agricultural lands for cattle feed, take up an
astounding 30% of the Earth’s surface and 80% of all agricultural land in the United
States.10, 11 Americans consume more meat than almost any other country, and our beef
consumption is four times the global average.12
The high rate of meat consumption in the U.S. has an enormous impact on biodiversity,
as well as on our ability to mitigate and adapt to the climate crisis. In its Special Report
on Climate Change and Land released in 2019, the IPCC warned that food systems are
already being adversely affected by the frequency and intensity of extremes associated
with climate disruption. Declining crop yields, unpredictable planting seasons, increases
in agricultural pests and diseases, and worsening land degradation pose a threat to
food security. 13
Dietary recommendations that fail to recognize the environmental costs of food
production can result in an increase in greenhouse gas emissions. For example, one
study found that a shift from the average U.S. diet to the USDA dietary
recommendations could result in a 12% increase in diet-related greenhouse gas
emissions, primarily from the increase in dairy consumption.14
Research released earlier this year by the University of Michigan and Tulane University,
Implications of Future U.S. Diet Scenarios on Greenhouse Gas Emissions, found that
shifting 50% of animal-based foods in the current average American diet to plant-based
foods would reduce diet-related greenhouse gas emissions by 35% per person per day.
Cumulatively these changes are even more significant. The cumulative emissions
savings of this dietary pattern would add up to more than 1.6 billion tons by 2030. If
90% of beef consumption were replaced alongside the 50% reduction in all other animal
products, it would result in more than 2 billion tons of prevented greenhouse gas
9
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emissions. However, without dietary changes the emissions associated with the
average American diet will increase 9% by 2030 due to population growth.15
Thus, the cost of inaction – including the omission of sustainability from federal dietary
guidance – will push us further from necessary emissions reductions and closer to
climate catastrophe.
And it isn’t just climate change that’s threatening food security. Our current food system
is creating a downward spiral in which unsustainable production contributes to climate
change, poor soil health and desertification, excessive water extraction, pollution, and
biodiversity loss. In addition, the increasing demand for seafood, illegal fishing, and
climate change present serious threats to global fisheries, which may be exacerbated
by aquaculture.16 All of this makes it increasingly difficult to continue producing enough
nourishing, healthy food.17, 18
In 2019 the Society for Nutrition Education and Behavior published a position on the
importance of including environmental sustainability in dietary guidance, stating that
“environmental sustainability should be inherent in dietary guidance, whether working
with individuals or groups about their dietary choices or in setting national dietary
guidance. Improving the nutritional health of a population is a long-term goal that
requires ensuring the long-term sustainability of the food system.”19
Incorporating sustainability into national dietary guidance is supported by scientific
evidence and is necessary for protecting food security and promoting public health.
II. The Dietary Guidelines for Americans should recommend diets higher in plantbased foods and lower in animal-based foods, particularly limiting red and
processed meats.
Research shows that there are strong linkages between food and health. The current
American diet is contributing to high rates of preventable chronic diseases such as
cancer, heart disease, and type 2 diabetes, making diet-related disease the leading
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cause of death in the U.S.20
The draft conclusions of the 2020 Dietary Guidelines Advisory Committee reflect the
scientific consensus (including conclusions drawn by the 2015 Dietary Guidelines
Advisory Committee) that dietary patterns characterized by higher consumption of plantbased foods and lower consumption of meat and dairy are associated with reduced risk
of obesity, cardiovascular disease, type 2 diabetes, breast cancer, colorectal cancer,
gestational diabetes, hypertensive disorders of pregnancy (including preeclampsia and
gestational hypertension), and preterm birth. Similar dietary patterns were also
associated with favorable bone health, with limited evidence of association with reduced
risk of lung cancer and age-related cognitive impairment and/or dementia.21
Dietary patterns emphasizing vegetables, legumes, fruits, nuts, and whole grains were
also associated with lower risk of all-cause mortality. This included dietary patterns that
did not include dairy as well as those that did not include any animal products.
Lower consumption of red and processed meats, in particular, are associated with
reduced risk of cardiovascular disease, colorectal cancer, gestational diabetes, preterm
birth, and all-cause mortality.22 This is consistent with the findings of the World Health
Organization which, after evaluating more than 800 studies, classified processed meats
like bacon, sausage and ham as known carcinogens to humans, and classified red meat
as a probable carcinogen.23
In 2018, the American Medical Association adopted a policy for Culturally Responsive
Dietary and Nutritional Guidelines that recognizes “that lactose intolerance is a common
and normal condition among many Americans, especially African Americans, Asian
Americans, and Native Americans, with a lower prevalence in whites, often manifesting
in childhood” and recommended that meat and dairy products should be clearly
indicated as optional in the Dietary Guidelines for Americans, based on individual
dietary needs.24
Although the Committee concluded that changes to USDA Food Patterns aren’t
necessary, the scientific evidence and current average American diet suggest a greater
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need to increase consumption of plant-based foods and decrease consumption of
animal-based foods, particularly limiting red and processed meats.
The Dietary Guidelines for Americans should include recommendations and supporting
evidence to help shift the American diet toward a major reduction in beef, and a
substantial reduction in all other animal-based foods, from current consumption levels.
The guidelines should emphasize the importance of plant-based foods, including
proteins, and replace dairy with water as the beverage of choice. Finally, dietary
patterns that promote environmental sustainability, such as the Healthy Vegetarian
Eating Pattern, should be identified as such and foods that present particular
environmental concerns, such as red and processed meat and seafood, should be
presented alongside information about their environmental impacts.
III. The Departments of Agriculture and Health and Human Services must address
the environmental and socioeconomic factors influencing healthy, sustainable
diets.
Abundant science now illustrates the synergies between healthy dietary choices and a
secure food system, which in turn impact public health and equity.25 Establishing the link
between health, dietary patterns, food environment and food security is necessary to
ensure we can continue to provide nutritious food for Americans.
Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, more than 11% of U.S. households were food
insecure, including 5.6 million households with very low food security.26 By the end of
April 2020, more than 1 in 5 households – and 2 in 5 households with mothers and
children under 12 – were food insecure.27
Research has shown that food insecurity and food deserts – areas with limited access
to affordable healthy food – disproportionately affect communities of color and lowincome communities.28 These unhealthy food environments are exacerbated by
inequality and structural racism such as historically low wages and predatory junk food
marketing.29 Food insecurity is associated with greater risk of diet-related chronic
illness, such as cardiovascular disease.30
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The 2020-2025 Dietary Guidelines for Americans must examine and address the racial
and socioeconomic disparities that underlie food insecurity and unhealthy food
environments, particularly as many more Americans will face these challenges due to
the coronavirus pandemic. The Dietary Guidelines Advisory Committee should call for
specific recommendations in the final guidelines that help increase access to healthy,
sustainable food and nutrition.
Nutrition education and other interventions related to the dietary guidelines should
ensure that dietary patterns begin to follow the recommendations for good health and
sustainability. This should include effective behavioral, food environment and policy
interventions that can encourage and support increased consumption of fruits and
vegetables and reduced consumption of animal-based foods.
The dietary guidelines can help identify and encourage food-environment and policy
approaches that systematize healthy, sustainable eating rather than relying solely on
individual choice. The 2015 Dietary Guidelines Advisory Committee noted: “These
approaches have the potential for broad and sustained impact at the population level
because they can become incorporated into organizational structures and systems and
lead to alterations in sociocultural and societal norms. Both policy and environmental
changes can also help reduce disparities by improving access to and availability of
healthy food in underserved neighborhoods and communities.”31
Finally, more research is needed to understand the relationship between the SocialEcological Model, health equity, and the ability of Americans to eat according to the
Dietary Guidelines. Additional research is needed to improve understanding of how
dietary choices affect the livelihoods and well-being of people and communities, the cobenefits to communities of sustainable diets (e.g. reduced pollution, fewer greenhouse
gas emissions, improved water quality, increased biodiversity). This information can
help improve immediate health outcomes as well as build resilience in communities and
in the food system in the face of climate change, future pandemics or other major
disruptions.
IV. The scientific integrity of the Dietary Guidelines for Americans must be
preserved in the final guidance issued by the Administration.
As the leading trusted source of diet and nutrition information for Americans, the dietary
guidelines must maintain scientific integrity in order to maintain credibility with the
American public. The National Academies of Sciences’ congressionally-mandated
review of the Dietary Guidelines for Americans (DGA) process emphasized that “The
adoption and widespread translation of the DGA require that they be universally viewed
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as valid, evidence based, and free of bias and conflicts of interest to the extent
possible.”32
The changes in this year’s process – including determining the topics and questions
before the appointment of Committee members and the exclusion of high-quality
external systematic reviews and meta-analyses – have already raised questions about
whether the Committee has had the ability that previous Committees had to fully
exercise their independent expertise to ensure that recommendations were driven by
the latest science without the influence of politics or private interests.
Despite these restrictions placed on the Committee, USDA and HHS should address
issues that the Committee felt were important to include, such as the topic of dietary
sustainability in the integration chapter, in the final guidelines. The final policy report
should continue to reflect the types of sensible, evidence-based improvements to our
food environment and public policies that support Americans’ ability to make healthier
dietary choices, as they have in previous editions with guidance on physical activity,
food safety and policies to promote healthy diets.
To protect food security, it is imperative that the nutrition policy which guides American
dietary patterns and federal food purchasing and policies, as well as influencing our
agricultural systems, is based on the latest scientific evidence and free from industry
bias and conflicts of interest.
V. Conclusion
As the basis of federal nutrition policy and programs, the dietary guidelines directly
affect billions of meals served each year in schools, government cafeterias, military
bases, prisons, healthcare institutions and through social service programs such as
Meals on Wheels. The dietary guidelines determine the health and sustainability of
meals served to our most vulnerable citizens as well as influencing food availability,
social norms, and nutrition education for the public at large.33
The dietary guidelines have an enormous influence over creating equitable food choices
and policies in the United States and the greenhouse gas emissions associated with
U.S. dietary patterns. The urgency of integrating sustainability into food and nutrition
policy and programs has never been clearer. The COVID-19 pandemic has exposed the
vulnerabilities of our food system, while the challenges of extreme weather events,
droughts, and other climate-related impacts threaten agricultural production and public
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health and safety. The dietary guidelines can help build a healthy, sustainable and
resilient food system.
Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the committee’s draft conclusions. We
look forward to reviewing the draft scientific report. Increased transparency is critical to
ensuring evidence-based dietary guidance that will be widely accepted among
Americans.
From farm to fork, America’s food system should make the safest and healthiest food
available to everyone. The Dietary Guidelines are the administration’s opportunity to
provide evidence-based, forward-thinking nutrition guidance Americans can stand
behind and, as such, must prioritize the health of Americans, the sustainability of our
environment and the resilience of our food system over partisan politics and corporate
interests.
Respectfully submitted,
/s/ Stephanie Feldstein
Stephanie Feldstein
Center for Biological Diversity
PO Box 710
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