Solving the Dual Climate and Biodiversity
Crises Through a Just Transition to Equitable,
Humane and Sustainable Food Systems

A COP30 Brief by the Just Food Transition Network

We are in the midst of the sixth global wildlife extinction crisis. One million wild plant and animal
species will face extinction in the coming decades unless action is taken to address the key drivers of
biodiversity loss.! According to IPBES, land-use change has been the main driver of negative impacts
for terrestrial and freshwater ecosystems since 1970, with agricultural expansion being the main form
of it.2 Industrial animal production is a primary driver of threats to terrestrial wildlife, including habitat
destruction and degradation (including loss of forests, grasslands and wetlands), greenhouse gas
emissions, air and water pollution, drought, disease, and direct threats to imperiled and keystone
species.® Another factor that has been studied is the notable decrease in aquatic macroinvertebrates
in areas affected by livestock farming in different biomes in Colombia, evidencing a deterioration

in water quality, as well as an impact on food webs in the ecosystem*. Climate change has already
increased extinctions, which are predicted to accelerate rapidly if the 1.5 degree Celsius target is not
met.®

The disappearance of species and habitats poses serious consequences for all life on Earth, from
the loss of carbon sinks, crop pollination, soil health, biodiversity and water purification to medical,
spiritual and cultural losses. This extinction crisis is driven by multinational corporations and high-
income, high-consuming countries that externalize the impacts of industrial animal production
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onto the Global South, causing environmental injustice issues through destroying irreplaceable
ecosystems, displacing Indigenous peoples, exploiting workers and women, and other harms to
people and wildlife.

In 2023 more than 200 health journals called on the United Nations and political leaders “to recognize
that climate change and biodiversity loss are one indivisible crisis and must be tackled together to
preserve health and avoid catastrophe.”

The Loss of Habitat and Carbon Sinks

Industrial animal agriculture is the primary driver of biodiversity loss due to land conversion.
Agriculture uses about half of all habitable land on the planet, and 78% of that is used for livestock
and feed crops.’

Global land-use changes, largely driven by agricultural expansion, are four times greater than
previously estimated.® In South America and Africa the most significant losses of forests and other
native forest cover between 2010 and 2020 occurred mainly because of the conversion of forested
land to pasture for livestock and animal feed crops such as soybeans.®

Deforestation

Industrial animal production for feed or animal accommodation has caused major deforestation in
tropical regions like Brazil and other countries like China, reducing wildlife habitats. Globally, 30% of
plant and animal biodiversity has been affected by livestock-associated deforestation.

This biodiversity decline is also seen in agriculture, with just a few animal species and breeds
providing most animal products, leading to less genetic diversity, less dietary variety, and increased
climate vulnerability.™

The Earth has lost two-thirds of its forests, and half of this loss has occurred in the past 50 years.
Currently 45% of land that was once forest is now agricultural land. Of this 80% is used for livestock
(grazing + animal feed)."

While it’s well known that much of the global soy produced is used as feed for farmed animals —
making it a major cause of deforestation — there is less awareness that large quantities of grain
(barley, corn, wheat and oats) are also fed to animals. In fact, the amount of grain used in animal feed
far exceeds the amount of soy used in this way, accounting for around 1.000 million metric tons per
year. According to the International Grains Council, 45% of the world’s grain is used as animal feed.'?

Studies indicate that only 3-25 calories of human-edible grain fed to animals reach people as meat
per 100 calories. Similarly, only 5-40 grams of protein from such grain become meat per 100 grams
of protein. This inefficiency suggests that using crops directly for humans could potentially feed two
billion more people annually.'

Beef, soy, and palm oil cause 60% of tropical deforestation. Each year about 5 million hectares (~12.4
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million acres) of forest are lost, with 95% in the tropics. Agriculture, mainly for crops, livestock, and
products like paper, drives 75% of this loss. Beef expansion is a major contributor, responsible for
41% of tropical deforestation — around 2.1 million hectares (~5.2 million acres) annually — mainly in
Brazil, where cattle ranching accounts for 72% of deforestation. Latin America leads in beef-related
forest loss, with some impact in Africa.

As industrial animal agriculture expands, it both increases emissions from greater numbers of
livestock and destroys carbon sinks that are critical to mitigating climate change. Even when
forests are protected, expansion of animal agriculture into other unprotected ecosystems, such as
grasslands, still erases considerable potential for carbon storage,'® which cannot be counteracted
through practices like managed grazing.'®

While land-based agriculture is the dominant driver of terrestrial land conversion, aquatic food
systems also contribute to ecosystem loss through the destruction of blue carbon habitats. Industrial
aquaculture, especially shrimp farming, has led to widespread clearing of mangroves, seagrasses,
and tidal marshes, which are vital carbon sinks and biodiversity hotspots.'” These aquatic ecosystems
play a similar role to forests and grasslands in storing carbon and supporting ecological integrity, yet
they are increasingly sacrificed for feed-intensive aquaculture.

Habitat Degradation and Pollution

Removing or reducing livestock can play a critical role in making land less vulnerable to climate
change.'® In contrast, overgrazing of native grasses by livestock can spur the spread of invasive
grasses that are highly flammable, contributing to increased wildfire risk.™

Agriculture uses about 70% of all water, with cattle farming being especially water-intensive — cow
meat requires 10 times more water per kilogram than cereals. Much of this is green water (rainfall),

so caution is needed when assessing livestock water use. Animal feed production, which accounts for
40% of global cereal use, puts significant strain on water resources and is linked to intensive livestock
systems. Additionally, industrial farming causes 57% of water pollution, with wastewater often
containing blood, feces, hair, and high nitrogen levels that can damage soil and water quality.?°

Cattle Cannot Replace Native Grazers

Claims about replacing native grazers with non-native, domesticated livestock typical of industrial
animal production systems fail to consider crucial differences between cattle and native herbivores
and their roles in different ecosystems. This includes movement patterns, clustering behaviors in
sensitive riparian habitats, how and which plants they graze, and herd sizes. Livestock management
and slaughter disrupt natural life cycles such as predator-prey relationships and carcasses that
support biodiversity and ecosystem function. Furthermore, ecosystem integrity relies on a diversity of
coexisting grazers, which cannot be replaced by a single non-native species.?’

The presence of cattle creates a wide range of threats to wildlife from habitat degradation and
competition to disease and direct killing by ranchers. A meta-analysis of 109 studies found that
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removal of grazing livestock increased abundance and diversity across all wild animals.?? Even
practices like rotational grazing that claim to mimic the behaviors of native grazers are similarly
detrimental to plants, soils, water, and the climate as conventional grazing systems,? and any
reduced impacts are likely due to goal-setting and monitoring rather than ecological principles.?*

In the United States, which is the largest beef producer in the world,?® existing pastureland could only
support 27% of the beef supply on an entirely grass-fed system.?®¢ Reducing the threats to biodiversity
from beef production requires drastically reducing production and consumption in high-consuming
countries.

Bioeconomy: Further Entrenching the Commodification of Nature

The bioeconomy is an economy aiming to replace fossil fuel with biomass as a source of energy,
reducing nature, plants, animals, and microorganisms to a resource for human use. It promotes

an optimistic narrative that technology can solve global problems like climate change and hunger,
while sidelining proven equitable, humane and sustainable approaches such as agroecology and
Indigenous knowledge, food justice, and the rights of nature. Focused on production and efficiency
rather than human rights and biodiversity, the bioeconomy faces major challenges: land competition
for agrofuels, ethical issues around genetic engineering, and unclear strategies for food security. It
also risks worsening global inequalities by exploiting the Global South for raw materials and driving
deforestation through the expansion of monocultures with serious social and environmental impacts.?”
Animal agriculture in bioeconomy mainly refers to the use of livestock manure to produce energy via
anaerobic digestion.?® However, this approach increases pollution and incentivizes the large-scale
production of manure, while promoting a misleading image of circularity within an industrial system
that often relies on imported feed.®

Policy Solutions to Address the Dual Crises Through a Just Transition

The majority of conservation efforts have co-benefits for climate mitigation, including preventing
deforestation and forest degradation, restoring habitats (including reforestation), protecting larger
portions of the planet with wildlife corridors, reducing pollution from excess nutrients, and securing
land rights, from a gender approach, to peasantry, Indigenous Peoples and other groups like Afro-
descendants.®® A just transition away from industrial animal agriculture toward equitable, humane, and
sustainable food systems is not only aligned with these efforts, but necessary to achieve them.?!
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Key Actions to Protect Biodiversity and Mitigate Climate Change

Include:

+ Phase out industrial animal production by 2050 and immediately end all land conversion for
pasture and feed crops.

+ Prioritize sustainable food policies that promote agroecology and advance diets within
planetary and social boundaries, including plant-rich diets in high-consuming countries, with
policies such as shifting direct and indirect subsidies from industrial meat and dairy production
to agroecological practices that protect biodiverse natural habitats and adopting sustainable
national dietary guidance and procurement policies.

+ Increase Indigenous and community control over lands, including through increased funding
for land access and ownership for impoverished farmers, returning stolen land to Indigenous
peoples, establishing land co-ops, and implementing or strengthening participatory land and
territory management and land-sharing agreements.

+ Protect and restore wildlife habitat, including increased funding for conservation programs
through ecosystem and biocultural approaches, species recovery efforts, pollution mitigation,
land restoration and rewilding projects, and strengthening and enforcing environmental
regulations for industrial animal operations.

+ Establish clear biodiversity metrics for food and agriculture policies and programs based on
measurable, science-based goals for protecting and promoting native plants and animals and
ecosystem health.

+ Immediately stopping wildfires in South America, triggered by industrial agriculture, with a
particular focus on soybeans and cattle ranching.

+ Reject carbon or biodiversity offsetting schemes, including carbon markets, and moreover,
market approaches that shift the harm caused by industry to marginalized communities while
destroying irreplaceable ecosystems and accelerating climate change.

+ Prioritize low trophic species in aquaculture while restoring blue carbon ecosystems such as
mangroves, seagrasses, and tidal marshes.

+ Phase out wild-fish-based and soy-derived feeds through incentives for algae and microbial
protein alternatives.
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