
 

 
IFMSA International Secretariat, c/o IMCC, Nørre Allé 14, 2200 København N., Denmark 

IFMSA Policy Document  
Food for Health and Sustainability   

Proposed by AMSA-Australia & Sf-GH UK 
Adopted at the IFMSA General Assembly August Meeting 2019, in Taipei, Taiwan. 
 

Policy Statement 
 
Introduction:  
Nutritional health and environmental sustainability are critical to human health, yet accumulated 
evidence shows our food system is threatening both. Low quality diets and food insecurity directly 
threaten health through malnutrition and diet-related non-communicable diseases. Agriculture, 
biodiversity, food loss and food waste have environmental implications, that indirectly affect health 
through changing ecosystems, social structures, economies and access to healthcare.  
Whilst food is the single greatest risk for death and disability globally, it is also our greatest lever to 
optimise human and planetary health. Thus, to support an estimated population of 10 billion people in 
2050, a global food transformation is required, with an approach that will stabilise the climate, improve 
global nutrition and combat non-communicable diseases, whilst ensuring economic development and 
poverty alleviation.  
 

 
IFMSA position: 
As future health professionals, the International Federation of Medical Students’ Associations (IFMSA), 
affirms the importance of driving local, national and global shifts in our food system, in the interests of 
improving future public health outcomes. IFMSA stresses the co-benefits of addressing our food system 
for both human and planetary health; recognising that a transition to nutritious and sustainable food 
systems will have a direct impact on health through increased food security, provision of adequate 
nutrition and cessation of hunger. IFMSA also recognises that by addressing sustainable agriculture 
and building climate resilient food systems, we will indirectly protect and promote health for all. Health 
must be placed at the centre of any negations on our food system. 
 

 
Call to Action: 
Therefore, the IFMSA calls on:  
 
IFMSA National Member Organisations, medical students, and other health care professionals 
to:  

• Advocate for positive food recommendation guidelines and public health regulations, in a 
manner contextually appropriate to their country.  

• Educate and engage patients and the wider population about food choices; taking into 
consideration a planetary health diet.  

• Role model healthy and sustainable food choices; to patients and in all professional settings  

• Support the development and translation of educational materials on food sustainability and its 
interaction with health; including within medical school curricula, public health campaigns and 
wider community education. 

 
Education providers and health facilities (inclusive of universities, schools, hospitals):  

• Create sustainable health facilities through increasing availability of sustainable food sources, 
careful procurement and food waste reduction; including but not limited to partnering with 
sustainable food providers on university and hospital campuses (with consideration of sourcing 
and provision of food). 
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• Prioritise providing healthy and sustainable foods to workforce, students and patients to meet 
their dietary requirements 

• Integrate food sustainability and nutrition into medical school curricula globally; including 
Planetary and One Health approaches, and antimicrobial resistance.  

• Facilitate further research on the relationship between food, sustainability, biodiversity and 
health, with the aim of translating this research into public health strategies.  
 
 

 
International Organisations (WHO, FAO, and/or World Bank) to work with Governments to: 

• Establish a new convention or agreement regarding healthy and sustainable food systems, 
drawing on the IPCC or IBPES as examples. 

• Integrate food sustainability as a key factor in government dietary guidelines and food provision 

• Develop contextually-appropriate food labelling systems to enable people to make informed 
choices about the health and sustainability of products. 

• Implement taxes, subsidies and other forms of regulation on food and beverages, inclusive of 
sugar sweetened beverages and targeted meat taxes.  

• Protect consumers, especially children, from inappropriate marketing and publicity of food; 
limiting advertisements that promote unhealthy diets, processed foods and sugar; and promote 
healthy dietary practices. 

• Prioritise sustainable food provision within schools, to minimise food being a barrier to 
accessing education. 

• Integrating nutrition and physiology science basics in schools; to ensure understanding of its 
impact on NCDs. 

• Establish national goals for food production, consumption, loss and waste in line with SDG 
Target 12.1 and 12.3. Including introducing education campaigns to promote reduction in 
consumer level food waste, focusing on understanding of storage techniques, food labelling 
and purchase planning.  

• Develop public policy, financial incentives, and incorporate food production, loss and waste into 
national waste programs to target other aspects of the supply chain.  

• Legislate policy to minimise food wastage by selling rather than rejecting edible, yet 
cosmetically imperfect products through a law that mandates that supermarkets do not waste 
food on the grounds of cosmetic appearance 

• Work with the food and agriculture industry to develop cost-efficient ways to store and transport 
fresh produce to rural and remote communities. 

• Invest in farmers in developing countries for post-harvest infrastructure, processing and 
packaging processes in line with the Save Food Initiative. 

• Develop and effectively implement regulations for sustainable agricultural practices and limit 
the use (and necessity of use) of antibiotics in animal agriculture, in the interests of human 
public health. 

• Commit to the Half Earth strategy of land-use change, recognising its crucial importance for 
climate and biodiversity goals. 

• Encourage crop diversification rather than monocultures through subsidies, policies and 
research, but also through measures to encourage demand of diverse food products.  

• Incorporate climate and biodiversity into national public health strategies, develop biodiversity 
targets and action plans, with recognition of importance to human health. 

• Encourage international organisations to foster multi-sectoral cooperation and provide a 
platform for climate change and biodiversity decision making; recognising the need for a 
precautionary approach to risk management, alongside meeting competing requirements for 
land use, such as land for preservation, biofuels and crops. 
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Position Paper 

Background information: 
In 2015, 193 countries adopted the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and its 17 Sustainable 
Development Goals (SGD’s); with SDG 2 dedicated to ending hunger, achieving food security and 
improved nutrition, and promoting sustainable agriculture (1).  Yet, as the FAO’s “The State of Food 
Security and Nutrition in the World” (2018) report highlights, over 821 million people globally are 
currently undernourished (2). Our current diet trends are unhealthy and unsustainable, and without 
significant change we are unlikely to meet the targets set for SDG 2 by 2030. Global shifts to unhealthy 
diets, which are high in calories, processed foods and foods derived from animal sources, are driven 
by rapid urbanisation, increasing incomes, and inadequate accessibility of nutritious foods. Transitions 
to unhealthy diets are increasing, corresponding to a rise in obesity and diet-related NCDs, including 
cardiovascular disease, diabetes and cancer. In 2019, the EAT-Lancet commission titled “Food in the 
Anthropocene” highlighted that “Unhealthy diets pose a greater risk to morbidity and mortality than does 
unsafe sex, and alcohol, drug, and tobacco use combined” (3).  
 

Our food systems are not only failing to sustain us nutritionally, but current methods of food production 
have resulted in the agriculture sector being the single largest driver of environmental degradation (3, 
4). It is a key contributor to global greenhouse gas emissions, biodiversity loss, and environmental 
pollution through land and water usage, farming and fishing, agricultural waste, and use of antimicrobial 
agents. These factors contribute to changes in climate and in turn climate change threatens global food 
security and endangers the livelihood and health of millions of people globally.  
 
The EAT-Lancet’s commission concluded that “Food is the single strongest lever to optimise human 
health and environmental sustainability on earth” (3). In order to feed the projected population of 10 
billion people by 2050 and to prevent further environmental degradation, we require urgent change in 
our global food system.  

  
 
Discussion:  
 
The State of our Nutrition Globally 

           

Nutrition transition 

The nutrition transition describes shifts in dietary intake, physical activity and obesity as a result of 
social, economic, demographic and technological changes, largely as a result of globalisation (5). 
These changes have exposed people to markets of mass-produced processed food and beverages, 
beef and dairy products, that have shifted the state of global nutrition and contributed to the rapid rise 
of non-communicable diseases (NCD’s) (6). The nutrition transition describes these changes across 
five patterns. In the first and second patterns, food is primarily derived from plant sources; sourced from 
home food production that requires extensive physical activity to harvest and produce. The third and 
fourth patterns includes more animal source foods, higher fat and sugar intake, and more processed 
foods. The fifth and final pattern describes a shift back to a diet with less saturated fat and decreased 
dependency on processed foods; a desirable dietary change. The diets of populations in North America 
and northern and southern of Europe sit within patterns four and five,  meanwhile low and middle 
income countries (LMICs) are rapidly moving from primarily plant-based or home production based 
diets (high in starch, low variety and low in fat; patterns one and two) to diets with greater proportions 
of energy derived from meat, dairy, animal fats and vegetable oils (6). This shift characterises the 
transition from receding famine to rising prevalence of NCDs, and has been a key contributor to the 
obesity epidemic occurring in LMICs (7). Although it was once only considered a problem in high-income 
countries, obesity prevalence continues to rise in LMICs; requiring direct action and global leadership 
(8). 
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Double burden of malnutrition  
The World Health Organisation (WHO) defines the double burden of malnutrition as the “coexistence 
of undernutrition along with overweight and obesity, or diet-related non-communicable diseases, within 
individuals, households and populations, and across the life course” (9). On an individual level, people 
may simultaneously experience the presence of multiple forms of malnutrition during their lifetime; in 
household’s, family members may be affected by different forms of malnutrition; and globally, we 
observe the presence of undernutrition and overnutrition across communities, regions and nations. The 
WHO concludes that one in three individuals globally suffers form of malnutrition including stunting, 
wasting, vitamin and mineral deficiencies, overweight or obesity and diet related NCDs (9). The United 
Nations Decade of Action on Nutrition, adopted in 2016, declares 159 million children under 5 years of 
age are stunted and more than 2 billion people are affected by micronutrient deficiencies (10). Globally, 
over 1.9 billion individuals are overweight, and more than one in eight individuals are obese (11). Poor 
nutrition causes 45% of deaths in children under five each year, with LMICs carrying the greatest burden 
of malnutrition (12).The 2019 Lancet Commission “The global syndemic of obesity, undernutrition, and 
climate change” reported that wasting and stunting worldwide are decreasing, but decline of 
undernutrition for children and adults is too slow to reach SDGs by 2030 (13).   
 

The drivers of the double burden of malnutrition can be summarised by the nutrition transition, 
epidemiological transition and demographic transition (9). Due to improvements in water and sanitation, 
and more effective public health services, rates of undernutrition and infectious disease are declining 
globally. This has led to a shift in disease burden from high rates of infectious disease to increasing 
NCDs, which now account for 71% of deaths globally (14). Historically, undernutrition has been 
associated with a higher prevalence of infectious diseases, but this is no longer the case. Furthermore, 
as life expectancy increases and the demographic profile shifts towards a greater proportion of elderly 
people, NCDs become more predominant (15). Countries transitioning from lower to higher incomes 
will experience rapid urbanisation and its health-related consequences. Increasing rates of chronic 
diseases are associated with significant health care costs, in addition to reduction in productivity which 
perpetuates the cycle of poverty and ill health through slower economic development (9). Addressing 
the double burden of malnutrition will be of critical importance in achieving the ambitions of the United 
Nations Decade of Action on Nutrition and Sustainable Development Goals.  
 

Current diet trends and associated health risks 

The Lancet “Health effects of dietary risks in 195 countries, 1990–2017: a systematic analysis for the 
Global Burden of Disease Study 2017”, concluded that in 2017, 255 million disability adjusted life years 
(DALY’s) and 11 million deaths were attributable to dietary risk factors (16). Diet-related deaths were 
attributed to high intake of sodium, and low intake of whole grains, nuts, seeds and fruits. The leading 
causes of diet-related deaths are cardiovascular disease, followed by cancer and type 2 diabetes. 
LMICs had the highest rates of deaths from cardiovascular diseases, whereas high income countries 
have their greatest mortality burden from cancers. The highest rates of dietary-related deaths and 
DALYs was in Oceania, and lowest rates in high-income Asia Pacific and Australasia.  In low income 
countries the lowest incidence of deaths were from cancer. 
  
Consumption of red meat such as beef, pork or lamb is associated with increased risk of death from 
cardiovascular diseases, stroke, type 2 diabetes and certain types of cancers, such as colorectal cancer 
(3).  Systematic analysis of the Global Burden of Disease study suggests the global intake of red meat 
is 27g per day, 18% greater than the recommended ‘optimal’ intake (16).  Similarly, global consumption 
of processed meat is 4g per day, 90% greater than the optimal amount; and sodium intake is 6g per 
day, 86% greater than the suggested optimal. The consumption of sugar-sweetened beverages, at 49g 
per day, is also suggested to be far higher than the optimal intake. Consumption of ruminant meat (beef, 
lamb and goat) is projected to rise around 88% by 2050, due to the nutrition transition in LMICs (4). The 
most commonly consumed ruminant meat is beef. Processed red meat is widely consumed in high-
income countries and is also visibly increasing in diet shift patterns in LMICs (16). The International 
Agency for Research on Cancer classifies processed meat as a type one carcinogen, and red meat a 
type two carcinogen (17).   
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Transition to healthy and sustainable diets 

In 2019, the EAT-Lancet commission “Food in the Anthropocene” evaluated current scientific evidence 
to develop recommended intakes of specific food groups, to optimize human health and focus on 
sustainable food production, ensuring stable earth systems (3). This resulted in the development of the 
planetary health diet- a diet rich in plant-based foods, containing fewer animal source foods, processed 
foods and foods high in sugar content. In 2015, the US Dietary Guidelines Advisory Committee 
undertook the largest ever prospective study of vegetarian diets, concluding that in contrast to 
omnivorous diets, diets that are vegan, vegetarian, semi-vegetarian or pescatarian are associated with 
an overall 12% reduction in mortality (18). Limiting ruminant meat consumption and improving the 
marketing of plant-based foods should be considered a priority on global, national and local levels in 
order to reduce rates of NCDs and overall diet-related public health outcomes (3, 19). It is estimated 
that by global adoption of EAT-Lancet’s recommendations for a planetary health diet, 11.1 million 
deaths per year could be prevented; this number represents between 19-24% of total annual deaths in 
adults (3). These findings suggest that a shift towards a dietary pattern emphasising whole grains, fruits, 
vegetables, nuts, and legumes will be beneficial not only in lowering rates of NCDs but also reducing 
greenhouse gas emissions and environmental impact of the agriculture sector. Attention must also be 
given to the health and environmental implications of meat consumption and its role in diets globally. 
 
Education  
Life-long health behaviours are shaped during childhood and adolescence. As Ban Ki-moon, United 
Nations 8th General Secretary said in a message for the Scaling up Nutrition Movement and Roadmap 
(2016-2020) “improved nutrition is the platform for progress in health, education, employment and the 
reduction of poverty and inequality” (20, 21). Quality education is a significant contributor to health 
literacy and a key determinant of public health. Education level is positively correlated with health 
outcomes, and in turn poor health status is a barrier to accessing quality education. As such, the 
education sector is an essential part of governmental response to reducing NCDs (22, 23). Learning 
proper care practices, what constitutes a healthy diet, and when to seek medical care is elemental for 
enabling adequate nutrition. Educational programmes in preschools and schools have a vital role in 
building children's capabilities to do this. Education fundamentally shapes children’s lifelong trajectories 
and opportunities for health. In order to stay on track for SDGs goal 4.2 to ensure that all girls and boys 
have access to quality early childhood development, we need to tackle the double burden of malnutrition 
and access to proper education in early childhood. 
 

Fiscal Policy 

Establishing equal accessibility to healthy foods requires addressing the availability and price of foods. 
The WHO recommends taxation as a cost-effective strategy to reduce population consumption of 
specific products; with data suggesting that subsidising healthy food and beverages, and taxing 
unhealthy products, may not only improve diet, but subsequently improve health outcomes (24). A 10% 
reduction in the price of fruits and vegetables has been shown to increase intake by 14% and positively 
affected BMI (25).  A UK modelling study concluded that a 40% reduction of added sugars in sweetened 
beverages over a five-year period would reduce new cases of type two diabetes by 300,000 and the 
number of obese adults by approximately half a million (26). Similar health benefits are projected for 
type 2 diabetes, strokes, myocardial infarctions and overall mortality in Mexico, following its 
implementation of a sugar sweetened beverage tax, that reduced sales by 9.7% in two years (27, 28). 
The success of sugar-sweetened beverage taxation on population health should prompt further 
research into taxation and subsidisation of other foods to improve diets and subsequently population 
health; including fiscal policy on processed and red meat, as a means to reduce global intake.  
 

Dietary recommendations in the Anthropocene 

Food systems are a primary determinant of health and environmental welfare. Future food systems are 
required to adapt to the increased stress of the estimated 10 billion global citizens by 2050. However, 
contrary to agricultural developments in the past 50 years, which have focused on increased crop yields, 
production of calorie dense and heavily processed food, future development must focus on provision of 
nutritious, diverse diets produced in an environmentally sustainable manner. To succeed, dietary 
recommendations must reflect the impact of food choices on both population level health and the 
environmental burden of food production. Such diets will have an appropriate caloric intake and deliver 
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the appropriate amounts of micro and macro nutrients to ensure good health (2,3,4). Most recently, the 
EAT-Lancet report has suggested a dietary menu, to optimise human and planetary health (3).   
 

Essential to global dietary shifts is the adoption of Food-based Dietary Guidelines (FBDG). Research 
by the United Nations Food and Agricultural Organisation found that only 83 countries, of a possible 
215, have existing FBDGs (29).  Implementation of FBDGs provides a clear context of how people 
should eat to maintain good health. Additionally, FBDGs provide context for policy development that 
shift food consumption patterns (29, 30).   
Current FBDGs that integrate sustainability have broadly consistent themes. These include:   

• Choosing mainly plant-based food, including seasonal and locally grown produce. 

• Choose lean cuts of meat, white over red, and limit red-meat consumption 

• Consume milk and dairy products that are low in fat and unsweetened. Alternatively chose 
calcium and Vitamin D rich food, such as fortified soy, almond or chickpea drinks. 

• Consume seafood at least twice per week, choosing eco-labelled options 

• Consume fats in moderation, preferencing unsaturated liquid fats, specifically those from 
vegetable origins. 

• Significantly limit or do not eat processed food 
 

Contribution of Food Systems to Climate Change and Health  
 

Land use and livestock 

Agriculture contributes to climate change from two interlinked fronts; land use and livestock. Agricultural 
land occupies 38% of global land area. Of the 38%, almost 80% of this land is used for livestock in the 
form of grazing land or cropland for feed; making livestock production the single largest anthropogenic 
user of land (31).  Expansion of livestock is the leading cause of deforestation, with 70% of deforested 
land in the Amazon is occupied by pastures for livestock, and the majority of remaining deforested land 
used for feed-production for livestock (29, 32).  Industrialisation of animal agriculture has improved the 
sectors efficiency and decreased land required per unit area, however, this is at the cost of increasing 
and concentrating subsequent pollution (32). Currently beef requires twenty times more land use and 
produces twenty times more greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions per gram of protein than plant protein 
sources such as legumes, beans and peas (4). The agricultural sector is also the single largest driver 
responsible for the transgression of planetary boundaries (3). The planetary boundaries are quantitative 
recommendations (with proposed limits) on nine processes which are responsible for regulating the 
stability and resilience of the earth system. Exceeding the recommendations or the planetary 
boundaries is associated with an increased risk of irreversible environmental changes (33).  
 

The agriculture sector contributes to GHG emissions through four main categories; carbon dioxide 
emissions from agriculture-associated deforestation, methane production from both rice cultivation and 
from enteric fermentation of cattle, and nitrous oxide production from fertilizers (34). In order to avoid 
increasing the environmental impact of livestock production beyond the present level, moving towards 
2050 projections of meat and milk demands, emissions per unit of livestock production must be cut in 
half (32). The World Resources Institute (WRI) estimates that by 2050 GHG emissions from the 
agriculture sector will reach 15Gt CO2e annually, approximately 70% of total allowable global GHG 
emissions limit (4).  To hold warming at 2 degrees Celsius since pre-industrial times, we need to reduce 
GHG emissions from the agriculture sector to 4 Gt CO2e annually by 2050. The recent EAT-Lancet 
commission “Food in the Anthropocene” similarly proposed that GHGs from the agriculture sector be 
kept at or less than 5 Gt CO2e per year in 2050 (3). It is important to note that in 2010, the agriculture 
sector contributed 12ggt CO2e to the annual GHG emissions. Limiting ruminant consumption to 52 
calories per person per day, is predicted to reduce GHGs mitigation gap by half and nearly close the 
land gap (4). In order to address these environmental sustainability issues, contextually-appropriate 
steps to limiting meat consumption should be addressed through public health campaigns and 
government dietary guidelines. 
 

http://www.fao.org/3/a-i5640e.pdf
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There is a bi-directional relationship between agriculture and climate change; where food production is 
a key driver of GHG emissions, and climate change is also a significant threat to food security. Current 
environmentally unsustainable agricultural practices jeopardise future food production, posing a public 
health risk from two fronts - direct impact of climate change on human health and increasing risk to food 
security (35). As IFMSA’s climate change policy outlines, the detrimental effect of climate change on 
human health is a key public health priority moving forward. Climate-smart agricultural change must 
address issues such as; reducing environmental impact of current agricultural practices and increasing 
the resilience of food production to climate change. This could be achievable through more effective 
management of resources utilised in food production (3, 4, 35).  
 

Pollutants and Waste from the Agriculture Industry:  
The production of pollutants and waste from unsustainable agricultural systems is a significant threat 
to human and environmental health.  In many countries, agriculture is the largest consumer of water. 
Agricultural drainage is the most significant contributor in volume to wastewater, and 80% of global 
wastewater is released into the environment untreated - leading to millions of tonnes of heavy metals 
and toxic sludge entering waterways every year (36). Industrial agricultural waste is the most significant 
factor in the degradation of inland and coastal waters. Agriculture-associated nitrate is the most 
common chemical contaminant in groundwater aquifers globally, and in China it is almost exclusively 
responsible for groundwater pollution. It can also cause further threats to the quality of water through 
eutrophication and harmful algal blooms, which can produce toxins harmful to humans. Air pollution 
from agriculture poses significant health risks and associated costs. Manure from livestock and fertilizer 
for crops release ammonia into the atmosphere, which poses significant health risks and chronic 
exposure is associated with heart and lung diseases (37).  
 

Animal waste is an important source of nutrient pollution and pathogen contamination (38). 85% of 
global animal faecal waste is produced by domesticated farm animals, which is a far greater amount 
than the proportion of waste contributed by the human population (39). Approximately two-thirds of 
human pathogens and three-quarters of emerging pathogens are of zoonotic origin (40). Pathogens in 
animal faeces can be transmitted to humans via direct contact with humans (common in developing 
nations where animals live closely to human domestic environments) or water source contamination 
(via drinking water, sanitation, or hygiene related pathways). Zoonotic pathogens found in animal faeces 
are associated with acute gastrointestinal symptoms, which can result in long-term growth stunting in 
children. One-third of diarrhea related deaths of children under five years old can be attributed to 
pathogens found in animal faeces, such as cryptosporidium, for which there is no vaccine, with only 
limited treatment in developing nations (41). Sanitation interventions have primarily focused on 
containment of human excrement, and therefore current interventions may be failing due to persistent 
exposure to excrement from animal origin (38). Animal excrement has a disproportionately-elevated 
health risk to people living in low socioeconomic, developing, and rural settings (41). This suggests 
further innovation in minimising production of animal faeces and preventing it’s contact with humans 
and the water sources in which human populations rely upon is an important area of future global health 
strategy development. 
 

The human health impacts of pollution from agriculture are profound and unprecedented. Water 
pollution from agriculture threatens human health on three fronts; reduced quality of drinking water, 
reduced quality of bathing water, and unsafe and contaminated food (36). Use of certain pesticides, 
including nitrates, have had widespread bans due to the demonstrated detrimental public health effects 
of their accumulation in waterways and in the food chain. However, some of these pesticides are still in 
use in developing nations, causing acute and chronic health effects to the poorest, and therefore the 
most vulnerable. Governments need to take preventative actions before these pollutants reach 
widespread harmful levels and threatening public health outcomes. The FAO suggests such actions 
should include introducing more sustainable farming practices, recommending dietary changes to 
decrease demand on animal agriculture, and adequate animal waste management (36).  
 

The United States Environmental Protection Agency recommends farming practices shift towards 
reducing nutrient losses (42).This includes but is not limited to; adopting nutrient management and 
effective timing techniques, ensuring year-round ground crop cover, planting field buffers to filter out 
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nutrients before they reach a body of water, implementing conservation tillage, limiting access of 
livestock to streams/waterways, and engaging in collaborative watershed efforts. Collaboration of 
stakeholders across an entire watershed is paramount to reducing agriculture-associated pollution, and 
thereby reducing the detrimental public health effects.  
 

Antibiotic Use and Subsequent Antimicrobial Resistance:  
The World Health Organisation ranks antimicrobial resistance (AMR) within the top ten threats to human 
health in 2019. Without action, by 2050 the global economy may lose more than USD 6 trillion dollars 
annually as a result of AMR - nearly 4% of Gross Domestic Product (GDP) (43). By 2030, 24 million 
more people may be forced into extreme poverty due to AMR, many will come from low income 
countries; increasing the number of people experiencing malnutrition. High volume use of antibiotics in 
food producing animals is a driving force behind antimicrobial resistance which results in public health 
risks (44). It is estimated that in some countries the total amount of antibiotics used in animals is four 
times greater than the amount used in the human population (45). Projected increases in demand for 
animal food products may lead to further increases in antibiotic usage, due to increased quantity of 
animals and intensification of farming (46). Intensification of animal agriculture (increased stock 
densities) has resulted in increase of antibiotic use as prophylaxis, growth promotion, and metaphylaxis 
(44). 
 

It is expected that the use of antimicrobial agents in agriculture will increase by 67% from 2010-2030 
globally, with dissemination of resistant bacteria from livestock to humans (44, 47). It is common for 
poultry to receive more antibiotics than other livestock animals and resistance is likely to develop in 
conditions of animal overcrowding and poor sanitation - typical of intensification of farming. Movement 
of food and animals has led to the global dissemination of antimicrobial resistant pathogens; across 
continents and between humans, food, farm and wild animals, and aquatic environments (44). As such 
overuse of antibiotics and subsequent antimicrobial resistance in countries with poor regulations can 
have detrimental health effects on an international scale. 
 

There are four main drivers behind the overuse of antibiotics by farmers; the belief that antibiotics are 
necessary in animal agriculture, limited knowledge about antimicrobial resistance, unrestricted access 
to antibiotics, and weak monitoring systems. However, the antibiotic consumption profiles in developing 
countries are greatly influenced by the gross abuse and misuse of antibiotics due to their availability 
over the counter, through unregulated supply chains as well as the ability to purchase without 
prescriptions (48). Strict biosecurity measures including reducing dissemination of antimicrobials into 
surrounding environments, regulatory control of veterinary chemicals, and minimisation of animal 
farming intensification is required (49). Shifts in dietary choices towards reducing consumption of animal 
products can act as a preventative measure of further intensification of farming, and therefore is a 
primary preventative measure of antimicrobial resistance. 
 

Biodiversity 
Biodiversity refers to the variety of species present in a given level of life (genetic, habitat, ecosystem 
and planetary)1 (50). Out of the nine interdependent Planetary Boundaries (PBs), biosphere integrity 
(biodiversity) is one of two core boundaries alongside climate change. These boundaries are essential 
as both increase the resilience of the Earth system to changes in other PBs 2(51-53). Due to data 
paucity and inherent difficulty in measuring biodiversity at different scales, uncertainty persists as to 
how quickly it is decreasing (54).  Also unclear is whether and at what threshold biodiversity loss could 
trigger non-linear and catastrophic decline in Earth system function (33, 55). Despite these unknowns, 
it is clear human activity has pushed current extinction rates to 100-1000 times the background rate; 
indicating biodiversity is one of three PBs that have already been overshot in the Anthropocene (33, 
56). 25% of assessed plant and animal species are threatened with extinction. On our current trajectory, 

 
1 It has been suggested that crossing any Planetary Boundary could trigger “non-linear, abrupt environmental change” with 
potentially “catastrophic” consequences for humanity (Rockstrom et al. 2009; Steffen et al. 2015) 
 
2 The uncertainty range for the estimated total number of species is 2 to 13 million (Costello et al. 2012; Scheffers et al. 2012) 
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1 million species may already face extinction, with many occurring over the coming decades (57). This 
has prompted some researchers to classify the current epoch as the Sixth Mass Extinction Event (period 
of high extinction rates) (58, 59).  
 

Impacts of agriculture on biodiversity 

Agriculture is the leading cause of biodiversity loss across all ecosystems terrestrial (land), freshwater 
and oceans. This is mainly due to land-use changes and direct exploitation (mostly fishing and hunting) 
however, chemical pollution through pesticide and fertilizer over-application also plays a role (60, 61). 
To put this into scale, land used for livestock covers the equivalent area to Latin and North America and 
Canada combined (62). As such, agriculture is responsible for up to 80% of extinction threats to 
mammals and birds (63). However, certain low-intensity grazing practises can preserve biodiversity in 
some situations (3, 64).  
 

Agricultural Biodiversity 

Agricultural biodiversity refers to the plants, animals and microorganisms that contribute either directly 
(e.g. plants we eat) or indirectly (e.g. pollinators) to food production (50). As dietary diversity is key for 
health, agricultural diversity is key for food systems (3, 65). It is critical for food security because of its 
role in regulating the resilience of food systems to pests, disease and climate change but is under 
threat. Humans have cultivated over 6000 plant species but only 9 account for two thirds of current crop 
production (50). Further, 26% of livestock breeds are at risk of extinction (50). Declines in biodiversity 
also includes and affects pollinators, which 75% of global food crop types depend on in some capacity 
(57).  
 

Broader relevance of biodiversity to human health  
Biodiversity is essential for our ability to benefit from ecosystem services such as the provisioning of 
food, wood fuels and medicines as well as water, air quality and climate regulation (66). These services 
are most relied upon by Indigenous populations, who are crucial gatekeepers for preservation of 
biodiversity and transfer of knowledge (67, 68). Biodiversity is intrinsically connected to our ability to 
combat climate change - forest, soil and ocean life are all significant carbon sinks. Reduced presence 
of or interaction with microbes in the environments in which we live can compromise immunity and lead 
to disease. Ecosystem alteration can interfere with natural regulation of pests, increasing transmission 
of vector-borne diseases. Mangroves and coral reefs are both sources of medicines and food but are 
key to coastal protection and increasing in importance with climate change (69). The UN Environment’s 
Sixth Flagship Global Environmental Outlook ranked Biodiversity third out of Air, Land, Freshwater, 
Oceans and Biodiversity in its potential to compromise human health (70). Protection of biodiversity 
compatible with achieving the SDGs will require a significant global trajectory realignment (57).  
 

Food loss and waste:  
Food loss is food that is lost prior to reaching market. For example, it may be destroyed by pests during 
production. Food waste refers to food that is fit for consumption but is consciously discarded at the level 
of the retailer or consumer (71). Globally, it is estimated that up to one third of all food produced is lost 
or wasted (71). This figure is as high as 50% for staples, fruits and vegetables.  
 

Food waste is responsible for up to a quarter of all food related GHGs (72). Further, food sent to landfill 
can release methane during decomposition, a potent greenhouse gas with 25 times greater warming 
effect than CO2 over a 100-year time-period (73). Food waste is estimated to cost the global economy 
over USD 1 trillion per year, excluding environmental and social costs (74). 
 

In developed regions food is mostly wasted at the level of the market or household. Therefore, solutions 
depend on changing consumer (e.g. education about food storage practises) and retail-level behaviour 
(such as improved inventory management practises). In developing regions, food losses occur earlier 
in the supply-chain due to technical, logistical or financial constraints that have been mainly overcome 
in richer areas, such as farmers having poor access to storage or packaging facilities (4). This reduces 
incomes of poor smallholder farmers and reduces the total amount of food available for consumption 
(71).  
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Sustainable Development Goal 12.3 calls for a halving of per capita food loss and waste by 2030(1). 
This endpoint was highlighted as a necessary component of a sustainable food system in the EAT-
Lancet Commission (3). Reducing food waste by only half of the SDG’s and Eat-Lancet’s target (25% 
reduction) would close food, land and GHG mitigation gaps by 12, 27 and 15 percent respectively (4).  
 

Food security and climate change: 
Food security varies globally due to environmental, social and economic determinants. The forecast 
increase in the world’s population, coupled with the impact of climate change on agricultural production 
threatens to increase food insecurity (75). Climate change will cause direct and indirect impacts to food 
systems through environmental changes in temperature, water availability, atmospheric gas 
concentrations combined with altered pest, pathogen and pollinator spread (2).  These environmental 
impacts are hypothesised to reduce the utility of cropping systems and the world's fisheries, threatening 
global food production and citizens access to safe, nutritious and affordable food. Such changes will 
have significant impacts on global health and well-being. 
 

Crop yields and nutritional content in the Anthropocene:  
Climate change threatens to reduce global crop yields, nutrient content and overall production (4, 76). 
Accounting for geographical and crop variability, climate modelling identifies that increases to ambient 
temperature will reduce global crop yields. Temperate regions will experience increases in crop yields 
while crop yields will reduce in tropical and subtropical zones. Crops, including many varieties of fruits, 
vegetables and legumes have lower heat tolerance and yields are forecast to diminish in line with 
increases in ambient temperature and extreme heat events. Alternatively, staple crops perform better 
at higher temperatures, causing some regional increases in crop yields. Variation in water availability 
through altered rainfall patterns, glacial melt and increased salinity of irrigation water is expected to 
negatively impact yields in all crop varieties. Climate change inducing atmospheric gas independently 
impacts crop growth, increases in atmospheric CO2 levels increase crop yields, however increasing 
levels of ground level ozone, O3, are detrimental to crop yields due to the toxic impact of ozone on 
photosynthesis and growth (77). 
 

Environmental changes impacting crop growth patterns concurrently impact their nutritional content. 
Increased ambient air temperature and CO2 levels both reduce crop nutritional content. Higher 
growth rates associated with increased CO2 and ambient temperature alter the nutritional 
composition of crops, reducing protein content by up to 15% (78). Micronutrient availability is similarly 
impacted, with reduced concentrations of potassium, calcium, magnesium, iron, zinc and other 
minerals in cereals and legumes (79). 
 
Impact on livestock: 
Climate change will significantly challenge the livestock industry for a multitude of reasons. A hotter, 
drier planet with a greater number of extreme weather events and increased disease spread will 
impact all factors involved in livestock production. Reduced quality and quantity of animal feed, and 
water stress will challenge the livestock stock sector to feed, grow animals and process their products 
(80). Altered environmental conditions, including greater disease spread and heat stress, are likely to 
reduce the health, and the ability of livestock to reproduce, increasing mortality rates and reducing the 
output of a resource intensive industry (81, 82).  
 
 

Impact on fisheries: 
World fisheries are already declining, and climate change will increase the strain on this food 
source.  Climate change is expected to cause oceans to warm, de-oxygenate and acidify. Combined 
with glacial and polar melt and extreme weather events this will significantly alter ocean and freshwater 
aquaculture (83). All levels of aquaculture are expected to experience a heterogenous impact, as 
regional changes cause migration of fisheries, altered plankton populations, and changes to aquatic 
vegetation patterns and invasive species (84, 85). The impacts of climate change and altered sea 
temperature have resulted in numerous instances of polar migration of fish populations have been 
recorded in the Atlantic and Pacific (75). Thus, the impact of climate change will challenge the 
sustainability of current fisheries requiring local and global adaptation to fishing practices.  
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Food loss and spoilage due to pests, pathogens and pollinators: 
A changing climate further reduces food security owing to lost food production and spoilage. Climate 
change threatens to impact the distribution of pests, pathogens and pollinators. Changes in 
temperature have already increased the range of many insects. It is expected that warming 
temperatures will increase survival of pests during winter temperatures, which combined with the 
increased range will potentiate crop loss at a greater rate than currently occurs (86, 87). Climate 
change is expected to reduce the abundance of pollinating insects through a number of mechanisms, 
thus decreasing the yield of pollinator dependent crops, including fruit, vegetables, nuts and seeds 
(88, 89). 
 

Reduced labour productivity: 
Climate change is expected to increase the frequency of extreme weather events globally. Such events 
reduce productivity of our food systems due to their potential impact on human health. Globally, the 
average summer temperature and frequency of extreme heat days is expected to rise. Climate 
modelling suggests that up to 50% of work could be lost in tropical and subtropical regions during the 
hottest months (90, 91). 26% of the global population are employed in agriculture, therefore changes 
in climate have the potential to influence the incomes of millions of individuals globally (92). 
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