
 
    

Production and consumer choice 
 
 

Consumer ethics 
 
Given the importance of food and water to all our lives, it is not surprising that 
concerns about the safety and availability of food are growing. Indeed, the 
subject has become a key political issue all over the world. In many places, 
consumers have started questioning how the food they eat impacts on the world 
around them - on their health and the health of their families, on the 
environment, and on the livelihoods of the people whose labour produces food 
around the world. Increasingly, retailers are responding to consumer concerns 
and to the pressure exerted by campaign groups such as Sustain, Fairtrade and 
the RSPCA. 
 
To buy or not to buy 
 
The idea that consumers can influence producers in the choices they make has a 
long history. It dates back at least to the boycott of sugar by those who sought 
to abolish the slave trade in the 1800s. But the idea of 'consumer' power really 
took shape in the twentieth century. In 1959, the anti-apartheid movement in 
Britain started a boycott of South African Outspan oranges in protest against 
inequalities between black and white South Africans. The ongoing “No to 
Nestle” campaign which started in the 1970s was instigated by consumer 
accusations that a large multinational company promoted powdered baby milk 
to women in the Third World, discouraging them from using breast milk. Even 
buying something as simple as a banana involves a range of complicated choices 
– it’s no longer a simple question of how much you want to spend or how many 
you want to buy, but whether you want ordinary, Fairtrade or organic bananas. 
Issues that food shoppers might be concerned about today include Genetically 
Modified (GM) food, food miles (how far the food has travelled), animal welfare 
and intensified farming; and chemicals used to kill diseases and pests. 
 
The environmental impact of meat 
 
One area that is of growing concern to consumers is the environmental impact 
of meat production. All our food and drink has an effect on the environment, 
but some products have a much greater effect than others. Products from 
animals – particularly meat - have the biggest impact of all. In fact, animal 
farming globally causes more greenhouse gas emissions than all of the cars, 
lorries and planes in the world put together. It also causes significant water 
pollution and damage to land. And the problem is growing. As countries get 
wealthier, people tend to eat more and more meat, often abandoning traditional 
grain and vegetable-based diets. 
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Feeding animals 
 
Animals have to be fed a large amount of food to produce a relatively small 
amount of meat or dairy. To produce 1kg meat requires around 6kg plant 
protein. Feeding animals is a very inefficient way of converting plants into 
human food. There would be much less impact on the environment if the land 
used to grow animal feed was used to grow vegetable or grain crops for human 
consumption. Delicious and nutritious foods like rice, pasta, bread, fruit and 
vegetables can all be produced with less impact on the environment than 
equivalent quantities of meat or dairy. 
 
Forests and farts 
 
Every year, large amounts of forest are cut down to grow the soya that is used 
to feed world’s billions of cows and chickens. This destruction of the forest 
causes great environmental damage, as forests suck greenhouse gases out of the 
air. Moreover, because meat has to be stored carefully to ensure that it doesn’t 
attract bacteria and cause food poisoning, a lot of energy has to be used to 
refrigerate and transport it. And cows also fart a lot. The gas they let out - called 
methane - is a very powerful greenhouse gas. All in all, expecting to be able to 
eat meat every day turns out to be a sure way to hurt the environment and 
contribute to global warming! 
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