Redeeming food

Andy Atkins, A Rocha
UK's Chief Executive, ~ "i ok
unpacks the complex ‘
links between foodand \ '/
the environment. ‘

Along with water and air, food is a fundamental physiological
need. But, because of its importance to our identity, our
culture and the livelihoods of miillions of people, it's much
more than that. Around the world, regions and countries are
proud of their local produce and distinct cuisines. Sharing food
strengthens family and community bonds, and throughout
history offering food to others has been a very tangible
‘welcome’. The Gospels are replete with food events - the
wedding feast at Cana, feeding the 5,000, the last supper and
post-resurrection fish on the beach, for example. Sharing food
is also deeply embedded in the A Rocha network's DNA, as you
canreadin Jo Swinney's moving book, A Place at the Table
(see p4).

We depend on food, and much of our life is built around it,
but unfortunately there is much about food that is killing
our environment. We need to redeem food and our ‘food
systems' urgently.

Problems

Food impacts nature and the wider environment in numerous
ways, most obviously through land clearance for agriculture
- to grow crops and rear livestock. According to the UN's
Convention on Biological Diversity, this is the single biggest
cause of global habitat loss.

Food production is also a major contributor to climate change,
being responsible for around 23% of global greenhouse gas
emissions according to the Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change®. The problems start with the conversion of
carbon-absorbing forests or grassland to farmland. Tilling the
land releases soil carbon, farm machinery and transport are
powered by fossil fuels (which give off more climate-changing
emissions), and ruminant livestock, particularly cattle (which
emit methane, a powerful greenhouse gas)‘ compound

the problem.

A growing global population means more and more mouths to feed.
@ Javier Quiroga on Unsplash
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Other trends make these problems worse by the day.
Global population growth gives us more mouths to feed,
and rising wealth levels in many countries, including highly
populous ones like China, are prompting much greater
meat consumption per person. And, in a negative cycle, as
climate change accelerates, agricultural productivity goes
down. In 2019, the UK's official government advisory body,
the Climate Change Committee, said that, because of food
chain disruption, climate change would make it harder for
the government to ensure the resilience of our food supply.
In addition, more frequent extreme weather events were
expected to damage crops, livestock and fisheries in the UK
and elsewhere around the world2.

Solutions

Carry on like this, and we humans will render Earth
uninhabitable for ourselves and nature, by carelessly eating our
way to ecosystem collapse. Fortunately, there are solutions.
And, perhaps not surprisingly, the main ones chime with key
biblical principles: thankfulness to God for his provision, loving
our neighbour, ensuring all have enough to eat and caring for
all of his creation.

Firstly, and vital to the solution, is changing our diets, for
our own health as well as the environment. In the rich
world, over-eating, with a high proportion of red meat,

is contributing to rocketing rates of diabetes, cancer and
heart disease. Ground-breaking work by the EAT-Lancet
Commission has set out what a healthy diet looks like and
options that enable us all to achieve it*. In summary, that diet
would be largely plant-based, very varied (including grains,
nuts, legumes and fruit), and include meat, dairy products
and fish just occasionally. Not only would this be good for
social justice and good for creation, it would also help many
of us with another biblical principle, that of looking after our
own bodies as a temple of the Lord, for his service.

Secondly, the

world must deal
with food waste.
Incredibly, the world
wastes a third of all
food somewhere
between the farm
and the food

table, according

to the World Food
Programme®. The
reasons include
lack of transport
and refrigeration
infrastructure in
some countries, as
well as individual
buying choices and
lifestyles. When a
billion people still go
hungry and farming
methods and land
clearance are driving species to extinction, tackling global food
waste is ano-brainer. Some supermarkets are making moves
to tackle this by selling irregularly-shaped produce and food
that is past its best-before date (not its use-by date).

We need to do food differently.
@ Paul Schelekens on Unsplash

A third critical course of action is to regenerate soils and
habitats - caring directly for creation. Not only will healthier
habitats be good for wildlife and climate control, but they
will also help to reverse declines in natural pollinators such
as bees and other insects. Helping soils regenerate, including
increasing their micro-organism content, will boost their
fertility. Note that this is not all about ‘rewilding' (see p18),
but it is massively about farming. Globally, 40% of the land
surface is used for food production. In the UK it's 70%. This

means that large-scale habitat and soil regeneration will
require major changes in farming practices. That is a challenge,
but itis also an opportunity. Farming and food - our ‘daily
bread' - has extraordinary potential to help turn around the
ecological crisis. Happily, ‘regenerative farming' is on therise,
including among A Rocha UK's Partners in Action.

A good meal

Food is a sensitive subject for many, and for a multitude of
reasons. But growing it, preparing it and sharing it, as well

as actually eating it, can be among the most profound and
enriching activities, for individuals and society more generally.
According to the UN's Convention on Biological Diversity, 2.6
billion people get most of their livelihood from agriculture®. If
we want to reverse the alarming declines in biodiversity we
must change the way we ‘do food'. Farmers and others whose
livelihoods depend on agriculture will need to be supported to
change. But doing food differently will add to our enjoyment of
it. Wouldn't it be truly satisfying to know, when we sit down to
ameal, that what we are eating and the way it was produced
is not jeopardising the survival of future generations by
contributing to climate change, habitat and soil loss, and that
itis allowing other humans to eat enough, is helping to restore
species and is healthier for our own bodies? Surely that's how
God meant food to be. Let's work with him to redeem it.

UN Sustainable
Development Goals (2015)

These contain many targets relevant to food and nature,
including: By 2030...

..ensure sustainable food production systems and
implement resilient agricultural practices that increase
productivity and production, that help maintain ecosystems,
that strengthen capacity for adaptation to climate change,
extreme weather, drought, flooding and other disasters and
that progressively improve land and soil quality. [SDG 2 ‘Zero
Hunger', Target 4]

..halve per capita global food waste at the retail and
consumer levels and reduce food losses along production
and supply chains, including post-harvest losses. [SDG 12,
‘Responsible Production and Consumption’, Target 3]

..ensure that people everywhere have the relevant
information and awareness for sustainable development and
lifestyles in harmony with nature. [SDG 12, Target 8]

The Kunming-Montreal agreement from COP15 of the
Convention on Biological Diversity in 2022 also commits
nations to action on these and many other related themes.
See cbd.int/article/copl5-final-text-kunming-montreal-
gbf-221222

2020 IPCC Special Report on Climate and Land: ipcc.ch/site/assets/
uploads /sites/ 4/2020/02/SPM_Updated-Jan20.pdf

?The Climate Change Committee Climate Outcome and Food Supply
Study: theccc.org.uk/wp -content/uploads/2019/07/Outcomes-
Supply -chain-case-study.pdf

*EatLancet Diet for Planetary Health: eatforum.org/eat-lancet-
commission /the-planetary-health-diet-and-you/ 3

“World Food Programme, 5 Facts about Food Waste and Hunger: wip.
org/stories/5-facts-about-food-waste-and-hunger

S Article: 2.6 billion people draw their livelihoods mostly from agriculture:
cbd.int/ article/ biodiversityforfood-1
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