What Policy Should Be Adopted to Curtail the Negative Global Health Impacts Associated with the Consumption of Farmed Animal Products?

This is the author’s version of the article published in Res Publica, 16 (2010,1) 57-72 doi: 10.1007/s11158-010-9117-z 

Available at http://springerlink.com/content/64033645614784u2/fulltext.pdf

Jan Deckers, Institute of Health and Society, The Medical School, Newcastle University, Medical Sciences New Building, Richardson Road, Newcastle-upon-Tyne, NE2 4AX, UK, Tel. ++44 1912227394, email: jan.deckers@ncl.ac.uk

Abstract

The negative global health impacts (GHIs) associated with the consumption of farmed animal products are wide-ranging and morally significant. This paper considers four options that policy-makers might adopt to curtail the negative GHIs associated with the consumption of farmed animal products. These options are: 1. to introduce a ban on the consumption of farmed animal products; 2. to increase the costs of farmed animal products; 3. to educate people about the negative GHIs associated with the consumption of farmed animal products; and 4. to introduce a qualified ban on the consumption of farmed animal products. I argue that the fourth option is the most effective and, provided that policy-makers think that the negative GHIs associated with the consumption of farmed animal products are sufficiently great and that a total ban would be unfair, the political strategy that must be preferred over the available alternatives.

Keywords justice, health, diet, climate change, animals

Introduction

A farmer in Mexico feeds her pigs in a common pigsty. A child in Germany dies of swine flu. A consumer in South-east Asia goes to the market to buy the dead body of a chicken. A Canadian middle-aged man contracts avian influenza. There are more than 20 billion farm animals on the planet. Hundreds of French people die during a heat wave. While this might appear to be no more than a sample list of some random facts, some of these events might actually be causally related. While the potential causal connections between the farm animal industry and a range of human diseases have received little moral scrutiny, recent health crises illustrate that the farm animal industry is not only capable of contributing to people’s health, but that it can also undermine it. Obesity levels are increasing globally, and it is now well-known that, since many farmed animal products contain relatively high levels of saturated fats, people who eat relatively large quantities of such products are more likely to be obese (Lloyd-Williams et al. 2008). 

However, in many situations, the link between the farm animal industry and the prevalence of human disease is much less direct, and therefore perhaps also scrutinised less. The new variants of avian and swine influenza that have recently come to the fore are just two out of numerous diseases the creation or spread of which have been caused by practices associated with the consumption of farmed animal products. Indeed, a recent study revealed that zoonoses, or diseases that spread from nonhuman to human animals, may account for about three-quarters of recently emerged human diseases (Woolhouse & Gowtage-Sequeria 2005). 

Even more indirect are the ways in which human health can be jeopardised by environmental changes brought about by the farm animal sector, not in the least those related to global climate change. I shall document this link further on, where I discuss the fourth option. While climate change is caused by a wide range of factors, a 2006 report by a group working for the United Nations revealed that the farm animal sector is by no means an insignificant contributor, accounting for 18% of anthropogenic greenhouse gas emissions measured in CO2e (CO2-equivalents), exceeding the proportion contributed by global transportation (Steinfeld et al. 2006). Other studies have revealed that the greenhouse gas emissions associated with human diets can vary significantly depending on whether or not, as well as on which animal products are consumed (Baroni et al. 2007; Reijnders & Soret 2003; Peters et al. 2007; Eshel and Martin 2009; Carlsson-Kanyama & González 2009). A study from the USA, for example, revealed that a citizen adopting the average diet that is typical for that country produces at least 1.5 tonnes more emissions in CO2e per year compared with the emissions produced by a vegan USA citizen (Eshel and Martin 2006, p. 13). While the impact of the farm animal sector on climate change is by no means insignificant, I would like to add that the farm animal sector has been identified as a cause for concern for its contribution to a much wider range of environmental issues. One of the most influential studies in this respect is the aforementioned United Nations’ report, which claims that the ‘livestock sector enters into more and direct competition for scarce land, water and other natural resources’ and that ‘the environmental impact of livestock production will worsen dramatically … in the absence of major corrective features’ (Steinfeld et al. 2006, p. xxi, p. 275).

As the farm animal sector causes a wide range of health problems, the question must be asked if those who suffer negative health effects caused by the farm animal industry might be wronged. An important aspect of a theory of justice is to determine what our negative duties are. The definition of ‘negative duty’ I adopt is Thomas Pogge’s, who has defined a negative duty as a ‘duty to ensure that others are not unduly harmed (or wronged) through one’s own conduct’ (Pogge 2002, p. 130). In an unpublished paper (Deckers 2010) I argued, addressing the question of what it would mean to harm someone, that others are harmed whenever they are subjected to the negative Global Health Impacts or ‘GHIs’ of my actions, and that they can be harmed unjustly if I exceed my fair share of negative GHIs, as doing so would violate their rights. A Razian account of rights is adopted here, whereby rights are defined in terms of fundamental interests that are sufficiently weighty to impose duties (Raz 1986, p. 166). I introduced the ‘GHI’ concept to emphasise three things. Firstly, it highlights the view that the concept of health should be understood broadly when we assess the health impacts of our (proposed) actions. The word ‘global’ emphasises a holistic understanding of health. Secondly, it emphasises that the consequences of our actions upon the health of all human beings should be considered, including those who are more remote in space and time. And thirdly, the word ‘global’ also refers to the need to consider the effects of our actions upon all nonhuman organisms that live on our globe, to the need to consider global ecosystemic effects on living organisms. I also argued that those who exceed their fair share of negative GHIs are under a moral obligation to reduce their negative GHIs or to increase their positive GHIs and that, when we consider the negative GHIs associated with dietary choices, 







































































































the consumption of farmed animal products is associated with relatively large negative GHIs compared to the consumption of many other products. Therefore, I concluded that some people might be able to reduce their negative GHIs significantly by either reducing or eliminating their consumption of farmed animal products. I also considered the objection that, since no institution has specified as yet what should count as a fair quota of negative GHIs, there can be no individual duty to limit negative GHIs. In reply, I defended the view that those who adopt the view that policies should be developed to guard against rights violations must not await the arrival of these policies before they curtail their negative GHIs voluntarily where this is required, but that they also have a duty to contribute to the development of policy-making, a point developed further – albeit in a different context – by Derek Bell (forthcoming).  

In this paper I address the question what those who have a duty to contribute to policy-making might do to make sure that people do not exceed their fair share of negative GHIs. A first task consists in determining what the relative values of different negative and positive GHIs are, and how many negative GHIs every person should be entitled to in order to satisfy their individual interests without damaging the interests of others unfairly. In order to make sure that people do not exceed their fair quota of negative GHIs, governments might also develop a number of integrated strategies to limit the negative GHIs associated with human activities in different sectors. For the purpose of this paper, I shall merely address what might be done in the regulation of the farm animal sector. I distinguish between four possible options. One option is to impose an outright ban on the consumption of farmed animal products. A second option is to raise the prices of farmed animal products, either by levying a GHI tax on farmed animal products and by using the revenue to offset their negative GHIs, or by forcing producers to reduce or offset their negative GHIs themselves. A third option is to encourage people to reduce their negative GHIs from the consumption of farmed animal products voluntarily, for example through educational campaigns. A final option is to impose a qualified ban on the consumption of farmed animal products. The advantages and disadvantages of these different options will be examined in what follows.

Option 1: A Ban on the Consumption of Farmed Animal Products

Governments that take the view that the negative GHIs associated with the consumption of farmed animal products exceed the negative GHIs associated with other foods per unit of positive GHI might take the view that the consumption of farmed animal products should be prohibited. The problem with a ban, however, is that those who produce no more than their fair share of negative GHIs could argue that such a prohibition violates their right to a fair share of negative GHIs. In spite of this concern, governments could take the view that such an infringement would be justified to curtail the negative GHIs from the sector as a whole. They might consider that the negative GHIs of farmed animal products are so large that they justify a total ban. While I am not opposed to the view that infringing on the personal liberty of those who might already lead ethical lives could be justified for the common good, the question must be asked if the fundamental interests of some might be damaged unjustifiably if this option was chosen. One example is the interests of those people who live in areas where not many plant foods can be grown for direct human consumption or where plant foods, together with products derived from animals who had not been farmed, might not provide the same levels of nutritional adequacy or food security. Another example is the interests of those who have small stomach capacities, for whom the high nutrient density of animal products might be important, as well as the interests of people who adopt dietary restrictions on health grounds. Further, it must be recognised that farm animals might not only be useful to provide food, yet also to provide other goods. The satisfaction of the fundamental interests of some people may depend on their ability to use farm animals to obtain these goods. Some animals can be used as financial instruments, some can provide traction power for working the land and transportation, as well as biogas and clothing materials, and some can provide manure that can be used as a soil fertiliser. While the animals used might not be bred primarily to be eaten, those who keep them may still argue that it should be acceptable to consume them once they no longer provide these other goods. In conclusion, if it can be argued that the fundamental interests (for example, their interest in food or their right to food – a right which has been defended by the United Nations) of some people are jeopardised by a ban on the consumption of farmed animal products, a total ban on their consumption would be unfair (United Nations Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights 1999).

Option 2: Increasing the Costs of Farmed Animal Products

The second option is to increase the costs of farmed animal products. The global farm animal sector is currently subsidised directly and/or indirectly to produce a wide range of health, social and environmental costs, including direct human health costs and the more indirect costs related to loss of work, erosion, loss of topsoil, siltation, water use and treatment, deforestation, the burning of fossil fuels, and biodiversity loss. In many countries, governments even privilege the farm animal sector over other agricultural sectors, in spite of the fact that the sector may produce more negative GHIs per unit of beneficial output. For example, Lock and Pomerleau have remarked that under the European Union’s main policy instrument for agriculture, the Common Agricultural Policy regime, farmers growing fruit and vegetables are disadvantaged over farmers who produce animal products (Lock & Pomerleau 2005). More generally, a study which examines the environmental impacts associated with the consumption of farmed animal products in 27 countries of the European Union found that, while the sector provides no more than 6% of the economic value of all goods consumed within these countries, it accounts for 24% of all monetarised environmental impacts (Weidema et al., 2008, p. 6-7). On a more global scale, it has been claimed that, in many countries, ‘livestock lobbies have been able to exert an over-proportional influence on public policies, to protect their interests’, a situation which has resulted in ‘the severe under-pricing of virtually all natural processes’ associated with the production of farmed animal products (Steinfeld et al. 2006, p. 222, p. 228). 

A number of authors have therefore argued that animal products should be subsidised less and/or priced more (Compassion in World Farming 2007; Walker et al. 2005; Lloyd-Williams et al. 2008). Robert Goodland, for example, advocates government measures to discourage the consumption of farmed animal products by a system of removing subsidies from the least sustainable forms of agriculture combined with a sliding-scale tax whereby the least sustainable forms of agriculture are taxed more heavily compared to the more sustainable forms (Goodland 1997). While I shall outline my reservations with this second option further below, should policy-makers prefer this option over its alternatives, I would suggest that this scheme be broadened in two ways. Firstly, such a sustainability tax should be replaced by a tax which is derived from an assessment of both the sustainability and the health costs associated with agricultural goods. This would take into account the fact that some goods may have a high health cost, yet a low sustainability cost, for example some toxic products. Secondly, since goods other than foods have environmental as well as health costs, and since the aim of introducing such a tax is to reduce our ecological footprint and to improve human health rather than to reduce the consumption of farmed animal products per se, Goodland’s food conversion efficiency tax must be replaced by a health and sustainability, or GHI tax, on all goods, rather than on food items only. Alternatively, governments could increase the prices of foods by raising their prices without the introduction of a GHI tax. They could simply introduce regulations to make sure that those who produce products with relatively large negative GHIs are prevented from externalising their production costs. This would force producers to reduce their negative GHIs or to take measures to offset high negative GHIs through the production of positive GHIs. 

A disadvantage of this second option appears to be that the poor would be affected more negatively than the rich. There is no doubt that, as long as we live in a world where great financial disparities exist, the suggested price increases would affect the poor more than the rich. However, this concern is an argument for a redistribution of wealth, rather than an argument against pricing negative GHIs. While there is no doubt that unjust financial disparities must be opposed, the sheer existence of financial disparities need not justify the conclusion that pricing negative GHIs would be unjust. If it is possible to internalise all the negative GHIs associated with any particular product, including their effects on the poor, or to tax them in such a way that the negative GHIs are counterbalanced by the production of positive GHIs from the revenue that is raised, the purchase of products with relatively large negative GHIs would no longer be problematic. While this option would therefore allow those who are richer than others the ability to consume more products with relatively large negative GHIs, the fairness of this option would depend on the question if it would increase existing disparities. 

While a rise in the prices of farmed animal products may not damage the interests of those who are poor today, governments might adopt the view that avoiding their negative effects on these people is not the only thing we should be concerned with. However, this does not imply that, once governments have decided which negative GHIs should be curtailed, the solution would necessarily lie in pricing them. William Rees has provided the example of the Atlantic bluefin tuna to show that rising prices need not necessarily result in more sustainable behaviour. Despite declining populations and rising market prices, Rees has observed that consumer demand for this fish species increased significantly in recent years (Rees 2006). Rather than abandoning this approach, an advocate of the pricing option could respond that we should make sure that all negative GHIs are priced fairly. The true value of the Atlantic bluefin tuna, for example, should therefore be reflected in the price consumers would have to pay should they want to eat this fish. This value could incorporate the value we attach to trying to avoid the species becoming extinct. The critic might retort that the negative GHIs of some products are so high that people should be prohibited from using them, that they simply should not be allowed to be purchased, at no matter what price. I shall discuss this option later on. 

In short, the second option is preferable to an outright ban as it would not remove the opportunity to consume farmed animal products from those who are able to refrain from exceeding their fair share of negative GHIs. Adopting this option would bring about a radical change from the present situation wherein the full costs of many products which result in relatively large negative GHIs are not included in the prices consumers pay for them when they acquire them. 

Option 3: Educating People About The Negative GHIs Associated with Consuming Farmed Animal Products

A third option is to promote change by educating people about their negative GHIs in the hope that they will change their behaviour, when required, to curtail their negative GHIs. This could be done in a variety of ways, for example by disseminating information to educational establishments, by using the press and the media, or by conducting and financing research on the kinds of human activities that are associated with relatively large negative GHIs, as well as on the negative and positive GHIs associated with the consumption of farm animal products in particular. 

The problem with this option is that, while it intends to discourage people from exceeding their fair share of negative GHIs, it fails to compel those who do so.
 Or, worse, any opportunities to produce negative GHIs that are foregone by one individual might simply be taken up by another. In this way, those who voluntarily forego particular goods that are associated with relatively large negative GHIs not only miss out on their associated benefits, yet they might even suffer from the negative GHIs of those same goods if others manage to grab hold of any opportunities to use them. If policy-makers feel very strongly that something must be done to curtail the negative GHIs of those who exceed their fair share, an educational approach might not satisfy them. While there is no doubt that educational campaigns may have some success in reducing the negative GHIs of those who exceed their fair share, such campaigns may not persuade everyone. This is so for a number of reasons. A first reason relates to a problem identified by Tara Garnett where she remarks that ‘people know little about the … implications of what they buy and eat’ (Garnett 2008, p. 121). While this need not imply that campaigns might not work, if it is correct that people have little understanding of how their diets and their negative GHIs are connected, campaigns that seek behavioural change will need to make sure that people develop sufficient knowledge of the impacts of their actions.

Even if people might become more aware of this connection, a second reason is that old habits die hard. This problem may be even harder to overcome if what has been claimed by recent research holds any water, namely that people’s experiences contribute not only to the formation of their ideas, yet also to the formation of their brain structures and that, once these brain structures have developed in particular ways and become entrenched, people seek information from their environments that accords with these structures. Information that does not fit is denied or ignored (Wexler 2006). This is aptly summarised by Lakoff: ‘When the facts don’t fit the frames, the frames are kept and the facts ignored’ (Lakoff 2004, p. 73 quoted in Rees 2008). The fact that old habits die hard, or ‘behavioural lock-in’, will therefore be a tremendous challenge, as is well-known by those who have campaigned to protect people from the effects of passive smoking (Janson 2004). While the dangers of passive smoking have been known for some time, many smokers have been reluctant to avoid exposing non-smokers to the health effects of inhaling smoke in public places by changing their habits voluntarily. As with smoking, particular foods also fulfill social and religious functions, and people might perceive that the meaning of these functions would be altered by dietary modifications. Therefore, it may be very difficult to change dietary habits by educating people. 

While people can, and do change habits voluntarily in spite of these considerations, there is a third, more important reason why educational campaigns might not work. Many smokers might have known for a long time that they exposed others to the risks of passive smoking, yet they might have been reluctant to stop smoking in public places on the basis of the view that the benefits for non-smokers would be relatively small if other smokers carried on smoking in such places anyway. A similar prisoner’s dilemma operates here. As I mentioned before, those who change their diets voluntarily may perceive that they carry the burden while others reap the benefits. In order to escape from this situation, I agree with Tara Garnett’s view that ‘strong policy action’ is ‘essential’ (Garnett 2008, p. 122), which takes me to my final option.

Option 4: A Qualified Ban on the Consumption of Farmed Animal Products

When I discussed the second option, I hinted already that the problem with the approach of pricing negative GHIs is that some goods might be priceless, or at least almost priceless. For example, it could be argued that the price of a human life is such that it should not be traded for anything, or at least very little else. On this basis, it could be decided that negative GHIs which jeopardise human lives significantly should not be expensive, but that the activities which produce them should be prohibited. For example, it could be argued that the costs of exposing others to the effects of passive smoking are so great that they should be avoided at all costs. This might explain why some countries have recently introduced bans on smoking in public places (Spinney 2006). Or, to use the example provided by Rees, some might argue that the positive GHI of avoiding the extinction of the Atlantic bluefin tuna is so significant, perhaps even priceless, that activities which jeopardise sacrificing this value should be prohibited. 

When we consider the farm animal industry, the argument has been made that the negative GHIs associated with the large scale use of antibiotics in the production of particular farmed animal products are so significant that they justify a ban on the use of such methods. This relates to the fact that the overuse of antibiotics has been held to be causally responsible for the development of a range of multi-drug resistant pathogens (Anomaly 2009). However, if other aspects of the farm animal industry fare not much better as far as their negative GHIs are concerned, the question could be asked if avoiding the negative GHIs associated with the farm animal industry per se should be considered to be priceless.

To address this question, I start from the theory of justice proposed by Joseph Raz, which adopts – as mentioned before – the view that human interests ground human rights if they are sufficiently significant to impose duties (Raz 1986, p. 166). Put differently, the negative GHIs produced by any person’s actions should not be allowed to jeopardise any human being’s fundamental interests if the avoidance of producing the negative GHIs in question does not itself jeopardise any fundamental interests or is not – in the words of Simon Caney – ‘unreasonably demanding’ (Caney 2008, p. 539). I also endorse Caney’s view that this includes the fundamental interests of future generations of human beings. This creates a moral problem. While the negative GHIs that we produce today will affect future generations in many negative ways, what seems beyond any reasonable doubt is that the fundamental interests of future generations will be damaged by our greenhouse gas emissions. A brief glance at the fourth Assessment Report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change goes some way to back this up. The Report reveals that, relative to the third Assessment Report, ‘there is now higher confidence in the projected increases in droughts, heat waves and floods, as well as their adverse impacts’, that there is ‘increasing evidence of greater vulnerability of specific groups such as the poor and elderly not only in developing but also in developed countries’, and that ‘low-latitude and less developed areas generally face greater risk’ (IPCC 2007b, p. 19). The Panel estimates with ‘high confidence’ (which is defined in terms of an 80% chance) that climate change will lead to ‘some benefits to health’, yet that these will be outweighed by the negative impacts on ‘millions of people’, including ‘increased malnutrition’, an increase in ‘the number of people suffering from death, disease and injury from heatwaves, floods, storms, fires and droughts’, and increased ‘cardiorespiratory morbidity and mortality’ (Confalonieri et al. 2007, p. 393; IPCC 2007a, p. 27, p. 48). It is on this basis that Caney has argued that many human rights, including the rights to life, subsistence, health, and property, are jeopardised by dangerous climate change, and that the human pursuit of trivial interests that are associated with significant emissions must therefore be curtailed (Caney 2009, p. 167). At the same time, the Panel recognises that at least some of these negative health impacts could be avoided or reduced if we decrease our greenhouse gas emissions by up to 85% relative to emissions in 2000, yet that these negative effects will be increasingly more likely and more common unless radical reductions in emissions are realised quickly (IPCC 2007b, p. 67). Adopting the view that an 85% cut is required, Jon Rosales has calculated that this leaves no more than an average allowance of 0.8 tonne in CO2 emissions per capita per year (Rosales 2008, p. 1414). This is exceeded by a large margin by many people. In the year 1998, for example, the average emissions of a citizen of the United Kingdom was more than 9 tonnes (Earth Trends 2003). If we assume that these estimates are correct, limiting our emissions in situations when doing so would not jeopardise our fundamental interests must be given ations are being damaged by the greenhouse gas emissions that we produce today. Therefo high moral priority. This general principle could then be used to support a qualified ban on the consumption of farmed animal products. 

This conclusion is subject to the challenge that, since emissions can be reduced in various ways, one of which is by reducing the consumption of farmed animal products, there would be no reason why this domain (together, perhaps, with some others) should be targeted for a qualified ban. Or, more strongly, some people who manage to refrain from exceeding their fair share of negative GHIs might argue that they would be treated unfairly by a qualified ban that includes them. While this view seems reasonable, it could be contested. It could be argued that fossil fuel emissions should be tolerated for some, yet not for other purposes. For example, it could be argued that, rather than being priced very highly, space travel for leisure should be prohibited on the basis of the view that fossil fuels should be used to pursue serious goals or fundamental interests, and that space travel for leisure does not count as one of them. And even if we made sure that all fossil fuels were used to satisfy fundamental interests, this need not imply that it would necessarily be wrong to prohibit their use for particular purposes. In order to reduce air pollution inside city centres policy-makers might decide, for example, that all car traffic should be prohibited. While such a ban would affect all, including those who carry relatively little blame for inner city pollution and who might not exceed their negative GHIs either, I do not think it would necessarily be wrong for policy-makers to introduce such a ban. While the use of fossil fuels as such may not be priceless, it could be argued that its use for particular purposes should be regarded as priceless or beyond the pale, and that their use for those purposes should therefore be prohibited. It is worth pointing out that this conclusion need depend neither on the existence of global climate change nor on the fact that fossil fuels are, to all intents and purposes, non-renewable. All that is required to ground the view that using particular resources for particular purposes would be unfair is the adoption of the view that justice demands that they be used or left to satisfy other purposes. 

As for space travel for leisure and my more down to earth example, the view that, in some situations, fossil fuels should be used to grow plants for direct human use, rather than to produce animal products need not necessarily be unfair. As mentioned before, it must be borne in mind that, apart from using relatively large amounts of fossil fuels and producing relatively large amounts of gas emissions, there are other reasons why the consumption of farmed animal products produces relatively large amounts of negative GHIs, for example by using relatively large quantities of land. The land on which farmed animal products are produced cannot be used at the same time to grow wood or other plants that might be suitable as biofuels or carbon sinks. While some of the land that is currently used to produce animal products might not be suitable to grow crops for direct human use, it does not necessarily follow that it therefore should be used for farm animal grazing. If people living in such areas could obtain sufficient nutrition and food security from plant foods at lower negative GHIs, the benefits of farming animals might be outweighed by their disadvantages. Areas unsuitable to grow plant foods for human use could also be used for other purposes. For example, they could be enjoyed for recreational purposes, or simply left to nature. At the same time, it must be recognised that foregoing the benefits of consuming farmed animal products would bring about additional costs, as substitutes would need to be found to replace some of the non-food products (e.g. leather) that are currently produced from farm animals. 

It is up to decision-makers to decide how much weight to give to the different GHIs that are produced and foregone by the consumption of farmed animal products and by their alternatives. When these opportunity costs are factored in, policy-makers may decide that, to increase the likelihood of citizens meeting the demands of justice, the consumption of farmed animal products should be prohibited for some, yet allowed for others, for example those who have physiological dietary restrictions or who live in areas where the consumption of alternatives produces relatively large negative GHIs. Alternatively, they may propose a different form of a qualified ban, a prohibition to consume more than a certain threshold. In this vein, a team led by Anthony McMichael have proposed that all the earth’s citizens should eventually converge on a per capita consumption level of ‘meat’ not exceeding 90 g per day to achieve a stabilisation of greenhouse gas emissions from the farm animal sector by 2050 relative to emission levels in 2005 (McMichael et al. 2007). The team believes that this could be achieved subject to a range of conditions. These include the assumptions that the global human population will have increased by no more than 40% by 2050; that the consumption of other farmed animal products would be reduced by a similar extent; and that current emissions would be reduced by 20% per unit of meat. 

At least two questions are raised by this proposal. One issue is the question if a 20% reduction could be achieved. While some studies have indicated that a 20 to 25% reduction per unit of production could be achieved (DeAngelo et al. 2006; Weidema et al. 2008), it is unlikely that this will be achieved any time soon as its success would depend on the full implementation of all available technological options on a global scale. Another issue is the question of whether the proposal is sufficiently ambitious in seeking no more than a stabilisation of emissions from the farm animal sector, in a time when many argue that significant cuts in emissions are required to avoid dangerous climate change. For example, by passing the Climate Change Act 2008, the UK Parliament (2008) has adopted the view that a reduction by at least 80% must be achieved by 2050. In addition, both the Kyoto Protocol and the Climate Change Act 2008 take the 1990 emissions as the baseline level, whereas McMichael’s team merely seek for emissions to stabilise relative to the 2005 level. This reduces the contribution of this sector to climate change abatement strategies even further, especially since the global consumption of farmed animal products increased significantly between 1990 and 2005. While the consumption of meat levelled off in ‘developed countries’, it has been estimated that total meat consumption in ‘developing countries’ almost doubled between 1990 and 2002 (Steinfeld et al. 2006, p. 15).

While it is, therefore, unlikely that McMichael’s proposal goes far enough, I would like to emphasise that the fact that many people’s diets are associated with relatively large amounts of greenhouse gas emissions need not necessarily be a moral problem. The issue of what counts as a fair greenhouse gas allowance should be considered as an important part of, yet not as a substitute for, the more general question of what counts as a fair threshold of negative GHIs. Likewise, the issue of what counts as a fair diet should, therefore, not be treated in isolation from the question of what counts as a fair threshold of negative GHIs. Many people may well prefer either to reduce their negative GHIs elsewhere, for example by reducing the emissions produced by the consumption of domestic energy or transport, or to offset some of their negative GHIs by producing positive GHIs, for example by planting trees. Therefore, some people might justifiably be allowed to emit a relatively larger share of greenhouse gas emissions or to eat more farmed animal products than the amount proposed by McMichael, provided that their threshold allowance of negative GHIs is not exceeded. 

Those individuals who are able to restrict their total negative GHIs to what is their fair share, either by curtailing their negative GHIs in domains unrelated to the consumption of farmed animal products or by compensating through producing positive GHIs, might consider a qualified ban to be an unjustifiable infringement on their personal liberty. The question must be asked if such a restriction of individual liberty can be justified. In democratic societies, many people adopt the view that some restriction on individual liberty can be justified for the common good, which is why, for example, prohibiting car travel inside inner cities might not necessarily wrong those who contribute little to inner city pollution. The question of whether the consumption of farmed animal products is a domain that justifies such an approach is a matter of debate. While many people may be able to limit the negative GHIs that they impose on other human beings to what is their fair share without curtailing their intake of farmed animal products, any theory of justice must not only consider the impact of human actions upon other humans, yet also upon nonhuman organisms. 

To return to the example of the Atlantic bluefin tuna, some might argue that not just the avoidance of species eradication is priceless, but that every single tuna fish is priceless so that the negative GHIs associated with the deliberate killing of a single tuna would be so significant as to be unfair. More generally, some might argue that the value of allowing every fish in the sea to live is so significant that people should not catch fish under any circumstances. While I do not subscribe to the view that other (nonhuman) animals are so valuable that humans should avoid killing them intentionally under any circumstances, I have argued elsewhere that the negative GHIs associated with harming nonhuman animals, including the harms of inflicting pain and death on them, are far greater than the negative GHIs most people want to associate with activities that harm them (Deckers 2009). While I shall not defend this view here, I want to remind the reader of my final point about the ‘global’ in the GHI concept. For the GHI concept to be truly global, not only the health impacts of different human diets on humans, but also on the organisms that make up the nonhuman world must be entered into the moral equation. Any two diets that impose an equal amount of negative GHIs on humans might nevertheless be morally different from each other because of the different ways in which they affect the nonhuman world. For example, if the lives of nonhuman animals deserve greater moral weight than the lives of plants, the negative GHIs of two human diets with identical negative GHI values for humans must be rated differently depending on whether or not one diet produces more negative GHIs for nonhuman animals than the other. It should be clear from the above that the need to carry out such a calculus does not rule out the incorporation of deontological constraints. Indeed, a necessary condition for justifying a qualified ban is the view that failing to introduce it would jeopardise the fundamental interests of some, the moral relevance of which has been argued to consist in the fact that they ground certain rights (Raz 1986, p. 166; Caney 2006). A complete theory of negative justice must determine how much moral significance should be given to the interests of all organisms that can be harmed by human actions, and how much deliberate and predictable harm humans should be allowed to inflict on any of them to meet the demands of justice. A diet with relatively low negative GHIs on humans might still be unfair if it imposes relatively high negative GHIs on nonhuman beings.  
Whereas the theory I have defended here focuses on rights, this theory is consequentialist as the morality of human actions is decided by assessing the consequences that might result from human actions, measured in terms of the question if the associated negative GHIs jeopardise any rights. While this theory is consequentialist, it is not a utilitarian theory whereby it would be acceptable to sacrifice the utilities of some provided that, by doing so, a greater sum total of utility could be obtained, where the determination of what counts as a unit of utility would be defined in terms of what produces any health benefit (including, for example, health benefits that might be associated with some cosmetic surgical procedures), without any distinction between those health benefits that serve fundamental interests and those that do not do so (Goodin 1991, p. 247). Put differently, if we could maximise positive GHIs by producing a great number of small health benefits that are not needed to satisfy fundamental interests, it would not be acceptable to violate the rights of some in order to do so. While it is beyond the scope of this paper to offer a complete theory of negative justice, if the view is adopted that the interests of animals deserve more moral significance than plants and that some of these are weighty enough to establish rights, it must be concluded that many plant-based diets are less likely to impose unfair harm upon the nonhuman world in addition to being associated with relatively lower negative GHIs on human beings. This does not imply that humans will no longer need to inflict deliberate harm on other animals. Indeed, if many humans refrain from eating farmed (as well as non-farmed) animal products, the areas which were once occupied by farm animals might be populated by increasing numbers of wild and feral animals. Should wild and feral animals flourish and compete more strongly with humans for plant foods, this may result in a situation where it becomes necessary to reduce wild and feral populations to maintain food security for humans. Therefore, while killing animals may be more problematic than killing plants, some situations may necessitate the killing of animals. 
Conclusion

I have considered what governments might do to curtail the negative GHIs associated with the consumption of farmed animal products. The problem with the first option is that a total ban might not be fair on some people. While the second option would make many food products, including farmed animal products, much more expensive and internalise many costs that are currently not included in the prices consumers pay for products with relatively large negative GHIs upon purchasing them, its main disadvantage is that it fails to accommodate the view that some of these should not be produced, irrespective of whatever might be done to raise their prices and to offset or compensate for their production. The main disadvantage of the third option, the initiative to educate people about the negative GHIs associated with the consumption of farmed animal products, is that it fails to curtail the activities of those who have the means and the will to exceed their quota of negative GHIs and who fail to compensate for their excess. 

This is why the fourth option, a qualified ban on the consumption of farmed animal products, must be preferred if policy-makers think that a total ban would be unfair on some people and that the stakes are sufficiently high to justify this option. They might favour this option to curtail several negative GHIs on human beings. For example, in light of the drastic action that is required to avert dangerous climate change which would jeopardise human rights, policy-makers might adopt this option. However, if rearing and killing farm animals are activities that are associated with more negative GHIs on the nonhuman world than many people have hitherto believed or wanted to believe, the fourth option could also be adopted on these grounds. An additional benefit of the fourth over the second option is that a qualified ban could also be applied in non-capitalist societies, where no monetary value is or could be placed on negative GHIs. 

While a qualified ban would lead to significant reductions in the negative GHIs that are associated with many agricultural systems that involve the farming of animals, it must be acknowledged that it would not, ipso facto, limit the negative GHIs of all people to what is their fair share. It would be no more than one aspect of a wider strategy aimed at reducing the negative GHIs of those who produce more than their fair share, either by reducing or by eliminating those activities which yield relatively few positive GHIs for the negative GHIs they produce. While more work is required on the need to determine what a just threshold of negative GHIs would be and on what the relative weights might be of the negative GHIs associated with different human activities, I hope to have shown that there are reasons to suspect that the negative GHIs associated with the consumption of many farmed animal products might be excessive. Consequently, governments must act to prevent any rights violations that might result from their consumption if they take rights seriously. 
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� An anonymous reviewer of an earlier draft pointed out that the second option is not immune from this problem either. I agree. However, it must be said that, since many people accept the widely held capitalist organisation of societies whereby products can be obtained provided that money is paid either for them or for the resources used to produce them, as well as accept that governments have the legitimacy to levy taxes, those who exceed their fair share of negative GHIs might feel more compelled to reduce their negative GHIs by the second option than by an educational approach.    





PAGE  
1

