
There is a seriously large number of people in the world, and we all want to eat. 

To give it some perspective, there are more people on earth than there are cats, 

dogs, sheep, pigs and cows combined.1 And Humans evolved as hunters and 

gatherers and our bodies and brains are made for that lifestyle: we are adapted 

for a wide variety of foods. The world population was only around 5 million when 

humans started to adopt agriculture. Now there are about 7.4 billion people, and 

in 35 years’ time there will be over 9 billion people on earth.2 If everyone were to 

live like people in the US (and Australia for that matter) we would need about 4 

times more land than there is on Earth.3 

 

 Health 

What kind of food is a big question in many ways. Food has a huge impact on 

health, but with new research not everyone agrees what that is: high protein or 

low protein, how much grains and pulses, is saturated fat good or evil? But almost 

everyone does agree that lightly or un-processed foods are good and that eating 

much more than you need is bad. Much manufactured food harms the 

environment and causes ill-health, which in turn harms the environment even 

more. 

 

What to eat? 

Food can be either wild or farmed. In general wild foods are healthier but they will 

never be anywhere near sufficient for the world’s growing population. Many wild 

ecosystems have collapsed due to over-utilisation. In today’s world only efficiently 

farmed food can sustainably provide enough food for everyone. 

  

Agriculture is a significant driver of global warming and causes around 15-24% of 

all emissions, half of which are from livestock. There are big differences in the 

environmental impact of different meats: some, like kangaroo, chicken and pork, in 

that order, use less energy and emit significantly less greenhouse gases than beef, 

lamb and goat production. The difference is large: in a US study beef was found to 

require 28 times more land to produce than pork or chicken, 11 times more water 

and results in five times more climate-warming emissions. Animal products (milk, 

cheese, eggs, etc) were found to be similar to pork and chicken.5 Green house gas 

emissions for most fish are similar to chicken and pork, though salmon production 

results in about 25% more emissions.6 

  

A study by University of Oxford scientists in 2014 found that diets of more than 

100g meat per day resulted in 7.2kg of carbon dioxide emissions. In contrast, both 

vegetarian and fish-eating diets caused about 3.8kg of CO2 per day, while vegan 

diets produced only 2.9kg.7 

  

Unfortunately for proponents of high-protein low-carb diets, the earth does not 

have sufficient resources to provide everyone with an animal-protein-rich diet, nor 

could it cope with the resulting greenhouse gas emissions. 

  

Agricultural inputs and outputs 
There are many different inputs to agriculture that are important: How much 

fertiliser, mulch and compost was produced and then trucked in? How much water 

was pumped in from many km away (think rice paddies in NSW)? What about the 

construction of the infrastructure (buildings, roads, trucks and more)? How were 
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greenhouses heated? All this requires large amounts of energy. For example, it 

is great to have rice grown in Australia, but maybe the water issues mean it is 

better to ship it in from Asia. 

  

Then there is the issue of what was there beforehand? Rainforest destruction in 

the Brazilian Amazon basin to raise cattle for hamburgers is well known. But 

what about the fish farms that cause a toxic marine desert in their vicinity? You 

can choose to eat salmon from a closed cycle farm or you can turn a blind eye. 

Similarly, palm kernel oil is widely used, but you can choose foods with certified 

sustainably produced oil or you can ignore the issue and not worry that the oil 

was likely grown from the ashes of Asian rainforest destruction. 

  

Organic farming reduces 
greenhouse gas emissions  
Organic farms tend to be carbon-sinks, whereas conventional farms are carbon 

emitters.  There are many reasons, including: Intensive humus production 

(which uses CO2) on organic farms, increased organic soil content (which also 

reduces drought vulnerability), less N2O due to reduced nitrogen fertilizers, less 

biomass waste burning, significantly reduced fuel required for producing and 

transporting fertilizers, herbicides and pesticides.8  

  

It has been suggested that if all the world’s cropland was farmed organically it 

could sequester around 40% of current greenhouse gas emissions.9 (Estimates 

vary from 2.4 to 11.7 gigatonnes of CO2 equivalent just for increasing soil 

organic carbon content.) On the other hand, organic farms tend to have lower 

yields but improved practices are now changing this. If combined with a 

reduction of wastage and a change of diet there will be enough to feed even the 

9 billion people of 2050.  

  

So eat organic or chemical-free from local producers where you can. Otherwise 

organic produce freighted from within Australia is still good because the carbon 

sequestration outweighs the emissions from transport. 

  

Are food age and food miles 
always bad? 
Well, yes and no. Fresh produce must be kept cool, so the further it has to 

travel, and the longer it has to be kept cool, the more energy is consumed and 

the greater the impact. Ships are more efficient than trains, which in turn are 

more efficient than trucks, which are more efficient than planes. So eat local 

foods that are in season rather than, for example, grapes and oranges shipped 

in from the US or asparagus flown in from Latin America.  

  

For dried and processed foods it is much trickier. How much resources go into 

making the product? There are so many factors: freighting from the farm to the 

factory, freighting the packaging and other ingredients to the factory, and then 

packing it and freighting it to consumers.  

  

A simple example is that the carbon emissions in bringing a carton of dried 

apricots by sea from Turkey to Melbourne are not much different from bringing 

a similar box from Mildura by truck. In this case farm and factory productivity 

and techniques, and method of transport, are more important than how far the 

food has actually travelled.  

  

A 2008 US study concluded that “Transportation as a whole represents only 

11% of life-cycle greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, and final delivery from 

producer to retail contributes only 4%. Different food groups exhibit a large 

range in GHG-intensity; on average, red meat is around 150% more GHG-

intensive than chicken or fish. Thus, we suggest that dietary shift can be a more 

effective means of lowering an average household’s food-related climate 



footprint than “buying local.” Shifting less than one day per week’s worth of calories 

from red meat and dairy products to chicken, fish, eggs, or a vegetable-based diet 

achieves more GHG reduction than buying all locally sourced food.” 10 So food miles are 

less important than most other factors listed here. 

  

Wastage is huge 
Wastage is a major food issue. This can be in the form of wasting land, water and other 

resources producing food that has little nutritional value. Unfortunate maybe, but most 

drinks and snacks fall into this category: they consume resources but contribute little to 

nutrition. Wastage is also caused by buying too much or keeping it too long at home; it 

is estimated that around ⅓ of the food we buy is lost this way, it is a huge waste both in 

terms of money and in terms of the environment.  

 Often perfectly good food is thrown out, sometimes through laziness, sometimes 

because it has reached its “best before” date and no-one wants to touch it even though 

there is nothing wrong with it. There are solutions here: only buy what you are going to 

use and cook only as much as will be eaten. If you have excess make sure you use it 

before cooking something new.  

 Note that best-before and use-by dates are very different: if something has passed its 

best-before date check it before you throw it: it may well still be fine (though for safety 

reasons don’t eat perishables after a use-by date.)  

 

Packaging 
Then there is packaging to consider … Less is better, so buy self-serve and bring your 

own clean containers if you can.  

PLA, glass, steel, cardboard, paper, and even plastic and aluminium all have their 

advantages and disadvantages, which in many cases seem to cancel each other out: 

manufacturing energy input and water requirements, ease of recycling, likelihood of re-

use, biodegradability, strength (and hence how thick and heavy the packaging needs to 

be).  

Perhaps unexpectedly, studies have shown that for single-use containers and bags, 

plastic has a smaller environmental impact than glass and paper. Multiple use of a 

container without freighting it far appears to be the best one can do however. 

Polylactic Acid (PLA) from plant starch is interesting as a plastic replacement: it is fully 

recyclable but there are no facilities for recycling it in Tasmania. It biodegrades well in 

high-temperature compost, but in other circumstances can last many years or give off 

methane, a potent greenhouse gas.  

 

Another way you can help 
Eumarrah is a uniquely Tasmanian business specialising in organic and natural groceries.  

We believe we have the broadest selection of self-serve bulk foods in Australia. Some of 

the ways Eumarrah actively works on being environmentally and socially responsible are: 

product selection, minimising packaging, minimising wastage, minimising freight, using 

biodegradable packaging where possible, using solar cells, re-using paper and boxes, 

using temperature rather than chemicals for insect control, and more. So if you support 

sustainable living, Eumarrah is the place to shop.  
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