
The EAT-Lancet Commission’s 
report has been criticised for 
various reasons, including 
unaffordability of the diets 
suggested, misleading 
environmental estimates, 
and nutritional inadequacies. 
Worse, there is a danger that 
its recommendations could be 
adopted without deliberation on 
how these could endanger the 
health and livelihood of large 
sections of the world’s population.

For the almost 800 million 
extremely poor people who subsist 
on a diet heavily based on starchy 
foods, as well as for millions 
more who are slightly better off, 
more, not less, ASFs are required 
for sustainable development. 

high-quality protein
ASFs provide not only calories, 
but the nutrients required for 
human development potential. 
Indeed, in many cases, ASFs 
are the only accessible source 
of such nutrients for the poor.

ASFs supply greater quantities 
of higher quality protein and 
more bio-available Vitamin A, 
Vitamin D3, iron, iodine, zinc, 
calcium, folic acid and key 
essential fatty acids than plant 
foods do. They also generally 

contain more bioavailable iron, 
and consuming ASFs with 
plant-based foods increases the 
absorption of iron in the latter.

Although the commission’s 
report states briefly that more 
meat and other major protein 
sources should be consumed 
by low-income populations 
subsisting on starch diets to 
mitigate malnutrition, this 
key fact is contradicted in the 
key messages and executive 
summary, which advocate low 
or less ASF consumption. 

If these recommendations to 
eat less ASFs are adopted by poor 
pregnant and lactating women in 
LMICs, high stunting rates and 
associated physical and cognitive 
development problems could 
continue in these communities.

long-term complications
Under-nutrition causes almost 
half of child deaths globally 
and undermines the long-
term health of populations 
and the physical and cognitive 
development of children. In the 
long term, chronic malnutrition 
reduces cognitive and physical 
development, increases rates 
of sickness and death from 
common illnesses, and reduces 
educational outcomes and 
lifelong productive capacity. 

In addition, livestock and 
fish production contribute 
meaningfully to the ability 
of these highly vulnerable 
populations to achieve other 
important targets of sustainable 
development, including income 
growth and gender equality.

Efforts to achieve sustainable 
development should include a 
more nuanced understanding 
of livestock and consider 
their important implications 
on the lives of the poor.
• Contact the RPO at 012 349 1102/3  
or rpo@lantic.net.
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ABOVE: 
Chronic 

malnutrition, a 
major problem in 

extremely poor 
societies, impairs 

children’s physical 
and cognitive 
development 

and can lead to 
lifelong problems. 

According to the 
World Health 
Organization, 

animal-sourced 
foods are the 

best source of 
nutrient-rich food 
for children aged 
six to 23 months. 
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Increased consumption of moderate amounts of animal-sourced foods should be a global priority 
for people in areas where undernutrition remains a persistent problem.
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Worldwide, two billion 
people suffer from 
nutrient deficiencies, 

151 million children under 
five suffer from stunting, and 
millions more have impaired 
cognitive development 
related to poor nutrition. 

This is partly due to insufficient 
consumption of animal-sourced 
foods (ASFs), which supply 
many nutrients lacking in the 
cereal-based diets of the poor. 

Yet reports such as that recently 
published by the EAT-Lancet 
Commission (a non-profit 
organisation, based in Norway, 
Sweden and France, dedicated 
to transforming the global food 
system), overestimate or ignore 
the tremendous variability in 
the environmental impact of 
livestock production and fail to 
adequately include the experience 
of marginalised women and 
children in low- and middle-
income countries (LMICs) whose 
diets lack the necessary nutrients. 

ASFs have been described by 
the World Health Organization 
as the best source of high-
quality, nutrient-rich food for 
children aged six to 23 months. 

Livestock and ASFs are vital 
to sustainability, as they play a 
crucial role in improving nutrition, 
reducing poverty, increasing food 
security, and improving health. 

The notion that raising livestock 
and consuming milk and dairy 
products, meat, fish and eggs is 
incompatible with sustainable 
development is flawed. Negative 
perceptions of the role of 
livestock in sustainability debates 
arise from a misunderstanding 
of the environmental footprint 
of livestock production, a focus 
mainly on over-consumption 
of ASFs in middle- to high-
income countries, and 
a narrow interpretation 
of sustainability.
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