
Reducing meat consumption to tackle climate change: What role will Africa play?

burning issue in the world today is 

A
climate change. Across Africa, the effects are complex. They range 

from the Sahara – world’s largest desert  – to famines caused by warming oceans to islands across 
Western Africa’s coasts at risk of being submerged as a result of rising sea levels or vast swathes of lands 
being encroached by desertification in Southern Africa. Some effects of this human and environmental 
catastrophe include but not limited to the privation of most countries on the continent, low levels of 
adaptive capacity, excessive dependence on the ecosystems thereby leaving them susceptible to 
aftermaths of climate change.

Businesses, corporate leaders, philanthropists, governments and civil groups have raced to find solutions 
to climate change as the effects rage on especially amidst a global pandemic which has divided attention 
and resources. 

Although most discussions about reducing GHG emissions have been about electrification and 
transportation, another sector  is agriculture (forestry and land use) – responsible for 24% of all GHG 
emissions. 
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There have been various solutions aimed at reducing carbon emissions in the wider agriculture industry
. These include:

Producing food efficiently  using modern biotechnology such as genetically modified foods. 
Reduction of nitrogen based fertiliser used on crops. 
Deforestation is a major agricultural contributor to climate change as swathes of thick mangrove 
rainforests are cleared and burned for oil palm plantation. Curbing methane from ruminant animals, 
especially cattle, through their burps – which is responsible for the methane equivalent of 3.1 
gigatonnes of carbon dioxide
Reducing meat and dairy consumption has been touted as the major solution apart from others such 
as supplementing cattle feed with seaweeds, substituting grass with maize based silage which 
reduces methane output by as much as 15% or a more scientific approach by developing vaccines
to suppress the formation of methane. 
Consuming plant/laboratory based meat has been starting to rise among consumers, particularly in 
more industrialized countries (though some companies have been established in Africa).

https://www.usgs.gov/faqs/what-difference-between-global-warming-and-climate-change-1?qt-news_science_products=0#qt-news_science_products
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2012/6/22/analysis-understanding-the-sahel-drought
https://earth.org/sea-level-rise-west-africa-is-sinking/
https://qz.com/africa/1420245/life-in-southern-africa-is-going-to-become-untenable-as-temperatures-keep-rising/
https://journals.co.za/doi/10.10520/EJC-1486f763e1
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-africa-50726701
https://www.wemeanbusinesscoalition.org/ambitious-u-s-2030-ndc/
https://www.ft.com/content/7ab0bfb0-b37c-463d-b132-0944b6fe8e8b
https://www.forbes.com/sites/kristinstoller/2019/09/26/billionaires-stewart-and-lynda-resnick-pledge-750-million-to-caltech-for-climate-change-crisis-research/?sh=219e613c49e5
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2021-01-22/biden-to-convene-world-leaders-to-talk-climate-on-earth-day
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41591-021-01303-y
https://aura.abdn.ac.uk/bitstream/handle/2164/13940/ncc_ipcc_jrp_smh_ps_170904.pdf?sequence=1
https://www.ers.usda.gov/webdocs/publications/42842/8494_eb15_1_.pdf?v=7054
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/agriculture/our-insights/reducing-agriculture-emissions-through-improved-farming-practices
https://geneticliteracyproject.org/2019/07/26/why-the-quest-to-reduce-greenhouse-gases-needs-modern-farming-techniques-not-organics/
https://qz.com/1409520/startup-raises-70-million-to-sell-microbes-that-could-drastically-cut-greenhouse-gas-emissions-from-farming/
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/deforestation-and-global-warming/
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/11/20/magazine/palm-oil-borneo-climate-catastrophe.html
http://www.fao.org/news/story/en/item/197623/icode/
https://interactive.carbonbrief.org/what-is-the-climate-impact-of-eating-meat-and-dairy/
https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-019-02409-7
https://www.ucdavis.edu/news/can-seaweed-cut-methane-emissions-dairy-farms
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6004689/
https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/ef89/5e2f674523c4e6841c3b75216ba34837f04f.pdf


These and many strategies by consumers and organisations are aimed at reducing carbon emissions 
from animal sources. A 2016 study by the OECD showed that an average American consumes 215 
pounds of meat (includes pork, beef and poultry). Cutting back on this by a quarter according to Richard 
Waite, a senior associate at the World Resource Institute, will free up about 23 million acres of land of 
arable land, roughly the size of Indiana.

Africa, however, is excluded from such surveys and discourse even though the continent is projected
to have 1.7 billion inhabitants in 2030, less than nine years’ time, and more than 4 billion by 2100. 

Due to this astronomical growth, the continent will have the world’s youngest population by 2100. These 
humans will eat meat regardless of the impact it has on climate change, and for many of the right reasons
. People need proteins to maintain health and meat is an easy source that poor countries simply can-and 
could-not afford. Moreover, more than a quarter of the world’s hungriest live on the continent—thus, more 
than eight million children suffer from the effects of acute malnutrition across Sub-Saharan Africa. Thus, 
nutritional content consumed by the average African is the world’s lowest, although as the population 
rises, so will its consumption.

https://africa.businessinsider.com/strategy/how-fear-of-the-biggest-environmental-catastrophe-that-our-planet-has-ever-faced/nze074s
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/agriculture-and-food/oecd-fao-agricultural-outlook_19991142
https://www.wri.org/insights/without-changing-diets-agriculture-alone-could-produce-enough-emissions-surpass-15degc
https://www.un.org/development/desa/publications/world-population-prospects-the-2017-revision.html
https://qz.com/africa/1099546/population-growth-africans-will-be-a-third-of-all-people-on-earth-by-2100/
https://www.economist.com/international/2019/05/04/global-meat-eating-is-on-the-rise-bringing-surprising-benefits
https://www.worldhunger.org/world-hunger-and-poverty-facts-and-statistics/
https://www.unicef.org/wca/malnutrition
https://globalnutritionreport.org/resources/nutrition-profiles/africa/


Africa, specifically Sub-Saharan Africa, is home to the largest number of poor people globally mostly in the 
most populous country – Nigeria, often described as the world’s poverty capital. As its population 
increases, economy expands and inhabitants become prosperous, they will crave for more beef (includes 
chicken, lamb, mutton, chevon etc.) and its derivatives. Moreover, due to high unemployment and poverty 
rates coupled with nutritional benefits of meat and acute malnutrition on the continent, most Africans 
cannot afford to let go of consumption. Already, Africa imports more meat than China, even though most 
of the continent’s meat is home-grown. Expecting these people, most of whom have not eaten adequate 
quantities of meat – a protein – to let go or reduce its consumption as a means to fight GHGs emissions 
reeks of moral arrogance.

https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/30418/9781464813306.pdf
https://qz.com/africa/1313380/nigerias-has-the-highest-rate-of-extreme-poverty-globally/
http://www.fao.org/in-action/asl2050/en/
https://www.oecd.org/swac/publications/38402886.pdf
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/ru/850001468149370813/pdf/857320WP0REPLA00LivestockSourcebook.pdf


Industrialisation leads to a more prosperous society, reduction of poverty and unemployment rates, this is 
a phenomenon that Sub-Saharan Africa has not experienced as it is home to the highest number of less 
industrialised countries globally. This has led to high unemployment and poverty rates, the highest globally
. Animal husbandry is a source of employment and revenues for many people and governments in Africa. 
Reduced consumption of meat and its ideological propagation by richer countries are bound to affect the 
beef and dairy industries in say Namibia and South Africa respectively. 
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African farmers are working on raising meat sustainably via improved breeding techniques. This no small 
undertaking, as 300 million cattle are currently raised in Africa, totaling 20 percent of the world’s beef 
livestock. However, the efforts are a work in progress as the continent grapples with lack of expertise and 
a young history in the organised meat production industry. A recent review noted the challenge of 
“defining realistic breeding objectives and securing the involvement of stakeholders. All the strategies 
reviewed here have been funded externally within development or research projects that are often too 
short to yield tangible genetic improvement.” Additionally, notwithstanding its novelty within the continent, 
lab-based meat is being produced by entrepreneurs on the continent.

Although Africa will be severely affected by climate change across many sub-regions, Africans are not 
responsible for it.  Africans should not be saddled with the responsibility of partaking in certain solutions. 
The truth is that Africans need to consume meat like other citizens of the rich world as a source of protein 
and employment. Africa’s population is increasing astronomically and so will its incomes, urbanisation and 
living standards. It is pragmatism, not moral arrogance and hypocrisies that will ensure Africa handle meat 

https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-030-44058-9_40
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/africa-in-focus/2014/11/20/africas-failure-to-industrialize-bad-luck-or-bad-policy/
https://www.un.org/africarenewal/magazine/august-2016/why-has-africa-failed-industrialize
https://www.statista.com/statistics/264656/countries-with-the-highest-unemployment-rate/
https://www.dairyindustries.com/news/32639/south-african-dairy-market-grows-amid-concerns/
https://www.mdpi.com/2071-1050/13/4/2125/pdf
https://african.business/2019/03/economy/raising-the-steaks-africas-booming-meat-industry/
https://www.foodbusinessafrica.com/south-african-cultured-meat-start-up-to-develop-africas-first-lab-grown-meat/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1280367/


consumption and fulfil its climate change obligations.
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