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“I do not want a Europe stuck on the
sidelines of history …
I want a Europe at the heart of the
action, a Europe which moves forward,
a Europe which exists, protects, wins
and serves as a model for others.”
Jean-Claude Juncker, President of the European Commission, Opening Statement in European
Parliament, 15 July 2014

The EU has set itself the goal of ending deforestation by 2030. More than 70 per cent
of deforestation in the tropics is the result of land being cleared for commercial
agriculture. 36 per cent of the crops and livestock products that were grown on
deforested land and traded internationally, was consumed by the EU: twice as much
as China and Japan combined. Even in 2015, with China’s consumption increasing at a
rapid rate, the EU still has a far larger footprint per person than China.
Much of this deforestation is illegal. In 2012 alone the EU imported EUR six billion of soy,
beef, leather and oil palm that came from land illegally cleared of forests. Not only is our
consumption destroying forests: it is undermining global governance and the rule of
law.
Market pressure from consumers who do not want to be party to this trail of destruction
is increasing. Far-reaching corporate commitments on zero deforestation have shown
that businesses are also ready to act. But consumers and companies cannot act alone.
The EU, as one of the largest importers of forest risk commodities needs to act and
serve as a model for others. It must base its policies on the fact that many of the world’s
forests belong to communities who depend on them. Forest protection will not work,
therefore, unless it goes hand in hand with respecting and strengthening communities’
tenure rights.
This report is one of a series presenting recommendations to the EU for an Action
Plan to halt deforestation and respect rights, looking at EU aid, climate, consumption,
financial, illegal logging, renewable energy and trade policies. Together, the series forms
a comprehensive action plan for the EU, available at www.fern.org/EUdrivers.
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Summary

The food sector accounts for 60 per cent of the deforestation embodied in EU
consumption.1 If the EU is to reach its commitment to end deforestation by 2030, it must
tackle the impacts of the food sector.
Action in this area would also help the EU achieve the sustainable development goals
(SDGs), in particular Goal 12, to ensure sustainable consumption and production
patterns and goal 2, to end hunger, achieve food security and improved nutrition and
promote sustainable agriculture.
A range of policy instruments should be used to reduce the consumption of
commodities that have a high forest footprint and require large amounts of land, ensure
we do more with less, decrease waste, and increase awareness of the impact of our diets
on forests. This paper recommends that the EU develops requirements to specify the
feed source of meat and the origin of the commodities, developing methodologies to
measure the forest footprint of products, considering non-tariff measures to decrease
the forest footprint of protein feed, introducing consumption taxes, and introducing
binding national targets on food waste, as well as clarifying ‘best before’ and storage
recommendation labels on food items.

1

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/forests/impact_deforestation.htm
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Introduction

In recent years, through the EU’s flagship Resource Efficiency
Initiative, the EU has demonstrated its concern about the
environmental impact of its consumption. Despite the
withdrawal of the Circular Economy Package, published in July
2014, President Juncker has made promises that the EU will
continue to work on reducing the impact of EU consumption
on the environment, and will propose concrete policy
measures to do so.

will propose a new and more ambitious Circular Economy
Package in 2015, indicating that sustainable consumption and
production will remain at the forefront of the EU’s agenda.
There are ways in which such a package could help tackle
the impact of EU consumption on deforestation, and the
recommendations in this report should be considered as part
of expanding the scope and ambition of policies to promote a
circular economy within a resource efficient Europe.

To allay widespread concern about the withdrawal of the
package, the European Commission has announced that it

Much of the food that EU citizens eat, and much of what
we use to feed animals, has a negative impact on forests.

Greenpeace campaign image highlighting the palm oil content in Head and Shoulder’s shampoo that causes deforestation.
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“Progressive food-related policies could
play a significant role in reducing the EU’s
overall impact on forests.”

Commercial, export-driven agriculture is
the biggest driver of deforestation. Recent
estimates put this figure at 70 per cent of
total deforestation.2 EU figures show that it
causes 36 per cent of all deforestation in crops
and livestock that is traded internationally.3
60 per cent of the deforestation embodied in
EU consumption is associated with the food
sector (of which 18 per cent is from meat and
42 per cent from other food).4 According to
data available for 2009, the commodity with
the highest level of ‘embodied deforestation’
imported into the EU was beef from Brazil, with
102,000 ha of embodied deforestation. This
means that in one year alone, the EU’s beef
consumption drove deforestation of an area
equivalent to the size of Hong Kong. In the same
year, the EU imported 73,000 ha of embodied
deforestation through its soy imports from Brazil,
54,000 ha from its soy imports from Argentina
and 33,000 ha from its palm oil imports from
Indonesia. Taken together, in 2009 alone, crops
imported into the EU for food, feed and energy caused
229,000 ha of forests to be cleared.5

Figure 1: Deforestation embodied in EU27 net imports of crop products, by crop, 1990-2008
European Commission, The Impact of EU Consumption on Deforestation: Comprehensive
Analysis of the Impact of EU Consumption on Deforestation (EU Forest Footprint study). http://
ec.europa.eu/environment/forests/pdf/1.%20Report%20analysis%20of%20impact.pdf

These figures indicate that progressive food-related policies
could play a significant role in reducing the EU’s overall
impact on forests. With Greenpeace campaigns showing
the impact of EU consumption on forests,6 EU consumers
have been made aware of their role in driving deforestation.
However, there are few EU policies to help reduce the
consumption-related policies at the EU level to help reduce
the consumption of products associated with deforestation.
In this report, we consider EU policy measures in the area of
sustainable consumption that would reduce the demand for
land and ease the pressure on forests.

2
3
4
5
6

Lawson S, Consumer Goods and Deforestation: An Analysis of the Extent and Nature
of Illegality in Forest Conversion for Agriculture and Timber Plantations, Forest Trends,
September 2014.
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/forests/pdf/1.%20Report%20analysis%20of%20impact.
pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/forests/pdf/1.%20Report%20analysis%20of%20impact.
pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/forests/impact_deforestation.htm
http://www.greenpeace.org/usa/en/multimedia/videos/Head-and-Shoulders-Wipes-OutDandruff-and-Rainforests/
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Beyond individual actions: the need for
regulation
Changing what we eat and how we consume might at first
appear to be a matter strictly for individuals to consider.
However, there are a number of systemic issues that mean
that our food systems in the EU do not give consumers a real
choice.
Product labelling does not currently give consumers
information to allow them to determine the deforestation
footprint of a product. There is no requirement to list the
origin of the ingredients, nor the composition of animal feed.
Until recently, the types of vegetable oils were not labelled,
though recent rule changes have meant that they now must
be specified (e.g. sunflower, rape or palm oil)7. No processed
products need to show the origin of the ingredients they
contain, so consumers would not know if their beef lasagne
contained meat from a country at risk of deforestation or
not. Nor is there a requirement for processed meat such
as sausages to indicate what feed was given to the animal.
Most consumers are also probably unaware of which food
is subject to preferential or zero import tariffs, which means
in effect that the consumer is subsidising their production
and consumption to some extent: see Fern’s report, ➤ Duty
Free? Making EU Tariffs Work for People and Forests.8 Food
waste also means that demand for deforestation-tainted
products is higher than it needs to be. But a large percentage
of food waste happens before the products even get onto the
supermarket floors, let alone into the fridges of consumers.9
For all these reasons, consumption is far from being a matter
of individual choice. Most consumers are being let down by a
set of substandard, confusing and unfair policies.
Food is culturally important in all societies, and raises
issues far beyond the basic matter of providing calories
and nutrition. Our eating patterns are influenced by a
wide range of cultural, economic, ecological, technological
and institutional factors which are individual, social and
material.10 Most policy proposals to make consumption more
sustainable focus on individual dietary changes. But in doing
so, they fail to put the spotlight on the policies that drive
consumption and over which individuals have no choice. Diet
7
8
9
10

http://ec.europa.eu/food/food/labellingnutrition/foodlabelling/proposed_legislation_
en.htm
www.fern.org/dutyfree
http://ec.europa.eu/food/safety/food_waste/library/docs/bio_foodwaste_report_en.pdf
Horne J, Darnton A, Introduction to Individual, Social and Material (ISM) Tool, 2013, http://
tinyurl.com/k47hbbk
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is generally perceived to be a matter of personal choice, but
it is greatly influenced by the availability, affordability and
marketing of food, all of which are governed by EU policies.11
This means that the EU has a key role to play in reversing
a pattern of consumption that leads to deforestation, and
in ensuring that its food policy reflects the ethical and
environmental values of EU consumers.

11

Foresight: Tackling Obesities: Future Choices – Project Report, Government Office for Science,
London, 2nd edn, 2007.
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Tackling environmental and health concerns
together
Environmental concerns are not the main motivation for
changing patterns of consumption; issues relating to health,
status and culture are far bigger motivators. A study of
consumers across EU Member States has shown that health
is more important than environmental concerns when
choosing food. Even though 32 per cent of people said they
would like to buy less meat and meat products, this was
mostly for health reasons (54 per cent), rather than because
of concern for the environment (16 per cent).12
Yet diet can have a harmful effect on the environment and
human health alike.13 With increased consumption of forestrisk products such as sugar, palm oil and meat (and indirectly
soya, as feed for animals) comes an increased risk of chronic
diseases such as cardiovascular disease, diabetes type II,
hypertension, stroke, certain cancers, and other conditions
such as obesity, which also have wider societal impacts.14 The
overconsumption of animal-derived protein is particularly
problematic: according to the World Health Organisation, in
2007, in the EU27 average intake of protein per capita was
70 per cent higher than the WHO recommended amount.
The amount of calories, fats and proteins in the average
EU27 diet is well above the recommended values.15 In
the EU overweight people today account for one in two
people, and obese people for one in four, as a result of the
overconsumption of foods high in fat and sugar.16 This

“The EU has a key
role to play in
reversing a pattern of
consumption that leads
to deforestation, and
in ensuring that its
food policy reflects
the ethical and
environmental values of
EU consumers.”
12
13
14
15
16

http://livewellforlife.eu/wp-content/uploads/2014/12/LiveWell-for-LIFE_Rec-Report_
English_Final.pdf
http://www.nature.com/nature/journal/v515/n7528/full/nature13959.html
http://www.oecd.org/health/health-systems/HealthAtAGlanceEurope2012.pdf
http://www.who.int/nutrition/publications/nutrientrequirements/WHO_TRS_935/en/
Sassi F, Obesity and the Economics of Prevention: Fit Not Fat, OECD Publishing, 2011.

The campaigning group Greenpeace highlighted the impact that Kentucky
Fried Chicken (KFC) had on rainforest. It was using pulp from rainforests in its
packaging material. See www.greenpeace.org/usa/en/media-center/reports/
Junking-the-Jungle/

also brings large associated costs to society: for instance,
cardiovascular diseases, which are partly diet-related, are
estimated to cost the EU economy EUR 192 billion a year.17
In the strategy for Europe on Nutrition, Overweight and
Obesity related health issues, it is stated that ‘in the long term,
[obesity] will result in a negative impact on life expectancy in
the EU, and a reduced quality of life for many’.18
There are many good reasons for wanting to ensure that
consumption patterns in the EU are changed towards both
healthier consumption and deforestation-free consumption.
This report makes proposals in the following areas:
1.
2.
3.
4.

enabling consumers to make well-informed choices
removing subsidies to forest-risk products
reducing food waste, and
introducing consumption taxes.

17
18

European Heart Network, European cardiovascular disease statistics, 2008.
COM (2007) 279 final.
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EU consumption policy: areas for action

1. Transparent consumer information
Sustainable consumption is said to be about creating the
conditions for enabling and stimulating people to consume
more sustainably. The most important conditions to achieve
this are transparency and clarity. The first step to decreasing
the consumption of forest-risk products is to allow consumers
to make informed choices. Products such as soybean cake
and palm oil, which are key commodities associated with
deforestation, are used in thousands of products.19 This
means that consumers need information to allow them to
make proper choices about what they buy.
In recent years, improvements have been made to food
labelling in the EU. On 14 December 2014 a new regulation
on the provision of food information to consumers came into
force,20 with new provisions to provide a nutrition declaration
and to make it mandatory for the list of ingredients to specify
the type of vegetable oil used (palm oil, peanut oil etc.)21
Producers of goods such as palm oil-free chocolate are
already taking advantage of this by marketing their products
as palm oil-free.
Despite these improvements, EU rules on food labelling and
information are not transparent. Product labels do not always
mention all ingredients, and the place of origin indicated
on product labels can be misleading; for instance, even if
ingredients come from outside the EU, a product processed in
EU will probably state the EU as the place of origin. Consumer
protection organisations are now working to change this.22
To discern whether a product could be associated with
deforestation requires knowing the ingredients of the
product, the origin of the product and, in the case of meat,
what feed was used for the animal that was slaughtered. EU
imports of soybean cake and soybeans from Brazil, Paraguay
and Argentina are the most important source of deforestation
associated with EU consumption, and these ingredients –
which are also often genetically modified – are commonplace
in EU animal feeds.23 However, there is currently no legislation
that requires information about the feed used for animals.

19
20
21
22
23

https://www.cdp.net/CDPResults/CDP-global-forests-report-2014.pdf
Regulation (EU) n. 1169/2011.
http://www.slowfood.com/sloweurope/en/topics/etichette/
http://www.beuc.eu/can-we-trust-our-meat#whereismymeatfrom
Forest footprint study.

Currently, the origin of a product must only be labelled for
some foods: olive oil, fish (unless it is canned or prepared),
beef (fresh, chilled, frozen or minced), fresh or frozen poultry
of non-EU origin, wine, most fresh fruit and vegetables,
honey and eggs.24 As of 1 April 2015, origin labelling will
become mandatory for fresh, chilled and frozen meat from
pigs, poultry, sheep and goats. However, only the country or
countries of rearing and slaughter will have to be labelled,
not the country of birth. This includes derogations for minced
meat and trimmings, for which a more simplified ‘EU/non EU’
labelling will be possible. For all other foods, origin labelling is
only voluntary. Origin information is therefore largely missing
on most foods that could be classified as forest-risk such as
meat products (e.g. sausages), kitchen staples (e.g. oil and
sugar), biscuits, confectionery and ready meals.
Being transparent about the place of origin alone is not
enough to reduce the consumption of products associated
with deforestation, since it requires consumers to know that,
for example, soybean cake from Paraguay is often associated
with deforestation. To translate information into action will
require an increase in consumer knowledge about forest-risk
areas and products. As such, providing greater clarity on the
specific ingredients of products, feed given to animals and
the country of origin will need to be supported by increased
consumer awareness of the link between the consumption
of certain products and deforestation, to ensure that such
information leads to a change in behaviour. The EU could play
a prominent role in helping achieve this through funding
information campaigns.
Furthermore, the European Commission could consider
more explicit ways of labelling products according to their
environmental and forest footprint. The EU already has
legislation based on certain health criteria via the Nutrition
and Health Claims Regulation (adopted in 2006) and the Food
Information Regulation (adopted in 2011). The latter makes
labelling mandatory for energy and six key nutrients; it sets
rules for legibility, and allows for extra ways of representation
– such as colour-coded systems – on a voluntary basis, as
long as certain criteria are met.

24

http://www.beuc.eu/can-we-trust-our-meat#whereismymeatfrom
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“Tackling food waste can have a direct impact
on reducing pressure on deforestation, since it
reduces the demand of raw materials that drive
deforestation.”
As part of the proposals to develop a Single Market for Green
Products (COM(2013)196), the European Commission has
also launched a pilot to assess the environmental footprint
of products (PEF) which is currently being piloted for a large
range of food product groups.25 This pilot is meant to give
information on which minimum sustainability standards
can be agreed. If the pilot considers both the direct and
indirect land-use changes as a result of exploitation for food
commodities, this could be an important step forward in
determining the forest footprint of commodities.
If it is rigorous, results from this process could play a
supportive role to the other tools mentioned in this report,
since it would help differentiate which products are linked
to deforestation. This information would help EU retailers
assess the exposure of their supply chains to deforestation, a
process started by the Carbon Disclosure project.26
Once these criteria and methodologies for measuring
food products have been established, the next step could
be to assess the necessity of a label to indicate the forest
footprint of a product. With over 400 existing labels, there is
already significant confusion among consumers about their
credibility. One option could be to extend the EU Ecolabel
scheme to food, which would help consumers identify more
clearly whether a product is associated with deforestation
or not. One way of achieving this could be to use the PEF to
ascertain which foodstuffs should be awarded the Eco-label,
though there is concern that this would create problems of
coherence with other labels, such as the organic label.27

2. Resource efficiency: tackling food waste
Current levels of food waste are unacceptably high. Produced
but uneaten food uses up almost 1.4 billion hectares of
land globally: almost 30 per cent of the world’s agricultural
land area.28 According to the FAO, food waste in Europe and
North America amounts to between 280 and 300 kilograms
per head per year.29 In the EU, it is estimated that 89 million
tons of food is wasted each year, equivalent to 170 Mt CO2.30
25
26
27
28
29
30

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/eussd/smgp/product_footprint.htm
https://www.cdp.net/en-US/Programmes/Pages/forests.aspx
http://www.beuc.org/publications/2011-09697-01-e.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/food/safety/food_waste/library/docs/bio_foodwaste_report_en.pdf
http://www.fao.org/food-loss-and-food-waste/en/
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/eussd/pdf/bio_foodwaste_report.pdf

Action on EU consumption would help the EU in fulfilling sustainable
development goals (SDGs), in particular Goal 12, to ensure sustainable
consumption and production patterns.

Tackling food waste can therefore have a direct impact on
reducing pressure on deforestation, since it reduces the
demand of raw materials that drive deforestation. As a result,
the most effective actions to reduce deforestation are ones
that would prevent food waste in the first place.
There are many parties involved in food waste. According
to the Preparatory Study on Food Waste of the European
Commission, published in 2010, 42 per cent of food
waste occurs at the household level, 39 per cent during
manufacturing, 14 per cent in the food service sector, and
5 per cent in the retail and wholesale sector31. Supermarkets
play a major role due to high appearance quality standards,
meaning that products are all too often wasted before their
‘best before’ date, and due to other inefficiencies relating to
inaccuracies in stock management and zealous marketing
strategies that encourage over-consumption.
Individuals also play a role in food waste, though this is also
due to continued confusion over labels with ‘best before’,
‘use by’, ‘sell by’ and ‘display until’ dates, which consumers
tend to regard as one and the same.32 WRAP research
on date labelling in the UK shows that 45–49 per cent of

31
32

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/archives/eussd/pdf/bio_foodwaste_abstract.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/food/safety/food_waste/library/docs/bio_foodwaste_report_en.pdf
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consumers misunderstand the meaning of ‘best before’ and
‘use by’.33 Much food is also wasted due to inappropriate
storage of food. Premature food spoilage is in part due to
a lack of consistency in food storage labels, the absence of
food storage guidance, and a lack of consumer attention
to labels where provided. It is firmly in the EU’s hands to
propose ways to clear up this confusion, in consultation
with consumer groups, producers and retailers. With regard
to food storage, the EU could increase the consistency and
comprehensiveness of food storage labels by tightening EU
regulations that deal with this.
The EU is taking steps to tackle food waste by setting targets
and encouraging Member States to increase their ambition to
act. These actions are part of Resource Efficiency Roadmap34
which sets out proposals on how the EU and Member States
can use price signals and environmental information to
increase resource efficiency. The communication ‘Towards
a circular economy: a zero waste programme for Europe’35

kept by the European Commission and that reduction of
waste remains a priority in the EU. This report proposes
recommendations for the new ambitious proposal.
The EU also started work on a Sustainable Food
Communication with, among other things, proposals for
reducing food waste.38 But this communication has not yet
been released, and it is still unclear when, if ever, it will be.
Meanwhile, food waste reduction programmes are under
way in Member States, including public awareness-raising
campaigns and encouraging the food processing industry
and retailers to reduce waste in the food supply chain.39
Also the European Parliament called on the Commission
to ‘encourage the Member States to take action against
food wastage at every level of the food supply chain, from
production through to consumption’.40

Tackling food waste in the EU to reduce deforestation
requires adopting policies to prevent waste in the first
place. The European Commission should propose
revising legislation on the labelling, presentation and
“The communication ‘Towards
advertising of foodstuffs (including ‘use by’ and ‘best
a circular economy: a
before’ dates) to reduce confusion among customers,
the food industry and enforcement agencies
zero waste programme for
regarding edibility criteria. This could prevent much
Europe’ made specific
of the food wastage linked to uncertainty and
proposals on how to address
misinformation over the safety of food, and ultimately
waste, including a measure
lead to a reduction in the demand for raw materials
that drive consumption. This could be reinforced by a
requiring Member States to
develop food waste reduction joint initiative on the part of the EU, the food industry
and enforcement organisations to raise awareness on
strategies to reduce food
date labels, notably aimed at consumers, including
waste by 30 per cent by
increased emphasis on proper storage instructions
and their link to the lifespan of the product and the
2025.”
validity of its date label.

subsequently made specific proposals on how to address
waste, including a measure requiring Member States to
develop food waste reduction strategies to reduce food
waste by 30 per cent by 2025. In addition, the Circular
Economy Package proposed updating various directives on
waste.36 However, this package has since been withdrawn,
apparently to be replaced by a ‘new, more ambitious proposal
by the end of 2015 to promote the circular economy’, as
announced in the final version of the European Commission’s
Work Programme for 2015.37 It is vital that this promise is

33
34
35
36
37

WRAP, Improving the application and understanding of date labels and storage guidance:
activity brief, 2010.
COM (2011) 571 final.
COM (2014) 398 final.
COM (2014) 397 final.
COM (2014) 910 final Annex 2.

Other actions the EU should take to prevent food waste
would be to incentivise Member States to act by setting
binding national targets on reducing food waste, at least as
ambitious as the current targets included in the withdrawn
Circular Economy package, which is currently 30 per cent
reduction by 2025. This should also include putting in place
a standardised methodology for calculating food waste
quantities at Member State level to ensure comparability, to
aid EU policy-making and to stimulate action on food waste
prevention. The act of measuring and reporting on food
waste itself is likely to have the added effect of stimulating
preventative action at the Member State level. Currently

38
39
40

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/eussd/food.htm
For instance the ‘Love food, hate waste’ campaign delivered in the UK by WRAP.
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//NONSGML+WDECL+P8DCL-2015-0001+0+DOC+PDF+V0//EN
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Member States collect data on organic waste, but it is not
broken down into food vs non-food waste, nor is it broken
down sufficiently by sector (in that there is no sub-category
for food services and catering or retail, for example), though
18 Member States had elected to do this by 2014. The Impact
Assessment on Measures Addressing Food Waste suggested
that this could be set up through a new legal act, via a
revision of the Waste Framework Directive, for example, or
through a reorganisation of the existing EUROSTAT reporting
system, where waste data is already collected, such as by
including a sub-category to the EUROSTAT database under
category 09, ‘Animal and vegetable waste’, specifically entitled
‘Food waste’.

3. Considering non-tariff measures to encourage
sustainability in the CAP
Market prices are thought to be the main factor influencing
decisions on what to buy and invest in. Therefore it is
important to be transparent about where, how and why
the EU financially intervenes in our food system. The most
important EU policy in this area is the Common Agricultural
Policy (CAP). Though the main repercussions of the CAP are
for EU agriculture, there are some aspects of the CAP that
do potentially affect the EU’s forest footprint through the
subsidies and tariffs it sets, as well as its policies on protein
crop production. This chapter focuses on the treatment of
meat in the CAP, since meat and especially the feed given to
animals cause the main forest footprint of the CAP.
It should be noted that the analysis in this chapter is not yet
complete, since Fern is currently undertaking an in-depth
analysis of the Common Agricultural Policy and the possible
impacts on deforestation, which will be available in a

Campaigning groups were disappointed by the weak reforms in the latest
reform of the CAP, that was concluded in 2013.

Meat consumption has a particularly high impact on deforestation.

forthcoming report. Subsidies available for crops destined for
energy use will not be discussed in this report but in a separate
report on EU energy policy and deforestation, ➤ Burning Matter:
Making EU Climate and Bioenergy Policy Work for People and
Forests.41 Given their central role in influencing imports of
commodities associated with deforestation, a dedicated on
report on how tariffs could help the EU meet its deforestation
objectives is availabler, ➤ Duty Free? Making EU Tariffs Work for
People and Forests.42
The financial incentives provided by the CAP for meat
production are complex. Whereas the CAP used to provide a
subsidy per head of livestock (so-called ‘coupled payments’),
the latest CAP reform, concluded in 2014, involved moving
towards delinking payments from production (so-called
‘decoupling’). This means that most subsidies to meat
production are indirect subsidies, such as payments for
cereals for animal feed. Such subsidies can be significant:
evidence shows that in the UK alone, the CAP subsidised
meat production to the tune of GBP 700 million per year.43
If EU food policy is to reduce its impact on deforestation,
subsidies for meat production require careful scrutiny. This
includes subsidies that increase the general level of meat
consumption as well as rules encouraging the import of feeds
that have been found to cause significant deforestation.

41
42
43

www.fern.org/burningmatter
www.fern.org/dutyfree
http://www.foe.co.uk/sites/default/files/downloads/feeding_the_beast.pdf

14

Box 1: Addressing diets – lowering meat consumption
A number of recent reports have shown that there is a link between diet – specifically meat consumption and production –
and global environmental and social problems such as climate change, deforestation, biodiversity loss and food security.44
As figure 2 shows, diets across the EU have varying requirements for land, the diets required to reduce impact on forests are
not unreasonable.
It is estimated that 80 per cent of the world’s agricultural land is used for meat production, due to the poor plant biomass
to animal biomass conversion rate. Mainstream organisations such as the United Nations, as well as NGOs and academics,
are emphasising the need to reduce meat consumption and move towards more plant-based diets, with the UN Resources
Panel suggesting that a global shift towards a vegan diet is needed to tackle climate change and biodiversity loss, as well
as to ensure that the calorie needs of a growing population can be met.45 Lord Nicholas Stern, former chief economist at the
World Bank, suggests that – given the impact of meat production – eating meat could one day become as unacceptable as
drink driving.46 The livestock sector is responsible for 14.5 per cent of global emissions, yet there is still very poor consumer
awareness of the impact that people’s food choices have on the climate, let alone other global issues.
In response to this, an increasing number of initiatives are targeting the consumption of meat as a way to tackle these
global environmental and social problems, as well as tackling health problems and addressing animal welfare issues. Global
initiatives such as Meat Free Monday,47 which encourage people to be ‘flexitarian’ or ‘part-time carnivores’48 and do without
meat one day a week, are starting to proliferate, with a number of institutions, schools, universities and other organisations
officially adopting meat-free days in their canteens.
A number of the recommendations in this report support the need to reduce meat consumption, such as the introduction
of consumption taxes (see below), and introducing non-tariff measures to increase the sustainability of imported protein
feeds, which have one of the biggest impacts on forests.
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Figure 2 Increased or decreased
land use for different EU27 diets
in 2020 and 2030 compared
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For the most recent publications, see Eating Better, 2015, http://www.eating-better.org/uploads/Documents/Let’sTalkAboutMeat.pdf; Garnett T, What Is a Sustainable Healthy
Diet? Food Climate Research Network, 2014, http://tinyurl.com/o3f6zma; Chatham House 2015. http://www.chathamhouse.org/sites/files/chathamhouse/field/field_
document/20141203LivestockClimateChangeForgottenSectorBaileyFroggattWellesleyFinal.pdf
http://www.unep.org/resourcepanel/Portals/24102/PDFs/PriorityProductsAndMaterials_Report.pdf
http://www.theguardian.com/environment/2009/oct/26/palm-oil-initiative-carbon-emissions
http://www.meatfreemondays.com/
http://www.parttimecarnivore.org/
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“The EU could also propose measures to increase
protein crop production in the EU, in order
to decrease the level of protein feed imports
needed.”
While the consumption of feed crops varies significantly
between different forms of production, as well as between
animals, compound feed production usually consists
of a cereal component and a protein component.49 The
CAP intervenes in both components, but with regard to
deforestation, the main focus here is on the treatment of
protein feeds. Though it cannot strictly be considered a
subsidy, the EU currently has zero import tariffs on soya
beans and soya bean meal, which means that importers do
not have to pay customs duties. This implies that importing
feed is more attractive than it would otherwise be, and it
promotes the import of soy from South America to provide
the EU with cheap protein components for animal feed.50 In
the next review of the CAP, the EU could consider introducing
non-tariff measures51 on imported animal feed production
that is proven to be associated with deforestation. This could
include introducing sustainability standards on imported
protein feeds as a condition for benefitting from the
zero per cent tariff. More discussion and recommendations
on tariffs can be found in our separate report on tariffs,
➤ Duty Free? Making EU Tariffs Work for People and Forests.52
The EU could also propose measures to increase protein
crop production in the EU, in order to decrease the level of
protein feed imports needed. Beef production, for example,
could rely more on grass-based feeds. Member States such
as France have already started this, giving a ‘grassland
premium’ to livestock producers. Some propose that the
EU should consider increasing subsidies for protein crop
production, though there are concerns that this would lead
to biodiversity loss in the EU, especially if meat consumption
remains at current levels or increases. It is estimated that in
2007 the EU27 average per capita protein intake was about
70 per cent higher than the WHO recommended amount.
Reducing our total meat consumption in the EU is therefore
essential to reduce the pressure that animal feed imposes on
forests globally. Policies such as including mandatory crop
rotation, as promoted under Article 69 of the CAP, including
minimum levels of legume/protein crops in the CAP cross-

49
50
51
52

Meat and dairy production & consumption, FCRN working paper, http://www.fcrn.org.uk/
frcnPubs/publications/PDFs/TG%20FCRN%20livestock%20final%206%20Nov%20.pdf
http://www.foe.co.uk/sites/default/files/downloads/feeding_the_beast.pdf
A non-tariff measure or non-tariff barrier is any measure other than tariffs that can be
understood as impeding trade.
www.fern.org/dutyfree

Action on EU consumption would help the EU in fulfilling sustainable
development goals (SDGs), in particular Goal 2, to end hunger, achieve food
security and improved nutrition and promote sustainable agriculture.

compliance, could be one way of increasing protein crop
production without raising subsidies that make the practice
too attractive. Member States can already make use of the
CAP’s ‘Protein Crop Premium’, meaning that EU farmers get
subsidies to plant protein crops such as leguminous crops.

4. Consumption taxes
Some EU Member States are starting to impose consumption
taxes to discourage the consumption of products linked to
health problems which, as explained above, are similar to
the products that drive deforestation. Evidence shows that a
10 per cent increase in the price of food leads to a 7.8 per cent
decrease in the consumption of that product, meaning that
taxes are effective measures in reducing consumption.53
Taxation on products that are damaging to the environment
and to people’s health is supported by a wide range of actors
such as the European Public Health Alliance,54 the World
Health Organisation,55 the former UN rapporteur on food

53
54
55

Andreyeva T, Long MW, Brownell KD, ‘The impact of food prices on consumption: a systematic
review of research on the price elasticity of demand for food.’ Public Health, 2010, 100(2): pp
216–222.
http://www.epha.org/IMG/pdf/EPHA_Briefing_on_fiscal_measures_applied_to_food_
policy_FINAL.pdf
WHO consultation document on the Global Strategy for Diet, Physical Activity and Health.
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Soya, used to feed chicken and pigs in the EU, is the crop with the highest deforestation footprint

security Olivier de Schutter56 and the OECD,57 as well as a
number of EU Member States (see below).
Consumption taxes have been considered and/or adopted
in a number of EU countries, including Denmark, Sweden,
France and Hungary. The European Commission does not
have competency over taxation issues, so it is likely that such
measures will continue to be a Member State initiative. This
does not, however, prevent the European Commission from
supporting Member States in adopting such policies: given
the open food market in the EU, such policies would benefit
from being harmonised across the EU. This would create a
level playing field in the EU and avoid market distortion.
Tailored recommendations on differentiated pricing for
forest-risk commodities could also be included in the
country-specific recommendations that are developed as part
of the EU’s economic guidance and surveillance, known as
the European Semester.58 There are also various ways in which
such taxes could be imposed at the Member State level. One
straightforward approach for differentiating tax levels would
be through a Value Added Tax (VAT), permitted by EU rules
on VAT, which could allow Member States to encourage the

56
57
58

http://www.srfood.org/en/five-ways-to-tackle-disastrous-diets-un-food-expert
Sassi F, op. cit.
http://ec.europa.eu/economy_finance/economic_governance/the_european_semester/
index_en.htm

Claus Isenberg/FlickrCC

consumption of some products rather than others.59 More
generally, the EU does permit Member States to levy taxes on
consumption goods as long as the trade of goods ‘gives rise
to formalities connected with the crossing of frontiers’.60
If the imposition of consumption taxes was broadly applied
to commodity categories, rather than being conditional on
whether a particular product was ‘sustainably produced’, such
policies would be relatively straightforward to apply, since
they would not require government monitoring of supply
chain management systems.
Hence, most Member States have applied consumption taxes
to commodity categories rather than sustainable production.
Moreover, such policies would reduce the consumption of the
targeted commodities in absolute terms, in the recognition
that global resources are not sufficient to meet current levels
of EU demand for these commodities to be sustainable, while
also meeting the needs of other regions.

59
60

Directive 2006/112/CE.
Directive 2008/118/CE.
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Table 1: Member State initiatives to introduce consumption taxes for forestrisk commodities
Country

Description of consumption tax

Sweden

In January 2013, Sweden’s Board of Agriculture proposed a meat tax, aimed at reducing the environmental impact of
meat production. They also proposed a tax at the EU level.I Sweden has not so far pursued such a tax. Since then, there
have been several parliamentary motions on the issue of meat consumption; the two most recent motions were on
‘Reduced meat consumption’, which tried to push for a national reduction goal of meat consumption by 25 per cent by
2020. Neither motion was successful.I I

Finland

In 2011, Finland decided to reinstate a tax on sweetened products (sweets, chocolate and ice-cream) that had been
abolished in 1999.
The tax on sweetened drinks was raised from EUR 0.045 to EUR 0.075 per litre, as well as being imposed on other drinks
also.

Hungary

In September 2011, Hungary adopted a ‘Public Health Product Tax’ (known in Hungary as the ‘Crisps Tax’, despite strong
lobbying that meant that most of those products were exempted), which is an indirect tax on pre-packed products
in categories where healthy alternatives were available. Diet-related health problems and consumption patterns
underpinned the policy, as around two-thirds of the adult population in Hungary are overweight or obese.
Hungary has the highest average salt consumption per capita in the world,I I I and the average daily soft drink intake
among adults is 290 ml per day. Young people between 18 and 34 were reported to be getting on average 7 per cent of
their daily energy from soft drinks.IV
The explicit aim of the tax was to try and change habits in Hungary, as well as to stimulate a change in the formulation
of products by taxing those that are considered to carry risks to health when over-consumed. The categories subject to
this new tax were sugar-sweetened soft drinks, energy drinks, confectionery, salted savoury snacks and condiments.
Flavoured beers, alcopops and sugary jams were added in 2012. The tax is payable by weight or volume on products
produced in Hungary for the domestic market by manufacturers, and on imported products by the first domestic seller
(whether or not this is to the final consumer).
A report published by the National Health Forum (NHF) only six months after the tax was introduced indicates that the tax
has been having an effect on consumption patterns, with a reported 33 per cent decrease in the purchase of salted snacks
and a drop in the sale of sugary drinks from 117 million litres to 69 million litres.V According to the NHF, industry has
been very critical of the tax, particularly due to claims of unfair discrimination between products, and the general public
apparently also believe that the tax is designed to raise revenue rather than to promote good health.

France

France has a number of health-related consumption taxes. In 2011 France introduced a tax on sweetened drinks that led
to an increase of EUR 0.11 per 1.5 litre bottle of sweetened drink. In March 2014, the French Senate published a report
entitled ‘Taxation and public health: evaluation of behavioural taxation’, which supported a proposal to introduce a ’junk
food tax’ on products associated with increased risks of disease.VI
The main objective of the proposed tax was to counteract poor dietary habits and to compensate for the public health
costs linked to the consumption of junk food – currently hugely overlooked from any public debate around the issue.
France is also discussing an amendment to the tax on vegetable oil to bring the tax rate on palm oil to the same level as
other oils: other oils, such as olive oil, are currently taxed at a much higher rate. This has sparked off a lively debate about
the use of palm oil by agribusiness in France.
According to the existing regulation, a kilogram of olive oil is currently taxed 42 per cent more than palm oil, despite the
fact that palm oil is much richer in saturated fats, at between 50–100 per cent hydrogenation levels.

Denmark

In October 2011, Denmark introduced a ‘fat duty’ on all food containing more than 2.3 per cent of saturated fat: meat,
dairy products (excluding drinking milk), animal fats, edible oils and fats, margarine and spreadable blended fats. In price
terms, the tax raised the cost of a 250g pack of butter by 20 per cent. The actual price increases on meat products were
small, adding about EUR 0.12 to a kilogram of minced beef.
The tax was levied on commercial producers within Denmark and by importers of food for consumption within Denmark.
Food produced for export, or by small producers (with a turnover of less than EUR 7,000 per year), was exempt.VII Though
the law was scrapped a year later, research shows that businesses were quick to change recipes in order to comply with
the new regulations.VIII
Research also indicates that the tax led to a 10–20 per cent reduction in the consumption of products such as butter and
margarine.IX

I
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III
IV
V
VI
VII
VIII
IX

http://www.jordbruksverket.se/download/18.5df17f1c13c13e5bc4f800039403/En+h%C3%A5llbar+k%C3%B6ttkonsumtion.pdf
http://www.riksdagen.se/sv/Dokument-Lagar/Forslag/Motioner/Minskad-kottkonsumtion_H102MJ298/?text=true#_Toc370388982 (The Left
Party, 2013). The motion does not explicitly mention tax, but calls for the phasing out of subsidies for the meat industry, and the implementation
of other measures to reduce meat consumption in schools etc. http://www.riksdagen.se/sv/Dokument-Lagar/Forslag/Motioner/Minskadkottkonsumtion_H002MJ404/?text=true (Swedish Green Party, 2012). This motion directly focuses on tax as a tool, proposing that such a tax
should be investigated.
Global Atlas on Cardiovascular Disease Prevention and Control, Geneva, WHO, 2011.
National Dietary and Nutritional Survey, OTÁP, 2009.
http://nhfshare.heartforum.org.uk/RMAssets/NHFMediaReleases/2012/Health-related%20food%20duties%20meeting%20report%20FINAL.pdf
http://www.senat.fr/rap/r13-399/r13-3991.pdf
http://www.heartofmersey.org.uk/uploadedfiles/documents/NHF_Health-related_food_duties_report.pdf
http://www.heartofmersey.org.uk/uploadedfiles/documents/NHF_Health-related_food_duties_report.pdf
Jensen JD, Smed S, ‘The Danish tax on saturated fat : short run effects on consumption and consumer prices of fats’, Institute of Food and Resource
Economics, University of Copenhagen, 2012.
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Conclusion

Sixty per cent of the deforestation embodied in EU consumption is associated with the
food sector.61 If the EU is to reach its commitment to end deforestation by 2030, it must
tackle the impacts of the food sector. Changing people’s diets may at first appear to be
a matter strictly for individuals to consider. However, there are a number of systemic
issues that mean that our food systems in the EU do not give consumers a real choice.
In other words, existing policies, or the failure to regulate in certain areas, are locking
European consumers into unsustainable diets.
This is not to say that individual action is not needed. On the contrary, there are calls for
civil society organisations and governments to increase consumer awareness about the
impact of diets on global environmental and social problems. Initiatives such as Meat
Free Monday are gaining momentum.
However, there are a number of initiatives that the EU could take in the area of
sustainable consumption and production policy to decrease their forest footprint. A
range of policy instruments should be used to reduce consumption of commodities that
have a high forest footprint and require large amounts of land; to ensure that we do
more with less; to decrease waste, and to increase awareness of the impact of our diets
on forests.
Policy recommendations made in this report range from requirements to specify the
feed source of meat and the origin of the commodities; developing methodologies to
measure the forest footprint of products; considering non-tariff measures to decrease
the forest footprint of protein feed; introducing consumption taxes; and introducing
binding national targets on food waste, as well as clarifying ‘best before’ and storage
recommendation labels on food items.

61

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/forests/impact_deforestation.htm
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“60 per cent of the
deforestation embodied
in EU consumption is
associated with the food
sector. If the EU is to
reach its commitment to end
deforestation by 2030, it
must tackle the impacts of
the food sector.”
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