
 

Food crisis due to Ukraine war calls for
demand-side action: Fewer animal products,
less waste, and green agriculture
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The global food system is impacted by the war in Ukraine, adding to the
direct humanitarian and security crisis caused by the Russian aggression.
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Ukraine and Russia are major producers of grains and fertilizers, yet
their exports are at risk of getting disrupted. However, agricultural
policy-makers—like the EU ministers meeting on Monday—should not
abandon sustainable farming practices just to increase grain production,
a team of scientists argues. They propose three key measures to cope
with the shocks. In a statement published today they highlight that,
instead of focusing only on the supply side for e.g. animal feed, it is
changing the demand side which can lead to both a more resilient and
more sustainable global food system.

"Global food insecurity is not caused by a shortage of food supply. It is
caused by unequal distribution. There is more than enough food to feed
the world, also now during this war. However, grains are fed to animals,
used as biofuels, or wasted rather than feeding hungry people." says
Sabine Gabrysch from PIK, one of the co-authors.  "Rolling back 
environmental regulation to scale up food production would not solve the
crisis. It would move us even further away from a reliable food system
that is resilient to future shocks and delivers healthy and sustainable
diets."

In a statement signed by more than 250 experts from a number of
countries, the scientists propose three levers for coping with the short-
term shocks while also ensuring human health and long-term sustainable
development:

1. Accelerating the shift towards healthier diets with less animal
products in Europe and other high-income countries, which
would reduce the amount of grains needed for animal feed;

2. Increasing production of legumes and further greening EU
agricultural policies, also to reduce the dependency on nitrogen
fertilizers or natural gas from Russia;

3. Reducing the amount of food waste, since for instance the
amount of wheat wasted in the EU alone is roughly equivalent to
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half the amount of Ukraine's wheat exports.

Further short-term action from European governments should include
providing funds to the World Food Programme to purchase grains and
keeping trade open, including food trade to and from Russia, according
to the statement. Social-security systems and food banks should be
strengthened across the EU to avoid detrimental effects of rising food
prices for poor households.

"This terrible war forces us to re-think established practices, especially
in the food sector which already now experiences shock-waves
transmitted by markets and caused by disruptions in Ukraine and
Russia," says Marco Springmann from Oxford University, also a co-
author.

"Discussing dietary changes in face of the war is more significant than it
might seem at first glance, in fact eating more plants instead of meat
could make more food available to the world, simply because animal
production is inefficient. We can and should react to the short-term
crisis in ways that are also suitable to tackle long-term crises of the world
food system." 

The report was published in Zenodo.

  More information: Pörtner, Lisa M et al, We need a food system
transformation—in the face of the Ukraine war, now more than ever, 
Zenodo (2022). DOI: 10.5281/zenodo.6366132
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