
 

PO Box 4880 Station E, Ottawa, Ontario, K1S 5J1 Canada 
 

TO: Maximo Torero Cullen, PhD, Chief Economist    January 29, 2023  
AND TO: Ismahane Elouafi, PhD, Chief Scientist  
AND TO: Qu Dongyu, PhD, Director-General  
Food and Agriculture Organization  
Viale delle Terme di Caracalla, 00153   Rome, Italy  
By e-mail: Chief-Economist@fao.org, maximo.torerocullen@fao.org, Ismahane.Elouafi@fao.org, 
and Director-General@fao.org   
 
Re: Comment on The State of Food and Agriculture 2023: Revealing the True Cost of Food to 
Transform Agrifood System. 
 
 
Dear Drs. Torero Cullen, Elouafi, and Dongyu,  

Please consider the following comments on the Food and Agriculture Organization’s November 
2023 report, The State of Food and Agriculture 2023: Revealing the True Cost of Food to Transform 
Agrifood System.  

Importantly, FAO recommends "true cost accounting" as a development tool to reduce adverse 
health and environmental impacts of food systems, however, true-cost-accounting will best 
illuminate the need for corrective measures if it is applied to entire economies.  This will better 
reveal the extent to which food systems (like alcohol, tobacco and fossil fuels) visit negative 
externalities on the environment (especially by warming the planet), health care and social 
protection systems, and workforces generally (by diminishing productivity). If the algorithms for 
calculating the costs are accurate, defensible—which can only be achieved by ensuring the adversely 
(or positively) affected industries do not have undue influence, they could truly help prevent illness, 
slow planet heating, and make economies more protecting and just.  

1. Contribution of GHG emissions from cattle to climate change seems to be understated and 
regional variability seems to be over-stated.  On page 79 of the 2023 FAO SOFA report the 
authors claim that the GHG emissions from North American cattle is approximately 22% of that 
from cattle in Africa (per KG of food).  The report states:  

"However, because emissions associated with enteric fermentation are lower in the 
latter [i.e., North America] – due to higher output per animal, and different breeds, feed 
inputs and management practices – total emissions per unit of milk are lower in 
Northern America." 

Even though an FAO source document described only a two-fold difference (much closer than a 
nearly five-fold difference) between North American emissions from cattle (milk and beef), the 
reason for the difference was not adequately explained, especially considering none of the other 
plants regionally varied livestock or crops varied in emissions significantly. And, significantly 
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reduced emissions—especially from North American cattle—seems contrary to published, peer-
reviewed reports.  For instance, Johns Hopkins and New York University researchers concluded that 
the conventional method for calculating methane gas contributions by livestock underestimates its 
impact on climate in high-Income countries like Canada and the United States to the extent that true 
methane contributions of meat and dairy production may be 39% to 90% higher than elsewhere.1  
Furthermore,  numerous studies found that changes in feed, etc. were only marginally effective in 
reducing greenhouse gas emissions, for instance: 

a) Nutrition and feeding approaches may be able to reduce CH4/ECM by 2.5 to 15%, whereas rumen 
modifiers have had very little success in terms of sustained CH4 reductions without 
compromising milk production. More significant reductions of 15 to 30% CH4/ECM can be 
achieved by combinations of genetic and management approaches. [Though these seem small 
compared to the starting point.];2  

b) A 25-yr simulation of their current production system gave an average annual carbon footprint 
of 10.9±0.6 kg of CO2 equivalent units per kg BW sold, and the energy required to produce that 
beef (energy footprint) was 26.5±4.5 MJ/kg BW compared to 1970, the carbon footprint of the 
beef produced has decreased by only 6%;3 

c) a study found only an 11% reduction in methane;4 
d) a study promoted eating less food overall and wasting less instead of reducing beef consumption;5  
e) only 11% reduction in methane production;6 and 
f) ironically, one study advocated breeding heat-resistance cattle7 

 

Likewise, figure 6 on page 35 indicates that the problem of nitrogen is approximately double the 
size of the problem of "climate" (presumably methane and some CO2).  This is news to me and does 
not appear to be explained in the report.  The term methane is not even used in the report. 
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3. The magnitude of the cost externalities of the food systems require more context to clarify 
the special attention required to correct market failures there. The authors estimate the 
Canadian negative costs of food (mostly health, but also the environment) at 8% of GDP.  This is a 
much lower percentage than for lower-income countries with smaller per capita economies where 
populations generally eat nearly as much (but less meat), but have vastly smaller economies in the 
denominator.  However, because Canada has an approximately CND$2.1 trillion economy, 8% 
amounts to CND$168 billion which rivals the total sales volume for the entire Canadian domestic 
food consumption market.  If 8% of GDP is accurate, this clearly illustrates the full extent to which 
externalities of food systems undermine entire national economies and do so in ways that distinctly 
vastly outstrip and undermine other sectors of diverse economies, except, probably, fossil fuels, 
tobacco, arms industries, and alcohol (which SOFA does not appear to have included in the 
modelling). 

4. A key chart characterizing the risk the looming climate emergency seems to understate the 
of risk of serious, even potentially disastrous risk scenarios.  A chart that depicts the sum and 
components of various food system cost risks, quantitatively, seems to give the impression that there 
not many or no catastrophic risks of climate change (the light green probability density plot), i.e., 
that the risks are conveniently bunched together near the Y-axis (i.e., close to zero costs)   Perhaps 
this reflects a conservative bias against publishing quantitative estimates of the worst (even if 
foreseeable) consequences of failing to cool the planet soon.   
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5. Integrating the amounts of food typically consumed with the GHG-emissions per KG of 
food adds important decision-making information, especially for milk.  The emissions per KG 
of milk makes it look appear like a minor contributor to innocent.  However, using the benchmark 
consumption estimates in an FAO working paper cited in SOFA confirm the importance of reducing 
GHG emissions from meat and milk from ruminant animals and the need for further emphasis in 
future reports.  Babies drink in the range of 600-700 mL per day of breastmilk and, presumably, a 
similar amount of cow's-milk-based formula when not breastfeeding,8 a contribution to greenhouse 
gas emissions that can be largely avoided by consuming a nutritionally superior less expensive 
alternative (human mothers are not ruminants) that is substantially more likely with less formula 
marketing and more workplace and maternity leave protections.  I have attached a machine-readable 
spreadsheet and have inserted an excerpt, below: 
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SOFA 2023 promises to particularize the true cost accounting modeling for SOFA 2024 which, I 
hope, can benefit from these comments. 

Respectfully submitted, 
 

 
Bill Jeffery, BA, LLB, Executive Director and General Legal Counsel 
Centre for Health Science and Law 
Ottawa, Canada  
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