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Sustainable Food

Mike Rayner, University of Oxford and St Matthew’s Church, Oxford

Session overview
• 0-7 minutes: The food system: some facts and a story
• 7-17 minutes: Discussion in groups of 4 or 5
• 17- 27 minutes: Sustainable food systems my particular perspective
• 27-40 minutes: Q & A

Some facts about the UK food system
• 63% of adults are overweight, <2.5% are undernourished, 6% are affected
by food insecurity
• Poor diets are responsible for 9% of the burden of ill health and £6 billion
in health service costs
• The food system is responsible for at least 20% of all greenhouse gas
emissions that the UK is responsible for and farming and fishing is
responsible for and 9%
• The UK is responsible for 1% of the world’s green house gas emissions
• 50% of greenhouse gas emissions from the food system is due to animal
based-production and consumption
• 14% of those employed work in the food system. 11% of these work in
farming and 43% in catering
• 70% of land is for farming

Some facts about the global food system
• 39% (63%) of adults are overweight, 9% (<2.5%) are undernourished,
25% (6%) are affected by food insecurity
• Poor diets are responsible for 15% (9%) of the burden of ill health
• The food system is responsible for at least 26% (20%) of all
greenhouse gas emissions that the World is responsible for and
farming and fishing is responsible for 21% (9%)
• China is responsible for 23% (1%) of the world’s green house gas
emissions
• 58% (50%) of greenhouse gas emissions from the food system is due
to animal based-production and consumption.
Sources: mainly ‘Our World in Data’ https://ourworldindata.org/

A story

Group discussion
What is your reaction to these facts and this
story?
•Disbelief
•Anger
•Fear
•Guilt
•Grief

My six points
a) Our relationship with creation is a fallen one and in consequence creation
is groaning;
b) The end to this groaning is coming - perhaps imminently - but before that
things are going to get worse;
c) We are to lament the destruction of our planet: to grieve for our world;
d) We are to repent of our contribution to this as individuals but more
importantly as the Church;
e) Nevertheless there are grounds for hope which are largely veiled from us;
f) It is now too late for slight changes to our dietary habits: what we need
is big changes to the food system.

Our relationship with creation is a fallen one
and in consequence creation is groaning;
Science: The consequence of many faming practices fuelled by consumer
demand for cheap food is environmental destruction and this in turn
effects yields from farming.
Theology:
Genesis 3: 17 ‘Because you have listened to the voice
of your wife, and have eaten of the tree about which I
commanded you, ‘You shall not eat of it,’ cursed is the
ground because of you.’
Romans 8: 22 ‘We know that the whole creation has
been groaning as in the pains of childbirth right up to
the present time.’

The end to creation groaning is coming - perhaps
imminently - but before that things are going to
get worse
Science: “Human activities are estimated to have caused approximately 1.0°C
of global warming above pre-industrial levels, with a likely range of 0.8°C to
1.2°C. Global warming is likely to reach 1.5°C between 2030 and 2052 if it
continues to increase at the current rate. (high confidence)” IPCC, 2019
Theology:
Matthew 24: 4-8 ‘Jesus answered: “Watch out that no one
deceives you… You will hear of wars and rumors of wars, but
see to it that you are not alarmed. Such things must happen,
but the end is still to come. ..There will be famines and
earthquakes in various places. All these are the beginning of
birth pains.”

We are to lament the destruction of our
planet: to grieve for our world
Hannah Malcolm, Words for a Dying World: Stories of grief and courage from
the global Church. SCM, 2019 “But perhaps out of guilt or fear we still
struggle to articulate what it means to acknowledge what is already lost, and
that which it is too late to save.”
Lamentations 4: 40:
Let us examine our ways and test them,
and let us return to the Lord.
Let us lift up our hearts and our hands
to God in heaven, and say:
We have sinned and rebelled
and you have not forgiven.

We are to repent of our contribution to this as
individuals but more importantly as the Church
Reinhold Niebuhr, The Nature and Destiny of Man, John Knox Press, 1996
“Man is, like the animals, involved in the necessities and contingencies of
nature; but unlike the animals he sees this situation and anticipates its perils.
He seeks to protect himself against nature’s contingencies; but he cannot do
so without transgressing the limits which have been set for his life. Therefore
all human life is involved in the sin of seeking security at the expense of
other life.”
Lynn White Jr. 'The Historical Roots of our Ecologic Crisis‘, 1967:
“[Christianity] not only established a dualism of man and nature but also
insisted that it is God’s will that man exploit nature for his proper ends…
Man’s effective monopoly…was confirmed and the old inhibitions to the
exploitation of nature crumbled… Christianity made it possible to exploit
nature in a mood of indifference to the feelings of natural objects.”

Nevertheless there are grounds for hope which
are largely veiled from us
Science: The COP26 summit will bring parties together to accelerate
action towards the goals of the Paris Agreement and the UN Framework
Convention on Climate Change.
Theology:
Genesis 8: 22 ‘As long as the earth endures, seedtime
and harvest, cold and heat, summer and winter, day
and night, shall not cease.’
Colossians 3: 20 ‘And through him God was pleased to
reconcile to himself all things, whether on earth or in
heaven, by making peace through the blood of his
cross.’

It is now too late for slight changes to our dietary
habits: what we need is big changes to our food
system.

EAT-Lancet diet to stay
within Paris-agreed
targets
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Food policies for achieving healthy and sustainable diets
1. Product

Regulatory area

Examples

Product reformulation:

Incentives for more vegetables in
ready-to-eat meals

2. Promotion Health and environmental labelling
(advertising)

Colour coded labelling like UK Traffic
Light labelling or French NutriScore

Advertising of unhealthy and
unsustainable foods

Ban advertising for red and processed
meat

3. Place
(availability)

Public food procurement

Change School Meal Guidelines

4. Price

Agricultural taxes and subsidies

Drop tax exemptions for farmers for
diesel, subsidise tree planting
Meat taxes

Consumer-facing taxes and
subsidies

