Summary

The Triangle: The Evolution and Future of Industrial

Animal Agriculture in the U.S., China, and Brazil

To many people from different cultural backgrounds, a “better life”
can’t go without meat, eggs, dairy and other animal products —a
vision closely linked to industrialized Western countries. As living
standards improve in emerging economies, rising consumption
of animal products is one of the factors fueling the expansion
of Western-style, large-scale, intensive animal farming (factory
farming) and feed crop monoculture. Such practices present
considerable challenges for climate change, natural resources,
environmental health, public health, farmers’ livelihoods and
animal welfare.
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The U.S., China and Brazil are three big players in the global meat
and feed sector. They form three points of a triangle (see figure):
a major exporter of mature industrialized livestock production
chains, a rapidly growing economy with a huge appetite for
animal products, and a country with conflicts between the
seeming economic benefits of increasing livestock-related
agricultural production and the need to protect some of the most
beautiful and ecologically important ecosystems on planet Earth.
The impacts of expanding factory farming are not, however,
restricted to these countries (see box).

How did we get here? In the U.S., technical innovations after
World War Il led to the emergence of industrialized animal
farming practices and confined feeding facilities. Vertical and
horizontal integration methods adopted by big agribusinesses,
together with government subsidies beneficial to them, has
facilitated capital concentration, promoted factory farming, and
created an oligopolistic market.

In China and Brazil, in addition to domestic attempts at scaling
up animal production, market-oriented development since
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the 1990s has also allowed penetration of multinational
agribusinesses, which brought capital-intensive production chains
and management patterns. For decades, agricultural policies
in both countries have been promoting industrialization and
intensification of agriculture, contributing to the development of
factory farming.

How should we respond? One common theme in these three
countries, as well as many others, is that from the economic
perspective, in the face of growing demand, the evolution
towards capital-intensive industrialized production is inevitable
and desirable. Equally certain, however, is that from the ecological
and sociological perspective, such evolution is unsustainable,
and more importantly, adjustable and even avoidable.

The concept of “delegitimization” has been discussed in
the context of curbing fossil fuel consumption. Similarly,
delegitimizing over-consumption of meat has the potential
to change the current dominant system to a more sustainable
one. Reconsidering the relationship between human beings and
animal products, groups and individuals are standing up and
making changes around the globe.

For such a “globalization from below” to succeed, however,
policy support is also needed, such as suggested consumption
levels, reduced subsidies for the meat and feed sectors, stricter
environmental regulations with stronger enforcement, and
convincing public education.

Soybean Monoculture in Paraguay

Soybean is the major ingredient in animal feed used in most
of the world’s factory farms. Responding to the growing
global demand for animal products and therefore animal
feed, Paraguay has emerged quickly during recent years to
become a major soy producer; it is now the world’s fourth
largest soybean exporter. Like its neighbor Brazil, Paraguay
is now experiencing the negative impacts of industrialized
soybean mono-cropping. These impacts include severe
deforestation, loss of biodiversity, soil and water pollution
by pesticides, and threats to the livelihoods, health, and
rights of small farmers and indigenous communities.

Source: The Impacts of Unsustainable Livestock Farming and
Soybean Production in Paraguay, Global Forest Coalition, 2014

This summary is based on The Triangle by Wanging Zhou, a paper presented at the Global Research Forum on Sustainable Production and

Consumption in Shanghai, 2014. Contact: vanezhou@gmail.com
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