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Future diets between health and sustainability

The global population is growing rapidly and we need to produce more food to sustain it. In addition, the
prevalence of poverty and extreme poverty is decreasing, meaning that more people have access to food.
The combination of these two phenomena is putting the food chain under unprecedented stress. Future diets
must concomitantly be nutritious and sustainable. Currently, we need to overcome several hurdles, starting
from the definition of “sustainable”, which is becoming a buzzword in advertisement. One of the best
definitions is that of sustainable diets as those diets with low environmental impacts which contribute to
food and nutrition security and to healthy life for present and future generations. Sustainable diets must be
protective and respectful of biodiversity and ecosystems, culturally acceptable, accessible, economically fair,
and affordable; nutritionally adequate, safe, and healthy; while optimizing natural and human resources.
The Food and Agriculture Organization’s (FAQ’s) definition of a sustainable diet consists of four dimensions:
(1) nutrition and health, (2) economic, (3) social and cultural, and (4) environmental. Sustainable diets not
only have a low environmental impact but are also healthy, affordable, and acceptable to society.

The challenge is particularly difficult for those living in low- and middle- income contexts and in countries
where tremendous inequalities force policy makers to make difficult decisions about what to prioritize.
Developed countries should not force developing one into adopting purportedly sustainable diets if the latter
are emerging from poverty.

Conversations about sustainable diets play out differently in low-priced versus high-priced environments. For
example, decisions about holding land aside from agricultural production are easier to make in a low-priced
environment, whereas the economic incentive to prevent food waste is stronger in a high-priced
environment.

This lecture reviews the past and present of diets while trying to identify future patterns and challenges
across the food chain.



