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Understanding the Push for Alternative Proteins

If you believe the hype of the headlines, alternative
proteins are taking over the restaurant menu and the
grocery store meat case. Burger King now offers an
“Impossible Whopper” featuring the Impossible Burger,
a soy-based meat substitute that claims to be “like
almost every burger you've eaten in your life.” Beyond
Meat, a ground-beef imitator made mostly of pea
protein isolate, canola oil and coconut oil, is available
at stores like Target and Walmart. While cell-cultured
meat and dairy is not yet publicly available, the Food
and Drug Administration and United States Department
of Agriculture recently announced a formal agreement
on how they plan to oversee food produced using
animal cell technology,? indicating that having these
products in the marketplace could be a reality in the
not-too-distant future (though certainly not by the
end of this year like some companies claimed).?

All of the buzz around alternative proteins leads to a lot of
questions. Veggie burgers and soy-based milk alternatives
are nothing new — why are we hearing so much about them
now? Are alternative proteins really going to replace meat
and dairy? Are these products really a win-win for human
health and the planet as proponents claim? How should the
livestock industry respond to this trend? As with any trend
in the marketplace, those in the livestock and meat industry
should certainly seek to understand why these products are
capturing the attention of the mediag, the food industry and
some consumers, how the trend is developing, and what it
may mean for their business.

Alternative proteins have been available to consumers
for decades. Recipes for a burger made with vegetables and
no meat have appeared in cookbooks as far back as 1969i
and the first commercially available veggie burger popped
up on the retail market in London in 1982.2 Soy milk has been
around since the 1930s,? Tofurky came on the scene in 1995*
and even Burger King, now touting its Impossible Whopper,
has been selling a veggie burger since 2002.° The alternative
proteins of today, however, don't seem to view these existing
options as their competition. Instead, they've set their sights
on competing with real meat and dairy.

The newest generation of meat alternatives (Impossible
Foods and Beyond Meat) endeavours to look and taste just
like the real thing, and rather than compete for the dollars
of the small percentage of the population who prefer not
to eat meat, these companies are chasing the palates of
meat-eaters and want to bring about a new concept of
what “meat” means. “If we insist meat be defined by origin
— namely poultry, pigs and cows — we face limited choices,”
said Beyond Meat founder and CEO Ethan Brown. “But if we
define meat by composition and structure — amino acids,
lipids, trace minerals, vitamins, and water woven together
in the familiar assembly of muscle, or meat — we can
innovate toward a solution [to the problems he believes
are posed by animal qgriculturer” Impossible Foods
founder and CEO Pat Brown agrees, saying “the primary
goal is to effectively eliminate the use of animals in the food
system.”®

36 International Animal Health Journal

These companies are not the only ones who want to see
an end to animal agriculture. They have some powerful allies
who share that same mission and are helping to amplify
the idea that alternative proteins are the future — animal
rights activist organisations. Organisations like the Humane
Society for the United States are throwing their weight
behind alternative proteins, with HSUS pressuring restaurants,
retailers and foodservice companies to add these products
to their offerings.” Extreme animal rights group Mercy for
Animals even created a sister organisation, The Good Food
Institute, a non-profit with a “focus on clean meat and plant-
based alternatives to animal products - foods that are
more delicious, safer to eat, and better for the planet than
their outdated counterparts.”® GFI's connection to Mercy
for Animals is left off of its website, as are key components
of its co-founder and executive director, Bruce Friedrich's
background (he used to hold leadership roles in People
for the Ethical Treatment of Animals and Farm Sanctuary).
GFl wants to distance itself from its animal rights roots to
be taken more seriously by the mediq, investors and other
influencers, but the belief that it's impossible to responsibly
raise animals for food is clearly driving its efforts.

We might be hearing more about these companies
because of their aggressive stance toward animal agriculture
and desire to replace meat and dairy altogether — but are
they really achieving that mission? It doesn’t look like it.
Retail sales of plant-based meats have grown in the United
States, but growth from 2018 to 2019 was down compared
to 2017 to 2018, and total dollar value sales increase for beef
was much greater than for alternatives: $550 million vs. $70
million.® Companies may tout “exponential growth”, but it's
important to remember that this growth is coming off of a
low base. If you only sold one unit your first year in business,
doubling your sales may sound impressive but you are still
only selling two units — whereas someone selling 100 units
may only grow their sales by 25 percent, but 125 units is a
much larger share of the market than two.
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Alternative protein consumers are also not shunning
meat. These products are just another option available to
include as part of a varied diet and are not being widely
consumed as meat replacements at this point. One-quarter
of consumers are eating meat alternatives at least weekly,
compared to 69 per cent eating beef; 80 per cent eating
chicken; 44 per cent eating pork and 40 per cent eating fish.
Of the consumers who do eat meat alternatives at least
weekly, the numbers look quite similar to the population
as a whole: 67 per cent eating beef, 80 per cent eating
chicken; 55 per cent eating pork and 62 per cent eating
fish.|®
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Frequent meat alternative consumers are eating a variety of other meat
proteins including a consistent level of beefas the average consumer
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Despite the proclamations of some alternative protein
companies and activist groups, the vast majority of people
in the US (93-95 per cent over the past 15 yeorsg are meat
eaters and only a small portion (1-3 per cent) avoid animal
products.i In fact, 2019 will probably be a record year for total
US meat consumption per capita, even though alternative
proteins are more widely available than ever.2

Recent survey research indicates that these trends
will continue, as consumers prefer the real thing. A study
of about 1800 US consumers asked participants to make
a number of choices among different options, including
conventional farm-raised beef, a plant-based burger made
with pea protein (like the Beyond Burger), a plant-based
burger made with animal-like protein (like the Impossible
Burger), cell-cultured meat, or they could choose not to buy
any of the products. With prices kept the same, 72 per cent
of participants chose farm-raised beef, 16 per cent plant-
based meat alternatives, 7 per cent plant-based animal-
like protein and 5 per cent cell-cultured meat. Adding brand
names (Certified Angus Beef, Beyond Meat, Impossible
Foods, Memphis Meats) actually increased the percentage
choosing farm-raised beef to 80 per cent. Giving participants
more information about environmental impacts of different
options had minor effects on the market shares, but
reduced the number of people who chose to buy none of
the products at alliii The majority of participants in the study
(70 to 76 per cent) supported the idea of USDA and FDA
policies prohibiting the use of the word “beef” on labels for all
three categories of alternatives (cell-cultured meat, plant-
based using pea protein and plant-based using animal-like
proteins). A large majority of participants opposed a 10 per
cent tax on beef in order to reduce beef consumption for
environmental and animal welfare objectives (31 per cent
supported, 69 per cent opposed).

It's reassuring to those of us in animal agriculture to know
that alternative protein companies are not succeeding
in their mission to eliminate the industry altogether but
knowing that is their intention remains troubling. Much of
the messaging around alternative proteins seems to focus
on the supposed evils of animal agriculture rather than
promoting any positive traits of the products themselves.
Animal agriculture’s environmental impact and alleged
negative human health outcomes from eating animal
products are the largest parts of this conversation. “We have
to figure out a way to continue to consume meat but doitin
a way that doesn't involve the animal, because the animal
is so detrimental to both the environment and has issues
around human health that are important to recognise,”
said Beyond Meat's Ethan Brown in an interview.iv On its
website, Perfect Day (a dairy replacement company) claims
its product “means dairy produced sustainably using less
water, energy, greenhouse gas emissions and land. It means
cruelty-free dairy produced without the use of factory farms.
It also means dairy free from hormones, lactose, cholesterol,
and pathogens that can make our food unsafe.”

www.animalhealthmedia.com
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While it's frustrating to hear misinformation about animal
agriculture being presented as fact, it's a great opportunity
for the livestock industry to respond by sharing accurate
information. As demonstrated by the consumption and
consumer preference data, the vast majority of consumers
enjoy and want to continue to enjoy eating nutritious and
delicious meat, poultry, dairy, eggs and seafood. It's our
responsibility to help them do so by addressing consumer
questions and concerns, including those raised by
proponents of alternative proteins. Rather than disparage
alternative proteins, the livestock industry should welcome
the opportunity to promote our merits and give consumers
reasons to continue making the choice to purchase real
meat, poultry, dairy and eggs. After all, imitation is the
sincerest form of flattery. Alternative protein companies are
seeking to replicate animal products because they are so
popular and beloved among consumers.

In terms of sustainability, the environmental benefit
of giving up meat is often overexaggerated. A 2017 study
published by the National Academy of Sciences stated that
if all animals were removed from US agriculture, total US
greenhouse gas emissions would only be reduced by 2.6
per cent. The study also said this would create a food supply
incapable of supporting the US population’s nutritional
requirements.vi In reality, livestock production represents
less than 4 per cent of total US greenhouse gas emissions
and the industry is committed to innovation and continuous
improvement. Since 1977, beef producers have decreased
water use by 12 per cent, land use by 33 per cent, feed input
by 19 per cent and their overall carbon footprint by 16 per
cent.vii US pig farmers decreased their carbon footprint by
7.7 per cent and their water use by 25.1 per cent from 1960
to 2015.8 Dairy farmers in the US decreased their carbon
footprint by 63 per cent from 1944 to 2007.° Broiler chickens
today require less than half the amount of feed compared
to the 1950s to grow to the same size, all without the use of
growth hormones or steroids.® Reassuring consumers that
US farmers and ranchers are leading the world in efficient,
sustainable production can help keep real meat, poultry and
dairy on their plates.

The nutritional value of meat, poultry and dairy is also
important to emphasise, as many consumers assume
alternative proteins must be healthier. The calorie counts for
the new wave of alternative burgers tend to be pretty similar
to real beef patties, as are amounts of protein and saturated
fat. The alternatives typically have more sodium and may
lack micronutrients found in real beef. Emphasising the
simplicity of real beef may resonate with some consumers
who desire “natural” products - the Impossible Burger has
21 ingredients and the Beyond Burger has 18 while the only
ingredient in beef is “beef”.

Inspiteof the hype, alternative proteins are notdominating
the meat industry. However, these products are here to stay
and are very appealing to a segment of our consumers.
The livestock industry should be taking alternative proteins
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seriously as competitors in the marketplace. While we
should not disparage alternative proteins or be negative
toward them as an option some consumers may decide
to purchase, we need to understand why these products
resonate with consumers and be ready to address their
concerns. Meat, poultry and dairy have excellent stories to
tell in terms of nutritional value, sustainability and animal
welfare, and by focusing on communicating these attributes
to our consumers we can ensure they continue to keep our
products on their plates.
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