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Briefing:  
Review of the Sustainability 
Evidence in the Dietary Guidelines 
Advisory Committee’s  
Advisory Report
The 2015 Dietary Guidelines Advisory Committee has considered the role of food sustainability 
in its recommendations for the Federal government’s 2015 Dietary Guidelines for Americans 
due out this fall. Their inclusion of sustainability considerations has generated warnings from 
food industry representatives that the final Dietary Guidelines for Americans document must 
only contain recommendations centered on nutrition and diet. In reality, topics beyond this 
limited view of our diet have been incorporated into past Dietary Guidelines—the 2010 Dietary 
Guidelines recommended the adoption of policies to limit food and beverage marketing to 
children,1 and the 2005 Dietary Guidelines considered the cost and availability of healthy 
food.2 The 2015 Advisory Committee reviewed the environmental impact of food production 
and determined that sustainability plays a critical role in meeting current and future food and 
nutrition needs. They conclude that the promotion of healthy dietary patterns that also are 
produced more sustainably will conserve resources for present and future generations and help 
ensure long-term food security for the U.S. population.

The Advisory Committee adopted the following definitions from the United Nations Food and 
Agriculture Organization (FAO):

Sustainable diets: Sustainable diets are a pattern of eating that promotes health 
and well-being and provides food security for the present population while 
sustaining human and natural resources for future generations.

Food security: Food security exists when all people now, and in the 
future, have access to sufficient, safe, and nutritious food to maintain a 
healthy and active life.

Below are highlights of the evidence from the Committee’s Advisory Report that support the 
inclusion of sustainability considerations in the 2015 Dietary Guidelines.

§	Food production methods have significant environmental impacts: global 
production of food is responsible for 80% of deforestation, more than 70% of 
fresh water use, and up to 30% of human-generated greenhouse gas emissions3

§	Global food production is the largest cause of species biodiversity loss3

§	The capacity to produce adequate food in the future is constrained by land use, 
declining soil fertility and soil loss, unsustainable water use, and over-fishing4
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§	Meeting current and future food needs will depend on altering individual and 
population dietary choices and developing food production practices that 
reduce environmental impacts and conserve resources while still meeting food 
and nutrition needs

§	Foods vary in the type and amount of resources required for production; as 
consumer demand impacts food production, it will also influence how and to 
what extent resources are used3

To assess the relationship between population-level dietary patterns and long-term food 
sustainability, the Advisory Committee conducted a systematic review, consisting primarily of 
dietary pattern modeling studies that assessed related environmental outcomes. The review 
ultimately included 15 studies5-20 (primarily Life Cycle Assessment (LCA) modeling studies 
or land-use studies from highly developed countries), published between the years of 2003 
and 2014. Given the evidence, they concluded that “a dietary pattern that is higher in plant-
based foods, such as vegetables, fruits, whole grains, legumes, nuts, and seeds, and lower 
in animal-based foods is more health promoting and is associated with lesser environmental 
impact (greenhouse gas emission and energy, land, and water use) than is the current 
average U.S. diet.”

The Advisory Committee contends that sustainability considerations provide an additional 
rationale for following the Dietary Guidelines and should be incorporated into federal nutrition 
programs when possible. The Advisory Report concludes that the promotion of healthy diets 
that include foods that are more sustainably produced will conserve resources for present and 
future generations, ensuring Americans’ long-term access to a diet that is healthy, sustainable, 
and secure.
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