
Big Meat/Protein The corporate meatpacking industry involves the slaughter-
ing, processing, packaging and distribution of animal protein from cows, pigs, 
sheep, chickens, fish and other livestock. Increasingly, the industrial meat sec-
tor is also linked to the production of “alternative proteins” – i.e., high protein 
foods processed from plants, insects, fungi, or via cell-culture or fermentation 
(synthetic biology) techniques – aimed at replacing or co-existing with conven-
tional animal- and fish-based proteins on the market.
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Highlights from the full report:

Big Meat is still a dirty business. Instances of contamination (e.g., pathogens 
in meat products, groundwater contamination), corruption and worker ill-
ness, injury and death persist. Drought in North America, avian flu outbreaks 
across the globe, African Swine Fever in Asia, slaughterhouse backlogs, and a 
high-profile ransomware hack are just some of the sector’s recent challeng-
es.

Despite the pandemic, the biggest meat-exporting countries – Brazil, USA, 
Canada, Russia, the European Union countries and Mexico – shipped more 
meat in 2020 than they had in 2019.

Chew on this
Big Meat companies are generally open to the growing global interest 
in plant-based and other alternative proteins: if there is money to be 
made, they’re in. Each of the top 10 meat companies has its own line 
of alternative protein products, and they are optimistic that alt-protein 
investment could contribute to “net zero” climate credibility and pro-
vide an additional revenue stream.
 
But the explosion of alt-protein products on the market isn’t making 
a dent in the demand for animal protein, which means the environ-
mental, health and climate costs of plentiful and cheap industrial meat 
aren’t going away. FAO predicts global consumption of animal protein 
will continue to increase, estimating 14% growth by 2030. 


