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S ummary 

Reducing reliance on resource intensive foods can strengthen UK food 
security, ease pressure on water and land resources and help the average 
household manage rising food prices. Our new analysis finds that meat 
heavy diets increase the exposure of our shopping baskets to supply chain 
shocks and price volatility because they rely on high land and water use and 
imported animal feed. In contrast, pulses, such as beans, lentils and peas, are 
a healthy and affordable alternative protein that can be grown reliably in the 
UK.  

Replacing 17 per cent, equivalent to 100g, of weekly red and processed meat 
purchases with UK-grown pulses - in line with advice given by the NHS – 
could save households £95 a year and reduce national water use by the 
equivalent of 82 per cent of the capacity of the proposed Fens Reservoir.  

A one third reduction in weekly red and processed meat consumption, 
equivalent to replacing 200g a week, would increase these benefits. This 
shift would save enough water equivalent to one and a half times the 
capacity of the proposed Fens Reservoir, and households £147 annually.  

This should be part of the shift towards a more resilient, fairer national food 
system. Greater resilience requires the government to accelerate actions to 
cut greenhouse gas emissions and have a clear plan to address global nature 
loss, reducing the climate and ecosystem driven shocks that threaten long 
term food security. A Good Food Bill should be introduced to tackle 
household food insecurity and expand UK production of fruit, vegetables 
and pulses, alongside targeted measures that make healthy plant‑rich diets 
easier to access for everyone. 

The case for action is clear. Food price inflation has risen sharply, with the 
average shopping basket now costing over 30 per cent more than it did in 
2022.1 The UK government’s own national security assessment warns that 
global ecosystem degradation poses a direct threat to national prosperity 
and food security.2 Extreme dry weather and high temperatures from June to 
August 2026 have seen almost three quarters of England declare a drought.3 
Alongside actions to mitigate the worst impacts of climate change and 
ecosystem loss, strengthening food security requires far more efficient use of 
limited resources, such as water and land. 
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We have assessed four major risks to the average UK shopping basket: rising 
food prices, increasing water scarcity, livestock disease and climate-related 
disruption to global food supply chains. In each case, we found that diets 
high in meat increase the country’s exposure to these shocks and price 
volatility, supporting the case for swapping out some meat for UK-grown 
pulses. 

Annual costs  and domestic water use associated with an average  family ’s 
meat consumption basket : comparing the current average with two scenarios  
where some meat is substituted for UK-grown pulses   
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Four food security  threats  

1. Rising food prices  

When food prices rise faster than household incomes, access to a healthy, 
nutritious diet becomes more difficult for many.4 This has wider 
consequences, contributing to poorer health outcomes, which reduce 
national productivity and increase pressure on public services.5 

The UK has experienced sharp food price inflation in recent years, with the 
costs of a typical shopping basket rising by over 30 per cent since 2022.6  

Public concern is high: 85 per cent of consumers report being worried about 
food affordability and availability.7 And the pressures driving these increases 
are expected to intensify. Climate related impacts on production have 
contributed to higher prices for products like coffee, chocolate, beef and 
dairy.8 Rising energy costs have also fed through the supply chain, from 
processing to refrigeration and transport, pushing up food prices as margins 
tighten. The full impact of the 2026 Strait of Hormuz closure on food prices 
has yet to be seen, as the costs are still working their way through supply 
chains.9 

We found that the average UK household shopping basket includes around 
15 different meat products each week totalling 821g, although some are 
bought less frequently and used over several weeks.10 Replacing just a small 
share of these items with UK-grown pulses - equivalent to an individual 
swapping 100g, roughly two pork sausages - could save the average 
household £95 a year.11 These changes are in line with recommendations 
from the National Health Service (NHS), that intake of red and processed 
meat should not exceed 70g a day, and can be achieved without reducing 
protein intake or compromising nutrition.12 In fact, the revised basket 
contains lower levels of saturated fat and salt with comparable levels of 
protein.13  

A more ambitious scenario - in which 200g of meat products are replaced 
with UK-grown pulses (twice the recommendation from the NHS and 
equivalent to an individual replacing one beef burger and two pork sausages 
a week) - would increase average annual savings on food costs to around 
£147 per household.  
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Nutritional impact  of swapping  meat products in an average  weekly shopping 
basket  with pulses , in our two scenarios  

  

Diets heavily reliant on meat are likely to become even more exposed to 
price volatility. Livestock production depends on high quantities of feed and 
energy, making it vulnerable to price or supply shocks affecting inputs.14 As 
climate and resource pressures intensify, the cost of producing meat is likely 
to become more volatile and expensive.15  

Plant-based proteins, like pulses, require fewer inputs and cost less to 
produce. We found that customers get roughly 42g of protein per £1 spent 
from pulses, versus 28g per £1 spent on beef mince.16 This means households 
can gain the same nutritional benefits at lower cost. Diets that include more 
pulses are both more affordable and more resilient to future food price 
shocks. 

However, while replacing some meat products with lower cost pulses can 
improve the affordability of the average shopping basket, dietary changes 
alone cannot resolve food insecurity. For households on the lowest incomes, 
food insecurity is driven by wider financial pressures and rising living costs, 
meaning government support will remain essential.  
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2. Water scarcity  

Water is fundamental for food production. As droughts become more 
frequent and severe, availability of freshwater is emerging as a growing 
global food security challenge. 

Water scarcity has become an immediate and increasingly disruptive risk in 
the UK. In August 2025, drought was declared across five operational areas in 
England, with prolonged dry weather lowered reservoir levels.17 Conditions 
intensified in summer 2026, when heatwaves across June, July and August 
2026 left almost three quarters of England in drought, triggering hosepipe 
bans for 23 million households and contributing to almost 250 reported 
wildfires.18,19 Climate projections indicate these pressures will become more 
frequent in the coming decades, increasing competition for limited 
freshwater between households, businesses, energy generation and food 
production.20 

Government investment in climate adaptation is now accelerating. Major 
new reservoirs, including the proposed Fens Reservoir with a capacity of 50 
billion litres, are being fast tracked to strengthen long term water security. 
New reservoirs will be important, but they come at a high cost to consumers. 
The Fens Reservoir is expected to require £2.2 billion in capital investment 
and £6 billion in whole life costs, which will be recovered from Anglian 
Water and Cambridge Water customers over the reservoir’s lifetime. We 
estimate that this could add £11.15 a year to Anglian Water and Cambridge 
Water annual customer bills.21 While new water infrastructure is vital, 
reducing demand for water intensive products and processes will be equally 
critical to ease pressure on supply. 

Agriculture accounts for around seven per cent of the UK’s 'blue water' use, 
ie water taken directly from rivers, lakes and groundwater, for which 
demand from households, industry and the environment is already high.22  
In a water constrained future, food security will depend on using this limited 
resource as efficiently as possible.  

Meat production is particularly water intensive, especially once the water 
required to grow livestock feed is considered.23,24 We found that producing 
1kg of pulses in the UK used 95 per cent less blue water than is needed to 
produce the equivalent weight of beef.25  

Our analysis shows that, if all UK households replaced just 100g of red and 
processed meat in their average weekly shopping basket with UK grown 
pulses – in line with the NHS’s meat reduction recommendations– 45 billion 
litres of freshwater a year would be saved.26 This is equivalent to 82 per cent 
of the planned Fens Reservoir's storage capacity, or enough water to fill 375 
million bathtubs.  

Going further, under a more ambitious scenario in which 200g of meat were 
replaced, would almost double these water savings, reducing freshwater 
demand by 81 billion litres annually, enough to more than fill the Fens 
Reservoir, reaching 147 per cent of its total storage. The water saved could be 
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used instead to meet the growing demand from people, businesses and 
nature as climate change increases pressure on UK water resources. 

Under both scenarios, more UK grown pulses would need to be produced 
and consumed to meet the higher demand, creating new opportunities for 
British farmers.27 

3. Increasing  disease risks  

Food security depends on a stable, reliable supply of food for the country's 
population at affordable prices, but it is threatened by the risk of disease 
outbreaks which cause mass livestock deaths, supply chain disruptions and 
price spikes.  

Rising temperatures, changing rainfall patterns and more frequent flooding 
create conditions that favour the spread of pests, pathogens and disease 
vectors. Livestock are particularly vulnerable, as heat stress can reduce 
animal health and productivity, while warmer, wetter conditions increase 
disease transmission.28 The recent spread of bluetongue virus across England 
and Wales illustrates this risk, and modelling suggests its range is likely to 
expand further as temperatures rise.29  

At the same time, growing global livestock populations to meet global 
demand and international trade have created more opportunities for 
zoonotic diseases to emerge and spread across borders. 

Several recent cases of livestock diseases have already demonstrated the 
risks outbreaks pose to UK food security and the cost of food: 

– Avian influenza  has exposed vulnerability to disease shocks, with 
repeated outbreaks since late 2021 causing significant losses among wild 
birds and the culling of millions of birds in UK poultry farms.30 This can 
rapidly reduce supply, disrupt production and increase price volatility. 
From January 2021 to January 2026, UK egg prices rose 59 per cent with 
bird flu cited as a key driver.31  

– African swine fever , a highly contagious disease affecting pigs, has caused 
major losses across Europe and Asia, with 40 million pigs dying in China 
costing $100 billion.32 It has led China to invest heavily in alternative 
protein sources for human consumption, including plant-based 
alternatives.33  

As disease risks in global livestock systems continue to rise, UK food security 
will depend on reducing exposure to the price spikes and supply shocks they 
cause.  

Building a more resilient food system requires not only better disease 
prevention and management but also less reliance on high risk livestock 
production. Diversifying protein sources, including shifting consumption 
towards more pulses, has been highlighted as a key strategy for preventing 
future disease-driven disruptions.34 
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4. Climate chang e disruptions  

Climate disruption is now one of the biggest risks to global food systems, 
with shocks in major producing regions increasingly felt throughout UK 
supply chains.  

The UK imports roughly 40 per cent of its food, much of it from areas already 
facing rising climate stress.35 Droughts, floods and heatwaves overseas can 
cut harvests, disrupt trade and push up prices, meaning climate‑related 
shocks are now routinely felt directly by UK food shoppers. 

While adapting UK food production is vital, so are continued efforts to 
prevent worse impacts of climate change in future. Agriculture is both 
affected by climate impacts and a major contributor to them. It accounts for 
12 per cent of the UK’s total greenhouse gas emissions and around 73 per cent 
of tropical deforestation is linked to agricultural expansion, including land 
for livestock and feed.36, 37  

The CCC recommends reducing overall livestock numbers to meet the UK's 
climate goals. Lower demand for livestock products would reduce pressure 
on land, helping to both cut UK emissions and overseas deforestation.38 
However, this requires action on both the supply and demand sides. If 
domestic livestock production declines without a corresponding reduction 
in consumption, imports could increase, simply shifting environmental 
impacts overseas rather than reducing them. 

The impact on British  farmers  

A secure food system depends on a thriving farming sector. Domestic food 
production is a core component of UK food security and resilience, but many 
farm businesses face significant financial pressures. Livestock farms, 
particularly, operate on very narrow margins, with beef and upland sheep 
enterprises frequently generating little or no profit from production alone.39 
Strengthening food security requires policies that support the long term 
viability of farm businesses and help them to adapt.  

Reducing meat consumption in line with dietary and climate 
recommendations should not have to come at the expense of farmers' 
incomes. Instead, it is an opportunity to support a more resilient and diverse 
farming sector.  

Our research has found that paying farmers for benefits such as carbon 
storage, flood mitigation and nature recovery through the Environmental 
Land Management Scheme (ELM) can provide them with more stable 
income streams, while delivering public goods.40 At the same time, there is 
significant potential to increase domestic production of foods that are 
currently under-produced in the UK, such as pulses, either for direct human 
consumption or feeding into the supply chain for alternative protein 
products.  
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Expanding horticultural production to better align with healthy eating 
recommendations would improve food self-sufficiency and create new 
economic opportunities for farming businesses. Our recent analysis suggests 
that increasing domestic fruit and vegetable production could add £1.9 
billion to the economy. 41 

Building a more resilient UK food system : recommendation s 

The UK faces growing pressures from climate change, rising food costs and 
increasing resource constraints. The government has an opportunity to 
strengthen food security by supporting more diverse and sustainable diets. 
This should include helping households to access affordable, healthy food, 
supporting farmers and increasing the domestic production of foods that can 
help to reduce the country’s exposure to price and supply shocks.  

To increase resilience in the food system, we recommend the government 
does the following:  

1. Cut UK emissions fast  

The most effective way to reduce long term risks to food security is to limit 
the impacts of climate change. The government should strengthen and 
accelerate action, including the greenhouse gas emissions reductions set out 
in its legally binding carbon budgets and by accelerating methane reduction, 
as it is such a potent greenhouse gas.  

2. Se t out a clear plan in response to the national security assessment  on 
global biodiversity loss  and ecosystem collapse  

Having identified ecosystem degradation as a direct threat to UK food 
security in its own national security assessment, the government should 
publish a clear action plan outlining how it will respond. This should include 
measures to address supply chain resilience, the drivers of environmental 
decline and UK vulnerability to climate and nature-related disruptions. 

3. Introduce a Good Food Bill  

The government should introduce a Good Food Bill which should: 

– Set a target to reduce household food insecurit y by 2035 .42 Tackling food 
insecurity should be central to food policy, ensuring everyone has access 
to affordable, healthy and nutritious food. 

– Commit to increas e the proportion of fruit and vegetables grown in Britain 
by 2040 through a dedicated horticulture strategy.43 Expanding the 
domestic horticulture industry, including increasing production of 
pulses, would strengthen food security by reducing reliance on climate-
vulnerable imports, improve access to a variety of nutritious food and 
create new business opportunities for farmers. 
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4. Improve transparency on food sales and supply chain risks  

The government should introduce mandatory reporting and sales targets for 
retailers to improve transparency around the healthiness of food sold and 
level the playing field across retailers. Reporting should begin with progress 
against targets to reduce sales of high fat, salt and sugar (HFSS) foods, with 
disclosures later expanded to cover scope three (supply chain) greenhouse 
gas emissions and the proportion of protein derived from livestock and 
plant-based sources. This would provide better visibility of how the food 
system is evolving and help track progress towards a more resilient food 
supply. 

5. Make resilient, plant -rich diets easier to access  

The government should support people to eat healthier diets by ensuring 
everyone can afford fruit, vegetables and pulses. This should include: 

– tackling 'food deserts' and improving access to affordable healthy food in 
underserved communities; 

– using public procurement to increase the supply of healthy, sustainable 
and locally produced food to schools, hospitals and public institutions; 

– updating school food standards to ensure a more diverse offering of 
protein sources on the menu, including beans, pulses and other plant-
based foods. 

For more information, contact:   

Matilda Dunn , policy analyst , Green Alliance   
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