
Circular food systems towards human and planetary health
Hannah van Zanten

Associate Professor, Farming Systems Ecology group
Visiting Professor, Cornell University

hannah.vanzanten@wur.nl
www.circularfoodsystems.org



Is there a role for animals in the food system?

Animals can have an important role if we redesign 
today's food system towards circular food systems



How would such a circular food system look like?



Animals in circular food systems
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Daily protein requirement (60g)

Plant protein Animal protein

Animals fed with the ‘leftovers’ from the food 
system



Eating food from recyclers results in 
lowest land use 

Schader et al. 2015

Van Zanten et al. 2016

Roos et al. 2017
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GHG emissions reduced but healthy diets ≠ 
circular diets
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Eat Lancet



National dietary guidelines incompatible with circular food 
system principles

Guidelines based on health and environment



Recycling livestock no-regret solution
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But their role depends on how we 
redesign the food system



Where to grow which crops? Which animals and how many 
animals to keep?

What to eat to respect human 
and planetary health?

How to fertilize our crops?























The role of animals in future food systems

 If we redesign the food system animals can play a role in future food 
systems
 This role will however largely be reduced
 This requires both production (crop and livestock) and consumption changes
 Careful research is needed based on a food systems approach
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