
NY Times Essay – Why it is Ethical to eat Meat 

 

Eating meat produced by land stewards working to regenerate their landscapes and the earth is one of 

the most ethical choices that an eater can make in the 21
st
 century.   

 

I am a cattle rancher in central California, and  I know the local grasslands - the native perennial bunch 

grasses and the annual grasses that arrived with the Spanish, the oaks on the hills and in the valley 

bottoms, and the birds that frequent these trees.  I continuously strive to understand this ecosystem and 

how the pieces fit together.  This is a place where there is not a drop of rain between the middle of May 

and the middle of October.  It is not suitable for  vegetables -  the hills are too steep for irrigation or 

cultivation.  This is a classic grassland, like others that cover approximately 40% of the earth's surface – 

a place where there is not enough moisture for a forest to grow, but a place of spectacular, if less 

obvious, biodiversity and productivity. 

 

Since I cannot grow vegetables or orchard on my land, there are two choices – fence it and ignore it, or 

use domesticated livestock to keep the grasslands healthy (and grow protein as a by-product).  The 

world's grasslands evolved with grazing animals, and without them inside the fence would be shrubs, 

bare ground, less biodiversity and less life.  The soil and wildlife need disturbance, and inside the fence 

there would be little of that. Abandoning these grasslands now would be the final nail in their coffin, 

and we would all pay the price with more floods, drought,  carbon in the atmosphere, and extinctions, 

along with less food for 7 billion people. 

 

With properly managed domestic livestock we see a completely different result.  The perennial grasses 

thrive and over the course of their hundred-year lives huge root systems grow supporting uncounted soil 

organisms and sequestering carbon from the atmosphere.  The wildflowers  flourish every spring, 

supporting a myriad of butterflies and insects for the birds.  The rain soaks into the soil growing more 

grass rather than swelling streams and rivers.  The system functions as it evolved to with the help of a 

keystone species of the landscape - committed humans. 

 

This land has been managed by humans since the native Americans arrived approximately fifteen 

thousand years ago.  Since Europeans arrived we have introduced non-native plants, killed the wild 

herds, built fences,  re-routed rivers, tilled, sprayed, and built, built, built.   We displaced nature and 

took over the management and hence the responsibility for this land.  It would be supremely unethical 

to take the landscape, break it, and expect to hand it back to nature as if nothing had happened, all the 

while knowing the consequences. 

 

Meat consumed by humans is part of a vast system involving domesticated animals, the ecosystems in 

which they live, and the economy.  Thinking about the ethics of eating meat requires thinking about the 

whole system, not just one small part.  The economic reality is that in order to have committed land 

stewards working with livestock every day for the sake of the ecosystem, they must be compensated, 

and selling meat is how that happens today.   Much as some people might wish otherwise, it is not 

possible to quickly return to a landscape maintained by huge herds of wild herbivores.  In order to 

support the world's grasslands today and continue to benefit from the significant ecosystem services 

they provide, humans need to eat beef that is raised responsibly on those grasslands. 

 


