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Food without agriculture
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Efforts to make food systems more sustainable have emphasized reducing 
adverse environmental impacts of agriculture. In contrast, chemical 
and biological processes that could produce food without agriculture 
have received comparatively little attention or resources. Although 
there is a possibility that someday a wide array of attractive foods could 
be produced chemosynthetically, here we show that dietary fats could 
be synthesized with <0.8 g CO2-eq kcal−1, which is much less than the 
>1.5 g CO2-eq kcal−1 now emitted to produce palm oil in Brazil or Indonesia. 
Although scaling up such synthesis could disrupt agricultural economies 
and depend on consumer acceptance, the enormous potential reductions 
in greenhouse gas emissions as well as in land and water use represent 
a realistic possibility for mitigating the environmental footprint of 
agriculture over the coming decade.

The prodigious quantities of food produced by global agriculture entail 
correspondingly vast areas of land unavailable to natural ecosystems1–3, 
water resources used and polluted4,5, and greenhouse gases (GHGs) 
emitted to the atmosphere3,6. Efforts to reduce such impacts despite the 
world’s growing and ever-richer population have focused on limiting 
demand for the most resource- and pollution-intensive foods7, decreas-
ing the inputs to (and thereby impacts of) agricultural production8 and 
using produced food more efficiently9,10. Here we highlight another 
possibility: producing food without agriculture.

An increasing number of academic studies and for-profit ventures 
have recently demonstrated that edible molecules can be synthesized 
via chemical and biological processes without need of agricultural 
feedstocks. Whereas plant-, cell- or fungi-based proteins and meat 
substitutes made from processed agricultural commodities are increas-
ingly available, synthetically produced food may contain carbon from 
fossil fuels, waste or the atmosphere—that is, feedstocks that are not the 
product of agricultural photosynthesis. Futuristic as this may sound, 
the idea of such non-agricultural food is not novel. Amid the food 
shortages of World War II, German chemists successfully synthesized 
a coal-based margarine that was consumed by German citizens and 
troops11,12. After the war, a German company began synthesizing the 
amino acid methionine in industrial quantities, initially for treating 
malnutrition and later as an additive to animal feed13. In the 1960s and 

1970s, US chemist Archibald McPherson proposed synthetic food in 
response to neo-Malthusian population projections, including in a  
letter published in the journal Nature14,15. Yet the prospects for pro-
ducing food in this way raises many questions, prominent among 
them: what kind of food might feasibly be synthesized and with what 
advantages over agricultural products?

Here we introduce the range of options for producing food with-
out agricultural inputs and then analyse with greater specificity the 
potential for synthesizing dietary fats. Details of our analytic approach 
are given in Methods. In summary, we estimate and compare lifecycle 
energy use by, and GHG emissions from, fats produced by conventional 
agriculture with molecularly identical fats produced by chemical syn-
thesis, in each case across a range of land-use and energy scenarios. 
We use estimates of emissions and land use from recent literature, 
and we convert non-CO2 to CO2-eq GHG using 100-yr global warming 
potentials, including legacy land-use-change emissions.

Results
Figure 1 summarizes several potential pathways for synthesizing fats, 
proteins and carbohydrates from different carbon feedstocks, indicat-
ing the current scales of each process by the weight of arrows. Syngas 
(a mixture of H2 and CO) and ethylene (C2H4) are now produced from 
fossil fuels and organic wastes at a scale of >1 Mt yr−1 (via gasification 
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are soluble. The result is a sharp distinction in Fig. 1: chemical tech-
niques prevail for the synthesis of fats (generally achiral) and the amino 
acids glycine, which is achiral, and methionine, which is digestible in 
both the l- and d- forms. Bioenzymatic techniques predominate for 
the synthesis of all other amino acids (at least one chiral centre) and 
all carbohydrates (many chiral centres)13.

Among these various pathways, we focus on fats in particular 
because: (1) they are among the simplest nutrients to synthesize ther-
mochemically (that is, achiral and simply structured, compatible with 
large-scale soap-making and polymer chemistry techniques), (2) they 
are the only macronutrient successfully synthesized at scale in the past 
(although not today26), (3) they serve as gustatorily undifferentiated 
‘baseload calories’ in many foods and (4) oilcrops such as soy and palm 
have an enormous environmental footprint globally (for example, 
>300 Mha or ~7% of agricultural land and 2.89 Gt CO2-eq or ~20% of 
annual greenhouse gas emissions from agriculture and land-use change 
in recent years3). Here we focus on land use and GHG emissions, but we 
recognize that there are many other factors relevant to the sustain-
ability of food production systems.

Depending on the source and quantity of energy used and associ-
ated land-use emissions (for example, N2O from fertilizer or CO2 from 
clearing land), the GHG emissions per kilocalorie of fats produced by 
agricultural systems range from <1.0 g CO2-eq kcal−1 (for example, soy-
beans grown in the United States and Europe) to >3 g CO2-eq kcal−1 (for 
example, palm oil grown in Africa; Fig. 2a). These regional differences 
reflect differences in the rates of land-use change, the carbon density 

and steam cracking, respectively)16. Such syngas and ethylene may 
then be converted by processes such as Ziegler or Fischer-Tropsch to 
paraffins, fatty acids and fats17; by processes such as Strecker to amino 
acids and then proteins18; or by electrochemical catalysis and processes 
such as the Formose reaction to methanol and then carbohydrates19. 
Each of these pathways has been successfully demonstrated, although 
most occur today at relatively small scales (with the important excep-
tion of the amino acid methionine, ~1.4 Mt of which was synthesized 
industrially in 2020 (ref. 13)). Biological pathways to fats, proteins 
and carbohydrates also exist. Bioenzymatic catalysis has produced 
carbohydrates from atmospheric carbon20, and all macronutrients 
have been produced from atmospheric carbon via fermentation of 
electrosynthetic intermediates, including hydrogen18 and acetate21. Fats 
and proteins have also been produced from fossil carbon via metha-
notrophs and oleotrophs22–25.

Although biological and chemical pathways appear intermixed 
in Fig. 1, chirality is in fact a clear dividing line between them. Chemi-
cal pathways can access more economical regimes of temperature, 
pressure, rate constant and equilibrium constant but can struggle to 
distinguish between left-handed (l) and right-handed (d) molecular 
forms. A perfect synthesis of glucose (four chiral centres) with no 
enantioselectivity would produce an edible compound only 1/16th of 
the time. By contrast, bioenzymatic techniques offer exquisite mecha-
nisms for installing position-specific functional groups but can operate 
only in the limited range of process conditions in which life exists—mild 
temperatures and aqueous environments in which not all feedstocks 
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Fig. 1 | Schematic of potential pathways to synthesize food without 
agriculture. Proteins, fats and carbohydrates can be synthesized from a range 
of carbon feedstocks via multiple chemical and biological pathways (arrows). 
The weight and colour of the arrows indicate the scale at which the different 
processes have been demonstrated and the energy required per mass unit 
output, respectively (see Supplementary Fig. 1 and Supplementary Table 1 for 

references). Dashed lines indicate where energy requirements remain highly 
uncertain. Circular labels on each arrow further indicate whether the process 
is typically continuous (C) or batched (B). NH3 is ammonia, H2 is hydrogen gas, 
MeOH is methanol and AcO- is acetate. In the context of this study, we exclude 
agriculturally produced carbon feedstocks.
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of cleared land and farming practices. For land-efficient crops, such 
as oil palm, patterns of land-use change drive differences in emissions 
intensity; yields and farming practices largely explain variations in 
emissions among more land-intensive crops such as soybeans (Fig. 2a).  
In comparison, we estimate that analogous fats synthesized from 
natural gas feedstock using energy with the carbon intensity of the 
current average of US electricity would produce ~0.8 g CO2-eq kcal−1, 
and with near zero emissions if using carbon captured from the air and 
relying exclusively on non-emitting sources of energy (Fig. 2b). This 
is considerably less than the >1.5 g CO2-eq kcal−1 of soy grown in Brazil 
or palm oil grown in Brazil or Indonesia (Fig. 2a). The only case identi-
fied where the emissions intensity of synthetic palm oil approaches 
the current emissions of oilcrops from sub-Saharan Africa (that is, 
>3 g CO2-eq kcal−1) is the case in which high-carbon intensity energy 
(for example, coal) is used to reduce a CO2 feedstock and incorporate 
the resulting carbon into synthetic fats (that is, the lower right corner 
of Fig. 2b). The contours in Fig. 2b illustrate an important distinction 
between synthetic fats produced from feedstocks containing internal 
energy, such as CH4, and those without, such as CO2: in the latter case 
(corresponding to the bottom half of Fig. 2b), the emissions intensity 
of the synthetic fats has a very strong dependence on the emissions 
intensity of the sourced electricity, while emissions for fossil-derived 
synthetic fats (corresponding to the top half of Fig. 2b) are dominated 
by the feedstock source. These trends reflect the fact that the energy 

required to capture and reduce the CO2 feedstock into hydrocarbons is 
about eight times greater than the energy needed to convert hydrocar-
bons into synthetic fats. We also estimate that the land area required per 
kilocalorie of synthetic fat produced would be an order of magnitude 
smaller than that of agricultural fats: 15–20 million kcal of agricultural 
fats per hectare per year3 as compared with >1 billion kcal of synthetic 
fats per hectare per year (see Supplementary Information 1.3 and  
Supplementary Table 5).

To assess potential environmental benefits of synthesizing fats 
at large scales, Fig. 3 shows the magnitude of GHG emissions and 
agricultural land area related to current global production of the two  
largest oilcrops: soy and oil palm. Given large disparities in current GHG 
emissions and land use per kilocalorie of soy and palm oil, synthetic 
fats might be targeted to avoid disproportionately large quantities of 
emissions and land use. For example, half of soy and oil palm calories 
account for ~3/4 of both land use and land-use emissions related to 
soy and oil palm agriculture (Fig. 3a,b, respectively). In particular, 
soybeans grown in the United States, Brazil and Argentina represent 
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produced by conventional agriculture (a) and chemical synthesis (b). Agricultural 
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79 Mha (65% of land used worldwide for soy and palm oil), and adding 
to these the oil palm produced in Indonesia and Malaysia accounts for 
1.26 Gt CO2-eq emissions annually (78% of global land-use emissions 
from soy and palm oil agriculture). Although oil palm has no impor-
tant co-products except oil27, substantial demand for soy protein (for 
example, meal for animal feed)28 co-produced with soybean oil might 
limit replacement of soybean oil, unless demand for soy protein could 
be reduced in parallel to synthetic oil-driven decreases in demand for 
soybean oil. For example, decreases in demand for chicken and pork 
due to dietary shifts29 and/or increases in cost-competitive alternative 
sources of protein (for example, amino acids fed to cell cultures, direct 
synthesis by microogranisms)30 could greatly reduce demand for soy 
protein. However, even if only palm oil could be replaced by synthetic 
oil, roughly 450 MtCO2-eq emissions per year and 20 Mha of biodiverse 
tropical land use might have been avoided in recent years (29% and 
15% of the total emissions and land areas shown in Fig. 3, respectively).

Discussion
Numerous pathways for producing edible macronutrients without 
agriculture have been demonstrated. Our results show that substantial 
GHG emissions and land use could be avoided per kilocalorie of dietary 
fats synthesized chemically, potentially cumulating in climate-relevant 
quantities of emissions and land use avoided. Such benefits could be 
extremely and increasingly valuable given rising global demand for 
sustainable dietary fats31. Interestingly, the climate advantages of syn-
thetic fats do not depend on entirely fossil-free systems; sub-Saharan 
oilcrops have a GHG intensity greater than synthetic fats produced 
with coal electricity (Fig. 2). In addition, there may be many similar or 
related environmental and societal benefits, including reduced water 
use, decreased air and water pollution, improved food security and 
food sovereignty, resistance to some global catastrophe scenarios26, 
less need for low-paying and physically demanding agricultural labour, 
and vast tracts of land made available for reforestation, with attendant 
benefits to biodiversity and natural carbon sinks.

However, several limitations and caveats apply to our conclusions. 
First, our assessment is based upon a number of previously published 
estimates of the carbon and land intensity of agricultural and industrial 
processes and products. These estimates are in many cases at the level 
of countries in recent years and may therefore not capture geographi-
cal, process-level and scale-dependent details or projected future 
changes that could be relevant in quantifying potential environmental 
benefits. More detailed technoeconomic analysis is needed to prior-
itize economic and environmental opportunities for synthetic foods.

In addition, there are also substantial barriers to large-scale synthe-
sis of foods for human consumption. Cost is one. Especially while the  
environmental impacts of agriculture are externalized, prices for high- 
purity synthetic fats may never be lower than the prices of the cheapest 
agricultural oils. Large-scale thermochemical processes might produce  
synthetic fats at prices 0–20% greater than current market prices of 
soybean and palm oil26. In contrast, with carbohydrates selling for 
<US$0.10 kg−1 in parts of the world, it is difficult to imagine synthetic 
processes that could compete economically in the near term. Perhaps 
more challenging than cost is the barrier of social acceptance. Chemical 
and biological separation techniques and analytical techniques have 
advanced to the point that synthetic fats, for example, could be consist-
ently produced with higher levels of purity than those of the processed 
seed oils humans now consume in great quantities. However, in the pub-
lic eye, the combination of ‘chemistry’ and ‘food’ have a troubled history 
of premature rollouts, side effects from non-food compounds marketed 
to dieters, and overapplication of pesticides and preservatives32. Even 
in non-food contexts, unanticipated environmental consequences of 
historical transitions from natural to synthetic processes (for example, 
from natural to synthetic fibres for clothing) suggest there is good 
reason to be wary of potential downsides33. For example, it is possible 
that synthetic food production would entail greater quantities of mined 

minerals and metals than does conventional agriculture, which itself 
uses substantial quantities of such materials for fertilizer factories and 
agricultural machinery. Obstacles of cost, consumer preference and 
lifecycle sustainability warrant further analysis as commercial tech-
nologies for synthesizing foods are demonstrated and begin to scale.

Another potential set of downsides involve the impacts on working 
people, most of all smallholder farmers in the global South. Agriculture 
currently employs ~1 billion people worldwide, making up ~27% of the 
global labour force34. However, this share has declined from 44% in 
the past three decades, during which time productivity of labour in 
agriculture has greatly increased due mainly to the mechanization of 
agricultural processes. Indeed, value added per worker in agriculture 
has increased from US$1,441 in 1991 to ~US$4,000 (ref. 35) in 2019, as 
land has been reallocated to larger, more productive farms36. Although 
these trends belie economic hardships for individuals and families 
no longer employed in agriculture, it is also clear across all countries 
and throughout time that a smaller agricultural sector is character-
istic of more prosperous economies. As economies grow, structural 
transformation shifts labourers from agriculture into manufacturing 
and service sectors, which ultimately results in higher incomes for 
everyone34,37. Producing food without agriculture will be another step 
in furthering these existing trends, but as with fossil fuel-workers, 
proactive policies could help minimize the disruptions for agricultural 
workers and facilitate a just transition of food systems38,39.

Nevertheless, addressing these concerns could provide us with a 
valuable new tool for reducing and limiting the enormous environmen-
tal footprint of agriculture31. Here we have emphasized climate benefits 
because land-related GHG emissions are not only large but also often 
very difficult to avoid. (The technical and socio-economic challenges 
of synthetic foods seem quite manageable in comparison.) We estimate 
that synthetic fats would require on the order of 100–800 times less  
water than agricultural analogues (see Supplementary Information 1.4  
and Supplementary Table 6) and could be produced continuously 
anywhere that carbonaceous feedstocks and low-cost, low-emission 
energy sources are available. Industrializing food production could 
thus increase the resilience of food systems by eliminating vulner-
abilities to, for example, pests, pathogens, extreme weather and trade 
relations (although increased interdependence of food and energy 
systems might increase risks related to failure of energy and commu-
nication infrastructure)40. Although we have shown that using fossil 
carbon feedstocks or fossil-energy inputs to synthesize food might 
reduce GHG emissions per kcal of food produced relative to current 
agriculture, synthesizing food sustainably would entail renewable 
energy and atmospheric carbon (including, perhaps, biogenic car-
bon in waste streams; Fig. 1). In turn, affording sustainable synthetic 
foods may depend on innovations to reduce the energy and materials 
required (that is, cost) to capture carbon from the atmosphere41–43.

More broadly, the prospect of synthesized foods invites reflection 
of humanity’s relationship with nature. The domestication of plants was 
a watershed in the history of our species. Followed up by the discovery 
and commercialization of the Haber-Bosch process for fixing nitrogen, 
the human population has boomed—half of the nitrogen in human 
bodies is of synthetic origin44. However, we now use the majority of the 
planet’s habitable land and drinkable water to grow food45, and pour 
hard-won and energy-intensive nitrogen on the ground where less than 
20% is incorporated in crops46. Synthetic food would not only avoid the 
environmental burdens of agriculture but could begin to reduce our 
parasitism on plants, reconciling expansive restoration and protection 
of natural ecosystems47 with human food security.

Methods
Synthetic fat production
Emissions associated with synthetic fat production are calculated 
using the following contributions: feedstock extraction and delivery 
(that is, drilling/mining and transport of fossil feedstocks), oxidation 
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of feedstock during both processing and respiration, and energy emis-
sions during processing. The lifecycle emissions are calculated accord-
ing to equation (1):

kgCO2e

kcalproduct

= ( kg CO2e,extraction+kg CO2e,oxidation

kgfeedstock

1
ηfeedstock

+ MJ
kgproduct

CIenergy)
kgproduct

kcalproduct

where ηfeedstock  is the utilization efficiency of the feedstock( kgproduct

kgfeedstock
)  

and CIenergy is the emissions intensity of the energy source ( kgCO2e

MJ
).

Coal, natural gas and CO2 are selected as representative feedstocks 
to illustrate trends in the emissions intensity of synthetic fat produc-
tion. The parameters used in equation (1) for each of the selected feed-
stocks are shown in Supplementary Table 8; further details associated 
with the calculation of these parameters are included in the Supple-
mentary Tables 2–4.

Figure 2b was generated by sweeping the emissions intensity 
of energy (CIenergy in equation (1)) between 0 g CO2-eq MJ−1 (lower 
bound of renewable energy lifecycle emissions) and 278 g CO2-eq MJ−1 
(upper bound of coal energy lifecycle emissions)48 for each of the 
three scenarios described in Supplementary Table 8, yielding values 
for emissions intensity along three horizontal cuts. The remaining 
data in the colormap were filled in by interpolating between these 
horizontal cuts along the vertical axis. Although CO2 does not have 
any associated extraction or oxidation feedstock emissions, the pro-
duction energy from CO2 feedstock included the energy required to 
capture (9 MJ kg−1 CO2 captured from air49) and reduce CO2 to hydro-
carbons at a 3:1 ratio of green H2 to CO2, at an assumed 70% efficiency50  
(using 171.4 MJ kg−1 H2).

Agricultural fat production
GHG emissions related to agricultural fat production were estimated 
as the sum of energy-related emissions and land-use emissions. 
In the case of land-use emissions, our analysis used country- and 
product-specific estimates in 2017 from ref. 3, which varied con-
siderably (Supplementary Table 7). More recent product- and 
country-specific estimates were not available, but the magnitudes 
of regional land-use change and agricultural emissions have changed 
little since 2017 (refs. 51,52). Non-CO2 GHGs were converted to CO2-eq 
using 100-yr global warming potentials (GWPs). Energy-related emis-
sions were derived from the references indicated in Supplementary 
Table 7, assuming, where necessary, lifecycle carbon intensities as 
in Supplementary Table 8.

Reporting summary
Further information on research design is available in the Nature  
Portfolio Reporting Summary linked to this article.

Data availability
We used data from relevant literature as cited in our study. All data 
used in this study are included as Supplementary Information and are 
also publicly available at https://github.com/proffate/foodwithoutag. 
Source data are provided with this paper.

Code availability
Data analysis was conducted in MATLAB (v.9.11.0.1809720 (R2021b) 
Update 1). The code used in this study is included as Supplementary 
Information and is also publicly available at https://github.com/
proffate/foodwithoutag.
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