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WHAT YOU EAT 
AFFECTS CLIMATE CHANGE

Cow Belching
It’s not a joke!  “Enteric 
emissions” and manure 
from cows and other 
ruminants produce sig-
nificant methane emis-
sions. 4,5 The production 
of  dairy and of  meat 

from other animals also causes substantial 
GHG emissions, but beef  production is 
most significant. 6

from other animals also causes substantial 

Releasing Trapped Carbon
When land 
is deforested, 
carbon that 
had been 
trapped in 
soil and 
plants gets 

released into the atmosphere, with surpris-
ingly big impact.7  Extensive deforestation 
in tropical rain forests, where land is often

released into the atmosphere, with surpris
ingly big impact.7  Extensive deforestation 

Understanding causes and impacts of  greenhouse gas emissions from food and agri-

culture can help you make choices to protect the environment.  And what’s better for 
the environment is often better for your own health.The following numbers give a 
sense of  the impact of  agriculture and livestock on climate change:
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U.S. Greenhouse Gases 
from Food

Red meat and dairy are 
responsible for nearly 
half  of  all greenhouse 
gas emissions from food 
for an average U.S. 
household. (Christopher 
Weber/Rhonda Saun-
ders)

•Almost 1/3 of  world human-caused 
GHGs are estimated to come from 
agriculture and forestry. 1

• Livestock production alone is respon-
sible for an estimated 18% of  world 
GHGs, more than the contribution of 

transportation, according to the U.N. 
Food and Agriculture Organization. 2

•The E.U. food system as a whole may 
cause 31% of  E.U. consumption-
related GHGs 3.

When it comes to food, carbon dioxide isn’t the only greenhouse gas of  
concern: methane and nitrous oxide also contribute to climate change. 
There are many reasons why food has a big impact. What are the most 
important?
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Individuals, Food Businesses

• Eat less ruminant (cow) meat. This 
is probably the most important step 
you can take. One estimate suggests  
that U.S. meat consumption would 
need to drop by nearly 2/3 by 2050 
to stabilize livestock-related green-
house gas emissions. 25  While you 
may not be ready for such signifi-

cant cuts, as a 
start, consider 
joining the 
Meatless Mon-
day campaign 
to reduce your 

meat consumption by 15%,26 and 
try to minimize using dairy as a 
protein substitute. Reducing meat 

consumption also benefits health in 
numerous ways. 27

• Eat food that is seasonal, local, rela-
tively unprocessed, and produced 
with fewer chemicals, to the extent 
feasible.  Such foods tend to have 
lower carbon footprints, although 
the relationship is not consistent. 
Eating lower-chemical and less-

What Can We Do About It?

There is a great need for more life cycle analysis of  U.S. food products to help clarify the impacts of  various foods 
and production/distribution methods.  But even after that research is done, the “best” answer will often depend on 
factors including where you live, the time of  year, local conditions, weather, species/breed, energy efficiency of  
equipment, and so on, even down to exactly what was in a cow’s feed.

used for animal pasture, crops and 
growing animal feed - often for ex-
port – has been a particular concern.  
At the same time, agriculture that 
manages soil well, including “no-till” 
agriculture 8, can help trap signifi-
cant greenhouse gas emissions. 9,10

Growing, Processing, Packaging
In the U.S., it takes around 13 kcals 
of  fossil fuel inputs to produce every 
kcal of  food we eat, and 25 kcal per 
kcal of  meat. 11,12  Energy-intensive 
factors include manufacturing fertil-

izers, farm mechanization, process-
ing and packaging. 13  A study in 
Sweden found that up to a third of  
total energy inputs for food went to 

izers, farm mechanization, process-
ing and packaging. 13  A study in 
Sweden found that up to a third of  

making sweets, snacks and drinks, 
foods with low nutritional benefit. 14  

Food Transportation

Food travels around the globe at sig-
nificant fossil fuel cost, and agricul-
tural imports and exports continue to 
rise. 15  A recent study following pro-
duce from production to point of  
sale found that conventional produce 
traveled on average 35 times farther 
than local produce—carrots traveled 
27 miles when sourced locally, while 
they traveled 1,838 miles when they 
were sourced conventionally. 16 

Healthy local food economies have 
benefits for society, and may prove 

Food travels around the globe at sig-
nificant fossil fuel cost, and agricul-

important in the long term as cli-
mate change and peak oil make 
“long distance food” too costly. 

However, the benefits of  eating local 
in reducing food carbon footprints 
may be overstated—more research is 
needed to help us understand how to 
make the most environmentally re-
sponsible food choices. 17,18,19,20,21 

Other
Other factors to consider include the 
significant energy costs of  refrigera-
tion, freezing, and home food prepa-
ration,22,23 and the fact that large 
portions of  short-shelf-life foods are 
often wasted (according to the 
USDA, more than 25% of  the edible 
food available for human consump-
tion in the United States goes to 
waste 24), meaning all those GHGs 
were for nothing.
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processed foods also has health 
benefits. 28 

• Reduce home food-related energy 
use: Get an Energy 
Star refrigerator, buy 
more long shelf-life 
foods and fewer fro-
zen foods.  Reduce 
your trips to the 
store.  Cook in bulk.

• Reduce food packaging and plastic 
bags. Buy food with less packaging 
and bring your own bags to the 
store.  Bring your own mug, water 
bottle, and utensils.  Eat take-out 
less often. 

• Eat less and waste less.  Food waste 
and per capita food consumption 
continue to rise, with each unneces-
sary calorie contributing unneces-
sary greenhouse gas emissions.  

Reduce food packaging and plastic 
bags. Buy food with less packaging 

Government

Support research on:

• How to produce food more sus-
tainably

• How to adapt our agriculture and 
food systems to climate change

• Life cycle analysis that details 
greenhouse gas emissions from dif-
ferent foods

• Food carbon footprint labels

Promote “green” policy:

• Support local and sustainable food 
production through incentives such 
as grants, tax rebates, support pro-
grams, etc. Make it less cost-
effective to produce unsustainably.  
Change policies including the farm 
bill to require agribusinesses to pay 
more of  the costs of  the greenhouse 

gas emissions and environmental 
damage they incur. 

• Encourage less energy use, includ-
ing by mandating energy efficiency 
in equipment, facilities and vehicles 
used in the food system, and by 
regulating reduced food packaging 
and use of  plastic bags.

• Raise awareness about the climate 
change consequences of  various 
diet choices.

• Promote National Conservation 
Reserve Program lands including 
those through farm bill policy, and 
increase disincentives for sourcing 
food and feed from previously for-
ested lands.

• Better incorporate food and agricul-
ture needs into national climate 
change mitigation policy.
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