
Food and agriculture contributions to carbon emissions, natural resource use 
and environmental impacts 

 
The UN's Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change has singled out meat-eating for a key chunk of 

the reason why carbon emissions are rising rapidly. 
 
Sources of CO2 emissions by sector 

 
 

 
 

Why do meat and dairy have such a damaging effect? 

 
Animal husbandry is responsible for some 20% of greenhouse gas emissions. 
Research from 2020 found that methane levels were the highest on record, driven by livestock 
farming and fossil fuels. Methane is 28 times more powerful than CO2 at trapping heat. 

 
A 2018 UN report estimated that to keep global temperatures to below +2°C above preindustrial 
levels  would require meat consumption to be reduced by 90% and increase  plant based foodstuffs 
four-fold.  

 



 

 
 

Half the world’s habitable land  is given over to agriculture, of which 80% of is  devoted to livestock 
for dairy or meat production. Meat production is highly inefficient – this is particularly true when it 
comes to red meat. To produce one kilogram of beef requires 25 kilograms of grain – to feed the 
animal – and roughly 15,000 litres of water.  Producing protein from beef takes up to 100 times 
more land to produce the same amount of protein from  peas or soy.  Pork is a little less intensive 
and chicken less still. .  
 
Poorer countries are rapidly acquiring the meat habit, if that of growth continues and richer 
countries don’t cut back, some estimates project that by 2050 all the world’s agricultural land will 
be given over to rearing livestock.   
 
Since food, water and cultivable land are scarce in many parts of the world, production of meat 
represents a very inefficient use of natural resources and one which causes huge environmental 
damage through yet more Greenhouse Gas emissions, large scale deforestation and consequential 
habitat loss, over exploitation of water resources etc. etc. 
 
If all grain were fed to humans instead of animals, we could feed an extra 3.5 billion people. In 
short, industrial livestock farming is not only inefficient but also not equitable. 

 
 

https://theconversation.com/can-we-feed-the-world-and-stop-deforestation-depends-whats-for-dinner-58091
http://www.unwater.org/topics/water-and-food/en/
http://www.globalagriculture.org/report-topics/meat-and-animal-feed.html


 
 

 
Cows, pigs and chickens are in effect ocean ‘predators’, as well as humans. Millions of tons of fish are 
added to livestock feed each year. Although it may seem counterintuitive, eating meat and dairy can 
impact our oceans just like eating fish does. 
 
Biodiversity loss and species extinction 
The global food system is the primary driver of this trend. Over the past 50 years, the conversion of 
natural ecosystems for crop production or pasture has been the principal cause of habitat loss, in 
turn reducing biodiversity. The authoritative Chatham House think tank says “global dietary patterns 
need to converge around diets based more on plants, owing to the disproportionate impact of 
animal farming on biodiversity, land use and the environment. Such a shift would also benefit the 
dietary health of populations around the world, and help reduce the risk of pandemics”.    
 
 


