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Reading One 

Meat Consumption: A Major Cause of Climate Change 

Advocates of vegetarianism have long argued that a meat-free diet is not only a healthier way to eat, 
but also an important way to reduce our own environmental impact.  

In the age of climate change, this argument is taking on new significance. Factory farming of animals for 
human consumption accounts for 37% of global emissions of methane, a greenhouse gas far more 
potent than carbon dioxide. It is also responsible for a sizeable percentage of all greenhouse gas 
emissions globally, with beef production accounting for the largest portion.  

The top three global meat and dairy producers, including Tyson Foods in the United States, collectively 
have a carbon footprint greater than fossil fuel giant BP. Furthermore, the global growth of factory 
farming is expected to triple by 2050.  

Writing for The Guardian in September 2021, journalist Oliver Millman reported on research findings 
that showed how meat production is an even greater contributor to global emissions than previously 
thought. Millman wrote: 

The global production of food is responsible for a third of all planet-heating gases emitted by 
human activity, with the use of animals for meat causing twice the pollution of producing plant-
based foods, a major new study has found. 

The entire system of food production, such as the use of farming machinery, spraying of 
fertilizer and transportation of products, causes 17.3 billion metric tons of greenhouse gases a 
year, according to the research. This enormous release of gases that fuel the climate crisis is 
more than double the entire emissions of the U.S. and represents 35% of all global emissions, 
researchers said…. 

The raising and culling of animals for food is far worse for the climate than growing and 
processing fruits and vegetables for people to eat, the research found, confirming previous 
findings on the outsized impact that meat production, particularly beef, has on the 
environment…. 

Grazing animals require a lot of land, which is often cleared through the felling of forests, as well 
as vast tracts of additional land to grow their feed. The paper calculates that the majority of all 
the world’s cropland is used to feed livestock, rather than people. Livestock also produce large 
quantities of methane, a powerful greenhouse gas. 

“All of these things combined means that the emissions are very high,” said Xiaoming Xu, [a] 
University of Illinois researcher and the lead author of the paper. “To produce more meat you 
need to feed the animals more, which then generates more emissions. You need more biomass 
to feed animals in order to get the same amount of calories. It isn’t very efficient.” 

….Scientists have consistently stressed that if dangerous global heating is to be avoided, a major 
rethink of eating habits and farming practices is required. Meat production has now expanded 
to the point that there are now approximately three chickens for every human on the planet. 

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2021/sep/13/meat-greenhouses-gases-food-
production-study 

https://vegsoc.org/info-hub/why-go-veggie/environment/
https://www.ecowatch.com/how-factory-farming-contributes-to-global-warming-1881690535.html
https://www.worldanimalprotection.org/blogs/factory-farming-real-climate-culprit
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2021/sep/13/meat-greenhouses-gases-food-production-study
https://www.epa.gov/ghgemissions/inventory-us-greenhouse-gas-emissions-and-sinks
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2018/oct/10/huge-reduction-in-meat-eating-essential-to-avoid-climate-breakdown
http://www.fao.org/livestock-systems/global-distributions/chickens/en/
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2021/sep/13/meat-greenhouses-gases-food-production-study
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2021/sep/13/meat-greenhouses-gases-food-production-study
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Given such research findings, it is not surprising that many scientists and public policy advocates believe 
that reducing meat consumption—especially in America and other high-income nations—can play a 
significant role in the fight against global warming. Writing for the online magazine Carbon Brief, author 
Ayesha Tandon discusses a 2022 study modeling the impacts of reduced meat consumption in high-
income nations. Tandon writes: 

Animal-based foods have higher carbon and land footprints than their plant-based alternatives, 
and are most commonly consumed in high-income countries…. 

High-income countries could cut their agricultural emissions by almost two-thirds through 
dietary change, the authors find. They add that moving away from animal-based foods could 
free up an area of land larger than the entire European Union. 

If this land were all allowed to revert to its natural state, it would capture almost 100 billion tons 
of carbon – equal to 14 years of global agricultural emissions – the authors note. They add that 
this level of carbon capture “could potentially fulfill high-income countries’ CO2 removal 
obligations needed to limit warming to 1.5C under equality sharing principles.” 

…Individuals in high-income nations currently have the greatest potential to reduce greenhouse 
gas emissions through their dietary choices, because their diets are usually the most meat-
oriented. Animal-derived products drive 70% of food-system emissions in high-income countries 
but only 22% in low–middle-income countries…. 

“To put this in perspective,” [said Dr Sonja Vermeulen, the lead global food scientist at WWF,] 
“it’s about the same positive impact as all countries signing up to and implementing the COP26 
declaration on the transition to 100% zero emission cars and vans globally by 2040.” 

https://www.carbonbrief.org/rich-nations-could-see-double-climate-dividend-by-switching-to-
plant-based-foods/ 
 

With research clearly demonstrating that the use of animal products for food is a major contributor to 
greenhouse gas emissions, the question of whether to eat vegetarian has become an urgent topic of 
discussion in a world already feeling catastrophic impacts from climate change. 

Discussion: 

Discuss the questions below as a whole group or in small groups that will briefly report back to the rest 
of the class.  

1. According to the reading, what percentage of greenhouse gas emissions are caused by food 
production? In what ways might the production of meat contribute to climate change? 

2. Some advocates argue that since high-income nations produce the majority of greenhouse gases 
caused by meat production, they should bear a proportionately larger share of responsibility for 
taking steps to reduce emissions. What do you think of this argument? 

3. Would you consider changing the way that you eat in order to contribute to the fight against 
global warming? Why or why not? How might making changes to your diet affect your life? 

https://www.carbonbrief.org/rich-nations-could-see-double-climate-dividend-by-switching-to-plant-based-foods/
https://www.carbonbrief.org/guest-post-are-low-and-middle-income-countries-bound-to-eat-more-meat
https://www.pnas.org/content/114/51/13412
https://www.carbonbrief.org/rich-nations-could-see-double-climate-dividend-by-switching-to-plant-based-foods/
https://www.carbonbrief.org/rich-nations-could-see-double-climate-dividend-by-switching-to-plant-based-foods/
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Reading Two  

Addressing the Environmental Impact of Meat 

In terms of taking steps to reduce the environmental impact of our diets, shifting to fully plant-
based eating is just one possibility.  

While some advocates believe that we should go vegetarian (meaning that people would stop 
eating meat) or vegan (which additionally involves giving up dairy and other animal products), 
others argue that even taking smaller steps to reduce meat consumption can have a big impact. 
This is the reasoning behind Meatless Mondays, an advocacy campaign started in 2003 that 
encourages individuals and groups to go meatless one day per week.  

The campaign has since been adopted by schools, hospitals, and other institutions in more than 
40 countries around the world. Recently, New York City has implemented Meatless Mondays in 
all of its public schools and hospitals.  

Reducing meat consumption to help the environment is not just a personal issue. We can also 
take collective action. Recognizing the large role that industrial production of meat-based foods 
plays in contributing to climate change, policymakers and activists have been promoting 
changes to our food systems designed to protect the climate. In an August 30, 2022, article for 
the website The Beet, journalist Maxwell Rabb reported on recent climate initiatives in the U.S. 
and abroad that aim to reduce meat production. Rabb wrote: 

[The City of San Diego’s] Climate Action Plan concludes a two-year effort from a 
coalition of 20 local organizers. San Diego’s comprehensive carbon-neutral campaign 
will set a new standard for city action regarding dangerous environmentally-unfriendly 
practices.… 

The climate plan outlines that San Diego plans to reduce its meat- and dairy-related 
emissions by 20 percent. The plan also notes that it hopes to cut its water footprint by 
the same percentage. The city plans to promote a plant-based agriculture and food 
system to replace the existing animal agriculture industries…. 

Last July, the Berkeley City Council announced that it would replace approximately 50 
percent of its animal-based food expenditures with plant-based options by 2024. The 
transitional efforts aim to cut waste and greenhouse gas emissions attributed to the city 
government. The campaign marked the first step in the city’s plan to cut animal-based 
products from all city-run establishments including municipal buildings, senior 
centers,  the jail, and more, according to The Daily Californian. 

….Outside of the United States, several countries have launched plant-based inspired 
initiatives to combat climate change, including Denmark. This April, the country invested 
$100 million into a fund exclusively devoted to promoting plant-based education, sales, 
and innovation in the country. The program aims to undercut the negative 
environmental consequences of Denmark's large meat industry. 

https://www.mondaycampaigns.org/meatless-monday/about
https://www1.nyc.gov/office-of-the-mayor/news/135-19/mayor-de-blasio-chancellor-carranza-brooklyn-borough-president-adams-citywide#/0
https://www.sandiego.gov/sites/default/files/san_diegos_2022_climate_action_plan_0.pdf
https://www.sandiego.gov/sites/default/files/san_diegos_2022_climate_action_plan_0.pdf
https://thebeet.com/berkeley-california-now-home-to-first-plant-based-city-council/
https://thebeet.com/berkeley-california-now-home-to-first-plant-based-city-council/
https://thebeet.com/berkeley-california-now-home-to-first-plant-based-city-council/
https://thebeet.com/denmark-invests-in-plant-based-fund/
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One campaign, The Plant-Based Treaty, aims to expand upon the existing climate goals 
set by the Paris Agreement, emphasizing that the country and its citizens must adopt 
plant-based practices to successfully counter the worsening climate crisis. Organized by 
three tenets (Relinquish, Redirect, and Restore), the initiative emphasizes the urgency 
needed to protect the planet. 

https://thebeet.com/san-diego-climate-change-plan/ 

 
In addition to initiatives like these, which focus on reducing public consumption of meat, 
environmental groups have also been seeking to increase regulation of industrial producers of 
meat-based foods.  

Writing for Bloomberg in March 2022, journalist Deena Shanker reported that environmental 
groups are lobbying Congress to regulate meat producers and enable the Environmental 
Protection Agency to control carbon emissions from livestock production. According to 
Shanker: 

“In addition to fueling the climate crisis, factory farms release dangerous toxins into the 
air we breathe and the water we drink,” environmental groups wrote in a letter to 
lawmakers in February. The EPA has authority under the Clean Air Act to regulate these 
emissions, but the appropriations riders have been included for years, keeping the 
agency from doing so, the groups argue. 

“Please do all within your power to ensure EPA has the resources to hold this industry 
accountable for its emissions,” urged the groups, which include Campaign for Family 
Farms and the Environment, Food & Water Watch, Friends of the Earth, Indigenous 
Environmental Network, Institute for Agriculture and Trade Policy and the National 
Family Farm Coalition. 

.…“The bottom line is that environmental regulation of agriculture has always been 
extremely limited in the United States,” said Tim Searchinger, a senior research scholar 
at the Princeton School of Public and International Affairs and the technical director of 
the food program at World Resources Institute. “As a general rule, it’s just because of 
the political clout of the agricultural industry.” 

https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2022-03-10/spending-bill-to-limit-
environmental-regulation-of-livestock 

 
The science clearly demonstrates the environmental impact of industrial meat production. 
However, due to the political power held by the agriculture industry, it remains to be seen 
whether environmentalists will succeed in establishing stricter regulations in the future. 

 

 

https://thebeet.com/the-plant-based-treaty-expands-on-paris-agreement-for-a-better-food-system/
https://thebeet.com/san-diego-climate-change-plan/
https://www.foodandwaterwatch.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/Allow-EPA-to-Regulate-Factory-Farm-Emissions-Organizational-Sign-On-Letter-.pdf
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2022-03-10/spending-bill-to-limit-environmental-regulation-of-livestock
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2022-03-10/spending-bill-to-limit-environmental-regulation-of-livestock
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Discussion: 

 
Discuss the questions below as a whole group or in small groups that will briefly report back to 
the rest of the class. 

1. How much of the material in this reading was new to you, and how much was already 
familiar? Do you have any questions about what you read? 

2. Have you heard of Meatless Mondays before? What do you think of the idea? Does your 
school or others you know of participate in it?  

3. Controlling the greenhouse gas emissions of the meat industry is not merely a matter of 
personal choices we might make about our diets. What are some collective measures 
that people are taking? 

4. What do you think: Should addressing the impact of meat production be part of the 
effort to combat climate change? 

5. What do you think are the best approaches to tackling this issue? 

 


