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A study published in the journal Nature Climate Change estimated 5.6 Gt CO2e of emissions savings per year by reducing 

meat and diary consumptions to levels consistent with nutritional recommendations compared with 4 Gt CO2e from 

sustainable intensification of the entire agricultural sector . Total current emissions are estimated to 11.4 Gt CO2e (of total 39 2

Gt CO2e) and therefore are about ⅓ of all emitted greenhouse gases today2 . On current trends, by 2050, more crops could 3

be fed to animals than to humans.  4

Negotiations under the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) have overlooked livestock. 

Efforts to establish a specific work-stream on agriculture have failed, and talks have instead focused on a framework for 

reducing emissions from deforestation and forest degradation and enhancing forest carbon stocks in developing countries 

(REDD+). 

Of potentially more immediate relevance to livestock, the Global Alliance for Climate-Smart Agriculture – comprising 16 

countries and 37 organizations – was launched at the UN Climate Summit on 24 September in New York. This counts the 

‘reduction and/or removal’ of agricultural emissions among its objectives , though the extent to which it will address livestock 5

remains to be seen. 

International finance for agricultural mitigation is also limited. Agriculture accounts for a tiny proportion of projects under the 

Clean Development Mechanism  – a market-based mechanism under the Kyoto Protocol which allows countries to fund 6

emissions-reduction projects in developing countries that count towards reduction commitments at home. Furthermore, 

agriculture receives only four per cent of the total mitigation finance provided by the multilateral development banks . 7

Livestock subsidies among OECD countries amounted to $53 billion in 2013 . In the EU, cattle subsidies alone exceeded 8

$731 million, equivalent to $190 per cow . This lavishness is not confined to industrialized countries. In China, for example, 9

pork subsidies exceeded $22 billion in 2012, equivalent to about $47 per pig7. 

In its latest review of the scientific literature on mitigation in the agriculture sector, the International Panel on Climate Change 

(IPCC) found that the greatest potential for emissions reduction exists on the demand side.  10

For example, one recent assessment of mitigation opportunities in agriculture estimated that shifting dietary trends so that 

average worldwide per capita meat consumption falls to 90g per day, as recommended in the Harvard healthy diet, could 

avoid 2.15Gt CO2e of emissions per year by 2030.  11

This is considerably more than the estimated reductions available from supply-side mitigation of enteric fermentation, 

management of grazing soils, and manure storage combined. 

Crucially, dietary change is essential if global warming is not to exceed two degrees Celsius – the stated objective of the 

international community.  Two recent studies have concluded that even with ambitious supply-side mitigation in the 12

agriculture sector, without radical shifts in consumption of meat and dairy products, growth in agricultural emissions will 

leave insufficient space within a two-degree carbon budget for other sectors.  13

Reducing meat and dairy consumption is a highly cost-effective mitigation strategy, not only in the agriculture sector but more 

broadly. Reduced meat and dairy consumption would increase the share of carbon budget available to other sectors. This in 

turn would allow the cost of carbon to rise more slowly, resulting in lower mitigation costs for energy use. The potential 

savings are remarkable. Modelling suggests that worldwide adoption of the Harvard healthy diet could reduce mitigation 

costs for energy by more than 50 per cent by 2050.  14
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