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Introduction

Climate change is something we all have to know 
about, and do something about, urgently. This is 
especially true for people who work in the food system, 
because the food system is a huge driver of climate 
change. Overall, food systems produce around one third 
of the human-induced greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions 
that are causing the climate to become dangerously 
unstable. Climate targets (the national goals that aim 
to restrict runaway climate change and protect a safe, 
liveable space for humans and other life forms on 
our planet) will not be met unless food system GHG 
emissions are substantially reduced. The decisions we 
make about food – as eaters, growers, makers, sellers 
or providers of food for others – have a big influence on 
whether food-system GHG emissions go up or down. And 
they need to go down. To limit global warming to 1.5°C 
(considered the least bad scenario by global climate 
experts) we need to halve all emissions by 2030.2

We are using the term ‘food project’ as shorthand for 
all the local or community initiatives or businesses that 
aim to provide food, preferably healthy food, to people 
who want and need it, favouring food that is produced 
and distributed in ways that are fair to the growers, 
workers, providers and eaters. These food projects may 
be growing schemes, co-ops, food banks, sustainable 
food hubs, cafes, box schemes or other initiatives, and 
they may be charities, businesses or social enterprises. 

It’s true that the industrial food system causes the 
lion’s share of negative impacts. Many food projects may 
feel they are not to blame – indeed, the reason many 
food projects exist is to be more sustainable (that is, 
have fewer negative impacts on the environment and 
society) than Big Food. 

But not being to blame doesn’t mean not having to 
take action. Food projects need to adapt to the effects 
climate change will have on our diets because many of 
the impacts are now inevitable. And food projects also 
need to review how they operate in order to ensure they 
are doing as much as possible to reduce future negative 
impacts.

Many people working in local or community food 
projects already know this – but they may also have 
other priorities, especially in times of rising costs and 
prices, and individual hardship. They may be focused on 
the basic, essential service of making sure people have 
enough food for themselves and their dependents – by 
running a food bank or providing meals to vulnerable 
people. They may be flat out trying to make a living by 
growing or selling healthy food. Or they may be trying 
to ensure that the farmers and growers who produce 
food get paid a fair price. All this work is vital – but it 
is no longer enough. Everyone working in the local and 
community food sector must now take into account 
the climate impacts of the foods and the services they 
provide. 

That said, it can be hard, especially when the main 
focus of your work is something different, to find clear, 
reliable information. It is difficult to know what to do that 
makes a difference. And it is challenging to explain the 
reasons for changes -- to employees, customers, clients, 
volunteers or funders. 

This report, written by a team of climate and food 
system scientistsi, aims to fill that gap. It is intended to 
help local and community food projects and all the people 
who work in and campaign for them to understand how 
the decisions they make affect the climate, and what 
practical changes they can make to protect us all and 
future generations. 

‘To change everything, 
we need everyone. Each 
and every one of us must 
participate in the climate 
resistance movement. We 
cannot just say we care; 

we must show it’

 - Greta Thunberg, Climate Activist1

Abbreviations

CO₂ Carbon dioxide
CO₂eq Carbon dioxide equivalent (is a term for  
 describing different greenhouse gases in  
 a common unit, therefore the amount of  
 CO2 which would have the equivalent  
 global warming impact).
CH₄ Methane
GHG Greenhouse gas (any gas in the
 atmosphere which absorbs heat, and  
 thereby keeps the planet’s atmosphere  
 warmer than it otherwise would be).
N₂O Nitrous oxide

i. See ‘About the authors’ on the back cover.
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Climate change: the basics

‘Greenhouse gases’ are the gases that are causing 
the climate to change: to become hotter, wetter, stormier 
and less stable, with consequences that are already 
being felt and are likely to become increasingly disruptive 
to human and animal life in the near future. Some 
greenhouse gases arise naturally, but others are caused 
by human activity. These are the ones that are increasing 
at a rate unprecedented in human history. They are called 
greenhouse gases because they accumulate in the skies 
above us and form a layer like the glass in a greenhouse, 
trapping heat close to the planet’s surface. This unusual 
heat is disrupting the climate’s patterns – patterns that 
have been stable for thousands of years.3 4

The increase in the global temperature, by 
approximately 1ºC between the 1850s and 2000s,5 
has already affected sea levels and coastal geography 
(through erosion), biodiversity, ice sheets, and the 
migration and reproduction patterns of species of birds 
and fish. It has also substantially affected agriculture and 
water resources.6 On top of this, with increasing numbers 
of extreme weather events, rising sea levels and frequent 
flooding will adversely impact communities living close 
to coastal areas; and livelihoods dependent on coastal 
agriculture or fisheries may be at risk.7 

Climate change is an endless cycle, with ‘feedback 
loops’ that could potentially become uncontrolled. 
For example, permafrost (ground that has in the past 
been permanently frozen) is melting due to warming, 
which releases methane (a greenhouse gas), which in 
turn causes more warming. So to some extent climate 
change is unpredictable. However, models of climate 
change suggest that by taking action now to reduce 
GHG emissions, the most serious consequences can be 
avoided. 

Climate change and food

The ways in which we produce and consume food 
cause up to one-third of all human-caused greenhouse 
gas emissions.

 The main causes are as follows: 

• When forests are cleared to make way for 
agriculture; the amount of carbon that is stored 
(or ‘sequestered’) in soil and vegetation is 
reduced.

• Methane is produced by the ‘burping’ of some 
grass-eating animals (caused by their digestive 
processes), and from manure, rice cultivation 
and food waste. 

Global warming is unequivocal. Most of the warming 
comes from greenhouse gases and many of the changes 
being observed are unprecedented.8 Carbon dioxide 
(CO₂) is responsible for more than a half of global warming, 
followed by methane (CH₄) and nitrous oxide (N₂O). 
Although natural events, such as volcanoes or changes 
in solar radiation, can have a big effect when they occur, 
this represents a very small impact over time. Almost all 
the warming over the last 200 years has been caused 
by human activities.9 The increase in GHG emissions and 
global temperature are directly connected, meaning that 
if we double the amount of GHG emissions we double 
the amount of global warming.10 11 

It is important to note that while everyone will be 
affected to some extent, those experiencing poverty are 
likely to be most affected.

Know your greenhouse gases

Among food system GHG emissions, carbon dioxide is the largest contributor, responsible for nearly 60%,12 
with the carbon dioxide coming from land-use change (such as from forest to cropland), from the energy used 
for different activities in the food system (such as processing or transport), and from the production of ‘inputs’ 
(such as fertilisers, which use a lot of gas). Methane emissions add approximately 24%, mainly from livestock 
raising, rice cultivation (paddy rice) and food waste management (when food waste is sent to landfill rather than 
composting, it produces methane because of the lack of air in the tips). Nitrous oxide, mainly from fertiliser, 
contributes around 16%, making the food system the major source of this gas globally.13

Each greenhouse gas has a different effect on warming the Earth (known as its ‘warming potential’). 
Consequently, it is not just the amount of each gas but also its warming potential that determines its contribution 
to the climate crisis. In technical terms, the warming potential is a way to measure the ability of the gas to 
absorb energy and the time the gas lasts in the atmosphere. The common time frame used is 100 years.14 Carbon 
dioxide, which has the lowest warming potential in a 100-year time frame, is the largest cause of warming. Other 
gases’ contributions to global warming are expressed in terms of their ‘equivalence’ to carbon dioxide (CO₂eq)15. 
Methane has 28-36 times more potential to warm the Earth than carbon dioxide, while nitrous oxide is nearly 300 
times (265–298) more potent than carbon dioxide. 
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• When fertiliser is applied to crops, nitrous oxide 
is emitted.16 17

More than a quarter of the food system’s GHG 
emissions are linked to land use, including using land to 
raise livestock and grow crops for human consumption. 

The rest are linked to agricultural and food supply 
chain activities such as processing, manufacturing, 
distribution (through shops and restaurants), and 
waste disposal.18 The relative contribution of these 
activities changes depending on the country, but there 
is a consensus that developed countries have a larger 

contribution from supply chain activities such as food 
transport (these emissions have nearly tripled since 
1990) and food waste disposal.19

Growing crops for human food and animal feed 
produces around 27% of global food systems GHG 
emissions, while fishing (including fish farms) and 
animal farms emit 31%. Food processing and retail 
account for 7%, while packaging and transport account 
for 11%.20 Emissions from food that is never eaten, either 
being lost or thrown away in the supply chain or thrown 
away by consumers, accounts for 6-9% of global food 
system GHG emissions.21 22 Cooking at home accounts 
for approximately 3%.23 

The world’s growing population, as well as a global 
shift towards dietary patterns that give rise to higher 
emissions (as people globally eat more meat and dairy, 
for example), means that on current patterns food is 
expected to produce 80% more GHG emissions in 2050 
compared to today.24

Most of the global initiatives to reduce GHG emissions 
involve ‘decarbonizing’ energy and transport systems by 
decreasing their reliance on fossil fuels (which emit a lot 
of carbon) and promoting the use of renewable sources. 
However, most food-related emissions do not come 
from fossil fuels. This means that the more the energy 
and transport sectors switch to clean energy and reduce 
their share of GHG emissions, the bigger the share food 
emissions take up in total emissions. So food-related 
emissions will become even more important in the quest 
to overall reduce GHG emissions.25 

So – the food system affects climate change. 
And conversely, climate change affects food – both 
availability and prices. The types of farming that can be 
practised in different regions will change as temperature 
and rainfall change, with effects on both local food 

Growing crops for
human food and
animal feed 

Fishing (including

sh farms) and
animal farms

Food processing
and retail

Packaging and
transport

Food that is never eaten, either
being lost or thrown away in the
supply chain or by consumers Cooking at home

Other
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Figure 1: Percentages of global food system GHG emissions
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supplies and long-distance supply chains. Some regions 
(Canada, for instance) may be able to produce more food 
due to a rise in temperature, while most continental and 
equatorial regions (such as South America and India) will 
see a decrease in production under projected climate 
change.26 27 For example, the Institute for Agricultural 
Research in Morocco describe as potential changes in 
the region: a reduction in the growth period of regional 
crops and an increase in the risk of dry periods affecting 
crops.28 Crop ‘yields’ (the amount of food produced by a 
crop) will be affected by alterations in the number and 
spread of pollinators, such as bees, which are involved 
in the production of edible grains and fruits. Southern 
Europe, where the UK sources counter seasonal produce, 
will face yield declines, especially for summer crops 
such as maize, sugar beet and sunflower.29 Global fish 
populations are expected to decrease, which will have 
an impact both on populations dependent on fishing for 
their livelihoods, and on people whose diets rely on fish. 
Climate change will be responsible for worsening the 
spread of diseases, pests and toxins, which will affect 
the amount of food produced on farms (including fish 
farms).30 31 These physical disruptions to food supplies, 
and the price increases they cause, also have knock-on 
effects on trade. Such disruption has in the past been 
linked to civil unrest.32 

In summary, climate change is relevant to food 
systems in three ways. First, the ways in which we 
currently produce foods and the diets we try to maintain, 
especially in the developed world, have made a big 
contribution to the processes that are destabilising the 
climate. Second, climate change will increasingly affect 
the foods that are available to us and their prices. Third, 
by changing how we grow food and changing our diets, 
we can help to avert the worst impacts of climate change. 

One-fifth of food system GHG emissions are due to 
energy use

The food system is a large user of energy, because energy is required for many food system activities – to 
produce fertilisers, drive farm machinery and heat glasshouses, as well as for supply-chain activities (such as 
meat processing, milling, baking, refrigeration, freezing, and transportation), and for commercial and domestic 
storage and cooking. As a result, approximately one-fifth of food system GHG emissions come from food system 
energy use.33 This means that swapping to clean sources of energy in the food system can help reduce climate 
impacts. In the UK, refrigeration is responsible for 30-60% of the energy consumed by the retail and supermarket 
sector34 (this sector’s emissions from energy have grown more than fourfold since 1990). Globally, packaging 
accounts for around 5% of energy use, which is more than transportation (4.8%).35

Fertilisers are essential – but they also drive climate 
change

The fertilisers used to produce a food make a substantial contribution to that food’s climate impacts – 
as a result both of emissions from the fertilisers themselves, and (in the case of synthetic fertilisers) from the 
manufacturing process. For example, fertilisers cause about one-third of the total emissions for dried coffee.36 
For bread, the GHG emissions due to fertiliser use are roughly equal to the weight of the bread.37 38 But fertilisers 
provide crops with essential nutrients, such as nitrogen, and this increases the amount of food they produce. 
They are essential to produce enough food for the world’s population. 

Manure (animal faeces and urine) and compost (decomposed plant material) are examples of natural 
fertilisers. They benefit the soil, but in the case of manure they also give off GHG emissions. The quantity of 
nitrogen-like molecules contained in natural fertilisers is relatively low, so large volumes may have to be added 
to the soil.39 As a result, manure deposited on grasslands and pastures is the second largest source of GHG 
emissions on a dairy farm. In fact manure is responsible for 7% of both agricultural methane and nitrous oxide 
emissions.40 

Synthetic fertilisers are produced by heating nitrogen gas (taken from the atmosphere) to very high temperatures 
and then compressing it with high pressure. This takes a huge amount of energy,41 42 and consequently accounts 
for a substantial amount of GHG emissions. ln the European Union, synthetic fertilisers are responsible for about 
14% of food system GHG emissions.43 44 45
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How climate impacts vary 
between foods

Different foods have very different climate impacts. 
For example, broadly speaking steak causes more than 
10 times the emissions of beans. But even for a single 
type of food there is a large range in climate impact, 
depending on how that food is produced, transported 
and prepared. Thus beef from cows reared on freshly 
deforested land can be responsible for 20 times the 
emissions of beef from an efficient dairy herd; and air-
freighted asparagus causes six times more emissions 
than its local, seasonal counterpart.46 

We’ve already seen that having to refrigerate foods, 
along the supply chain as well as at home, adds to the 
GHG emissions of those foods. So does the quantity 
and type of packaging used. But both refrigeration and 
packaging can help prevent waste – and wasted food 
means that all the emissions that arose from producing 
it were, in effect, pointless and could have been avoided. 
That’s why avoiding food waste is a good way to reduce 
dietary GHG emissions. Transporting foods also changes 
their impacts, depending on the mode of transport 
(boat, plane or truck) and the distance travelled (local, 
overseas). Perishable fruits like strawberries mostly 
come to the UK by plane when they are not in season 
in the UK.47 A plane from Morocco might fly 2400 km 
to the UK, causing 280g CO₂eq for an 80g portion.48 
Alternatively, a lorry might travel approximately 400 km 
across the UK, causing 4g CO₂eq for the 80g portion of 
strawberries.49

All this means that the decisions we make about 
foods have great potential to reduce emissions. 
The foods we choose, how they were produced and 

transported, how we prepare them and how much or how 
little we waste: all these factors have an impact. At the 
same time, some issues of widespread concern among 
the public, such as ‘food miles’ (from transportation) and 
packaging, often have a much lower climate impact than 
the types of food themselves.

Looking at three versions of an evening meal shows 
how emissions can vary. Again, the emissions are 
measured in grammes or kilogrammes of carbon dioxide 
equivalent (g CO₂eq or kg CO₂eq). 

1. A lower-emissions dinner which includes a 
chickpea tikka masala with bread, tap water, and 
chocolate mousse made from aquafaba (the 
water from cooking chickpeas) comes in at 847g 
CO₂eq. 

2. A moderate-emissions dinner which includes a 
chicken version of the chickpea tikka masala, 
rice instead of bread, a beer, and apple pie with 
cream for dessert, comes to over 3kg CO₂eq, 
with approximately 1kg of emissions from the 
chicken. 

3. A higher-emissions dinner which includes a 
portion of fried steak and fries, green beans 
brought to the UK by air, a glass of wine, and 
chocolate mousse with cream and air-freighted 
raspberries, comes to approximately 13kg CO₂eq, 
with beef steak the biggest contributor. 

Comparing the three meals, the higher-emissions 
meal is 13 times worse for climate change than the 
lower-emissions one.

Experts agree that to limit global warming to 1.5°C we 
need to halve all emissions by 2030. The global average 
food-related emissions per person per day are 6kg 
CO₂eq. The UK average is slightly higher, just over 6kg 

CO₂eq per person per day. Halving this means reducing 
dietary emissions to a daily average of 3kg CO₂eq per 
person. Of the meals above, the first is well inside the 
limit. The second exceeds it – and this is just one meal, 
not a day’s food intake. The third meal produces three 
times as many emissions as the daily target. 

The key points are that red meat is the highest-
emissions food; even the moderate- emissions meal 
uses up the whole daily budget; and the low- emissions 
meal, which replaces chicken with a vegan option and 
makes use of the cooking liquid, thereby reducing food 
waste, leaves room for more meals during the day.

Studies also reveal that cooking methods account 
for as much as 61% of total emissions associated with 
specific foods – but adopting different cooking methods 
can reduce this. For example, microwave-baked 
potatoes have lower GHG emissions when compared 
to their oven-baked  counterpart.50 GHG emissions 
from home cooking can be reduced by minimizing 
cooking times and appliance use. Using an electric 
pressure cooker is an efficient way of cooking because 
the cooking time is substantially shortened, and it could 
reduce emissions.

The UK average food-
related emissions per 

person per day are just 
over 6 kg CO₂eq
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Some common foods’ 
climate impacts

Meat and foods sourced from animals

It is now widely acknowledged that meat and 
foods sourced from animals have high climate 
impacts relative to other foods. The biggest contributor 
to GHG is cattle. So how do cows contribute to climate 
change? Just like other animals that are raised for human 
consumption, they have to be fed. The production of 
large amounts of animal feed requires access to land, 
which means natural areas such as forests have to be 
turned into agricultural land. This releases GHG, and so 
does the use of pesticides and fertilizers to grow these 
crops and the processing of these crops to prepare 
them for animal feed.51 Eating animals generally requires 
more land and production steps and thereby impacts 
the natural world more, and uses more energy, than 
eating plants directly.52  Different from other animals 
though, cattle release an equally large amount of GHG 
also through the ways in which they eat. In fact, 5% of 
all calories eaten by cows are burped out as methane,53  
a potent GHG. Cows differ from most other animals in 
that they have four compartments in their stomachs to 
help them digest grass. The biggest is called the rumen 
(which is why cows are called ruminant animals, like 
sheep, goats and deer). The rumen is where microbes 
produce methane through a digestive process called 
‘enteric fermentation’.

The overall GHG emissions from milk are double 
the milk’s own weight,54 considering emissions from 
burping, the amount of milk produced per day (if the 
cows produce less milk each day, then the emissions 

will be higher per litre) and the impact from cow poo 
(manure produces methane and nitrous oxide, adding 
about 50% to the total milk emissions).55 56 But it’s worth 
noting that this number can vary by more than 50% 
depending on factors such as how the dairy cows are 
raised (e.g., in fields or in buildings) and what they are 
eat.57 The packaging of the milk causes less than one-
twentieth of the GHG emissions, compared with the milk 
itself.58

Yogurt, which consists of milk thickened by 
bacteria, has lower GHG emissions than cheese, cream 
and butter, and similar emissions to milk (i.e., twice its 
own weight.59) 

It takes roughly 10kg of milk to make 1kg of cheese. 
Consequently 1g of cheese produces 16g of CO₂eq 
emissions or 16 times its own weight.60 We can reduce 
emissions from cheese by simply reducing the quantity 
we eat or by replacing it with low-impact alternatives, 
such as plant-based cheese (1.4g emissions per gramme) 
– but these frequently lack nutrition.61 62 63

Beef is the biggest carbon culprit among meats. 
Adding up how many days a cow lives before being 
slaughtered and how much this cow eats per day 
shows that the total emissions for beef are around 46 
times the portion weight.64 So one 225g steak causes 
the equivalent GHG emissions to taking a transatlantic 
flight every year or driving a fossil-fuelled car about 
70 kilometres (43.5 miles). Again, however, the total 
emissions vary depending on how the beef is produced. 
For example, feeding cows a rich diet, such as soy, which 
requires more land to grow and can cause deforestation, 
or clearing land to create grassland to feed cows, can 
increase beef’s total GHG emissions.65

Table 1. Examples of carbon emissions per food 
portion

Food CO₂eq / 250g 
portion

Rice 640g

Dairy Milk 550g 

Dairy Yogurt 500g

Cheese 3975g (~4kg)

Beef 11808g (~12kg)

Plants and plant-based foods 
Plants and plant-based foods have an important role 

helping alleviate climate change. Legumes (a type of 
plant that includes beans, peas and lentils) have bacteria 
in their roots which take nitrogen from the air and convert 
it into a molecule that the plant can use, thus reducing 
the amount of nitrogen-based fertiliser needed. This 
means that beans, for example, have relatively low GHG 
emissions, but compared to other vegetables (such as 

'...one 225g steak causes 
the equivalent GHG 

emissions to taking a 
transatlantic flight every 
year or driving a fossil-

fuelled car about 70 
kilometres.'
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potatoes) have higher nutritional value, including fibre, 
calories and protein. But once again, it’s about more 
than just the food item. Comparing the GHG emissions 
of dried v. canned beans and different cooking methods, 
canned beans reheated in a microwave, taking into 
account the steel packaging and the canning process 
(using fossil fuels),66 cause twice their own weight in 
emissions, whereas beans cooked using a pressure 
cooker cause approximately their own weight in GHG 
emissions.

Rice, while lacking in nutrient density compared 
to other grains, such as oats, millet and barley, is 
mostly grown in flooded fields, which requires far more 
labour and environmental resources, such as water, 
than dryland crops like wheat.67 Rice is grown in water 
primarily to stave off pests and to keep weeds away from 
the rice paddies. As the remains of living things die off 
and decompose in the water, nitrogen compounds are 
released, feeding the rice, and microorganisms produce a 
large amount of either carbon dioxide or methane, which 
is released from submerged soils to the atmosphere.68 
69 Estimates have suggested that approximately 2% of 
human-caused climate warming, and 10% of all methane 
emissions, can be attributed to rice farming.70 This means 
that a portion of 200g of cooked rice causes double its 
weight in emissions.71 Considering the importance of 
rice as a staple crop for much of the world (it provides 
more calories to the global population than any other 
food), researchers have worked to adapt production 
practices to make its cultivation more sustainable, 
such as reducing water consumption by keeping the 
field flooded for shorter periods of time,72 and reducing 
overall emissions by developing new varieties of rice 
with higher yields.73

in their own lives. Climate action is not something that 
should be done ‘by’ some people ‘to’ other people. 

To meet climate goals – and thereby ensure a safe 
living space for ourselves and future generations:

• food system GHG emissions must fall 
• while food systems continue to provide enough 

nutritious food for a growing population
• with minimal negative impacts on other life-

supporting resources such as water, air quality 
and biodiversity.57 

In all of this, equity is paramount. Steps to reduce 
food’s climate impacts should not fall hardest on people 
who are already living with food poverty, food anxiety or 
diet-related ill health. 

As this report has shown, whether you are deciding 
what foods to grow, cook, sell or provide for customers 
or clients, the decisions you make are relevant to climate 
change and can help reduce the food system’s impacts. 
The following suggestions are just a start, to help you 
begin the journey. 

1. Think of the climate as well as cost 
and nourishment

Food projects already juggle prices paid and charged, 
and may consider the healthiness of the food being 
offered. The urgent need now is to include climate in 
the mix. Substitute lower-emission foods for higher ones 
here and there, where there isn’t a cost penalty (some 
lower-impact choices will be cheaper) or where a higher 
cost can be balanced out over time. For example, use 
seasonal fruit and vegetables in preference to (imported) 
out-of-season ones, trial a ‘meat-free’ day or promote 
plant-based alternatives to meat.  

What you can do 

The issues described here present big challenges. 
All sorts of interconnected things need to change: the 
way we farm, trade, shop, plan meals for ourselves and 
each other, cook, and dispose of leftovers and waste. 
Changes are needed in the laws and regulations that 
underpin the whole food system. You may think that it 
is up to governments to make the necessary changes, 
or that the huge corporations doing most of the climate 
damage should take most of the responsibility. Both 
these statements are valid. 

But as the climate campaigner Greta Thunberg says 
in the Tweet quoted at the start of this report, to change 
everything we need everyone. 

First, the big, systemic changes will not be possible 
without our political and practical support. What we all 
do can prompt change on the part of governments and 
corporations. 

Next, multiple actions with a small climate impact 
add up to a big climate impact. 

And finally, precisely because climate change itself 
will affect us all – and the poorest and most vulnerable 
first and worst – everyone needs to know what is 
happening and how they can take meaningful action 

For many more details on how different foods 
contribute to climate change, and how to calculate 
the impacts of foods and diets, we recommend Food 
and climate change without the hot air by Sarah 
Bridle74 and the website Take a Bite out of Climate 
Change.
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2. Do a mini audit of climate 
performance

Make a list of the activities your organisation 
performs and consider whether any of them could 
change to reduce impacts. Could you sometimes change 
your cooking methods to reduce fuel use? Does your 
electricity come from a renewable supplier? Could you 
pack food differently, or transport it in different ways? 

3. Avoid food-related waste
Food waste represents a waste of all the energy and 

resources that went into its production – and all the 
emissions generated in that process could have been 
avoided. In addition, food waste sent to landfill gives 
off methane. Basic guidelines are: buy what you need, 
use what you buy, and give away or compost what you 
can’t eat. Incorporate leftovers into new meals, and 
store things appropriately (fridges should be set at 5º 
or lower). Find out if your local authority collects food 
waste for composting, or contribute food waste to a local 
community garden that makes compost. For packaging 
waste, recycle everything you can, and for things your 
local authority doesn’t recycle (such as soft plastics), 
investigate whether local businesses have collection 
points (many Co-op stores do) or look into the (paid for) 
recycling services offered by organisations such as First 
Mile and Terracycle. 

4. Learn and teach about food and 
climate

Boast about your efforts to tackle climate change 
through food. Tell customers and clients. Share the 
information in this report with them, so they understand 

what you are doing and why. Write the need for 
sustainability into funding applications.  

5. Don’t get bogged down in the meat v 
no-meat argument

People have strong feelings, as well as reasons, 
for their dietary choices. When these are challenged it 
can be threatening and counterproductive. Changing 
what we eat to reduce climate impacts does not mean 
everyone has to be a vegan. Eating less meat and dairy 
is also useful. Getting into polarised arguments about 
meat and dairy just holds up progress. 

6. Campaign for the big, systemic 
changes 

...at the same time as making small, practical 
changes in what you do. Ask your suppliers for more 
information about where they source their supplies from. 
Tell councillors about any problems you encounter – for 
example with recycling or composting. Get your clients 
and customers on board: their voices and experience will 
add force to your arguments.

What the government could 
do to help you

Some of the steps needed to tackle the food system’s 
climate impacts require action by government. From 
many possibilities, here are three: 

Taxes and subsidies could be used in a targeted 
way to incentivise low-emissions production and 
consumption. Taxes on meat are controversial because 

they are based on the type of food and not the emissions 
related to it (for example cheese has higher GHG 
emissions than chicken, but cheese producers wouldn’t 
be affected while chicken farmers would be75 76). One way 
to avoid this would be to base the tax on the emissions 
of each food item rather than a food category. This would 
reward producers for reducing emissions because the 
cost of their product would decrease, making it more 
attractive to consumers. This measure would have to be 
accompanied by support for farmers whose production 
was affected, to help them transition to more sustainable 
agriculture. Another option is to reduce the subsidies 
for high-emission foods (for example, supermarkets 
often subsidise the price of cows’ milk, a relatively 
high-emissions food, to tempt people into their stores). 
Removing these subsidies, or transferring them to low-
emissions foods, would encourage consumers to make 
more climate-friendly choices77.

Mandatory food emissions labelling would 
make it easier for everyone to see which foods have 
better or worse climate impacts. If people chose climate-
friendly products, this could harness the power of 
purchasing to drive change. Poorer-performing products 
would have to improve to hold their market share. 

A climate literacy programme in schools 
would educate children about all aspects of climate 
change – including its vital links with the food system 
and diet. Among other things, it would help children 
understand the emissions from different activities 
(including eating), and thus avoid the main sources of 
emissions.
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