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An HSI Fact Sheet: Diet and the Environment 

“In recent decades, livestock production has increased rapidly, particularly in the developing world. This 

expansion of the livestock sector is exerting mounting pressure on the world’s natural resources: grazing 

land is threatened by degradation; deforestation is occurring to grow animal feed; water resources are 

becoming scarce; air, soil and water pollution are increasing; and locally adapted animal genetic 

resources are being lost.” (Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations)
1
 

Land animals raised for food per year
2
………………..77,088,744,301

Expected increase in poultry production (2005/07 to 2050)…….121% 

Expected increase in beef production (2005/07 to 2050)…………66% 

Expected increase in egg production (2005/07 to 2050)…….……65% 

Expected increase in milk production (2005/07 to 2050)………...62% 

Expected increase in pig meat production (2005/07 to 2050)
3
…...43%

Meat, dairy and egg production involves more than raising and slaughtering animals. It also uses feed 

grain production, requiring substantial water, energy and chemicals. Feed, live animals and processed 

food must also be transported. All of this comes at a substantial cost to the environment. Mitigating the 

animal agriculture sector’s significant yet underappreciated role in climate change and environmental 

problems is vital for the health and sustainability of the planet. Individually, reducing meat, milk and egg 

consumption can reduce our environmental impact, which is becoming increasingly important. 

CLIMATE CHANGE: We are facing unprecedented changes, with global warming of the 

atmosphere and oceans, melting ice and snow, and rising seas.
4
 This has significant impacts, from 

water availability and non-human species migration to food production, extreme weather and 

poverty exacerbation.
5
  

 Farm animal production accounts for 14.5% of all human-caused greenhouse gases (GHGs).
6

 Based on expected demand, farm animal production alone is projected to emit over two-thirds of

the amount of GHGs considered sustainable by 2050.
7

 The animal agriculture sector emits large amounts of three important GHGs:
8

Carbon Dioxide (CO2) Approximately 27% of the farm animal sector’s emissions are CO2, which in 

turn contributes approximately 5% of annual human-related CO2 output.
9

Methane (CH4) Farm animals are responsible about 44% of methane emissions globally.
10

 

Methane’s relatively short time in the atmosphere (12.4 years)
11

 makes it a 

better target for near-term climate mitigation than carbon dioxide.
12

  

Nitrous Oxide (N20) Animal agriculture accounts for 53% of human-related N2O emissions.
13

Nitrous oxide remains in the atmosphere for 121 years.
14



Source: Tilman D and Clark M. 2014. Global diets link environmental sustainability and human health. Nature 515:518-22. 

LAND USE: About 20% of the planet’s grasslands and pasturelands have been degraded, mostly 

due to erosion, compaction and overgrazing by farm animals.
15

 Farm animal production, including 

feed crop production, has been a “driving force” for deforestation.
16

 

 Worldwide, we use more land to raise and feed farm animals than for any other single purpose.
17

 Farm animal production accounts for 70% of all agricultural land and 30% of total land area.
18

 More than 60% of corn and barley, and over 97% of soymeal, are fed to farm animals.
19

Growth of Industrial Farm Animal Production     

Industrial production involves housing large 

amounts of animals in fully enclosed structures.
20 

These systems produce about two-thirds of the 

world’s poultry meat and eggs, and more than half 

of all pork.
21  

Increasing demand for animal

products has propelled a shift from small-scale, 

extensive production to large-scale, more 

intensive production.
22

 In terms of waste 

production, a single animal production facility can 

equal a small city.
23

 Manure produced on factory

farms exceeds the amount of land available to 

absorb it, turning manure from a valuable resource 

into a hazard that hurts oil, water and air quality.
24

WATER: According to the FAO, farm animal production is probably the biggest water polluter
25

 

and can damage water quality by releasing pathogens and nutrients into groundwater and 

waterways.
26

 Animal agriculture is also a major consumer of water resources.
27

 

 Globally, meat and milk products account for 29% of our average consumer water footprint,

compared to just 4% for household water use.
28
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 Up to 250 million worldwide people may experience water shortages by 2020.
29

Source: Mekonnen MM and Hoekstra AY. 2012. A global assessment of the water footprint of farm animal products. Ecosystems 15:401-15.  

Recent studies are detailing the benefits to the planet if we slow or stop our meat, dairy and egg intake: 

Proceedings of the National 

Academy of Sciences 

(2016)
30

 

With current forecasts for increases in meat, dairy and egg intake, food-

related GHGs will rise 51% by 2050 over 2005/07 levels. Food-related 

emissions would actually decrease by 2050 if people cut out meat.. 

Climatic Change (2014)
31

 In the United Kingdom, the GHG emissions from a high-meat diet are 

2.5 times that of one without animal products. 

American Journal of Clinical 

Nutrition (2014)
32

 

Semi-vegetarian and vegetarian diets in North America can reduce 

GHG emissions by 22% and 29%, respectively, compared to a non-

vegetarian diet. 

Global Environmental 

Change (2014)
33

 

A 50% reduction in meat, dairy and egg consumption in the European 

Union could cut agricultural GHGs by 19% to 42%. 

Nature Climate Change 

(2014)
34

 

If “healthy” diets were adopted globally (mainly lowering sugars, 

saturated fats and animal products in some regions), GHGs would be 

54% lower by 2050 as compared to current trends. Land needed for 

pasture would be 32% lower. 

Environmental Health 

(2014)
35

 

In the Netherlands, removing 35 grams of meat per day reduced diet-

derived land use by 12%. Meat intake contributes 11% of daily calories 

but accounts for about 30% of diet-derived land use and GHGs.  

Animal Frontiers (2012)
36

 The switch from an average meat diet to a vegetarian diet could reduce 

the water footprint by 1,300 litres a day, equaling 474,500 litres a year. 

Agriculture, Ecosystems and 

Environment (2010)
37

 

The production, processing, transport and preparation in India of a non-

vegetarian meal including mutton collectively emitted 1.8 times the 

GHGs as that of a vegetarian meal without dairy products. 
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Humane Society International and its partner organizations together constitute one of the world’s 

largest animal protection organizations — backed by 11 million people. For 25 years, HSI has been 

fighting for the protection of all animals through advocacy, education, and hands-on programs. 

Celebrating animals and confronting cruelty worldwide — on the web at hsi.org. 
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