
Viewpoint: Environmental Working Group on the wrong side of science with
simplistic attack on animal agriculture’s impact on climate

ith Christmas just around the corner, you’re probably finalizing your dinner plans and wrapping
those last few presents before sticking them under the tree. Our friends at the Environmental
Working Group (EWG) have another concern this holiday season: the climate horrors caused
by meat and milk production: 

If we stopped burning fossil fuels tomorrow, scientists have calculated that global emissions 
from agriculture would still cause us to blow past the goals we’ve set to avoid the most 
catastrophic effects of the climate crisis. So even if we switch to electric vehicles, make 
buildings more energy efficient, and power our homes and businesses with renewable energy, 
we will still face a climate catastrophe, thanks in part to agriculture.

—Geoff Horsfield, Meat’s math problem is exacerbating the climate crisis

While there is no denying that animal agriculture can take a serious toll on the environment, EWG’s
analysis is full of misleading claims about methane emissions and the sustainability of “alternative”
proteins like plant-based meat. A more sober assessment of the evidence shows that animal agriculture is
growing more sustainable, just like the energy and transportation sectors.
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Keeping things in context

Let’s begin with a few basic facts. The EPA reported in 2019 that farming generates nine percent of
America’s greenhouse gas emissions. Animal agriculture’s contribution to this total is roughly four percent,
but eliminating every farmed animal in the US would decrease our total emissions by less than three
percent, according to a 2018 study published in PNAS.

One has to wonder why EWG is preoccupied with these relatively insignificant reductions. Whatever the
reason, there’s more at stake than GHG emissions. As UC Davis animal geneticist Alison Van
Eenennaam has pointed out, we get a lot of useful products and services from cows:

More than just hamburgers, [cattle] autonomously harvest forage on marginal lands to produce
66 million tons of beef, 6.5 billion tons of milk, macro- and micronutrients, fibers, hides, skins,
fertilizer and fuel; and are used for transportation, draft power, a source of income, and a form
of banking for millions of smallholder farmers in developing countries.

A soy burger has nowhere near the same level of utility. But even if it did, we couldn’t just replace
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the animals that went out of production with plants. “Grass and rangelands make up 80 percent of the 2.5
billion hectares of land used for livestock production,” Van Eenennaam added, “and most of this land is
considered too marginal to be convertible to cropland.”

Sustainability increasing

Here’s another striking detail EWG left out of its analysis: the amount of land dedicated to raising animals
for food has plummeted in recent years. “According to data from the Food and Agriculture Organization of
the United Nations,” the Breakthrough Institute reported in 2019, “there are 140 million fewer hectares of
pasture today than there were in 2000, an area roughly the size of Peru.” Significantly, this decline was
accompanied by increases in meat and milk production, 13 and 32 percent, respectively.
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Pasture in many developed countries actually peaked in the 1960s, Breakthrough explained. The more
encouraging conclusion is that developing countries worldwide are now seeing similar pasture declines as
farmers begin raising more animals on the same amount of land, and each animal produces more meat
and milk.

Technological innovations that improve animal health, produce better feed, and optimize the animals
themselves for food production are key to further boosting this global sustainability trend. You can read 
the Breakthrough report to see the details, but all these improvements produce more with less. Feeding
cows energy-dense but balanced diets means committing less land to feed production; healthy cows
produce more than sick ones, and so do animals bred to thrive in different environmental conditions.

Transgenic (GMO) and gene-editing technology can contribute to improvements in feed efficiency, animal
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health, and regional adaptation. But you’ll never guess which organic industry-funded activist group
opposes these technologies: the Environmental Working Group.

Most people agree that fewer GHG emissions are desirable, but EWG has offered an incomplete analysis
of the problem we face, most importantly by ignoring viable solutions. Plant-based proteins are an
important development; however, producing them on a scale that would significantly alter global food
consumption would require a lot of energy, and this means encouraging people to eat more Beyond
Burgers isn’t the simple answer many have suggested.

The good news is that we don’t have to follow EWG’s lead. We can look at all the data and draw a more
sensible conclusion: food production has environmental costs, but these are dropping as technology
makes farming more sustainable.
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