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Cutting our carbon footprint- Is meat really all bad?

In our series of articles explaining how to reduce our carbon 
footprint, this month we are tackling the subject of meat. Read 
any article about cutting your carbon footprint and it will advise 
eating less meat. But is it really that simple, and what are the 
reasons and the best options for the environment, soil and 
climate? There are good and bad choices to be made whatever 
food you choose whether it’s meat, grain or vegetables; the real 
problem is our intensification of the farming system, 
agrochemicals and distance it travels.

Intensive farming of animals has a really high carbon footprint 
and environmental problems for many reasons. Animals kept 
indoors all year require huge infrastructure, and inputs of food 
and water, often from far away. Feeding animals on grain or 
soya takes away farmland which could be used for humans, 
increasing our demand for agricultural land on the planet and 
can even mean the destruction of rainforests in the case of 
soya production. Although you can argue that some poor quality 
harvests are not wasted because they are fed to animals, most 
animal feed is specifically grown for them, especially in the case 
of pigs and chickens. These crops will be intensively farmed 
using ploughs and agrochemicals, which have their own carbon 
footprint and ecosystem destructive affect. 

On the flip side, animals reared in a non intensive way can be 
good for the planet and much better for animal welfare and our 
health too. 

Cows always take the brunt of the debate, but it really is “the 
how not the cow”. 



Herbivores eat grass that grows on poor soil where we can’t 
grow grain without agrochemicals, or has too high or low 
rainfall, so the right choice for farming in certain regions, 
including parts of south west England.

Permanent organic pasture can support a wide range of 
wildflowers, insects and animals, including dung beetles and 
rare birds. Grazing must be done right, leaving the grass to 
recover by rotating animals at lower densities to prevent soil 
compaction. Cows fed this way produce less methane than 
when fed on an unnatural diet of soya and wheat- plus the 
grass stores carbon and water helping combat climate change 
and flash flooding. And grasslands even produce hydroxilines 
and bicarbonate ions which neutralise the methane before it 
gets into the upper atmosphere:- highlighting why cows should 
not be kept in barns or feedlots their whole life but need to be 
on pasture, close to the grass! Herbivores kept in this way can 
be carbon negative, because the amount of carbon stored in 
the soil through the healthy grassland they create, exceeds the 
carbon produced by the system. Eating venison can be good for 
the environment too as we need to reduce the amount of wild 
deer as their large numbers are having a detrimental affect on 
British woodlands.

Regenerative agricultural systems can use animals to help to 
build stable soil carbon and increase fertility with their manure, 
and their ability to eat crop residue and control pests (a system 
which can include chickens and pigs too) can be vital in an 
organic farm. However, to find chickens and pigs raised without 
grain supplements in the UK is currently very niche, as most are 
raised in large intensive farms, but could become more 
common place if consumers demanded it. This is where mixed 
regenerative farms can be so valuable and need our support.

So, if you would like to keep eating meat but you care about our 
climate and environment, look for animals and dairy that are 



farmed locally, in a free range way, pasture fed and organic. It is 
more expensive and harder to find at the moment, but with the 
new Sustainable Farming Incentive, hopefully it will be cheaper, 
more easily available and better labelled in the future. For now, 
ask your local butcher, visit a farmers market or search for 
suppliers online. If you aren’t sure of where your meat comes 
from, for instance in a supermarket, ready meal, restaurant or a 
takeaway; assume it’s intensively farmed and choose a vegan 
option.

As this way of farming is less intensive it won’t produce the 
quantities that we are used to, so this is where the broadbrush 
“eat less meat” statement is correct. We all need to increase the 
amount of plant based meals and decrease the amount of meat 
we eat - by eating quality meat as a treat we can hopefully see 
an end to intensive animal farming in the future, along with a 
rise in animal welfare and increased health of our soils.

If you’d like to read more detail with references on this subject 
visit www.quantockeco.org.uk and enter ‘Sustainable food 
system in the search box, read “Wilding” by Isabella Tree or 
watch a ted talk by Allan Savory.


