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What is the carbon 
footprint of milk?

A study conducted by the 
Applied Sustainability Center of the 
University of Arkansas found that 
the carbon footprint of one gallon 
of milk, from farm to table, is 17.6 
pounds of carbon dioxide equivalents 
(CO2e) per gallon of milk produced 
on U.S. farms. The total fluid milk 
carbon footprint is approximately 
35 million metric tons, which means 
that total U.S. dairy greenhouse gas 
emissions are only about two percent 
of total U.S. emissions, far lower 
than had been previously reported.

Do cows produce 
greenhouse gases?

Dairy production contributes less 
than one percent of U.S. greenhouse 
gas emissions, according to the U.S. 
Environmental Protection Agency’s 
U.S. Inventory of Greenhouse Gas 
Emission Report. And dairy farmers 
and others in the dairy community 
have committed to reducing 
greenhouse gas emissions by 25 
percent by 2020.

Greenhouse gases include water 
vapor, carbon dioxide, methane, 
nitrous oxide and ozone. Today, 
producing a pound of milk takes 
three times less methane than 
it did in 1924 because of the 
many efficiencies practiced by 
dairy farmers. Dairy farmers are 
continuing to find ways to further 
reduce methane emissions by feeding 
grains and high-quality forage and 
by continuing to use other tools such 
as genetic improvement and superior 
herd management, according to 
researchers.

Do dairy farmers practice  
sustainable farming methods?

Yes. By combining scientific advancements and on-farm sensibilities, 
dairy farmers continually look for new ways to be sustainable. Examples of 
sustainable farming practices include crop rotation to mitigate weeds and 
improve soil quality, the introduction of beneficial insects to control harmful 
pests, no-tillage or reduced tillage crop farming for soil and fuel conservation, 
and the use of new products with enhanced environmental benefits. Today, 
approximately 41 percent of crop land is cultivated using conservation tillage 
techniques that leave at least 30 percent of the previous crop residue after 
planting. This reduces erosion, retains soil moisture and conserves fuel.

How are dairy farmers reducing the environmental  
impact of producing milk?

According to Cornell University, the dairy community has already reduced 
its carbon footprint by more than 63 percent between 1944 and 2007, due 
to improved cow nutrition, cow comfort, quality of the animals, and other 
improvements. Compared to farms in 1960, USDA statistics show that U.S. 
dairy farms today are producing almost three times more milk with about half 
the number of cows. In addition, milk performed better than other beverages 
in the 2010 Nutrient Density to Climate Impact (NDCI) Index, which 
compared nutrient density to climate impact. ■
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