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A growing number of dairy companies

are trying to be climate-neutral, but is

there a right way to get there?
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It’s a dietary staple—beloved in a morning latte,
the ingredient that makes mashed potatoes oh so
creamy or a chocolate ganache worthy of topping a
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celebratory cake. It even saves those in need of
giving their kids a quick dinner by getting mac and
cheese to the right consistency. Yet, milk,
specifically cow’s milk, contributes a lot to the
greenhouse emissions of our food.

Livestock is responsible for anywhere from 11.1
percent to 19. 6 percent of greenhouse gas
emissions, the majority of which come from cows
raised for meat and milk products. Cows belch
methane, a potent greenhouse gas that stays in our
atmosphere for a much shorter time than carbon
dioxide, about 12 years compared to thousands of
years, but has much greater warming potential.
One cow, for instance, burps about 220 pounds of
methane in a year. As the planet warms, everyone
from the IPCC to consumers to farmers and food
producers is asking how to reduce those emissions
—but what does that really mean? 
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“When you hear the term carbon neutral, that
relates to industries that have carbon dioxide
emissions,” says UC Davis professor and head of
the agricultural research organization CLEAR
Center at UC Davis Frank Mitloehner. “The cows
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are eating carbon-rich feed; they digest it, and
when they digest it, they convert it to methane,
and then they belch it out. So, what matters is that
we manage methane and find ways to reduce it …
Methane is only a problem if we don’t manage it
and let it go into the atmosphere.” 

In other words, to reduce emissions from the
agricultural sector, many companies and scientists
believe the answer is to capture or reduce methane
and nitrous oxide, the other significant greenhouse
gas from the farming industry. Yet, measuring how
much methane and nitrous oxide to reduce is a
source of debate—in part because we don’t have a
good understanding of these terms and labels. 

“One of the issues is the imprecise use of language
many are interchanging between carbon-neutral
and climate-neutral,” says Caspar Donnison, the
author of a paper published in the journal
Environmental Research Letters, on climate
neutrality claims in the livestock sector. 

Donnison says that, in order to have alignment
with the Paris Agreement (keeping global warming
to 1.5 degrees Celsius), there need to be significant
methane reductions in the livestock sector, around
50 percent between 2020 and 2050. In contrast,
the methane reductions proposed by some, such as
studies he and his co-author scrutinized in their
paper, are insufficient. Even with a proposed cut of
23 percent, livestock sectors would remain a
source of very high emissions, sustaining a
warming impact that is too high. 

“It is a misleading use of the term ‘climate-neutral’
that is used in these studies, since under their
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definition the sector would still be causing global
warming,” says Donnison. To actually maintain
neutrality, Donnison says, the sector has to reduce
enough to offset all the greenhouse gasses and
other emissions for which it is responsible. 

According to Donnison, there are large
opportunities for the food sector to lower
emissions, but they involve dietary shifts to plant-
based foods, especially in areas with high meat
consumption, and increased efficiencies in
livestock production. 
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“About five years ago, I gave our sustainability
director a goal for the farm to be carbon-neutral by
the end of 2022 and expand that to the rest of the
other farms that supply us by 2030,” says dairy
farmer and president of Straus Family Creamery
Albert Straus. The Straus family farm has been
operating for more than 75 years, tucked along the
coastline of Northern California. In 1994, Straus
dairy farm became the first certified organic dairy
farm west of the Mississippi River, and it was the
first 100-percent certified organic creamery in the
country.

https://www.strausfamilycreamery.com/


The farm didn’t make its goal of carbon neutrality
by 2022, but it is still working toward it. It has
started testing a feed supplement with red
seaweed, which has demonstrated a reduction in
cow’s enteric methane emissions (which occur via
cow burps) an average of 52 percent and as much
as 90 percent, although there have been delays
with availability recently. The Straus farm is one of
a growing number of dairy companies, including
Organic Valley and Neutral, which are trying to be
climate-neutral and vying for sustainability
motivated consumers in the process. But they each
have different ways of going about it. 

Along with the seaweed supplements, Straus has
implemented a few new pieces of tech, including a
methane digester that captures methane emissions
from on-farm manure that would otherwise be
released into the atmosphere and converts it into
electricity. They are also working with other farms
that supply the creamery; in 2023, Straus
launched an incentive program to incorporate the
practices he experimented with and perfected on
his farm, so the whole dairy creamery supply chain
can be carbon-neutral by 2030.

“I think it is essential for us to create a positive
environment where our farms … can address
climate change, can address healthy organic food
for the local populations and regional populations,
and help revitalize rural communities as well,”
says Straus.

Start-up Neutral, which launched in 2019 in
Oregon and Washington before expanding
nationally in 2021, uses carbon offsets. Carbon
offsets (when a company or individual calculates
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its carbon footprint and then funds projects that
offset climate change, such as tree planting) have
become controversial over the past few years
because they rely on hard-to-verify data and tend
to put the burden of fighting climate change on
projects occurring in the global south. Still, for
Neutral, it was a way to be climate neutral from
the start while working with its suppliers to reduce
emissions on farms.

“Our goal is to use fewer offsets as we implement
more of our carbon reduction projects,” says   Jake
Schmitz, carbon reduction manager at Neutral
Foods. “With a growing portfolio of emissions
reduction projects, our goal is to cover as many
reductions as possible through our own projects,
resulting in a reduced use of offsets.”

To do that, Neutral is working with its farms to
supplement cows’ feed with Agolin, an essential oil
blend that the company says increases feed
efficiency by more than four percent and reduces
those burps by more than 8 percent. As Agolin
helps farmers feed less, it should reduce N2O from
crop production. It is also working to change the
manure systems to separate solids and liquids,
allowing farmers to distribute the manure more
efficiently to cropland. 
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Organic Valley, a 1,600-farmer-owned
cooperative, decided carbon offsets weren’t right
for it.

“If we wanted to be carbon neutral tomorrow, we
would have to buy carbon offsets because that’s
how you get a lot done quickly,” says Nicole
Rakobitsch, director of sustainability at Organic
Valley. “Buying the carbon offsets from outside of
your supply chain, though, means money goes to
those projects that are not related to your
commodity or the products that you’re making.”

On the facility side, Organic Valley has already
pivoted to renewable electricity. Organic Valley,
which has plans to be climate-neutral by 2050,
decided to go with an approach called carbon
insetting, which, according to Rakobitsch, means
that, instead of purchasing offsets, it is using that
money to invest in its suppliers and farmers.

Thanks in part to a USDA Climate-Smart
Commodities grant, Organic Valley started a pilot
program to provide technical assistance to farmers
who want to implement a new practice, such as



agroforestry, but don’t know where to start.
Organic Valley pays its farmers annually per ton of
carbon reduction to incentivize the farms. 

There are pros and cons to all of these reduction
methods; the methane digesters that are part of
Straus’s and Neutral’s work to be climate-neutral
have been touted by the Biden administration as a
critical part of methane reduction, but there are
questions about how effective they really are. 

As the climate crisis intensifies, dairies who reduce
their emissions are helpful, but only one part of an
agricultural solution. As consumers look for more
climate-friendly options, Donnison says to pay
attention to the language companies use, to help
avoid greenwashing. “It’s important to understand
how companies are defining climate-neutral, and
how they have calculated their emissions, as it can
be misleading.”
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I think in 50 years there will be some serious 🙄

reaction to this archived article. Come on people,

oat milk is just as good, has a fraction of the

impact on the environment, and you don’t have to

make a mother mourn for her babies.
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