Dairy sector faces backlash over weak methane reduction commitments
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Some of the world’s leading dairy producers are under scrutiny for their inability to effectively tackle methane emissions, a potent greenhouse gas that poses a significant threat to global climate stability. A recent assessment conducted by the Changing Markets Foundation highlights the inadequacy of methane reduction strategies among 20 major dairy brands and coffee chains that heavily rely on dairy products. While almost all companies acknowledge the impact of livestock-related methane on climate change, only two—Nestlé and Danone—claim to have successfully reduced their emissions.
The assessment scored these companies based on their targets, action plans, and transparency regarding methane emissions. Alarmingly, only six out of the 20 companies, including Arla and General Mills, monitor their methane outputs directly, with even fewer disclosing this crucial information publicly. Danone topped the evaluation with a score of 59 out of 100, but its achievement is dwarfed by the sheer scale of the industry problem. The report underscores a troubling trend: despite the sector generating over $420 billion annually, there is a glaring absence of concrete commitments to reduce dairy production or set specific methane targets.
Methane is known to be 80 times more effective than carbon dioxide at trapping heat in the atmosphere, making its reduction a critical element in global efforts to curb climate change. The Changing Markets Foundation asserts that agriculture accounts for nearly 40% of methane emissions, with dairy and beef production contributing over 70% of that figure. Such statistics underscore the urgent need for robust regulatory frameworks and actionable commitments from the dairy industry. Nusa Urbancic, CEO of Changing Markets, stressed that while firms may offer "fine words and a few voluntary actions," these are insufficient given the scale of action needed. “Governments must set science-based methane cuts for the agricultural sector,” Urbancic stated, emphasising the importance of concrete legislative frameworks to drive change.
The industry has faced significant backlash from both consumers and investors over this lack of accountability. Investors have highlighted that the absence of strict environmental regulations leaves the dairy and beef sectors exposed to reputational risks, especially in a landscape increasingly focused on sustainability and environmental ethics. Although initiatives like the Global Methane Pledge aim for a 30% reduction in methane by 2030, the reality is that only 16 countries have committed to such targets.
In the UK, Arla Foods' trial of the methane-reducing feed additive Bovaer revealed the complexities of bridging technological advancements with public sentiment. Despite evidence supporting Bovaer's efficacy in cutting methane emissions by 30%, widespread consumer misinformation has sparked resistance, leading to protests and calls for boycotts. Such dynamics illustrate that the adoption of innovative solutions in methane reduction also hinges on consumer acceptance and public trust.
Meanwhile, on a global scale, countries like India, the world's largest milk producer, grapple with similar challenges. Although the Indian government has not signed onto international methane reduction pledges, local initiatives are underway to improve bovine genetics and feed quality to enhance productivity while mitigating emissions. Experts insist that any measures to reduce methane emissions must balance environmental goals with the livelihoods of the farmers who depend on livestock for their income.
In light of these findings, the dairy industry is at a crossroads. Sustainable practices are more necessary than ever, not just as a corporate responsibility but as a cornerstone for a future where food production does not come at the expense of the planet. Without meaningful commitments and accountability, the promises made by major dairy corporations may remain just that—promises without the backing of substantial actions.
To achieve a sustainable dairy sector, stakeholders must unite, focusing on transparent reporting, specific emissions reduction targets, and the incorporation of innovative technologies that have not only demonstrable environmental benefits but also public acceptance. Only through collective effort can the dairy industry effectively combat one of the most pressing contributors to climate change: methane emissions.
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