Carbon footprint of cows is not black and white
How green are dairy cows? Are they a sustainable source of food or a threat to the survival of the planet?
In recent months there has been much debate about livestock emissions of global warming gases, especially methane, with the Food and Agriculture Organisation of the UN asserting that livestock are worse polluters globally than transport.

Now some detail and numbers are being added to the debate with the publication of a study by Kite Consulting and paid for by ASDA, ARLA and Dairy Crest on the carbon emissions of on-farm milk production.

Its key findings are summarised below - 
· The carbon footprint varies significantly between farms so a “standard” footprint for milk cannot be applied.

· The contribution from direct sources for milk production is relatively modest at 20-25%.

· The contribution due to methane is the largest component, especially with organic farms. Milk yield is the biggest factor in diluting down the carbon footprint due to methane.

· Nitrous oxide emissions counter the advantage that conventional systems typically have due to higher output.  This is due to the potential emissions from nitrogen fertilisers and animal manure.  There is a great deal of debate in the scientific community about how much nitrous oxide is produced, and what the best way is to estimate these emissions.  It is likely that there will be more contentious debate and these figures may need to be amended.

· Efficiency of production on farm is the key driver to reducing the carbon footprint of milk.  This is made up of a combination of factors: milk yield, stocking rate, fertiliser/slurry usage, feed usage, energy consumption.  There is a close correlation between efficient production and financial performance.  In promoting best practice to reduce the carbon footprint this needs to be emphasised to producers.

· By measuring some simple key measures on farms we could account for the majority of the carbon footprint and this should enable bench marking and sharing of best practice to become possible on farms.

Table 1: Contribution of Green House Gas by Different Systems of Dairy Farming
	System
	Conventional

Average
	Conventional

Top 25%
	Organic

Average
	Organic

Top 25%

	g ‘CO2 equivalent’ per litre milk
	907
	745
	828
	705

	% Contribution from CO2
	23
	25
	21
	22

	% Contribution from methane
	52
	55
	69
	68

	% Contribution from N2O
	25
	20
	10
	10


The Kite report finishes with some optimistic analysis of the UK dairy industry’s ability to meet the Government’s targets for reducing greenhouse gas emissions.
“At an industry wide level the UK dairy herd has been “producing more from less” for decades, mainly as a result of increasing cow yields with better genetics and management.  Because this means we are now producing milk in the UK from fewer cows on a reduced land area we have been making a significant contribution to reducing the carbon effects from producing milk.  We estimate that because cow yields have increased by 1,150 litres per cow from 5,700 litres per cow to 6,850 litres per cow over the past 10 years then this equates to a reduction in carbon effect of approximately 100g per litre which is a 12% reduction, based on the model.  It is possible that with increased understanding and knowledge then we can make further reductions in the carbon footprint of milk.  Based on this we could achieve as an industry the 20% reduction in green house gas emissions, targeted by government between 1990 and 2010.”
