
Cows are often front and center in conversations about climate change 
and emissions, as these animals are widely perceived as being harmful 
to the environment. But is that the whole story? 

With a rare level of access to farmers, food producers and global 
experts, filmmakers Michelle Michael and Brandon Whitworth set out 
on a journey across the world to find out. What they discovered is that 
while cows do contribute to climate change, their comprehensive 
impact on our world is more complex and worth considering. 
For example, cows also: 

FACTS FROM THE DOCUMENTARY

Largest concentration of livestock 
in the world, but one Indian dairy cow 
produces between 10-20x less milk 

Largest producer and consumer of milk. 

Cows: More than emissions

environmental impact

1/2 of methane  
emissions
Half of the world’s methane emissions 
come from agriculture, forestry and 
other land uses. 

78% of gHG EMISSIONS
Fossil fuels are responsible for 78% 
of all global greenhouse gas emissions. 
Cows? Just 5%. 

1.2 degrees celsius
The Earth’s temperature is 1.2° Celsius 
hotter than in pre-industrial times. 
Things will get drastically worse at 1.5°, 
which is set to happen by 2040 at our 
current rate of warming. 

40 million acres
The Dust Bowl destroyed 40 million
acres of productive farmland due to 
poor farming practices and droughts.
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Support soil health
by boosting soil fertility 
through manure and 
grazing 

Nourish people
by providing critical nutrients 
for humans that are not easily 
obtained from other sources

Support carbon capture
through regenerative 
grazing, which helps store 
carbon in the soil

Protect biodiversity
as they support 
diverse ecosystems on 
grazing lands 

Upcycle waste
by turning waste we can’t 
eat into nutrient-dense 
food we need

“If we want to truly mitigate 
climate change, we need 
animals on the landscape.”   

—Gabe Brown, Owner, Brown’s Ranch, 
   Bismarck, North Dakota

Did you know?
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https://apps.fas.usda.gov/newgainapi/api/Report/DownloadReportByFileName?fileName=Livestock%20and%20Products%20Semi-annual_New%20Delhi_India_IN2024-0006.pdf  
https://clear.ucdavis.edu/explainers/how-dairy-milk-has-improved-its-environmental-and-climate-impact 
https://www.dfc.gov/investment-story/increasing-milk-production-and-empowering-small-farmers-eastern-india#:~:text=India%20is%20the%20world's%20largest,percent%20of%20global%20milk%20output
https://www.ipcc.ch/srccl/chapter/summary-for-policymakers/ 
https://archive.ipcc.ch/pdf/assessment-report/ar5/syr/drafts/fd/AR5_SYR_FD.pdf
https://yaleclimateconnections.org/2023/03/with-global-warming-of-just-1-2c-why-has-the-weather-gotten-so-extreme/#:~:text=Since%20the%20preindustrial%20times%20of,levels%20were%20300%20feet%20lower
https://yaleclimateconnections.org/2023/03/with-global-warming-of-just-1-2c-why-has-the-weather-gotten-so-extreme/#:~:text=Since%20the%20preindustrial%20times%20of,levels%20were%20300%20feet%20lower
https://worldwithoutcows.com/lessons-from-the-dust-bowl/
https://worldwithoutcows.com/


The United States has 
the fourth largest and 
most productive 
cattle herd in the 
world. 
                                                              
The world’s largest beef 
producer, producing 27 billion 
pounds (122 million metric 
tonnes of meat annually). 

Second largest producer of milk, 
producing 100+ tons (110+ metric tonnes) 
annually.
 

Valued at over 
$1 trillion USD, 
the global cattle 
industry sustains 
the lives and 
livelihoods of 
billions of 
people worldwide. 

How can farmers 
and ranchers 
produce enough 
meat and milk to 
feed the world’s 
growing population 
while addressing 
environmental 
challenges          
and becoming a 
part of the 
solution?

food for thought: 
   
 

Rethinking COWS & CLIMATE

“The truth is, 
agriculture holds 
the key to saving 
our planet.”
 

       Myth         Fact

Cows are responsible for the majority of greenhouse 
gas emissions. 

Data from the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change shows that cows are responsible for just 5% 
of global greenhouse gas emissions. Fossil fuels are 
responsible for 78%. 

Methane from cattle is the same as carbon emissions 
from fossil fuels. 

Methane and carbon dioxide behave very differently in 
the atmosphere. Methane from cattle breaks down 
within about 12 years, while CO₂ from fossil fuels can 
persist for centuries, building up over time.

The land that cows graze on could be used to grow 
crops instead. 

Studies from Rothamsted Reseach — one of the world’s 
longest-running agricultural research institutions — show 
that converting grazing land to grow crops instead is not 
just impractical; it would lead to consequences for the 
environment. In their “Meat vs. Wheat” experiment, 
wheat crops grown on former pasture had a success rate 
as low as 28%, and conversion of the land boosted the 
risk of carbon loss, erosion and long-term damage.

Having everyone go vegan would solve climate 
change. 

                                                                                                          
While switching to a vegan diet can lower your carbon 
footprint, the overall impact of doing so is smaller than 
many think. For example, if the entire U.S. went vegan, 
greenhouse gas emissions would drop by just 2.6% 
— and a nationwide Meatless Monday would cut 
emissions by only 0.3%.

When it comes to understanding the complex relationship between cattle and the 
environment, knowledge is key. Let’s clear up some common myths about cows and 
their impact on our planet.  

—Allen Williams, 
  Regenerative Rancher, 
  CEO of BDA Farm, Marion, Alabama

On average, Florida’s Buck Island 
Ranch captures more carbon each 
year than it emits, sequestering 
1,201 tons of CO2 equivalent.

The 10,500-acre ranch with 3,000 
beef cattle is a net carbon sink!    

Learn more >>

According to Allen, removing cows and other ruminant animals 
from the land would devastate soil microbial populations. 
But regenerative agricultural practices can restore the soil and 
enhance its carbon-capturing abilities — positioning cows 
as powerful weapons in combating climate change. 

Learn more >>
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https://www.progressivepublish.com/downloads/2024/general/2024-pc-stats-lowres.pdf
https://www.progressivepublish.com/downloads/2024/general/2024-pc-stats-lowres.pdf
https://www.nass.usda.gov/Newsroom/2024/01-31-2024.php#:~:text=Of%20the%2087.2%20million%20head,decreased%20slightly%20to%209.36%20million
https://www.nass.usda.gov/Newsroom/2024/01-31-2024.php#:~:text=Of%20the%2087.2%20million%20head,decreased%20slightly%20to%209.36%20million
https://www.statista.com/statistics/268191/cow-milk-production-worldwide-top-producers/
https://archive.ipcc.ch/pdf/assessment-report/ar5/syr/drafts/fd/AR5_SYR_FD.pdf
https://archive.ipcc.ch/pdf/assessment-report/ar5/syr/drafts/fd/AR5_SYR_FD.pdf
https://clear.ucdavis.edu/explainers/gwp-star-better-way-measuring-methane-and-how-it-impacts-global-temperatures#:~:text=The%20most%20commonly%20used%20metric,per%20molecule%20compared%20to%20CO2
https://clear.ucdavis.edu/explainers/gwp-star-better-way-measuring-methane-and-how-it-impacts-global-temperatures#:~:text=The%20most%20commonly%20used%20metric,per%20molecule%20compared%20to%20CO2
https://worldwithoutcows.com/can-we-grow-enough-crops-to-feed-the-world-without-cows/
https://clear.ucdavis.edu/blog/what-if-united-states-stopped-eating-meat
https://worldwithoutcows.com/buck-island-ranch-a-case-for-carbon-negative-beef/
https://worldwithoutcows.com/the-power-of-soil-and-cows-to-be-a-climate-solution/

