
Consumers are increasingly making food choices based on environmental 

impact. Surveys show growing interest in sustainability, with younger 

consumers leading the way. By offering more plant-based menu items, 

institutions can align with these values and meet a rapidly expanding demand.

- 31% of Americans say environmental sustainability is a ?very 

impactful? factor when deciding what to buy.

- In one national survey, nearly half of respondents believed 

plant-based alternatives are better for the environment than their 

animal-based counterparts.

- 87% of consumers say they are concerned about 

sustainably-produced food.

Environmental benefits of 
serving more plant-based meals
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The dem and for  sust ainable foods

Serve m ore plant s for  t he planet

Worldwide, close to 80 bil l ion  farm animals are raised every year for meat, 

eggs and dairy. Food systems are responsible for roughly one-third of global 

greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, with animal-based foods accounting for 

about twice the emissions of plant-based foods. This makes dietary changes a 

powerful climate tool alongside clean energy and waste reduction.

Because animal-based foods produce about twice the GHG emissions of 

plant-based foods, replacing animal proteins with plant proteins could reduce 

diet-related GHG emissions by up to 50%.

Greenhouse gases (GHGs) are naturally occurring 

gases that trap heat in the atmosphere.

In natural concentrations, they help regulate the 

planet?s temperature, but human activities?  

especially the burning of fossil fuels and certain 

agricultural practices? have greatly increased their 

levels.

In the U.S., most meat, dairy and eggs are produced 

in concentrated animal feeding operations (CAFOs), 

which are significant sources of GHGs, particularly 

methane and nitrous oxide. 

Over a century, methane traps about 27?30 times 

more heat than CO?. According to the EPA?s 2025 

GHG Inventory, agriculture is the largest sectoral 

source of methane emissions in the U.S., with 

livestock digestion as the top single contributor. 

Additional emissions come from producing and 

transporting animal feed, processing products, 

deforestation and land degradation.

JP Bonnelly/Humane World for Animals
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By working in the food service industry, you have a 

power ful oppor t unit y t o m ake a m easurable and 

last ing im pact  on t he environm ent , plate by plate.

Large studies show that shift ing menus toward 

plant-based proteins can:

- Cut diet-related greenhouse gas emissions by 

30?50% 

- Reduce agricultural land use by up to 75% 

- Lower freshwater use by over 50% 

For an institution serving thousands of meals each 

week, these savings quickly translate into tangible 

resource wins: less land, less wat er  use and a 

sm aller  cl im at e foot pr int ? all while meeting 

growing customer demand for sustainable choices.

I f  your  din ing operat ion shif t ed just  a por t ion of  

i t s m enu t oward plant -based prot eins, you could 

save t he equivalent  of  t housands of  gallons of  

wat er  and hundreds of  pounds of  grain every 

single day. Those savings scale exponentially when 

multiplied by the number of meals you serve over a 

semester, a school year or a corporate contract. 

Institutions across the nation are aligning with public 

demand and pledging to build a better world for 

tomorrow by incorporating plant-based dishes onto 

their menus.

What about local food?
While local food is im por t ant ? especially for  

air -f reight ed goods? t he t ype of  food you serve 

has a far  great er  im pact  on em issions. Recent  

st udies show t hat  t ranspor t  account s for  

roughly 19% of  food syst em  em issions, but  

shif t ing f rom  beef  t o beans can cut  em issions by 

far  m ore.

The ef fect s of  grow ing food for  anim als, not  hum ans

Land is an important and shrinking natural resource on our planet. 

Anim als raised for  food use around 80% of  agr icult ural land 

wor ldw ide, while supplying just 17% of calories and 38% of protein. This 

means the land footprint for animals raised for food is more than triple 

that of all crops grown directly for human consumption. Serving more 

plant-based foods therefore helps protect forests, grasslands and the 

entire ecosystems living within them.

In the U.S., grassland pasture and range for animal agriculture cover nearly 

29% of all land? that 's more than any other category. 

Producing 100g of protein from beef requires about 9 t im es more 

freshwater than producing the same amount from beans or lentils. It 's 

worth noting that beans and beef have similar protein content per serving. 

Your  inst it ut ion can m ake a dif ference

For  m ore inform at ion, visit  forwardfood.org

Plant -based foods prot ect  our  resources

 Michelle Riley/Humane World for Animals 

Crunching the numbers
Beef  is one of  t he m ost  resource-int ensive foods 

we eat . Producing 100 gram s of  prot ein f rom  beef  

generat es about  35 kg of  CO?e, while t ofu 

produces just  2 kg, and peas only 0.4 kg. That ?s up 

t o 90 t im es less cl im at e im pact . Beef  also requires 

about  9 t im es m ore f reshwat er  when producing it  

t han plant  prot eins.
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