
Planes vs Cows 
 

By the amount that’s been written on the impact of aviation on climate change you would think the life or 

death of the planet depended on whether you took a holiday overseas. Indeed, a new study published 

by the Institute for Public Policy Research concludes that the threat to the environment from aircraft 

emissions is so great that there should be large and clearly visible warnings such as 'Flying Causes 

Climate Change'  similar to the health warnings on cigarette packs, to help encourage people to give up 

flying. 

 

But, while aviation is a very high profile and easy target, there are a large number of other industries that 

have an equally large impact on climate change. Take, for example, the cattle industry. 

 

The UK's national cattle herd is some 10.5m animals. These animals, being ruminants, produce a large 

amount of methane when digesting cellulose. Indeed, a single dairy cow eating grass can produce as 

much as 120kg of methane a year (that's about 600 litres of methane per day!). Taking into account that 

not all cattle are cows and that they don't eat grass year round, an average figure around 75kg of 

methane per annum per animal is nearer the mark. For the national herd this equates to 757,000 tonnes 

of methane per annum. The problem with methane is that it is a much more potent greenhouse gas than 

carbon dioxide - 23 times more so in fact - so the CO2 equivalent emissions from cattle are 17.5m 

tonnes per annum. 

 

To this must be added the nitrogen oxide emissions from the manure produced by the cattle which, 

although small at about 60,000 tonnes per annum, are 296 times more potent than CO2 as a 

greenhouse gas and you get a further 17.5m tonnes of CO2 per annum. This means that the UK's cattle 

produce a grand total of 35m tonnes of CO2 per annum - almost exactly the same amount as aviation. 

 

And this doesn't take into account into account the CO2 related to growing feed for the cattle, the 

fertiliser used on fields, transporting cattle to the abattoir and then the supermarket or the enormous 

energy cost of maintaining open-topped freezers in a heated supermarket. 

 

So if there are going to be climate change warnings on aircraft, there also need to be  similar warnings 

stencilled on the sides of cows. 

 

 

 
 
 


