
 

 
 

 

 

Fact sheet 

  
c o n n e c t  t o  t h e  w o r l d  o f  d a i r y  

November  2016 

   

Why dairy is so important 
for achieving a healthy 
sustainable diet 
 
Recent studies have shown that dai ry products 

have a low cl imate impact when balanced against  

their  nutr i t ional importance in a heal thy diet .  

 
• Changes in dietary patterns and the enforcement of sustainable diets are gaining in importance in the drive towards 

reducing the food industries climate impacts. 

• Sustainable diets need to be protective and respectful of biodiversity and ecosystems, nutritionally adequate, 

culturally acceptable, accessible, economically fair and affordable, while also being safe and healthy. (1,2) 

• Dairy products, with all their natural nutrients, offer a resource and carbon efficient way of achieving a balanced diet 

and can make key contributions to nutrient- and food security. 

• The dairy industry is committed to improving its environmental footprint and is determined to do so under the Dairy 

Sustainability Framework (DSF). 

 

 

 

The impor tance of  reducing the 

carbon in  the dai ry  sector  

 

There is growing evidence that argues that climate change will have tremendous impacts on human health (10) and the 

whole planet. Making the reduction of Greenhouse gas emissions (GHGE) and the overall carbon footprint imperative 
(10,11). The Food and Agriculture Organisation’s (FAO) report, Greenhouse Gas Emissions from the Dairy Sector, 

assessed that the dairy industry contributes an average of 2.7% to the globally registered GHGE. This translates to a 

global average of 2.4kg carbon dioxide-eq./kg liquid milk (12,13) and for Europe, to 1.5kg carbon dioxide-eq./kg. (14) 

However, it should be noted that the climatic impact is only one amongst many indicators that are used to assess the sector’s overall 

impact on the environment. All of these dimensions, climatic, as well as environmental ones, have been integrated in the Dairy 

Environmental Footprint Pilot (‘Dairy PEF’).  
 

Increasingly, policy makers re concentrate on modifying the food supply chain and dietary patterns of consumers, through 

more environmental-friendly guidelines that help achieve a GHGE reduction (11). However, several studies have shown, that while 

more environmental-friendly dietary behaviour is essential, the food and nutritional security side of it should not be left out. (12)  

http://eda.euromilk.org/fileadmin/user_upload/Public_Documents/EDA_Position_papers_-_Fact_Sheets/Other_Fact_Sheets/EDA-PEF-5539-16-Dairy_PEF_pilot_communication_fact_sheet.pdf
http://eda.euromilk.org/fileadmin/user_upload/Public_Documents/EDA_Position_papers_-_Fact_Sheets/Other_Fact_Sheets/EDA-PEF-5539-16-Dairy_PEF_pilot_communication_fact_sheet.pdf


 
 

 

2 

 
 

 

Sustainable diet 

 

What  i s  a  sus ta inable  d ie t?  ( 2 , 3 , 1 5 , 1 6 , 2 4 )   

 

According to the FAO, sustainable 

diets have low environmental 

impacts, should contribute to food 

and nutrition security, while also 

offering a healthy lifestyle for present 

and future generations. See the 

schematic representation of the 

key components of sustainable 

diets (modified rom FAO, 2010): 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Can a heal thy  and env i ronmenta l ly  f r iend ly  

d ie t  even be sus ta inable?  
 

There is no evidence to suggest that every environmentally friendly diet is also a healthy 

one and vice-versa. (5,7,13,17,18,24)   There are studies that have compared dietary models, which 

account for both the greenhouse gas emissions (GHGEs) and nutrient densities of foods, that 

have come to the conclusion that it is vital when evaluating these to include the whole diet 

and not just a single category of food. This is to help develop a comprehensive picture 

(13,17,19,23), that appreciates all possible impacts. Under these conditions it can be argued that 

both healthy and environmental-friendly diets can include foods with higher GHGE. 

 

Any change in diets must withstand scientific testing, to avoid unintended consequences (17), such as nutritional deficiencies (8) and 

must consider the consumer’s dietary behaviour. Here studies have shown that affordability is key. Milk and other dairy products 

are therefore an ideal addition to such efforts, as these are both nutritious and affordable. (9,14,15) 

 

In order to achieve the international climate change goals it is said that GHGEs will have to be reduced by 30% and dietary 

adjustments will be elemental to this.(3) Clearly, current efforts to adopt sustainable diets focus more on the environmental aspects, 

while leaving health related ones insufficiently addressed. (6) There is no consensus on the exact balance of a sustainable diet. 

Difficulties with the FAO’s version of a ‘sustainable diet’: 
 

1. Nutrient dense diets, which have more nutrients per calories, are not necessarily 

more affordable. (3,15) 
 

2. Low-price diets tend to be energy-rich, but nutrient-poor. (15) 
 

3. Some low-price healthy foods are not culturally accepted by the consumer. (15) 
 

4. Diets with higher nutrient dense foods linked with higher carbon footprint. (2,15,16) 

Health, wellness 

Nutritional needs, food 
security and access 

Cultural heritage 

Eco-friendly, 
seasonal, local food 

 

Fair Trade 

Biodiversity, 
environment, 

climate 

Healthy diet:  
diets which guarantee the 

achievement of the daily 

nutrient requirements. (10) 
 

Environmental-friendly diet:  
consuming foods with a low 

environmental impact. (10) 
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Sustainable diet 

Vieux et al claims, for example, that the necessary measures to reduce GHGE based on dietary consumption would require unrealistic 

changes in dietary patterns. (6,16) While others claim that in order to reduce the carbon footprint people would ultimately just have 

to eat less. (15) 

  

Dai ry  and i t s  essent ia l  nut r ients  a re  imperat ive  to  a 

sus ta inable  d ie t  
 

Not only does dairy continue to be part of many dietary guidelines (20), which usually advise 2-3 servings per day and more for 

children (12,18), but it is often even considered to be a ‘basic food group’. (12) Animal products, including dairy, are nutrient-rich and 

provide essential nutrients (12), such as protein, calcium, magnesium, phosphorus, potassium, zinc, selenium, vitamin A, B2, B12 and 

choline. These nutritional compounds make them important for special groups, such as adolescence and elderly people. Many 

studies fail to mention in their analysis the quality and bioavailability of the protein found in dairy, just as its high mineral and vitamin 

content. (11) 

 

According to the Barilla Centre for Food  
& Nutrition’s nutritional- environment 
pyramid Milk and dairy have  
a central role in healthy  
sustainable diets, 
 

The Double Food Pyramid 
recommends 2-3 daily 
servings of milk and 
dairy products. (1,19) 
 

 

 

 

 

Why should  the nut r ient  dens i t y  and 

carbon footpr in t  be jo in t l y  analysed?  

While sustainable diets usually concentrate on the environmental impacts (4,11,17,24) of the foods that are 

consumed (20), no dietary guidelines should promote a reduction of GHGE at the cost of nutritional 

sustenance. (4,20) Some studies have shown that dairy could be the key to achieving this much needed 

balance between the environmental benefits and nutritional value in a sustainable diet. (20,21) The 

Nutrient Density to Climate Impact (NDCI) Index compares the nutritional values of products to their 

climate impacts. Smedman et al., finds in his index that milk has not only the highest nutrient density*, 

but also the highest nutrient density in relation to climate impact (NDCI). (11) 

According to the Barilla Centre for 

Food & Nutrition’s nutritional- 

environment pyramid Milk and  

dairy has a central role in  

healthy sustainable diets.  

 

The Double Food Pyramid  

recommends 2-3 daily  

servings of milk and  

dairy products. (1,19) 

 

.

.

.

Food pyramid 
 

Environmental pyramid 
 

Nutrient density 
refers to foods 
with a greater 
concentration in 
nutrients, such as 
proteins, minerals 
and vitamins 
(micronutrients). 
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Nutrient density in relation to climate impact: milk, in comparison to other beverages, has a 
better benefit-cost ratio, when compared to nutrient density value and GHGE. (11,20) 

 

 

Mean GHGEs related to the consumption of 100 grams / kcal of different food groups, by 1918 adults 
(modified from Vieux et Al.).  Some products with lower GHGE have low nutrient densities and some 
with higher GHGE have higher nutrient densities, as is the case with dairy products. (2,15,16) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The dai ry  sector :  committed to greater  sustainabi l i ty  

The ‘Dairy Sustainability Framework’ is the global partnership of the dairy industries and is the main sustainability instrument of the 

sector. The framework is categorised into 11 distinct areas, in which it seeks improvement: Greenhouse gas emissions, soil 

nutrients, waste, water, soil, biodiversity, market development, rural economies, working conditions, product safety & 

quality and animal care. (9) Moreover, the recent signature of the Dairy Declaration, between the FAO and the International Dairy 

Federation (IDF), as well as the supplementary FAO Global Dairy Factsheet, further underline the sectors strive to achieve greater 

sustainability and the critical position this industry still maintains in today’s society. 

 

NNR (naturally nutrient 
rich) % in 100 g product 

Number of nutrients 
≥5 % of NNR 

Nutrient 
density 

GHG 
emission NDCI index 

Milk 126 9 53.8 99 0.54 

Orange juice 90 4 17.2 61 0.28 

Soy drink 53 3 7.6 30 0.25 

Oat drink 32 1 1.5 21 0.07 

Red wine 24 1 1.2 204 0.01 

Beer 18 0 0 101 0 

Soft drink 7 0 0 109 0 

Mineral water 2 0 0 10 0 

https://www.fil-idf.org/the-dairy-declaration/
http://www.dairydeclaration.org/Portals/153/Global%20Facts.pdf?v=1


 
 

 

5 

 
 

 

Sustainable diet 

 

References & further reading… 

1. Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, Food Climate Research Network. Plates, pyramids, planet: 

Developments in national healthy and sustainable dietary guidelines: a state of play assessment [Internet]. FAO and the University of 

Oxford; 2016 [cited 2016 May 21]. Available from: http://www.fao.org/3/a-i5640e.pdf 

2. Drewnowski A, Rehm C, Martin A, Verger E, Voinnesson M, Imbert P. Energy and nutrient density of foods in relation to their 

carbon footprint. Am J Clin Nutr [Internet]. 2014 Nov; Available from: 

http://ajcn.nutrition.org/content/early/2014/11/05/ajcn.114.092486.full.pdf+html 

3. Perignon M, Masset G, Ferrari G, Barre T, Vieux F, Maillot M, et al. How low can dietary greenhouse gas emissions be reduced 

without impairing nutritional adequacy, affordability and acceptability of the diet? A modelling study to guide sustainable food 

choices. Public Health Nutr. 2016 Apr;6:1–13.  

4. Tilma D, Clark M. Global diets link environmental sustainability and human health. Nature. 2014 Nov 27;515:518–22.  

5. Macdiarmid J. Is a healthy diet an environmentally sustainable diet? Proc Nutr Soc. 2013 Nov 28;72:13–20.  

6. Horgan G, Perrin A, Whybrow S, Macdiarmid J. Achieving dietary recommendations and reducing greenhouse gas emissions: 

modelling diets to minimise the change from current intakes. Int J Behav Nutr Phys Act. 2016 Apr 7;13:46.  

7. Masset G. Reducing energy intake and energy density for a sustainable diet: a study based on self-selected diets in French adults.  

8. Miller G, Auestad N. Towards a sustainable dairy sector: Leadership in sustainable nutrition. Dairy Technol. 2013 Aug;66(3):307–16.  

9. Global Criteria [Internet]. The Global Dairy Agenda fro Action|Dairy sustainability Framework. 2014 [cited 2016 Nov 5]. Available 

from: http://dairysustainabilityframework.org/dsf-membership/global-criteria/ 

10. Watts N. Health and climate change: policy responses to protect public health. Lancet [Internet]. [cited 2016 Apr 30]; Available 

from: http://www.thelancet.com/pdfs/journals/lancet/PIIS0140-6736(15)60854-6.pdf 

11. Smedman A, Lindmark-Mansson H, Drewnowski A, Edman AM. Nutrient Density of beverages in relation to climate impact. Food 

Nutr Res. 2010;57:5170.  

12. Van Hooijdonk T, Hettinga K. Dairy in Sustainable diet: A question of balance. Nutr Rev. 2015 Jul 14;73(S1):48–54.  

13. Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations. Greenhouse Gas Emissions from the Dairy Sector - A life Cycle 

Assessment [Internet]. 2010 [cited 2016 Feb 5]. Available from: http://www.fao.org/docrep/012/k7930e/k7930e00.pdf 

14. Morrisons. UK Dairy Industry Carbon Footprint.  

15. Drewnowski A. Healthy diets for a healthy planet. Am J Clin Nutr. 2014 Apr;99(6):1284–5.  

16. Vieux F, Soler L-G, Darmon N. High nutritional quality is not associated with low greenhouse gas emissions in self-selected diets 

of French adults. Am J Clin Nutr. 2013 Mar;97(3):569–83.  

17. Auestad N, Fulgoni V. What Current Literaure Tell Us about Sustainable Diets: Emerging Research Linking Dietary Patterns, 

Environmental Sustainability, and Economics. Adv Nutr. 2015;6:19–36.  



 
 

 

6 

 
 

 

Sustainable diet 

 

 

18. EMF. MILK, nutritious by nature [Internet]. European Milk Forum; 2014. Available from: 

http://www.milknutritiousbynature.eu/fileadmin/brochures/MILK_NutritiousByNature_scientific_overview.pdf 

19. Barilla center for food & nutrition. Double Pyramid 2015 - Recommendations for a sustainable diet [Internet]. Barilla center for 

food & nutrition; Available from: https://www.barillacfn.com/media/publications/dp-2015-en.pdf 

20. Werner L, Flysjo A, Tholstrup T. Greenhouse gas emissions of realistic dietary choices in Denmark: the carbon footprint and 

nutritional value of dairy products. Food Nutr Res [Internet]. 2014 Jun; Available from: 

http://www.foodandnutritionresearch.net/index.php/fnr/article/view/20687 

21. Macdiarmid J, Kyle J, Horgan G, Loe J, Fyfe C, Johnstone A, et al. Sustainable diets for the future: can we contribute to reducing 

greenhouse gas emissions by eating a healthy diet? Am J Clin Nutr. 2012;96(3):632–9.  

22. Drewnowski A, Fulgoni V. Nutrient profiling of foods: creating a nutrient-rich food index. Nutr Rev. 2008 Jan 1;66(1):23–39.  

23.    Meike van de Wouw, Blonk Consultants & Stephan Peters, NZO: "Environmental impact of dairy substitution" 2015. 

24.   F.Vieux, N.Darmon, D. Touazi, L.G. Soler :" Greenhouse gas emission of self-selected individual diets in Freance: Changing the 

diet structure or consuming less?". Ecological Economics 75/2012 page 91 to 101. 

25.   Bryngelsson et al "How can the EU climate targets be met ?"  Food Policy, Volume 59, February 2016, Pages 152–164 

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0306919216000129 

 


