Simple food swaps could cut
greenhouse gas emissions from
household groceries by a quarter

Switching food and drink purchases to very similar but more environmentally friendly
alternatives could reduce the greenhouse gas emissions from household groceries by more
than a quarter (26%) according to a new Australian study from The George Institute for
Global Health and Imperial College London published today in Nature Food:.

Making bigger changes - like swapping a frozen meat lasagne for the vegetarian option -
could push the reduction to as much as 71%.

To make this happen will require on-pack labelling of greenhouse gas emissions for every
Australian food so that consumers can make informed choices.

This is the most detailed analysis ever done on the environmental impacts of Australia’s
food purchasing behaviour, involving comprehensive data on greenhouse gas emissions
and sales for tens of thousands of products sold in supermarkets.

Lead author and epidemiologist, Dr Allison Gaines, who conducted the analysis for The
George Institute and Imperial College London, said, “Food and beverage consumption
patterns, particularly in higher-income countries like Australia, need to change significantly if
we are to meet global emissions targets.

“But while consumers are increasingly aware of the environmental impact of the food system
and willing to make more sustainable food choices, they have lacked reliable information to
identify the more environmentally friendly options.”

Researchers calculated the projected emissions of annual grocery purchases from 7,000
Australian households using information on ingredients, weights and production life cycles
in The George Institute’s FoodSwitch database and global environmental impact datasets.
More than 22,000 products were assigned to major, minor, and sub-categories (e.g. ‘bread
and bakery’, ‘bread’ and ‘white bread’, respectively) to quantify emissions saved by
switching both within and between these groups.

Meat products contributed almost half (49%) of all greenhouse gas emissions, but only 11%
of total purchases. Conversely, fruit, vegetables, nuts and legumes represented one quarter
(25%) of all purchases, but were responsible for just 5% of emissions.

In total, just over 31 million tonnes of food-related greenhouse gas emissions were
attributable to products consumed in Australian homes in 2019 — equivalent to emissions
from more than six million cars driving for an average of 22,500km per year2.
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