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The Union of Concerned Scientists (UCS) puts rigorous, independent science to work to solve our planet's most pressing problems. Joining with citizens across the country, we combine technical analysis and effective advocacy to create innovative, practical solutions for a healthy, safe, and sustainable future. 

Founded in 1969 as a collaboration between students and faculty members at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, UCS is now an alliance of more than 400,000 citizens and scientists. We have long been involved in policy discussions about the sustainability of the nation’s food and agriculture system, and in recent years we have focused increasingly on the scientific literature concerning the relationships between diet and the sustainability of food production, both in the U.S. and globally.

To summarize this work: UCS has shown the significant impacts that dietary choices have on sustainability objectives.  Our reports show that the U.S. federal government dietary guidelines for beef and dairy products are higher than other dietary standards, and the resource implications that such standards would imply are significant.  We show this in publications 3, 5, 11 and 12 in the list below.

One takeaway message is that that beef consumption has a significantly greater greenhouse gas footprint as a source of protein than other sources (publications 1, 2, 4, 7, 10, 11, 12).  We have also shown (publications 5, 6 and 9) that fruit and vegetable production does not require significant crop acreage and that increased consumption has high social value.  

With this background, we are very pleased to see that the DGAC has chosen to take a critical look at sustainability as it begins to formulate recommendations for the 2015 update of federal dietary guidelines. To aid in this effort, we are attaching or providing links to several of our relevant publications in various formats: articles in scientific journals, UCS reports and fact sheets based on the peer-reviewed literature, and blog posts based on these publications. They are listed below in reverse chronological order.


1) A journal article by Ripple et al. on “Ruminants, climate change and climate policy” (Nature Climate Change 4: 2–5, 2014) – points out that despite the literature showing the large greenhouse gas emissions associated with ruminants such as cattle, policymakers have ignored the climate potential of reducing their numbers

2) A blog post on this article (2013), by Doug Boucher of UCS, one of its co-authors, highlighting that the data reviewed in it demonstrates that beef has much higher emissions than other meats such as chicken and pork

3) The Healthy Farm: A Vision for U.S. Agriculture (2013)—a UCS Policy Brief that describes how farms that employ sustainable practices can produce abundant, healthy food while reducing negative impacts on our finite resource base

4) Climate-Friendly Land Use (2013)—a UCS report released at the climate negotiations in Warsaw, reviews the evidence for the inefficiency of beef compared to alternative protein sources -- not only from the climate and health points of view but also in terms of land use and biomass consumption. The report’s online appendix gives the results of GTAP modeling of possible diet shifts away from beef and their land use impacts.

5) The Healthy Farmland Diet: How Growing Less Corn Would Improve Our Health and Help America’s Heartland  (2013)—a UCS report that uses economic modeling to predict agricultural land use and environmental and economic implications if Americans ate according to the USDA/HHS dietary guidelines or the Harvard School of Public Health’s Healthy Eating Plate.

6) The $ 11 Trillion Reward: How Simple Dietary Changes Can Save Lives and Money, and How We Get There (2013)—a UCS report that examines the link between fruit and vegetable consumption and cardiovascular disease, and shows the public health and economic benefits that could be achieved if Americans ate these foods in accordance with federal dietary guidelines

7) Grade A Choice?: Solutions for Deforestation-Free Meat (2012)—a UCS report on the role of beef as a large driver of deforestation and thus as a cause of global warming, and its small contribution to the global food supply

8) Recipes for Success: Solutions for Deforestation-Free Vegetable Oil (2012)—a report by UCS and Climate Advisers on the growing consumption of vegetable oils worldwide and its effects on deforestation and global warming

9) Ensuring the Harvest: Crop Insurance and Credit for a Healthy Farm and Food Future  (2012) – a UCS report that evaluates how current U.S. crop insurance and farm credit policies presents serious practical obstacles for organic farmers and those who want to grow healthy food, particularly fruits and vegetables

10) The Root of the Problem: What’s Driving Deforestation Today? (2011)—a 120-page UCS report on all of the drivers of deforestation, including commodities such as beef,  soybeans and palm oil, and comparing the importance of population growth and diet shifts in the growing global demand for food and land

11) Raising the Steaks (2011)—a UCS report on the advantages of pasture-raised beef production in the U.S., its impact on global warming, and ways to minimize those impacts 

12) CAFOs Uncovered (2008)—a UCS report that assesses the environmental and human and animal health damage caused by CAFOs (confined animal feeding operations)

UCS has also produced various short fact sheets, Powerpoint presentations, blog posts and other write-ups on these subjects, most of which are available on our web site (www.ucsusa.org).

We look forward to submitting more detailed comments and recommendations, with citations of the relevant scientific literature, at a later point in the DGAC process. In the interim, we would be happy to provide further information on these and related subjects.

We thank the DGAC, and particularly its Subcommittee on Safety and Sustainability, for its innovative work on this critically important aspect of the dietary guidelines.
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