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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Our global food system contributes a third of global 
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, while GHG emis-
sions occurring on farms account for nearly half 
of that. Curbing these emissions is a prerequisite 
to avoiding the worst effects of the climate crisis, 
though the sector has only recently started to 
receive attention from regulators.

Agriculture and food companies play a large role in 
shaping how and what we produce and eat. Govern-
ments and private actors have started emphasizing 
the role of agri-food supply chains in addressing the 
climate crisis, recognizing that companies need to 
be held accountable for the impacts of their busi-
ness model in their supply chains.

Against this backdrop, some companies in the 
agriculture and food sector on companies claim to 
be taking action on climate change by launching 
various programs, partnerships and digital plat-
forms, claiming to support farmers in transitioning 
to more sustainable practices while cutting their 
supply chain emissions. But are they delivering?

This report examines the strategies of 14 meat 
and dairy companies and four agricultural input 
companies supplying fertilizer, pesticides, seeds 
and feed, focusing on two elements: the potential 
to deliver genuine emissions reductions and the 
support provided to farmers to make this transition 
happen. While not exhaustive, this selection offers 
a cross-section of industry practices. Farmers will 
be the ones implementing most of the measures 
needed to cut emissions. Yet their needs and 
concerns are often overlooked in the analysis of 
agribusiness climate plans, a gap which this report 
seeks to remedy.

Our analysis found that: 

	■ Meat and dairy companies are increasingly 
focusing on climate action within their supply 
chains, but the closeness of their relationship 
with their suppliers varies. This opens up the 
possibility that the same on-farm GHG emission 
reductions are claimed by multiple companies 
or that actors at different points in the value 
chain co-claim the same reductions, leading to 
an overall reduction in ambition.
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	■ While most companies work to some extent 
with their known direct suppliers, strategies 
go beyond their supply chain and even their 
supply shed, blurring the lines with discredited 
approaches of offsetting corporate pollution 
with actions taken by others.

	■ Agricultural input companies are positioning 
themselves as connectors between farmers 
and more consumer-facing companies to 
generate carbon credits; at best, they co-claim 
the benefits of climate action. 

	■ Agribusinesses are not undertaking the trans-
formational measures needed to reorient their 
business practices to work within planetary 
boundaries. Most livestock companies focus on 
technological fixes with questionable mitigation 
potential, including feed additives and biogas. 
These technologies maintain, rather than chal-
lenge, industrial livestock rearing. 

	■ Livestock companies and agricultural input 
companies rely on carbon sequestration in soil 
and grasslands to reduce the pressure to cut 
their ongoing emissions, despite the fact that 
carbon sequestration cannot replace emission 
reductions.

	■ Incentive schemes for farmers vary widely in 
relation to conditions for payments and their 
comprehensiveness but it is questionable if 
they will provide the level needed to support 
the transition.

	■ Activity-based sustainability premiums models 
appear to provide more stable support to 
farmers compared to the other most common 
approach, results-based payments for carbon 
credits, though the lack of information 
hampered the analysis.

	■ The increase in on-farm data collection raises 
concerns about further increasing farmers’ 
dependencies on agribusiness, existing power 
imbalances and potential conflicts of interest 
between as agribusinesses’ build schemes tied 
to their products. 

To achieve a transformation of the agriculture 
sector and our food system, all stakeholders need 
to contribute, especially the companies that hold 
significant power in shaping the system. However, 
even though some frontrunner companies are 
implementing new strategies, they are unlikely to 
drive change at the speed and scale needed.  

As governments develop their next set of climate 
targets, specific targets to achieve absolute emis-
sion reductions should be considered for the agri-
cultural sector with a suite of policy measures 
designed and implemented to ensure these are 
met. As governments continue to hold corporations 
accountable for their emissions, it is important to 
be mindful of how that push trickles down to the 
farm level and what kind of protection systems for 
farmers might be necessary.

The transition to a different food and agriculture 
system is inevitable, but whether the transition will 
be just and well-managed is not. The challenge lies 
in creating systems that respect planetary bound-
aries while ensuring fair livelihoods for farmers and 
workers.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Our global food system contributes a third of global 
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, while GHG emis-
sions occurring on farms account for nearly half of 
that.1 Curbing these emissions is a prerequisite to 
avoiding the worst effects of the climate crisis.2 
Notwithstanding this sizable contribution to GHG emis-
sions, except for the attempt to address deforesta-
tion driven by agriculture, climate policy has mostly 
ignored emissions in the rest of the agri-food system.3 
Even in countries where agricultural GHG emissions 
dominate a country’s GHG emissions profile, efforts to 
curb them have been lackluster.4 

It is only in the last few years that this picture has 
started to change. Governments have started to 
acknowledge the need for more climate action in the 
sector, including as part of their official targets under 
the Paris Agreement.5 In December 2023, 160 coun-
tries agreed to include climate action on agriculture in 
their next climate targets under the Emirates Decla-
ration on Food and Agriculture.6 The Food and Agricul-
ture Organization (FAO) is developing a roadmap for 
the extent of GHG emissions cuts needed to respect 
both the 1.5 degrees Celsius temperature limit and 
eliminate hunger, akin to the process taken by the 
International Energy Agency (IEA) in its trend setting 
net-zero pathway.7 While the roadmap recognizes the 
importance of cutting GHG emissions in the sector, it 
falls short on addressing one key player in achieving 
this: global agribusiness.8

In other spaces, agriculture and food companies 
shaping how and what we produce and eat have come 
under the climate spotlight. Civil society is shining 
a light on the tactics agribusiness has employed to 
avoid acting on their climate impact9 as well as on the 
full extent of their contribution to the climate crisis. 
The top five global meat and dairy corporations emit 
more GHG emissions than the fossil energy giant 
Shell10 and the methane emissions from 15 of the 
largest livestock companies surpass those of Canada 
or Australia.11 

Often the largest source of emissions for these 
companies is not from their own operations, but from 
their supply chains or due to the end use of their 

products. The supply chain emissions of food and 
beverage companies are on average 23 times higher 
than their operational emissions.12

Governments and private actors have started empha-
sizing the role of agri-food supply chains in addressing 
the climate crisis, recognizing that companies need 
to be held accountable for the impacts of their busi-
ness model in their supply chains. Governments have 
tried (and in some cases managed) to strengthen 
requirements for corporations to publish data about 
their supply chain GHG emissions,13 while corporate 
standard setters are developing more stringent guide-
lines for companies’ climate action within their supply 
chains.   

Against this backdrop, some companies in the agri-
culture and food sector are trying to present them-
selves as frontrunners on climate by launching various 
programs, partnerships and digital platforms, claiming 
to support farmers in transitioning to more sustain-
able practices while cutting their supply chain emis-
sions. But are they delivering?

The scale of the challenge is immense: to create food 
systems that respect planetary boundaries while 
ensuring fair livelihoods for farmers and workers. A 
thorough assessment of corporate claims is needed. 
Do they meaningfully reduce emissions, or are they 
just another form of corporate greenwashing? Are 
farmers truly benefiting from these transitions, or are 
they being used as pawns in corporate sustainability 
schemes?

This report examines strategies employed by agri-
business to claim emission reductions in supply 
chains, focusing on two elements — the potential to 
deliver genuine emissions reductions and the support 
provided to farmers to make this transition happen. 
Farmers will be the ones implementing most of the 
measures needed to cut emissions. Yet their needs 
and concerns are often overlooked in the analysis of 
agribusiness climate plans, a gap which this report 
seeks to remedy.

The transition to a different food and agriculture 
system due to climate change is inevitable, but 
whether the transition will be just and well-managed 
is not. 

NEW PAINT ON OLD BARNS:  
An Assessment of Corporate Strategies to Address 
Emissions in Agri-Food Supply Chains
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2. SCOPE OF THE ANALYSIS

As corporate reporting on climate actions has 
increased dramatically over the past decade, so have 
efforts to track and analyse it.14,15,16 Some of these 
analyses have taken a bird’s-eye view of the agribusi-
ness sector, focusing on a small subset of companies17 
or specific industry practices, such as approaches to 
regenerative agriculture.18 A second, more critical, vein 
of research has explored the approaches and tactics 
taken by agribusinesses with respect to their climate 
action. Such research has repeatedly exposed that 
what the industry tries to sell as climate “solutions” 
are, in fact, greenwashing.19,20,21,22

This report analyzes recent developments in the 
corporate agri-food climate strategies, with a partic-
ular focus on what companies claim to do to tackle 
their supply chain emissions. It covers 14 major meat 
and dairy companies, predominantly in Europe and 
North America, along with four agricultural input 
companies whose core business are fertilizer, pesti-
cides, seeds or feed (Figure 1). This analysis relies on 
the company’s public communication, which at times 
remain limited and imprecise. 

While not exhaustive, this selection offers a cross-sec-
tion of industry practices, focusing on recent trends 
and on companies who claim to be taking action on 
climate change. 

The aim of this report is to capture current develop-
ments rather than provide a full industry assessment. 
It seeks to provide a more qualitative assessment to 
complement other industry tracking reports as well as 
contribute to the research on corporate accountability.

This analysis centers on two key questions: Do corpo-
rate strategies have the potential to achieve real 
emission reductions, or are they just greenwashing? 
Are farmers genuinely benefiting from these transi-
tions, or merely being used in corporate sustainability 
agendas?

We examine the credibility of these strategies by 
assessing whether companies are taking responsi-
bility for their supply chain emissions, and whether 
the measures they are supporting can enable trans-
formational change. To explore the potential impact on 
farmers, we review the financial support they receive 
and prospective increases in corporate control over 
farming practices.

Figure 1: Companies analyzed

Company Headquarters Sector

Dairy Farmers of 
America U.S.

Land O’ Lakes/
Truterra U.S.

Arla Denmark 

FrieslandCampina Netherlands

Fonterra New Zealand

Organic Valley U.S.

ABP Ireland 

Nestlé Switzerland

Danone France

Groupe Lactalis France

Tyson U.S.

Danish Crown Denmark

Vion Netherlands

Tönnies Germany 

Nutrien Canada

Yara/Agoro Carbon 
Alliance Norway

Corteva U.S. 

Bayer Germany

                 = Dairy                   = Meat                 = Feed                

                                    = Agricultural inputs
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Before jumping into the assessment, it is useful to 
review some of past activities of the agribusiness 
sector and how the industry started to position itself, 
including in anticipation of further regulatory scrutiny.

3. STARTING FROM A LOW BAR: A LOOK BACK 
AT AGRIBUSINESSES’ TRACK RECORD  

Agribusiness — particularly the livestock industry — 
has been criticized heavily not only for its contribution 
to the climate crisis and but also for its strategies to 
deter change. The playbook of the livestock industry 
has been characterized as a “distract, delay and derail” 
approach, downplaying the industry’s climate impact, 
funding research that aligns with their false narratives 
and influencing government regulation of the sector 
to make it ineffective.23 

What the industry tries to sell as answers to its 
climate problem, have been repeatedly exposed as 
greenwashing by civil society,24 think tanks25 and 
media.26,27 This includes examples of artificially 
inflating the baselines of their climate targets in order 
to claim much larger greenhouse gas (GHG) emission 
reductions than what has actually been achieved28 or 

co-opting the concept of regenerative agriculture as a 
smokescreen to maintain the status quo.29,30  

In addition, livestock companies have long relied on 
offsetting, such as tree planting projects.31 Offsetting 
is generally based on the assumption that paying 
someone else to reduce or avoid GHG emissions or 
remove carbon from the atmosphere and storing it 
elsewhere (Box 1) — in the form of carbon credits — 
can replace GHG emission reductions in the compa-
ny’s own business. This allows companies to avoid 
reducing their own emissions. 

Offsetting has suffered reputational hits due to 
numerous scandals involving “phantom credits,”32 
connections to an illegal timber scam,33 failure to 
deliver promised climate mitigation34 and criminal 
charges due to fraudulent carbon credits.35 

A 2023 Financial Times article argued that the 
increased reputational and litigation risk of relying 
on offsets as a climate mitigation strategy has led to 
some companies focusing more on their own supply 
chains. This strategy would distance them from the 
damaging public debate on offsetting.36 In this context, 
the term ”insetting” has gained traction to stand in 

Box 1: Emission reductions vs. carbon sequestration

In discussions about climate science and policy in the land sector, it is critical to differentiate between two 
terms: emission reductions and carbon sequestration. These two categories are fundamentally different 
and should play different roles in climate policy. 

	■ Emissions reductions occur when the level of greenhouse gases being emitted to the atmosphere 
are reduced. For example, when less synthetic fertilizer is applied to crop fields, nitrous oxide emis-
sions from the soils are reduced. 

	■ Carbon sequestration occurs when carbon is taken out of the atmosphere and stored in soils and 
biomass. The term “carbon removal” is used to describe the broader category of activities, including 
carbon sequestration, but also technological measures beyond the land sector.  

In corporate and governmental net-zero targets, these activities are considered to have an equivalent 
impact on the climate. In the case of agriculture, this leads to the assumption that e.g. it does not matter 
if livestock methane emissions are reduced or if carbon is sequestered in soils or grasslands. Both would 
result in the same emissions total on the balance sheet. 

But carbon sequestration and emission reductions are inherently different and are not fungible. This is 
primarily because carbon sequestration in soils and vegetation can be easily reversed by changing land 
management practices, or extreme weather events. Different GHG emissions also have different levels of 
potency and stay in the atmosphere over different timescales.117
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contrast to offsetting.i At least in theory, insetting 
is supposed to differ from offsetting by focusing on 
actions within the value chain, whereas offsetting 
might be unconnected to a company’s business.37 

This development is arguably also an opportunity for 
agri-food companies. 46% of the offsets traded on the 
voluntary carbon market rely on forestry, land-use and 

i	  The nonprofit NewClimate Institute criticizes insetting as “an illegitimate approach that could have the potential to 
significantly undermine companies’ [climate] targets” because it is used to disguise offsetting practices that lack any independent 
verification processes. New Climate Institute, “FAQs - Corporate Climate Responsibility Monitor 2023,” Feb. 13, 2023. 

agriculture.38 Many of those offsets are sold across 
sectors, i.e. fossil fuel companies relying on land-based 
carbon offsets. Claiming that the agri-food sector will 
need their own carbon offsets,39 lobby groups like Food-
DrinkEurope40 and the food corporation PepsiCo have 
argued for “preferential access”41 to carbon credits 
from agriculture in the context of an EU carbon certi-
fication scheme development. The problems resulting 

Box 2: Moving from offsetting to insetting 

Achieving the GHG emissions cuts necessary to 
limit warming to 1.5 degrees Celcius will require 
a fundamental rethink of business practices for 
many corporations. Since for food and beverage 
companies, supply chain GHG emissions are on 
average 23 times higher than their operational 
GHG emissions,118 it is essential that companies 
not only address the GHG emissions directly 
under their control but achieve real GHG emission 
reductions within their supply chains. 

If understanding offsetting as a strategy to 
replace GHG emission reductions in one’s own 
business with climate measures elsewhere, it 
can be argued that two variants of offsetting 
have been used by corporate polluters, including 
agri-food companies. Take the example of a fossil 
fuel company buying carbon credits from a forest 
restoration project to claim GHG emission reduc-
tions. This practice can be identified as offsetting 
for two reasons. First, the company’s polluting 
activities are supposed to be offset by activi-
ties taken by a third party elsewhere to reduce 
environmental harm. Secondly, offset credits are 
often from activities that promote the storage of 
carbon in forests or soils. Here the two aspects 
being offset against one another are GHG emis-
sions released by the fossil fuel company and the 
carbon storage in forests or soils which is meant 
to counterbalance these (Box 1). 

Corporate standard setting organizations, such 
as the Science Based Targets initiative (SBTi) and 
the Greenhouse Gas (GHG) Protocol, have been 
updating their standards in relation to the use of 

offsets.119,120 For example, SBTi does not allow the 
use of offsets unrelated to a company’s supply 
chain to meet any company climate targets. 

The situation becomes less clear when evaluating 
actions within a company’s supply. Companies 
may still use carbon sequestration credits to offset 
its GHG emissions, so long as those sequestration 
activities take place within its supply chain. To 
distinguish the fact that the sequestration activity 
is taking place within the supply chain (say, an 
agroforestry project on a farm that supplies a live-
stock company), rather than the traditional case 
(planting trees to offset a fossil fuel company’s 
activities), it is referred to as insetting. Yet, as it is 
still a measure that allows one to avoid cutting the 
GHG emissions of the principal activity, it retains 
this characteristic of masking a lack of action 
which is associated with offsetting.

SBTi’s revision to its Corporate Net-Zero Stan-
dard — the results of which are expected in 2025 
— may provide a further twist to the usage of 
the term insetting. One option being considered 
would only allow companies to use carbon credits 
generated from activities traceable within their 
value chains that actually reduce emissions, not 
from activities that sequester carbon.121 In fact, 
the term insetting is used by others to describe 
relying on carbon credits that are supposed to 
reflect emission reductions within a company’s 
supply chain or at least within the sector. One 
example is the company Athian (Box 4) that sells 
carbon credits from livestock emission reduction 
technologies.
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from cross-sector competition for carbon credits is 
highlighted by Organic Valley, a U.S. dairy coopera-
tive. The company created its own insetting program, 
paying farmers for verified GHG emission reductions 
or carbon sequestration,42 fearing that otherwise 
farmers would sell carbon credits to someone else.4344 
If an Organic Valley farmer sells their on-farm GHG 
emission reductions to a fossil fuel company, Organic 
Valley cannot claim those reductions for itself without 
double-claiming. However, allowing agri-food compa-
nies to claim offsets can create a loophole for another 
highly polluting industry.

This development is reflected in the private sector 
guidelines for corporate climate action, such as those 
created by the Science Based Targets initiative or the 
GHG Protocol. Both have discussed the use of offsets 
as a way to claim emission reductions in supply chains 
(Box 2).

The debate has also reached public policy. Regula-
tors are slowing beginning to develop climate policies 
focused on the agricultural sector. For example, the 
European Union is currently exploring ways to price 
agricultural GHG emissions. One controversial option 
being discussed is creating an agricultural GHG emis-
sions trading system. In such a system, farmers, feed 
and fertilizer producers, or food processing compa-
nies and retailers could be required to buy permits to 
continue polluting. One option could involve agri-food 
companies buying carbon credits from farmers to 

contribute to emission reductions and carbon seques-
tration in the sector, allowing them to claim lower GHG 
emissions in their supply chains.45 

Some meat and dairy companies, as well as agro-
chemical companies, are already responding to these 
developments by adapting their climate strategies and 
putting more emphasis on supply chains. The analysis 
of this report aims to give a general overview of this 
direction, and what might be the consequences for 
the climate and farmers. 

4. UNDERSTANDING AGRIBUSINESS SUPPLY 
CHAINS

To understand the discussions about climate action 
within supply chains, it is useful to have a look at 
what this supply chain looks like. A simplified model 
of the meat and dairy supply chain illustrates various 
GHG emissions sources, such as carbon dioxide from 
synthetic fertilizer production, methane from livestock 
and their manure, nitrous oxide emissions from feed 
production, and carbon dioxide emissions from food 
transport (Figure 2). Feed and fertilizer companies, 
farmers, meat and dairy processors and retailers are 
all part of one supply chain. 

The idea of corporate climate responsibility is that a 
company is responsible for the consequences of its 
actions,46 including the production of materials used in 
its own facilities or the impact its products have when 

Figure 2: Simplified supply chain for livestock consumer products



INSTITUTE FOR AGRICULTURE AND TRADE POLICY	 8

being used. Applied to the climate context, a fertilizer 
company would not only have responsibility for the 
GHG emissions that result from fertilizer production 
in the company’s plants but also (at least partially) for 
the emissions that result from the use of its prod-
ucts. Similarly, a meat or dairy company would be also 
responsible for the climate impact of the livestock 
raised for them to sell. 

There is no one answer to the question of how to assign 
GHG emissions within a supply chain. One option is to 
focus on who has the power to make change. Given 
the current level of corporate concentration in the 
food system, a lot of power lies with large companies 
that shape what and how we produce food, as well 
as what and how we eat. As such, holding companies 
accountable for the effects of their business beyond 
the gate of their production facilities is key to achieve 
change in the sector. 

Because different actors share a supply chain, they 
also share supply chain GHG emissions. For instance, 
a fertilizer company’s GHG emissions overlap with 
those of meat producers when the fertilizer was used 
to produce feed for livestock that was slaughtered and 
sold by the meat company. Whether GHG emissions 
are an actor’s upstream, downstream or direct emis-
sions depends on where the actor sits in the value 
chain (Figure 3).

In reality, supply chains are often not that straight-
forward and transparent. Farmers might supply more 
than one company. Companies might know where they 
buy livestock from but not where the feed comes from 
and how it was grown. This should not be an excuse 
to avoid action but provide a valuable background for 
debates about how corporate accountability should be 
approached in the development of further legislation 
and guidelines. 

5. EVALUATING AGRIBUSINESS STRATEGIES 
TO TACKLE SUPPLY CHAIN EMISSIONS 

5.1 Taking responsibility for supply chain 
GHG emissions?

Evaluating a company’s approach to supply chain 
emissions requires examining whether its climate 
strategy directly targets GHG emissions within its 
actual supply chain. 

While it may be possible to distinguish climate 
measures within and outside of a company supply 
chain (insetting vs. offsetting) on a conceptual level 
(Box 2), trying to draw those lines in the real world is 
challenging as modern supply chains are complex. 

Figure 3: Perspective matters: companies share supply chains and as such supply chain emissions
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This is further complicated by the fact that propo-
nents of insetting seek to define the concept expan-
sively: a connection may relate to the region in 
which a company operates, to the products or to key 
resources on which the company relies.47 As such, 
activities would not have to take place directly on the 
farms that supply a company but through projects in 
nearby communities or ecosystems.48 Yet, the further 
removed a project is from the company’s supply chain, 
the more it resembles traditional offsetting (Figure 4). 
For instance, a cookstove project aimed at reducing 
forest overuse can be classified as a typical offset, 
even if the company sources a crop from that region.

A rule of thumb for evaluating corporate climate strat-
egies is that the clearer it is that a company is working 
with its suppliers, the more likely it is that a company 
is committed to rethinking its business practices to 
work within planetary boundaries. A more direct link 
between the company and its suppliers/consumers 
also facilitates the accounting process to ensure that 
the benefits of climate action are not claimed by more 
than one actor in the supply chain.

Climate strategies target suppliers but 
the reach beyond might complicate GHG 
emissions accounting

Most livestock companies claim to work with their 
meat or dairy suppliers, but the level of collaboration 
varies (Table 1).

Companies like Arla, Fonterra and Friesland Campina, 
which have a cooperative business model with 
member farmers, have well-established supplier 
networks and offer clear incentive programs, such as 
sustainability premiums for their member farmers. In 
contrast, companies whose supplier relationships are 
more difficult to discern from their corporate reporting 
also provided less information on the nature of their 
climate activities and where they were located in their 
supply chains. For some, it was not to specify whether 
they worked only with known suppliers or with unre-
lated farms. 

Companies with complex supply chains may struggle 
with tracing the origin of their supplies if, for example, 
they go through several intermediaries. For that 
reason, the certification and verification company 
SustainCERT, which  also works with the fertilizer 
company Nutrien and the U.S. dairy cooperative 

Figure 4: The further away a climate project is implemented in relation to the company’s 
supply chain, the less distinguishable it is from offsetting 
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Organic Valley, requires that companies provide proof 
that the company has sourced from the specific 
supplier. If that turns out to be difficult, namely 
because the suppliers of a company frequently 
change, they recommend targeting their supply shed 
instead.49 A supply shed is a group of suppliers (within 
a defined geography or market) that provide similar 
goods and services. For example, if a dairy company 
knows it sources dairy from a specific region, any 
farmer that produces dairy in this region belongs to 
the company’s supply shed, even though it is unclear 
if this specific farmer’s dairy ends up in the compa-
ny’s facilities or elsewhere. SustainCERT argues that 
otherwise the company invests in emission reduc-
tions, the company might not be able to claim later. 50 

Dairy Farmers of America (DFA) works with the 
external certifier Athian to claim GHG emission 
reductions in their supply chain (Box 4). The company 
buys carbon credits — certificates meant to reflect a 
verified number of GHG emissions reductions — from 
Athian based on manure management, or feed addi-
tives that the founding company of Athian sells. The 
only reported purchase in January 2024 stems from 
one of DFA’s member farmers in Texas, U.S.,51 using 
the feed additive Rumesin.52 However, it is unclear if 
the carbon credits generated through Athian would 
also be available for purchase  by other companies 
or if DFA could buy credits from farmers that do 
not supply them. Athian’s platform has the potential 
to facilitate such a crossover in a supply shed and 
beyond. 

In a context where some companies work with known 
supplier farms and some work with the whole supply 
shed, it will become increasingly difficult to identify 
clear ownership of GHG emission reduction claims 
and could open the door to the same on-farm GHG 
emission reductions being claimed by multiple compa-
nies. The same is true for companies that share at 
least parts of a value chain, such as a dairy processor 
and retailer. They would need to co-claim emission 
reductions, since it affects both of their supply chain 
GHG emissions. This practice is also controversially 
discussed in other sectors due to risks counting the 
same activity twice, consequently lowering mitigation 
ambition.53

Trying to avoid some of this uncertainty, some compa-
nies started to add climate targets or mandatory 
emissions reductions into contracts with suppliers. 
For example, Danone requires the companies that 

supply them with dairy (aside from their direct farmer 
suppliers) to set GHG emission reduction targets of 
at least the same level of ambition as Danone’s own 
company targets through its Supplier Engagement 
Program.54 

Activities beyond the supply chain blur lines 
with offsetting 

For two livestock companies, Nestlé and Danish 
Crown, it is clear that their climate strategies rely on 
projects beyond their supply shed even though both 
companies claim that they do not rely on (traditional) 
offsets to reach their climate targets.55,56  

The multinational food company Nestlé is among 
the first companies to use the term insetting to 
describe the use of carbon sequestration in the 2021 
version of its Net Zero Roadmap.57 The roadmap was 
updated since then and no longer mentions the term 
”insetting.” It now claims to focus on climate action 
within its supply chain to meet its net zero target.58 
However, its guidance on carbon removals splits proj-
ects into four categories, stating that all would count 
as within the company’s supply chain. Their projects 

Box 3: Traditional offsetting 
in corporate climate plans 

i	  Even if companies do not publicly communi-
cate the use of offsets to meet their climate targets, 
that does not mean the company does not use 
offsets within or outside of the value chain. 

Traditional forms of offsetting — which are 
also labelled as such — can be still found in the 
climate strategies of livestock companies that 
present themselves as forerunners in the sector 
(Table 2).i Trying to clarify the role of offsetting in 
their climate plans, companies like Arla, Friesland 
Campina and Danone claim that offsets will be 
a last resort to balance out residual emissions 
— the GHG emissions remaining after all reduc-
tion potentials have been exhausted. However, in 
most cases it is unclear what scale of emissions 
would count as such and when all potential is 
exhausted. Residual or hard-to-abate emissions 
are terms that take the pressure off polluters 
to reduce emissions deeply now and for the 
long-term.122 
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are categorized as: 1) on-farm with known suppliers; 
2) a supply shed farm; 3) farms that do not produce 
an ingredient that Nestlé buys but is close to a farm 
Nestlé buys from; 4) the “sourcing landscape,” defined 
as land that is environmentally and/or socio-econom-
ically connected to Nestlé’s supply shed.59 Neither the 
farms producing other crops or the landscape cate-
gory belong to Nestlé’s supply chain. In fact, they are 
hardly distinguishable from typical offsetting. 

The pig producer Danish Crown has a similarly blurry 
definition of within the value chain in its insetting 
policy. The company states that it is prioritizing proj-
ects supporting its cooperative owners and farmers, 
but it also accepts “offset activities in other areas” 
such as forest restoration in Germany or Denmark.60 
While Danish Crown has operations in these coun-
tries, forest restoration in these areas has little do 
with the company’s actual supply chain emissions.   

These blurry definitions allow companies to hide 
offsetting behind new concepts. The industry group, 
International Platform for Insetting, tries to legitimize 
this approach stating that “on-farm activities are often 
relatively small-scale” and the carbon credits that 
can be generated from the surrounding ecosystem 
often have a much larger potential.61 This logic allows 
companies to claim emission reductions more easily 
than substantively changing their business model, 
while distancing themselves from offsetting. 

Agricultural input companies act as 
intermediaries between farmers and food 
companies 

Companies providing inputs for agricultural produc-
tion — such as fertilizer, pesticides, seeds or feed 
— are positioning themselves as intermediaries to 
facilitate climate action taken by others. They are 
leveraging their relationships with (but not limited to) 
their farmer customers to generate carbon credits, 
which are then sold to, for example, companies in 
the meat and dairy sector. They approach farmers 
producing cash crops, including those used for feed, 
to implement practices that cut emissions or store 
carbon in the soil. They certify these results and sell 
them in the form of carbon credits to the companies 
that want to claim GHG emission reductions in their 
supply chains. 

Some input companies work directly with down-
stream meat and dairy producers. Pesticide company 
Bayer has partnered with Perdue, a U.S. poultry and 
pork processor, to work with farmers supplying corn 
and soybeans to Perdue to reduce the meat proces-
sor’s supply chain GHG emissions.62,63 Farmers are 
signed up to use Bayer’s digital carbon footprint 
calculator, and encouraged to adopt practices like 
no-till agriculture and cover crops to decarbonize 
Perdue’s upstream value chain. Perdue uses the data 
collected by Bayer to pay farmers for adopting these 

Box 4: Athian: Creating a carbon market for techno fixes 

Athian is a U.S.-based company aiming to create 
a insetting market to certify and trade carbon 
credits based on emission reductions from the 
livestock sector. At the moment, it is focused 
on the use of feed additives.123 In the future, 
it may also offer credits based on breeding, 
herd management, biogas and other manure 
management strategies.124 Thus far, livestock 
carbon credits have had a limited presence in 
the voluntary carbon market. 

The company was co-founded by Elanco Animal 
Health Inc.,125 perhaps the most important player 
on the market for feed additives like Bovaer 
and Rumesin. These products claim to reduce 

methane emissions from ruminant livestock. 
For Elanco, Athian is a way to make the case 
for its products and to create “a self-sustaining 
carbon inset market.”126 The company not only 
delivers the product that is supposed to achieve 
emission reductions, but also a GHG emission 
measurement tool (Elanco’s UpLookTM tool) and 
a carbon credit marketplace.127 Several livestock 
companies have invested in Athian, including 
California Dairies and Tyson.128 Currently, the 
company states that around 150 farms are 
enrolled in their system, receiving about 20 USD 
per dairy cow annually. Half of that payment 
comes from the marketplace, half from govern-
ment incentives.129 
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Table 1: Point of supply chain intervention of the company’s emission reduction efforts beyond its own operations. 

Company Sector
Point of supply chain intervention

Description of supplier relationshipKnown 
suppliers

Supply 
Shed Beyond

Dairy Farmers of America Dairy cooperative X (X) Member dairy farms, though unclear if engagement extends to other farms  

Land O’ Lakes/Truterra Dairy cooperative/
Voluntary carbon market 
subsidiary 

X X X Dairy: Member dairy farms
Truterra: 2024 carbon program is open for farmers from specific U.S. states, with 
corn, soybeans, wheat or cotton in rotation

Organic Valley Dairy cooperative X Member dairy farmers

Arla Dairy cooperative X Member dairy farmers

FrieslandCampina Dairy company/
cooperative

X Member dairy farmers: sustainability incentive scheme
Outside membership suppliers: approach under development

Fonterra Dairy cooperative X Member dairy farmers

ABP Meat processor X Project-based work with beef farmers and incentive programme for supplier 
farmers in Ireland only (ABP is active in nine countries)

Nestlé Global food company 
with dairy focus

X X X Claims engagement with farmers (potentially direct suppliers) as well as with 
largest dairy derivative suppliers. Details unclear.
Carbon removals go beyond the supply shed: 
1.	 On-farm 
2.	 Supply shed farm (a farm that grows the crop Nestlé is buying)
3.	 Supply shed farm (a farm that is closely connected to a farm which grows 

crops that Nestlé buys, but does not grow these crops itself) 
4.	 Sourcing landscape (land that is environmentally and/or socio-economically 

connected to Nestlé’s supply shed)

Danone Global food company 
with dairy focus

X (X) Engagement with suppliers, incl. via incorporating climate actions into supplier 
contracts and its Regenerative Agriculture scorecard for farm evaluations

Groupe Lactalis Dairy company X (X) Unclear, though it is likely that the company works with its suppliers or supply shed 
given the regionally specific projects.

Tyson Meat processing 
company

X X Focuses on “enrolled producers and feedlots throughout [the company’s] supply 
chain” (direct suppliers) and independent (supply shed) feed growers

Danish Crown Meat processing 
company

X X The company itself has a flexible definition of ‘within the value chain.’ It argues that 
it is prioritizing projects supporting its cooperative owners and farmers but also 
accepts “offset activities in other areas” such as forest restoration in Germany 
or Denmark. The goal is to enroll all member farmers and contract suppliers in 
Denmark, Sweden, Poland and Germany in the “Climate Track” program.

Vion Meat processing 
company

(X) Engagement with pork and cattle farmers, company information implies company 
works with direct suppliers

Tönnies Meat processing 
company

Unclear

Nutrien Agricultural input 
company

X Enrollment involves purchasing other Nutrien products e.g. fertilizer

Yara/Agoro Carbon Alliance Agricultural input 
company

X X X Open enrollment in different regions globally
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Company Sector
Point of supply chain intervention

Description of supplier relationshipKnown 
suppliers

Supply 
Shed Beyond

Corteva Agricultural input 
company

X X X Open enrollment for farmers in the U.S. producing specific crops

Bayer Agricultural input 
company

X X X Open enrollment possible for farmers in different regions globally, specific projects 
with downstream food companies

See Annex for table references.

Table 2: Supply chain-related climate targets of the analysed companies 

Company Net Zero Target Scope 3 Target FLAG Target Offsettingi Others

Dairy Farmers of 
America

“Net zero or net negative 
carbon footprint for our 
Cooperative and U.S. dairy”

/ / / 30% reduction of scope 1, 2 and 3 emis-
sions by 2030 (base year: 2018)

Land O’ Lakes/
Truterra

Limited to scope 1 and 2 
emissions only

25% reduction by 2030 
(base year: 2020)

/ /

Organic Valley Carbon Neutral by 2050 / / Company states it is not 
relying on offsetting

15% emission reductions by 2030, 30% 
by 2035 (base year: unclear)

Arla Carbon Net Zero Dairy by 
2050

30% reduction per tonne of 
standardized raw milk and 
whey intake by 2030* (base 
year: 2015)

/ Yes, for residual emissions /

FrieslandCampina Climate-neutral dairy by no 
later than 2050

37.5% reduction by 2030 
(target for 70% of total 
scope 3 emissions)** (base 
year: 2015)
33% emission reductions 
from member milk (base 
year: 2015) 

/ Yes, for residual emissions /

Fonterra Net Zero by 2050 / 30% intensity reduction in 
scope 1 and scope 3 FLAG 
emissions from dairy by 
2030*** (base year: 2018)

Plans to avoid offsets for 
2030 targets but might 
revisit for 2050. Uses 
offsets for “carbon zero” 
product range.

78.2% of suppliers will have science-
based targets by 2028*

ABP / 42% reduction by 2030* 
(base year: 2021)

22% intensity reduction of 
scope 3 FLAG emissions 
from purchased beef by 
2030 (base year: 2021)

/ /

30.3% reduction of scope 3 
FLAG emissions by 2030*** 
(base year: 2021)

i	 Column based on public statements made by the companies. However, as the discussion in section 5.1 highlights, several other activities a company pursues are hardly 
distinguishable from traditional offsets. Lack of concrete public statements of the companies is indicated with “/”.



INSTITUTE FOR AGRICULTURE AND TRADE POLICY	 14

Company Net Zero Target Scope 3 Target FLAG Target Offsettingi Others

Nestlé Net zero GHG emissions 
across the value chain by 
2050

/ 50% reduction of scope 3 
FLAG emissions by 2030, 
75% by 2050*** (base year: 
2018)

Not for brand climate 
neutrality

50.4% reduction of scope 1, 2 and 3 
emissions by 2030, 90% by 2050* (base 
year: 2018)

Danone Net zero GHG emissions 
across the value chain by 
2050

42% reduction by 2030* 
(base year: 2020)

30.3% reduction of scope 1 
and 3 FLAG emissions by 
2030, 72% by 2050*** (base 
year: 2020)

Yes, for residual emissions 
from 2050 onwards

90% reduction of scope 1, 2 and 3 emis-
sions by 2050* (base year: 2020)

Methane reduction target: 30% from 
fresh milk by 2030 (base year: 2020)

Groupe Lactalis Carbon net zero by 2050 / / / SBTi committed

Tyson Net zero emissions by 2050 30% intensity reduction 
from poultry, pork and beef 
production by 2030 (base 
year: 2016)

/ / /

Danish Crown Net zero meat by 2050 20% intensity reduction from 
output produced by 2030 
(base year: FY2020)

/ No “typical external offset 
projects”

/

Vion Net zero emissions across 
supply chains by 2045

42% reduction by 2030 
(base year: 2021)

/ Targets do not include 
offsetting

/

Tönnies Climate-neutral livestock 
farming

/ / / SBTi committed

Nutrien / / / / SBTi commitment was removed by the 
initiative because the company failed to 
submit a target within 24 months. 

Yara/Agoro Carbon 
Alliance

Climate neutral by 2050 11.1% reduction from use 
of sold products by 2030 
(base year: 2021)

/ / SBTi committed

Carteva / / / / SBTi commitment was removed by the 
initiative because the company failed to 
submit a target within 24 months. 

Bayer SBTi Net Zero Committed 

Net Zero by 2050

12% reduction by 2029, 6% 
by 2024 (base year: 2019)

/ Yes, mostly nature-based 
offsets (REDD+ avoidance & 
removals)

/

Targets in italics are SBTi targets 

Targets with grey background are intensity reduction targets 

*Target boundary includes biogenic emissions and removals from biogenic feedstocks

** Target boundary includes land-related emissions and removals 

*** Target boundary includes FLAG emissions and removals 

Note: Scope 3 emissions are the company’s indirect emissions stemming from its supply chain. FLAG emissions are emissions to forestry, land and agriculture.

See Annex for Table references.
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practices.64 Canadian fertilizer company Nutrien 
works with the Canadian meat packer Maple Leaf 
Foods and verifier SustainCERT to certify emission 
reduction from fertilizer management. Nutrien enrolls 
Canadian farmers in its supply chain into the compa-
ny’s carbon credit program.65 These credits are 
meant to reflect reduced emissions of the feed used 
for Maple Leaf Foods’ pork production.66 Similarly, 
Truterra, the voluntary carbon market division of U.S. 
dairy and feed producer Land O’Lakes, frames itself 
as a connector between farmers and companies 
looking to buy carbon credits, in particular for food 
and fiber companies.67

By trying to establish themselves as facilitators, agri-
cultural input companies are able to deflect some 
responsibility away from themselves for the emis-
sions caused by producing or using their products. 
The input companies analyzed tend to have fewer 
and less comprehensive climate targets compared 
to the livestock companies. The commitment for the 
Science Based Targets initiative of two companies, 
Nutrien and Corteva, was removed (Table 3) because 
the companies failed to submit targets with in the 
24-month deadline of the initiative.68 

Where these companies move beyond a facilitation 
role, they may be co-claiming the benefits of climate 
action. In Nutrien’s partnership, both the meat packer 
and Nutrien appear to claim the emission reductions 
from modified feed production practices.69,70 Land 
O’Lakes does not disclose if, for example, its dairy 
division relies on the carbon credits certified by 
Truterra to meet its own climate targets. 

5.2 Tinkering around the edges or 
transformational change?

A transformation of our food and agriculture sector 
is necessary to create a food system that operates 
within planetary boundaries and that can sustainably 
feed future populations. Envisioning what that transi-
tion and possible pathways would look like has only 
recently begun.7172

It will require creating new possibilities for existing 
and new farmers to earn a livelihood, which achieve 
the transition away from industrial animal farming, 
significant reductions in fertilizers and other inputs 

in a move towards more circularity on farm, and the 
restoring peatlands and other ecosystems. More-
over, restoring the health of continuously degrading 
soils and grasslands must be pursued to ensure the 
resilience of the bases of food production. Improving 
the health of soil and pastureland has the useful 
byproduct of also increasing the amount of carbon 
stored in those agricultural ecosystems.  

Improvements in animal health, modifications to 
animal feed or alternative approaches to manage 
animal manure can also reduce emissions. These 
technical alterations may contribute to cutting a 
limited number of GHG emissions in the near-term. 
However, adopting some of these measures at scale 
risk reinforcing the existing industrial farming model 
rather than transitioning away from it. These technol-
ogies alone are insufficient to achieve the necessary 
emissions cuts from the livestock sector.737475 

In assessing the transformative nature of these 
measures, it is important not to adopt carbon tunnel 
vision. To address the multiple challenges facing 
the agri-food sector — including the biodiversity, 
soil health and water crises — holistic solutions are 
needed that go beyond simply cutting emissions. Here 
again, technological fixes may ignore the broader 
impacts on ecosystems, such as water contamination 
through concentrated animal waste, or the negative 
side effects of these measures, including on animal 
welfare.76 

The transition will require a significant re-orientation 
of business plans for the major agri-food corpora-
tions, beyond actions at farm-level. It will be neces-
sary to move beyond a growth-based model to one 
that focuses on generating added value with fewer 
animals. This may include shifting to higher value 
meat and dairy products or diversifying product port-
folios to include more plant-based offering. 

The activities agribusinesses are choosing to support 
at a farm-level are an important first indicator of the 
scale of commitment to climate action and whether 
they have started this transition planning.
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No evidence of moving beyond the status quo 

The food and livestock companies surveyed rely on 
techno-fixes to support their GHG emission reduction 
efforts (Table 3). Two of the most popular approaches 
are manure gasification for biogas production and 
feed additives designed to reduce methane emis-
sions from cattle digestion. Both support the existing 
industrial farming model without challenging its core 
issues.

	■ Biogas is produced through anaerobic digestion 
of animal manure or other organic materials, such 
as energy crops and food waste. Once captured, 
the gas can be burned on the farm for heating 
purposes or to generate electricity. Biogas does 
not have the same level of methane purity as its 
fossil gas counterpart; however, it is possible to 
remove those impurities to the point that it can 
serve as an alternative to fossil gas. This upgraded 
form is called biomethane. The solids and liquids 
that remain after the digestion process (referred 
to as digestate) are often repurposed as fertilizers.  
 
Producing biogas or upgrading it to biomethane 
requires not only building the necessary infra-
structure, but also a steady supply of animal 
manure. This dependence on manure as a feed-
stock incentivizes the maintenance or expansion 
of high-density livestock production, as this is 
often the most economical. The International 
Energy Agency has noted that biogas opera-
tions require economies of scale, meaning a 
small herd — like the EU’s average herd size of 
50 dairy cows — is not enough to sustain such a 
setup economically. 77 There is evidence of these 
incentives are playing out in practice. Assess-
ments in the U.S. show that on farms with biogas 
digesters, herd sizes grew more than on other 
farms in the state.78 For example, in Wisconsin, 
U.S., herd sizes grew by close to 60% on average 
after the installation of biogas digesters.79  
 
The genuine climate benefits of biogas and 
biomethane usage are also questionable. 
Research has found that current leaks of methane 
and nitrous oxide emissions during biogas produc-
tion, upgrading and the storage of digestate can 
cancel out any of its climate benefits.80 Moreover, 
the way its GHG emission reduction potential 
is calculated creates the impression that it can 
achieve a much larger impact than if one took a 

systems approach. Biogas is often presented as 
a way to address GHG emissions from livestock 
”waste,” as such its emissions potential is calcu-
lated by comparing the GHG emissions avoided 
from capturing and burning the gas, compared 
to what would be released to the atmosphere 
had the manure been left to decompose. If it is 
instead considered as a byproduct of livestock 
production, then GHG emissions from land-use 
changes related to feed crop cultivation ought to 
be included in the assessments. 81 The GHG emis-
sions benefits of biogas are dwarfed by those 
needed to raise the livestock in the first place. 

	■ Feed additives are among the more recent devel-
opments in the sector, aiming to suppress the 
methane production in (mostly) cow’s rumen. They 
range from adding red seaweed or certain oil blends 
to feed to modify the rumen microbiome, to more 
advanced products, like the substances the feed 
additive Bovaer contains to block enzymes involved 
in producing methane in the animal’s rumen.  
 
To date, studies have shown mixed results for their 
emission reduction potential, especially over the 
long term.82 One big challenge is that these addi-
tives must be administered frequently because 
they break down quickly, making their use more 
feasible in controlled feedlot environments than 
in pasture-based systems.83 Analysis suggests 
that while these additives can help reduce GHG 
emissions in high-intensity settings, a systemic 
shift away from intensive farming would yield in 
many cases greater benefits than implementing 
short-term mitigation techniques.84 

Beyond these two, the scope of GHG emission reduc-
tion measures vary by company (Table 3). Companies 
such as Fonterra, Arla, Nestlé and Danone have intro-
duced detailed climate strategies, listing practices 
like enhancing animal health, lowering protein content 
in feed, using deforestation-free feed and improving 
pasture biodiversity. While some of these measures 
may reduce GHG emissions partially or improve 
certain aspects of sustainability, they lack the trans-
formative impact necessary to align with regional and 
global climate goals.

This is in line with the observation that some food 
and livestock companies only have targets to improve 
GHG emissions intensity of the meat and dairy they 
sell. The dairy companies Fonterra and Arla, as well 
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as the meat processors Tyson and Danish Crown, 
set targets to reduce the GHG emissions intensity of 
their dairy, not absolute reductions of their emissions 
(Table 2). However, to address the climate crisis, abso-
lute emission reductions are needed — efficiency 
alone will cannot guarantee absolute reductions. 
Increasing production could offset any gains in emis-
sions intensity reduction (Figure 5). 

Fonterra, the largest global dairy exporter based in 
New Zealand, acknowledges that for the last 15 years, 
its dairy GHG emissions intensity has barely changed. 
In fact, any efficiency gains have been “offset by 
higher emissions associated with the production of 
imported supplementary feed and fertiliser.”85 The 
company also recognizes the conflict between its 
supply chain GHG emission reduction target — based 
on GHG emissions intensity — and the need to 
reduce absolute GHG emissions. The company states 
that meeting absolute regulatory targets requires 
reducing livestock numbers. However, cutting herd 
sizes could impact Fonterra’s GHG emissions inten-
sity goal if milk productivity drops.86 Fonterra argues 
that customers primarily care about GHG emissions 
intensity per product unit,87 and even though that 
might be debatable, from a climate perspective, abso-
lute GHG emission reductions are non-negotiable. 

It can be concluded that the analyzed food and live-
stock companies are still largely avoiding a funda-
mental shift toward sustainable business models 
that would involve generating added value with fewer 
animals. 

Although some companies, such as Nestlé or German 
meat processor Tönnies, are expanding their port-
folios to include plant-based products, neither have 
committed to reducing the number of animals in their 
supply chains. This reluctance to change is evident 
in their continued reliance on practices that prop up 
high-intensity production models, often using techno-
logical add-ons rather than addressing the broader 
impacts of industrial livestock production on the 
environment. 

In fact, some approaches work in the opposition direc-
tion. Take for example Nestlé’s Net Zero Roadmap: 
The company states it will reduce the emissions 
intensity of its fresh milk mainly through “improve-
ments in productivity in less advanced economies,”88 
typically leading to further intensification rather 
than moving away from the polluting factory farm 
model. Without a move toward more agroecological 
systems, prioritizing selling fewer but more sustain-
ably produced dairy and meat products, the climate 
strategies of these companies are unlikely to live up 
to their promises.

�.�� tonnes
CO�eq

�.� tonnes
CO�eq

�.�� tonnes
CO�eq

�.� tonnes
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A: Baseline Emissions Intensity

B: Reduced emissions intensity, but increased produc� on

Figure 5: The Emissions Intensity Trap: Reduced emissions intensity and increased 
production, but higher absolute emissions 
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An emphasis on carbon farming avoids the 
real issue

Most companies analyzed in this report rely to 
some extent on carbon sequestration (Table 3). This 
approach involves storing carbon in soils — often 
referred to as “carbon farming” — or planting trees 
in pastures, a practice referred to as silvopasture. 
While both practices are important for their climate 
and biodiversity benefits, they need to be pursued for 
their own sake and not as a replacement for action 
not taken elsewhere or as a diversionary tactic. 

Producing food within planetary boundaries requires 
reducing the GHG emissions associated with that 
production. While carbon sequestration in grass-
lands and croplands would be important even in the 
absence of the climate crisis to ensure healthy and 
resilient ecosystems, it cannot replace these needed 
GHG emission reductions. By taking credit for carbon 
stored in soils, companies can hide their lack of action 
to reduce their actual GHG emissions, as, on a net 
basis (GHG emissions minus the carbon stored in 
soils), it appears that they are improving.

Carbon sequestration can also serve as a diver-
sionary tactic to draw attention away from industrial 
livestock production. Carbon sequestration in live-
stock farms may be promoted through pasture-based 
grazing, adding trees on pastures on marginals lands, 
or planting hedges around fields. 

Yet, there are two elements to be mindful of here. 
The first is the carrying capacity of the land.  Simply 
putting cows out to pasture is not a straightforward 
solution, since overgrazing can occur. Having too 
many animals in one location without recovery time 
for the grasslands causes harm to water and biodiver-
sity.89 In addition, research has shown that for carbon 
sequestration to counterbalance livestock emissions 
on paper, soil carbon stocks would need to increase 
drastically, to levels that are simply not feasible at 
current levels of livestock production.90

The second issue is transparency around the number 
of animals raised in such conditions. Some companies 
like Tyson and Nestlé claim to support silvopasture 
or grazing, but do not provide information on the 
extent of those activities, specifically on how many 
of their animals are actually raised in these condi-
tions, making it difficult to evaluate the level of their 
commitment to the transition. 

Beyond livestock rearing conditions themselves, 
carbon farming practices are also promoted by food 
and livestock companies for feed production. These 
practices include low or no-till agriculture and cover 
cropping. However, tracking where feed originates 
from remains challenging due to limited transparency 
across supply chains. To address this gap, livestock 
companies increasingly turn to feed and fertilizer 
suppliers who can provide carbon credits linked to 
crop production that might include feed (Section 5.1). 

The reasons to pursue enhancing carbon sequestra-
tion as a separate and distinct mitigation strategy are 
due to the peculiarities of the process itself, which 
is fundamentally different to emissions released into 
the atmosphere. Carbon stored in soil and trees is not 
permanent but can be re-emitted to the atmosphere 
if farming practices that promote storage are discon-
tinued or changed, or as the result of an extreme 
weather like forest fires or flooding. Within agricul-
ture, there is also a temporal mismatch between 
emissions from livestock and crop production, whose 
adverse impact on the climate is immediate and 
strongest in the near-term, and the ability of soils and 
grasslands to store carbon, which occurs on a much 
slower timeline (Box 1).91 

5.3 Limited financial support for farmers 
unlikely to spur a just transition 

The push to produce cheap meat and dairy has fueled 
industrial farming, making it difficult to shift toward 
sustainable practices. A major challenge across 
sectors is deciding who should bear the costs of the 
transition. Although evidence shows that sustainable 
farming can be profitable, financial support is essen-
tial to help cover the initial transition92 and produc-
tion costs. A recent industry report suggests that 
downstream agribusiness would be capable of shoul-
dering more of the cost and risk of this transition. It 
estimates that costs could be as small as 3% of the 
revenues of a typical meat trader and less than 1% for 
a multinational food company.93 

Understanding the types of payment schemes 
already being used is key to identifying which ones 
best support farmers, benefit the climate and can 
provide insight for regulators. Our assessment 
focused on the types of schemes being developed 
and their ability to provide sufficient and predictable 
support for farmers.
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Table 3: Activities supported by companies as measures to reduce their supply chain emissions

Company

Technological and efficiency measures

Carbon 
sequestration

Increasing 
on-farm 

circularity
OthersBiogas

Other 
manure- 
related 

measures

Feed 
additives

Feed-related 
and fertilizer 

measures

Animal 
health/
welfare

Breeding

Dairy Farmers of 
America

X X X X

Land O'Lakes/
Truterra

X X

Organic Valley X X X Installing renewable 
energy

Arla X X X X X X X

FrieslandCampina X X X X X X Preventing peatland 
emissions

Fonterra X X X X X Methane-reducing 
vaccines

ABP Only use beef cattle from 
the dairy herd (“blade 
farming”)

Nestlé X X X X X Productivity improve-
ments in less advanced 
economies

Danone X X X X X Nitrogen balance 
with increased 
reliance on 
organic manure 

Renewable energy 
on-farm incl. solar & wind

Groupe Lactalis X X X

Tyson X

Danish Crown X X X X X

Vion X X Only use beef cattle from 
the dairy herd

Tönnies X X X

Nutrien X X

Yara/Agoro Carbon 
Alliance

X X

Corteva X X

Bayer X X

See Annex for table references. 
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Market-oriented or premium based schemes 
are more common, though transparency is 
lacking

Agribusiness approaches to incentivize farmers vary 
significantly, with different levels of support and 
engagement (Table 4). Several companies did not 
disclose much detail about their programs, limiting 
the extent of the analysis. From the companies 
surveyed, two main approaches to provide incentives 
for farmers were identified:

1.	 Results-based payments for carbon outcomes   
Under this market-oriented approach, farmers 
generate carbon credits when reducing GHG 
emissions or sequestering carbon through various 
farm practices. These can then be sold to agribusi-
nesses as an additional source of revenue. These 
credits are often validated by entities independent 
of the agribusiness. However, agricultural input 
companies may also take on this role, certifying 
the carbon credits of farmers in their supply chains. 
This model usually only rewards new actions and 
does generally not provide payments for ongoing 
practices that already meet sustainable standards. 
 
The U.S. dairy companies Dairy Farmers of America 
and Organic Valley have adopted this model. They 
partner with third-party certifiers — Athian and 
SustainCERT respectively — to calculate and verify 
emission reductions or carbon sequestration on 
farms. Agricultural input companies, like Corteva, 
Yara and Nutrien have also adopted this approach. 

2.	Activity-based premium payments for sustain-
ability standards

Activity-based payment schemes use point-based 
frameworks or ranking systems where farmers 
receive bonuses based on the number or quality 
of practices implemented. Generally, farmers may 
receive support for existing sustainable practices 
and not just for the uptake of new measures. 
 
Activity-based payments are popular among dairy 
companies like Arla, FrieslandCampina, Fonterra 
and meat processor ABP. For instance, Arla’s 
scheme awards the highest incentives to practices 
with the most significant “sustainability potential.” 
Fonterra pays bonuses for meeting certain envi-
ronmental and milk quality standards. 

Some companies appear to focus on smaller scale 
project-based financing rather than a scheme appli-
cable to all their suppliers. Companies like Danone 
use detailed scorecards to lay out their vision for agri-
culture. However, there seems to be no comprehen-
sive payment scheme tied to reaching a certain level 
on the scorecards. Instead, Danone runs different 
projects that claim to offer financial and technical 
support. Lactalis, the world’s largest dairy company, 
provides region-specific incentives, such as point-
based systems in Sweden or bonuses for carbon 
footprint reductions in Alpine regions. These incen-
tives do not seem to extend across its entire supply 
base. This selective approach limits the reach and 
consistency of financial support available to farmers, 
hindering widespread adoption of more sustainable 
practices.

The global food company Nestlé relies on two different 
supply streams of dairy: directly from farmers that is 
processed in Nestlé’s own plants and through other 
dairy companies. While Nestlé does not seem to have 
an incentive scheme for all of it suppliers, it does 
collaborate with the New Zealand dairy company 
Fonterra where Nestlé funds sustainability payments 
for Fonterra farmers.

It was not possible to find information about the 
financial incentives provided by several of the agri-
businesses reviewed as part of this analysis. Tyson, 
Danish Crown and Tönnies do not provide any infor-
mation about their financial support for farmers. 
Details are sparse for others. Dutch pork processor 
Vion announced an emission reduction incentive 
scheme for 2023, though details about the scheme 
have not yet been released. 

Premium models provide more stable 
support to farmers but questions about 
sufficiency remain

Between the two most common schemes, the 
premium model provides more stable financial 
support to farmers, though it is questionable if they 
will provide the level needed to support the transition. 

Carbon credits prices have been well below the level 
needed to spur a substantial change in farm prac-
tices.94 Dairy Farmers of America purchased for their 
first credits through the certifier Athian in January 
2024, the farmer receiving reportedly at least 30 
USD per tonne of carbon dioxide equivalent (CO₂eq).95 
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What price per tonne is needed to foster changes in 
farm practices will vary by region and the practices 
considered, however a carbon credit trader estimate 
suggests that the price would need to be at least 
2.5 times higher to bring about meaningful change.96 
However, payments tied to carbon credits sold on the 
voluntary carbon market have been low, yielding only 
15-20 USD per tonne of CO₂eq for farmers.97 

The example of Organic Valley illustrates that limited 
financial incentives are not driving change. Organic 
Valley pays farmers 20 USD per tonne for certi-
fied carbon sequestration or emissions reductions 
according to 2023 reporting. The company recog-
nizes that its payments, based on a rate deemed 
competitive with the voluntary carbon market rather 
than covering the actual implementation costs, 
have limited influence on driving change. However, it 
states that the technical support provided by these 
programs can be of greater assistance to farmers 
than the financial incentives.98

Agricultural input companies mostly pay farmers 
market prices for carbon results that are sold in the 
form of carbon credits. These payments are equally 
insufficient, with minimum prices of 16.50 USD to 
20 USD per tonne of CO₂eq, and up to potential 
payments of 30 USD (Table 5). In some cases, the 
structure of these schemes favors larger farms. For 
example, according to 2021 reporting, Yara Interna-
tional’s Agoro Carbon Alliance’s operations in the U.S. 
pay up to an additional 10 USD per acre if a farmer 
enrolls more than 2,500 acres (approx. 1,000 hect-
ares) and requires a minimum of 500 acres (approx. 
200 hectares) to qualify for the program.99 Bayer’s 
U.S. carbon program applies a different strategy, 
paying a fixed price per acre on which farmers imple-
ment eligible practices instead of per tonne of carbon 
sequestered, ranging from 4 USD to 6 USD per acre. 
Bayer also offers payments of 48 USD per acre for 
practices that have been applied in the past100 — past 
performance improvements usually cannot be sold as 
carbon credits on the voluntary carbon market.

Beyond price itself, another problem of market-based 
payments is the lack of predictability of payments. 
While there might be guaranteed minimum prices, 
they can fluctuate significantly. In addition, the 
results of farm practices to cut emissions or store 
carbon might not turn out as expected. Depending on 
company policies, farmers then receive less money 
than they anticipated for the activities they have 
already carried out. 

Companies that provide more predictable incentives, 
like Arla, FrieslandCampina and Fonterra, offer fixed 
sustainability premiums that do not fluctuate with 
market prices. To receive these additional payments, 
farmers either collect a certain number of points by 
implementing measures on farms, or they comply 
with minimum conditions outlined by the companies. 
Payments are issued on top of prices per kilogram of 
meat or liter of milk. Given this difference in payments, 
a direct comparison of farmer payments with market-
based rewards is challenging. Arla, FrieslandCampina 
and Fonterra pay similar levels of premiums, ranging 
from 3 to 5 Euros per 100kg of milk. 

While these schemes may provide more stable 
sources of financial support, they are not without 
their own drawbacks. Their ability to support the 
transition is questionable due to how the schemes 
are designed. A point-based system may incentivize 
action on the low-hanging fruit, which, though they 
pay less, may be easier to achieve, rather than under-
take more fundamental changes. 

Moreover, the effectiveness of these payments will 
not only depend on the level of incentives but on 
the question if they represent additional payments. 
Fonterra, for example, was criticized in the past for 
linking a share of its milk price payout to sustain-
ability targets since the funding would come from the 
existing money available to pay farmers rather than 
from additional funds.101 FrieslandCampina’s sustain-
ability scheme is partly paid for by the company and 
the customers buying the dairy products, partly by 
the cooperative through farmers’ contributions.102 
Researchers from Wageningen University found that 
premium payments are not always perceived posi-
tively, but as “a redistribution of profits or a penalty.”103

In fact, some companies incorporate penalties within 
their sustainability programs. Arla, for instance, 
reduces milk payments for farmers who score below 
average on sustainability metrics within its point-
based system.104 Danish Crown requires its supplying 
pig farmers to submit specific sustainability data as 
part of their standard reporting; if they fail to comply, 
their payment is reduced.105 Such penalty policies are 
problematic, especially if the incentives offered by 
the companies do not cover the cost of implementing 
changes. They force farmers to foot the bill for the 
transformation.
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Table 4: Company schemes to financially reward farmers’ sustainability efforts, including climate measures

Company Financial Support
Carbon 
credits/

premiums

Variable/fixed 
payments

Results-/ 
activity-based 

payments
Level of payments Punitive 

elements

Dairy Farmers 
of America

Uses the Athian market to monetize sustainability 
efforts through carbon credits. Explores how farmers 
can be rewarded through market-based schemes.

Carbon 
credits

Variable (?) Results-based 30 USD/tonne CO2eq (price for first 
carbon credit purchase, future prices 
unclear)

Land O’ Lakes/
Truterra

Dairy 2025 Commitment: No financial support, 
company claims working towards “innovative financing 
solutions and strategic partnerships” according to 2021 
reporting. No updates available.

N/A N/A N/A N/A

Carbon 
credits

Variable Results-based 30 USD/tonne CO2eq (minimum 2 
USD/acre for practice change)Truterra (voluntary carbon market subsidiary): 

Promotes soil carbon credits as a way to manage price 
fluctuations of commodities.

Organic Valley Financial support to member farms for selecting, 
scoping, verifying, and funding region-specific projects. 
Payments for carbon sequestered or reduced emis-
sions resulting from new practices. Payments not 
determined by the cost of implementation of practice 
changes but by competitiveness with the carbon offset 
market.

Carbon 
credits

Fixed Results-based 20 USD/tonne CO2eq

Arla Point-based bonus payments: Additional payments for 
implementing more sustainable practices per kilo-
gram of milk. Activities with the largest sustainability 
potential receive the biggest incentives. The program 
recognizes past, current and future activities of a farm. 
The sustainability premium can make up to 7% of the 
total milk price. 

Premium Fixed Activity-based  + 1 EUR (1.05 USD) c ent/kg milk for 
data submission

+ max. 3 EUR (3.14 USD) cent/kg milk 
(0.03 EUR cent/point) for score

Reduction of 
milk payments 
for farmers 
who have below 
average scores

Friesland-
Campina

Activity-based bonus payments (“Foqus planet”): Basic 
requirements and “Foqus planet Sustainable Devel-
opment” payments, for results in climate, biodiversity, 
animal health and welfare, and outdoor grazing.

Payments are funded partly through the company, 
partly through the coop: contribution of 0.60€/100kg 
milk of farmers’ payments goes to the fund.

Premium Fixed Results-based Max. payments: 3.50 (3.67 USD) 
EUR/100 kg milk, of which:
•  Max.  0.20 EUR (0.21 USD) for 
animal health & welfare

•  Max. 1.50 EUR (1.57 USD) for climate 
•  Max. 0.50 EUR (0.52 USD) for 
biodiversity 

•  Max. 1.30 EUR (1.36 USD) for grazing 
•  Max. 0.40 EUR (0.42 USD) for partial 
outdoor grazing   

Fonterra Activity-based bonus payments for “positive changes” 
for practices incl. environmental ones

Fonterra states that its support for farmers might not 
be sufficient but also support from the “government, 
industry bodies and partners to improve on-farm 
productivity” is necessary.

Premium Fixed Activity-based Max. 10 NZD cents/kg milk (approx. 5.8 
USD ), of which:
•	 7 NZD (4.1 USD) cents/kg for 

meeting four conditions: environ-
ment, animal welfare, food safety, 
and workplace measures (incl. a 
Farm Environmental Plan covering 
three out of five key practices)

•	 3 NZD (1.8 USD) cents/kg for milk 
that meets specific milk quality 
standards

Not funded 
through addi-
tional money but 
existing money 
available to pay 
the milk price
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Company Financial Support
Carbon 
credits/

premiums

Variable/fixed 
payments

Results-/ 
activity-based 

payments
Level of payments Punitive 

elements

ABP Sustainability bonus for all program cattle that meet 
the requirements of the “Advantage Beef Programme”

Premium Fixed Activity-based 0.20 EUR (0.21 USD)/kg meat

Nestlé Nestlé allocated 3.2 billion CHF (3.61 billion USD) for 
sustainability investments by 2025, of which 1.2. billion 
CHF (1.35 billion USD) go to regenerative agriculture 
across the company supply chain. It is unclear how 
funds reach farmers.
Not all of Nestlé’s carbon sequestration projects are 
generated via carbon credit certification since the 
company argues this would result in too high costs 
and complex processes to be practicable for smaller 
projects. 

Unclear Unclear Unclear Unclear

Danone Danone’s Regenerative Agriculture Framework includes 
a sustainability scorecard defining indicators and levels 
of sustainability on farm. It is unclear if this scorecard 
is tied to payments to farmers. The company reports 
that it implements 45 projects with NGOs, financed by 
the Livelihood Fund and Danone Ecosystem Fund to 
support farmers’ transition technically and financially. 
Separately, Danone states it is offering suppliers 
incentives for delivering on the emission reduction 
requirements laid out in contracts.
Company supports a government-run carbon pricing 
system for agriculture. 

Unclear Unclear Unclear Unclear

Groupe Lactalis No consistent scheme globally but region-specific 
programs. Reported examples: 
•	 France: financial and technical support for a hedge-

planting project
•	 Germany: annual bonus for Alpine region farms 

meeting a certain carbon footprint and subsidies for 
carbon storage improvements. 

•	 Sweden: point-based payment system linking milk 
price to farmers’ climate actions

•	 US: developing future incentive programs for carbon 
sequestration and nitrous oxide reduction

Regionally 
variable

Regionally 
variable

Results- or 
activit-based

Unclear

Tyson Unclear Unclear Unclear Unclear Unclear

Danish Crown Unclear Unclear Unclear Unclear Unclear Reduced 
payments for 
farmers that do 
not submit the 
required data

Vion Announced a new incentive scheme “for CO2-reduction 
to help make the pork chain more sustainable” for pig 
suppliers in 2023 reporting. No additional information is 
available.   

Unclear Unclear Unclear Unclear
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Company Financial Support
Carbon 
credits/

premiums

Variable/fixed 
payments

Results-/ 
activity-based 

payments
Level of payments Punitive 

elements

Tönnies Support mechanisms for suppliers unclear. 

Company is supportive of a higher VAT on meat in the 
context of the animal welfare regulation in Germany to 
pay for the transformation, which indicates a prefer-
ence for a regulatory approach.

Unclear Unclear Unclear Unclear

Nutrien Payments for carbon credits. Prices unclear. Carbon 
credits

Variable Results-based No

Yara/Agoro 
Carbon Alliance

Payments for carbon credits, requires a 10-year 
contract.

According to 2021 information, the annual price for 
carbon credits is based on the market price in effect. 
Agoro matches payments by key competitors up to 
4 USD/tonne CO2eq. The company also increases 
payments with increasing acreage enrolled in the 
program up to 10 USD/tonne CO2eq for more than 
2561 acres (minimum 500 acres). 

Two payment options: (1) annual payments to compen-
sate for initial practice change, (2) lump-sum payments 
based on carbon results. For the first option, the 
prepayments will be deducted from the credit issuance 
after their verification in year five and 11 of the project.

Carbon 
credits

Variable Results-based Minimum 16.50 USD/tonne CO2eq 
(50 USD/tonne CO2eq in the first 
three years overall)

Corteva Payments for carbon credits. 75% of increases in 
carbon credit value is passed on to farmers.

Carbon 
credits

Variable Results-based Minimum 20 USD/tonne CO2eq, 
potential up to 30 USD/tonne CO2eq

Bayer Farmers are paid a fixed price for certain practices 
upfront and not the market price for the carbon credit. 
Bayer offers one-off payments for past practices of 48 
USD/acre. 

Carbon 
credits

Fixed Activity-based 4-6 USD/acre

See Annex for table references.
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Public funds used to support corporate 
initiatives

Companies in the U.S. like Dairy Farmers of America, 
Organic Valley, Lactalis’s U.S. operation Stonyfield, 
Land O’Lakes’ carbon market branch Truterra, and 
Tyson benefit from federal support through the USDA’s 
Climate Smart Commodity Program, which funds their 
sustainability programs.106 Dairy Farmers of America 
states that the goal is to “create a self-sustaining 
cycle where DFA’s farmer-owners are incentivized to 
continue to reduce on-farm GHG emissions” and that 
90% of the public funds received goes to their member 
farmers.107 However, this USDA program is a short-
term public program that will only deliver temporary 
finance. The reliance of companies on public funds to 
pay for their sustainability schemes draws into ques-
tion if they have fully internalized the costs of sustain-
able transitions within their own supply chains. Given 
the limitations of the premium and market models, 
public money may be better used by reforming core 
agricultural support programs like the U.S. Farm Bill or 
EU Common Agricultural Policy to provide support for 
environmental services, with separate measures to 
ensure agribusiness are contributing their fair share 
to supporting the transition. 

5.4 Risks of aggravating power imbalances 
in agri-food supply chains

Governments around the world are developing legis-
lation to hold corporations accountable for their 
greenhouse gas emissions, not only in their own facil-
ities, but also increasingly throughout their supply 
chains.108 The European Union’s Corporate Sustain-
ability Reporting Directive, for example, requires more 
detailed, comparable and transparent reporting on 
emissions, including their supply chain emissions, 
carbon removals and carbon credits. As a result of 
this trend, companies are looking to strengthen their 
ties with their supplier networks, not only to collect 
the data deemed necessary for reporting purposes, 
but also to achieve emission reductions within their 
supply chains. The EU’s reporting regulation allows 
the use of regional default values, but these values 
are not sensitive to individual on-farm changes in the 
company supply chain. Consequently, to show that 
their emissions are lower than estimated default 
values, companies need to collect on-farm data.109 

ii	  In many regions, farmers do not have many choices between companies they can supply. Flexibility to choose a 
company to supply is already reduced due to market concentration. 

As the demand for data grows, so too do the concerns 
over whether it is appropriate for companies to own 
such detailed and sensitive data about individual 
farms. The issues are not new, as there has long been 
concern over the role of data collection in new agri-
culture technologies (like the data collected by farm 
machinery),110 but the reporting systems add another 
layer to this issue.

All the companies analyzed collected data from 
farmers, with several requiring mandatory data 
submission (Table 6). The data collection can be 
extensive. It ranges from the numbers of animals and 
feed characteristics to farming practices and energy 
use. For example, Arla collects over 200 datapoints 
under its scheme.

Our research methods, which focused on analyzing 
corporate reporting, do not lend themselves to evalu-
ating the effect these programs are having on farmers. 
However, statements made by companies do give an 
indication of two related areas worthy of attention as 
these schemes develop: the growing dependency of 
farmers on these corporate initiatives and potential 
conflicts of interest. 

As a result of companies imposing sustainability 
criteria and requiring data submissions in their 
supplier contracts, companies gain more control 
and insights into farmers’ operations. Truterra, for 
example, promises the companies that it sells carbon 
credits to a more tight-knit vertical relationship and 
deeper insight into farmers’ operations.111 This raises 
a key issue for consideration in policy debates: While 
corporate accountability is important, increasing 
regulation could lead to more power concentrated 
in the hands of a few companies dictating on-farm 
practices. Farmers may also become less flexible 
in choosing suppliers if they have already invested 
in meeting one company’s rules through supplier 
contracts and sustainability schemes.ii 

Farmers’ increased dependencies are not only a 
concern with respect to meat and dairy companies 
but also in relation to input companies. Agricultural 
input companies facilitate the generation of carbon 
credits for a small set of practices (Section 5.2), which 
may encourage the use of their products, such as 
the reliance on pesticides in no-till agriculture. Critics 
argue that even if farmers are not directly obligated 
to buy a specific company’s products, carbon credit 



INSTITUTE FOR AGRICULTURE AND TRADE POLICY	 26

Table 5: Scope and level of obligation of company systems to collect on-farm data 

Company Data Collection Systems  
Mandatory/
voluntary 

participation

Mandatory/ 
voluntary data 

submission

Financial support 
for data submission Scope of data collection

Dairy Farmers 
of America

Data collection necessary to generate carbon credits 
through Athian.

Voluntary Mandatory / Adequate on-farm data necessary 
to benchmark farm emissions, 
datapoints depend on certification 
protocol

On-farm data collection through “Gold Standard Dairy 
Program” every three years on member farms. The 
program encompasses the FARM Environmental Stew-
ardship assessment (by the National Milk Producers 
Federation). The FARM ES standard, which also calcu-
lates a greenhouse gas and energy footprint for the 
farm, appears to be voluntary for farmers.

Unclear Unclear – but 
100% of member 
farms participate

/ FARM ES standard: milk production, 
herd data, feed, manure manage-
ment, energy use

Land O’ 
Lakes/Truterra

Dairy 2025 Commitment: On-farm sustainability 
assessments including carbon footprints on dairy 
member farms, including the FARM ES assessment 
(see above). The company’s goal is to assess 100% of 
member milk supply by 2025 (at 78% as of 2023). It 
plans to transition to ongoing measurement, reporting 
and verification based on newer tools.  

Unclear Unclear – but goal 
to assess 100%  of 
member farms

/ > 250 data points incl. FARM ES 
standard

Truterra (voluntary carbon market subsidiary): Data 
collection for carbon credit generation, aggregation in 
Truterra Stewardship Platform. 

Voluntary Mandatory Individual 
programs provide 
incentives for data 
submission only 
for Truterra to 
build baseline data

Field management data 

Organic Valley Necessary for carbon credit generation. Data collection 
annually.

Voluntary Mandatory / Data necessary for carbon 
credit generation incl. field area, 
commodity type, yields, current and 
past land use information

Arla FarmAhead (formerly Climate Check) program. Arla 
collected data from 95% of Arla farmers in 2022.

De-facto manda-
tory since failure 
to achieve certain 
points level 
leads to penalty 
payments

Voluntary + 1 EUR (1.05 USD) 
cent/kg milk for 
data submission

203 datapoints about feed compo-
sition, use of fertilizer, number of 
animals, manure handling, crop 
production and the use of elec-
tricity, fuel and renewable energy

Friesland-
Campina

Since 2018, the carbon footprint of all dairy farm 
members has been calculated, using the industry 
developed Annual Nutrient Cycle Assessment/Krin-
gLoopWijzer software, and has been mandatory, not 
only for FrieslandCampina farmers but for all Dutch 
dairy farmers. 

Voluntary Mandatory / Third-parties such as feed compa-
nies submit activity data (e.g. type 
and amount of feed delivered), 
in addition to activity data from 
farmers in relation to soil, animals, 
manure management 
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Company Data Collection Systems  
Mandatory/
voluntary 

participation

Mandatory/ 
voluntary data 

submission

Financial support 
for data submission Scope of data collection

Fonterra Farmers submit data via ‘Farm Dairy Reports,’ which 
Fonterra aggregates into a ‘Farm Insights Report’ 
providing emissions data. This data is the basis for 
‘Farm Environment Plans’ that will be created by 2025. 
Aggregated farm data available for customers in the 
NZMP  (New Zealand Milk Products) Carbon Footprinter.   

Voluntary Mandatory / A broad range of farm production 
and management data

ABP First “ABP Beef Benchmark Report” in 2021, providing 
emissions data on the individual animal level. The 
report is also meant to show farmers’ performance 
in comparison to the entire ABP herd. As part of ABP’s 
PRISM 2030 project, emission footprints are established, 
resulting in confidential reports for farmers.  

Voluntary Unclear / Unclear

Nestlé Crop-specific farm assessments. Due to resource 
intensiveness, only monitoring on reference farms for 
“regenerative farming practices.” For dairy, company 
states it has “developed and implemented a new 
approach to collect dairy emissions data” but further 
information is not available.

Unclear Unclear / Unclear

Danone Relies on Cool Farm Tool to complement database 
information with emission factors from their supplier 
farms. On-farm assessments with their Regenerative 
Agriculture Scorecard to categorize on-farm efforts, 
with subsequent reassessment of the farm within 
three years.

Unclear Unclear / Information related to soil manage-
ment (e.g. cover, crop rotation), 
manure (e.g. slurry storage), 
biodiversity (e.g. pesticide use), and 
water (e.g. buffer zones)

Groupe 
Lactalis

In 2021, Lactalis quantified GHG emissions of their milk 
supply from 11 countries, drawing on nearly 700 farms 
(more countries are currently under assessment). 
On-farm carbon assessments continue with the plan 
to assess at least 33% of the direct dairy suppliers in 11 
countries in 2024.
Lactalis also developed its own IT tool (Lact@Farm) 
in Italy to measure the carbon footprint of the farm 
(relying on the Cool Farm Tool) as a decision support 
system to help farmers implement measures that lead 
to emission reductions.  

Unclear Unclear / Primary on-farm data, scope 
unclear

Tyson Program claims to give farmers more information 
about their GHG performance compared to other 
producers in the region.

Unclear Unclear / Unclear

Danish Crown Applies penalty strategy for failing to submit selected 
sustainability data to the “Climate Track” program in 
the form of a deduction in payment.

Unclear Mandatory Reduced 
payments for 
failure to submit 
data

Sustainability data incl. produc-
tion efficiency, feed composition, 
production of feed crops, livestock 
housing, biogas, slurry handling, use 
of antibiotics
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Company Data Collection Systems  
Mandatory/
voluntary 

participation

Mandatory/ 
voluntary data 

submission

Financial support 
for data submission Scope of data collection

Vion Developed a CO2 footprint calculator, relying on primary 
data from farmers as well as data from other partners 
via the platform “Join Data.” In 2023, 96 pig-farmers and 
102 dairy farmers enrolled in data infrastructure.

Unclear Voluntary / On-farm data, scope unclear

Tönnies Own data platform “Meat Climate Platform,” free for 
farmers to register on the website and provide farm 
data. Data is then turned into on-farm climate data for 
comparison with other farms. The platform is meant 
to enable the identification of emissions reductions, 
with the view that it becomes a “standardized industry 
solution.” 

Unclear Voluntary / On-farm data incl. feed compo-
nents, size of farm, electricity use

Nutrien Data submission necessary for carbon credit genera-
tion. Own data collection tools.

Voluntary Mandatory / Field-level data

Yara/Agoro 
Carbon 
Alliance

Data submission necessary for carbon credit genera-
tion. Own data collection tools.

Voluntary Mandatory / Field-level data, incl. soil testing 
(minimum three times during 
contract), historical data of the 
last three years of operation incl. 
tillage, pesticide application, fertility, 
irrigation

Corteva Data submission necessary for carbon credit genera-
tion. Own data collection tools.

Voluntary Mandatory / Field-level data, incl. soil sampling, 
historical data of the last three to 
five years incl. land data, crop data, 
fertilization, tillage, harvest, irrigation

Bayer Data submission necessary for carbon credit genera-
tion. Own data collection tool, called FieldView.

Voluntary Mandatory / Field-level data

See Annex for table references.
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contracts and close contact might serve as a tool to 
bind farmers to the company and its products since 
carbon credit programs come with agronomic advice 
on how to achieve the best outcomes.112 For example, 
Corteva views its carbon program as a means to 
deepen its connection with farmers, while Nutrien 
uses it to sell high-margin products like crop treat-
ments and fertilizers.113

Beyond increasing dependencies, there is also an 
inherent conflict of interest if manufacturers of agri-
cultural input products make agronomic recommen-
dations, as the companies are unlikely to recommend 
farmers to use less of their products. Some compa-
nies, like Yara, have recognized this potential conflict 
and separated from its carbon credit project, Agoro 
Carbon Alliance, to build trust with farmers. Never-
theless, Agoro remains 100% owned and backed by 
Yara.114

The digital platforms used to implement the programs 
might be designed to best work with a company’s 
other products. For instance, Bayer’s FieldView plat-
form, when combined with its corn hybrids, creates 
a system that offers tailored recommendations.115 
Although Bayer claims farmers do not need to use 
their seeds or inputs to participate in carbon programs, 
experts have noted that FieldView subscriptions are 
bundled with seeds and pesticides for rebates, effec-
tively tying them together.116

While the push by governments to hold corporations 
accountable for their emissions will surely continue, it 
is important to be mindful of how that push trickles 
down to the farm level and what kind of protection 
systems for farmers might be necessary.

6. CONCLUSIONS 

In order to achieve a transformation of the agriculture 
sector and our food system, all stakeholders need to 
contribute, especially the companies that hold signifi-
cant power in shaping the agri-food system. However, 
this report shows that even though some frontrunner 
companies are implementing new strategies, they 
are unlikely to drive the necessary change. 

The company approaches do not fundamentally 
change the polluting industrial livestock production 
system but are betting on technological fixes and 
carbon sequestration to meet often ineffective climate 
targets. In some cases, new language is simply used 
to cover up old offsetting strategies. The fact that 
companies rely on both carbon sequestration within 
their supply chains, as well as external offsets, shows 
that they are not doing enough to address their actual 
GHG emissions. 

Agriculture has long been the forgotten sector of 
climate policy. It is far-fetched to believe that agri-
business will voluntarily deliver the required changes 
at the speed or scale needed. As countries develop 
their next set of climate targets, specific targets 
should be considered for the agricultural sector with 
a suite of policy measures designed and implemented 
to ensure these are met.

While some companies have developed financial 
incentive models for supplier farmers, they are unlikely 
to be sufficient to finance a just transition. In fact, 
these models can result in adverse effects, increasing 
corporate control over farmers and reducing their 
flexibility in the market. 

As the tables above highlight, data is lacking for several 
companies. The regulations of climate reporting 
underway in the European Union are a step in the 
right direction. But also, how companies are collecting 
farm data needs to be consistent to make it easier 
for farmers. Additionally, climate actions requested 
of farmers need to be predictable, consistent and 
pay enough to cover costs. The market for farmers 
needs to be more transparent and competitive to give 
farmers more options. Issues related to data access, 
control and the ability of farmers to share in the 
benefits of insights gleamed from data aggregation 
should be considered as policy in this area develops.

The transition to a different food and agriculture 
system is inevitable, but whether the transition will 
be just and well-managed is not. The challenge lies 
in creating systems that respect planetary bound-
aries while ensuring fair livelihoods for farmers and 
workers. 
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