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> Mpyth: Big Ag is Keeping its Green Promises

They say talk is cheap, but when
it comes to the world’s biggest
meat and dairy companies, us-
ing words like “sustainable,”
“natural,” and “ecofriendly” is worth a lot of money.
Equally lucrative are words like “plan,” “future” and
“potentially,” as in, “We plan to protect the future of
the planet with potentially sustainable, eco-friendly,
natural production methods.” Notice how that word
salad is chock full of vague, hard-to-substantiate
claims? That’s one of the markers of what’s called
“greenwashing,” which is defined as “the dissemina-
tion of false or deceptive information regarding an
organization’s environmental strategies, goals, moti-
vations, and actions.”

Greenwashing, along with its procrastinating
cousin, “future-washing,” has
become increasingly critical to
the business model of Big Ag as

-> Fact:

One study found 98% of the 1,233

emissions by 2040. The company ran a full-page ad
in The New York Times and issued a special “sustain-
ability report” that, among other things, devoted eight
pages to the net-zero promise. But JBS presented no
achievable plan to reach that target, and the Attorney
General of New York filed a lawsuit against the com-
pany, alleging its net-zero claims were misleading.

Some claims are almost laughable. Hormel Foods,
the pride of Austin, Minn., has added a “How2Re-
cycle” logo to 326 products as a way to supposedly
make them more environmentally-friendly. This is
an example of putting the onus on consumers to save
the planet, all while the company continues business
as usual.

Consumers have become more sophisticated in their
ability to differentiate between claims that are authen-
tic and those that are phony balo-
ney. As a result, companies have
worked harder to attach scientific

eaters become more demanding  environmental claims made by the world’s  credibility to their claims. JBS
that their food not be produced 33 largest meat and dairy companies could has an entire “net-zero” website

in a way that destroys the planet.

way to fend off regulation. For

evidence of that, look no further

than the fossil fuel industry, which has used green-
washing techniques for decades to delay concrete
action on climate change.

How prevalent is greenwashing in the corporate ag
world? Well, a peer-reviewed study published earlier
this year in the journal PLOS Climate found that 98%
of the 1,233 environmental claims made by the world’s
33 largest meat and dairy companies could be catego-
rized as greenwashing. These claims varied from using
vague phrasing like committing to “sustainable beef
production” to authentic-sounding claims that have the
added heft of numbers attached. In that latter category,
consider that in 2021, JBS, the largest meat company
in the world — it produces more greenhouse emissions
than Italy — claimed that it would have “net-zero”

be categorized as greenwashing.
Greenwashing can also be a o o0

that name-checks academic in-
stitutions the company supports,
including Colorado State Univer-
sity’s AgNext program, which is
directed by a former sustainability executive for JBS.
The PLOS Climate study found that 29% of the claims
it examined offering some sort of supporting evidence,
but more than half of that evidence was based on a
company’s internal pilot program or case study.

If giant meat and dairy companies were to act on
their claims, it would be a big deal for aspects of
the environment such as the climate. Food systems
account for roughly a third of all human-caused
greenhouse gases, and emissions from animal-based
food production represent 57% of that share. One
analysis found that the meat and dairy industry’s top
five emitters — JBS, Marfrig, Tyson, Minerva, and
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Cargill — combined produce more greenhouse gases
than individual major oil companies.

A major downside to these word games is that it
distracts from production practices and business mod-
els that are inherently unsustainable, no matter how
much green paint you slap on them. For example, a
giant pork company may tout putting solar panels on a
packing plant, or a dairy processor may feature happy,
pastured cows on its milk cartons, all while ignoring
that they source their animal products from giant con-
centrated animal feeding operations (CAFOs) which
are polluting local water and producing plenty of
greenhouse gases. A company can crow about support-
ing research into beef cattle feed additives that reduce
methane emissions, all while continuing to rely on a
carbon-intensive feedlot system and dismissing the
fact that managed rotational grazing systems based
on perennial plants can sequester carbon.

The owners of large-scale CAFOs are taking a
cue from folks further up the food chain and utiliz-
ing their own version of greenwashing. That’s been
on full display in Minnesota, where Riverview LLP
is attempting to create the largest milking operation
in the state. Everything about the West River Dairy
is unprecedented: from the quantities of water it will
slurp up and the amount of manure produced, to the

truckloads of milk production it will dominate. The
company’s owners claim they will utilize recycled
water and store and dispose of manure in a way that
it becomes “organic fertilizer.”

Meanwhile, they are ignoring the fact that putting
almost 19,000 cows in one spot in a watershed that
is already compromised by factory farming is not
sustainable in the first place. Riverview is correct
when it says that claims around manure management,
for example, need to be verified by regulatory enti-
ties such as the Minnesota Pollution Control Agency
(MPCA). However, such agencies have a spotty re-
cord when it comes to enforcing CAFO regulations,
and the MPCA’s failure to order a full environmental
assessment of the West River Dairy proposal, despite
its unprecedented nature, doesn’t bolster confidence
in the system.

As part of its winning hearts and minds initiative,
Riverview recently donated $1 million to Minnesota
4-H. Riverview officials also boast that their mega-
facility will employ 40 people. Those are prime ex-
amples of a diversion tactic at work: tout a donation
to an organization dedicated to young agrarians and
promise job creation, all while ignoring that this model
of dairying is putting dozens of farm families out of
business every year.

Before greenwash was a thing, there was another
term for it: hogwash.
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* “Environmental claims, climate promises, and ‘greenwashing’ by meat and dairy companies,” PLOS Climate
journal, https://journals.plos.org/climate/article?7id=10.1371/journal .pclm.0000773

* “Feeding Climate Change: A scoring of major meat and dairy companies’ climate-related risks emissions
reporting,” Institute for Ag & Trade Policy, https://www.iatp.org/feeding-climate-change-scorecard-report
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