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Weight and distance traveled (left)

vs. greenhouse gas emissions (right)
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Alison Smith et al. 2005. The Validity of Food Miles as an Indicator 

of Sustainable Development: Final report. AEA Technology.

The “food mile” is a misleading concept:

How food travels has more impact

on energy use and greenhouse gas

emissions than how far it travels.





Hamburger

embodied energy

Low energy burger (7 MJ)

High energy burger (20 MJ)

359 Calories 

(kilocalories) in a 

cheeseburger with 

vegetables (1.5 

MJ)

Energy analysis from Annika Carlsson-Kanyama and Mireille Faist. 2001. 

Energy use in the food sector: A data survey. Stockholm University 

Department of Systems Ecology.
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Two Dinner Menus

(Energy in and out, in MJ)

Item In Out

• Beef 9.4 0.80

• Rice 1.1 0.68

• Tomato 4.6 0.06

• Wine 4.2 0.98

Meal 19 2.5

Item In Out

• Chicken 4.37 0.81

• Potato 0.91 0.61

• Carrot 0.50 0.21

• Water 0.00 0.00

• Oil 0.30 0.74

Meal 6.1 2.4

Annika Carlsson-Kanyama, Marianne Pipping Ekstromb & Helena Shanahan. 2003. 

Food and life cycle energy inputs: consequences of diet and ways to increase efficiency. 

Ecological Economics 44: 293-307.



Energy Smart 

Food Choices

• Less meat and seafood
– Choose poultry and grass-fed animals

• More fruit and vegetables, in season
– Avoid greenhouse-grown produce

• More local and organic foods
– Avoid foods flown in

– Avoid frequent car trips to grocery store

• Whole foods, not processed

• Less refrigeration

• More microwave and stove top; less baking


