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Key issue #1: 
fossil fuels

A high proportion of the energy 
requirement for ultra-
processed foods is supplied by 
fossil fuels. 

Production of ultra-processed 
food is 2 to 10 times more 
energy intensive than whole 
foods, and increased demand 
implies increased fossil fuel 
use over time.

Global Alliance for the Future of Food. Power Shi: Why We Need to Wean Industrial Food 
Systems O Fossil Fuels. n.p.: Global Alliance for the Future of Food, 2023. 



Key issue #2: 
plastics

Manufactured almost exclusively 
of fossil fuels, plastics generate 
pollution across their lifecycles, 
compounding the harmful effects 
of the UPFs that they facilitate.
UPFs heavily rely on plastics for 
production and packaging. Major 
UPF producers are also major 
contributors to plastic pollution.
Approximately 83% of flexible food 
packaging and 45% of all rigid food 
packaging is made from plastics, 
with UPFs commonly encased in 
these materials.

GBD 2017 Diet Collaborators. Health effects of dietary risks in 195 countries, 1990–2017: a 
systematic analysis for the Global Burden of Disease Study 2017. Lancet. 2019;393:1958–72.



Key issue #3: 
empty calories

Many ultra-processed foods are 
discretionary, meaning they’re not 
needed in the diet, and might 
provide little or no nutrition.

Yet production of these foods 
consumes resources and energy.

If dietary trends continue, per-
capita greenhouse-gas emissions 
from empty calories are estimated 
to nearly double by 2050

The Global Syndemic of Obesity, Undernutrition, and Climate Change: The Lancet Commission 
report, Swinburn, Boyd A et al. The Lancet, Volume 393, Issue 10173, 791 - 846



However – it’s not ONLY 
processing that matters…

Animal foods are generally more 
environmentally impactful than 
plant foods – regardless of the 
degree of processing.

Some ultra-processed meat and 
dairy alternatives might have 
lower environmental impacts 
than animal products.
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