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Drop
Dairy
A splash in your tea, a pour over your cereal, a latte on the way to work: cow's milk is so much part of the day that we hardly notice it. In 2022 Hannah Ritchie of Our World in Data compared dairy milk with plant milks and found that a glass of cow's milk causes around three times the greenhouse gas emissions and uses about ten times the land. There is no single perfect alternative, but every plant milk she looked at did better than dairy. This workbook asks you to notice how much milk you use, taste some alternatives, and choose one swap you'll keep.
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	Before you begin
How To Use This Workbook
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This workbook stands on its own. You need your fridge, a few cartons of plant milk to try, a pen and two weeks of ordinary meals and drinks, and each part builds on the one before, so work through it in order.
It asks you to write, not just read.
	Before you begin, choose one way you use milk every day. Tea, coffee, cereal or cooking all work. If you're changing milk for a child, choose unsweetened alternatives fortified with calcium and iodine, don't give rice drinks to children under five, and ask your health visitor or GP for advice. If you have a nut or soya allergy, check labels carefully. You'll carry that one daily use through the exercise.



Write it here, so you have it to hand
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Drop Dairy  ·  Climate Challenge
	Part one
The Teaching
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In January 2022 Hannah Ritchie, a researcher at the University of Oxford and Our World in Data, published an analysis comparing dairy milk with soy, oat, almond and rice drinks. She used the large food database built by Joseph Poore and Thomas Nemecek, which covers almost 40,000 farms around the world, and measured each milk per litre, from farm to shop.
The slightly uncomfortable claim underneath it is this: the milk in your fridge has a bigger footprint than most of us realise. Because we use a little at a time, it never feels like much. But a splash in every cup, every day, adds up to a lot of cows, a lot of land and a lot of methane.
Three times the emissions, ten times the land. Ritchie found that a litre of cow's milk causes around three times the greenhouse gas emissions of the plant-based alternatives, uses about ten times as much land, and between two and twenty times as much fresh water. Much of the climate impact comes from methane, a powerful greenhouse gas that cows release as they digest grass and feed.
No clear winner among the plants. Every plant milk did better than dairy, but none won on every measure. Almond drinks have low emissions and land use but need more water; oat and soy are good all-rounders. The best plant milk for the planet is the one you'll actually enjoy and keep buying.
Read the label. Cow's milk is an important source of calcium, iodine and protein in many UK diets. Choose plant milks fortified with calcium and iodine, and ideally vitamin B12; about 120 mg of calcium per 100 ml is a good guide. Many organic plant milks are not fortified. Soy drinks have the most protein, closest to cow's milk; almond and rice drinks have very little.
Children are different. Babies under one should have breast milk or formula as their main drink. From one year, a calcium-fortified plant milk can be the main milk for a child who eats a varied diet and is growing well. Rice drinks aren't suitable for children under five. If in doubt, ask a health visitor or GP.
Cheese, butter and cream count too. Cheese is concentrated milk: it takes around ten litres of milk to make a kilo of hard cheese. Butter and cream are concentrated too. Cutting back on cheese and butter can matter as much as changing what goes in your tea.
One use at a time. Most people find some swaps easy and others hard. Cereal, porridge, smoothies, baking and coffee often switch without anyone noticing; tea can take longer to get used to. Start with the easiest, give your taste buds two weeks to adjust, then try the next.
The practical use of Ritchie's analysis is that you don't need to find the perfect milk, only a better one. Pick one daily use, find a plant milk you like that's properly fortified, and let it become normal. Then look at the cheese.
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Part one  ·  The teaching
	Part two
The Exercise
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Take the daily use you chose at the start and carry it through the steps below. You'll need about two weeks. Write in full sentences. Nobody else reads this.
Keep a dairy diary. For one week, note every time you use milk, cheese, yoghurt, butter or cream, and roughly how much milk you buy. Then score from one to 10 how hard you think it would be to cut your dairy in half.
	

	

	

	

	

	

	


How certain do you feel about that score?   ①  ②  ③  ④  ⑤  ⑥  ⑦  ⑧  ⑨  ⑩

Map your uses. List every way you use milk in a typical day: drinks, cereal, cooking, baking. Which ones matter most to you, and which would you barely notice changing?
	

	

	

	

	

	

	


Run a taste test. Buy two or three different plant milks, such as oat, soy and almond, and try each in the daily use you chose. Note the taste, texture and how they behave in hot drinks. Which did you like best?
	

	

	

	

	

	

	



Read the labels. Compare your plant milks' labels: calcium, iodine, vitamin B12, protein, sugar and price per litre. Which would you choose, and why?
	

	

	

	

	

	

	


Swap for two weeks. Use your chosen plant milk for that daily use for two weeks. Did it get easier? Did anyone else at home notice, and what did they think?
	

	

	

	

	

	

	



Choose your next step. Decide what to try next: another daily use, a plant-based yoghurt or spread, or simply less cheese. Write down your plan and how you'll keep it going.
	

	

	

	

	

	

	


And how certain do you feel now?   ①  ②  ③  ④  ⑤  ⑥  ⑦  ⑧  ⑨  ⑩
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Part two  ·  The exercise
	Part three
Questions For Discussion
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	Work through these questions independently if you must, but they are generally more beneficial when discussed. 



1. Milk has long been promoted as essential for health. How much of that is nutrition, and how much is habit and marketing?
1. Many cafés charge extra for plant milk. Should the lower-impact choice ever cost more?
1. What would a big shift away from dairy mean for Britain's dairy farmers and countryside, and how should they be supported?
1. Should schools offer fortified plant milks alongside cow's milk?
1. Is cutting back on dairy easier or harder for you than cutting back on meat, and why?
1. If there's no perfect plant milk, how should we choose between water use, land use and emissions?
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Want To Take This Further With Other People?
You've tested your own swap. What's missing is other people's taste buds, and the cafés and kitchens that decide what goes in millions of cups.

	Host a milk taste test
Invite friends, family or colleagues to a blind tasting of plant milks in tea and coffee. Share what people liked, and let everyone take a carton home to try.
	
	Ask your café
Ask your favourite café, workplace or canteen to offer plant milk at no extra charge, or to make it the default. One menu change can shift thousands of drinks.



	Find your next challenge
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