
Climate change fact sheet

What is a carbon footprint?
The term “carbon footprint” has gained in popularity in recent years and 
is now widely used by government, business and the media. While the 
term is commonly used, it is loosely defined and can mean different things 
to different people. At its simplest, a carbon footprint is a measure of the 
greenhouse gas emissions caused by a certain product or activity. 

Calculating your carbon footprint is quite different from the greenhouse gas 
accounting required under the Carbon Pollution Reduction Scheme (CPRS 
– see factsheet # 3). A carbon footprint is a method for businesses and 
individuals to measure and reduce their emissions contributions voluntarily, 
while the CPRS is a policy tool designed to force emission reductions 
across industries or whole economies. The two methods use different rules 
to identify and calculate emissions.

How is it measured?

A carbon footprint includes the greenhouse gases emitted over the entire 
life cycle of the product or activity. This includes both direct emissions that 
occur on-site (eg. burning fuel in a tractor) and indirect emissions that occur 
elsewhere but are still associated with the product (eg. electricity inputs or 
fuel for freight).

There are actually six main greenhouse gases that vary in their global 
warming potentials. For example, nitrous oxide (a by-product of fertiliser 
use) has about 300 times the warming potential of carbon dioxide (CO2). 
Because of this variation among the different gases, the amounts of each 
gas must be weighted according to their warming potential and then 
combined into a single measurement. The unit used to measure a carbon 
footprint is tonnes of carbon dioxide equivalent (or t CO2-e).

Table 1: A summary of the major agricultural greenhouse gases.

How is it important for horticulture?

The horticulture industry already has very low emissions in comparison 
to other agricultural sectors. However, there is scope to further reduce 
these emissions and lessen the impact of horticulture on future climate 
change. Reducing your carbon footprint is directly linked to other beneficial 
farm management practices that improve soil health. On-farm nitrous 
oxide emissions are the major problem for horticulture, and emissions 
can be reduced through improved efficiency in the use of nitrogenous 
fertilisers (N2O emissions = wasted fertiliser). Other methods to reduce 
N2O emissions include reducing soil disturbance, using cover crops, and 
improving water use efficiency.
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Greenhouse gas Global warming 
potential

Source

Carbon dioxide 
(CO2)

1 Mainly from fossil fuel use

Nitrous oxide 
(N2O)

310 Excess fertiliser

Methane (CH4) 21 Mainly livestock, waste and 
waterlogged soils.
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Improving your carbon footprint is also another 
incentive to reduce farm costs. Many of the steps 
that can be used to reduce a farm’s footprint 
(improved energy efficiency, reduced on-farm 
traffic, less fertiliser) will also result in reduced 
input costs. A small footprint can be used as an 
indicator of production efficiency. 

You can also reduce your footprint by generating 
electricity on-farm using renewable sources (such 
as solar or wind) and you may even be able to 
sell excess power back to the grid. Alternatively, 
your electricity distributor may provide green 
power options (eg. the National GreenPower 
Accreditation Program) where a proportion of your 
supply is generated from renewable sources.

Finally, consumer preferences are likely to 
drive demand for more environmentally-friendly 
products. A smaller carbon footprint may provide 
a distinct marketing advantage over other 
agricultural sectors and imported produce.

How can I measure the carbon footprint 
of my farm?

You can measure your footprint quite easily 
provided you have access to sufficient information 
on things like energy use (electricity, diesel, petrol, 
LPG), fertiliser inputs, transport distances and 
waste.

HortCarbonInfo is a carbon footprint calculator 
created specifically for horticulture by Peter Deuter 
of Queensland Primary Industries & Fisheries.
It is an Excel spreadsheet into which you can 
enter information on your energy use, etc. The 
tool performs all of the necessary conversions 
and calculations for you, and then produces 
your farm’s total carbon footprint. You can use 
HortCarbonInfo to identify the areas where 
you can improve your footprint and compare 
results across years. You can get a copy of 
HortCarbonInfo from here: 

http://www.growcom.com.au/_uploads/
204551HortCarbonInfo_climatechange.xls

What about “food miles”?

“Food miles” is a related concept that 
refers to the part of a carbon footprint 
directly linked to the transport of food from 
production to retail. It has been a popular 
way for consumers to distinguish “green” 
products from the alternatives, particularly in 
Europe. In reality, the emissions associated 
with product delivery are a very small and 
variable component of the total emissions 
resulting from production. The total carbon 
footprint is a much better indicator of the 
emissions contribution of a particular product 
or industry and consumers will probably 
switch to this more reliable measure.

Wrapping up…

A carbon footprint is a way of expressing 
the climate impact of your farm business. 
Reducing your carbon footprint is good for 
the environment, good for the health of your 
farm, may save money in the long-term, and 
may provide a marketing advantage for your 
products.

For more information

Growcom web site:

www.growcom.com.au
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