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Food Tax Shift: A Good Idea?

Green tax shifts are an established policy tool, but how can they
be applied to reduce the environmental impact of what we eat?

A food tax shift means increasing taxes on foods that negatively
affect climate and health and lowering taxes on foods with low cli-
mate impact or positive public health effects. Our research shows
that it is possible to design a food tax shift that delivers significant
benefits for both health and the environment, without harming
either low-income households or public finances.

Dietary habits as a societal, environmental, and public health problem
Unhealthy dietary habits are currently the leading risk factor for premature
death in Sweden, greater than both smoking and alcohol. More than half of all
adults live with overweight or obesity. Children's diets are also a concern. Only
one in ten children eats enough fruit and vegetables, and the share of children
with obesity has more than doubled compared to thirty years ago.

What we eat is not only a private matter, but also a societal issue. Diet related ill
health leads to high healthcare costs and productivity losses, costs that society
as a whole must carry. Our diets also shape environmental impacts at scale.
The climate impact from Swedes' food consumption is almost twice as large as
the emissions from all passenger car traffic in Sweden. To reduce emissions in
line with global climate targets, technical solutions in agriculture and transpor-
tation are not enough. We also need to change what we eat.

It is also important to understand that dietary habits are not only the result of
personal preferences. Most people today are surrounded by a large supply of
cheap, easily available, calorie dense but nutrient poor foods, which strongly
shape choices in grocery stores. The food industry and food retailers influence
dietary habits through marketing, pricing, and product development.


https://www.sustainableconsumption.se/wp-content/uploads/sites/34/2025/11/Konsumtionens-granser_Resultat-2018-2025_sista_versionen.pdf
https://www.sustainableconsumption.se/wp-content/uploads/sites/34/2025/11/Konsumtionens-granser_Resultat-2018-2025_sista_versionen.pdf

Changed
dietary habits =
700 prevented
deaths per year

in Sweden!

How a food tax shift can be designed

Today, dietary guidelines are the main policy instrument for promoting healthy
and sustainable eating, yet they are a relatively weak tool for changing actual
consumption patterns. More powerful policy interventions are therefore need-
ed. Different taxes and subsidies affect consumption in different ways. In gen-
eral, people tend to buy less when prices rise and more when prices fall. In our
research, we examined the effects of raising or lowering specific taxes on food.

One possible design is to remove value added tax entirely from fruit, vegeta-
bles, legumes, and whole grain products (hormally subject to 12 percent VAT),
while introducing excise taxes on sugar sweetened beverages, processed
meat, and red meat (see Table). Our calculations suggest that eliminating VAT
would increase consumption of these healthier foods by 4 to 18 percent, while
consumption of sugar sweetened beverages would fall by about one quarter.
Beef consumption would decline by 19 percent, bringing it back to levels similar
to those observed in the 1990s.

Changein

Tax change consumption
Fruit, vegetables, root vegetables, legumes 0% VAT +4.4%
Wholegrain products 0% VAT +7to+18%
Sugar-sweetened beverages Tax €+0.3 per liter -24%
Beef and lamb Tax €+2.7 per kg -19%
Pork Tax €+0.5 per kg -0.7%
Processed meat products Tax €+2.7 per kg -5.5%

Effects on health, the environment, and low-income households

We also evaluated the expected impacts of the proposed tax shift. Health
effects were analysed using a World Health Organization model that simulates
changes in the number of premature deaths, meaning deaths before the age of
70, in the Swedish population. According to our calculations, dietary changes
would reduce premature deaths by just over 700 people per year. For compar-
ison, in Sweden around 200 people per year die in road traffic. The analysis also
indicates that the positive health effects would be somewhat larger for low-in-
come groups than for high-income groups.

We also analysed environmental effects. Overall, the simulated food tax shift
would reduce the climate impact of total food consumption by 4.4 percent. That
corresponds to around 700,000 tonnes of carbon dioxide equivalents for the
Swedish population, similar to roughly an eight percent reduction in emissions
from Swedish passenger cars. In addition, the consumption shifts generate
positive effects for several other environmental dimensions, largely because
lower meat consumption reduces the need for animal feed.



The food tax shift would
generate socio-economic
benefits through reduced
healthcare costs and
lower expenditure on
sickness benefits.

Distributional effects are essential to consider. Food price increases usually
affect low-income households more because they spend a larger share of
income on food. In this reform, excise taxes on some foods are balanced by
removing value added tax on others. Our calculations show that the net effect
is negligible for all income groups, below one euro per month per person. The
reform is designed to be fiscally neutral for the state in the short term, and in
the long term it is expected to generate net benefits through lower health care
costs, reduced productivity losses due toillness, and lower environmental
costs. Because the taxes and subsidies are applied uniformly within each food
category, domestically produced foods are not disadvantaged compared to
imports. Our conclusion is that a food tax shift can be designed to deliver sub-
stantial benefits without negatively affecting household finances.

The research was conducted by eight researchers from Chalmers University

of Technology, Karolinska institutet, and the Swedish University of Agricultural
Sciences. The effects of tax changes were simulated using extensive data from
ICA, the largest Swedish food retainer. The selection of foods to subsidise or tax
was based on the Nordic Nutrition Recommendations. Taxes on meats were
based on differences in climate impact.

In addition to the research described above, public and political acceptability of
a food tax shift has been analysed in a separate articles (see below).

Further reading - or ask questions using www.greenchat.se/eng

+ Larsson, J. et al. (2025). Cost neutral food tax reforms for healthier and more sustainable
diets. Ecological Economics

- Web-page: foodtaxshift.com

- Podcast: Can we eat better without paying more?

+ Ejeldv, E., et al. (2025). Public and political acceptability of a food tax shift, an experiment
with policy framing and revenue use. Food Policy

+ Ejeldv, E., et al. (2025). Understanding opposition: arguments for and against a meat tax in
Sweden and their effect on policy attitudes. Environmental Research: Food Systems



https://www.norden.org/en/publication/nordic-nutrition-recommendations-2023
https://safad.se
http://www.greenchat.se/eng
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0921800925003052?via%3Dihub
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0921800925003052?via%3Dihub
https://foodtaxshift.com
https://www.tabledebates.org/podcast/episode92
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0306919224001830?via%3Dihub
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0306919224001830?via%3Dihub
https://validate.perfdrive.com/fb803c746e9148689b3984a31fccd902/?ssa=6fbf9197-38ae-4e38-b869-990838a93016&ssb=66400265735&ssc=https%3A%2F%2Fiopscience.iop.org%2Farticle%2F10.1088%2F2976-601X%2Fadf4ec&ssi=1d7032cb-cnvj-439c-9160-d22dcbe2cd2e&ssk=botmanager_support@radware.com&ssm=00749445541306461104639241718287&ssn=d7317e84f68561a9aa99c545338373990f99e8e8223c-085f-4377-b6ea81&sso=fb0e8395-2fc531912a3e9419530aba42f487d1b9420ae92f27d58887&ssp=05111478461768439797176849697261584&ssq=40480250280398209775802803243573179476007&ssr=MTUxLjE3Ny4xODkuMjQw&sst=Mozilla/5.0%20(Macintosh;%20Intel%20Mac%20OS%20X%2010_15_7)%20AppleWebKit/605.1.15%20(KHTML,%20like%20Gecko)%20Version/26.1%20Safari/605.1.15&ssu=&ssv=&ssw=&ssx=eyJyZCI6ImlvcC5vcmciLCJfX3V6bWYiOiI3ZjkwMDBlOGU4MjIzYy0wODVmLTQzNzctYjM5NS0yZmM1MzE5MTJhM2UxLTE3Njg0MDI4MDM5NTYwLTAwMmRjN2Q4ODc3ZGZkMDUxMGExMCIsInV6bXgiOiI3ZjkwMDA1MWUwN2M2OS00Yzc1LTRkNTItOWQ0Ny1lYjg2MTU3ODY4YzgxLTE3Njg0MDI4MDM5NTYwLTkwYjk0YTIzMjdiYzU3NDUxMCJ9
https://validate.perfdrive.com/fb803c746e9148689b3984a31fccd902/?ssa=6fbf9197-38ae-4e38-b869-990838a93016&ssb=66400265735&ssc=https%3A%2F%2Fiopscience.iop.org%2Farticle%2F10.1088%2F2976-601X%2Fadf4ec&ssi=1d7032cb-cnvj-439c-9160-d22dcbe2cd2e&ssk=botmanager_support@radware.com&ssm=00749445541306461104639241718287&ssn=d7317e84f68561a9aa99c545338373990f99e8e8223c-085f-4377-b6ea81&sso=fb0e8395-2fc531912a3e9419530aba42f487d1b9420ae92f27d58887&ssp=05111478461768439797176849697261584&ssq=40480250280398209775802803243573179476007&ssr=MTUxLjE3Ny4xODkuMjQw&sst=Mozilla/5.0%20(Macintosh;%20Intel%20Mac%20OS%20X%2010_15_7)%20AppleWebKit/605.1.15%20(KHTML,%20like%20Gecko)%20Version/26.1%20Safari/605.1.15&ssu=&ssv=&ssw=&ssx=eyJyZCI6ImlvcC5vcmciLCJfX3V6bWYiOiI3ZjkwMDBlOGU4MjIzYy0wODVmLTQzNzctYjM5NS0yZmM1MzE5MTJhM2UxLTE3Njg0MDI4MDM5NTYwLTAwMmRjN2Q4ODc3ZGZkMDUxMGExMCIsInV6bXgiOiI3ZjkwMDA1MWUwN2M2OS00Yzc1LTRkNTItOWQ0Ny1lYjg2MTU3ODY4YzgxLTE3Njg0MDI4MDM5NTYwLTkwYjk0YTIzMjdiYzU3NDUxMCJ9
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For further information, see:
www.sustainableconsumption.se/en
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