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As a nation we are moving towards a more plant-based diet, eating meat less frequently and choosing soya alternatives to dairy products. What do health care professionals need to know about the health benefits of a plant-based diet? 
How many vegetarians?

With a rapidly expanding market for meat-free foods1 the amount of meat eaten in the UK is fast diminishing. It’s very difficult to estimate exactly how many vegetarians there are in the UK. Different surveys yield very varied results from just three per cent to ten per cent3,4,5. What is beyond doubt is the increasing number of ‘meat-reducers’ with a possible 31 million people eating vegetarian foods most of the time5.  
Why go veggie?
Vegetarian food has become a much more accepted part of everyday life and the ‘hippy’ image of the 1960s is a thing of the past4. In the 1990s meat-eaters began opting for the veggie option to avoid the risk of BSE or E. coli. Now some meat- and fish-eaters choose vegetarian foods when they eat out to limit the risk of food poisoning. Often, the veggie option just looks a lot healthier, and it turns out, it is often healthier too.    

Health benefits 

Vegetarians tend to weigh less, have lower cholesterol levels and a 25 per cent lower risk of dying from heart disease6. Vegetarians generally also have lower blood pressure, lower rates of type 2 diabetes and lower overall cancer rates7. Well-planned vegetarian diets are appropriate for all stages of the life cycle including pregnancy, lactation, infancy, childhood and adolescence and for athletes…7
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Careless pork costs lives 

On the other hand, diets containing lots of meat have been linked to a wide range of illnesses and diseases. For example, the World Cancer Research Fund recently issued warnings that eating 150 grams of processed meat a day (the equivalent of two sausages and three rashers of bacon) can increase bowel cancer risk by 63 per cent11. They advise people to avoid all processed meats but state that: “It is also important to get across the message that this is not a question of all or nothing. For example, if someone is eating bacon every day and they do not want to give it up completely, they can still make a positive change by phasing it out gradually...”12. 

The World Health Organisation states that there are major health benefits in eating more fruit and vegetables, as well as nuts and wholegrains and moving from saturated animal fats to unsaturated vegetable oil-based fats13. Over recent years this and other similar advice has hit the headlines and is now influencing the way people eat. 

Don’t miss out

When meat-eaters consider going vegetarian one of their concerns is will they get enough nutrients? They are sometimes worried about protein. Protein deficiency is very rare in developed countries and a varied well-balanced vegetarian diet will provide all the nutrients required – including plenty of protein7. In fact, a high consumption of animal protein has been linked to a range of health problems including osteoporosis14. Another concern (especially for women) is iron, but vegetarians eating a varied well-balanced diet are no more prone to iron deficiency than meat-eaters7,15. Choosing foods that are fortified with vitamin B12 and calcium (cereals and soya milks) can help ensure the intake of these important nutrients. As stated above, those following a vegan diet must ensure they eat foods containing vitamin B12 and calcium (see below). 
What should we eat?

A healthy diet contains a wide range of fresh fruit and vegetables, wholegrain foods (wholemeal bread, brown rice and wholemeal pasta), pulses (peas, beans, lentils and soya foods), nuts and seeds. Vegetarian diets tend to contain more fibre, which protects against a range of diseases including bowel cancer. A healthy diet should contain a good source of essential polyunsaturated fatty acids including the omega-3 fatty acids (flaxseed or linseed oil is an excellent source) known to protect heart health. Vegetarians get their calcium and B12 from dairy foods. Vegans can obtain calcium from a wide range of plant foods including green leafy vegetables, nuts, seeds and fortified plant milks. B12 is found in yeast extract and fortified cereals and drinks. 

Soya and health
Soya foods (such as soya milk, tofu, tempeh, soya yoghurts, miso etc) can be used as healthy alternatives to meat and dairy foods. They play an important role in providing valuable nutrients and offer many important health benefits.

Soya provides:

· Protein (containing all eight essential amino acids – the building blocks of protein). 

· Polyunsaturated fatty acids (including omega-3s). 

· Phytoestrogens (isoflavones) 
· B vitamins (including folate)

· Iron 

· Calcium-fortified soya products provide a valuable source of this important mineral. Calcium set tofu and soya nuts are exceptionally high in calcium

· Many soya foods also contain fibre – important for bowel health and lowering cholesterol.

Many familiar dishes can be easily altered by simply swapping the meat and dairy component for a healthier plant-based alternative20. 
Further reading 

The VVF has produced a free guide for health care professionals called Veggie Diets, Protecting Your Health. For this and more information on vegetarian and vegan nutrition go to www.vegetarian.org.uk or email info@vegetarian.org.uk. 

For information on the health benefits and a discussion on the supposed risks of soya plus a selection of tasty recipes see www.safetyofsoya.com and www.vegetarianrecipeclub.org.uk 
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Adults: Vegetarian diets are beneficial in the prevention and treatment of many of the common Western diseases seen in adults, such as heart disease and stroke, high blood pressure, diabetes, cancer, osteoporosis and rheumatoid arthritis9. Eating a vegetarian diet has also been shown to benefit those with, renal disease and dementia, as well as diverticular disease, and gallstones9. 





Children: A vegetarian diet can help set up lifelong healthy eating habits when adopted at a young age. Health care professionals can reassure parents, children and adolescents that a well-planned vegetarian diet is a healthy choice that promotes normal growth and decreases the risk for diabetes, heart disease and cancer later in life8. A vegan way of eating may require more attention to certain nutrients particularly B12 and calcium.





Elderly: Studies show that vegetarians have a lower risk of dementia which may result from high cholesterol levels in mid-life. Even a borderline cholesterol level of 5.2 in midlife may raise the risk of late-life dementia by 50 per cent10. Two out of three adults in the UK have a cholesterol level of five or above. A vegetarian diet can help lower cholesterol7.





The health benefits of soya


Heart health


Many studies show that soya protein can protect heart health by lowering cholesterol levels. The UK government states that: “the inclusion of at least 25 grams of soya protein per day as part of a diet low in saturated fat can help reduce blood cholesterol”16. 





Menopausal symptoms


Soya foods have been shown to reduce hot flushes in menopausal women, in particular, those with severe hot flushes. Soya foods may be beneficial in the management of those with severe hot flushes17. 





Bone health


Studies show a strong link between soya isoflavones (phytoestrogens – or plant hormones) and a reduction of bone loss in some postmenopausal women18. Research is ongoing.





Breast cancer


Strong epidemiological evidence shows that eating soya foods during childhood can reduce the risk of breast cancer later in life. The greatest protective effect is seen in those eating soya six times a month, compared to less than three, from childhood onwards19. Further research is needed but evidence is mounting.











1 / 5
[image: image1.jpg]
To subscribe to e-Nutrition NEWS, please email us your details at enutritionnews@eclipsemarketing.co.uk


