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Introduction

THERE WAS NO SINGLE REASON why I began to ‘food swap’, no eureka moment that prompted me to immediately reevaluate what I was eating and feeding my family. In retrospect, it was probably a gradual gnawing away at my conscience, a realisation that the food we eat has become over-complicated to the point of mass confusion, that led to this book. There are many occasions when I can recall food discussions with other mothers at the school gates that had triggered alarm bells to ring in my head. Or times when I have heard or read about food industry or dietary absurdities that have left me bewildered.

My overriding hunch has always been that eating for good health should be simple and straightforward, that we can all achieve good nutritional habits if only we can learn to navigate the minefield that our food supply has become. That became the underlying principle of The Food Swap Diet. In the course of my research for the pages that follow, I have scrutinised nutritional profiles of hundreds of foods, consulted leading experts and hopefully unravelled some of the mysteries surrounding the products we put into our shopping trolleys every week. The result is that within each chapter there are numerous suggested food swaps or choices that will help to cut calories, fat and sugar from your diet by replacing a less than favourable food with a nutritionally superior choice.

We live in a world where sugary cereals laced with synthetic vitamins contribute towards a significant chunk of our nutrient intake, where desserts are high in salt, pizzas are loaded with sugar and where a sweetened can of baked beans can count as a vegetable. As the choice of foods available to us have expanded beyond expectation, so too have the lists of scientific-sounding ingredients designed to trick our palates into craving more of them. So confusing has it become that we can be forgiven for not knowing what we are putting into our mouths on a daily basis.

Foods we buy because they look wholesome can be loaded with unimaginably high levels of fat, sugar, salt or additives. Many of the labels we faithfully assume to be providing us with accurate information are at best misleading, at worst in-accurate. All too often, what we eat because we think it is good for us is anything but. Did you know, for example, that the wholesome-looking yoghurt dessert you pick up at lunchtime could contain more fat and calories than a quarterpounder burger? Or that a coffee drink that appears to be low fat might be more calorific than a bowl of trifle topped with fresh cream? A bag of ready-salted crisps probably contains far less salt than your sandwich, and your high-bran breakfast cereal more sugar than a chocolate bar. Even seemingly healthy salads can be a high-fat nightmare in disguise.

By becoming more aware of what you eat it is possible to achieve and maintain a healthy body without having to survive on rocket leaves. Losing weight is not just about keeping tabs on calories, fat and sugar; what I quickly discovered is that by swapping unhealthy options for wiser, more nutritious choices, metabolism can be boosted, hunger satiated and body fat reduced.

For me, food swapping has become a refreshingly straight-forward way of life. I’ve become adept at comparing seemingly similar foods only to discover that one is far friendlier to the waistline than the other. I’ve uncovered the creative and, it has to be said, highly unnatural methods used by manufacturers to mislead and confuse our palates. I know what you should swap and what to drop in order to hit your weight-loss target. And I have come to realise that eating for health and slimness need not entail a torturous existence on mundane and limited foods.

How to use this book

The Food Swap Diet is intended to be as much a reference book as anything else – a manual into which you can dip for guidance when you need it. As such, each chapter can be digested as a stand-alone section with plenty of advice for changing your eating habits for the better. Where relevant, nutritional information is either per ‘typical’ product or the average values of the most widely available products of its kind.

In Chapter 1 I explain why my food swaps work compared to other diets and how they can fit successfully into a busy lifestyle. Chapter 2 delves into the murky world of labelling and steers you towards making healthier food with tips on how to read information on food packaging. I also explain what the different food groups mean and their importance in your overall diet along with how many calories to eat to ensure a steady and healthy weight loss.


Chapters 3 to 9 list the swaps and healthy choices you can make to fill your store-cupboard and fridge and to provide three meals a day as well as snacks and a coffee break. In Chapter 10, the focus is on what to feed your children without falling prey to marketing and labelling cons, and Chapter 11 helps you avoid the high-calorie pitfalls of eating out. Finally, Chapter 12 looks at the numerous drinks available and how you can choose selectivity to avoid adding extra unnecessary calories when trying to keep your fluids balanced.

My hope is that you will dip in and out of the sections as needed and become a proficient food swapper in your own right.

Food swapping is no flash-in-the-pan dietary fad. It is a long-term approach that works, something that won’t lead to gnawing hunger pangs and frustrating binges. It can pave the way to more relaxed and enjoyable eating. And, most importantly, it can enhance your health and enable you to live life to the full, for longer. I hope the food swapping knowledge I have amassed through my research means this approach can enhance your life as it has done mine.

Peta Bee



CHAPTER ONE


[image: image]

Why food swaps work

THE CONCEPT OF FOOD SWAPPING is not new. For years, dieticians, nutritionists and government healthy-eating advisors have urged us to switch calorie-dense foods for those that are nutrient dense. But many of us have lost our way in the maze of dietary advice we face on a daily basis and no longer know how to choose and buy food to meet our nutritional requirements and the energy needs of our bodies. Day by day, it seems, we are offered different dietary advice. What is good for you one week is billed as an artery-clogger the next; a food that extends your life in one study is found to cut it short in another.

During the last 30 years, diets claiming to offer solutions to weight problems have come and gone. It’s no coincidence, either, that this rise in fashionable diets has occurred during a time when healthy-eating guidelines centred on the now questionable advice to focus on low-fat and high-carbohydrate foods for weight loss. As you will discover later on, many low-fat foods are far from a healthy choice and are laced with sugar, additives and salt instead. Combined with a corresponding slump in activity levels over the last three decades, the result is a level of obesity and weight problems worse than any in history.

While they differ in their delivery of the message, all successful diets have the same underlying formula as their premise: when you eat too much and move about too little, weight gain will occur. Studies suggest that calories really do matter in the battle of the bulge, including several published in the highly regarded New England Journal of Medicine. In one of those investigations, researchers put 811 overweight adults on one of four diets that differed according to their protein, fat and carbohydrate content. By the end of the study, everyone who cut 750 calories from their daily intake, regardless of which diet plan they followed, lost the same amount of weight. Reverse that scenario and the pounds will start to pile back on.

What type of food you eat also plays a hugely important part in determining the long-term success of a diet. Ultimately, though, the downfall of fashionable eating plans is that they are too restrictive, too limiting in the foods they allow and thus they require truck-loads of self-discipline to succeed.

A straightforward way to find success

Where The Food Swap Diet differs from other diets is in its free rein: no food is banned. You lose weight by making educated decisions and informed choices. What matters is that you make wiser and healthier choices each time you eat breakfast or lunch, a snack or a restaurant meal.

Use it regularly and you will learn to consume food that leaves you satiated so that you don’t crave a sugar-burst when energy levels plummet. What’s more, the food choices you make will have health benefits beyond improving your size and shape: swap foods appropriately and your skin and hair will gleam, your body will become adept at warding off bugs and viruses and, in time, you will build resilience to a range of more serious illnesses and conditions that have the potential to kill.

The pages that follow are also packed with tips on how to survive the onslaught of food advertising and messages that contrive to convince you that because a food is labelled as healthy it merits inclusion in your diet. What you will discover is that many seemingly nutritious ready-made foods are anything but and are best avoided in favour of something natural and fresh. This book is designed to help you make straight-forward and informed decisions about what you eat so that you will never need to starve, skip meals or fall into the hunger trap of yo-yo dieting again.

The healthy diet

What is a healthy diet? For years we have been fed the theory that the food we should eat to stay slim and healthy should be low in fat, particularly fats from animal sources such as dairy food, high in carbohydrates and as free as possible from additives and added sugar and salt. A better understanding of nutrition science has, in recent years, thrown some of these long-standing recommendations into question. While it is now accepted that certain dietary rules should be cast in stone – such as, eating a wholesome breakfast (see Chapter 5), staying well hydrated (see Chapter 12), consuming vitamins and minerals in sufficient amounts to support health and, wherever possible, preparing food fresh from natural sources – expert opinion has now shifted when it comes to some aspects of nutritional thinking.

Whereas we were once advised to consume a small ratio of protein to carbohydrate foods to avoid weight gain, research has now confirmed a shift in scientific consensus. What is now known is that not all carbohydrates are equal and that the fact they are often low in fat does not mean they will necessarily help you to lose weight. As you will discover later in this chapter, what matters is the quality of the carbohydrate eaten. Essentially this means you should consume less of the highly refined variety that sends blood sugar levels soaring (causing you to feel hungry again shortly after, and leading to weight gain) and more of the sustaining, wholegrain carbohydrates that have a more healthy effect on blood sugar levels.

Replacing white pasta and bread with wholemeal pasta and bread, and brown rice, and shifting the overall balance from carbohydrate to protein foods such as meat, poultry, fish, eggs, nuts and cheese is now considered by many to offer a long-term solution to weight problems.

It remains crucial not to cut out entire food groups (unless you need to for medical reasons), but the balance on your plate should be weighted towards healthy protein foods, plenty of vegetables and some good-quality carbs. As ever, the greater variety of foods you can consume, the better your chances are of maintaining a high intake of different nutrients. Skipping meals is not an option, but consuming better balanced foods will ensure you don’t fall into the hunger and fatigue trap that is the curse of dieters.


HOW FOOD SWAPS MAKE A DIFFERENCE



Food swapping is an approach that suits all lifestyles, whether you are a busy mum who never has time to prepare meals for herself, a stressed-out office worker who eats on the run or someone who simply feels that they have been losing the battle of the bulge for way too long. In an ideal world, all food would be prepared fresh and from ingredients that are naturally sourced. In reality, many of us rely on more pre-packaged and ready-made foods than we would like. Where food swapping helps is in determining which of the deluge of products available offers the nutritionally superior option. Its biggest appeal is its simplicity, a factor that ensures you will be able to make positive changes that will last for life. Nothing could be more straightforward. Take a look at how it might impact on the typical daily calorie intake of an office worker or busy mum:

Office worker

SWAP [image: image] Blueberry muffin (430 calories)

FOR [image: image] Fruit scone (337 calories)

SWAP [image: image] Medium latte (223 calories)

FOR [image: image] Americano (8 calories)

SWAP [image: image] Chicken Caesar and bacon wrap (617 calories)

FOR [image: image] chicken salad wrap (364 calories)

SWAP [image: image] Chicken korma (820 calories)

FOR [image: image] Chicken jalfrezi (420 calories)

SWAP [image: image] Gin and tonic (213 calories)

FOR [image: image] Pimm’s and lemonade (85 calories)

Daily saving: 1,089 calories

Busy mum

SWAP [image: image] Pain au raisin (432 calories)

FOR [image: image] 2 poached eggs on toast with grilled tomato (249 calories)

SWAP [image: image] Granola bar (397 calories)

FOR [image: image] Palmine biscuit (75 calories)

SWAP [image: image] vanilla iced coffee (340 calories)

FOR [image: image] Iced vanilla latte (255 calories)

SWAP [image: image] Toasted club sandwich (534 calories)

FOR [image: image] Cream cheese and smoked salmon bagel (420 calories)

SWAP [image: image] Chicken and bacon pasta bake (683 calories)

FOR [image: image] Fish pie (399 calories)

Daily saving: 988 calories



Why exercise matters

For most people weight gain is a slow creep of 900g–1.3kg (2–3lb) a year – barely noticeable at first, but gradually enough to see you adjust your belt by several notches before, eventually, you need to go up a size in clothes. There is little doubt that inactivity compounds weight problems. Burn just 30 fewer calories a day by failing to raise yourself out of your chair often enough and you will gain 1.3kg (3lb) in 12 months without even eating more.

That doesn’t necessarily mean you need to join a gym. What’s missing from many of our lives is the sort of incidental activity that we used to take for granted. A lack of walking, household chores, pram-pushing, stair-climbing – indeed, just moving – is having a more profound effect on our waistlines and health than any failure to attend the gym. Indeed, one study found that people who took moderate amounts of this kind of daily activity burnt more calories overall than those who performed short but intense gym sessions at lunchtime or after work. After a tough workout, people typically limit their activity and either go back to their desk or relax for the evening, assuming that they have done enough. The message? Get moving – in any way you can.

Food swapping goes hand in hand with exercise, and the two can fit in easily with your lifestyle, but you also need to know how the food swaps work by understanding how to make healthier choices in the food you buy. I discuss this in the following chapter.



CHAPTER TWO


[image: image]

How to make healthier food choices

WITHIN THE PAGES OF this book are dozens of food swaps that slice calories and fat per serving, fill you up more or provide considerably more nutrients than a corresponding choice. As you become a proficient food swapper, you will find that you can interchange many of the swaps listed, avoiding the poor choices and substituting the better foods listed throughout the book.

In most cases you will find levels listed for calories, fat, sugars and salt in each food – more information on each of these important factors follows. Where one of these is not included, it is because that particular food type contains too little to be of relevance. As you will discover throughout the book, calories are not the only thing to check when it comes to losing or maintaining weight and improving your health.

There are Top Swap Tips dotted throughout each chapter. Use these to make sensible choices when you are shopping or cooking – see them as golden rules for successful food swapping in the long term. I’ve also included some general guidelines on how to buy foods such as vegetables and fruits that are generally healthy but which might have specifically different benefits. In such cases, one food is not necessarily better than another, it just offers different benefits, so direct swaps are not listed.

Getting to grips with food labelling

Descriptions of food on packaging can be highly misleading. A ‘low-fat’ food can be high in sugar; a ‘reduced-sugar’ food can be high in fat. Deciphering labelling terms is crucial for successful food swapping, so it’s worth reading What the Descriptive Words on Packaging Mean (see page 40) before you get started.

Calories – how many do you need?

It is estimated that the average adult man with moderate activity levels has a daily requirement for 2,500 calories whereas a woman needs 2,000 to maintain weight and stay healthy. Those needs differ according to build, activity levels and age, but are a useful marker for most people. To lose weight, it is recommended that calorie consumption is reduced to 2,000 calories for men and 1,500 for women. The more active you are, however, the more calories you generally need in a day. It sounds straightforward, but with changes in food manufacturing processes and with misleading labelling, it is not un-common to find that foods you presumed would be low in calories are in fact highly calorific.

Latest figures show that we consume 200 calories a day more than we did three decades ago, an increase that corresponds with a decrease in activity levels and, unsurprisingly, a sharp rise in the number of people who are overweight or obese. Consuming 3,500 extra calories will eventually lay down 450g (1lb) of surplus body fat. That sounds like a lot of calories, but a coffee shop iced coffee or hot chocolate contains more than 500 calories. Drink one of those a day and in seven days you will have amassed enough calories to create 450g (1lb) of new body fat. That’s 23.5kg (52 lb/3 stone 10lb) a year.

As you will discover as you start food swapping, calories are not all that matter when it comes to losing pounds or maintaining a healthy weight. The nutritional profile of a food – that is, the amount of fat, salt and sugar it contains, as well as the levels of vitamins and minerals – play a crucial role in determining how quickly it settles as body fat and how easily it satiates us before the next meal.

Carbohydrate – for energy

For years it was thought that eating mostly carbohydrates was the key to successful weight loss; increasingly today though, some forms of carbohydrate are seen as the enemy. On the side of the good guys are the slow-release carbohydrates like wholemeal bread, wholegrain pasta and brown rice that provide us with the nutrients we need for a healthy body, giving us energy and keeping us feeling full. They cause a very slight rise in our blood sugar level, which helps to improve our mood over a period of time, because it affects hormone levels in our brains slowly, keeping us content. Wholegrain foods contain the grain in its unrefined form, and they take an incredible amount of time to digest, generally keeping us fuller for longer. Foods like beans, sweet potatoes and pulses have a similar effect. These so-called complex carbohydrates have a low glycaemic index or GI (see pages 16–18) and are generally the variety used by athletes to provide a sustained energy release. They are perfect for keeping you going throughout the day.

The problem with refined carbs

Our collective consumption of simple, sugary carbohydrates, such as white bread, white pasta and rice, as well as cakes, biscuits and sugary drinks, is now so high that they are considered a prime reason why so many people are overweight. Although the war against refined, sugary foods is in its relative infancy, it is likely to become a focus for government health and nutrition advisors the world over in the next decade. Already, bold moves are being made against sugary carbs. In New York in 2012, the mayor announced plans to ban supersized fizzy drinks in quantities of more than 600ml (20fl oz/1 pint) after the city’s health commissioner linked New York’s highest obesity rates to areas where the most sugary drinks were consumed.

What happens when too many refined carbohydrates are consumed is that blood sugar (glucose) rises sharply and the pancreas pumps out insulin ferociously to extract glucose from the bloodstream, convert it to glycogen and store it in the liver or muscles. Consume too high a carbohydrate content for too long, however, and this process is compromised. About an hour and a half after eating refined carbs you feel hungry again, so you eat more and the result is that since the body has a limited capacity for glycogen storage, excess is stored as body fat. Eventually, overloaded by the sugary demands, the body becomes ‘insulin resistant’ and this paves the way for type-2 diabetes. Since insulin is the main hormone responsible for depositing fat cells, many obesity experts now propose that a lower and healthier carbohydrate diet will reduce insulin levels and release stored body fat for use as fuel.

Spikes in blood sugar levels from eating too many sugary carbs are now linked to a host of other unhealthy side effects. They are known to be linked to the action of the hormone leptin, secreted by fat cells to act on a part of the brain that suppresses appetite and controls metabolism. When someone gains weight, leptin levels rise in a bid to maintain the equilibrium. But huge swings in blood sugar can lead to ‘leptin resistance’, meaning the hormone is unable to do its job and the body settles at a weight often far from its optimum for health.

The crucial message is that not all carbs need to be avoided. But it is certainly advisable to steer clear of sugar and refined carbohydrates, and those with a high glycaemic index (GI) as explained below, as they are of little use to the body and can impose serious health risks.


WHAT IS THE GLYCAEMIC INDEX?



The glycaemic index (or GI) of a food is a system of ranking carbohydrate-containing foods and drinks according to how quickly they make blood sugar levels rise after eating them. Originally developed to help people with diabetes control their blood glucose levels, the GI is now widely used by everyone from dieters to sports people as a means of determining which foods will provide the longest lasting energy boost, thereby warding off hunger pangs and energy slumps. High-GI foods and drinks are quickly digested and cause a sharp rise in blood glucose levels followed by a drop shortly afterwards. More preferable are low-GI foods, which are digested at a slower speed, making your blood glucose rise at a steady rate.

The GI of a food should be used as a general guide to healthy eating and not as a hard-and-fast rule for what is healthy and what is not. Foods with a high GI tend to be less favourable options, but are not necessarily unhealthy; for example, a baked potato has a high GI, whereas potato crisps – much higher in fat and salt – have a medium GI. Likewise, low-GI foods, perhaps surprisingly, include ice cream (which has its index lowered because it also contains protein) – not the best choice if you are trying to lose weight. All GI figures are a value given to the food when it is prepared on its own. Add milk, sugar or honey to porridge (a low-GI food) and it shifts the value somewhat.

The glycaemic load

Although the GI of a food is important, how much we eat of a food also has a huge influence of the effect it has on blood sugar. Eating a lot of a high GI food, such as white bread, will send blood sugar levels soaring. But it is difficult to eat large amounts of some high-GI foods, such as pineapple, which means the impact on blood sugar is unlikely to be as pronounced. It is on these principles that the concept of the glycaemic load (or GL) is based. The GL provides a value listed on the amount of a food you are likely to eat. Many foods that have high or medium GIs, such as kiwi fruit, pineapple and watermelon, can have low GLs. But the worst offenders in the high-GI stakes – white rice, pasta, cornflakes and baked potato – are also likely to have high GLs. Tables of GL values are also available and many people consider them a more useful and practical measure of a food’s effect on blood sugar than the GI tables.

To improve the GI of the food you eat, make the following swaps:






	SWAP

	FOR




	White bread

	Multigrain or wholemeal




	Potatoes

	Yam or sweet potato




	White rice

	Brown rice or basmati




	Sugary breakfast cereals             

	Porridge




	Overcooked soft pasta

	Al dente pasta









Protein – the building block

If carbohydrates, or at least some of them, have been cast as nutritional baddies in recent years, then proteins have emerged from the dark side as unlikely heroes. Once chastised for being high in fat and causing muscle bulk – the antithesis of the dieter’s dream – they are now considered key to successful weight loss.

Why protein is essential

It has always been known that proteins are essential for a healthy body. They are needed for muscle growth and repair and for maintenance of many of the body’s structures. Proteins consist of molecules called amino acids; there are 22 amino acids needed for the body’s functions, eight of which must be provided in the diet as they cannot be manufactured by the body. Protein that comes from animal sources – meat, fish, poultry, eggs and dairy products – provide all of the essential amino acids. Plant sources of protein – pulses, tofu, nuts, seeds and grains – lack some of the essential amino acids, so a good mix is needed if you eat a vegetarian diet or a diet low in meat and fish to ensure you get the variety needed.

Protein helps to control your appetite

Numerous studies have shown that protein-rich foods help you to feel full more quickly and this is part of the reason why many people now think the protein-to-carb ratio should shift in favour of protein foods when it comes to weight loss. When protein foods are consumed, messages are sent to the brain’s satiation centres very quickly indicating that enough food has been eaten. Unlike sugary carbohydrates, proteins don’t cause the kind of blood sugar spikes that lead to sugars in the bloodstream being retained as body fat.

The downside of too much protein

While proteins are gaining credence as the ultimate diet food, nutrition experts also know that extreme high-protein diets can be bad news. Cutting carbohydrates to very low levels triggers hypoglycaemia and the ketogenic state in which the body begins to rely on its own body fat for fuel, but this means that weakness and tiredness are the overwhelming result. When more protein is consumed than the body requires, the body responds by extracting the nitrogen part of a protein molecule and utilises the remaining carbon, oxygen and hydrogen as a source of calories. In the long term, high protein and very low-carb diets can cause digestive problems and are a risk for people with any kind of kidney disorder, so it’s important to keep them in a healthy balance.

How to buy protein

Meals cooked from scratch are always the healthiest. Here’s a quick guide to help you make the best protein choices.

Meat

For thousands of years, humans have relied on meats as an important part of the diet. Not only is it an important source of ‘complete protein’ (containing all eight of the essential amino acids the body needs to function) but it is also a key source of iron and other minerals. Studies have shown that meat-eating populations are at much less risk of iron-deficiency anaemia. Although red meat consumption has suffered from a succession of health scares in recent years, its image as a health threat is being challenged by emerging evidence that suggests that the fat it contains is not as harmful as previously thought (see page 25) and that the cholesterol contained in meat does not block arteries and actually plays a role in cell growth and the production of vitamin D.

Buying red meat can be a minefield, because much of the terminology used can be misleading; however, aiming for meat produced from grass-fed cattle is a good starting point according to research conducted at the University of Bristol. Scientists there found that grass-fed beef retains its red colour for longer, a factor linked to the higher levels of the antioxidant vitamin E it contains. Grazed cattle also produced meat with significantly higher amounts of beneficial omega-3 fatty acids, some similar to those found in oily fish. From an ethical standpoint, too, grass-fed is best. Feeding cattle on grass throughout their lifecycle was shown to be the most environmentally sustainable way to rear beef, according to research for the National Trust.

Poultry

Chicken, turkey and other poultry provide a great source of protein in the diet and chicken is the UK’s favourite meat source. Select poultry meats that are low in fat, such as turkey and chicken, and you have a meal that will leave you feeling satiated for much longer than a fatty carbohydrate snack. Although some forms of poultry – duck and goose, for example – are higher in fat, they also contain larger amounts of important minerals such as iron, vitamin B12 and selenium. When buying poultry, it is usually best to go for organic (although it comes with a hefty price premium) or at least check that the meat has not been ‘bulked out’ with added water or protein, a practice that is allowed but must be stated on food labelling.

Fish

Just one small portion – 100g (3½oz) – of fish provides between one-third and one-half of the protein an adult needs in a day. Fish is also a rich source of vitamin B12, vital for a healthy nervous system, and iodine which the thyroid glands need to function effectively. Fatty fish, such as salmon and herrings, contain at least twice as many calories as white fish such as cod, but they also contain more of the omega oils that are beneficial to health (see page 29).

Modern fishing methods have resulted in a crisis in terms of fish availability and, consequently, many popular varieties of fish such as cod and plaice are now at least as expensive as meat. Less well-known types of white fish, such as coley, pollock and catfish, provide similar nutritional benefits at a lower cost. When buying seafood, such as prawns, beware that many frozen supplies have added salt or flavourings. Likewise, smoked fish is salted and seasoned, often with sugar, so always check labels before buying.

Vegetable protein

There are other sources of protein beyond those found in meat and dairy products. Many are usually described as ‘incomplete proteins’ because, unlike dairy foods and meat, they don’t contain the eight essential amino acids required by the body for growth and maintenance; these are pulses (for example, lentils, kidney beans and chickpeas), nuts and seeds, although eggs, soya products, such as tofu and vegetable protein foods, are complete proteins. All are good sources of vegetarian protein. What’s important if you are a non-meat eater is to ensure that you eat a variety of alternative protein foods so that you get all the essential amino acids (the ‘building blocks’) your body needs.


SOYA: WONDER-BEAN OR HAS-BEAN?



Soya is among the most popular forms of non-meat protein and, in recent years has been extolled as something of a wonder-bean if we eat enough of it. Research has shown that the plant hormones, or phytoestrogens, called isoflavones, it contains mimic the primary female sex hormone oestrogen and, as such, can lower cholesterol, reduce menopausal symptoms, boost bone density and even ward off the risks of some cancers; however, it is precisely these active compounds that have sparked growing dissent among some researchers.

What irks soya critics is that many of the positive and most widely publicised studies have been funded by the soya industry. And in the backlash against soya, less positive findings about the mass production of the bean are plentiful. Large quantities of the oestrogenic compounds have been shown to trigger premature puberty and increase the risk of other types of cancer. Researchers at the Queen Victoria Hospital in Belfast discovered soya consumption could have a profound adverse influence on male fertility. There are suggested links to thyroid problems and impaired endocrine function as well as reproductive development. In the UK, parents are advised not to feed infants soy formula before they are six months old.

Nevertheless, food manufacturers love the bean; it is cheap and incredibly versatile and, as such, has become ubiquitous in our food chain. It is estimated that 60 per cent of all processed foods sold in the UK contain soya in some form. No fragment of the plant is discarded. Processed and refined, it can appear on ingredient labels as everything from soy protein isolate and textured vegetable protein to plant sterols. Oil extracted from soya is the most widely used in the world and, although often listed simply as ‘vegetable oil’ on packaging, is a common ingredient in margarines, spreads and salad dressings.

What of the Asian populations who eat large amounts of soya and appear to benefit from it? Purists who consume soya in the traditional forms – such as soy sauce, miso or tempeh – are not exposed to the side effects of harsh processing that are undertaken to produce mass quantities of soya. Traditional fermentation not only neutralises the naturally occurring toxins in the beans, making them more digestible, but it also reduces levels of isoflavones two to threefold. Industrial manufacturing methods do not have the same effect.

So how much soya, if any, is safe? Opinions vary as widely as the results of the studies into soya’s effects. Most of the benefits have been shown with consistent intakes of a significant amount, around 25g (1oz), which would mean eating 2–3 portions of soya a day or 250ml (9fl oz) soya milk, a soya yoghurt and 100g (3½oz) of cooked soya beans or tofu. The safest recommendation seems to be to make sure soya is consumed in the unprocessed form such as miso or tempeh. Tofu and edamame beans are not fermented and should be eaten in small quantities. But the processed variety should be avoided. Soya is a mystery food we are beginning to understand.





Fat – the good and the bad

Fat finds itself in and out of fashion more frequently than flared trousers and leggings. One minute we are being urged to avoid it and are told that very low-fat diets are the way to go, the next minute fashionable diets, such as Atkins and Dukan, encourage us to gorge on it. Throughout its fluctuating popularity, there has been one constant: that saturated animal fats found in dairy foods are bad, bad, bad for the heart and we consume too much of them at our peril; however, even that accepted wisdom is now being touted as a big fat lie.

Not all fat is the same

There are three types of fat in the diet: saturated (mainly from animal sources), monounsaturated (such as olive oil) and polyunsaturated from plant sources and oily fish like mackerel and herrings. Nutritionists divide polyunsaturated fats, the healthiest type of fat, into two groups of what they call essential fatty acids (or EFAs): omega-3 and omega-6. It is crucial to include these fatty acids in the diet because they are found in every cell in the body but the body cannot produce them itself.

Until recently, it was saturated fat found in dairy foods and meat that got the bad rap. Its reputation appears to stem from studies that were carried out in the 1950s, 1960s and 1970s which showed that a high intake of animal fat not only raised cholesterol levels but was a strong predictor of heart attacks over a five-year period. The findings prompted medical experts around the world to change dietary recommendations to cut down on animal fats for the sake of your heart, and they are still heavily promoted today; however, the latest scientific research suggests that gaping holes existed in the research that lead to saturated fat being branded a killer.

In one of the landmark early studies, for example, researchers looked at animal fat consumption in seven countries. Although they found a high intake was a strong predictor of heart disease, the data wasn’t rock solid, and in three of the countries studied there was no clear link. Other scientists have failed to show animal fat is as harmful as we are lead to believe. In one of the largest government-funded research programmes in the US, the Women’s Health Initiative study, carried out at the Fred Hutchinson Cancer Research Center in Seattle in 2006, found that a diet low in total fat and saturated fat was shown to have no impact in reducing heart disease among the 20,000 women who took part.

A 77-page report by the British Nutrition Foundation challenged conventional wisdom about the effects of saturated fat in red meat. In the document, it was confirmed that there was ‘no conclusive link’ between cardiovascular disease and red meat. Repeated studies have shown that saturated fat has no adverse effect on blood cholesterol levels or other risk factors for cardiovascular disease. Indeed, it appears to be beneficial. One particular form of saturated fat, called stearic acid, which is found in beef and pork, skinless chicken, olive oil, cheese, chocolate and milk, now seems to deserve an especially clean bill of health because it may actually protect the heart against disease.

Stearic acid is one of many saturated fatty acids found in food and the main one present in red meat (others include lauric, myristic and palmitic acids). One study published in the American Journal of Clinical Nutrition revealed that eating lean beef on a daily basis improved the cholesterol levels of 42 subjects and found that it was the stearic acid in the meat that was responsible for the positive changes.

From butter to margarine and vegetable oils – a slippery path

What’s more, over the last 30 years, the move away from saturated fat has had little or no effect on lowering the incidence of cardiovascular disease. What has happened instead is that people switched to margarines and spreads made from trans-fats, which have since been found to be more harmful than saturated fats ever were in promoting diabetes and heart problems. Added to that, the increased use of vegetable oil, soya and sunflower oils in place of saturated animal fats has lead to a higher consumption of the omega-6 oils they contain. Too much omega-6 oils (found in most edible oils, including sunflower and corn) can be detrimental to health: a high intake prevents the body from metabolising omega-3 effectively, so cells can’t carry electrical signals that are vital for optimal brain function effectively. Furthermore, one US study linked a high intake of omega-6 to the growth of prostate cancer cells in men. And in a UK survey of 14,500 families, pregnant women with diets low in omega-3s and high in omega-6s were found to have an increased risk of depression.

Whereas people who eat omega-3-rich diets have neurones that run very fast, like Pentium-III microprocessors, those with too much omega-6 are slow and sluggish, like a 20-year-old silicon chip. Too much omega-6 has also been shown to increase the risk of arthritis by increasing inflammation of the joints and preventing the beneficial effects of omega-3 fatty acids from working.
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