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Praise for Nourish



“Nourish is simply the book for any family wanting to raise healthy children. At a time when companies marketing junk foods are spending billions to get our children hooked for life, and confusion reigns about the pros and cons of various diets, you have cause for gratitude. This wonderful book will fortify you and your whole family against the predatory practices of industrial food companies, and it is also jam-packed with useful and practical guidance that is 100 percent supported by science. Get it, read it, and heed it… and it will guide you and your family on a delicious, convenient, and exquisitely health-promoting food journey. If you want your children to thank you for the rest of their lives, get this book.”

—John Robbins, bestselling author and president of 650,000+ member Food Revolution Network

“Nourish takes the mystery out of eating for optimal wellness—not only for yourself but for those you love and nurture. Plan on keeping this book nearby as a trusted resource and constant companion. No one makes healthful, compassionate eating as clear and concise as Brenda and Reshma.”

—Colleen Patrick-Goudreau, author of The 30-Day Vegan Challenge and The Joyful Vegan

“Just when you think a comprehensive guide to adopting plant-based eating could not be made fun and family friendly, along comes Nourish by seasoned pediatrician Dr. Reshma Shah and renowned registered dietitian Brenda Davis. This book tenderly introduces us to arguably the most important concepts in health, ecology, and ethics today with a tone that is clear, enlightening, and empowering. The authors—who are both parents and working professionals—courageously explore the aspects of making plant-based diets work in the real world, from shopping on tight food budgets and unforgiving time crunches, to feeding picky eaters and growing toddlers. Nourish provides a sane, reassuring, and practical path to evolving your food choices to those that will deliciously transform your life, the lives of those you love, and all of our futures. It will be the go-to book that I suggest for my patients who need to make the plant-based transition. Savor the life-affirming journey that Nourish offers—you are in good hands.”

—Michael Klaper, MD, program director of Moving Medicine Forward Initiative

“Nourish is the definitive resource we’ve been waiting for. Brenda and Reshma couple research and experience with a practical, welcoming approach so that nutritious plant-based meals can be on every family’s table. From nutritional specifics to practical concerns, Nourish delivers with expert support and guidance.”

—Dreena Burton, author of Plant-Powered Families

“Reassuring and packed with essential information, this is the book all parents need to ease their family’s transition to a plant-based diet. Writing with warmth and enthusiasm, Reshma and Brenda provide the tools and the knowledge that will allow anyone to confidently choose a more compassionate and healthy way of eating.”

—Virginia Messina, MPH, RD, author of Vegan for Life

“Nourish, by Reshmah Shah, MD, MPH, and Brenda Davis, RD, is an outstanding guide for families adopting plant-based diets and for health professionals who want accurate, up-to-date, and reader-friendly nutrition information. This book is exceptionally well written and provides carefully researched scientific material plus a wealth of practical tips. Nourish guides readers expertly through the potential challenges of pregnancy, lactation, childhood, and adolescence. It includes helpful information on meal planning along with recipes that the whole family will enjoy.

—Vesanto Melina, MS, RD, lead author of the current position paper on vegetarian diets of the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics

“What we eat in our childhood has far-reaching and powerful effects on our health throughout our entire life. Nourish is a well-researched and authoritative work that gives parents the most accurate information to assure their child’s well-being. But more than that, this book can help anyone at any age understand and apply the foundational principles of nutritional excellence to prevent health problems, support our emotional well-being, and even protect our planet.

—Joel Fuhrman, MD, New York Times bestselling author and president of Nutritional Research Foundation

“Evidence continuously supports the myriad advantages that a plant palate proffers. Dr. Reshma Shah and Brenda Davis have gifted the world with this comprehensive, conscientious, and caring guide to help families navigate a plant-based diet safely, healthfully, and effectively. Nourish is an informationally dense tome that belongs in every family’s library.

—Julieanna Hever, MS, RD, CPT, author of The Healthspan Solution and Plant-Based Nutrition (Idiots Guides)

“In Nourish, parents will finally find what they have been looking for—the complete guide to a plant-based lifestyle for the whole family from experts they can trust. Beautifully written and relatable, this book is the perfect nutrition guide for kids. Parents, this is the book you’ve been waiting for.”

—Dr. Gemma Newman

“Nourish will give you and your family the info, answers, recipes, and umph to maximize your plant-based lifestyle with 100 percent confidence. With Brenda and Reshma at the helm, you can rest assured that no stone will be left unturned as you and your loved ones set sail to the plant-strong promised land!”

—Rip Esselstyn, founder of Plant-Strong by Engine 2

“This year, if you had only one book to help you and your family reach optimal health, it would be Nourish. Based on science and written to be easily applied to your life, we assure you this book will be a life-changing gift.”

—Ayesha Sherzai, MD, and Dean Sherzai, MD, co-directors of the Alzheimer’s Prevention Program at Loma Linda University Medical Center and authors of The Alzheimer’s Solution
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To our families

Daniel, Maya, and Owen (Reshma)

Paul, Leena, and Cory (Brenda)






“The openness of our hearts and minds can be measured by how wide we draw the circle of what we call family.”

—Mother Teresa








Foreword

FOOD FOR LOVE: WHAT, WHY, AND HOW


We all know the expression “food for thought.” The case could be made—and, indeed, I have made it more than once—that, if anything, we “think” a bit too much about food. We parse and we argue, debate and probe—and all the while, the fundamental truths that matter most hide in plain sight. The essential elements of eating vastly better were famously distilled into just seven words by Michael Pollan: “eat food, not too much, mostly plants.”

Pollan’s insight stuck with us, like hearty food to the ribs, not because it was pithy, but because it was correct. An overwhelming body of evidence of stunning diversity and staggering consistency tells us that plant-predominant diets of wholesome foods in sensible assemblies foster longevity and vitality alike. They favor equity, social justice, kindness across the spectrum of biodiversity, and sustainability as well. And while important, the “not too much” tends to take care of itself when such dietary patterns are achieved. Calories count, but counting them is a tedious enterprise. Get the quality of their sourcing right, and the quantity of calories consumed tends to itself. Achieve “not too much” as a byproduct of putting the right stuff on your table.

I have devoted a nearly thirty-year career and more total pages in writing than I have tallied to assessing that “right stuff.” With that view from altitude, I see it as an entirely settled matter. Sure, there are many details left to learn and even some rarefied questions we may never lay fully to rest. But just as we know the profound benefits of routine physical activity without necessarily knowing whether biking or hiking is “better,” so, too, and with comparable conviction, we know the basic theme of feeding Homo sapiens well.

That we are all Homo sapiens is important, by the way. Much is made these days of “precision” or “personalized” nutrition, as if that is somehow an alternative to eating fundamentally well. It is not.

Rather, personalization is an overlay of inclination, preference, and intentions on a common foundation of dietary choices good for our kind of animal. Consider how cavalierly we accept that all horses can eat like horses, all dolphins can eat fish, all koalas can eat eucalyptus leaves. Don’t we need the genomic profile of a given koala first? Of course not; there is a set of dietary adaptations that pertains to that kind of animal. So, too, for the kind of animal we are.

As noted, we think too much and mostly in all the wrong ways about food. We think far too little about food for love.

Food, after all, is the construction material for the growing bodies of our children. It is the source material for the daily refurbishments our bodies make every day throughout life. Food is sustenance, sharing, generosity, and celebration. There is no place in any of that for junk; but there is a compelling case for love.

Food, often, is an expression of love. So, it is time to think of food for love, and I know of no more expert guidance for that critical transition than this book: Nourish.

Nourish establishes and validates the “what” of optimal eating—a plant-predominant dietary pattern of wholesome, high quality foods in balanced, sensible assemblies. There is no dogma or ideology here, a refreshing distinction! There is just a calm, convincing, engaging, evidence-based case. From my point of view, it is ironclad.

The value proposition of getting the basic theme of diet right is all but inestimable: more years in our lives, more life in our years; the chance to pay such blessings forward to those we love; an opportunity to help save the oceans and aquifers, glaciers and rainforests; means to protect the awesome treasure of Earth’s biodiversity; a kinder, gentler, more equitable dietary footprint; making sure a wholesome diet is still an option for the generations that follow.

The “what” and the “why” of optimal eating reside there, and populate the early pages of Nourish. But Reshma and Brenda do not leave us there; they take us into all of the particulars of “how.” From macronutrients and micronutrients to picky eaters; from family dinners to shopping lists; from neophobia (fear of the new) to breast feeding—our hands are held here by expert guides. You will know “what” with confidence; you will know the overwhelming “why;” and you will be empowered with the many practical expressions of “how.” That is a full menu.

The emphasis here is on families, and that is just right. The emphasis is on engaging children in the lifelong benefits of eating well, and that is just right. The emphasis is on the rightful place of diet in the health of people and planet alike, on the confluence of nourishment and sustainability and kindness, on solidarity and celebration. That is just right.

In the end, what sets Nourish apart is not that it is expert; it is. Not that it is insightful; it is. Not that it is wise, comprehensive, or evidence-based; it is all that.

What sets Nourish apart is that it is all about food for love. Embrace this book, and it all but literally embraces you back. Is it a book or a hug? Maybe both.

Lean in, and let this beautiful book nourish your understanding, your motivation, your will-power and skill-power alike. Lean in—and taste the love.

What could be more nourishing than that?

—David L. Katz, MD, MPH
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Introduction

No one precise way of eating guarantees a life free of disease, and many dietary approaches can allow for vibrant health. Indeed, nutrition is just one aspect of health. Sleep, stress management, movement, relationships, a sense of purpose, and community all contribute to an overall sense of well-being. Why then, another book about food? Is there anything new and noteworthy to add to the conversation? We would offer that with the growing rates of chronic diseases (expanding even into many countries in the developing world), dire concerns around climate change, and increasing rates of childhood and adolescent health issues (from type 2 diabetes to anxiety), food sits at the center of so many of the conversations that matter most to parents. Not only does diet play an essential role in our health, but it also has the power to connect and serve as an expression of our culture and values. We propose a way of eating and feeding that is centered around plants and at the dinner table. This approach is health-promoting, sustainable, and compassionate, not to mention abundant and delicious.

The evidence overwhelmingly supports a plant-centered diet as the foundation for promoting health. With clarity and care, we will outline the specifics of a plant-based diet to optimize health, beginning by establishing its safety for children. We offer an evidence-based approach to understand the vast benefits of a plant-based diet for disease prevention and longevity while addressing common concerns as they relate to minimizing or eliminating animal foods in the diet. The broad strokes of disease prevention and overall health will be reinforced with more detailed information regarding nutrients, supplements, and age-specific nutritional recommendations. The real actionable steps for parents will be to focus on maximizing the consumption of whole, plant foods as far as is possible and practical within a given family.

Additionally, while the primary focus will be on the health-promoting aspects of a plant-based diet, we will also discuss the many benefits beyond our individual plates. Sustainability, compassion, and allocation of resources may seem outside the typical realm of a book by two health care professionals, but we contend that because of our roles in caring for families, this is precisely the place where such a conversation should be had. We will discuss the toll that animal agriculture takes on our environment and the steps we can collectively take to help protect our planet. It’s alarming to know that nearly 70 percent of the world’s farmable land is used for animal agriculture with an additional 10 percent used to grow grains to feed livestock. Beef production alone uses about three-fifths of the Earth’s farmland but yields less than 5 percent of the world’s protein.1 Animal agriculture is the leading cause of species extinction, ocean dead zones, water pollution, and habitat destruction.

The health benefits and environmental advantages could alone support the recommendation to adopt a plant-based diet for all, but perhaps one of the most compelling reasons to favor plants is the call to mitigate animal suffering. Given two equally convenient, delicious, satisfying, and healthful choices, we no doubt would choose the more compassionate alternative. If we concede that a variety of diets can promote health, it seems nonsensical to ignore the horrific acts of violence bestowed upon countless innocent animals every day.

Following a detailed examination of a plant-based diet and its myriad benefits, we will delve deeply into the specific guidance that many parents seek. We will provide age-specific recommendations to optimize growth and development, review nutrient requirements and the role of supplements, as well as address many of the common nutrition questions about which parents often worry. Again, the information will be evidence-based, while at the same time accessible and practical.

Information is critical, but knowledge can only be put into practice if our values support it, and we have the resources to implement it. After exploring the health and safety issues, we will address many of the concerns families face around their dinner tables. Busy sports schedules and after-school activities may make family dinner nearly impossible most nights; we will provide data to support why, despite these challenges, family dinner is perhaps one of the single best practices parents can adopt. Picky eaters and family tension may make peace the priority at mealtimes. Some families may commit to becoming vegan or vegetarian. Others may value eating locally or supporting fair trade and sustainably grown foods. Preserving culture and tradition will be incredibly valuable to some families. Taste, ease, cost, and availability will be top on the list for other families. From picky eaters to childhood obesity, disordered eating, and more, we hope to show that how we feed our families may matter as much as what we feed our families. As parents ourselves, we understand all too well the challenges that families face around their dinner tables and hope that a thoughtful conversation around these topics will work to introduce greater joy and connectedness.

The last section of the book is dedicated to resources for families. Whether it’s time, money, cooking skills, or availability of food, a family’s strengths and limitations will determine how the knowledge that we gain and the values that we embrace show up at our dinner tables. While it would be wonderful to assert that “healthy” eating is always within arm’s reach (easy, affordable, satisfying, pleasurable, and appealing to everyone in the family), the reality is that for many families, a scarcity of any of these resources represents genuine impediments to health and joy when it comes to food. It can be difficult or impossible to clear all of these obstacles. We wish it were not the case, but for many families, increasing fruit and vegetable intake is a substantial strain on their budget. Busy work lives often leave little time for shopping and cooking. The best we can do is to work within our constraints and prioritize our resources. A shift in knowledge and values ultimately provides the framework for us to utilize our resources to the best of our abilities. We offer strategies for families to begin making the shift at whatever pace is reasonable. We will provide tips for menu planning and shopping as well as simple, accessible (and delicious!) recipes. Our experience with families has taught us that starting with small changes that are accessible and enjoyable is the easiest and most sustainable way to begin the path forward. The future of food is plants. We provide a path for families to get there.

Whether for health, our environment, or ethics, we aim to start the conversation around why our food choices matter. However, we recognize that each individual and each family will have a unique journey. This means acknowledging that change may be brisk for some and more gradual for others. At whatever pace we choose, perhaps what matters most is that we move forward with both attention and intention. As our awareness and compassion grow, change will surely follow. Little by little, meal by meal, we have an incredible capacity to direct our choices towards health, sustainability, compassion, and, of course, joy. If the choices we make around food have the power to care for our health, our planet, and sentient beings all at once, why not move in the direction of love?






Part I CONSIDERATION


[image: ]

Nourish has been organized into four key sections: Consideration, Care, Confidence, and Connection. This first section addresses the fundamental question of why families should consider a plant-based approach to feeding their families. Parents will learn the specifics of a plant-based diet as a way to optimize health. First, the safety of plant-based diets for children will be firmly established. We will then offer an evidence-based approach to understand the vast benefits of plant-based diets in terms of disease prevention and longevity while also addressing common concerns about minimizing or eliminating animal foods in the diet. Additionally, while this section primarily focuses on the health-promoting aspects of a plant-based diet, readers will also learn many of the benefits beyond their individual plates, such as caring for our planet and mitigating animal suffering.






Chapter 1 Health



“Nothing will benefit human health and increase the chances for survival of life on Earth as much as the evolution to a vegetarian diet.”

—Albert Einstein



When it comes to feeding children, our topmost priority must always be to optimize their growth, development, and well-being. Not only does this endeavor require sufficient calories, the recommended amounts of macro and micronutrients, but also a sense of connection and love. We affirm that there is, in fact, an approach to eating and feeding that is health-promoting, not just safe and adequate but preferred, and that the conversations around our food choices and their broader implications are not only acceptable but imperative. Perhaps the most extraordinary feature of a plant-based approach to feeding our families is the realization that they are all connected—our health, the health of our planet, and compassion for all living beings. Because no other dietary strategy can claim to address all of these critical points, this approach is, at a minimum, worthy of our consideration. We propose this way of eating knowing that when our hearts and minds align in love, we have the tremendous opportunity to nourish ourselves, our families, and the world at large. But, rest assured, perfection is not a prerequisite. Too often, the demand for exactitude and controversy around the benefits and risks of a specific food or nutrient shifts our attention away from a more thoughtful consideration of our food choices. Arguing over whether high fructose corn syrup is the single most harmful compound we can ingest, instead of merely encouraging more whole, plant foods, is a distraction away from the work ahead of us. Luckily for us, this way of eating is not a mystery, nor is it out of reach. A plant-based approach to feeding ourselves and our families is health, compassion, and sustainability wrapped together into one beautiful package.

WHAT’S IN A NAME?

Before delving into the health benefits and potential safety concerns around plant-based diets, let’s review some terminology to bring clarity to the conversation. What, you may ask, exactly is a plant-based diet? Simply stated, a plant-based diet, which can include both vegetarian and vegan diets, is essentially a diet that focuses on maximizing the consumption of whole, plant foods such as vegetables, fruits, legumes, whole grains, nuts, and seeds. It also aims to minimize the intake of animal-based foods (meat, egg, seafood, poultry, and dairy) as well as heavily processed and refined foods (pastries, soda, etc.). While animal products may play a role in some plant-based diets, they tend to appear only occasionally or as flavorings.

In short, if you aim to maximize whole, plant foods and minimize animal-based and heavily processed foods, you are, in fact, a plant-based eater. The degree to which your family may “maximize and minimize” these foods will depend on a variety of factors. It matters the place from which you are beginning. It matters what sorts of resources and supports surround you. Your cultural background, your family’s tastes and preferences, likes and dislikes, and comfort with cooking will all influence your approach and pace. Wherever labels can be of use and support your efforts, we encourage you to embrace them. If a label seems too heavy a responsibility or somehow disingenuous, don’t feel obligated to carry it. For instance, asking for the “vegan” option at a restaurant or when attending a function can simplify ordering, and give the food preparer a clearer idea of your request. Joining a “vegetarian” or “vegan” group may provide support and a sense of community. If you are still learning, exploring, or even unsure, we encourage you not to allow any specific categorization or label hold you back.

There is no single definition of a plant-based diet. On one end of the spectrum you have flexitarian, also known as semi-vegetarian diets (predominantly plant-based with only occasional consumption of meat, poultry, fish, dairy, eggs, or other animal products), to pescatarian (includes fish), lacto-ovo-vegetarian (includes dairy and eggs) to vegan or plant-exclusive diets, often called complete or pure vegetarian (eliminates all animal sources of food). There are even many variations within these realms, such as raw vegan diets (diets that are at least 75 percent uncooked food by weight).

As you can see, there is a broad spectrum of diets that qualify as “plant-based.” Table 1.1 provides a list of some of the most common types of plant-based diets.


Table 1.1: Plant-Based Diet Definitions

	TYPE OF PLANT-BASED DIET

	DIET DESCRIPTION




	Vegan, pure vegetarian, complete vegetarian, plant-exclusive

	Free of all animal products, including flesh foods, eggs, dairy products, and sometimes honey.




	Raw vegan

	Vegan with at least 75% uncooked foods.




	Lacto-ovo vegetarian

	Free of flesh foods but includes eggs and dairy products.




	Lacto-vegetarian

	Excludes flesh foods and eggs but includes dairy products.




	Ovo-vegetarian

	Excludes flesh foods and dairy products but includes eggs.




	Pescatarian or pesco-vegetarian

	Vegetarian or vegan plus fish.




	Semi-vegetarian, plant-predominant, flexitarian

	Include small amounts or occasional use of meat, poultry, fish, dairy, eggs, or other animal products, but plant foods predominate.





We provide this information not to create barriers or confusion but rather because when talking about the research, benefits, and potential risks, these distinctions can matter. Many early studies grouped all of the above categories (including ones that ate meat “occasionally”) into one broad, vegetarian category. This information can seem even more complicated when we introduce the term whole-food, plant-based (WFPB). Let us explain. A person following a strict vegan diet is someone who aims to eliminate ALL animal-based foods without necessarily considering how processed a food may be. People following a vegan diet may also extend their practices beyond their plates by avoiding animal products in clothing and household items. Their primary aim is to avoid all animal-based products. A person adopting a whole-food, plant-based diet is someone who aims to eat foods that are minimally processed and come from whole, plant sources, often eliminating foods such as refined grains and oils. There can be quite a bit of overlap, and if you are eating a WFPB diet that is entirely devoid of all animal products, you would also be following a vegan diet. It’s important to note, however, that not all vegan diets are health-promoting. While a vegan diet may go a long way towards curtailing animal suffering and harm to our environment, a vegan diet that relies on heavily processed foods would not be considered health-promoting. The following research demonstrates this concept more clearly.

A study published in the Journal of the American College of Cardiology in 2017 reviewed data from three large prospective studies, the Nurses’ Health Study, the Nurses’ Health Study 2, and the Health Professionals Follow-Up Study, to examine the incidence of coronary heart disease in more than 200,000 health professionals in the United States.1 The researchers devised a system to interpret dietary data and created a plant-based dietary index (PDI). They further subdivided this index into a healthful plant-based diet index (hPDI) and unhealthful plant-based diet index (uPDI). They created eighteen food categories, divided into healthy plant foods (fruits, vegetables, whole grains, legumes), less healthy plant foods (sugar-sweetened beverages, refined grains), and animal foods (dairy, meat, eggs). The results are not entirely surprising. The pooled data showed that overall, the PDI was modestly inversely associated with coronary heart disease, meaning more plant foods, less heart disease. But, when they analyzed hPDI and uPDI separately, they found a stronger inverse relationship with the hPDI and a positive association (meaning more heart disease) with the uPDI. The overall summary from this large prospective investigation is that PDI is inversely related to heart disease (more plant-based, less heart disease) but that the distinction between the types of plant foods consumed does matter when it comes to heart health. When separated out, a healthful plant-based diet is even more protective, and the unhealthful plant-based diet can be harmful.

Again, the point of going through this particular study is to clarify that when we speak of a plant-based diet, we mean to emphasize health-promoting foods, such as vegetables, fruits, whole grain, beans, nuts, and seeds. Much of the confusion around the health benefits of vegan diets stems from this distinction. When comparing the standard American diet to its vegan equivalent, the difference in health outcomes will likely be marginal. To avoid confusion and to be as inclusive as possible, we use the term plant-based to emphasize the focus on real, whole, plant foods. We recognize that working towards adopting a plant-based diet is going to look different for different families, and we encourage you not to allow any specific label or perceived “requirements” deter you. Even though there are no vegan police, there can be quite a bit of criticism, judgment, and comparison. Regardless of where you are, you can begin. The basic principle, then, of a plant-based diet, is to include as many whole plant foods as you can, and at the same time, limit animal-based and heavily processed foods.

One final clarification before we move on to health and safety issues is an explanation of what we mean by “processed” foods. There are two points that we would like to make when it comes to these foods. First, to some degree, most people (our families included!) rely on processed foods daily. Bread, pasta, canned tomatoes or beans, cereals, tortillas, and even whole grains have all been processed to some degree. Not all “processed foods” are created equally. The idea that you should aim for a diet completely devoid of processed foods is neither realistic nor required. In today’s modern world, families rely on processed foods. They add convenience to our busy lives and, in some instances, improve the quality of our overall diet. However, whole grain bread with a simple ingredient list is quite different than packaged pastries with an unthinkably long ingredient list and shelf life. Table 1.2 provides a description of various categories of food processing.



Table 1.2: Categories of Processed Foods

	DEGREE OF PROCESSING

	DESCRIPTION




	Unprocessed

	Fresh foods as they are picked from the plant. (e.g. whole fresh vegetables, fruits, intact whole grains, legumes, nuts, and seeds)




	Minimally Processed

	Foods that are only slightly changed from their original form (e.g. canned beans, tofu, tempeh, cut or rolled grains, roasted nuts or seeds, nut and seed butters)




	Moderately Processed

	Foods that have undergone greater processing, but with few added ingredients (e.g. juices, flaked or puffed cereals, whole grain flour products)




	Highly/Ultra Processed

	Food products that have undergone extensive processing, generally including added fat, sugar, salt, additives and preservatives. (deep fried foods, refined flour products, and soda)





When you think of processed foods, we encourage you to consider the degree to which a food has been processed as well as the frequency with which you serve and consume these foods. Additionally, while we focus on whole, plant foods, such as whole grains, it is necessary to note that using some refined grains and oils may help younger children meet their daily energy and nutrient requirements.2

The second point that we would like to make is that being overly and obsessively restrictive when it comes to these foods can create not only confusion but a loss of connection and care in your family. As we consider how we might limit our consumption of highly processed foods, it is critical to exercise caution and move forward with care when it comes to the tone and language we use with our children. The danger in describing foods as “good” or “bad” is that it is not such a far leap to “I am good or bad.” We will discuss these ideas in greater depth in the chapters on feeding and disordered eating, but addressing this critical point is vital in establishing the tone for the conversation at hand. It’s easy to judge and feel judged by the food that shows up in our children’s lunchboxes and dinner plates. Although we will provide ample data and research, such information is only useful at the family level if it can be practical and instructive at the same time. All this to say, that we live, work, and play in the real world. Focusing on what we serve and enjoy most of the time is far more relevant in our minds than expecting or achieving any degree of perfection, especially when it comes to children. When we battle with our children over another bite of broccoli or kale, it’s hardly worth the effort if the price we pay is a loss of joy and connection—not to mention the mounds of uneaten broccoli and kale. We aim to provide a constructive framework and hope to change the architecture of the way in which we feed our families by fostering a sense of competence and well-being. Connection around our dinner tables is undoubtedly a critical pillar. We would add to Michael Pollan’s famous dictum to “eat food, mostly (or all!) plants, not too much (and not too little),” together and with joy. Our chapter on family meals will highlight the importance of connection around our dinner tables, but even as we consider how to shape our conversations and practices around food in our families and with our children, it is imperative to recognize that how and what we say matters a great deal. More on this to come, but for now, we move on to the health and safety issues as they pertain to a plant-based diet for our families.

ARE PLANT-BASED DIETS SAFE FOR CHILDREN?

Earlier, we emphasized that one of the most critical aspects of feeding children when it comes to nutrition is to ensure their adequate growth and development. So, before we can even begin to tackle the why or how of adopting a plant-based diet, we must address the crucial issue of safety. Is this way of eating safe and appropriate for growing children?

The biggest argument against adopting a plant-based diet for infants and children is that it is simply unsafe. A great deal of attention is paid to the presumed deficiencies of plant-based diets, and strong assertions are often made that it cannot meet the nutritional needs of growing children. Many believe that such a diet cannot provide adequate calories and nutrients such as calcium, iron, essential fatty acids, and of course, protein. We would argue that not only is a plant-based diet safe and appropriate for growing children but, in fact, that we are more likely to meet children’s nutritional needs by adopting a thoughtfully planned plant-based diet than we are by simply feeding them the standard American diet (SAD).

Let’s take a closer look at what we know about children and diets at the top end of the plant-based spectrum—vegetarian and vegan diets. When we look at data regarding the growth of vegetarian/vegan children, there are a few things that we have to keep in mind. First, much of the early research addressing this question studied communities that followed highly restrictive diets that would not be appropriate for growing children (and even most adults). Decades ago, many people following a vegan or vegetarian diet in developed countries were considered to be part of fringe communities. Diets and practices ranged from the refusal of enriched or refined foods, use of homemade infant formulas that were grossly inadequate, refusal of vitamin-mineral supplements, limited (or no) use of healthcare, and raw food only diets, to name a few.3 As vegetarianism and veganism have become more mainstream, not only are families more aware of precautions that may need to be taken, but health care providers are becoming more comfortable advising and supporting families. Following a vegetarian or vegan diet is no longer considered to be extreme or fringe.

Additionally, there is a greater awareness and availability of nutrient-rich and fortified foods today which makes following a plant-based diet more accessible, while at the same time, less likely to result in nutrient deficiency (this is also true for omnivorous diets when we consider that our food supply is fortified with nutrients such as vitamin D, vitamin A, iodine, and folic acid to name a few). However, the research on vegan and vegetarian diets written decades ago still remains relevant today. What has changed, however, is the notion of the modern vegan. No longer a part of outlying communities espousing fringe beliefs and practices, veg diets are safer and more accessible than ever. Increasing awareness, resources, and availability of foods have made being vegan a part of the cultural norm—if not a member of the majority, certainly a stronger and growing minority voice. This increasing awareness, popularity, and “normalness” of being vegan or vegetarian certainly make it easier to know and practice a healthful way of eating.

GROWTH AND DEVELOPMENT

The Farm Study, published in 1989, is one of the most often cited studies looking at the growth of vegetarian children.4 This study was unique in that the researchers observed a community in Tennessee that followed a vegan diet and collected annual growth data for the children. Additionally, unlike prior studies that were based on small sample sizes (often fewer than 50 children) and studied populations with a variety of health-related beliefs (not partaking in conventional medical care and refusing vitamin and mineral supplements), the Farm Study followed over 400 children ranging in age from four months to ten years, and the families were generally well-informed regarding issues related to vegetarianism.

Overall, the growth of children in this vegan community was similar to the U.S. reference population and showed no evidence of marked abnormality. More specifically, birth weight and percentage of low birthweight infants were comparable to non-vegan populations in the United States. Children in the Farm Study were shorter between the ages of one and three, but this difference did not persist after age five. One possible explanation for the smaller height between ages one and three is that at the time of the study, growth references were for formula-fed babies, and most Farm infants were breastfed. Healthy breastfed infants typically put on weight more slowly than formula-fed infants in the first year of life.5 Additionally, the weaning foods of some vegetarian diets can be low in caloric density (such as with fruits and vegetables) which can lead to insufficient caloric intake during the weaning stage. A similar study among British vegan children published in 1988, found that growth among vegan children was typical, and in fact, “children reared as vegans can grow up to be normal children”6—which is quite reassuring! As in the Farm study, there was a tendency for vegan children to be smaller at the age of weaning. The key take-home point is that children raised on a vegan diet achieved adequate growth.

A study of the Seventh Day Adventist children done in 1990 provides an informative perspective.7 The California Seventh Day Adventists are a health-conscious community that optimizes health through lifestyle. They tend to lead physically active lives, are socially engaged, don’t smoke, and have a large percentage of vegetarians and vegans compared to the general population. Because they share so many “healthy” factors in common but consume varying diets, we can learn about differences in dietary practices in this generally health-conscious community. In other words, (as much as is possible), keeping all things constant, what happens to growth when the only difference is the degree to which a child follows a vegetarian diet? Approximately half of this population consumed some form of a vegetarian diet. One-third of the Adventist children were vegetarian, one third were “low meat-eaters,” and the rest were in the “medium/high” meat-consuming category. They also compared these children to children attending state schools in a neighboring community; 92 percent of the state school children were in the medium/high meat-consuming group, 7.6 percent in the low meat group, and only one child was vegetarian. So, what did they find? For all school and diet groups, the average heights were at or above the 50th percentile of the National Center for Health Statistics reference values. For most age categories, the average heights of vegetarian children were similar to or higher than those of children who consumed meat. While the results of this study do not prove that vegetarian children will be taller as adults, at a minimum, it shows that meat (including poultry and fish) is not essential for the healthy growth of children.

Many additional studies have shown that children following a vegetarian/vegan diet grow at least as well as children who ate an omnivorous one.8, 9 One study examining the dietary intake and nutritional status of vegetarian and omnivorous preschool children in Taiwan found that both groups of children had adequate growth and nutritional status and that “as long as parents can provide an adequate vegetarian diet and care for their preschool children, vegetarian children at each stage can meet their dietary requirements and have normal growth and nutritional status in the same way as omnivorous children do.”10 Another small study in China looking at the growth and nutrition of Chinese, vegetarian children in Hong Kong concluded that an “absence of growth retardation and a low prevalence of nutrient deficiency suggested that a Chinese, vegetarian diet can be suitable for fast-growing children.”11

A more recent study, the Vegetarian and Vegan Children (VeChi) Study12 from Germany published in 2019, concluded that vegetarian and vegan diets in early childhood provided sufficient energy and nutrients for adequate growth as these children had similar growth to omnivorous counterparts. However, a small percentage of children in the vegan and vegetarian groups were classified as having stunted growth. In nearly every one of these cases, the children were exclusively breastfed for an extended period of time (ranging from seven to twelve months of age, whereas the introduction of complementary foods should generally begin around six months of age) or had inadequate total energy intakes. These cases highlight the fact that any diet for infants and children needs to be sufficient in calories to optimize growth.

It is important to note that a few studies have reported insufficient growth and nutrient deficiencies in children following “restricted diets” and cite concerns in terms of meeting caloric and nutrient needs in vegetarian children. For instance, the German Nutrition Society (DGE) strongly advocates against vegan and vegetarian diets for infants and children. In its position statement from 2016, the DGE concedes that “it can be assumed that a plant-based diet (with or without low levels of meat) is associated to a reduced risk of nutrition-related diseases in comparison with the currently conventional German diet… (and) it is possible to create a vegan diet in which no nutrient deficiency develops.”13 However, despite this acknowledgment, the DGE asserts that a vegan diet is not recommended during pregnancy, lactation, or for children or adolescents of any age. The main objection seems to stem from the idea that plant-based diets need to be well planned and may require supplementation of specific nutrients. On that point, we agree entirely. We will discuss this further at the end of this section, but the bottom line is that when children eating a plant-based diet are provided with sufficient calories, and care is taken to ensure that they obtain necessary nutrients (as is the case for all children, regardless of the diet they follow!), they can reasonably meet the appropriate growth milestones. Early studies certainly do support this assertion, and since the 1980s and 1990s, we have had a growing number of resources, information, and research to add to our armamentarium. An expert panel from the Scientific Society for Vegetarian Nutrition in Italy found that “isolated cases of malnutrition in vegan children have been related almost exclusively to the inappropriateness of the diet offered to the infant or to the lack of B12 supplementation.”14 Health care professionals should take care in advising families that may already be following a largely plant-based diet by providing them with adequate support and information in order to help them succeed.

Plant-based, vegetarian, and vegan diets can be completely safe and adequate for children. As with all diets, consideration must be given to the quality, quantity, and variety of the food that is provided. Several professional organizations, including the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics,15 the American Academy of Pediatrics,16 the Canadian Paediatric Society,17 the British Dietetic Association,18 the Australian Dietary Guidelines,19 and the Italian Society for Human Nutrition20 all endorse that appropriately planned vegetarian diets are not only safe for children but may provide certain health advantages. In fact, in its 2016 updated position statement, the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics announced:


“It is the position of the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics that appropriately planned vegetarian, including vegan, diets are healthful, nutritionally adequate, and may provide health benefits in the prevention and treatment of certain diseases. These diets are appropriate for all stages of the life cycle, including pregnancy, lactation, infancy, childhood, adolescence, older adulthood, and for athletes. Plant-based diets are more environmentally sustainable than diets rich in animal products because they use fewer natural resources and are associated with much less environmental damage.”21



Many parents (and health professionals) find themselves stuck on the words “appropriately planned” and fear that such planning is beyond the reach of busy families with limited resources. We contend that all diets for children need to be appropriately planned, and while a plant-based diet for children may require some care and consideration, it is no more than any parent would give in feeding their child a balanced and appropriate diet. In Part II, Care, we will discuss many of the nutrients of concern. While it is not necessary to know the specifics in great detail, we will provide an abundance of information for your ongoing reference. The information will remain relevant regardless of the extent to which you are or plan to be plant-based. However, it is important to remember that nutrient deficiencies exist for many children following a variety of diets, and so our approach to feeding plant-based children is not dramatically different than feeding omnivorous children. In our clinical experience, we have treated children for vitamin D deficiency rickets, iron deficiency anemia, and growth failure due to inadequate caloric intake; the vast majority of these children were following omnivorous diets. The evidence and most preeminent professional organizations support the assertion that appropriately planned plant-based diets are safe for children. The truest thing that we can say is that we are so convinced that we would (and do) feed our own children in this way.

WHAT DO WE EAT?

While it may be reassuring, to know that children eating plant-based diets can and do grow normally, perhaps it is not convincing enough to recommend this way of eating and feeding our families over the more traditional American diet. If we are looking to optimize health and well-being, we must also understand how plant-based diets compare to omnivorous ones and, ultimately, how plant-based diets may, in fact, be more health-promoting. We can begin by examining the current state of what we eat.

The quality of our overall diet is a major contributor to health. In fact, in a 2018 publication in the Journal of the American Medical Association, dietary risk was identified as the leading cause of death (ahead of tobacco use and high blood pressure) for Americans.22 Because dietary habits established in childhood generally persist through adulthood, not only is diet relevant to the current state of children’s health, but it also has the potential to mitigate many of the chronic diseases (such as heart disease, diabetes, and cancer) seen in adulthood.

A report published in the Journal of the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics described the diet of US children in relation to the Dietary Guidelines for America (DGA) established by the USDA. They utilized a Healthy Eating Index (HEI), a score ranging from 0–100 based on component food groups (higher scores for fruits and vegetables lower scores for soda and grain-based desserts). While we don’t agree entirely with their scoring system (low-fat dairy is not required for health as we will discuss in Chapter 5), this framework can provide an overview of the dietary habits of U.S. children. The report outlines detailed findings by age group; the overall conclusion was that the “total mean HEI-10 scores for all age groups were approximately 50 (80 being the minimum score for disease prevention), indicating diet in childhood is an important target for the prevention of diet-related adult chronic diseases. This study showed that overall diet quality was poor among all age groups and significantly declined for older age groups… there is an urgent need to devise and implement effective dietary quality interventions early on in life, in order to significantly reduce overall risk of chronic diseases like diabetes, cardiovascular disease, and cancer.”23 Specific areas of concern cited by the authors include total vegetables, greens and beans, whole grains, and fatty acids (notice protein and dairy were not identified as major areas of concern).

An earlier report in The Journal of Nutrition echoes these findings in the general US population. The report identified “among the food groups, dark green vegetables, orange vegetables, legumes, and whole grains had the poorest showing, with nearly everyone in each sex-age group failing to meet recommendations” and concluded that “nearly the entire U.S. population consumes a diet that is not on par with recommendations.”24 Additionally, looking at specific micronutrient intakes in the US population, we know that fortification (either in foods or via supplements) contributes greatly to our estimated average requirement for many nutrients. A paper published in the Journal of Nutrition reported that “most Americans met their recommended nutrient target for the majority of vitamins and minerals evaluated; however, far fewer individuals would have done so without fortification and enrichment. Nevertheless, even after accounting for the contributions of fortification and/or enrichment and dietary supplements, considerable percentages of individuals aged greater than 2 y had intakes that were below the EAR (estimated average requirement) for calcium and vitamin D, and very few consumed the recommended amount of potassium (all nutrients that the 2010 Dietary Guidelines for Americans singled out as being of public health concern). Intakes of magnesium and vitamins A, C, E, and K were also low for a considerable percentage of the population.”25 What these findings suggest is that in addition to a variety of nutrient-dense foods, fortification is often needed to allow us to meet our average nutrient requirements—regardless of the type of diet we follow. The idea that a plant-based diet is nutritionally inadequate because it may require supplementation in the form of fortified foods or specific vitamin and mineral supplements is unfounded because nearly all diets in the modern world are fortified in order to meet nutritional requirements and prevent states of deficiency.

We will cover this in greater detail in Part II but suffice it to say that a number of publications support the finding that plant-based diets provide adequate nutritional quality. A study in the journal Nutrients concluded that with regards to weight, nutritional intake, nutritional quality, and quantity, “based on different aspects of healthful dietary models, (be it the US Dietary Guidelines for Americans or compliance to a Mediterranean Diet) indicated consistently the vegan diet as the most healthy one.”26

People eating a variety of diets, from vegetarian to pescatarian, vegan, and omnivorous, eat an assortment of foods and nutrients. Even within these groups, there exists a variety of intakes. At the population level, focusing on dietary factors such as saturated fat, vitamin D, and folic acid, as well as foods such as fruits, vegetables, and whole grains, can help to improve overall population health. At the individual level, care and attention to specific nutrients and a diversity of foods can ensure adequate intake and help prevent deficiency. There is abundant data to support the claim that people consuming plant-based diets can and do meet the recommended nutrient intakes. While it is true that some care may be required in order to ensure adequate intake of key nutrients and prevent deficiency, this is true regardless of the type of diet that is consumed.

HEALTH ADVANTAGES

In addition to being safe for growing children and meeting our nutritional requirements, appropriately planned plant-based diets offer many potential health advantages over other dietary approaches. As we stated at the beginning of this chapter, no single dietary approach guarantees a life free of disease, and many dietary approaches can allow for vibrant health. At the same time, however, we can look to population studies and clinical trials to better understand which dietary patterns are associated with positive health outcomes, both in terms of longevity and vitality.

One of the difficulties in studying nutrition at the population level is that it is a challenging and cumbersome thing to investigate. Unlike pharmaceutical trials where we can determine the effect of “x” on “y” (penicillin for a particular infection), the side effects of “x,” and even drug “x” vs. drug “y,” nutrition research is not as clear-cut. As we mentioned earlier, in addition to diet, many other factors such as socioeconomic status, environment, stress, sleep, and genetics can influence our overall health and well-being. Food and nutrient intake can be challenging to measure, follow, and control for. Additionally, what a person or population may eat on a given day or even over the span of several years can vary quite a bit. And finally, many of the outcomes that researchers track to determine the effect of diet on health (heart disease, cancer, and death) require extensive periods of follow-up, sometimes even decades. This does not mean that studying nutrition and its impact on health is not useful and relevant. Although it is unlikely that we will be able to say definitively that a particular diet will cause or prevent a particular disease, we can come to understand which diets, foods, and even nutrients are associated with a variety of health outcomes. Sometimes the requirement of definitive causation is not necessary for us to make well-informed recommendations and decisions. Remember, there is no randomized controlled trial that proves that smoking causes cancer, but we have enough reliable information to know that the association is incredibly strong and to make recommendations at both the individual and public health level. Although it can feel quite confusing when conflicting research, clickbait headlines, and the latest best-seller attempt to persuade us that the newest fad diet is the hidden key to health, the truth is that there is abundant evidence and general consensus amongst leading experts to know which dietary patterns are associated with health.

A 2014 paper published in the Annual Review of Public Health provides an overview of many of the significant dietary variants.27 In it, the authors outline major dietary patterns (from low-carb and low-fat to Mediterranean and paleo), delineate the features of each, and review what the evidence shows with regards to diet and health. The authors conclude that “the literature strongly supports a common set of dietary principles for health promotion and the prevention, or management, of virtually all prevalent conditions in modern societies… both the scientific literature and consideration of indelible links between native diet and adaptation for all species including our own lead to the conclusion that a diet of foods mostly direct from nature and predominantly plants is supportive of health across the life span.” A plant-based diet certainly meets this requirement.

LIVE LONG AND PROSPER

One of the broadest ways in which we can examine diet and its connection to health is to look at populations in terms of longevity. Dan Buettner and his team from National Geographic and the National Institute of Aging sought to uncover the specific aspects of lifestyle and environment that led to longevity.28 They found five geographical areas with the highest concentration of centenarians. They labeled these regions the “Blue Zones” (named after the blue circles used to identify these regions on a map) and found that people living in these regions (including Loma Linda, California, USA; Nicoya, Costa Rica; Sardinia, Italy; Ikaria, Greece; Okinawa, Japan) had ten times the rate of people living to age one hundred as in the general United States population. The investigators identified shared lifestyle factors that might explain the longevity enjoyed by these communities. In addition to natural movement, living with a sense of purpose and belonging, and social connection, they found that a plant-centered diet (especially including beans, such as fava, black, soy, and lentils) was the cornerstone of most centenarian eating patterns. In the communities where meat was consumed, it comprised a very small part of the diet.

Numerous studies chronicle the health advantages of plant-based diets. Notably, two large, ongoing centers of research have studied the effects of vegetarian diets on health; they include the Oxford cohort of the European Prospective Investigation into Cancer and Nutrition study (EPIC-Oxford) and the Adventist Health Study in the United States. Although some findings from these studies seem to conflict, “the evidence from these studies has supported vegetarian diets as healthy dietary patterns associated with a reduction in several common disease risk factors and reduced risk of some chronic diseases of public health.” The authors of a recent review of these studies propose that the differences in findings have less to do with whether or not plant-based diets promote health and more to do with the type of vegetarian diet that is followed, offering that, “one cannot assume that simply avoiding animal foods will necessarily produce such a healthy diet.”29 As we have mentioned previously, there is a diversity of vegetarian dietary patterns and this diversity likely impacts what the data shows.

In terms of overall mortality, many studies have found a protective effect of plant-based diets. As we mentioned earlier, the diets of the Seventh Day Adventists (representing one of the Blue Zones!) are of particular interest because they exhibit a variety of dietary habits (from non-vegetarian to vegan with close to half following some form of a vegetarian or semi-vegetarian diet) with a strong emphasis on health. This allows researchers to compare various dietary patterns, while controlling for known non-dietary confounders, such as alcohol and tobacco use. In a review published in Nutrients entitled Beyond Meatless, the Health Effects of Vegan Diets: Findings from the Adventist Cohorts, the authors reported on three large cohorts to assess the effect of vegetarian diets on disease and health outcome. The findings revealed, “in all three cohorts, vegetarians experienced a 10 percent to 20 percent decreased in all-cause mortality. Similarly, vegetarians had 26 percent to 68 percent lower risks of mortality from ischemic heart disease, cardiovascular disease, and cerebrovascular disease. Vegetarians experienced a 48 percent risk reduction in mortality from breast cancer, and modest risks reduction from other-cause total mortality.”30

In general, plant-based diets have been found to be protective against a variety of health conditions. They are associated with improved cardiovascular health (coronary artery disease, blood pressure, blood lipid profiles), lower rates of diabetes, lower rates of certain cancers, and lower mortality rates. In addition, they have been shown to provide effective treatment for some chronic diseases, particularly heart disease and diabetes. Below is just a brief summary of some of the research that highlights the health advantages of plant-based diets:

Overall health and mortality:


	Several large studies have shown a consistent relationship with diet and BMI with a step-wise reduction in average BMI the more the diet trended toward being vegan.31 In one study observing over 60,000 people following a generally health-conscious diet, those following a vegan diet were the only group with an average BMI that fell in the normal range of less than 25 (23.6 for vegans, 25.7 for lacto-ovo vegetarians, 26.3 for pesco-vegetarians, 27.3 for semi-vegetarians, and 28.8 for nonvegetarians).32


	A comprehensive review of evidence from the Adventist cohorts on the potential health effects for vegan and lacto-ovo-vegetarian diets on disease and mortality found that “the published studies of North American Adventists paint a consistent picture across all three study cohorts, associating vegetarian diets with lower body mass index, coronary heart disease, hypertension, type 2 diabetes, and metabolic syndrome. Similarly, vegetarians have lower risks for colon, gastrointestinal tract, prostate, and overall cancer. Among males, vegetarian diets seem to be protective against all-cause mortality and CVD mortality.”34




Cardiovascular Health:


	Numerous studies have shown a protective effect of plant-based diets on cardiovascular health, with decreased rates of high blood pressure, improved blood lipid profiles, and reduced risk of death from ischemic heart disease and stroke.33, 34, 35


	Stroke is a leading cause of death and morbidity worldwide. It is estimated that 90 percent of the risk factors related to stroke are modifiable and include hypertension, diabetes, elevated cholesterol, physical activity, smoking, and diet. A prospective study examining the effect of a vegetarian diet on the incidence of stroke in Taiwan found that vegetarians had roughly half the risk of overall stroke.36 However, a study of the EPIC-Oxford cohort in the United Kingdom mentioned previously reported that while vegetarians had lower rates of ischemic heart disease, they had higher rates of hemorrhagic stroke compared to meat eaters. The authors hypothesized that this could have been due to lower levels of certain nutrients (including vitamins B12 and D, and omega 3 fatty acids) and potential misclassification of strokes.37 More research is needed to examine risks of sub-types of stroke and to determine whether dietary factors such as a low intake of vitamin B12 in vegetarians might have an adverse impact on risk of stroke.38


	High animal protein intake (especially red and processed meat) has been positively associated with cardiovascular mortality, whereas high plant protein intake has been shown to be protective against all-cause and cardiovascular mortality among individuals with at least one lifestyle risk factor.39


	A low-fat plant-based diet in combination with other healthy lifestyle changes (tobacco cessation, exercise, stress reduction) has been shown not only to slow down the progression of existing heart disease but actually to demonstrate regression (meaning reversal) of coronary atherosclerosis.40, 41




Diabetes:


	Vegans and vegetarians have been found to have a lower risk of developing type 2 diabetes42, 43, 44 A study following over 50,000 people found that vegan, lacto-ovo vegetarian, and semi-vegetarian diets were associated with a substantial reduction in risk of diabetes compared to non-vegetarian diets with vegans having over 60 percent reduction in risk of developing diabetes.45, 46


	There is data to support the role of plant-based diets in the treatment and management of diabetes with one study showing improvements in certain areas over the American Diabetes Association diet.47




Cancer:


	The research on health outcomes for cancer (which includes a wide variety of diagnoses, including sex-specific cancers such as breast and prostate cancer) is not quite as robust. However, where an association between diet and cancer has been found, plant-based diets have been shown to be generally protective. While some studies show no difference in cancer rates between vegetarians and non-vegetarians, the ones that do, show a protective effect.35, 48, 49, 50, 51, 52


	A comprehensive meta-analysis published in 2017 looking at the association between vegetarian and vegan diets and multiple health outcomes found an 8 percent reduction in total incidence of cancer among vegetarians compared to omnivores and a 15 percent reduction among vegans.53


	The two large prospective studies mentioned earlier both suggest that for all cancers combined, fish-eaters, lacto-ovo vegetarians, and vegans appear to have lower overall rates of cancer than nonvegetarians, with the lowest risk being for vegans in both studies.

	The International Agency for Research on Cancer (IARC), which is the cancer research agency for the World Health Organization, classified processed meat as a carcinogen and red meat as a probable carcinogen.54


	The American Cancer Society Guidelines on Nutrition and Physical Activity for Cancer Prevention recommends a healthy diet, with an emphasis on plant foods, including limiting the consumption of red and processed meats and including plenty of fruits, vegetables, lentils, and whole grains.55


	
Evidence from epidemiological and laboratory studies suggest that diet and lifestyle may have a role in the development of prostate cancer. A study conducted at the University of California San Francisco found that intensive lifestyle changes may beneficially affect the progression of early, low grade prostate cancer in men.



Microbiome/Gut Health:


	Emerging research points to the gut microbiota (the trillions of microorganisms living in our guts) as having an important role in our overall health, from our immune system to gut and brain health as well as systemic conditions such as obesity, atherosclerosis, type 2 diabetes, cancer, Alzheimer’s and Parkinson’s disease, autism spectrum disorders, and atopy to name a few. Dietary patterns determine the composition of our gut microbiota, and research suggests that “a plant-based diet can be an effective way to promote a diverse ecosystem of beneficial microbes that support overall health” by supporting the development of a more diverse gut microbial system.56




Miscellaneous Health Conditions:


	Studies suggest a lower risk of diverticular disease of the colon among vegetarians (and especially vegans) due to both increased fiber intake among vegetarians as well as a possible alteration in the metabolism of bacteria in the colon from high meat intake.57


	Age-related cataracts are responsible for almost half of world blindness. The EPIC-Oxford cohort showed a strong association between diet group and risk of cataracts with a progressive decrease in cataract risk from high meat eaters to low meat eaters, fish eaters, vegetarians, and vegans, with vegans showing a 40 percent lower risk of developing cataracts.58


	A recent study found vegetarian diets to be protective against uncomplicated urinary tract infections in women.59


	Non-alcoholic Fatty Liver Disease (NAFLD) is the most common form of chronic liver disease worldwide, affecting of 20 to 30 percent of the global population. Currently there are no approved medications or procedures that can treat NAFLD, which is associated with metabolic syndrome and obesity. Diet and physical activity are the standard treatment. Vegetarian diets in which plant foods are substituted for animal foods (soy for meat), have been shown to be protective against the development of NAFLD.60




While much of this data is preliminary, what we do know is that the long-term health of vegetarians appears to be good and may be better than that of comparable non-vegetarians for some conditions.

PLANT-BASED DIETS AND KID’S HEALTH

A wealth of research supports the health benefits of plant-based diets.34, 61, 62, 63, 64, 65 Chronic diseases such as diabetes, high blood pressure, and heart disease may make their most dramatic appearances in adulthood, but they often begin developing in youth. A landmark paper published in the Journal of the American Medical Association in 1953 described the high frequency of atherosclerotic lesions (ranging from fibrous thickening to large plaques) in the coronary arteries of soldiers that died in the Korean War. The average age of these soldiers was just twenty-two years.66 The Pathobiological Determinants of Atherosclerosis in Youth (PDAY) study67 documents the development of atherosclerosis at an early age based on autopsy findings of adolescents and young adults. The multi-center investigation concluded that “five decades of study of the natural history and pathogenesis of atherosclerosis have provided abundant evidence that atherosclerosis begins in childhood” and thus “true primary prevention of atherosclerosis must begin in childhood or early adolescence.”68

A recent publication in Nutrition Reviews provides a constructive summary of plant-based diets for children as means of improving adult cardiometabolic health. The authors conclude that “vegan and vegetarian children have lower rates of overweight and obesity. Preliminary evidence suggests that they have lower cholesterol levels and higher antioxidant status in the blood. They consume more fruits and vegetables than their omnivore counterparts. Moreover, a recent trial showed that an intervention with low-fat vegan diet was more effective than the American Heart Association–recommended diet at reducing CVD risk factors in obese and hypercholesterolemic children aged 9–18 years old.”69, 70 Data in children for many of the other chronic diseases that we encounter is limited, but knowing what we know about the effects of diet on adult health outcomes, it would be reasonable to assume that beginning these dietary patterns in childhood, while ensuring adequate nutrient and caloric intake, could be protective from an early age. Additionally, we know that the longer a person suffers from chronic diseases, the earlier and more severe the complications can be (for instances, eye, kidney, and nerve damage with diabetes). This means that if children are diagnosed with diseases that typically arise in adulthood, they will begin experiencing complications at an earlier age.

In addition to helping to prevent diet-related chronic diseases, a healthy diet in childhood is associated with numerous positive health outcomes. Additionally, regular consumption of certain animal-based foods, especially dairy, has been linked to specific pediatric disorders.


	Both childhood constipation and infantile colic have been linked to cow’s milk intolerance. For children with significant constipation or infantile colic, a trial off cow’s milk (or in the case of an infant that is breastfed, elimination of dairy from mother’s diet) is reasonable.71, 72, 73


	There has also been a link reported between the prevalence and severity of acne and consumption of dairy and foods with a high glycemic load (typically low fiber carbohydrates).74


	Emerging research on the gut-brain axis connects neurodevelopmental conditions such as autism to our microbiome. Researchers have proposed that “quality food and the use of pre/probiotics could be both a protective factor for autism spectrum disorders.”75, 76 Some investigators are even looking at the effectiveness of fecal microbiota transplant as a therapeutic tool.77 Again, the research is limited, but it will be interesting to follow future developments on the influence of diet on our microbiota and in the development and treatment of neurodevelopmental disorders.

	One congenital condition worth mentioning when it comes to vegetarian diets is hypospadias, which is an abnormal or incomplete closure of the urethra at the underside of the penis. Though the cause is not known, it is believed that a combination of genetic and environmental factors plays a role. An earlier study published in 2000 reported a higher proportion of boys with hypospadias were born to mothers who were vegetarian during pregnancy.78 However, subsequent studies have not supported this finding. In fact, one study reported that the lowest incidence of hypospadias occurred in children born to mothers who followed a “health conscious diet” that was rich in fresh fruit and vegetables, dried fruit, fresh or frozen fish, soy products, pulses, olive oil, and organic food. Based on these follow-up studies, it is reasonably safe to assume that there is not an increased risk of hypospadias in children born to vegetarian mothers.79, 80 To our knowledge, appropriately planned plant-based diets have not been associated with any other negative health outcomes for children.



There are still many unanswered questions when it comes to the relationship between childhood diseases and plant-based diets. However, where a link has been found, plant-based diets tend to be protective. Perhaps the most significant protective effect of plant-based diets for children is the establishment of lifelong dietary habits that promote health beginning at a young age.

IS IT ALL OR NOTHING?

Research shows that shifting towards a plant-based diet can have a positive impact on health, but it is not an all or nothing proposition. The authors of a study published in the American Journal of Clinical Nutrition propose a “provegetarian” food pattern. Their findings “support a relative reduction in the risk of death from any cause of greater than 30 percent associated with only a modest decrease in the consumption of animal foods together with compensatory increases in plant-based foods. This modest change is realistic, affordable, and achievable… All of these reasons increase the translational potential of our results into health and nutrition policies.”81 In Eat, Drink, and Be Healthy: The Harvard Medical School Guide to Healthy Eating, the authors contend that, “many studies have supported the benefits of a primarily plant-based diet” and that, “even a partial shift away from a meat- and dairy-centered diet and toward more plant sources of protein is a big step in the direction of long-term good health for you and planet Earth.”82

There is ample data to support the shift toward a plant-based diet for families. Earlier research focused on the presumed nutrient deficiencies of plant-based diets. With growing evidence of the protective benefits of diets centered around plants and increasing awareness around potential nutrients of concern, we have seen a paradigm shift in the risks and benefits of plant-based diets. Joan Sabaté, a physician and leading nutrition researcher, eloquently states that “an adequate diet, by definition, prevents nutrient deficiencies by providing sufficient nutrients and energy for human growth and reproduction. An optimal diet, in addition, promotes health and longevity, reducing the risk of diet-related chronic diseases. Although the composition of an adequate diet is basically known, the composition of an optimal diet is not. However, recent scientific findings are suggesting that diets largely based on plant foods, such as some vegetarian, Mediterranean, or Asian diets, could best prevent nutrient deficiencies as well as diet-related chronic diseases. These diets contain no or very little meat. If plant-based diets are generally healthier than meat-based diets, this constitutes an important departure from previous views on dietary recommendations to prevent disease conditions.”83 While all diets are associated with potential health benefits and risks, we can aim to optimize health with a well-balanced plant-based diet by reducing the risk of nutrition-related chronic diseases while also minimizing the risk of nutrient deficiency.

People eating plant-based diets do get heart disease, cancer, diabetes, Alzheimer’s, and even the flu. Diet is just one aspect of health, but the evidence and scientific consensus overwhelmingly supports a diet centered around plants as the foundation of health. Even if you can’t imagine yourself ever becoming 100 percent plant-based, consider aiming for a diet that is 80 to 90 percent plant-based (more on how to get there in the chapters to come), avoiding red and processed meats, and minimizing your consumption of highly processed foods, including sugar-added beverages. But just as diet is only one aspect of health, health is only one aspect of the impact of our food choices. The next two chapters address the consequences of our food choices beyond our individual health and reveal how the answer to the simple question of “what’s for dinner?” may be far more consequential than we ever imagined.






Chapter 2 Home



“Changing how we eat will not be enough, on its own, to save the planet, but we cannot save the planet without changing how we eat.”

—Jonathan Safran Foer



IS IT REALLY A CRISIS?

We are not climate scientists, and this is not a book about climate change. But talking about food without considering the environmental impacts of our choices and recommendations is no longer reasonable or responsible. In recent years we have seen the devastation of the effects of climate change. From the California wildfires, the burning of the Amazon, and the unprecedented bushfires in Australia, to Hurricanes Sandy, Maria, and Harvey, and the floods and droughts that have introduced the term “climate refugee” into our lexicon, there is no denying that the climate crisis is real and at our doorstep.

A 2018 report by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), Global Warming of 1.5° C,1 loudly and alarmingly asserted that the scientific evidence for warming of the climate system is unequivocal. The IPCC, which was assembled in 1988, is the United Nations body for assessing the science related to climate change. It is the world’s foremost collection of climate scientists whose main objective is to provide governments at all levels with scientific information to develop climate policies. The reason for such widespread alarm following the dissemination of their 2018 report was because the report predicted that the impact of 1.5° C of warming (which experts fear we will reach in as little as ten years, and most certainly by the year 2050) will likely result in far greater than expected record-breaking storms, forest fires, droughts, coral bleaching, heat waves, and floods around the world. The IPCC further emphasized that the difference between the effects of warming to 1.5° C vs. 2° C were substantial and that limiting global warming to 1.5°C compared with 2°C would reduce challenging impacts on ecosystems, human health, and well-being. Such impacts include stronger storms, more erratic weather, dangerous heat waves, rising seas, and largescale disruption to infrastructure and migration patterns.2 Limiting warming to less than 1.5° C seems prudent, limiting warming to less than 2° C seems critical.

While the report did not discuss the effects of a rise beyond 2° C, the outcomes are likely to be catastrophic to human survival. In his recent book, The Uninhabitable Earth: Life After Warming, David Wallace-Wells offers that “the research summarized in the report was not new, and the temperatures beyond 2 degrees were not even covered. But though it did not address any of the scarier possibilities for warming, the report did offer a new form of permission, of sanction, to the world’s scientists. The thing that was new was the message: It is okay, finally, to freak out.”3

In addition to weather related disasters and the economic burden of addressing them, climate change will also lead to worsening air pollution, increasing fatalities and illnesses (from heat stress, cardiovascular disease, kidney disease, respiratory illnesses, and a new onslaught of insect-borne diseases), ocean acidification (leading to extinction of some marine species and damage to coral reefs), loss of species diversity and even species extinction, coastal erosion (and loss of coastal cites), land degradation, food insecurity, and water shortage.4 While the causes and potential cures are complex, multifactorial, and yet to be fully understood, there is no doubt that “climate change represents an urgent and potentially irreversible threat to human societies and the planet.”5 Burning fossil fuels for heat and electricity account for nearly one third of greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions. Transportation, industry, deforestation (primarily for grazing and to raise crops for livestock), and of course agriculture are also significant contributors to climate change.6

At times the problem seems entirely overwhelming and a tangible solution feels beyond our reach. In fact, the Carbon Majors Report published by the Climate Accountability Institute in 2017 identified that 70 percent of the world’s GHG emissions can be traced back to just one hundred companies.7 This might lead one to believe that change at the individual, family, or even community level would be inconsequential. Addressing the climate crisis in a meaningful way will most certainly require a coordinated and robust effort involving policy change, international co-operation, corporate responsibility, and technological and agricultural advancement. Many argue convincingly that individual choice (perhaps responsibility is a more fitting word) should not be the focus of climate change policies as they can hardly make a dent in such a sizeable and complex problem.

However, in an interview, Richard Heede, the co-director of the Climate Accountability Institute, explained that, “they’re (the corporations) producing the fossil fuels we all use… But to be clear, it’s the consumers that actually burn and demand the fossil fuels that these companies provide. The companies may have some responsibility for their product—for lobbying in favor of the carbon economy, and for getting subsidies and arguing for subsidies—but some responsibility ought to fall on individuals, households, and corporations.” He goes on to say that governments, corporations, and individuals all need to participate. In addition to voting to affect policy change, we can also make choices at the consumer level. Heede encourages us to consider that “there is some personal satisfaction in doing right by ourselves as well as our grandchildren. We can’t solve the problem by ourselves, but it would be a morally better choice to attempt to do something and derive satisfaction by it, rather than saying, ‘My carbon savings don’t matter,’ Because they do matter! They matter symbolically. They matter financially. They matter morally. They matter to your neighbors.”8 Since consumers drive demand, changing what and how we consume collectively, has tremendous potential.

In We Are the Weather: Saving the Planet Begins at Breakfast, Jonathan Safran Foer affirms this call to action by stating, “social change, much like climate change, is caused by multiple chain reactions that occur simultaneously. Both cause, and are caused by, feedback loops. No single factor can be credited for a hurricane, drought, or wildfire, just as no single factor can be credited for a decline in cigarette smoking—and yet in all cases, every factor is significant. When a radical change is needed, many argue that it is impossible for individual actions to incite it, so it’s futile for anyone to try. This is exactly the opposite of the truth: the impotence of individual action is the reason for everyone to try.”9

WHY FOOD MATTERS

We can do many things that matter. We can change what or if we drive, how much or if we fly, have fewer children, and of course, shift towards a plant-based diet.10 Though many of these mitigating solutions seem impractical if not impossible, one is immediately available to us three or more times a day. Shifting towards a plant-based diet is one of the most immediate, practical, and meaningful ways we can help to protect our planet. All of these actions are worth exploring and pursuing; calling for a shift in diet does not negate the impact of driving and flying less, reducing, reusing, and recyling, demanding corporate responsibility, and voting. We are all on the same team, and our efforts to combat climate change can be additive instead of competitive. Far too often we can resign ourselves to inaction because we fear our individual actions will not amount to much and will not be (perfect) enough. We can counter this fear by taking the approach offered by author, speaker, and vegan advocate, Collen Patrick-Goudreau: “Don’t do nothing because you can’t do everything. Do something. Anything.” So, let’s start by taking a look at how our food choices impact our climate.

It is estimated that the global food supply chain is responsible for nearly 30 percent of GHG emissions. Moving towards diets that limit animal products has “transformative potential” by reducing food’s land use by 76 percent, food’s GHG emissions by 49 percent, acidification by 50 percent, eutrophication (which causes algae blooms, ocean dead zones, and fish kills) by 49 percent, and scarcity-weighted freshwater withdrawals by 19 percent. “For the United States, where per capita meat consumption is three times the global average, dietary change has the potential for a far greater effect on food’s different emissions, reducing them by 61 to 73 percent.”11 Some estimates report that livestock is responsible for 18 percent of greenhouse gas emissions, which is more than the emissions from all transportation.12

The livestock sector is by far the single largest user of land. In all, livestock production accounts for 70 percent of all agricultural land and 30 percent of the land surface of the planet. Given how much land it takes to grow food to feed livestock, meat production is a leading cause of deforestation.13 It is estimated that animal agriculture is responsible for over 90 percent of the Amazon forest destruction. The clearing and burning of forests releases billions of tons of greenhouse gases into the atmosphere and results in loss of biodiversity (largely because of habitat loss), soil degradation, and water pollution.14

Livestock contribute significantly to both water depletion and pollution. Approximately one third of the world’s water consumption goes towards animal agriculture.15 Livestock is also a major source of water pollution, emitting nutrients and organic matter, pathogens, and drug residues into rivers, lakes, and coastal seas.

The statistics around animal agriculture’s disastrous effect on the health of our planet are mounting and alarming. Cattle (raised for both beef and milk) are responsible for the most emissions, representing about 65 percent of the livestock sector’s emissions. Feed production and processing and enteric fermentation from ruminants are the two main sources of emissions, representing 45 and 39 percent of total emissions, respectively. Manure storage and processing represent 10 percent. The remainder is attributable to the processing and transportation of animal products.16

THE INEQUALITY OF CLIMATE CHANGE

The impacts of warming will not be equitable. A recent publication from the Department of Earth System Science at Stanford University found that “there is growing evidence that poorer countries or individuals are more negatively affected by a changing climate, either because they lack the resources for climate protection or because they tend to reside in warmer regions where additional warming would be detrimental to both productivity and health. Furthermore, given that wealthy countries have been responsible for the vast majority of historical GHG emissions, any clear evidence of inequality in the impacts of the associated climate change raises critical questions of international justice.”17

The concept of climate justice becomes especially important when considering possible solutions to address this clear and present danger. Far too often privilege or the advantage of having the means to make certain choices is heralded as a reason not to press for change at the individual level—that to ask people to shop, eat, or live differently is a caustic burden that the privileged hurl upon those with fewer resources to do so. In fact, it is the responsibility of those who are able, to be held to greater accountability for the repair. Again, in We Are the Weather, Foer makes a poignant argument that “it’s true that this is an issue of economic justice. We should talk about it as one, rather than using inequality as a way to avoid talking about inequality. The richest 10 percent of the global population is responsible for half the carbon emissions; the poorest half is responsible for 10 percent. And those who are the least responsible for global warming are often the ones most punished by it… So, no, it is not elitist to suggest that a cheaper, healthier, more environmentally sustainable diet is better. But what does strike me as elitist? When someone uses the existence of people without access to healthy food as an excuse not to change, rather than as a motivation to help those people.”9

According to a report by the World Health Organization, currently, 821 million people (roughly 1 in 9) suffer from hunger and limited progress is being made in addressing the multiple forms of malnutrition, ranging from child stunting to adult obesity, putting the health of hundreds of millions of people at risk.18 This is happening at the same time that roughly half the grains grown worldwide are fed to animals raised for meat, eggs, and dairy. Many experts believe that we could largely solve the problem of world hunger (by diverting resources to feed people instead of livestock) and significantly reduce our use of fossil fuels, land, and water by minimizing our consumption of animal-based foods and shifting more towards a plant-based diet.19

EATING FOR OUR PLANET

According to a report published by the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) of the United Nations, “livestock activities have significant impact on virtually all aspects of the environment, including air and climate change, land and soil, water and biodiversity. The impact may be direct, through grazing for example, or indirect, such as the expansion of soybean production for feed replacing forests in South America. Livestock’s impact on the environment is already huge, and it is growing and rapidly changing. Global demand for meat, milk and eggs is fast increasing, driven by rising incomes, growing populations and urbanization.”20 The FAO further emphasized that in addition to looking at diet as a way to promote and optimize health, we need to also consider how a sustainable diet can be part of the solution to our current climate crisis. They define sustainable diets as those diets with low environmental impacts that contribute to food and nutrition security and to healthy life for present and future generations. Sustainable diets are protective and respectful of biodiversity and ecosystems, culturally acceptable, accessible, economically fair and affordable; nutritionally adequate, safe and healthy; while optimizing natural and human resources.

Plant-based diets have consistently been found to offer the greatest environmental protection and meet the UN’s definition of sustainable diets. While it is true that different foods will have varying environmental impacts in terms of land and water use as well as emissions, as a whole, vegan diets have been shown to have the least environmental impact. Even with diets that include animal products, a positive effect can be seen by reducing their intake substantially.21

An expanding global population, estimated to grow to nearly 10 billion by the year 2050, and rising global income (with subsequent greater demand for animal-based food products), will place greater environmental pressure on our food system. Climate scientists assert that “GHG emissions cannot be sufficiently mitigated without dietary changes towards more plant-based diets (and that).… an important first step would be to align national food-based dietary guidelines with the present evidence on healthy eating and the environmental impacts of diets.”22

In fact, over the last several years, this is precisely what has occurred. We have already discussed many of the health advantages of plant-based diets, and increasingly we are seeing dietary recommendations that emphasize sustainability and environmental protection. In its 2016 position statement on vegetarian diets, the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics not only underscored the healthfulness and nutritional adequacy of plant-based diets, but emphasized that such diets are more environmentally sustainable than diets rich in animal products because they use fewer natural resources and are associated with much less environmental damage. In a similar way, Canada’s 2019 highly praised Food Guide urges people to consider a plant-leaning planetary diet that favors plant foods, minimizes animal foods, and designates water as the beverage of choice (downplaying the need for dairy).23 Even the Dietary Guidelines Advisory Committee, which is responsible for providing scientific support in developing the Dietary Guidelines for America, asserts that “consistent evidence indicates that, in general, a dietary pattern that is higher in plant-based foods, such as vegetables, fruits, whole grains, legumes, nuts, and seeds, and lower in animal-based foods is more health promoting and is associated with lesser environmental impact (GHG emissions and energy, land, and water use) than is the current average U.S. diet.”24

Perhaps one of the most compelling reports connecting human health to planetary health is the recent publication of the EAT–Lancet Commission on Healthy Diets from Sustainable Food Systems.25 The commission included experts in various fields from human health, agriculture, political sciences, and environmental sustainability and worked to develop global scientific targets based on the best evidence available for healthy diets and sustainable food production. The members of the commission sought to integrate human health and environmental sustainability into a common global agenda to achieve planetary health diets (healthy diets from sustainable food systems) for nearly 10 billion people by 2050.

Key points from the report include:


	Food is the single strongest lever to optimize human health and environmental sustainability on Earth. However, food is currently threatening both people and planet.

	Without action, the world risks failing to meet the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and the Paris Agreement.

	
Unhealthy diets now pose a greater risk to morbidity and mortality than unsafe sex, alcohol, drug, and tobacco use combined. Global food production threatens climate stability and ecosystem resilience and constitutes the single largest driver of environmental degradation and transgression of planetary boundaries.

	Diets rich in plant-based foods and with fewer animal source foods confer both improved health and environmental benefits. Overall, the literature indicates that such diets are “win-win” in that they are good for both people and planet.

	The commission calls for a “great food transformation” which will require dramatic reductions in food losses and waste, major improvements in food production practices, and substantial shifts toward mostly plant-based dietary patterns.



Perhaps the most vivid intersection of human health, environmental health, and sociopolitical considerations is the COVID-19 pandemic that brought the world to a halt in 2020. It is believed that the novel coronavirus emanated from the wet markets in China, but as reported by Vox News, for years, leading health organizations like the World Health Organization (WHO) and the Centers for Disease Control (CDC) have been “warning that most emerging infectious diseases come from animals and that our industrialized farming practices are ratcheting up the risk. Livestock health is the weakest link in our global health chain.”26 Similar reporting in the New York Times by Jonathan Safran Foer takes it a step further by insisting that protecting against future pandemics will require us to look more closely at our food choices because while the wet markets draw great attention, factory farming may be a more significant breeding ground for pandemics. He offers that, in part, due to the climate crisis, we have been inching our way away from diets that rely heavily on animal foods and that “our hand has been reaching for the doorknob for the last few years. COVID-19 has kicked open the door… With the horror of pandemic pressing from behind, and the new questioning of what is essential, we can now see the door that was always there. As in a dream where our homes have rooms unknown to our waking selves, we can sense there is a better way of eating, a life closer to our values. On the other side is not something new, but something that calls from the past—a world in which farmers were not myths, tortured bodies were not food and the planet was not the bill at the end of the meal… One meal in front of the other, it’s time to cross the threshold. On the other side is home.”27

The climate crisis is real. There is no single cause and no single cure. Yet, it is undeniable that animal agriculture is a significant contributor. It may not be within our individual capacity to assemble a government that acknowledges and prioritizes the environment, influence corporations, or innovate new forms of transportation, energy, and technology. All of those things will be necessary. Innovation and political change require time, persistence, and a strong collective will. Just as for health, shifting the way we eat to care for our planet may seem intellectually reasonable but personally more complex and challenging. There is enough to worry about in the world without adding to the list of what we aren’t doing well enough. Moving towards a plant-based diet is not a trivial step, but we can be a part of the larger global solution in both small and big ways. The fewer animal products we consume, the less will be the demand. We do not have to become vegan overnight. We can start by making simple changes and expanding. Small things done on a large scale can have enormous influence. Who knew a veggie burger could change the world?

Plant-based diets are good for us and they are good for the planet. So far, it is indeed a win-win. One last stop before we get to all of the details you are likely eagerly awaiting.
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