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This talk

• Discuss the evidence supporting plant-based diets 
for individual and planetary health

• Understand international consensus on diet, 
nutrition and health

• Make a pledge to take action!



Definitions

• Vegan

• Vegetarian (lacto-ovo)

• Flexitarian

• Whole food plant-based diet

• Predominately plant-based diet

• (Omnivorous, pescatarian)



Why are we talking about food?
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The health 
problem

• Unhealthy diets are responsible for 
26% of deaths globally

• 31% of premature deaths in Europe

• Creating 35% of all greenhouse gas 
emissions

• In 2022, all forms of malnutrition, 
hunger to obesity, have increased

https://globalnutritionreport.org



Dietary risk Causes of death

High in sodium Cardiovascular disease

Low in whole grains Cancer

Low in fruits Type 2 diabetes

Low in nuts and seeds

Low in vegetables

What are these dietary risk factors?

GBD 2017 Diet Collaborators (2019) Lancet. Published Online April 3, 2019 http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(19)30041-8
https://www.lancetcountdown.org/2023-report/

Leading to 12 million premature 
deaths globally every year

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(19)30041-8


>50% of food bought is ultra-processed

National diet and nutrition survey Nutrients 2018, 10(5), 587



Life expectancy vs healthy life expectancy

• Lifestyle expectancy 82.9 yrs 
for women, 79.2 yrs men

But

• Healthy lifestyle expectancy 
63.4 for males and 64.1 for 
females

GBD 2019 Diseases and Injuries Collaborators. Global burden of 369 diseases and injuries, 1990–2019: a systematic analysis for the Global 
Burden of Disease Study 2019. The Lancet. 17 October 2020. doi:10.1016/S0140-6736(20)30925-9.
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/times-health-commission-government-promote-healthier-lifestyles-obesity-h2k799p6f



Healthy diet patterns

Mediterranean

Dietary Approaches to Stop Hypertension

MIND

Nordic

Traditional Asian/African

Vegetarian/Vegan

Whole food plant-based

*MIND = Mediterranean-DASH Intervention for Neurodegenerative Delay
Defining a Healthy Diet: Evidence for The Role of Contemporary Dietary Patterns in Health and Disease. Nutrients. 2020 Jan 
27;12(2):334. doi: 10.3390/nu12020334.



Foods that promote health



Plant-based diets in clinical guidelines

An American Society For Preventive Cardiology Clinical Practice Statement. Am J Prev Cardiol. 2022 Mar 2;10:100323. doi: 10.1016/j.ajpc.2022
American Cancer Society guideline for diet and physical activity for cancer prevention. CA Cancer J Clin. 2020 Jul;70(4):245-271. doi: 10.3322/caac.21591
Evidence-based European recommendations for the dietary management of diabetes. Diabetologia (2023). https://doi.org/10.1007/s00125-023-05894-8

The ACC/AHA recommendations 
can be met with a Mediterranean, 
DASH, healthy vegetarian, and 
exclusively plant-based diets 

Consume minimally processed plant 
foods, such as whole grains, 
vegetables, whole fruit, legumes, 
nuts, seeds and non-hydrogenated 
non-tropical vegetable oils.

A variety of vegetables—dark 
green, red and orange, fiber-
rich legumes (beans and peas). 
Fruits, especially whole fruits 
with a variety of colors and 
whole grains.

https://doi.org/10.1007/s00125-023-05894-8


Front. Med. | https://doi.org/10.3389/fmed.2020.585744

Addressing the root cause

https://doi.org/10.3389/fmed.2020.585744


What is a healthy and sustainable diet?
>85% plant-based

Per week
Ø1 portion of red meat (98g)
Ø2 portions poultry (200 grams)
Ø3 eggs

ØEstimated to save 11 million 
premature deaths per year

Food in the Anthropocene: the EAT-Lancet Commission on healthy diets from sustainable food systems. Lancet. 2019 Feb 2;393(10170):447-492. doi: 
10.1016/S0140-6736(18)31788-4



Co-benefits of a sustainable diet

https://doi.org/10.1016/S2542-5196(21)00250-3

Largest analysis to date

443,991 participants from the EPIC study

10 countries, median f/u 14 years

Eat-Lancet planetary health diet as reference

Greater adherence resulted in up to 63% reduction in all-cause 
mortality

Up to 39% of cancers could be prevented

Reduce GHG emissions up to 50% and land use up to 62%.



Nutritionally adequate

https://www.bda.uk.com/resource/british-dietetic-association-confirms-well-planned-vegan-
diets-can-support-healthy-living-in-people-of-all-ages.html



The Blue Zones

• Ikaria, Greece
• Loma Linda, California
• Nicoya peninsula, Costa Rica
• Okinawa, Japan
• Sardinia, Italy





Prospective cohort studies on vegan health

≈1/3 are lacto-ovo vegetarian or vegan

• >96,000 SDAs from North America; began in 
2002 – ongoing 

Adventist Health Study-2 (AHS-2) 

• >65,000 participants from the UK; began in 
1993 - ongoing 

EPIC-Oxford 



Prospective cohort studies on vegan health

Tonstad S, et al. Diabetes Care. 2009;32:791–796.
Public Health Nutr. 2012 Oct; 15(10): 1909–1916.
Eur J Clin Nutr. 2014 Feb;68(2):178-83. doi: 10.1038/ejcn.2013.248. Epub 2013 Dec 18
Tonstad S. Nutr Metab Cardiovasc Dis. 2013;23(4):292-9. 

Odds ratio of type 2 diabetes



UK Biobank study

• Regular meat-eaters (n = 247,571)
• Low meat-eaters (n = 205,385)
• Fish-eaters (n = 10,696),
• Vegetarians (n = 8685, including 466 vegans)

472,377 participants followed for 11.4 yrs

Vegetarians 14% ê cancer

Vegetarian women 18% ê breast cancer

Vegetarian men 31% ê prostate cancer

BMC Med 20, 73 (2022). https://doi.org/10.1186/s12916-022-02256-w



The Tzu Chi 
Health Study

• 4625 certified Tzu Chi volunteers and 1377 non–Tzu 
Chi volunteers

6002 participants in Taiwan

1/3 vegetarian/vegan

• ê Body weight
• ê Diabetes
• ê Fatty liver
• ê gallstone
• ê Stroke
• êMedical expenditure

Vegetarians have better health

Vegetarian Epidemiology: Review and Discussion of Findings from Geographically Diverse 
Cohorts, Advances in Nutrition, Volume 10, Issue Supplement_4, November 2019, Pages S284–
S295, https://doi.org/10.1093/advances/nmy109

https://doi.org/10.1093/advances/nmy109


Is bone health a 
concern?

• Only if
• female of low BMI
• insufficient vitamin D, B12, protein 

and calcium
• diet quality is paramount
• weight-bearing and resistance 

exercise
Vegetarian and vegan diets and risks of total and site-specific fractures: results from the prospective EPIC-
Oxford study’. BMC Med 18, 353 (2020). https://doi.org/10.1186/s12916-020-01815-3
Dietary patterns and hip fracture in the Adventist Health Study 2: combined vitamin D and calcium 
supplementation mitigate increased hip fracture risk among vegans', The American Journal of Clinical Nutrition, 
nqab095, https://doi.org/10.1093/ajcn/nqab095
Risk of hip fracture in meat-eaters, pescatarians, and vegetarians: results from the UK Women’s Cohort 
Study. BMC Med 20, 275 (2022). https://doi.org/10.1186/s12916-022-02468-0
Association of plant-based dietary patterns with the risk of osteoporosis in community-dwelling adults over 
60 years: a cross-sectional study. Osteoporos Int. 2023 May;34(5):915-923. doi: 10.1007/s00198-023-06700-2

https://doi.org/10.1186/s12916-020-01815-3
https://doi.org/10.1093/ajcn/nqab095
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12916-022-02468-0


Food prescriptions 
– food as medicine

• ‘produce prescriptions were associated 
with significant improvements in F&V 
intake, food security, and health status 
for adults and children, and clinically 
relevant improvements in glycated 
haemoglobin, blood pressure, and BMI 
for adults with poor cardiometabolic 
health’.

https://www.ahajournals.org/doi/10.1161/CIRCOUTCOMES.122.009520



Diet quality and risk and severity of COVID-19: a prospective cohort study
Gut Published Online First: 06 September 2021. doi: 10.1136/gutjnl-2021-325353

ØHealthy plant-based diet
Ø↓ risk of COVID-19 by 10%
Ø↓ risk of severe COVID-19 by 40%

‘Based on these results, we’ve 
calculated that nearly a third of COVID-
19 cases could have been prevented if 
these differences in diet quality and 
wealth had not existed’.

Plant-based diet and COVID-19



Not just about surviving, but thriving

Br J Nutr. 2023 Oct 23:1-26. doi: 10.1017/S0007114523002258



Nutrient 
intakes
‘As plant-based diets are 
generally better for health and 
the environment, public health 
strategies should facilitate the 
transition to a balanced diet 
with more diverse nutrient-
dense plant foods.’

Dietary Pattern Risk of Inadequacy Favourably High Intake

Vegans EPA, DHA, fibre, PUFA, ALA,

vitamins B12, D, vitamins B1, B6, C, E, 
folate,

calcium, iodine, iron (in 
women), zinc magnesium

Vegetarians fibre, EPA, DHA, PUFA, ALA,

vitamins B12, D, E, vitamin C, folate,

calcium, iodine, iron (in 
women), zinc magnesium

Meat-eaters fibre, PUFA, ALA (in 
men), protein,

vitamins D, E, folate, niacin, vitamin B12,

calcium, magnesium zinc

Nutrient Intake and Status in Adults Consuming Plant-Based Diets Compared to Meat-Eaters: A Systematic Review Nutrients 2022, 14(1), 
29; https://doi.org/10.3390/nu14010029



UK guidance
• The foods most damaging to our health are those 

with the highest emissions, pollution, land and water 
use.

• A diet rich in plant-based foods have a significant 
environmental impact, has benefits for health and 
the environment.

• Some individuals may choose to limit their 
consumption of animal products…… it is possible to 
get the nutrients they need from eating a varied and 
balanced plant-based diet

• Prioritise plant-based and sustainably sourced food

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/climate-change-applying-all-our-health/climate-and-health-applying-all-our-health#further-reading-resources-and-good-
practicehttps://www.gov.uk/government/publications/healthy-eating-applying-all-our-health/healthy-eating-applying-all-our-health#what-a-healthy-balanced-diet-is

https://ukhealthalliance.org/about/our-commitments/prioritise-plant-based-and-sustainably-sourced-food/



Hospitals can lead by example

Ø 60% of patients stick with the plant-based meal
Ø Emissions from food have fallen by 36%

https://dnyuz.com/2023/08/31/how-new-yorks-public-hospitals-cut-carbon-emissions-more-vegetables/



Cost savings

• Improved health
• Less diabetes and CVD
• Environmental benefits
• Lower household costs

• Implementing meat-free 
defaults in public catering could 
save the NHS £74M a year

The global and regional costs of healthy and sustainable dietary patterns: a modelling study, The Lancet Planetary Health,
Volume 5, Issue 11, 2021
https://www.conservativeanimalwelfarefoundation.org/plant-based-diet/the-2-2-billion-windfall-for-the-nhs-new-research-reveals-how-the-uk-could-unlock-savings/
https://www.ohe.org/insight/could-plant-based-diets-transform-health-care-spending/

https://www.conservativeanimalwelfarefoundation.org/plant-based-diet/the-2-2-billion-windfall-for-the-nhs-new-research-reveals-how-the-uk-could-unlock-savings/


https://devonclimateemergency.org.uk/taking-action/exeter-city-council-to-raise-awareness-of-the-
benefits-of-plant-based-food/



What’s happening at universities?
Plant-based Universities

- Student-led campaign at over 70 universities (UK and 
international)

- Urge universities to transition to 100% just and 
sustainable plant-based catering.

- In the 2022-3 academic year, they championed 
successful policy motions at 7 university student unions 
(including UCL) to transition to fully plant-based catering.

- Appeared on BBC News, the Guardian, Good Morning 
Britain.

https://www.plantbaseduniversities.org/join



• The poorest fifth of UK households would need to spend 50% of their disposable income on food to meet the cost 
of the Government-recommended healthy diet. This compared to just 11% for the richest fifth.

• Healthy life expectancy in the most deprived tenth of the population is 19 years less for women and 18 years less 
for men than in the least deprived 10th.

• More healthy foods are over twice as expensive per calorie as less healthy foods

• by 2050, emissions from the food system will be four times higher than the level that is needed if the UK is to meet 
its net zero target.

https://www.foodfoundation.org.uk/publication/broken-plate-2023



Food choices are a 
social justice issue

• Higher prevalence rate of mental 
health issues 
• Increased criminal activity
• Domestic violence
• Physical injuries
• Anti social behaviours

https://doi.org/10.1177/15248380211030243

https://doi.org/10.1177/15248380211030243


Conclusion

• The medical profession can help to move the needle 
by embracing radical change when possible —
especially within our own ranks — and incremental 
change when necessary to promote harm reduction. 
We owe it to the profession, to our patients, and to 
the planet we share’

Are We What We Eat? The Moral Imperative of the Medical Profession to Promote 
Plant-Based Nutrition, The American Journal of Cardiology, Volume 188, 2023, 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.amjcard.2022.10.006weanimalsmedia.org



Conclusions

Large body of evidence to support 
plant-based diets for personal and 
planetary health

National and international 
guidelines are catching up with 
the evidence

Human health and diet patterns 
must be considered in the context 
of global planetary health



Actions you 
can take

• Think about your everyday favourite 
meals and how you can make them 
more plant-based 

• Decide to take a plant-based challenge 
and invite a friend to join you

• Make a point of asking your patients 
about their diet



h t t p s : / / v e g a n u a r y. c o m



Now free on YouTube



8-week online course
For health professionals
5-6 hours of study/week

30 CPD/CME hours 
ACLM maintenance of certification

https://www.winchester.ac.uk/study/further-study-options/cpd/plant-based-nutrition/
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