



































ADOPTING A “MEDITERRANEAN" APPROACH TO HEALTHY EATING

T{ [ERE IS INCREASING INTEREST IN A
MEDITERRANEAN-STYLE DIET AND ITS BENEFICIAL
EFFECTS ON BLOOD CHOLESTER QL LEVELS.
[NDIVIDUALS AIMING TO ADOPT SUCH A DIET PERCEIVE
[T TO BE ONE BASED ON PASTA, OLIVE OIL AND FISH,
AND LOW IN RED MEAT. HOWEVER, THE REALITY
DOES NOT REFLECT THIS. THE "MEDITERRANEAN
DIET™ IS THAT WHICH IS CONSUMED IN THE
MEDITERRANEAN COUNTRIES ; ITALY, SPAIN,
PORTUGAL AND GREECE. THESE COUNTRIES HAVE
LOW RATES OF CARDIOVASCULAR DISEASE, AND A
PROTECTIVE ROLE HAS BEEN ATTRIBUTED TO THEIR
DIETARY PATTERNS. BY EVALUATING AVAILABLE
NATIONAL DIETARY INTAKE DATA FROM THESE
COUNTRIES, WE CAN EVALUATE THE MEDITERRANEAN

DIET IN COMPARISON WITH OUR OWN [RISH DIET.
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From these data (Table 3) we can see that red meat 15°an
important part of the dier of the Mediterrancan
countrics. Beef and veal intakes in Treland and Italy are
very similar and the overall consumption of meat and
meat products does not vary greatly between regions.

[t 15 also tmportant to note that there may be guite a
difference between one Mediterrancan State and the
next. Fish intake in Iraly for example 15 a5 low as here
in Ireland while the countries of the Ibenan peminsula,
Spain and Portugal, have a high fish intake. One big
difference between the Northern European diet and that
of the Southemn countries is the consumption of fruit
and vegetables, with most Mediterranean countrics
having a fruit and vegetable intake at lcast twice that of
Ireland. This 1s one arca where we Irsh could 1mprove
our diet and clearly we can continue to enjoy lean meat
as we shift more towards the diet ot Southem Europe.

TAELE 5. CONSUMPTION, IN GRAMS/DAY, OF A SELECTION
OF MEATS AND OTHER COMMON FOODS FROM
FIVE EUROPEAN NATIONAL FOOD SURVEYS
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Tamb ) s peey
Boel 8 Veal 51 GO M A
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Spreadable Fats s 5 _3_:_- Foo i
Vegetable Ol B 29
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DEFINITIONS OF VEGETARIANISM

THE TERM “VEGETARIANISM™ COVERS A BROAD
SPECTRUM OF DIETS. ALL VEGETARIANS EXCLUDE RED
MEAT FROM THEIR DIETS AND MOST ALSO EXCLUDE
POULTRY AND FISH. THOSE WHO ONLY EXCLUDE
RED MEAT ARE TERMED “SEMI-VEGETARIAN" .

A “LACIO-VEGETARIAN™ DIET INCLUDES MILK AND
MILK PRODUCTS AND AN “OVO-VEGETARIAN" DIET
INCLUDES EGGS. THEREFORE, A “LACTO-OVO-
VEGETARIAN" DIET INCLUDES BOTH MILK AND EGGS.
A STRICT VEGETARIAN OR “VEGAN' DIET EXCLUDES
ALL FOODS OF ANIMAL ORIGIN AND OFTEN EXCLUDES
THE USE OF ANIMAL PRODUCTS ALSO SUCH AS

LEATHER GOODS".
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A BALANCED VEGETARIAN DIET

The nsk of 2 nutnoonally madeqguate diet increases as
the vegetaranism becomes more strict. A lacto-ovo-
vegetarian diet would most probably be adequate in all
nutricnts, whereas a vegan diet would usually need
supplementation with vitamin By, and may be low in
other vitanins.

To achieve a balanced dict, a vegan must choose a wide
vaniety of foods from the food groups permitted. They
should include daily a mixture of cereals and grains,
pulses, fruits and vegetables. Complementation of cereals
and pulses is also 1mportant to achieve a higher protein
biological value. To improve iron absorption from the
vegetables and cereals, 2 vitamin C rich food should be
consumed in conjuncaon with these foods.

NUTRITIONAL ADEQUACY OF VEGETARIAN DIETS

In an omnivorous dict, animal foods normally provide
appreciable amounts of energy, protein, fat, calcium,
iron and viamins A, D and By,

n Energy

Vegan diets in particular can be very bulky. Young
children may have difficulty meeting energy
requirements. Adult vegetarians and vegans in practice
have energy intakes similar to those of meat eaters”,

Protein

Animal products are the major protein providers and,
when removed from the diet, leave vegetarians to rely
on poorer sources to achieve adequate protein intake.
Most staple foods such as bread and potatoes do contain
protein (approximately one tenth of the energy of these
foods comes from protein) and any vegetarian diet
which is based around these staples will conuin adequate
protein. Protein complementation is also important to
improve the biological value of plant proteins -
particularly for vegan children.

Fat

Vegetarians consume an average of 35% of encrgy
from fat. Vegans on average eat < 10% of energy from
saturated far". Vegetarian diets of all kinds normally
contain more polyunsaturated fats than omnivorous
diets.



Calcium

Lacto-vegetarians arc likely to have adequate calcium
1ntakes but those who avoid milk and mlk products
tend to have low calcium intakes. Calcum. however, is
also supplied by drinking water, especially hard water.
Calcium-fortified sova milk and mulk products also
contain substantal portions of this mincral”. Calcium
absorpton may be inhibited by oxalates which are
present 1n plant foods and arc therefore consumed in
large quantities in vegetarian diets. Phytic acid, found in
wheat flour and oats, also interferes with absorption of
several minerals including calcium and iron.

Iron

In omnivorous diets, meat 18 the major iron source and
therefore vegetarians must obrain this mincral from
alternative sources. Iron from plant foods is poorly
absorbed compared with iron from red meat. The
absorption of plant iron can be mcreased by the presence
of vitanun C in the diet. The main sources of iron in
vegetarian diets are leafy vegetables and unrefined
cereals. There is no evidence that vegetartans or vegans
have an increased prevalence of anaemia compared with
the rest of the population. However, natritional
anaemias and inadequate iron stores (serum ferritin)
remain a scrious problem among women. About 1in 3
French women®, 1 in 7 UK women' and 1mn 3
Swedish women'” have iron stores below the acceptable
limit. This 15 largely determined by large losses of iron
during menstruation and consequently women,
vegetanan or otherwise, should ensure that they have
an adequare iron incake.

Vitamins

Generally fruits and vegetables provide pro-vitamin A,
vitarnins C, E and K, whilst cereals, grains and nuts
provide B complex vitamins and vitamin E. Therefore, a
balanced vegetarian diet can provide most of the vicamin
requirements. Vegan diets are often lacking in vitamins
D and B,,. Most margarines are now supplemented with
vitamin D which contributes appreciable amounts to the
overall intake of the vitamin. The main determinant of
vitamun D status, however, 1s the action of sunlight on
the skin and this can compensate for the dictary lack of
the vitarmin.

Vitamin By, 15 the vitamin of most concern and vitamin
By, supplements are strongly recommended for vegans.
In the UK, all meat substitutes are supplemented with
vitamin Bys.
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ARE VEGETARIANS HEALTHIER THAN MEAT EATERS?

Many studics have compared vegetarians with meat
eaters with respeet to their health status, but the results
are often difficult to interpret due to many confounding
factors. Many vegetarian populations also differ from the
general population in areas of lifestyle other than diet.
For example, Seventh Day Adventists follow a
vegetarian diet and studies of this group have shown
them to have lower death rates from cancer and hceart
disease compared to the rest of the population.
However, this group of the population also abstain from
smoking tobacco and from dnnking tea, coffee and
alcohol. Studies of Mormons, who do not smoke or
drink but who do cat meat, have shown similarly low
cancer and heart discase rates. This implies that it 15 not
the vegetarian diet which is providing the protection”.
Vegetarians generally have a higher fibre intake than
meat caters, which s desirable. However, the nutnitional
and health consequences of vegetarian diets are not
necessarily either all good or all bad. The ultimare
balance that vegerarian dicts strike with respect to health
depends on the extent to which they are integrated with
current knowledge of nutritional science in dietary

planning,

CONCLUSION

A properly planned and well-thought-out vegetarian
diet is not hazardous and might offer some healch
benefits. Great care needs to be exercised to ensure that
young children particularly, and women during
pregnancy and lactation, receive diets of adequate
nutrient content. This is particularly important for those
adhering to the more restrictive forms of vegetarian
diets,



DIET AND CANCER

THE STUDY OF THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN DIET
AND CANCER IS EXTREMELY DIFFICULT AND THE
RESULTANT DATA IS QFTEN VERY DIFFICULT TO
INTERPRET. THERE ARE A NUMBER OF REASONS

FOR THIS.

THE TWO MAIN STUDY METHODOLOGIES USED ARE
“CASE-CONTROL” STUDIES AND PROSPECTIVE STUDIES.
EACH HAVING ITS OWN INHERENT ADVANTAGES AND

DISADVANTAGES AS QUTLINED HERE.

Case-control studies identify patients recently diagnosed
with cancer and compare them to people who do not
have cancer.

They may be compared with regard to any aspect of
lifestyle including dict. The problem is that cancers take
a long time to develop, so thar when they are diagnosed,
dictarv habits may differ from thosc prevailing at the
time of cancer initiation. This requires retrospective
analysis of the diet with all its atcendant problems, The
second approach, prospective studies, recruits a large
number of healthy people and examines their diet at
base-line. In these studics, usually carried out over 5 or
more years, the women who develop cancers are
compared to those who do not. Using this approach,
rctrospective dietary analysis is not needed since dictary
information 1s collected at base-line. However, because
the number of new cases of cancer per 1000 of the
population over a 3 year peried is low, this type of study
requires the investigators to recruit very large numbers
at the outset.

To date there have been three large prospective studies
which have looked ar the relationship berween dietary
fat and breast cancer and none have shown a significant
association" "', There has been only onc major
prospective study of dier and cancer of the large bowel”.

The diet survey methodology in this study did not
distinguish between the lean part of mear and the
surrounding fat and therefore could not draw any
conclusion in relation to lean mear and discase.

In considering the entire issue of diet and cancer, a
recent UK Government report™ concluded: “The panel
concluded thar there is currently nsufhicient evidence
on which to base a recommendation for a decrease in
fat intakes to prevent cancer, although an increased
consumprion of any fatry acid should not be
encouraged .
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