
Is eating less meat or following a 
vegetarian diet better for us? 
As a new campaign calls on us all to eat less meat 
and better quality meat, we examine whether doing 
so - or following a vegetarian diet - is beneficial for 
health. 
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Cutting down on the amount of meat we eat would be better 
for our health as well as kinder to the planet, according to a 
new campaign. 
Eating Better is an alliance of 25 organisations including the 
British Dietetic Association, Compassion in World Farming, 
Friends of the Earth, Oxfam, the RSPB, the Vegetarian 
Society and WWF-UK. 
The alliance has outlined a vision of a world in which countries 
and people who consume a lot of meat “have reduced their 
consumption in line with health recommendations and 
greenhouse gas reduction targets”. 
It calls for all of us to eat less and better quality red, white and 
processed meat and a greater variety of plant-based foods. 
The launch comes after MPs on the International 
Development Committee said Britons should eat less meat to 
protect supplies and stop prices from rising. 
Eating Better has pledged to lobby government for policy 
changes and says there is a “growing expert consensus that a 



shift to more plant-based diets …can help cut heart disease 
and some cancers”. 
So are Eating Better’s claims justified from a health 
perspective and is cutting down on meat or even turning 
vegetarian something all health-conscious people should 
consider? 
What is better meat? 
The alliance defines better meat as that which is “naturally-
fed, has a known provenance and is produced to high animal 
welfare, environmental and quality standards”. 
When consumers seek out meat produced in such a way, it is 
sure to boost more expensive locally-sourced meat in 
butchers and independent stores and could be bad news for 
supermarkets. 
Butchers have already benefited from shoppers avoiding 
cheaper pre-packaged mass market options following the 
horsemeat scandal. 
Certified organic meat producers can also expect to benefit 
from Eating Better’s message. 
However, Tom Sanders, professor of nutrition and dietetics at 
King’s College London, said: “There is no nutritional benefit 
from organic food – people feel nice about it but nutritionally 
it’s no different. 
“The main worry we have is obesity – people eating and 
drinking too much rather than just the quality.” 
However, he agreed that provenance was important as long 
as it can be audited and praised UK animal welfare standards. 
What are the health benefits of eating meat? 
The Department of Health advises that eating some meat, or 
else other sources of protein, forms part of a healthy balanced 
diet. 
In addition to protein, meat is also a good source of vitamins 
and minerals such as iron, selenium, zinc, B vitamins and is 
one of the main sources of vitamin B12. 
Anaemia, which can lead to tiredness, lethargy and shortness 
of breath due to a lack of haemoglobin in the blood, is most 
commonly caused by a lack of iron. 
Selenium is important for our immune system and 
reproduction, while zinc helps us make new cells, process 
carbohydrate, fat and protein and heal wounds. 



B vitamins have many important functions and B12 is involved 
in making red blood cells and a shortage can lead to anaemia. 
Nick Allen, director of Eblex, the organisation for the English 
beef and sheep industry, accused Eating Better of using 
discredited studies to promote an “overly simplistic message”. 
He said lean red meat “plays a valuable role in a healthy, 
balanced diet” and said this is recognised in the Department 
of Health’s guidance. 
Professor Sanders said: “Red meat is very nutritious. Anaemia 
is common and up to 20 percent of women get it.” 
Eating Better is also calling for people to eat less white meat 
but Professor Sanders said: “Nutritionally, chicken meat is 
really just protein and it’s quite healthy.” 
What are the risks from eating meat? 
Research by Oxford University in 2010 concluded that 45,000 
early deaths a year in the UK could be prevented if everyone 
ate meat no more than three times a week. 
It would prevent 31,000 deaths from heart disease, 9,000 from 
cancer and 5,000 from strokes, found the report, which was 
commissioned by Friends of the Earth. 
The average British adult’s intake of 70g of red and processed 
meat per day is actually considered healthy. 
But dietary surveys indicate that four in ten men and one in 
ten women eat more than 90g per day. 
People who eat more than 90g (cooked weight) of red and 
processed meat a day – equivalent to around three thin cut 
slices of roast beef, lamb or pork – should cut down to 70g, 
according to Department of Health advice. 
Dr Carrie Ruxton, of the Meat Advisory Panel, said that claims 
that red meat causes cancer and cardiovascular disease are 
often based on animal studies or research in the US “where 
livestock are intensively reared and meat intakes are much 
higher”. But Professor Sanders said many livestock are grass-
fed in parts of the US and pointed to the results of the Epic 
(European Prospective Investigation into Cancer and 
Nutrition) study across ten countries. 
It found people who eat two 80g portions of red or processed 
meat per day have a one third higher risk of bowel cancer – 
the third most common kind of cancer in England with around 
38,000 new cases each year. 



Over more than 12 years of follow up, high processed meat 
eater’s had a 72 percent higher risk of dying from heart 
disease and a 11 per cent higher risk of dying from any 
cancer. 
Experts increasingly agree on the need to restrict intake of 
processed meat – products such as sausages, bacon, ham 
and salami which have been preserved by smoking, curing, 
salting or adding preservatives. 
“Processed meats should be an occasional treat and not for 
every day,” said Professor Sanders. 
“Lean meat is better than fatty meat. Sausages are leftover 
bits so there is a hell of a lot of fat. Ham is actually very lean, 
although it’s a bit salty.” 
He said concerns about poultry rested on potential outbreaks 
of campylobacter and salmonella – if food is not properly 
cooked or through cross-contamination – and said free range 
birds were as much of a risk as factory farmed poultry. 
Should ‘les rosbifs’ go vegetarian? 
The health case for eating less meat is contested on all sides. 
Perhaps of more importance is the weight we attach to 
sustainability and animal welfare. 
White meat is packed with protein and safe so long as 
prepared properly, but there is a real need for many of us to 
monitor more closely our intakes of red and processed meat. 
So, is reducing or eliminating meat from our diet 
advisable? 
Professor Sanders said people should not expect to eat meat 
every day and should only eat red meat once or twice a week 
but does not advocate vegetarianism as preferable. 
“Although the French call us ‘les rosbifs’ we are not really big 
red meat eaters,” he said. 
“Vegetarianism is a bit too far for most people and vegan 
diets are more extreme and lead to more problems. 
“Vegans do fare quite well in terms of cardiovascular disease 
risk as do vegetarians with a more balanced diet. But they 
have a greater risk of anaemia. 
“For most people it’s better to have some meat in the diet. But 
there is an advantage to eating less processed meat and 
probably less meat altogether.” 
He recommends replacing meat with wholegrains, cereals, 



nuts, beans, dark green veg, carrots, fruit and fish. 
	  


