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Welcome to 30 Days of Vegan!

The idea for this book came from two of my friends who wanted to go vegan for Veganuary. They found an almost overwhelming amount of information to help them online, but much of it was misleading or confusing, while many of the recipes they came across were over-complicated. I realised from speaking to my two friends how useful it would be to have a recipe book that could guide people who wanted to try veganism or go vegan for good through the first 30 days, with easy-to-understand and scientifically accurate information. I am a dietitian by trade – I completed a masters in nutrition with a dissertation looking at the effect of vegan diets on the heart and now I work for the NHS and also have my own private practice – so I thought this was something I could put together for them. This book is not saying ‘go vegan!’ but instead, ‘If you’re going to go vegan, here’s everything you need to make it easy for you, including solid nutrition advice to make sure you do it in the best way.’

Starting any new diet can be daunting, but there is one thing that they all have in common: if it isn’t practical and you can’t make it fit into your lifestyle, it is doomed to failure from the start. You also need to be able to afford the ingredients required for your particular diet, and be able to find the right foods easily and conveniently, preferably in your local shops. You also need to have the skills to prepare these foods, or know where to buy them ready-prepared when you don’t have the time or inclination to cook from scratch.

Hopefully using some of the ideas from this book, as well as the weekly shopping lists and store cupboard essentials lists will make going vegan simple – and enjoyable!

WHY PEOPLE GO VEGAN

First, though, let’s look at why people choose to follow a vegan diet. It is an increasingly popular way to eat, but for many different reasons.

1Animal welfare

Lots of people are worried about the welfare of animals in the meat and dairy industries, and are more and more knowledgeable, interested and concerned about all aspects of their care, from breeding through to husbandry, transportation and their ultimate slaughter. This is likely due to the increased media presence of charities like PETA and the Vegan Society, which both work to highlight the plight of animals and to encourage people to eat a plant-based diet.

2Environment

The environmental impact of a vegan diet, when compared to that of an omnivorous or vegetarian diet, has been the source of much ongoing debate, research and media attention. At the moment it appears that switching to a vegan diet may be beneficial to the environment in three important areas: carbon footprint, water usage and land usage. But it is worth pointing out that choosing a vegan diet does not automatically make it more environmentally friendly – you also need to consider how your food is grown and processed. For example, some people who eat vegan foods opt for highly processed meat and dairy alternatives such as soya yoghurts and tofu, which have a high environmental impact due to a high carbon footprint during production. Another example is where a high demand for a certain food has resulted in altered land use. For example, our insatiable global appetite for avocados has resulted in mass deforestation and environmental impact.

So in an attempt to make this book as environmentally friendly as possible (although it does have the odd avocado!), I have tried to opt for less-processed foods and attempted to reduce food waste as much as possible, suggesting how to use up any leftovers. I was told recently that in the UK alone, if you stacked up the amount of bread we waste slice for slice, per annum – 24 million slices to be exact – it would be 27 times taller than Mount Everest. That really is staggering, so anything we can do to reduce this and other food waste must be a positive environmental move.

3Health benefits

Many people go vegan because of the perceived health benefits of a plant-based diet. Despite what the media might say, no diet can cure cancer, reverse the ageing process or wind back the clock on the damage that a poor diet, drinking alcohol and smoking can cause. However, it has been found that vegans do have a lower risk of cardiovascular disease, type 2 diabetes, obesity and some cancers. This is because a vegan diet is often higher in beneficial nutrients (e.g. fibre, magnesium, folic acid, vitamins C and E) and lower in many nutrients implicated in the development of chronic diseases (e.g. calories, saturated fat and cholesterol). For more information on the facts and myths around how veganism can affect your health, see here. Whatever your motivations for going vegan, there are two pros that are both universal and universally appealing . . .

It’s cheap

If you compare one omnivorous and one vegan diet of healthy, home-cooked food, the vegan diet is often cheaper. This is because meat and fish can be expensive, especially if you choose to shop for locally sourced, free-range or organic meats, wild fish (rather than farmed) or leaner cuts of meat. It is fair to say that an omnivorous diet of fast foods and refined carbohydrates may be cheaper than buying everything from the shopping lists in this book, but the nutritional content (particularly vitamins and minerals) is in no way comparable.

The most expensive part of a vegan diet is often the collection of herbs and spices you need to add to dishes to make them exciting and different, but you can build up your store cupboard slowly, buying these flavourings as and when you need them. In this book I’ve included lots of fresh herbs as well as dried, as these add essential colour and taste. If you want to cut down on the cost of a dish, you can switch to dried herbs – the nutritional content won’t be affected, but the taste won’t be quite the same. Shopping for seasonal fruits and vegetables can make a vegan diet more economical, as well as buying ingredients in bulk, then cooking in large batches to divide up and freeze in portions.

It’s easy

Preparing dishes for a home-cooked vegan diet should take no longer than those for an omnivorous diet. This book is designed with busy people in mind; the weekday breakfasts should take no longer than five minutes each to prepare – perfect for people rushing out the door for work – and the lunches and dinners often tie together so that one ingredient can be used in both to save time and money. Cooking in bulk can really help here, too. So if there is a recipe that you particularly like, make more of it and freeze it! If you are going to cook this way, invest in a few small freezerproof containers so that you can freeze each portion separately, otherwise when you come to defrost your food you might not use it all, and you should not re-freeze previously frozen food once thawed, for food safety reasons.

THE PRACTICALITIES OF GOING VEGAN

Once you’ve thought about why you want to go vegan and have got excited about the pros of this diet, you might want to think about the things you might find tricky, and how you can best work around them. As I said, any diet needs to be practical in order to work, so thinking about the potential challenges isn’t something negative, it’s sensible.

Eating out

Often this is the greatest challenge for people when they first become vegan. All of us want to eat out every now and again – whether with friends or just because we’re on the go. It used to be the case that to eat in cafes or restaurants you would need to go specifically to a vegan outlet to find foods that you would be able to have, but, thankfully, it is becoming increasingly easy to find vegan food now that plant-based eating has become so popular. Now many food items on menus will be marked if they are ‘vegan-friendly’ and it is even possible to find ready-made sandwiches, salads and snacks at many major high-street food vendors. The Vegan Society has great up-to-date information about where you can look for food when you’re ‘on the go’ (see here).

Missing animal products

Whether you miss eating animal products or not will depend on you. One way to combat this is to think about what you can ADD to your diet, rather than what you are taking AWAY. If you think of your pre-vegan food choices and cut out all the animal products, you might be left with just some steamed broccoli and rice. Hardly an exciting meal! So instead think about all the new things you can try to eat more of, such as nuts, seeds, beans, legumes, herbs and spices.

It is easy to buy vegan alternatives of products such as yoghurts, sausages, burgers and cheeses – they are often more processed, but processed food doesn’t necessarily mean bad! Sure, you might want to steer clear of lots of added salt and sugar, but do include some of these foods as they are often a great way of adding extra protein to the diet, as they are mainly soya and/or nut based. If you’re going vegan for environmental reasons, you may of course opt for fewer of these foods, as the processing may have an adverse environmental impact.

Side-effects

Some people find that going vegan makes them feel bloated and increases flatulence, or you may find you poo more – this is because your diet might be higher in fibre now. Your body is likely to adjust quickly, though, particularly if you previously ate quite a lot of fruits, vegetables and whole grains.

… AND A FEW OTHER IMPORTANT CONSIDERATIONS

If you are serious about cutting out all animal products from your diet, you may find that food shopping initially takes longer when you make the switch to a vegan diet. Lots of foods have ‘hidden’ animal products in them, so you need to check food labels. For example, gummy sweets often contain gelatin, wineries sometimes use animal products during processing, and many breads contain dairy products such as milk, butter or ghee. Once you get used to label reading, you’ll find shopping quicker and easier. Here are a few other things you may be asking yourself:

Is it possible to combine veganism with other diets?

Other diets, such as low FODMAP (see here), Paleo, gluten-free or nut allergies, are not catered for in this book. If you don’t need to place extra restrictions on your food choices, you shouldn’t! If you do need to do so for medical reasons (because you have a diagnosed allergy or are coeliac, for example), seek advice from a dietitian before making extra dietary changes.

Is it safe for children to be vegan?

It is perfectly safe, but it’s more challenging to get their diet right! Children are more vulnerable to deficiencies than adults, partly because their fat, protein and vitamin/mineral stores in their bodies are lower, and partly because they need energy to grow rather than just maintain their bodies, unlike adults. This book is not written for children in mind; if you want your child to be vegan, you should speak to a doctor or dietitian who can give you specific, tailored nutritional advice, as a nutritionally inadequate diet can be dangerous for anyone, but particularly so for a growing and developing child.

Where can I find out more information about going vegan?

The Vegan Society has really useful information about different food outlets and supermarkets you can try to source food products, and PETA produces lots of information about Veganuary – so see their websites for more information. However, when it comes to scientific information about the health effects of going vegan, it is always worth speaking to your doctor, dietitian or an Association for Nutrition registered nutritionist, as a lot of the information in the media or on the internet varies between confusing, misleading, and, in some cases, just wrong!


Veganism as a cure: facts vs myths

I’ve already mentioned that there are health benefits associated with veganism, but that there are also plenty of myths, and as a dietitian, I feel compelled to set the record straight here. So, what does the science really say?

What people say: Vegan diets are good for your heart

Myth or fact: Fact

Risk of cardiovascular disease (heart disease), heart attacks and strokes in vegans is lower than in the rest of the population. This may be because vegans generally have a lower Body Mass Index (BMI), a measure of body weight for height, which is a risk factor for cardiovascular disease when it is high. They generally also have lower blood pressure (this may be because they have a lower BMI) and lower LDL (bad) cholesterol. Vegans, compared with omnivores, consume more fruit and vegetables, which are rich in fibre, folic acid, antioxidants and phytochemicals, all of which are associated with lower cholesterol. Whole grains, soya and nuts all have a protective effect on the heart, and are eaten in greater amounts by vegans than omnivores. Some studies have found vegans are also less likely to smoke tobacco or drink alcohol heavily – habits which also damage your heart health. There are many ways to improve your heart health beyond diet, such as changing your exercise, sleep or stress habits. But changing to a vegan diet may also be of help.

What people say: Following a vegan diet can reduce your risk of cancer

Myth or fact: It’s complicated

No diet can cure cancer (despite what the media might say!) and if you are diagnosed with cancer you should seek a medical opinion from a dietitian or doctor before making any changes to your diet. However, choosing a vegan diet may reduce your risk of developing some cancers, such as prostate and bowel cancer. This may be because vegans eat significantly more legumes (a certain family of plant that includes peas, beans, chickpeas and lentils), fruits and vegetables, tomatoes, allium vegetables (such as onions and leeks), fibre and vitamin C than omnivores – and all these foods and nutrients have been found to be protective against these cancers. Red meat and processed meat in particular are linked to an increase risk of colorectal cancer, as well as oesophageal, liver and lung cancers, so by reducing your intake of these foods you can potentially lower your risk. High intake of isoflavone-containing soya products (e.g. soya milk, yoghurt and tofu) in childhood and adolescence has been shown to reduce breast cancer risk in women and prostate cancer risk in men and women in later life. We are still early on in understanding how cancer and diet are linked, and more studies need to be conducted before we can be conclusive about the effect that veganism has on developing the disease and disease progression. If you want to reduce your risk of cancer, following a vegan diet might help, but you could also try a healthy omnivorous diet that is high in fruits, vegetables and soya products and low in red and processed meats.

What people say: Vegan diets help control diabetes

Myth or fact: It’s complicated

This is a relatively new area of science, actually – and one that is causing much debate! There are two types of diabetes – 1 and 2. Type 1 refers to the reduced ability of the pancreas to make insulin, while type 2 refers to the reduced ability of the body to respond to the insulin. Insulin is required for all the cells of your body to take up sugar to use for energy, so a lack of insulin means that the sugar level in your blood rises because it cannot get to the cells that need it. Type 1 requires regular injections of insulin and a diet cannot affect the synthesis of insulin, so ‘going vegan’ will not help. However, there is some evidence that a vegan diet can help with blood sugar control in type 2 diabetes. There are certain nutrients we know to help with type 2 diabetes control – including whole grains, cereals and legumes – so if you follow a vegan diet high in these foods you may improve your glycaemic control. We also know that alcohol, exercise and body fat (among other things!) affect your blood sugar control in type 2 diabetes, so these are definitely areas of your lifestyle you should take control of if you are diagnosed with this type of diabetes.

Always seek professional advice from your doctor or dietitian when making dietary changes if you are diagnosed with diabetes.

What people say: Vegan diets are bad for bone health

Myth or fact: Myth

The vegan diet excludes dairy, which is a great source of calcium. Calcium is a really important nutrient for the body as it is essential for bone health. Bone density builds up during childhood and peaks around puberty, before declining. This rate of decline is faster for women than for men, so making sure you have lots of calcium when you are younger is crucial for building up maximum bone density. Women and children particularly need to focus on getting sufficient calcium in their diet, as well as people who are breastfeeding, women past the menopause, people with coeliac disease, osteoporosis and inflammatory bowel disease.

While a poorly balanced vegan diet is bad for your bones, so too is an unbalanced omnivorous diet. Vegans generally have a lower intake of calcium per day compared to omnivores, which could affect how easily bones fracture, but there are ways to ensure you get enough calcium on a vegan diet (see ‘Calcium-rich foods’ here). When you ‘go vegan’, make sure you have lots of these calcium-rich foods and your bones won’t suffer.

What people say: Going vegan helps you lose weight

Myth or fact: It’s complicated

People lose weight when the number of calories taken in are fewer than calories out. Calories are a measure of energy, and they are contained within carbohydrates, proteins and fats
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