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Notice


The information in this book is not intended to be a definitive guide to what you should eat, but as a reference volume that provides a broad understanding of the health and ethical factors to consider, thereby enabling you to make your own informed decisions. The information given is not intended to replace any advice given to you by your GP or other health professional. If you have any concerns about your health, please contact the relevant health professional.

Mention of specific companies and organisations does not imply endorsement by the publisher, nor does mention of specific individuals, companies or organisations imply that they endorse all of the arguments presented in this book. All efforts have been made to assure the accuracy of the information contained herein, as of the date of publication.






 

 

 

 

 

For the farmers around the world who will take us towards a sustainable, real food future.
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Author’s Note

About six months after I started doing the research for this book, I found myself sitting at a table in the tearoom of the Ham Yard Hotel in central London. Some of the tables around mine were laid with crisp white cloths, fine bone china and towers of scones and sandwiches, whereas others were occupied by lone urbanites tapping away on laptops, cappuccinos at the ready, or small gatherings of people huddled in discussion. The afternoon tea takers and those using the tearoom as a workspace were all dressed in some variation of fairly formal urban attire. A few immaculately coiffed ladies sported silk tea dresses with bows at the neck. It was all very English, and likely exactly what people around the world would imagine when asked to picture a modern-day tearoom in a smart hotel in London.

Into this scene strode a tall, broad-shouldered figure with a magnificent handlebar moustache and wearing a giant Stetson and cowboy boots. Heads swivelled and more than a few conversations were paused as this American cowboy made his way to my table.

This was Nebraskan rancher Trent Loos. Trent was in the UK visiting farmers and gathering information that he could share with the American Ambassador in connection with US–UK trade talks. After listening to one of his radio interviews, I had emailed him with some questions, and he had told me that, by coincidence, he would be in London and would be happy to meet.

Trent was accompanied by Englishman Andrew Henderson, who, I would soon discover, is managing director of Nemi Milk and a friend of Trent’s. The three of us spent a couple of hours together, during which both Trent and Andrew enlightened me as to the realities of meat and dairy farming in both the US and the UK and shared their thoughts on everything from the misconceptions about US meat to their hopes for technologies and farming approaches that would both benefit the environment and deliver more nutrient-dense food.

At some point, I asked Trent how he had come to be a spokesperson for farmers and to have a radio show that was broadcast on one hundred stations across twenty-one states in the US. He told me that it all started in 1999 when he got ‘really pissed off’ by what he saw as increasing amounts of misinformation about farming and farmers. ‘People were being misled,’ he said. ‘I wanted to be part of the solution. I thought, this false story that was being put about by animal rights activists is just going to dominate unless I and others tell the real story. We, who have first-hand experience, needed to share what was really going on.’

In May 2000, Trent walked into a local radio station and asked for his own show. Six months later he was producing Loos Tales, a Monday to Friday daily look at the people and places in rural America that truly make it what it is. He has been broadcasting ever since, in addition to speaking all over America and across three continents. His aim always is to send people away wanting to make a difference.

That meeting with Trent and Andrew was the first of many I had while I was researching and writing The Great Plantbased Con, but it was the only one in which I sat in a tearoom with a giant of a man in a Stetson and another man who’d brought a carton of his own milk for me to try. I met people who, like Trent, are concerned about the way the debate about food, health and the environment has been commandeered by plant-based advocates intent on pursuing a single solution to all our human and environmental problems. They shared their expertise, guided me through their work and towards the work of others, and gave generously of their time so that I could put forward the case for reframing that debate. It is not an exaggeration to say that I could not have written this book without them. A list of the individuals I interviewed, as well as others whose published work was invaluable to informing mine, is provided at the back of this book. If you are interested in knowing more about some of the topics that will be discussed over the next few hundred pages, you can go straight to the experts via their published works and the Web, podcast and Twitter addresses provided.

A note on terminology

Before we get started, a number of things need to be clarified, notably the term ‘plant-based’ itself, which seems to mean different things to different people. For some it means eating mostly plants with a bit of fish, meat or dairy thrown in occasionally, or even every day, whereas for others it means eating nothing but plants at all times. For yet another group of people it might mean including some plants in their mostly omnivorous diet. An Australian survey from 2010 confirms that people interpret the terms ‘plant-based’, ‘vegan’ and ‘vegetarian’ in significantly different ways.1 A more recent study investigating the association between dietary patterns and Covid-19 evidenced similar levels of misunderstanding. Respondents who described themselves as eating a plant-based diet subsequently reported eating dairy twelve times a week, meat or seafood five times, and eggs twice. Their consumption of vegetables was only marginally greater than that of people who described themselves as not following a plant-based diet.2

Given this confusion around terminology, and the apparent mismatch between how people describe their diet and how they actually eat, it’s important for me to clarify the terms that I’ll be using in this book. I will use the term ‘plant-based’ to refer to diets containing very few or no animal foods, by which I mean vegetarian diets comprising mostly plants alongside some dairy and eggs but no animal flesh (meat or fish), and vegan diets containing no animal-sourced foods whatsoever. When differentiation between veganism and vegetarianism is helpful or necessary, I will use one or other of these terms rather than the more generic ‘plant-based’. And when I talk about meat, I am referring to all meat (red and white), but I will discuss red meat – and, specifically, beef – more than any other type, since red meat has been the focus of so much research and public debate.

It’s also important to establish that when I use the term ‘plant-based advocate’ I am referring to those people and organisations engaged in the active promotion of the idea that a strict plant-based diet should be rolled out across the globe. I am not referring to individual vegetarians and vegans who have chosen not to eat animal foods for personal reasons, and who quietly get on with the business of eating without imposing their beliefs and choices on other people.

I must also explain my use of the word ‘con’. The Merriam-Webster dictionary defines a con as ‘something, such as a ruse, used deceptively to gain another’s confidence’.3 But that is not the sort of con I have in mind here. There is no confidence trickster at the heart of a carefully honed plan, hell-bent on deceiving us and stealing our money. The con is the gradual conditioning of the public’s thought processes by a constellation of individuals and organisations – who may well believe in the truth of the views they express – such that things which are far from certain are accepted as established fact. It is the cumulative effect of the over-arching, all-pervasive message that the plant-based diet will improve our health and save the planet, and our collective failure to challenge the accuracy of that message.

I should say that I agree with those who say that current meat consumption patterns are unsustainable, and that factory farming must be consigned to history. Where I part company with them is in the nature of solutions proposed. Where they advocate drastic reductions in the levels of meat consumption – and even the elimination of meat from restaurant and household menus – I, and many of those whose work is featured in this book, are proposing something different: a radical change in the way we view meat and animal foods, and a wholesale shift to producing them in the manner currently deployed by the best and most sustainable systems. That may well take us towards a reduced level of consumption by many in the big meat-eating nations – but our journey will be driven not by the belief that meat is intrinsically bad for health and bad for the planet but rather by the belief that meat and other animal foods are essential to human health, and that the problem is not with the foods themselves but the way they are produced.

A call for nuance

Each of us has an emotional connection to the food we eat, and individual decisions about food are always taken within specific emotional, health, social, religious and cultural contexts. These days, arguably more than ever before, decisions are also being taken within a specific political context – one that increasingly demonises animal foods and advocates the plant-based diet as a global imperative. Because food has become a political issue, we must bring more facts and less emotion to the table. We must also bring nuance, as writer Nicolette Hahn Niman has argued:


today’s debate over meat is characterised by polarizing, oversimplified rhetoric, pitting an implacable, defensive agribusiness in one corner against equally intractable vegan activists for abolition of all animal farming on the other. What has really fostered my interest in the debate . . . is not a desire to encourage meat consumption but a longing for some nuance in the discussion.4



Hahn Niman – an environmentalist, lawyer, cattle rancher and long-term vegetarian recently turned omnivore5 – is the personification of the kind of nuance we need in the debate. In her book, Defending Beef, she puts forward a passionate but balanced argument for the inclusion of beef and other animal foods in our diets, alongside a plea for the wholesale reform of industrial animal agriculture. Building on Hahn Niman’s work and that of other farmers, scientists, writers and medical practitioners working in the field, I hope to do the same.

Dismantling the engine of plant-based advocacy

An early reader of this book, whose input was invaluable, described it as being akin to ‘opening the bonnet of a car and dismantling the engine in order to understand how it works’. Like the parts of an engine, the arguments in support of the plant-based cause are connected in ways that are not immediately obvious. And much as those unfamiliar with engines might wonder about the role played by a particular component of an engine, some readers of this book may wonder why I’m delving into a particular, seemingly unconnected, topic. But, as all parts of the engine are critical to its functioning, so all aspects of the arguments in favour of plant-based diets are critical to the overall message we are being conditioned to accept. So, please bear with me while I dismantle the engine. It will be a long and messy process, but hopefully it will also be a rewarding one, and by the time we’ve been through it, you’ll be able to put the engine back together yourself.




Introduction

How an Emergency Became a War

On 16 January 2020, the BBC news featured a long segment on climate change. Science editor and presenter David Shukman first showed us a rotating globe lit with bright yellow patches, ‘the blaze of lights evidence of the many impacts we’re having on the globe’. These impacts included whole forests in Madagascar being cut down to create farmland, huge mines in Germany gouging out coal for power stations, and cities sprawling into natural habitats. And this was ‘all on a scale so large it’s even changing the climate, and the world now faces crucial decisions,’ he said. Then came David Attenborough, imploring us to recognise that ‘the moment of crisis has come’. ‘As I speak, Southeast Australia is on fire. Why? Because the temperatures on the earth are increasing. That is a major national – international – catastrophe. To say that it’s nothing to do with the climate is palpably nonsense.’1

Sir David was not completely despondent, however. He was encouraged by the huge change in public opinion that he had witnessed in the previous year. ‘People can see the problem, young people in particular can see the problem, and that must force governments to change.’

Sir David was correct in his observation that ‘people can see the problem’ and are demanding change. (Whether he was right about the Australian fires being entirely the result of climate change is a question that was much debated in the months afterwards.) During the two years leading up to the BBC programme, Greta Thunberg and Extinction Rebellion (XR) had helped to force the issue of climate change centre stage, generating a surge in public awareness and a desire for change. More and more people became convinced that they needed to take personal action to avert the climate crisis. Grappling for solutions, many settled on one that seemed to be a no-brainer, which was to change their diet. In this manner a crisis engendered a war: the war on meat and other animal foods.

A key aspect of both Thunberg’s and XR’s message was, and continues to be, the demonisation of meat and dairy. In her 2018 TED talk, Thunberg asked ‘why are we all still eating meat and dairy?’2 During the London protests, XR staged a dramatic blockade of Smithfield’s market and called for the UK to transition to veganism. Others have echoed the Thunberg–XR call to reduce or eliminate meat consumption. In November 2019 we saw the mayors of fourteen cities around the world, including London’s Sadiq Khan, commit their citizens to the near-vegan Planetary Health Diet.3 Prue Leith, the esteemed British cook and doyenne of The Great British Bake Off, called for all UK schools to serve vegetarian meals twice a week in order to improve students’ health and to save the planet.4 Students at three UK universities banned beef from campus bars and shops.5 Property development firm Igloo Regeneration sought to reduce meat consumption among their staff by banning meat from expense claims.6

The call to reduce or even eliminate red meat consumption continued unabated in 2020 and 2021, with the publication of two reports, one by the UK Health Alliance on Climate Change, and another by UK FIRES.7 The UK FIRES report recommended that beef and lamb be phased out of our diet by 2050 in order for the UK to reach its goal of delivering net-zero emissions. A week after the report’s publication, it was reported that the UK government was considering imposing taxes on meat and cheese as part of the drive to achieve its net-zero carbon pledge.8 A few months later, UK cabinet minister Kwasi Kwarteng urged people to go vegan to save the planet.9 And during the period in and around the Cop26 meeting in Glasgow, the idea of a meat tax was revived and much discussed.

Large sections of the media jumped on board the bandwagon, taking every opportunity to paint a negative picture of animal agriculture and animal foods. It was regularly asserted that animal farming was the biggest factor in climate change. In her piece titled, ‘The Green Pages’, Lucy Siegle, The Times Magazine environment editor, wrote ‘Do give up meat’, explaining that ‘going straight for the plants puts you on the eco fast-track’.10 Another journalist asserted (incorrectly) that a single hamburger generated the same greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions as a flight from New York to Los Angeles. (I’ll provide evidence that this and other claims noted here are erroneous in Chapter 7.) A woman’s magazine claimed (again, incorrectly) that livestock farming was responsible for a quarter of all emissions.11 An article in The Economist concluded with the ludicrously inaccurate assertion that ‘die-hard leaf eaters can claim to have knocked 85% off their carbon footprint’.12 (The claim was either a misinterpretation of the data or a simple misprint; either way, it left readers believing that they could virtually eliminate their carbon footprint by becoming vegan.)

A BBC documentary, titled Meat: A Threat to Our Planet, which encouraged viewers to think about whether to eat any meat at all, was followed, in the space of one week during January 2020, by four programmes with a pro-vegan slant. One of them, Apocalypse Cow, claimed (erroneously) that livestock farming was responsible for more GHG emissions than the entire transportation sector.* Restaurant critic Giles Coren, having adopted a vegan-till-6pm diet, stated: ‘Greenhouse gas emissions from animal farming now comprise 51 per cent of the total global output [emissions] . . . dwarfing the problem caused by cars, planes, power plants and Harry and Meghan put together.’13 However, his number – 51 per cent – was more than three times the actual global percentage and more than ten times the relevant percentages for the UK and US. At a climate-change protest in the UK in February 2020, young protesters carried banners emblazoned with the same entirely false 51 per cent statistic. And in early 2021, Didier Toubia, co-founder of Aleph Farms, cited the same statistic while promoting his company’s lab-based meat product (without any apparent challenge or correction from the journalist who interviewed him).14

From the other side of the Atlantic there came a muchpublicised documentary titled The Game Changers, which purported to demonstrate that athletes could perform at a high level while eating a plant-based diet, and even insisted that men on vegan diets would enjoy longer and more frequent erections. Also in America, vegan activist director James Cameron (one of the executive producers of The Game Changers) and his wife Suzy persuaded Oprah Winfrey to urge Americans to join her in eating less meat.15 (Oprah reportedly said that the idea of starting with one vegan meal per day was ‘graspable’.) Jonathan Safran Foer penned an opinion piece for the New York Times titled ‘The end of meat is here’.16 In the run up to the US election in November 2020, Kamala Harris said that she would support a change in the US dietary guidelines to reduce the consumption of meat.17 In early 2021, Epicurious magazine announced that it would no longer feature recipes containing red meat, and one of New York’s finest restaurants announced that it would no longer serve any meat or fish.18

People around the world heard the call to reduce or eliminate meat consumption. ‘Many consumers perceive that plant-based foods are a healthier option and this notion is the key driver behind the reduction in meat consumption in recent years,’ said research company Mintel’s global food and drink analyst. The proportion of UK meat eaters who reported having reduced or limited the amount of meat they consume rose from 28 per cent in 2017 to 39 per cent in 2019. In 2021, it was reported that sales of meat had fallen in many parts of the world (down 12 per cent on the previous year in the US, and 4 per cent in Argentina, and predicted to fall by 1 per cent in Europe).19 (The World Health Organization nevertheless predicted a small rise in global meat consumption in 2021, driven largely by growth in low- and middle-income countries.)20

The proportion of those declaring themselves to be fully vegan, both in the UK and worldwide, remains tiny but is increasing. (According to the Vegan Society, in the UK, the number of declared vegans quadrupled between 2014 and 2019, from 0.25 per cent to 1.16 per cent of the population, and veganism is more popular in the UK than in any other country.) Worldwide sign-ups for Veganuary (where people eat vegan for the month of January) have been steadily climbing, rising from 59,500 in 2017 to 250,000 in 2020 and 582,000 in 2021. According to the Vegan Society, around ten times as many people try Veganuary as sign up for the official programme, meaning that some five million people may have tried Veganuary in 2021.21

Of those who tried UK Veganuary in January 2020, 87 per cent were female. Men might not have signed up for the official programme in the same numbers as women but that didn’t mean they weren’t giving vegetarian and vegan diets a try. The young, whatever their gender, were particularly persuaded of the benefits of eating a plant-based diet. It was reported that 5 per cent of people aged between sixteen and twenty were vegan, versus 1.6 per cent of the general population.22 It seemed to me that every other person under the age of thirty that I spoke to in 2020 had either given up animal foods or was contemplating doing so.

Some saw patterns in the vegan trend. Glen Burrows, a former vegetarian and the founder of The Ethical Butcher, observed that the highest take-up of veganism was among the white, urban middle classes. ‘These are people who have the luxury of buying foods from all over the world and to remain totally disconnected from how they are produced.’23 Farmer Joe Stanley remarked that disconnection from the land and the systems of production also allowed urban plant-based advocates to call themselves conservationists, while never having to do any of the actual conservation work in which farmers are engaged every day.24

The pro-vegan message is everywhere, although it now benefits from being wrapped up in the eminently softer and more widely acceptable term ‘plant-based’. In an interview about the vegan stuffing balls that her family ate at Christmas, Mary McCartney (daughter of Paul and Linda) said, ‘plant-based sounds more beautiful and natural’.25 Clearly, many agree with her. The term ‘plant-based’ has become, in the words of one commentator, ‘the marketing balm that soothes every conscience’, prompting corporations to promote ultra-processed foods such as ‘plant-based nuggets’ as being good for health, and allowing consumers to feel good about eating them.26

Farmers are reeling in the face of this challenge to their way of life and the denigration of their contribution to society.27 UK dairy farmer Abi Reader reported feeling ‘nervous for the safety of the farm’ after George Monbiot’s Apocalypse Cow made her the centre of attention from vegan activists.28 Farmer James Rebanks wrote that ‘farmers are taking a bashing. You can’t go on social media, turn on the TV or radio, or read a newspaper without someone telling you earnestly that farming is more or less the devil’s work.’29 In the US, Europe and Australia, too, farmers report feeling as though they are under siege. Some 84 per cent of UK farmers under forty now believe that mental health is the biggest problem facing the industry.30

A group called Farmers Against Misinformation tweeted that ‘farmers everywhere are just shaking their heads’, retweeting a comment made by a frustrated livestock farmer: ‘As a livestock farmer . . . I imagine an “environmentalist” surveying the landscape. There is rampant urbanisation, thousands of houses being built everywhere, there’s a busy airport and high-speed rail link under construction. Container ships are docked in ports full of goods made in China, with power derived from burning coal, some of which is hauled from Australia. Fleets of lorries carry the containers on ever more congested roads to huge distribution depots, where swarms of vans are leaving to make deliveries. The environmentalist’s attention is drawn to a distant hillside, where sheep are grazing. They make an announcement, “I’ve seen the solution – the sheep have GOT to go!”’31

‘Farmers are shocked that the media has turned on them in this way,’ said Roland Bonney, a farmer and co-founder of FAI Farms.32 Patrick Holden, CEO of the Sustainable Food Trust, insisted that there needed to be a ‘differentiation between livestock systems and meats that are part of the problem, and those that are part of the solution’.33 Holden went on to say that sustainable agriculture represented one of the most ‘significant opportunities to mitigate irreversible climate change, primarily through the regeneration of our soils’.34

There is no shortage of people arguing for a more balanced and fact-based debate. In the wake of the airing of Monbiot’s Apocalypse Cow, two academics – Professor Myles Allen of the Oxford Martin School, a lead author on the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) Special Report on 1.5 degrees, and Dr John Lynch, from Oxford University’s Department of Physics – sought to counter misconceptions about the impact of methane from livestock.* In their podcast discussion with FAI Farms, it was revealed that current methods of accounting for emissions can exaggerate the methane emissions of individual livestock farms by 70 per cent and whole farm emissions by 50 per cent.35 Allen and Lynch warned that the focus on methane from livestock could divert attention away from the main culprit in the climatechange problem: fossil fuels. The authors of a study published in Nature share that worry, asserting that ‘public policies need to place far more importance on directly cutting back the use of fossil fuels or removing their emissions through CCS (Carbon Capture and Storage)’.36

Award-winning investigative food writer Joanna Blythman stepped up to emphasise the importance of livestock farming to both human and environmental health.37 Alice Stanton, Professor in Cardiovascular Pharmacology at the Royal College of Surgeons in Ireland, and director of human health at Devenish Nutrition, told me that the public have been let down by a failure to properly discuss the alternatives to eradicating meat: ‘It’s like saying, cars are bad for the environment, so let’s get rid of them. But we’re not saying that with regard to cars. We’re saying let’s move to electric cars. Let’s change the process. We should be saying the same about animal agriculture.’38

Farmers and environmentalists, such as Nicolette Hahn Niman and Matthew Evans, have written books that make a convincing case for sustainable meat production. Twitter was, and remains, awash with links to research provided by nutritionists, medical practitioners, scientists and farmers, all attempting to stem the tide of false information in the media and to generate awareness of the positive impact that livestock farming can have on both health and the environment. Scientists Dr Frank Mitloehner (professor and air-quality specialist at UC Davis) and Professor Frédéric Leroy (professor of food science and biotechnology at Vrije University, Brussels) have consistently been at the forefront of the social media debate, fighting the onslaught of misinformation with fact-based refutations.

One basic fact is this: 85 per cent of global emissions (and more than 95 per cent of US and UK emissions) are generated by sources other than animal agriculture. (I’ll discuss these numbers in detail in Chapter 7.) So why are we vilifying farmers and the meat and dairy products they produce? Is it because meat and dairy represent easy targets? Or could it be because the idea of changing the way we eat seems somehow doable – or to use Oprah’s word, graspable – whereas taking on the fossil fuel-producing giants, and our dependence on their product for our way of life, seems impossible? Could it be down to the simple fact that people feel guilty about the damage they are doing to the planet, and giving up meat makes them feel a little less guilty? This would seem to be the case for the actor Joaquin Phoenix, who used his 2020 Oscars speech to urge the world to go vegan. Later, having suspended himself from a London bridge alongside a banner that urged Londoners to ‘Go vegan’ he said, ‘We all struggle with what the right thing to do is and we make mistakes. The [film] industry does consume a lot of power and a lot of resources so the way to mitigate that for me is to maintain a vegan lifestyle.’39 Many people have expressed a similar sentiment to me: giving up meat makes them feel that they are doing something positive in the context of a situation over which they feel they have little influence or control. Bafflingly, during one Twitter exchange about how the leaders at Cop26 ought to lead by example, one individual insisted that leaders ought to go vegan, even if the evidence did not support it, just to show that they were doing something.

If the disparaging of animal agriculture within the environmental debate makes little sense, the campaign to convince people that a plant-based diet is best for health makes even less. For while plant-based advocates and their sympathisers in the media extoll the virtues of diets devoid of fish, meat, milk, butter, eggs or cheese, evidence of the importance of animal foods to human health is there for anyone who chooses to seek it out. Nutritionists regularly note the many vitamins, minerals and essential amino acids provided by meat that are often missing from plant-based diets, and they also point to the fact that the nutrients in plants are, in any case, less bioavailable than those in animal products. Others have demonstrated that a meat-inclusive, low-carbohydrate diet can be successful in reversing type-2 diabetes, and people with autoimmune diseases and depression have transformed their health by eating nothing but meat. (I’ll cover the evidence for these health benefits in chapters 2, 5 and 6.)

The science is compelling; so are the stories. Standing in stark contrast to the positive messages about veganism propagated by Veganuary, the Vegan Society, PETA (People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals) and the vegan community on social media, there are the health horror stories recounted by former vegans. And yet, despite the evidence that animal foods are good for health and have a much smaller impact on climate change than many other sectors of the global economy, the antimeat message continues to ring loud and clear. Why is that?

Dr Mitloehner believes that much of the responsibility lies with a 2006 report by the Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO) of the United Nations. This report, ‘Livestock’s long shadow: Environmental issues and options’, made the claim that livestock is responsible for 18 per cent of global GHGs, making it a greater emitter than the global transportation sector.40 The report generated a flood of headlines like this one in the UK’s Independent: ‘Rearing cattle produces more greenhouse gases than driving cars’. Although the FAO eventually reduced their 18 per cent number, revising it down to 14.5 per cent, based on a successful challenge by Dr Mitloehner, he believes that ‘the consequences of that particular report continue to play a significant role in the climate quagmire that global agriculture finds itself in today’.41 The idea that livestock generates more emissions than transportation seems to be entrenched in popular consciousness.

The other problem, says Mitloehner, is that emissions from animal agriculture are highly variable around the world, but the global number is the one that is most often cited.

‘The problem is that there are people out there with an anti-agriculture agenda, and they like to use the global numbers – because they are so high – to make people stop eating animal-sourced foods.’ Those who have a beef with livestock ‘may have worked on the animal-welfare front or the foodsafety front. But those subjects didn’t resonate widely enough with the public to get people to stop eating animal-sourced food. However, they found that the climate angle really resonates well,’ says Mitloehner.42

The climate angle, in combination with the insistent voices of all those who stand to gain from a plant-based revolution, means that the plant-based message has been amplified to a decibel level far higher than that which you would expect based on the small numbers of declared vegans around the world. The radical voices are so loud that, listening to them you would think that we were a few short years away from eradicating livestock from the face of the earth and enforcing a plant-based diet for all.

Among the radical voices is that of Pat Brown, founder and CEO of Impossible Foods, who has made it his mission to eliminate all animal agriculture.43 Top UK scientist Sir Ian Boyd, a ‘facultative vegan’, has also warned us that farming is in its last decades.44 George Monbiot is convinced that factoryproduced protein will replace that from farming whether we like it or not.45 Vegan entrepreneur Jonathan Petrides said, ‘I strongly believe that rearing animals for food and dairy products will become obsolete in the coming decades.’46 Tony Seba, co-founder of think tank RethinkX echoes this view, predicting that the meat and dairy industries will completely collapse, destroyed by the combined power of plant-based advocates and the corporations rushing to profit from supplying them with meat alternatives.47 Christiana Figueres, former head of the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change, has gone on record to claim that meat eaters should one day be treated like smokers: ‘if they want to eat meat, they can do it outside the restaurant’.48

It’s easy to see the appeal of the radical anti-meat message, particularly for those invested in a thriving economy, because the corollary of ‘eat less meat’ is ‘eat more of something else’, namely plant-based and lab-grown foods. There is no implied economic contraction or sacrifice. Other solutions to the environmental crisis – build less, buy less, drive less, fly less – are obviously less attractive, since they necessarily imply economic contraction. No wonder, then, that corporations and politicians seem to favour a switch to a plant-based diet over other, potentially more impactful, solutions.

Add immense amounts of power and money to the intent and certainty of the radical voices and the economic appeal of the anti-meat message, and what do you end up with? Ordinary citizens being conditioned to think that the universal adoption of a plant-based diet is the only option if we’re to save ourselves and the planet. As I stressed in the note at the beginning of this book, this is not to say that plant-based advocates are acting together in a fully coordinated and directed effort, but rather to propose that the alignment of their beliefs and interests leads to actions that have the effect of a coordinated effort. No matter that the data do not support their cause, as Ivor Cummins, a researcher specialising in the root causes of modern chronic disease, commented: ‘Plant based advocates are massively motivated . . . it’s like a religion. And they’ve been successful over the past 30 years, setting up corporations and huge non-profits and now we’re seeing it really come home with the billionaires backing it. The narrative sounds beautiful to the vast majority of bureaucrats in these large international organisations. They don’t look at the data. The data get in the way of the narrative, which has already been accepted and is believed in. Data is awkward.’49

What’s an ordinary citizen to do if they don’t like this picture? If they’ve harboured suspicions that we might all be victims of a conditioning effect that puts money in the pockets of the pea-protein suppliers and creates an out clause for fossilfuel producers, or if they fear that removing animal foods from the diet might have negative, unintended consequences for their own health and the health of the planet?

Some, too busy to dig beneath the surface of the headlines and false claims, will climb aboard the plant-based bandwagon with varying degrees of reluctance or enthusiasm. Others will continue to eat animal foods while feeling guilty about it. Parents will face enormous quandaries: what should they feed their children, and how should they respond to their children’s anxiety about climate change and the eating of animal foods?

There is an alternative. That alternative is to engage with the ‘awkward’ data. You might not have time to challenge the headlines yourself, or to dissect the studies behind the headlines, but you can seek out the work of the scientists, doctors and nutritionists who have spent the time. This book is the culmination of my two years spent doing just that. What I have found has disturbed and shocked me, but I feel better equipped to go into battle in this war on meat and stand up to those who are waging it.

My aim is to equip you, too. This book will give you everything you need to know to help you to counter the plantbased dogma that’s ringing in your ears, and to make more informed decisions about the food you choose to eat. It tells a story in four parts:

1. Is a plant-based diet better for your health?

2. Will a plant-based diet save the planet?

3. Who is advocating for the plant-based diet, and why?

4. How should we eat?

As we explore these questions, it will be necessary to discuss not just meat and plants but also sugar, fat, protein, lectins, processed foods, cholesterol, vegetable oils, diabetes, cancer, heart disease, soil health and more. Why? Because it isn’t possible to understand why we need animal foods in our diet, and why the plant-based diet is no answer to our own or the planet’s health, without discussing these things. It isn’t possible, for example, to understand why removing animal foods from the diet and replacing them with grains, beans and pulses is ill-advised unless we understand how excess consumption of these replacement foods can do harm to health and the environment. We can’t have a conversation about the health benefits of eating meat, without addressing the long-standing controversy about the links between saturated fat, cholesterol and heart disease. We can’t fully understand why cooking with animal fats is optimal, unless we understand why vegetable oils are bad for us. We can’t know why removing animals from the land will be a disaster unless we understand their role in replenishing our denuded soils.

It will also be necessary to discuss the vast array of corporations and organisations that have a monetary interest in persuading us to eat a plant-based diet replete with processed food. We’ll look at Big Food, Big Pharma and organisations whose business it is to advise us about our diets. We’ll delve into the workings of the Seventh-day Adventist Church, an organisation little known in the UK that has exerted a worrying amount of global influence over dietary science and advice for more than a hundred years.

The fact that we must discuss these things is part of the problem, of course, as environmentalist and former vegan Lierre Keith has written:


Vegetarians can sum up their program in neat soundbites – Meat Is Murder – and self-evident solutions, like those compelling sixteen pounds of grain. I could come up with my own slogans – Monocrops are Murder? The Million Microbe March? – but they aren’t understandable to the general public. I have to start from the beginning, from the first proteins self-organising into life, moving to photosynthesis, plants, animals, bacteria, soil, and finally agriculture. I call this chat ‘Microbes, Manure, and Monocrops,’ and I need a good thirty minutes for the backstory, which is essentially a basic education in the nature of life. And yes, this is information – material, emotional, and spiritual – we should all have been given by the time we were four . . . But it’s not just the amount of information that makes the discussion hard. Often, the listener doesn’t want to hear it, and the resistance can be extreme.50



Unable to fall back on soundbites, we have no choice but to embark on a magical mystery tour of everything from sugar and heart disease to the Seventh-day Adventists and soil. Our tour will also take us around the world, drawing on research and examples from the UK, the United States and elsewhere. You will read about ranches in North Dakota and Virginia, as well as farms in Devon and Lincolnshire.

Before we set off, however, let me be clear about something. This book is not anti-plants. I love fruit and vegetables and subscribe to the view expressed by human nutrition scientist Stephan van Vliet, which is that plant and animal foods work synergistically to generate maximum nutritional benefits for human health. ‘Ironically,’ says van Vliet, ‘you could argue that the reason we are even able to engage in this ethical debate about whether we should be eating animals is precisely because our brains have the sophisticated capabilities that came from eating both plants and animal foods for millions of years.’51

Neither is this book anti-vegetarian or anti-vegan. If an individual chooses to follow a plant-based diet because eating animal products conflicts with their religious beliefs or their values, or because they simply do not like meat, that is their prerogative. Comedian and popular philosopher Russell Brand asserted this prerogative in early 2021 when he explained that he was vegan because he ‘couldn’t get his head around eating animals’, but that he had always tried to stay clear of the political and evangelical aspect of veganism. Essentially, he wants to eat a vegan diet for personal reasons but isn’t trying to convince anyone else to do so.

‘People can eat however they want,’ said Ivor Cummins, ‘but the trouble is that some very powerful interests are driving an ideology that will hurt people, and that makes it my business.’52 That individual dietary choices are being exploited in the name of an ideology that is then being propagated based on vast amounts of misinformation is something that should concern us all. The extent of the misinformation certainly concerns many working in the health and nutrition space. Nutritionist Tim Rees said that he was worried ‘about people who are suckered into veganism because they think it’s healthier – which it’s not, it’s a disaster – or because they think it’s better for the environment, which it’s not’.53 Health and fitness professional, author and filmmaker Vinnie Tortorich confessed to being concerned to the point of being angry: ‘I’m mad at the people who are lying to the people who are turning to veganism, the doctors who use so-called studies and misrepresent the results to make them fit what people want to hear.’54

If this book is neither anti-plant nor anti-vegan, what is it? It’s a plea for us to take a hard and honest look at the plant-based diet in the context of the facts about human and environmental health. It’s also a call for an end to mudslinging between omnivores and plant-based advocates. Less mud, more facts. Like farmer and author Matthew Evans, I have no interest in converting vegans to omnivory. But I support his plea for a ‘more honest, intellectually rigorous debate about what we eat, how it is produced, and what is affected in the process’.55

Another point on which I must be clear: industrial, factory farming is abhorrent, and the wholesale clearing of the Amazon’s forests for the raising and feeding of livestock must be halted. We need to be eating animal-sourced foods that have been sustainably and humanely reared. As individuals wanting to make a difference, we could do worse than to follow Joanna Blythman’s advice: ‘if you want to eat meat, poultry, eggs and dairy foods, buy less of them but maintain your spend by trading up to buy higher welfare, more extensively farmed, free-range, grass-fed products’.56 Those who place environmental concerns and animal welfare at the heart of their purchasing choices will find, as Matthew Evans has, that they have more in common with those who abstain from eating meat than many who consume it.57

We must reframe the debate. The problem is not with meat in the diet per se but what farming system the meat comes from. Or, to put it more simply, it’s about the how, not the cow. And this is a critical moment. If we continue to allow the debate to be dominated by those with a vested interest in eradicating animal foods from our diets and from the planet, we will, one day, reach the point of no return. In the process, we will have sacrificed our own health and the health of future generations and squandered the power of regenerative agriculture to heal our planet. Armed with knowledge, we stand a chance of halting the plant-based juggernaut before it’s too late.



 

________

* This is untrue both at a global level and for the US. In the US, for example, livestock is responsible for around 3.9 per cent of emissions, whereas transport generates 29 per cent: www.epa.gov/ghgemissions/inventory-us-greenhous-gas-emissions-and-sinks.

* CO2, often referred to simply as carbon, is one of three main greenhouse gases, the other two being methane (CH4) and nitrous oxide (N2O). The overall carbon impact of all these gases combined is calculated in terms of CO2 equivalents, or CO2e. Some of these gases are produced and consumed by natural processes. While burning coal and other fossil fuels releases new carbon into the air, the carbon that is produced by rotting plants and animals returns to the soil and is part of a natural carbon cycle.




Part One

Is the Plant-based Diet Better for Your Health?

‘For the last 50-plus years, we’ve been told that meat, eggs and animal fats are bad for us and that we’ll live longer and enjoy superior health if we minimize or avoid them. The idea has been so drilled into our heads that few people even question it any more. In fact, if you asked the average person on the street whether a vegetarian or vegan diet is healthier than an omnivorous diet, they’d probably say yes.’

CHRIS KRESSER, M.S., L.Ac, author and co-director of the California Center for Functional Medicine

‘The drive to promote plant-based diets and to demonise animal-based diets continues. The nutritional facts continue to support the opposite.’

DR ZOË HARCOMBE, PhD, researcher and author in the field of diet and health

‘As for the idea that a healthy diet must be mostly plants, that it must include fruits, vegetables, whole grains, pulses and legumes, we have no meaningful clinical trial evidence to support this idea.’

GARY TAUBES, science journalist and author, The Case for Keto




1

Why Do We Think Meat is Bad for Us?

One evening in 2019 my husband and I met friends Will and Julie for supper. Will announced that he had followed Julie’s lead and decided to stop eating meat. ‘I find that I don’t even want it any more,’ he said. ‘And, let’s face it, plant-based is so much better for you.’ My expression must have told Will that I didn’t necessarily agree with him. ‘What? You don’t think so?’ he said. My husband shot me a look from across the table. The look said: Don’t get into this now. It’s not the time. And he was right, so I shrugged in a non-committal way and started perusing the menu. The conversation moved on. I never mentioned to Will that my study was piled high with research materials, all of which had persuaded me that a plant-based diet was definitely not ‘so much better for you’.

Will’s casual assertion that a plant-based diet is better for health than a diet that includes animal foods is far from unusual. Personal health is the second most frequently cited reason for people trying Veganuary.1 Writing about an interview with Bill Bryson, the author of The Body, the journalist said, ‘you might expect that the healthily informed Bryson would turn vegan’, thus making the automatic link between being informed about health and veganism.2 In some academic papers, scientists have based their complex models and arguments on weak – and therefore far from definitive – epidemiological evidence from other papers that purport to show that eating meat is harmful.3 (I’ll come on to why epidemiology can be weak and misleading later in the chapter.) Interviewed for a BBC Future article, psychologist Hank Rothgerber said, ‘There’s more and more evidence, more and more arguments, and more and more books about how eating meat is bad . . . but still, our behaviour hasn’t changed significantly.’4 Translation: meat is definitely bad for us and our failure to reflect that in our behaviour is a problem.

How did we get here? How did so many people come to believe that meat is bad for us and plant-based diets are best for health? Dietitian Jillian Ceasrine, a former vegetarian turned omnivore, has said that the fault lies with mainstream nutrition advice and its bias against saturated fat. ‘It was a natural choice for me to study dietetics in school. I learned a lot in school, but one of the key takeaway messages I gathered through my formal education was to limit red meat consumption. The logic being that the high consumption of red meat is bad for health because it contains a high amount of saturated fat. Consumption of too much saturated fat increases your LDL cholesterol, which in theory increases your chance of heart disease.’5

Where, then, did these theories about meat, saturated fat and cholesterol come from and how did they come to dominate thinking about what constitutes a healthy diet? To answer this question, we need to go back to the 1950s and understand the work of the now infamous biologist and pathologist, Ancel Keys.

Ancel Keys and the diet–heart hypothesis

Ancel Benjamin Keys hypothesised that saturated fat caused heart disease. His hypothesis became known as the diet–heart hypothesis (sometimes called the cholesterol hypothesis, or the diet–heart–cholesterol hypothesis). The fascinating story of how this hypothesis came to dominate thinking about diet and heart disease, and became embedded in the dietary advice given to Americans and populations all around the world, has been recounted at length by two science journalists and authors, Gary Taubes (Good Calories, Bad Calories) and Nina Teicholz (The Big Fat Surprise).

Keys, who began thinking about fat and heart disease in the 1930s, initially became persuaded that cholesterol was ‘one of the main culprits in the development of coronary disease’.6 Years later, in 1953, Keys hypothesised that it was the consumption of fat that caused cholesterol to rise. His ‘Six Country Study’ (of Japan, Italy, England and Wales, Australia, Canada and the US) showed a strong correlation between fat intake and death rates from heart disease. Later, in 1957, researchers Jacob Yerushalmy and Herman Hilleboe addressed the limitations of this study, primary among them that it had studied just six countries. Yerushalmy and Hilleboe mapped the data from twenty-two countries and produced a graph showing a much less convincing correlation between fat and heart disease.7 They noted, for example, that ‘in the narrow band between 30 per cent and 40 per cent dietary fat [calories from fat as a percentage of total calories], there appears the entire gamut of heart disease mortality, ranging from less than 300 per 100,000 for Austria, West Germany, Sweden, Norway, Denmark, and the Netherlands, to 600 or more for Australia, Canada, and Finland and as much as 739 for the United States’. They maintained that ‘the selection of the original six countries, for whatever reason, greatly exaggerated the importance of the association’.8 Moreover, there were problems with definitions of food consumption and groupings of ‘cause of death’ data, and, when other dietary factors were examined, they were found to have an equally strong correlation with deaths from heart disease.

Yerushalmy and Hilleboe concluded that ‘the apparent association in itself cannot serve as supporting evidence for the theory that dietary fat plays a role in heart disease mortality’. They noted, however, that by the time of writing the causal link between fat intake and death from heart disease had already ‘assumed the stature of a proved fact’.9 Keys’ original caution regarding the conclusions that might be drawn on the basis of his study was subsumed by interpretations that ‘gave the association greater stature and definitiveness’.10

In 1958, Keys and his fellow researchers embarked on the ‘Seven Countries Study’, a more extensive analysis that tracked results at intervals over many years. However, as with the Six Countries Study, this study omitted results from countries that might have disproven the original hypothesis. Several practical reasons for certain countries being omitted were given, including the unwillingness of some countries to participate.11 The fact remains, however, that the associations between dietary fat and deaths from heart disease that appeared convincing for the seven countries chosen would have been much less convincing had other countries also been studied.

A few years ago, Dr Malcolm Kendrick compared Keys’ original seven country analysis (based on Italy, Greece, the former Yugoslavia, the Netherlands, Finland, the USA and Japan) with his own analysis (based on data from Finland, Israel, the Netherlands, Germany, Switzerland, France and Sweden), noting that his own list would have ‘demonstrated the exact opposite result’ to that from the Keys study.12

Dr Zoë Harcombe took Dr Kendrick’s analysis a step further in 2010 and looked at the relationship between cholesterol and heart disease. (Cholesterol being the middleman in the diet–heart hypothesis, supposedly being linked to saturated fat intake.) Analysing up-to-date WHO data for 192 countries, Dr Harcombe found an inverse relationship between cholesterol levels and deaths from cardiovascular disease (CVD), and an inverse relationship between cholesterol levels and deaths from any cause.13 Dr Harcombe updated her analysis in 2020, plotting non-communicable diseases (the data on CVD was no longer available) and allcause mortality against average country cholesterol levels for 181 countries. All associations were, as before, inverse; the higher the cholesterol levels, the lower the death rates.14

Of course, regardless of which countries were selected by Keys and his fellow researchers, both the Six and Seven Countries Studies were epidemiological (observational) in nature, and could therefore only show association, not causation. It’s worth taking a brief detour to consider these terms – epidemiology, association, causation – because they’re going to crop up again and again in this book.

The imperfect science of epidemiology

Often referred to as ‘observational science’, epidemiology is based on the formulation of hypotheses that are then tested by the tracking of specified data, or outcomes, over a period of years. In nutrition science, these outcomes are most often reported in terms of risk factors for the occurrence of a certain disease: eating X gives you a 15 per cent increased risk of contracting Y. Epidemiological studies consistently suffer from three flaws:

Firstly, they can show association but not causation. A study might show that two factors increase – the consumption of a particular food and the incidence of a particular disease outcome – but that doesn’t mean that the first factor is a cause of the second. The two factors are merely associated within the same study, and the ‘cause’ of the disease outcome might well be any one of a number of different factors not being measured. It has been shown, for example, that the number of people who drowned by falling into a pool between 1999 and 2009 correlated almost perfectly with the number of films in which Nicolas Cage appeared. This does not mean that Nicolas Cage films cause people to drown in pools.15 A website called Spurious Correlations (tylervigen.com) provides dozens of examples of this sort of spurious correlation, even allowing people to invent their own. I mapped the number of people who die falling down the stairs with per capita cheese consumption and found an almost perfect – yet entirely spurious – correlation.

Relative and absolute risk A second flaw with epidemiological studies is that their results tend to be reported in terms of relative as opposed to absolute risk because the relative risk always sounds more newsworthy: for example, it has been claimed (by the WHO) that each 50g portion of processed meat eaten daily increases the risk of colorectal cancer by 18 per cent. But this is a relative risk number. If you look at the incident rate for bowel cancer in the UK, for example, it is around 47 people per 100,000. An increased relative risk of 18 per cent takes this up to 55 people per 100,000. But your absolute risk is still low, because 55 in 100,000 represents a risk of much less than 1 per cent. And that’s if the association being claimed can be said to translate directly into causation, which it cannot since epidemiology cannot, on its own, prove causation.

Confounding variables Then we have the problem of confounding variables, as with the ‘healthy person confounder’. For example, if a study finds that vegetarians live longer than meat eaters, this might have nothing to do with the fact that vegetarians don’t eat meat and everything to do with the fact that they practise other health-enhancing behaviours such as exercising, watching their alcohol intake and not smoking. (This is the case with one frequently cited study comparing Seventh-day Adventist vegetarians with Americans eating a standard diet.)

Similarly, if a study finds that eating red meat is associated with higher rates of cancer, how can we be sure that it’s the red meat that’s at fault, and not the bun, fries and cola consumed alongside it, or the lifestyles of the people who eat more meat in an environment when people generally think that they should eat less? Sorting out cause and effect amidst so many imperfectly controlled variables becomes virtually impossible, as has been acknowledged by several prominent epidemiologists, including John Bailar and John Ioannidis. In his paper titled ‘Why most published research findings are false’, Ioannidis wrote that, ‘for many current scientific fields, claimed research findings may simply be accurate measures of the prevailing bias’ and that ‘false findings may be the majority or even the vast majority of published research claims’.16

How Keys’ epidemiological research became gospel

Epidemiology’s greatest success was the discovery that cigarettes caused lung cancer. In that case the difference between smoking and non-smoking populations was so large (ten to thirty-fold) that causation could reasonably be inferred, and any other weaknesses in the observational approach discounted. Keys could claim no such undeniable causation, however. Compounding the essential weakness of the correlation was the fact that, like most epidemiology applied to nutrition, the research relied upon retrospective food frequency questionnaires (FFQs) that required participants to recall exactly what they ate over an extended period.

Despite what Dr Kendrick calls the ‘crippling flaws’ of his study,17 Keys continued to assert its main take-home point: that saturated fat intake leads to high cholesterol and high cholesterol leads to heart disease. And most people, writes Gary Taubes, believed that he had proved it beyond doubt.18

There have always been scientists who disagreed with Keys’ hypothesis. They included Peter Ahrens, whose experiments linked carbohydrate intake and resulting high triglyceride levels to heart disease, and John Yudkin, a British doctor who posited the hypothesis that sugar was the real culprit in heart disease.19 Yudkin’s work was ignored by the majority of the medical profession. George Mann, whose work showing that saturated fat intake was not related to heart disease, was similarly sidelined. Mann later described the diet–heart hypothesis as ‘the greatest scam in the history of medicine’ and accused the ‘heart mafia’ of supporting the dogma and hoarding research funds, meaning that for a generation ‘research on heart disease has been more political than scientific’.20

As time went on, Keys’ hypothesis was belied by the emerging facts about many small communities around the world. Studies of the Navajo Indians, Irish immigrants to Boston, African nomads, Swiss Alpine farmers, Benedictine and Trappist monks, the Maasai of Kenya and the Italian Americans of Roseto, to name but a few, all suggested that dietary fat was unrelated to heart disease.21 In addition, several studies carried out in the 1950s and 1960s provided compelling evidence that the diet–heart hypothesis was wrong about the links between saturated fat, cholesterol and heart disease. One study directed by Keys himself – the Minnesota Coronary Experiment (1968–73) – showed not only that the diet–heart hypothesis was wrong but also that polyunsaturated fats (vegetable oils) were the bigger risk to health. The data was so inconvenient that it was buried, and it was not until 2016 that the original data was discovered and re-analysed. One of the lead authors on the 2016 paper was Daisy Zamora, who said, ‘had this research been published forty years ago, it might have changed the trajectory of diet–heart research and recommendations’.22 Commenting on the data, Professor Tim Noakes said that had it been revealed at the time of the study’s conclusion ‘the 1977 [dietary] guidelines might never have come into being and the subsequent obesity and diabetes epidemics might have been avoided’.23

Another early study that disproved the diet–heart hypothesis was the Sydney Diet Heart Study (1966–73). As with the Minnesota Coronary Experiment, the data was not fully revealed until Dr Christopher Ramsden and his colleagues (including Dr Zamora) recovered it and re-analysed it. Ramsden and his colleagues found that ‘substituting dietary linoleic acid [found in polyunsaturated vegetable oils] in place of saturated fats increased risk of death from all causes, coronary heart disease and cardiovascular disease’ (italics mine).24

With important data from studies like these having been buried, and data from various populations around the world ignored or explained away, the diet–heart hypothesis established a firm stranglehold over scientific and medical opinion. Keys reportedly used his forceful personality and connections to persuade the American Heart Association (AHA) to accept the findings of his flawed studies and join him in vilifying butter, eggs and anything other than small quantities of lean meats. The AHA became, said Nina Teicholz, an ‘ocean liner, steaming the diet–heart hypothesis forward’.25 The National Institute of Health (NIH) in the US soon jumped on board that ocean liner. Saturated fats became the enemy, and so-called heart-healthy polyunsaturated fats were the new darlings of the nutritional world.

The healthy-eating guidelines are born

In 1977, all debate about saturated fat was quashed and the fat issue seemingly settled when the McGovern Committee issued the first Dietary Goals of the United States.26 Vinnie Tortorich’s film, Fat: A Documentary, tells the story of how these guidelines were pushed through despite the grave reservations of many scientists who said that there was insufficient evidence to support them. Philip Handler, then president of the National Academy of Sciences, questioned the right of the federal government to conduct such a ‘vast nutritional experiment’ with the American people as subjects ‘on the strength of so little evidence’.27

Handler’s warnings were ignored, and a vast nutritional experiment began. The Dietary Goals report recommended that Americans eat fewer calories, less fat, less saturated fat, more polyunsaturated fat, less cholesterol, less sugar, less salt, more fibre and more starchy foods.28 The combination of the ‘eat less fat’ and ‘eat more starch’ recommendations were picked up by food manufacturers, who began to churn out highly processed, low-fat, carbohydrate-rich foods that were like rocket fuel for the ensuing diabetes and obesity epidemics. Fat was deemed guilty as charged, and the theory that saturated fat literally clogged the arteries became ubiquitous, as did crude images of those clogged-up arteries. This theory made its way into formal dietetics programmes around the world, influencing thinking about diet and health for the next fifty years and becoming what Teicholz has called the ‘acorn that grew into the giant oak tree of our mistrust of fat today’.29

Despite the fact that there was no evidence to support dietary fat limits, they were incorporated into the dietary guidelines that were rolled out in the US, the UK and other countries, becoming the basis of simple eating guides, or plates.30 In the UK the plate is called the Eatwell Guide; in the US they have the My Plate Guide, which is itself a version of the old US Food Pyramid. Recently, another form of plate – the Planetary Health Diet – has come to us via the EAT-Lancet Commission. All these eating guides advocate diets loaded with bread, rice, potatoes and pasta (all carbohydrates) but light on meat, fish and dairy. They also advise the consumption of vegetable oils rather than saturated fats.

If you wonder why dietary guidelines like these matter, consider this: the USDA guidelines directly influence one in four Americans via school lunches, food-support programmes, prison cafeterias and the military. They exert wider influence via the national curriculum for dietitians and other professionals, as well as the guidelines rolled out in other countries, including the UK, where a similar cascade of influence is replicated.31 Evidence from both the US and the UK indicates that actual food consumption mirrors the guidelines closely, and has done since they were introduced in 1977, which also marks the moment that obesity and diabetes rates began to skyrocket.

In the UK, GPs use the Eatwell Guide template to provide dietary guidance to their obese and diabetic patients. Enlightened GPs who have seen the evidence for lowcarbohydrate, high-fat (LCHF) diets as effective tools for treating these conditions cannot openly challenge the official Eatwell guidelines, which are supported by NHS England and its National Diabetes Prevention Programme, for fear of falling foul of the General Medical Council.

The mounting evidence against the diet–heart hypothesis

Over many years the pro-carbohydrate, anti-fat message became firmly embedded in the guidelines, despite findings that countered the diet–heart hypothesis continuing to roll in. The 1980s saw results from the Helsinki Businessmen study, the Framingham study, the MRFIT trial, the CPPT trial and studies in Honolulu, Puerto Rico and Chicago, all of which punctured holes in the diet–heart hypothesis. (Gary Taubes provides a good, layperson friendly summary of all these trials in Good Calories, Bad Calories.)32 Some trials showed that the risks of cardiovascular disease and mortality were greater among those with low serum cholesterol levels (that is, low levels of cholesterol in the blood), particularly for women and for men aged over fifty.

Faced with this flood of troublesome findings, diet–heart enthusiasts used all manner of means of dismissing them. Sometimes they simply buried the data, as was the case with the Minnesota and Sydney studies
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