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Teacher’s Page

Media and the Vegan Diet

This lesson asks pupils to study articles from two papers which revealed comments by Professor Lindsay Allen about vegan diets.  
In February 2005, Lindsay Allen of the US Agricultural Research Service was reported to have said that to deny growing children animal products during the critical first few years of life was “unethical” as it could cause permanent damage.  
“If you're talking about feeding young children and pregnant women and lactating women I would go as far as to say it is unethical to withhold these foods during that period of life,” newspapers reported. 
Her statements were splashed across newspapers in the UK and brought forth a barrage of criticism from other nutritionists, vegetarian and vegan parents and the Vegan Society. 

Pupils should read the articles carefully and then, either in an all-class discussion or in small groups, discuss the issues raised.  Questions are provided for guidance.  
When they feel they have covered the topics sufficiently, they should read the subsequent letters pages from the same two newspapers and then discuss the next set of questions.  
Finally, they should read the email sent by Professor Allan and discuss the last set of questions.  
A follow-up written component can be set which answers this question: 
How important is the media’s role in society in providing information and affecting opinion?
Media and the Vegan Diet

In February 2005, Lindsay Allen of the US Agricultural Research Service was reported to have said that to deny growing children animal products during the critical first few years of life was “unethical” as it could cause permanent damage.  Take a look at two of the articles that appeared when Prof. Allen made her comments. 

One article is from The Scotsman: Vegetarian diet 'bad for children' (MVD1A) http://news.scotsman.com/childrensdiet/Vegetarian-diet-bad-for-children.2605082.jp
The second is from The Guardian: Raising children as vegans 'unethical', says professor (MVD1B)
http://society.guardian.co.uk/health/story/0%2C7890%2C1419387%2C00.html
Read the articles carefully and then, either in an all-class discussion or small groups, discuss the issues raised.  Try and answer the questions below. 

1. How did you feel about veganism having read the two articles about Professor Allen’s research?

2. Have you altered your views about whether veganism is healthy?

3. Did you consider who funded the research and what vested interests there may be?

4. What vested interests would the US Agricultural Research Service have? 
5. Do you feel that the articles gave a balanced view, representing the “for” and “against” with equal vigour?
6. How do you think Prof Allen’s comments to a private meeting in America found their way into just about every newspaper in Britain?
Now read the letters pages from the same two papers a few days later.

http://news.scotsman.com/archive.cfm?id=222242005 (MVD2A)

http://www.guardian.co.uk/letters/story/0,,1423887,00.html (MVD2B)

7. Looking at the articles and the subsequent letters, list five criticisms of Professor Allen’s research. 

8. How valid do you think those criticisms are?

9. In what ways has Professor Tom Sanders contradicted Professor Allen’s comments (The Guardian)?

10. Do you think companies and organisations use the media, targeting them with sensational stories in order to further their own causes?

11. How do a) organisations/companies and b) newspapers benefit from this?

Here is an email sent by Professor Allen to The Vegan Society after the newspaper articles were published:

...I agree the link with our Africa study was not strong and we would much rather have talked about that study except that the reporter's interest was about vegans as they are more newsworthy apparently (but not in my mind for sure!).  The point of doing the African study is that I for one am fed up with the "let them take pills to get micronutrients" attitude that for one reason or another (well intentioned of course) has characterized the interventions in these populations for the past 20 years. I have done many of those interventions myself.

The news reporter "hyped" my concern about vegan diets for pregnant/lactating mothers and infants/children by not adding the sentence I was emphatic they keep in, namely that vegan diets were unethical UNLESS those who practiced them were well-informed about how to add back the missing nutrients through supplements or fortified foods (which people in Africa unfortunately don't have).

I completely agree that it is possible to add back those missing nutrients and myself have stated this in a position paper on nutrition in pregnancy for the American Dietetic Association.

I also agree that well-managed vegan diets, plus supplements plus fortified foods to get those missing nutrients, are probably healthier for adults and even many children than the average US or UK diet...

12. What does she state in this email that isn’t stated in the newspaper articles?

13. Why would newspapers NOT be interested in representing her views accurately or readdressing errors they have made?

14. Can you think of any other topical subjects where a sensational story can be said to be on the verge of scare-mongering?

15. Having tracked this story and read the accurate statement from the Professor involved, how do you feel about the media?

16. Do you trust everything you read in the newspaper?

Homework - Write an essay
How important is the media’s role in society in providing information and affecting opinion?

Vegetarian diet 'bad for children'
PARENTS who impose strict vegetarian diets on their children are doing them irreparable physical and mental harm, according to a study from the United States.  Removing animal foods from a child’s diet is "unethical" and damaging, and produces smaller, lethargic and less capable children, said Professor Lindsay Allen, of California University, who carried out a two-year study on 544 Kenyan children.
But her findings drew an angry reaction from Sir Paul McCartney, the former Beatle and celebrity vegetarian.  He claimed: "These [studies] are engineered by livestock people who have seen sales fall off."  A vegetarian for 20 years, he said he had raised his children the same way "with no ill-effects".  He went on: "This [report] is rubbish.  Vegetarianism has been a good thing for me and my children, who are no shorter than other children." 
Prof Allen was unrepentant.  She said: "Knowing Sir Paul is upset won’t make me lose sleep.  My work was done for the United States Agency for International Development, not a meat company." 
Her study found that small amounts of meat and milk in the daily diet of children doubled physical capability and enhanced mental acuity.  She said: "If you’re talking about feeding children, I would say it is unethical to withhold these foods.  There are adverse effects on development."  Her study involved seven-year-olds whose usual diet consisted of corn and beans.  One group was given a supplement of meat, two groups received milk and a fourth group remained on the local diet. 
The changes in the "meat" children and, to a lesser extent, the "milk" children were dramatic, Prof Allen said.  The meat group had an 80 per cent increase in muscle mass while in the milk group there was a 40 per cent increase.  There was no change in the local diet group.  "The meat supplement children were more active, talkative and playful, and their mental skills improved," she said.  "Had these children received these foods earlier, we think the improvements would be even more dramatic."
However, Professor Annie Anderson, of the centre for public health nutrition research at Dundee University, had her reservations.  She said: "A vegan diet for children does increase the risk of poor growth and it requires a great deal of study."  Prof Anderson also believed a study carried out in Africa did not easily transplant to Scotland.  She said: "It sounds as if this was an area of poverty or a sub-group within a culture where all they have are cereals.  I am not saying Prof Allen’s results are untrue, but if I did an intervention study here, I would not assume it would work in Kenya." 
Kostana Azmi, from the Vegan Society, said the number of people switching to plant-based nutrition was increasing.  "The vegan diet can provide you with more energy and nutrition, and is bursting with goodness," she said.
VEGAN CHILD 'HEALTHY AND HAPPY'
HE IS a healthy, energetic child, well grown, curious, and desperate to answer the telephone every time it rings.  Robin Richards, two, is a vegan child, and so far his physical and mental development is indistinguishable from that of a child on a "normal" diet. 
His mother, Emily, 36, from Aberdeen, has been a vegetarian since her teens and a vegan, who eat no animal products whatsoever, for a decade.  Her husband Mark, 32, was a late convert.  He has been vegan for six years.  The Richards’ chose their dietary lifestyle for moral, environmental and health reasons.  
But while they were happy to be vegan, they thought long and hard before applying the same diet to their child.  Mrs Richards said: "It was after a period of investigation.  I had concerns, but we thoroughly researched it and were convinced that Robin could grow healthily.  When I was pregnant there were fears over the BSE crisis.  We believed that by not eating such foods we were doing the best for Robin."  As a baby, the child was breast-fed and as he grew, mother’s milk was replaced by soya "milk".  The Richards’ diet consists of beans, lentils and nuts and organic vegetables. 
Mrs Richards added: "Robin shows no sign of being different.  He did the right things at the appropriate time and his height and weight are consistent with his age.  The vitamins he needs which are not provided by a plant-based diet are replaced with supplements." 
The cost of a vegan diet is "swings and roundabouts", according to Mrs Richards.  She said: "We don’t have the expense of meat but our vegetables are organic, which costs a bit more.  I reckon it evens itself out.  The important thing is we feel we are doing the right thing. 
"Professor Allen’s findings were taken from a group of Kenyan children who were probably not eating a balanced diet in the first place.  I believe it would be wrong to conclude from her study that all vegan children in the world are undernourished."
Jim Mcbeth - Tuesday February 22, 2005

From The Scotsman,

http://news.scotsman.com/archive.cfm?id=199842005

Raising children as vegans 'unethical', says professor


A leading US nutritionist today claimed that vegetarian and vegan parents are damaging their children's health by denying them meat.  UK experts immediately contested the findings of Professor Lindsay Allen, of the University of California at Davis, and Sir Paul McCartney told the BBC that the claims were "rubbish". 
Prof Allen conducted a study of impoverished children in Kenya, and found that adding as little as two spoonfuls of meat a day to their starch-based diets dramatically improved muscle development and mental skills.  Speaking at the annual meeting of the American Association for the Advancement of Science, in Washington DC, she said: "Animal source foods have some nutrients which are not found anywhere else.  If you're talking about feeding young children and pregnant women and lactating women, I would go as far as to say it is unethical to withhold these foods during that period of life. There's a lot of empirical research that will show the very adverse effects on child development of doing that."  Prof Allen was especially critical of parents who imposed a vegan lifestyle on their children, denying them milk, cheese, eggs and butter, as well as meat. "There's absolutely no question that it's unethical for parents to bring up their children as strict vegans," she said. 
Sir Paul, a vegetarian for 20 years, telephoned the BBC to dismiss the claims as "rubbish", telling the BBC Radio 2 Jeremy Vine show: "I really do think this is rubbish. I think the medical profession itself, apart from this one person, come to the conclusion that a veggie diet is good for you and can help with colon cancer and stuff, so I suspect these things are engineered by livestock people who have seen sales fall off.  From my own point of view, it has been a good thing for me and my children, who are no shorter than other children." 
However, the British Dietetic Association said the study looked at impoverished, rural children with a poor background diet low in essential nutrients such as zinc, B12 and iron, and its findings were not applicable to vegan children in the developed world.  "There is no evidence that our vegan and vegetarian children in this country suffer impaired development," a spokeswoman for the association said. 
She said Prof Allen's assertion that some nutrients could only be obtained from animal sources was incorrect. Even vitamin B12, which is only found in animal products, was used to fortify vegan alternatives such as Marmite.  Vegetarians could obtain sufficient calcium from sesame seeds, nuts and fortified soya milk, and iron from dried fruit and fortified breakfast cereals, the spokeswoman added. 
The African study involved 544 children in Kenya, typically aged around seven, whose diet mainly consisted of starchy, low-nutrition corn and bean staples lacking these micronutrients. Over a period of two years, one group of the children was given a daily supplement of two ounces of meat - equivalent to roughly two spoonfuls of mince.  Two other groups received either a cup of milk a day or an oil supplement containing the same amount of energy. The diet of a fourth group was left unaltered.  The changes seen in the children given the meat, and to a lesser extent the milk or oil, were dramatic. 
Prof Allen, the director of the US Agricultural Research Service's Western Human Nutrition Research Centre at Davis, said: "It was found that, compared with controls that had no intervention, the meat group had 80% more increase in muscle mass over the two years of the study, and the milk and energy group had 40% more increase in muscle mass.  In terms of cognitive function, the group that received the meat supplement showed the biggest improvement in fluid intelligence over the two years, and those who had either milk or energy supplements were better than the controls. The group that received the meat supplements were more active in the playground, more talkative and playful, and showed more leadership skills," she said.

Test scores for mental skills improved by 35 points for the meat group and 14 for the milk, while remaining unchanged for the children who received no supplements, she said. Adding either meat or milk to the diets also almost completely eliminated the very high rates of vitamin B12 deficiency previously seen in the children.  "It's important to know that these important benefits to human function and human capital were seen in just two years," Prof Allen added. "Had these children received these foods earlier in life, or their mothers received them when they had been pregnant, or people could receive them throughout their lives, we think that the improvements in human capital development would be even more dramatic." 
She said that, although the study had been conducted in a poor African community, its message was highly relevant to people in developed countries. Studies of vegetarians in both the US and Europe had shown that missing out on meat and dairy products could permanently impair a child's development. 
Liz O'Neill, the head of communications at the Vegetarian Society, is seven months pregnant with her first child, and said nothing in Prof Allen's research had dissuaded her from the intention of raising her baby as a vegetarian.  "This study should not scare any parents in this country. It's just not relevant," Ms O'Neill said. "Certainly a balanced vegetarian diet will be much healthier than the average meat-eater's diet. As soon as you take something out of your diet, it makes you stop and think about how to replace what is missing." 
However, Dr Alastair Sutcliffe, a senior lecturer in paediatrics at University College London, said human ancestry showed that natural diet includes meat and that a diet inclusive of meat was likely to produce a taller, stronger child.  "Whilst I respect a person's ethical decision to eat a vegan diet as an adult, it should be very carefully considered if that is the right decision for a child," Dr Sutcliffe said. He said he believed a vegetarian diet including dairy products would probably be fine for children. 
The British Dietetic Association spokeswoman said the study raised the important point that pregnant and breastfeeding women and young children were vulnerable as vegans, and that parents should carefully review their children's diet to ensure they were eating a well-balanced diet.  However, she dismissed as "extreme" Prof Allen's assertion that feeding children a vegan diet was unethical, and recommended parents read the nutrition guides available from the Vegetarian Society to help them plan a balanced diet.
Sarah Left - Monday February 21, 2005
From The Guardian

http://society.guardian.co.uk/health/story/0%2C7890%2C1419387%2C00.html

Research suggesting children
need to eat meat badly flawed
John McNeil (Letters, 24 February) is encouraged by "research that showed children need meat and dairy products", and searches for proof that children raised on a vegetarian diet can develop normally.  He might consider the Indian subcontinent, where a vegetarian diet is the norm and the majority of the population appear to prosper.  Closer to home, my own children were brought up on a vegetarian diet and seem to have survived; one finishes her honours degree this year, two are enrolled at medical school. 
The truth about the research by Professor Lindsay Allen, of the University of California, which suggested that "children need meat", is that it was poorly planned and executed.  Her research, on poverty-stricken Kenyan children, included a "control" group who received no "intervention" (i.e. help) at all.  Any nutritionist could have told her that children who are eating a deficient diet (such as the Kenyan children in her study) will make physical and intellectual progress when given the nutrients they lack. 
Prof Allen consciously chose to withhold these necessary nutrients from her "control" group.  She could have chosen to give them plant-sourced nutrients, such as zinc, vitamin B12, calcium, iron and vitamin A, from non-animal sources, viz seeds, yeast extract, wholemeal bread, wholemeal bread and carrots respectively).  But the results might have been less welcome for those in the American livestock industry who apparently pay her wages. 
James Boyle

John McNeil’s statement of "predictable" vegetarian protests about research alleging to "prove" vegan diets are harmful to children’s development was itself predictable.  True, many vegetarians and vegans have become so by choice later in life, but there is a wealth of American and European study which proves that an animal-free diet more than adequately meets the demands of children.  The World Health organisation, American Dietetic Association and British Medical Association all make clear the health benefit of a diet free from animal protein, saturated fat and dietary cholesterol. 
The Kenyan study actually showed more overall improvement in three aspects of child development when vegetable oil was added to their diets than when meat and milk were the supplement, but it is the one and only measure where the meat group "beat" the vegetable oil group that was issued as a media "snippet".  It is surely no coincidence that Professor Allen’s research was for the US department of agriculture. 
The biggest disappointment is the amount of coverage the media gave to the spurious claim that parents are somehow behaving unethically in choosing a vegan start for their children.  Factory farming practices leave much to be desired, and we are the only species to routinely drink the milk of another animal.  All diets should be balanced and the vegan diet is easier than most to obtain essential nutrients - fruits, vegetables, whole grains, pulses, nuts and fortified cereals and soya milks provide adequate nutrition for everyone, regardless of age.  Surely with the rise in obesity, we should be encouraging our children’s consumption of healthy foods and paying this study the attention it deserves - none. 
Lynda Korimboccus, Campaigns manager, Advocates for Animals

Vegetarian diet - where's the beef?

Professor Lindsay Allen wrongly claims that it is unethical to deprive children of meat (What's missing in this pile of food?  February 22).  This claim ignores the plethora of research that shows that children in the US and Europe develop quite normally on a vegetarian diet.  My own research, which has followed vegan children from birth to early adult life, has proved that children can be successfully reared on a vegan diet.  Ms Allen's research was conducted on children in an impoverished community, consuming a corn-based diet, where micronutrient deficiency is likely.  As meat is a rich source of micronutrients, the effect of small amounts of meat was not unexpected. 

Her pontification about the ethics of feeding children meatless diets in developed countries goes beyond what her data shows.  In developed countries vegetarians and vegans consume more diverse diets, which are less likely to be deficient.  But parents rearing children on vegan diets must pay attention to ensure their children obtain adequate calcium, vitamin B12 and vitamin D. (I am neither a vegan nor vegetarian.) 

Tom Sanders, Professor of nutrition King's College London 

Ms Allen's attack on parents who bring up their children on a vegan diet is pure "junk science" from a body - the US Department of Agriculture - controlled by the US beef and pork industries. The American Dietetic Association states: "Appropriately planned vegan and lacto- ovo-vegetarian diets satisfy nutrient needs of infants, children and adolescents and promote normal growth." Animal Aid is celebrating the humane and healthy non- animal diet during Veggie Month starting March 1 (www.animalaid.org.uk). 

Kelly Slade, Animal Aid 

On the day you publish a story about a US nutritionist claiming that refusing to feed children meat is unethical, you publish the Food Standards Agency's list of food items that have been contaminated with Sudan 1 dye - roughly 99% of which appear to be meat-based. Result? Paul McCartney/veggies 1, US nutritionist/carnivores 0. 

Tim Feest, Guildford, Surrey








