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Meat alternatives & health:

What are the facts?

What is the role of meat alternatives in our
diets?

A common question asked of plant-based meat
alternatives: are they truly a healthier choice?

This guide seeks to answer that question in brief
with the most up-to-date facts and figures
illustrating current Australian and New Zealand
dietary patterns, the impacts of the proteins we're
consuming, and how alternatives like plant-based
meat play a role in improving individual and public
health.

An in-depth exploration of this topic can be found
in Food Frontier's 2020 report, Plant Based Meat: A
Healthier Choice?.

Meat consumption in Australia and
New Zealand

We're some of the world’s most avid meat-eaters: in
2021, Australians consumed nearly double the red
meat recommended by the Australian Dietary
Guidelines® and both Australians and New Zealanders
consumed nearly double the OECD? global average for
red meat.

With consumption rising worldwide, the UN Food and
Agriculture Organization projects the global demand
for meat to increase 73% by 20502, presenting a
significant need and opportunity for both traditional
protein producers and for alternatives to conventional
meat.

Impacts of overconsumption of
conventional meat on individual
health

Overconsumption of red meats, particularly processed
meats, is linked to the incidence of multiple non-
communicable lifestyle-related diseases (NCDs) such
as:

e type 2 diabetes mellitus,
e many cancers
e and cardiovascular diseases -

- the leading causes of death in Australia.*
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Just under half of Australians (47 percent) have one
or more NCDs,® while NCDs are the highest cause of
mortality in New Zealand.® The burden of lifestyle
related NCDs is expected to rise into the future,
placing additional strain on the Australian’ and New
Zealand?® healthcare systems over the coming
decades.

The evidence linking gastrointestinal cancers and the
overconsumption of red and processed meats is
particularly strong. In 2015, the International Agency
for Research on Cancer (IARC) reviewed more than
800 epidemiological studies that investigated the
links between cancer and consumption of red and
processed meat.® Their findings led to the
classification of processed red meat as “carcinogenic
to humans” (Group 1 Carcinogen) and of red meats as
“probably carcinogenic to humans” (Group 2A
Carcinogen). In 2022, French health authorities further
confirmed the link between nitrates added to
processed meat and colon cancer.™

What do the experts say?

Given the links between high consumption of red
meat, particularly processed meat, and many NCDs,
various government and non-governmental health and
nutrition organisations recommend restricting intake
of these meats on the basis of what these
organisations consider ‘strong evidence”:"

e The World Cancer
Research Fund'? and the
American Institute of
Cancer Research®
recommend consuming
no more than 300g of
red meat a week on average and suggest that
very little of it be processed.
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consumption of processed meat (e.g., sausages,
salami, bacon and ham) for cancer prevention.'
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e In 2019, the Australian Heart ’
Foundation revised their dietary
guidelines to recommend that V
Australians get most of their
protein from plant-based sources, as well as fish
and seafood, rather than poultry and red meat.
For the first time, the Heart Foundation
recommended a specific limit on red meat
consumption: no more than three lean serves
(totalling 350 grams) of unprocessed beef, pork,
lamb or veal a week."®

e  The Australian Dietary Guidelines (ADGs) provide
specific recommendations to adult men to
consume about 20 percent less red meat (based
on consumption levels at the time of the
publication in 2013).76

Shifting consumer diets

Although the region has traditionally had high rates of
meat consumption, Australian and New Zealand
consumers are increasingly considering the impact of
their dietary choices on their health:

o  42% of Aussies and 34% of Kiwis are eating less
meat than they were previously — or none at all -
and naming ‘health’ as the number one reason to
do so.m”’

e These figures represent more than ten million
people in Australia and over a million in New
Zealand who are either Flexitarians or Meat-
Reducers - both actively limiting their
consumption of meat — or Vegetarians and
Vegans, who are entirely meat-free.

What's the role of protein products
like plant-based meat?

Evidence shows that a diet rich in whole foods, such
as vegetables, legumes, nuts, wholegrains and fruits,
as well as limited animal products, is associated with
the best health and environmental outcomes™87 -
however the reality is that only 5.4% of Australians
consume the recommended servings of fruit and
vegetables each day.?°

Despite decades of health education campaigns
encouraging increased consumption of fruits and
vegetables, busy lifestyles and other factors mean
consumers often favour foods that perform on
convenience, taste and price, with health as a
secondary consideration.

For consumers seeking to reduce their meat
consumption or move towards a more plant-centric
way of eating, public health experts have also noted
that plant-based meats can serve as a transitional
food in line with global health authorities’
recommendations.

The availability of plant-based alternatives in familiar
centre-of-plate formats - like a plant-based mince for
a bolognese or a plant-based sausage for a BBQ -
allows consumers options to reduce their meat
consumption without requiring major behavioural
changes.

Recent studies have underscored this perspective,
highlighting the importance of protein alternatives like
plant-based meats as an “important ‘stepping stone’
for dietary change”?' by providing “opportunities to
help consumers shift to a lower meat diet."?

“Processed plant-based foods like veggie
sausage, bacon, or vegan cheese can be
useful for some to use as transition foods,
because they provide the taste of the animal
products people are accustomed to

9 23,24

consuming, with fewer health risks.

Hana Kahleova, PhD., M.D., author of the European
Prospective Investigation into Cancer and Nutrition
(EPIC)-Oxford study

Meat alternatives: nutrition fast
facts

In 2020, Food Frontier and Accredited Practising
Dietitian Teri Lichtenstein, conducted a nutritional
analysis of 95 plant-based meat products available in
Australia and New Zealand across six categories, a
figure that at the time represented all products in the
most relevant and popular categories.

The analysis compared the plant-based meats with
equivalent animal meat products?, finding that plant-
based meats have, on average:

v Higher or comparable protein than their animal
meat equivalents in five out of six categories.

v Lower kilojoules, lower fat and considerably
lower saturated fat, than animal meat equivalents
across all categories (animal meats surveyed had
anywhere from double to five times the amount
of saturated fats than plant-based meats on
average).
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v" Less sodium than animal meat equivalents
across most categories. In some categories, this
comparison is significant. For example, animal
meat sausages have 47% more sodium on
average than plant-based meat sausages.
Porcine bacon has 99% more sodium than plant-
based bacon, on average.

v' 4.6g of health-promoting fibre on average per
serving (in products listing dietary fibre), which is
18 percent of the Al for women and 15 percent
for men. Increased fibre intake is associated with
a decreased risk of cardiovascular events,
colorectal cancer, incidence of diabetes, and all-
cause mortality_26,27,28,29,30,31,32,33,34,35

Fibre is found in cereals, fruits and vegetables and in
almost all plant-based meat alternatives in the
Australian and New Zealand markets, however it is
absent in meat. Most Australians and New Zealanders
do not consume enough fibre, falling well short of
national dietary guidelines.®637

Processing and ingredients: While plant-based meats
have been criticised for containing additives, similarly
processed animal meat products like sausages and
burgers contain many of these same additives, and a
similar number of additives. On average, plant-based
meats contain five additives, while similar animal
meat products on average contain four additives.
Both animal and plant-based meats (as well as most
packaged and processed foods) most commonly
contain additives in the category of ‘emulsifiers,
stabilisers and thickeners’ to achieve the different
formats and textures consumers want, from
schnitzels to sausages and more.38

@ Impacts of conventional meat on
==7 public health: zoonotic disease

Zoonotic diseases, or ‘zoonoses’, are pathogenic
animal diseases that infect humans and are
considered one of the most significant threats to
contemporary public health by the World Health
Organization, UN Food and Agriculture
Organization and The World Organisation for
Animal Health.3° Research has concluded that
zoonosis emergence is closely linked to the
intensification of industrial animal agricultural
practices, such as land clearing.*°

Studies have shown that densely populated
industrial pig farms had higher incidences of
influenza A viruses, and were a facilitator for the
evolution of the 2009 H1N1 'swine flu’ pandemic
influenza A virus,*'#? while intensive poultry
operations have been directly linked to the
evolution and spread of avian influenza A
outbreaks, colloquially known as ‘bird flu’.4344 The
COVID-19 pandemic is also a zoonotic outbreak,
with a market in China selling live animals
identified by experts as the likely transmission site
between humans and animals.*®
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