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Chapter 9: Potential Health Benefits of a VAS
This section explores the impact of a vegan diet on population
health and health care costs and looks at some of the challenges to
the large scale adoption of plant based diets.

billion over 10 years is needed to achieve SDG targets related to
undernutrition, and that achieving them would create an estimated $850 billion in economic return.”

Obesity, Undernutrition, and Climate Change
The 2019 Lancet Commission Report titled, ‘The Global Syndemic
of Obesity, Undernutrition, and Climate Change’, begins with the
following statement: “Malnutrition in all its forms, including obesity, undernutrition, and other dietary risks, is the leading cause of
poor health globally. In the near future, the health effects of climate change will considerably compound these health challenges.
Climate change can be considered a pandemic because of its sweeping effects on the health of humans and the natural systems we
depend on (ie, planetary health). These three pandemics – obesity, undernutrition, and climate change – represent The Global
Syndemic that affects most people in every country and region
worldwide.“

Malnutrition in all its forms refers to an abnormal physiological
condition caused by inadequate, unbalanced, or excessive consumption of macronutrients or micronutrients. The report considers malnutrition in burden of disease terms as “the combined
components of child and maternal malnutrition, high body-mass
index (BMI), and dietary risks, representing a composite variable
of dietary components associated with Non Communicable Diseases (NCDs), such as diets low in whole grains, fruit, vegetables,
nuts and seeds and high in sodium, red meat, and sugarsweetened beverages.”
The EAT Lancet Commission 2019 Report outlines how
“unhealthy diets are the leading cause of ill health worldwide,
with 800 million people currently hungry, 2 billion malnourished
and a further 2 billion people overweight or obese”. The report
analyzed the potential impacts of dietary change on diet-related
disease mortality and concluded that dietary changes from current diets toward healthy diets are likely to result in major health
benefits. This includes preventing approximately 11 million
deaths per year, which represent between 19% to 24% of total
deaths among adults.

The Commission applied a systems perspective to understand and
address the underlying drivers of The Global Syndemic within the
context of achieving the broad global outcomes of human health
and wellbeing, ecological health and wellbeing, social equity, and
economic prosperity. The major systems driving The Global Syndemic are food and agriculture, transportation, urban design, and
land use. An analysis of the dynamics of these systems sheds light
on the answers to some fundamental questions. Why do these
systems operate the way they do? Why do they need to change?
Why are they so hard to change? What leverage points (or levers)
are required to overcome policy inertia and address The Global
Syndemic?

9.1 Health Benefits of a VAS
Today diet is the leading cause of death globally and in Ireland,
and is the main cause of chronic conditions including cardiovascular disease, some cancers, diabetes, and obesity.

The Lancet Commission identified five sets of feedback loops as
the dominant dynamics underlying the answers to these questions. They include:
 Governance feedback loops that determine how political power translates into the policies and economic incentives and
disincentives for companies to operate within;
 Business feedback loops that determine the dynamics for creating profitable goods and services, including the externalities
associated with damage to human health, the environment,
and the planet;
 Supply and demand feedback loops showing the relationships
that determine current consumption practices;
 Ecological feedback loops that show the unsustainable environmental damage that the food and transportation systems
impose on natural ecosystems; and
 Human health feedback loops that show the positive and negative effects that these systems have on human health.

Diet plays a huge role in the development of these noncommunicable diseases. In this section we present the findings of
two recent studies and their recommendations. The first study
outlined the health, environmental and economic benefits of a
global transition to a vegan diet. The second study was an Irish
study that looked at how many lives could potentially be saved by
eating less meat and more fruits and vegetables.
Analysis and valuation of the health and climate change cobenefits of dietary change, Marco Springman, PNAS, 2015.
To evaluate the potential health and environmental benefits of
dietary changes this study constructed four alternative diets: one
reference scenario based on projections of diets in 2050; a scenario based on global dietary guidelines which includes minimum
amounts of fruits and vegetables, and limits to the amount of red
meat, sugar, and total calories; and two vegetarian scenarios, one
including eggs and dairy (lacto-ovo vegetarian), and the other
completely plant-based (vegan).

“The economic burden of The Global Syndemic is substantial and
will have the greatest effect on the poorest of the 8.5 billion people who will inhabit the earth by 2030. The current costs of obesity are estimated at about $2 trillion annually from direct healthcare costs and lost economic productivity. These costs represent
2.8% of the world’s gross domestic product (GDP) and are roughly
the equivalent of the costs of smoking or armed violence and war.
Economic losses attributable to undernutrition are equivalent to
11% of the GDP in Africa and Asia, or approximately $3.5 trillion
annually. The World Bank estimates that an investment of $70

The research paper concluded that moving to diets with
fewer animal-sourced foods and more fruits and vegetables
would have major benefits. They estimated that adoption of
global dietary guidelines would result in 5.1 million avoided
deaths per year. Adoption of a vegetarian diet would save
7.3 million lives and global veganism would save 8.1 million
lives. This represents a 6-10% reduction in global mortality.
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Business as usual resulted in GHG emissions associated with food
consumption increasing by 51% by 2050. Food-related GHG emissions in the dietary guidelines scenario were 29% less than reference emissions in 2050, and 7% greater than emissions in
2005/2007. The vegetarian diets resulted in food-related GHG
emissions by 2050 that were 45–55% lower than the 2005/2007
levels and the vegan diet resulted in emissions that were 63–70%
lower than the reference. In a statement the author Marco Springman noted that the report estimates that “these dietary changes
would have a value to society of more than US$1 trillion – even as
much as US$30 trillion. That’s up to a tenth of the likely global
GDP in 2050.”

“Second, a more substantial but politically feasible scenario: reductions in dietary salt by 3g/day, trans fat by 1% of energy intake, saturated fat by 3% of energy intake and increasing Fruit/
Veg intake by 3 portions/day. Modelling the more substantial but
feasible food policy options, we estimated that CVD mortality
could be reduced by up to 1,070 deaths/year, representing an
overall 26% decline in Cardio Vascular Disease mortality.”

9.2 National Dietary Guidelines
Dietetic Associations around the world agree that a vegan diet is
nutritionally complete. The Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics,
Australia's National Health and Medical Research Council, the
Portuguese National Programme for the Promotion of a Healthy
Diet, the British Nutrition Foundation, and the Canadian Pediatric
Society all agree that "a well-planned vegan diet, including dietary supplements, can cover the nutrient requirements in children and adolescents, if adequate energy intake is ensured." For
example, the American Dietetic Association says: "Appropriately
planned vegan diets are healthful, nutritionally adequate, and
may provide health benefits in the prevention and treatment of
certain diseases. They are appropriate for individuals during all
stages of the life cycle, including pregnancy, lactation, infancy,
childhood, and adolescence, and for athletes." The UK NHS also
agree that a vegan diet is nutritionally adequate.

Modelling the impact of specific food policy options on coronary heart disease and stroke deaths in Ireland, British Medical Journal Open, July, 2013.
“The research examined two different diet change scenarios to
improve cardiovascular health given that “a total of 4,080 cardiovascular deaths (2,966 Coronory Heart Disease (CHD) deaths;
1,114 Strokes) were reported in the age group of 25–85 years in
2010 in Ireland”.
First: reductions in dietary salt by 1g/day, trans fat by 0.5% of
energy intake, saturated fat by 1% energy intake and increasing
Fruit/Veg (F/V) intake by 1 portion/day.
The small, conservative changes in food policy could result in approximately 395 fewer cardiovascular deaths per year; approximately 190 fewer CHD deaths in men, 50 fewer CHD deaths
in women, 95 fewer stroke deaths in men, and 60 fewer stroke
deaths in women. Approximately 28%, 22%, 23% and 26% of the
395 fewer deaths could be attributable to decreased consumptions in trans fat, saturated fat, dietary salt and to increased Fruit/
Veg consumption, respectively. The 395 fewer deaths represent
an overall 10% reduction in CVD mortality.”

According to the 2019 Lancet Comission Report, ‘The Global Syndemic of Obesity, Undernutrition, and Climate Change’: “National
dietary guidelines serve as a basis for the development of food
and nutrition policies and public education to reduce obesity and
undernutrition and could be extended to include sustainability by
moving populations towards consuming largely plant-based diets. However, many countries’ efforts to include environmental
sustainability principles within their dietary guidelines failed due
to pressure from strong food industry lobbies, especially the beef,

76

Transition to an Irish Vegan Agricultural System

dairy, sugar, and ultra-processed food and beverage industry sectors. Only a few countries (ie, Sweden, Germany, Qatar, and Brazil) have developed dietary guidelines that promote environmentally sustainable diets and eating patterns that ensure food security, improve diet quality, human health and wellbeing, social equity, and respond to climate change challenges“. When Canada
recently completed their dietary recommendations they removed
dairy as a necessary part of a healthy diet and included legumes,
nuts and seeds as necessary part of a sustainable and healthy diet.
The EAT-Lancet Commission Report on Food calls for a transition
to plant based proteins and fats and makes protein from meats
optional.
In Ireland the food pyramid that guides all government recommendations and education on what foods need to be consumed is
produced by the Department of Health. It’s essential that the government reflect the WHO Guidelines and incorporate sustainability into its recommendations as the EAT Lancet Commission does.
The committee needs to be completely independent and unbiased
in order to make recommendations that deliver human and environmental health.
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