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R ight now, it seems all the world is vegan… From
Stella McCartney to Liam Hemsworth, the cult of
plant-based eating is huge; even Carole Middleton
has dabbled. However, we didn’t reach critical mass
until Beyoncé and Jay-Z first took on a 22-day

vegan challenge in 2015… for aesthetic purposes. Before then,
veganism was a niche thing reserved for cranks and animal lovers.
Now, the same herbivores are a self-identifying clan. Chef and
food writer Domini Kemp, who co-owns the
on-trend Alchemy Juice Co restaurants, sees
this first hand: “There is huge growing interest
in veganism, some for environmental reasons,
some for health, and some people just want
to eat a plant-centric diet for a month to help
shed festive pounds and feel a bit ‘lighter’.”
The question remains, though, can you be

a long-term vegan and still maintain a good
health profile? The answer seems to lie under
the “it’s complicated” tab. While there are
hoards of “successful” vegans roaming our
planet, there’s also the tribe who, despite best
intentions and mindful efforts to meeting
their nutritional macros and micros, still found their health
falter when they stuck to a long-term plant-based diet.
IMAGE staffer Ellen Bird was a strict vegan/vegetarian for

five years, from the age of 17. “It stemmed from me cutting
out entire food groups to becoming obsessed with ingredients;
I wanted to focus on eating super-clean and raw.” For Ellen,
this way of eating had a detrimental effect. “When I decided
that I didn’t want to be vegan anymore, my body seriously

“There is growing
interest in veganism,
but people need to get
educated on what is
an optimal vegan diet.”

rejected the foods I was trying to re-introduce. I had made
myself completely intolerant to all dairy products, soy and
eggs, and I’ve only recently began eating meat, chicken and
fish again because I was allergic to the plant protein sources
I was eating. I also managed to get a parasite, which was living
off all the foods my body was rejecting. The doctor told me
that I was completely malnourished, although I didn’t look
it physically. All my digestive enzymes stopped working, and

zinc was the only thing keeping me going
(although it was becoming depleted with all
the other jobs it had to do since nothing
else was working). I am now on a lot of
supplements, trying to repair the damage
of food that didn’t work for me for years.”
So, aside from being occasionally annoying

(a Dutch woman was twice refused Swiss
citizenship in 2017 due to her “loud opinions
about animal rights”), vegan eating can come
with a serious health warning. “I think you
need to know what you are doing,” says
Domini. “The common consensus among
nutritionists is that if you’re going to avoid

good sources of protein from meat, fish, poultry and eggs, then
you need to replace it with protein- and iron-rich plant alternatives,
such as legumes.” But of course, and as with all things nutrition,
there’s always the counter argument. “Yes,” continues Domini.
“Some will say these legumes can be ‘anti-nutrient’ and affect
iron and zinc absorption, hence the popularity of sprouting
and fermenting. So, although I am not against it, people
do need to get educated on what is an optimal vegan diet.” u
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A GROWING TREND?
With Veganuary (the practice of going vegan

for January) sprouting around our Birkenstocks,
MELANIE MORRIS gets the lowdown on the
effect plant-based eating can have on our health.
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Clinical dietitian Aveen Bannon says, “The German
nutrition society do not recommend a vegan diet for teenagers,
and this is possibly because we see two types of vegans; those
who are passionate about it and ensure balance, and those
unfortunately who see it as a trend and don’t look at the overall
picture. It’s this latter situation that I am seeing among teens.
Having said that, it is possible to have a balanced, healthy
vegan diet, and many accomplish it.”
What’s most widely known about the limitations of a

vegan diet is the lack of vitamin B12, which is only naturally
available in meat. “Very low B12 intakes can cause anaemia
and nervous system damage,” says Aveen. “These days, many
foods come fortified with B12, such as plant milks. The general
recommendation is to either include fortified foods two or
three times a day to get at least three micrograms of B12,
or supplement with at least ten micrograms of B12 per day.
“Vitamin D deficiency is another concern, as it mainly comes

from animal sources,” Aveen continues. “Low iron intake
can be an issue, and must be included
daily on a vegan diet, eg dark green
vegetables, beans, pulses, and fortified
meat alternatives. Calcium and omega 3
are others to consider. Calcium can
come from fortified plant milks and tofu,
whereas omega 3 is in chia seeds and
linseeds. Iodine is another mineral to be
mindful of, as it is plentiful in dairy, but
can be found in seaweed. The main thing
is to focus on balance and seek guidance.”
However, and as we know, when it

comes to nutritional solutions, one size
doesn’t fit all. Grainne O’Driscoll, director
of the charity To Children with Love,
went vegan last year and quickly found her
health deteriorating. “A mix of New Year,
New Me and thoughts of living without
eating animals made me switch to a plant-
based diet at the start of 2018. I signed up
for a Happy Heart four-week course, and
off I went. My diet consisted mostly of
chickpeas, lentils, coconut milk, curries,
soups, salads, vegetables and porridge
with oat milk, and I supplemented with
B12. I was pretty strict for the four weeks
and kept on going, bar the odd splash of
milk in tea. After three months, I had
blood tests and found my cholesterol
had not reduced and my B12 was very
low. I started to eat eggs and some dairy
again. I reintroduced fish and then lean
meats. Now, I’m eating everything again
and my B12 and cholesterol are back to
normal levels. I have greatly reduced my
meat intake, though – Mary Robinson’s
recent suggestion that we all do this
resonated with me. I’m glad I tried it out,
but I think the old adage of everything
in moderation (why is this always such
a surprise?) is probably best.”
So, what does a “healthy” vegan eat?

Nutrition and dietetics graduate Ciara
McNulty (aka @thefakevegan_)

has been wholly plant-based for about 16 months and reports
improved health. “I think most of the population has suffered
from ‘IBS’, aka the doctor’s words for ‘I’m not too sure’, and
I was no exception. The FODMAP diet did absolutely nothing
for me, and it wasn’t until I ate more plants and less dairy,
meat and eggs that my digestion improved. I also put this down
to not drinking coffee anymore. That wreaked havoc on my
digestion system.”
Ciara uses her knowledge of nutrition with her interest in

wellness to carve a successful plan: “I focus on what I can –
not can’t – eat. Having a positive mindset is huge for me when
creating and especially digesting meals. I don’t like to follow
recipes; I’m more a girl who’ll clear out a fridge and completely
wing everything I cook. I prioritise greens. Next, I add colour, in
the form of vegetables. I try to add a lot of variety to my meals,
but not all at once. I find digesting two to three veggies at one
meal is my optimal, instead of the six or seven different vegetables
I used to add to one plate. Protein is great for muscle building

and recovery, but most importantly for
me, satiety and to optimise fat-soluble
vitamin uptake, I’ll add an unsaturated
fatty acid source like avocado or tahini.
Lastly, on a very active day, or when
I’m feeling super-hungry, complex carbs
are incorporated.” But lest you think
Ciara is a saint, it’s good to know there’s
a place for fun. “Yeah, this is where the
fake vegan comes into play,” she says. “Ice
cream is my weak point – Ben & Jerry’s
Phish Food straight from the tub. Oh,
and almond croissants – they get me too.”
So, with Veganuary knocking on the

door, what advice can we get from those
who walk the walk? “Keep sugar low,”
says Domini. “Focus on smoothies with
avocados, spinach, green juice, some
protein powder and lemon juice. Nuts
are a great addition to a vegan diet, and
especially seeds like hemp, chia and flax.
Minimally processed forms of soy (like
tofu or tempeh) can be useful, as can
coconut yoghurt, curries with lentils or
chickpeas, tomatoes and sweet potatoes,
with lashings of seaweeds and chia
seeds on top.” Ciara puts emphasis on
breakfast: “It’s my favourite meal of the
day and usually involves oats soaked
in non-dairy milk, with vanilla vegan
protein, and topped with nut butter
and berries. I use and require most of
my energy in the mornings, so this is the
perfect combination of carbohydrates,
fats and protein to restore my depleted
resources following a workout.”
And finally, if you want to trim up,

but want to take a more flex approach,
Aveen suggests “fish for omega 3 or
eggs, as they are so versatile. Occasional
dairy might help in terms of iodine, but
mainly it is a personal choice and figuring
out what suits you best.” Me? I say go
plastic-free for the month instead. ¢

TO VEGAN AND BACK
Personal trainer Tara Harte, above,
recently returned to flexible eating
after 18 months of veganism. “I was

totally strict. My diet consisted of a lot
of vegetables, soy, falafel and hummus,
and I took a heap of supplements: B12,
iron, calcium, magnesium, zinc and pea
protein powder. My decision to go back
to eating meat and dairy was not an easy
one. I felt like I’d lost my glow, and wasn’t
progressing as much as I wanted to at
the gym – my strength had reached
a plateau, and it was difficult to gain
moremuscle. Another issue, which only
developed about a year into being a vegan,
was painful bloating. I questioned whether
it was all worth it. I eased myself back

in, starting with fish, then chicken, then
butter. The plan is to stick with a balanced
diet, eating a little bit of everything. I do
want to go for one-week intervals of being
plant-based because I think it is important
to give your digestive system a break from
meat occasionally. I feel like I look healthy
again. I wouldn’t say my energy levels

have increased drastically, but I definitely
have my rosy cheeks back. And I’ve

gained more muscle. The biggest thing
for me, though, is being able to walk

into any restaurant and order
an actual dish off of the menu.”


