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Vegetarian diets have become increasingly popular over the past few decades. New vegetarian products and ingredients have hit supermarket shelves adding variety and excitement to our daily diet. But why do people chose to be vegetarian? 

Several reasons contribute to this choice including religious and ethical beliefs, concern about the environment, and violation of animal rights. However, most vegetarians cite health reasons as the main reason associated with following a vegetarian diet. Many studies have shown that vegetarians enjoy better health compared to non-vegetarians. They were found to suffer lower risks of heart disease, type 2 diabetes, obesity, osteoporosis and certain cancers (eg. colon). 
Vegetarian dishes tend to be lower in saturated fat, cholesterol and animal protein, and richer in complex carbohydrates, fiber and phytonutrients (nutrients concentrated in the skins of many vegetables and fruits responsible for their color, hue, scent, and flavor. They can also be found in grains and seeds). 

However, diet alone may not be the only reason why vegetarians enjoy higher standards of living as they tend to make other healthy lifestyle choices such as no smoking, regular physical activity and moderate or no alcohol consumption. 

Who are the vegetarians? They can be classified into several groups:

· Fruitarians: individuals who only consume fruits, nuts and seeds. Roots of plants such as carrots and potatoes are not eaten.

· Vegans: those who eat only plant foods. They do not consume any meat, eggs and dairy products. They may even avoid foods cooked with animal ingredients like butter, margarine and eggs. Some even avoid honey which is made from bees.

· Lacto-vegetarians: individuals who eat plant foods and dairy products but no flesh. 

· Lacto-ovo-vegetarians: consume a diet similar to lacto-vegetarians but include eggs and egg products in their diet. 

· Pesco-vegetarians: people who also eat fish and seafood but no other types of meat.

· Pollo-vegetarians: consume poultry such as chicken, duck and turkey but no red meat.

Therefore, a vegetarian may follow any one of the above diets nevertheless the basis of a vegetarian diet is formed from all plant foods including grains, legumes, vegetables, fruits and nuts.

Although vegetarian diets boast many health benefits, vegetarians must plan their diet carefully so as to avoid nutritional deficiencies. The following are some nutrients that may need special attention:

Vitamin B12 is part of every body cell and helps the body make red blood cells. Although it is not needed in large amounts, a deficiency may result in anemia and irreversible nerve damage. This vitamin is found in animal foods, including eggs and dairy products, and so may pose a problem for vegans. Supplements are recommended as well as increasing intake of vitamin B12 fortified foods such as breakfast cereals and soy milk.

Iron is found in both animal and plant foods however, the iron found in plant sources (whole grains, green vegetables, tofu) is poorly absorbed compared to that found in animal sources (red meat, liver). Iron forms part of the hemoglobin in red blood cells which carry oxygen in the body. Reduced iron consumption and stores may lead to iron deficiency anemia. Make sure to eat vitamin C rich foods at every meal to boost iron absorption.

Calcium not only helps build bones, but helps muscles contract and the heart to beat. Most of us get enough calcium from milk, yogurt and cheese however, for vegetarians who do not consume these products, this may pose a problem. Other calcium rich foods include soya, nuts, legumes and calcium fortified cereals.

Essential tips for Vegetarians

*      Plan your meals carefully in order to consume enough calories. 

*     Consume 6-11 serving of carbohydrates per day. A serving is equal to 1 slice bread or ½ bagel or ½ cooked rice/pasta/cereal

*     Consume 2-3 servings of milk and milk products (low fat preferably). A serving is equal to one glass (8 ounce) of milk/yogurt or 2oz cheese. 

*     Include 3-5 vegetable servings a day. A serving is equal to 1 cup raw vegetables or ½ cup cooked vegetables or ¾ cup vegetable juice. 

*     2-4 serving of fruit per day. A serving is equal to one medium sized fruit, ½ cup fruit juice, ½ cup canned fruit, ¼ cup dried fruit. 

*     2-3 servings of dry legumes, nuts, seeds, eggs and meat substitutes. A serving is equal to ½ cup cooked legumes or ¼ cup nuts/seeds, ½ cup tofu.

*     Use high–fat foods such as oils, dressings, sweets and soft drinks sparingly. 

*     Make sure you eat a variety of wholegrains, fruits and vegetables to benefit from all the different vitamins and minerals. 

Vegetarian Dishes from around the World

China

Hot and Sour soup, vegetable-tofu stir fry, vegetable Dumplings

India

Vegetable Curry Dishes, vegetable samosas

Middle-East

Falafel, tabouli (salad with bulgur)

Italy

Pastas, risotto

Greece

Tzatziki (yogurt with cucumber), Spanakopita (spinach pie)

Mexico

Vegetable fajitas, bean burrito

Caribbean

Gunga (rice with peas), Callaloo (vegetable stew)

Thailand

Tum yam soup, Khao Pad (fried rice), Satay

Read More:

The International Vegetarian Union
http://www.ivu.org/
