Why Midday Meals
Should Be Entirely
Plant-Powered

A Joint Initiative by Doctors and Nutritionists
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THE MID DAY MEAL SCHEME (MDMS) IS A VITAL
INITIATIVE DESIGNED TO ENSURE ADEQUATE
NUTRITION FOR INDIA’S CHILDREN.

Mid Day Meal Scheme
Eating habits are established in
childhood, and today’s research

and medical guidance show that
eating plant-based foods — instead of
animal-derived ones — during midday
meals can give our nation’s children
the best opportunity to live long and
healthy lives. Children who are raised
on plant-based foods have a reduced
risk of suffering from heart disease,
cancer, obesity, diabetes, and other
conditions later in life compared to
those who consume eggs, dairy, or
meat. Youngsters raised on plants are
also better able to maintain a healthy
weight and are less likely to suffer
from acne, allergies, or gastrointestinal
problems than their peers who
consume animal-derived foods.

Hygiene and Malnutrition
In order to address our young
people’s nutritional needs, we

must first understand the causes

of malnutrition. According to the
World Health Organization (WHO),
half of all cases of malnutrition

are linked to repeated bouts of
diarrhoea or intestinal parasites,
often stemming from dirty water

or other unsanitary conditions. The
Population Reference Bureau reports

the following:

Children who are exposed to open
defecation or who don’t have a
clean water supply may ingest

bacteria, viruses, fungi, or parasites

that cause intestinal infection;



chronic inflammation in a child'’s
gastrointestinal {tract} is linked
to stunting and anemia, and puts
children at visk for poor early
childhood development.

In other words, key to addressing
malnutrition is working to ensure
access to clean water, toilets, and
a hygienic environment. Feeding
India’s children foods that have

a high risk of contributing to
foodborne illnesses (e.g. eggs)

or gastrointestinal conditions

(e.g. dairy) can, in fact, worsen
their health.

Nutritional Completeness
of Plants

The midday meals offered by many
states are already essentially plant-
based and nutritionally adequate.
Fruits, vegetables, whole grains,
and pulses are packed with fibre,
rich in vitamins and minerals, free
of cholesterol, and low in saturated
fat. With care taken to include a
source of vitamin B, a variety of
plant-based foods provides children

with all the protein, calcium, and

other essential nutrients their bodies
need. The US Academy of Nutrition

and Dietetics, the world’s largest
organisation of food and nutrition
professionals, confirms that a plant-

based diet is suitable for everyone:

Iz is the position of the Academy

of Nutrition and Dietetics that
appropriately planned vegetarian,
including vegan, diets are healthful,
nutritionally adequate and may
provide health benefits for the
prevention and treatment of certain
diseases. These diets are appropriate
Jor all stages of the life cycle,
including pregnancy, lactation,
infancy, childhood, adolescence,
older adulthood, and for athletes.

Protein and Calcium

The egg and dairy industries
promote their foods for monetary
gain, despite their known dangers
to health, by misleadingly touting
eggs as a good source of protein and
dairy as a good source of calcium
and protein. Although milk contains
calcium, all animal-derived foods
also contain animal protein, which,
unlike plant protein, is now known

to leach calcium from human bones.

/

Vegan simply means
entirely plant-based.




Osteoporotic bone fracture

rates are highest in countries

where people consume the most
dairy. In truth, eggs contain less
protein than many commonly

eaten vegan foods, such as dal,

and many plants, such as green leafy
vegetables, are high in calcium. In
fact, all plant-based foods in their
unprocessed form contain protein and
calcium. Check out the chart below
to see how plant sources of these
nutrients compare with eggs

and milk. Plant sources with more
protein than an egg or more calcium

than milk are in bold.

Plant-Based Serving
Sources Size
Soy chunks (cooked) 100 g
Kidney beans (cooked) 100 g
Amaranth leaves 100 g
Green Cv(s)/l(‘)loée lentils 100 g
Turnip greens 100 g
Peanuts 100 g
Chickpeas 100 g
Spinach 100 g

Sesame seeds

2 Tbsp/18 g

Animal Serving

Sources Size
Eggs 1 medium
Milk 100 ml

Problems With Eggs

Eggs rank among the most
common allergy-causing foods for
children. Symptoms can be mild or
severe and can include rashes, hives,
nasal congestion, trouble breathing,
and vomiting or other digestive
problems. An egg allergy can

even cause anaphylaxis — which

can be deadly. WHO lists
salmonella, campylobacter, and

E coli among the most common
foodborne pathogens worldwide

— sometimes resulting in death.
Symptoms can include fever,

headaches, nausea, vomiting,

52g 350 mg
22g 100 mg
3g 220 mg
18¢g 25 mg
2g 190 mg
26g 40 mg
10g 28 mg
3g 99 mg
3g 180 mg
6g 23 mg

4g 170 mg



abdominal pain, and diarrhoea.
Eggs, poultry, and other animal-
derived foods have been linked
to salmonellosis outbreaks.
Campylobacter infections are
mainly caused by consuming
raw milk, raw or undercooked
poultry, or contaminated water.
E coli infections are often linked
to unpasteurised milk and

undercooked meat.

A taste for eggs can put children on
a path to poor health in adulthood.
In a meta-analysis published in
Atherosclerosis, researchers found
that eggs are so unhealthy that
consumers who ate them in the
largest quantities increased their
risk for diabetes by 68% and
cardiovascular disease by 19%.
People with diabetes who ate the
most eggs increased their risk

for developing heart disease by a
whopping 83%.

A study conducted in India by

the US-based Center for Disease
Dynamics, Economics & Policy
showed that chicken and egg
consumption could be making
consumers resistant to antibiotics
needed in times of sickness because
of rampant and indiscriminate
antibiotic use by many Indian

poultry farms.

Dangers of Dairy

Because human milk is food for
human infants and cows’ milk is food
for calves, about 75% of the world’s
human population, including most
Indians, lose their ability to digest
milk after weaning. Symptoms of
lactose intolerance include bloating,
stomach cramps, gas, vomiting,

and diarrhoea.

Like eggs, milk ranks among the
foods most likely to cause allergies
in children. Symptoms can include
wheezing, vomiting, hives, digestive
problems, and, in severe cases, even

anaphylaxis.

Milk in India has also been found
to contain contaminants. Detergents
have been found in milk, apparently
as a result of improper cleaning, but
other substances, including urea,
starch, glucose, and formalin, have
been added deliberately to thicken it

or make it last longer.

Hormones and antibiotic residue

in milk can adversely affect

human health, too. Cattle are often
genetically manipulated, drugged
with antibiotics, and injected with
the hormone oxytocin (even though
this practice is illegal) to enhance
milk production. Antibiotic residue

in milk is thought to be capable



of causing allergies or even severe
health problems such as bone marrow
aplasia in some people. Meanwhile,
endocrinologists warn that hormones
in milk are linked to the early onset
of puberty in girls and gynaecomastia

(breast enlargement) in boys.

Milk consumption in humans is

also linked to ailments like heart
disease, type 2 diabetes, autoimmune
diseases, and ovarian, breast,

and prostate cancer. Meanwhile,
avoiding milk and other dairy

foods can often eliminate common
childhood ailments such as chronic
ear infections, asthma, and skin

conditions.

The Poisons in Fish

Fish frequently contain significant
levels of toxins such as mercury,
which is a possible carcinogen.
Being exposed to it can also
trigger conditions like depression
and suicidal tendencies, paralysis,
kidney failure, speech and vision
impairment, allergies, and more.
Even a minuscule increase in
exposure can adversely affect the

cardiovascular system.

The Benefits of Going
Meat-Free
Foodborne illnesses, antibiotic

residue, and many ailments

and diseases commonly linked
to egg and milk consumption
are also associated with eating
meat. As a result, the Academy
of Nutrition and Dietetics points
out, “Vegetarians and vegans are
at reduced risk of certain health
conditions, including ischemic
heart disease, type 2 diabetes,
hypertension, certain types of

cancer, and obesity.”

Ethics

Plant-based foods are also easier
on the conscience and on animals.
Many children and their families
object to the manipulation, severe
confinement, dangerous transport,
and eventual slaughter involved

in the production of animal-
derived foods. And because meat,
egg, and dairy production releases
dangerous levels of greenhouse
gases that cause climate change and
also is resource-intensive, scientists
have advised that avoiding animal-
derived foods is the single best
way for individuals to reduce their

impact on the planet.

The Way Forward

The goals of the MDMS — that
children in primary schools be
served 450 calories and 12 g of
protein per day and that those in

upper-primary schools be served



700 calories and 20 g of protein per day — are easily met with healthy,
vitamin-packed plant-based foods such as soy chunks, beans, green leaty
vegetables, seeds, and nuts. For instance, a meal containing 100 g of soy
chunks can provide 336 calories, 52 g of protein, and 350 mg of calcium,

among other nutrients.

Calcium
[ socumke | mmemniones | oune
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350 mg/100 g 220 mg/100 g 170 mg/100 ml

Affordable fruits such guavas, oranges, and bananas are loaded with
nutrients such as vitamin E, calcium, and potassium. Sesame and rajgira
(amaranth) chikki are calcium-rich superfoods that may also please a

child’s palate.

Protein

—

52 g/100 g 18 g/100 g 6 g/medium egg

For an alternative to dairy milk, affordable plant-based options can be made

from soaked, blended, and strained soy beans or from almonds or other nuts.

For all these reasons and many more, well-informed doctors and nutritionists
recommend a transition to purely plant-based — and therefore egg- and
dairy-free — MDMS meals. Dr Kiran Ahuja, our nutritionist and health
educator, is available to assist with free meal planning and guidance. She can

be reached at KiranA@petaindia.org.
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