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“Everythlng bloom in 1ts own time”
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‘A plant-based diet reduces chronic
disease risks and strengthens ecology’

Randall S. Stafford is professor of medicine at Stanford University's Centre for Research in Disease
Prevention. He tells Times Evoke about a solution for planetary and human health we can easily. adopt:

yy research focuses on

/1§ chronicdiseaseand its

i prevention. In this
regard, I analyse how

behaviours such as diet, physical
activity and sleep are central to
good health. These factors shape
the advice I provide to my patients.

2 Importantly,
in the course of
| my research,
I have found
multiple con-
nections be-
tween planetary
and human
health. One of
the most prominent links are the
benefits of a plant-based diet for
both kinds of well-being. For hu-
man health, a plant-based diet ap-
pears to be capable of preventing
many of the worst chronicdiseases
that are very common globally now,
including heart disease, diabetes
and cancer. A plant-based diet
which ishigh in fibrous vegetables,
fruits and wholegrains has distinct
advantages over a diet that is based
on eating meats. We
must note thatevena
vegetarian or vegan
diet can be unhealthy
if it focuses on carbohydrates like
white rice, potatoes or white bread.
A plant-based diet needs to be
designed effectively.

In terms of environmental
health, the factory production of
meat-based diets takes a huge toll.
The production of meat requires
much greater energy consumption
for each calorie of food produced.
In addition, cattle rearing results in
. the increased release of carbon
dioxide and methane, both very
harmful greenhouse gases. Also,
across the world, water is
extremely precious but the

production of meat takes a lot more

water than the production of
plants. Further, far more arable
land gets used by the production of
meat-based foods — this is very
inefficient because rearing
livestock means an enormous
amount of land is required to
produce livestock feed, the
animals then being con-
sumed by humans. It is far
more ecologically efficient
for humans to directly eat
the plants which we feed
these animals.

A plant-based diet thus
improves human health,
strengthens our rapidly

e
%

dwindling environmental ‘a (

resources and reduces the
further production of green-
house gases — however, a widely
held mythology worries individu-
als about the need for excessive
protein intake. But, in fact, the
human body is capable of surviv-
ing on a relatively limited amount
of protein. That is adequately
available from healthy sources
like wholegrains,
legumes, lentils,
beans, etc. Ironical-
ly, in the current era,
we don’t have to worry so much
about protein deficiencies — we
should focus much more on reduc-
ing total caloric intake and ensur-
ing the calories we do consume
come mostly from fruits, fibrous
vegetables and wholegrains.
Around the globe, we are
seeing many cultures shifting to
an excessive intake of protein
— this can be explained by diets
transitioning to what I call
‘celebratory foods’. Our day-to-
day diets have now become much
more like the foods we would eat
only on certain occasions earlier

iStock
" or at special times of the year.

This phenomenon of consuming
celebratory foods everyday has
w\ spread from America to China,
.. India and many other coun-
Y tries — it has tremendous
impacts on both human
and planetary health and
it must be thought about
with much greater care.
There is yet another
positive aspect to
adopting a plant-based
diet. I believe this also
being a non-cruel diet
helps our sense of
4. well-being — many of
. us worry about the
ethics of the production of
meat, both from an environ-
mental and philosophical
viewpoint which thinks about
important issues like cruelty,
behaviour and how we treat other
beings. A plant-based diet provides
us a much healthier attitude to-
wards other species in a way that
is not possible with a meat-based
diet. It thus strengthens human
health — and the humane itself.

INTELLIGENCE ON A PLATE: From
preventing dangerous diseases
to bolstering environmental
resources, a plant-based diet is
clearly the brightest choice

THE FOOD OF LIFE D e
I by 30%, wildlife loss by 46%,

® A plant-based diet — rich in wasteful land use by 41%
fruits, leafy greens, and premature losses of life by
and beans, with much lower 20% — over two billion people
amounts of refined grains, worldwide eat unhealthy
potatoes and added foods currently
sugars — can reduce the ® With its far more efficient
risk of strokes by 10% use of land and water.
® This diet also lowers the scientists find a plant-based
risks of high blood pressure, diet can sustainably nourish
(labem,qeﬂahcanoers_and a global population which is
cardiovascular disease projected to grow to over 8.5
© With a plant-based diet, billion people by 2030 itself
experts find you can help lower Research: Lancet, Harvard Medical School, WWF
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‘Climate change poses huge human health risks —

reducing fossil fuel dependence helps Earth and us’

Aaron Bernstein teaches at Harvard University'’s TH Chan School of Public Health. Speaking to Srijana Mitra Das at

What is the core of your research?
= I am primarily interested in how
climate change matters to health and
health equity — a lot of my work focuses
on how actions that address climate
change can also benefit health.

What are the most important human health
impacts of climate change?

= In India, climate change is very
concerning with specific regard to
nutrition and infectious
diseases — there are also
greatrisks around access to
water and exposure to heat-
waves. Communities that
are already vulnerable, like
low-wealth groups and the
marginalised, could bear
the greatest brunt of
climate impacts on food, water and shelter
in addition to heatstroke, etc.

There are climate implications in
terms of the spread of infectious
diseases as well — cycles of flood and
drought increased by climate change can
enhance diseases transmitted through
water. Changing temperatures and rain-
fall patterns can alter diseases
transmitted by mosquitoes like malaria.
We know that the root cause of climate
change, the burning of fossil fuels,

Istock

THE CHOICE IS OURS: By using renewable
energy over fossil fuels, we can improve
our own health and the environment's

FAR FROM EPHEMERAL

Carbon emissions arising from using fossil fuels have
long-term impacts, causing both dangerous global
30 warming over years and immediate atmospheric
25 pollution which takes millions of lives annually

Annual €O, Emissions (in billion metric tons)

2020

Share of the
population

- exposed to air
pollution levels
above WHO
guidelines

e

60% 80%

Data Courtesy: Global Carbon Project & Brauer et al (2017) via Our World in Data

causes air pollution — this is
responsible for a huge toll of disease.
Increased exposure to air
pollution, caused in India
by vehicular emissions,
construction, brick kilns,
burning agricultural residues, etc., can
even increase the risks of loss of life to
Covid-19. By reducing our dependence on
fossil fuels, we can both decrease
climate change and lower the burgeoning
of respiratory and other diseases.

Are there climate health risks in developed
countries too?

m Certainly. In the US, the risks come from
the destruction of homes and properties
from extreme weather — we’ve had a
substantial increase in destructive wild-
fires. We've also experienced huge air
pollution which is enormously damaging.
In the US, heatwaves are now responsible
for more losses of life than all other
natural disasters combined — with
climate change, the frequency and

severity of extreme heat will only grow.
Again, for people already on the margins,
struggling to pay rent or
get food for their families,
one storm can set their life
course in a much harsher
direction than it would have been.

Can you estimate the scale of climate-related
human health impacts?

m Given current emissions of greenhouse
gases, well before the end of this century,
one in three people could be living in places
that are too hot to sustain human survival
— you simply couldn’t be outside for any
significant time before your body overheats.
Access to water and nutrition will also be
impacted in such places. Without the
commitments called for through the UN
process, we’ll be living in a world where
large numbers of people, many in already
hot places, willfind it very hard to stay there
because of the absence of basic resources
and climate challenges making these places
unsuitable for human existence.

Times Evoke, he discusses the multiple health impacts of climate change — and mitigations needed in time:

Being a paediatric doctor, you work on
strengthening children’s health as well — do
they face climate impacts?
m Climate shocks — extraordinary events,
from heatwaves to cyclones, that would
not have happened without the
atmospheric accumulation of greenhouse
gases — disproportionately affect
children. This can begin even before birth
with exposure to extreme heat. Air
pollution also reduces a child’s prospects
of well-being even before they are born or
infancy onwards. Further, the absence of
vital nutrition can damage a child’s devel-
opment for life. Climate change reduces
the nutrient content of foods like rice,
wheat, corn and soy. These nutrient losses
have a larger effect on children’s health.
It is very important to note that we
adults were born into a world which was
much better for us than the one we will
leave for our children. If we don’t address

- this, we will be committing the greatest

moral transgression in human history —
if we fail to take our responsibility
seriously now, we will be the generation
that forsook our children’s welfare in
irretrievable ways.

Asapaediatrician, [am very concerned
about these risks looming over our children
who have no voice but face a world which
is much harder than the one we adults, who
can make decisions, were blessed with.

Ordinary people often feel helplessness about
climate change — how can they help?
m It is quite understandable to think, how
can one action by one individual matter in
a problem that is so big in scale? But the
antidote to helplessness is action. The
biggest challenge we face is not finding new
technologies — it is developing community
understanding that we can change things.
Consider how the price of solar power
in India is among the lowest in the world.
That doesn’t even count its huge health
benefits — we did a study asking, if you
could put renewable energy anywhere in
the world, where would you save the most
lives? The answer was India. So, every time
an individual or organisation in India
chooses to source energy from renewables,
it will help people live healthier lives and
also show that we can be economically
productive without relying on fossil fuels.
We need to make new choices that can
empower us tolive in more sustainable ways
— our choices will then show our
communities that such change is possible.
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ATIMELY DIAGNOSIS

® With temperature
rise, scientists predict
heat-related losses

of life will increase
257% by the 2050s. In
2021, a heatwave in
temperate Canada and
northern USA claimed
over 500 lives — by
2100, without cooling
mitigations begun in time,
over 1.2 billion people
around the globe could
face severe heat stress

® Climate
change is @
altering insect &
distributions,

life cycles and

how quickly viruses
replicate in them — this
explains recent Zika,
dengue, chikungunya,
hantavirus, encephalitis,
malaria and Nipa
outbreaks. In the US,
27,388 cases of vector-
borne illnesses like Lyme
disease occurred in 2004
— by 2016, this was 96,075
® A five-fold rise in

weather 5 ;

disasters
is causing [

mental health -~ -
traumas and ‘eco-
anxiety’ — in a 2021 global
survey of 10,000 people
between 16 to 25 years,
three-quarters found the
world’s future frightening
® But there are
prescriptions
~ support
green zones

to cool cities,
afforestation

1o help habitat recovery
and weather buffering,
rainwater




