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NOTES 

VEGATARIAN 

WHAT IS A VEGETARIAN DIET?  

Vegetarians are people who choose not to eat meat, poultry, meat and poultry products 

(sausages, cooked meats, gelatine), offal such as liver, kidney and heart or fish and seafood, 

where an animal, bird or fish has had to be killed. They base their diet mostly on plant foods. 

There are various reasons why people follow a vegetarian diet, including:  

• They do not want to eat the flesh of a dead animal, bird or fish.  

• They disagree with raising and killing animals, birds and fish for food because they think it is 

either cruel or a waste of land, water, energy and food which could be used to feed more people 

instead.  

• They consider a vegetarian diet to be healthier than a meat-eating diet.  

• They have religious reasons not to eat meat, poultry or fish 

Food labelling  

Vegetarians can usually identify whether or not a food is suitable for them to eat, as food 

manufacturers often use words such as ‘meat free’, ‘suitable for vegetarians/vegans’ and ‘free 

from dairy foods/eggs’. 
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TYPES OF VEGETARIANS  

There are three main types of vegetarians:  

1 Lacto-ovo vegetarians: They will eat the products from animals or birds, where the animal or 

bird has not been killed or physically suffered in any way. Lacto means that they will eat dairy 

foods, such as milk and milk products (cheese, butter, cream and yogurt). Ovo means that they 

will eat eggs. 

 2 Lacto-vegetarians: They do not eat eggs but will eat dairy foods.  

3 Vegans (sometimes called strict vegetarians): They do not eat any animal food products at all, 

even if the animal has not been killed to provide the food product. Vegans eat only plant foods 

such as cereals, nuts and seeds, pulses (peas, beans and lentils), as well as fruits and vegetables. 

NUTRITIONAL NEEDS OF VEGETARIANS 

Vegetarians should make sure that they eat a variety of foods every day in order to provide them 

with a balance of nutrients. It is especially important to make sure that they have a sufficient 

supply of certain nutrients, including: 

Iron 

Iron that is found in meat and meat products is most easily absorbed by the body, but as 

vegetarians do not have this source of iron in their diet, they must rely on the iron found in plant 

foods. The iron in plant foods is less easily absorbed because some of it becomes firmly attached 

to other natural substances in plant foods which prevent it from being absorbed. 

Vitamin C  

Vitamin C helps the body to absorb iron, so it is important for vegetarians to make sure that they 

include plenty of fresh fruit and vegetables in their diet to provide this. The plant and non-meat 

sources of iron include:  

• wholegrain cereals and cereal products such as brown rice, wholemeal flour, pasta and bread, 

breakfast cereals with iron added to them (fortified)  
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• green vegetables such as spinach, kale, cabbage, watercress, spring greens, okra, broccoli, 

brussels sprouts and peas  

• dried fruits such as apricots and figs • lentils and beans such as soya beans • nuts such as 

pistachios, almonds, hazelnuts and cashews  

• seeds such as sunflower, pumpkin and linseeds  

• egg yolk 

 • cocoa and dark, plain chocolate  

• black treacle and molasses.  

Vegetarians with particularly high iron requirements, such as someone recovering from an 

accident or operation, a teenage girl or woman with heavy periods, a woman who is pregnant or 

just had a baby or an elderly person, may be advised by their doctor to take an iron supplement 

so they do not become deficient and develop anaemia.  It is possible to buy vegetarian iron 

supplements, such as blackstrap molasses capsules. 

Protein 

Foods that contain high biological value (HBV) protein and provide all the essential amino acids 

that the body needs are mostly found in animal foods. For a lacto-ovo vegetarian, there should be 

no problem in getting enough HBV protein if they regularly eat eggs and milk products. 

Plant foods, except for soya beans and quinoa (this is how you say it: keen-wah) contain low 

biological value (LBV) protein. This means that they are missing one or more of the essential 

amino acids. This is not a problem if a mixture (combination) of plant proteins is eaten every 

day, e.g: • lentil soup with bread • nut roast containing a variety of nuts, seeds and cereals such 

as bread  

• nut stir fry served with egg-free pasta  

• vegetable and soya bean curry served with brown rice and naan bread. 
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 This is particularly important for vegans (strict vegetarians), especially vegan children, as plant 

foods can be quite filling and enough need to be eaten to provide them with sufficient protein. It 

is also possible to buy soya milk, tofu and tempeh (both made from soya beans) which provide a 

good source of protein and minerals, and soya products such as desserts, custards, yogurts and 

textured vegetable protein (TVP) which can vary the diet.  

Quorn is a man-made vegetarian food product which is made from a mycoprotein. This is a type 

of fungus (like mushrooms) which is grown under special conditions and turned into a variety of 

products such as burgers, minced quorn, quorn pieces, sausages and ready meals. It contains a 

good source of protein, but it is not suitable for a vegan diet because during manufacture egg 

white protein is used and some quorn products contain milk protein. It has a low fat content and 

contains some fibre. 

B vitamins  

Most of the B vitamins can be obtained from a variety of foods such as wholegrain cereals. 

However, Vitamin B12 is mainly only found in animal foods, so for a lacto-ovo vegetarian, dairy 

products and eggs are a good source. For vegans the sources of food are limited to fortified foods 

such as yeast extract, soya milks, sunflower margarine and breakfast cereals. Vegans can also 

take vitamin B12 supplements. 

VEGETARIAN DIETS AND DIETARY GUIDELINES 

 A well planned vegetarian diet can be a very healthy diet and will meet the advice of the dietary 

guidelines, especially if it contains a high proportion of fresh fruits and vegetables (at least five-

a-day) and cereals and cereal products. Vegetarian diets are often low in saturated fats and high 

in fibre. Vegetarian food can also be very interesting, tasty, colourful and varied by making use 

of the wide variety of fruits and vegetables, beans, nuts and cereals that are available. 


