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The health benefits of a vegetarian diet

Several studies in the past few years have shown that
a diet high in fruits and vegetables can help alleviate
many of the vision problems associated with aging.
Most recently, a study by researchers in the depart-
ment of Clinical Medicine at the University of Oxford
in England found that people with a vegetarian

or vegan diet were 30-40 percent less
likely develop cataracts than people
with diets high in meat. Cataract, a
change in the proteins that make up
the lens of the eye and results in
cloudy or blurred vision, is one of

the most common eye conditions

that can come up with age, with

over half of Americans experiencing
cataracts by the time they are 80 years
old.

While this most recent study does not prove
meat-eating can cause cataracts, it does support previ-
ous research that links specific nutrients found primar-
ily in plants, such as antioxidants, to a lower risk of
cataracts. It also supports another earlier study that
found that women who ate diets rich in many different
vitamins and minerals had a lower risk of cataracts.
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A study in
England found that
people with a vegetarian
or vegan diet were 30 -
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develop cataracts than
people with diets high
in meat.

A plant-rich diet may decrease the risk for cataracts
by lowering the chances for oxidative stress either
directly, or by reducing systemic inflammation. Sys-
temic inflammation can in turn lead to oxidative stress.
Oxidative stress hastens tissue deterioration and is one
of the major causes of the diseases of older age.
An adequate or high level of lutein or
zeaxanthin, vitamins C and/or E and
omega-3 fatty acids have consistently
been associated with a lower risk of
cataracts. These nutrients have also
been associated with a decreased
risk of glaucoma and age-related
macular degeneration (or macu-
lopathy.) Glaucoma indicates a group
of diseases where the pressure inside
the eye increases and gradually damages
vision, and macular degeneration is a condition
where the retina is damaged either through abnormal
growth or by degenerating cells. Both conditions are
common in older people and are clearly affected by
diet.
Whole foods are the best source of all these nu-
trients and a balanced vegetarian diet rich in plants
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and whole grains is the most likely to create the best
support for vision health. Green leafy vegetables are
a great source of lutein and orange peppers, orange
juice, squash, zucchini and corn are high in both lutein
and xanthin. High levels of Vitamins A, C and E are
found in apples, oranges, squash and green leafy
vegetables. Keep in mind, however, that a healthy diet
is not determined through individual nutrients, but
through the combination of foods that lead
to the best absorption of all nutrients.
Eating a lot of squash and nothing else
will not ultimately support your vi-
sion or your general health.

Meat consumption may also af-
fect how vision develops with age.
There is evidence that eating meat
can create an acidic environment in the
body, which may also contribute to the
higher oxidative stress and inflammation that
can lead to cataracts and macular degeneration. The
opposite of an acid is a base, or alkaline substance,
and the kidneys function to restore acid-alkaline bal-
ance in the body. As we age the kidneys, like other
organs, function less efficiently. As the modern Ameri-
can diet tends to create an acidic environment in the
body, disrupting the acid-alkaline homeostasis that
encourages the best kidney functioning, many health
practitioners advocate pursuing a more alkaline diet.
Fish, meat, poultry, shellfish, cheese, milk and salt all
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Deficiencies
in both omega-3
and vitamin B-12
can also harm vision,
as well as threaten
overall health.

induce an acidic environment, while plant consump-
tion will be more likely to induce an alkaline environ-
ment.

There is a hypothesis that meat and milk from
mammals may also be a source of inflammation due to
the presence of N-glycolylneuraminic acid (Neu5Gc).
This form of sialic acid is present in all mammals
except humans, and there has been evidence that

Neu5Gc, seen as foreign by the human im-
mune system, activates antibody produc-
tion and other immune reactions. If this
is true, then consuming other mam-
mals may trigger a chronic immune
reaction, resulting in chronic inflam-
mation.
For vegetarians and especially veg-
ans, a balanced diet is essential. A vegan
diet is very rich in concentrated plant foods,
but can be low in omega-3 fatty acids and should
also be supplemented with vitamin B12. For vegans
and vegetarians who don’t eat eggs, the consumption
of nuts and flax, chia and hemp seeds provides an im-
portant source of some omega-3. Deficiencies in both
omega-3 and vitamin B-12 can also harm vision, as
well as threaten overall health.
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