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Can you save the planet over 
lunch? Can the amount of 
chicken in your curry or 
milk in your coff ee make 
a diff erence? Researchers 
now claim it can: in fact, 

they say, if we all switched to eating 
what they would like to see on our 
plates, we could cut  Britain’s green-
house gas emissions by a quarter and be 
a lot healthier too.  

 Scientists from the  Rowett Institute 
of Nutrition and Health   at  Aberdeen 
University  have produced a   report 
which  they say has established the ideal 
diet to balance healthy eating with 
sustainable food . Calling it the Livewell 
Plate, the researchers, commissioned 
by the conservation charity WWF, 
have drawn up a shopping list and a 
suggested  weekly menu to make Brit-
ain’s dinners greener. They will now  
lobby the government and the food 
industry to use the Livewell diet as a 
blueprint . 

The diet is designed to be familiar, 
say the researchers, and normal. But 
crucially it shifts away from processed 
foods and meat, both  blamed for rising 
levels of heart disease and diabetes. 
 Increasing consumption of meat, espe-
cially beef , is one of the key environ-
mental issues for the world. 

In the US alone,   70% of  agricultural 
land  is given over to growing food for 
livestock, using huge amounts of water 
resources. It has led to  extensive areas 
of rainforest being cleared, especially 
in Brazil, and vast amounts of pesticides 
and fertilisers ending up in the world’s 
waterways. Processed foods, with their 
extra production, packaging, transpor-
tation and energy consumption, are also 
an environmental “hotspot”.

In the UK, where the average person 
eats 79kg of meat a year, reducing 

! e Livewell Plate is a 
visual representation 
of some compelling 
ideas that have been 
around for a while. In 
2008,  the American 
food writer Michael 

Pollan  boiled down his bestselling 
treatise, In Defence of Food, to the 
haiku-like “Eat food. Not too much. 
Mostly plants”. Elsewhere in Scotland, 
the Fife Diet, less a menu-planning 
approach than a community idea built 
 on the local sourcing of ingredients, has 
inspired a  lot of people to  consider the 
impact of  food shopping.

 But questions remain  over who 
th ose people are. ! e desire of WWF 
to  cut through the white noise of buzz 
words  such as local, seasonal , organic 
and Fairtrade  is absolutely right. ! e 
fear, though, is that notions about diet  
– even thoroughly prescriptive ones 
of this sort – will fi nd traction only with 
the food-aware middle classes, who 
are merely looking for help with food 
choices they have already made.  

 And the problem, as  WWF knows, 
isn’t really with Britain, which, over 
time, is  educa ble. ! e problem lies 
in the exploding economies of Asia  
– particularly China, where beef 
consumption is accelerating faster than 
a stampeding herd of cattle on Red Bull,  
and where the very eating of meat is a 
mark of hard-won status, of economic 
advancement .   Lectures from the  west 
to the newly affl  uent Chinese  on how 
and what they should eat are, not 
unreasonably,  going to stick in 
the throat . 
Jay Rayner, Observer restaurant critic

this intake is deemed  crucial by the 
researchers behind the Livewell 
plate. Their diet  aims to bring down 
consumption of white and red meat 
by allowing for 203g a week, or 10kg 
a year. But the main objective, says 
WWF, is to streamline and simplify 
some of these issues for consumers 
who are becoming increasingly baf-
fl ed by the choice between Fairtrade, 
organic and the cheapest produce 
on off er. 

As the politicisation of our dinner 
plate grows more intense, the  super-
market is becoming a minefi eld for 
the eco-conscious  to navigate. How 
much fertiliser was used to grow the 
tomatoes? How many greenhouse gases 
were emitted  by the plane that brought 
the New Zealand apples? 

WILL IT CATCH ON?
It’s enough to kill the healthiest of 

appetites, says WWF’s head of cam-
paigns, Colin Butfi eld . “A lot of people 
we speak to, our members and others, 
were saying they were  overwhelmed 
by the maelstrom of information over 
what they should buy: organic, locally 
sourced, seasonal, Fairtrade, farm 
standards, the labels are just endless 
and not everyone has the time to really 
work out what they should be doing,” 
he said. 

“While there are answers to all of 
people’s questions over what they 
should buy and eat, it’s not realistic to 
expect everyone to be able to devote a 
lot of time to getting deeply into all the 
issues. Too many messages are just no 
good for busy people.”

Butfi eld said the Livewell research-

Wholegrain/high fi bre cereal & 
semi-skimmed milk; 
white toast and preserve

Vegetable & lentil soup; prawn 
mayonnaise sandwich (whole-
meal bread)

Chicken curry 
& rice with 
white pitta bread

Apple; raspberries/straw-
berries; biscuit, 100ml semi-

skimmed milk; 1tsp of sugar

Porridge; wholemeal toast & 
spread; fruit juice

Egg salad sand-
wich (white bread); 
yoghurt 
(full fat)

Chilli beef & kidney bean tortil-
las with salad

Banana; peach; scone & jam; 
100ml semi-skimmed milk; 

1tsp of sugar

Wholegrain/high fi bre cereal & 
semi-skimmed milk; fruit juice; 
wholemeal toast & spread

Tomato & red pepper soup with a  
wholemeal roll; yoghurt (low fat)

Salmon with cream cheese 
topping, new potatoes, broccoli & 
carrots

Pear; grapes; biscuit; crisps; 
100ml semi-skimmed milk; 1tsp 

of sugar

Other cereal & semi-
skimmed milk; 
fruit juice

Baked potato with baked beans & 
cheese; salad Chicken 

stir fry and noodles; ice 
cream & raspberries/
strawberries

Apple; biscuit; nectarine; cake; 
100ml semi-skimmed milk; 1tsp 

of sugar

Wholegrain/high fi bre 
cereal & semi-skimmed 
milk; fruit juice

Carrot & butterbean soup; 
ham & cream cheese bagel

Macaroni cheese with 
salad; sponge/cereal 
pudding

Chocolate bar; pear; kiwi fruit; 
small packet of nuts; 100ml 
semi-skimmed milk; 1tsp of 
sugar

Other cereal & 
semi-skimmed milk; 
wholemeal toast & 
preserve

Cheese & tomato 
sandwich
(wholemeal bread); 
yoghurt (low fat)

Fish, oven chips & peas; white 
bread & spread

Banana; biscuit; 
peach; 100ml semi-
skimmed milk; 1tsp 
of sugar

Poached egg, baked 
beans, potato waf-
fl e & mushrooms; 
wholemeal toast & 
spread

Roast pork, roast 
potatoes, cabbage & 
gravy; sponge/cereal 
pudding

Cheese toastie 
with white bread 
& salad 

Grapes; 
biscuit; 

apple; 100ml semi-skimmed 
milk; 1tsp of sugar

DAY 1

DAY 2

DAY 3

DAY 4

DAY 5

DAY 6

DAY 7

WILL IT CATCH ON?
ers had done their best to keep the diet 
simple, taking the standard advice on 
good nutrition and then factoring in 
environmental concerns. The cost is 
manageable, too: the suggested weekly 
shopping list comes in at just under £29 
 a person . 

“You can still go further and buy 
organic and look for seasonal food-
stuff s , but essentially here is the simple 
message in the Livewell Plate – eat a 
little less meat and dairy, bulk out your 
diet with a little more vegetables and 
whole grains,” said Butfi eld.  

Arthur Potts Dawson , owner of two 
 sustainable restaurants in London and 
founder of the  People’s Supermarket , 
welcomed the report. 

“For WWF to add their weight to this 
kind of issue is fabulous. People need 
to be able to shop with confi dence, and 
food needs to be trusted again,” he said, 
adding it should not just be an issue for 
the middle classes but for the entire 
population. 

“Food is polluting this planet and 
destroying it and anything that can 
help to educate people is essential now, 
more than ever. We need to destroy this 
idea that all you can eat is cardboard 
and brown; you can still consume, just 
shop with a bit of knowledge,” added 
Potts Dawson.

As the planet heads for a population 
of nine billion by 2050, the question of 
how we are going to feed everyone on it 
is only going to become more impor-
tant. Where wars were once fought 
over gold and oil, they will increasingly 
be fought over water and farmland and, 
with the UK so dependent on imported 
food, our diet is key to the future. 
“Sustainable eating is a win-win,” 
said Butfi eld. “And the Livewell Plate 
demonstrates how easy it could be for 
everyone.” 

Many people are confused by what foods are best for them – and the environment. Now the World Wildlife Fund has 
made a simple weekly menu that balances healthy eating and sustainable sources for £29 a head. By Tracy McVeigh 

Cheap, green and nutritious: the diet 
that could help to save the planet

BREAKFAST LUNCH DINNER     SNACKS

Fruit and vegetables

Food and
drinks high
in sugar
and /or fat

29
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Non-dairy
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Meat
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Nuts and seeds

Beans and pulses
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Milk and
dairy foods

Bread, rice,
potato, pasta
and other
starchy foods

Our present eating habits and 
how they will need to change  if 
we are to adopt the Livewell diet
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