
Red meat: consider your health, and the environment's as well? 
POSTED ON MARCH 19, 2012 BY JOEL FUHRMAN, M.D. 
 
A large, long-term study from Harvard School of Public Health published last week confirmed what we already know – red meat is a 
disease-promoting food whose consumption leads to premature death.1 This is an important study because of its lengthy follow-up 
time, distinction between unprocessed and processed red meats, and findings of a dose-response relationship between red meat 
intake and risk of death – in short, the authors concluded each daily serving of unprocessed red meat increased risk by 13% and 
processed meat by 20%. However, the bottom line “red meat increases risk of mortality” certainly isn’t news. This is not the first study 
to link meat consumption to premature death, and it certainly will not be the last.1-5 
Of interest though, is the accompanying commentary by Dean Ornish, M.D., a respected and widely known figure in lifestyle medicine. 
In his comment, Dr. Ornish leaves the physician-sanctioned territory of human health and nutrition makes a call to action to reduce red 
meat consumption to protect the health of our planet, not just ourselves:6 

“In addition to their health benefits, the food choices we 

make each day affect other important areas as well. 

What is personally sustainable is globally sustainable. 

What is good for you is good for our planet...… 

choosing to eat more plant-based foods and less red 

meat is better for all of us—ourselves, our loved ones, 

and our planet. In short, don't have a cow!” 
 
We already know that red meat is a contributory factor 
in the development of cancer7 – plus, we know from 
epidemiologic findings from rural areas that the etiology 
of this relationship will not be negated by eating grass-
fed beef.8-13 We know that heme iron is an oxidant that 
accumulates in the body over time, contributing to 
cardiovascular disease and dementia.14,15 We know 
that heme iron and proteins in meats form N-nitroso 
compounds in the digestive tract that can damage 
cellular DNA, potentially leading to stomach and 

colorectal cancers.16-18 We know that cooking meats (all meats, not just red meat) at high temperatures forms carcinogens called 
heterocyclic amines.19 Plus, we are now finding that chronic inflammation results from newly discovered compounds such as Neu5Gc, 
which accumulate from eating red meat.20 Furthermore, higher levels of meats (animal protein) lead to higher circulating levels of IGF-
1 that promote cell division and fuel growth of cancerous cells.21,22 These issues related to heme iron and animal protein will also not be 
resolved by simply switching to grass-fed beef. 
 
The “red meat is good for you” slogan is dead – its proponents don’t have a scientific leg to stand on. Atkins, Dukan, Sugar Busters, 
Weston Price, and all the other meat-promoting and protecting people need to keep out of this discussion and finally stop protesting 
and promoting death. Now, the new question has become: are red meat consumers and promoters destroying our environment 
also? 
 
There is certainly no need to debate the health issues any further. With global livestock production expected to double by 
2050,23 now is the time for the public to become better aware of the environmental impact of consuming meat. Dr. Ornish 
brings up these important points regarding the impact of animal agriculture on our environment: 

 Greenhouse gas emissions: The livestock sector generates more greenhouse gas emissions than transportation – about 18% 
of total emissions; emissions include carbon dioxide and to a greater extent, methane and nitrous oxide, which are considered 
to be more harmful than carbon dioxide. 

 Deforestation: Currently, animal agriculture uses 30% of the Earth’s land surface, and 70% of forests in the Amazon are no 
longer forests – they have become grazing land for livestock, resulting in depletion of wildlife and natural ecosystems. 

 Use of resources and energy: Almost 40% of the world’s grain (and over 50% in the U.S.) is fed to livestock and 33% of 
arable land on Earth is devoted to growing feed for livestock. The production of 1 pound of beef requires almost 20,000 liters of 
water, and is a significant contributor to water pollution.6,23 
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