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Nutritional Newsletter 
 
Vegan diets have become the hot topic of conversation in 

recent months, even though being vegan has been a choice 

made by some for many years.  However, even though this 

lifestyle choice is no fad the decision to make this choice 

needs to be considered and researched well to ensure you 

are aware of all the things that are important to be healthy 

on a vegan diet.  The main driving force why many are 

making the move to veganism is their considered views of 

animal welfare and the fact that they no longer wish to 

consume animal meat or animal products, 

Dietitians, 

Nutritionists and 

other healthcare 

providers have 

always had strong 

views about the 

health issues 

surrounding vegan 

diets and this has been due to the concerns on health of 

nutrient deficiencies.  The most common deficiencies 

observed are B12, Iron, zinc and calcium, but there could 

also be deficiencies in other nutrients such as omega 3 

essential oil and protein. It is possible to be healthy on a 

vegan diet if it is well balanced and includes good sources 

of all the important nutrients for the body to function.   

What nutrients are essential? 
When we refer to essential nutrients we are talking about 

those that the body cannot produce itself and we need from 

our diet.  A vegan diet will be commonly lacking in 4 

essential amino acids (The building blocks of Protein) and 

these are Lysine, Tryptophan, Methionine and 

Phenylalanine.  Animal meat is classed as a complete 

protein and therefore contains all of the 20 essential amino 

acids.  Plant sources are not complete proteins with the 

exception of Quinoa, Chia and soy. Although these four 

amino acids are available in some plant sources the levels 

are low and therefore need to be included regularly in the 

diet.   

Lysine – Needed for DNA, cell structure and production.  

Plant sources include; Quinoa, black bean, yeast, kidney 

beans, peanuts, soy (Soy products such as Tempeh, miso) 

Wheat germ, pistachios, spirulina and fenugreek seed.  A 

single portion of animal meat would provide over 100% 

of the daily requirement, a single serving of beans 50%, 

single serving tofu 65% 

and a single serving of 

nuts 20%.   

Tryptophan – Important 

for the nervous system, 

mental health and in the 

production of 

neurotransmitters.  Plant sources include; Spinach, 

asparagus, nuts (esp. Almonds) peanuts, wheat germ, 

sesame seeds, pumkins seeds.  A single serving of nuts & 

Seeds would provide 50% of your daily need, 15-20% 

from vegetables where as a serving of salmon would 

provide 150% and chicken or turkey 200%. 

Methionine – Has a major role in detoxification as well as 

being an important factor is brain health and the 

production of neurotransmitters for mental health.  Plant 

sources include; Avocado, wheat germ, sunflower seeds, 

brazil nuts, oats and oatmeal.  A single serving of Beans 

provides 50% of daily requirement and nuts and seeds 

25%. 

Phenylalanine – another important amino acid for the 

nervous system, brain health and neurotransmitter 

production.  Plant sources are similar to tryptophan but 

also include chickpeas and lentils. 

The other major nutrient deficiencies noted in vegan diets 

are B12, Iron, calcium and zinc.  Iron, calcium and zinc 
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are all available through plant sources such as; Soybeans, 

lentils, spinach, olives and kidney beans for iron.  Tofu, 

sesame seeds, collard greens, and spinach for Calcium.  

Pumpkin and sesame seeds, lentils, cashew and quinoa for 

zinc.  These are the plants sources providing the best levels 

of the nutrients, but they are still low in comparison with 

animal sources.   When consuming seeds such as flax, chia 

and sesame these needs to be soaked or ground as the 

human digestive system does not have the enzymes 

needed to break apart the seed husk therefore the nutrients 

contained within cannot be absorbed. 

Vitamin B12 deficiency  
This is the major deficiency that concerns the medical 

health cares as B12 is only available from animal sources.  
The current recommendation is that vegans supplement 

their diet with fortified foods or supplementation.  B12 is 

a vital vitamin and is involved in many processes in the 

body, including red cell production, energy production, 

neurotransmitter production and many other.   

There is new research suggesting that bacteria and fungi 

are able to produce B12 and that plant foods like 

mushrooms and fermented foods like tempeh and miso 

could provide a limited source of this vitamin.   

Omega 3 
Omega-3s belong to a group of fats called polyunsaturated 

fats. The specific members of this group are called 

polyunsaturated fatty acids, or PUFAs. Some omega-3s 

are simpler than others. The simplest is called alpha-

linolenic acid, or ALA. Like most vitamins, ALA is 

especially important in our diet because our bodies cannot 

make it. Either we consume it, or we don't have enough. 

Fortunately for us, many commonly eaten plant and 

animal foods contain ALA. 

For other omega-3s, this all-or-nothing scenario is not the 

case. Under the right circumstances, our bodies can 

usually take ALA and transform it into other omega-3s. 

See the pathway opposite for the cofactors needed for this 

transformation to take place.  There are three enzymes and 

a variety of vitamins and minerals needed.  If any of these 

are in short supply the body will struggle to complete the 

process.  Just as a note; enzymes are made from amino 

acids, protein so important sources of these are needed.  

These other omega-3s are more complicated than ALA 

and more susceptible to damage. The best studied are EPA 

(eicosapentaenoic acid) and DHA (docosahexaenoic acid) 

and the research studies show that there are clear health 

benefits provided by EPA and DHA that are not provided 

by ALA. These health benefits involve support of many 

body systems and decreased risk of many chronic 

diseases. 

If we only need to eat ALA-containing foods—and can 

trust our bodies to make all of the EPA and DHA that we 

need—we become free to choose whatever type of diet we 

would like, including a strict 

vegan diet. That's because a 

wide variety of plant foods 

contain small-to-moderate 

amounts of ALA. However, 

if we need to obtain EPA 

and DHA directly from 

food, we become much 

more restricted in our food 

choices. For example, if we 

are trying to implement a 

strict vegan diet with no animal foods whatsoever and 

want to obtain DHA from our diet, our choices would most 

likely be limited to sea plants (which can contain DHA) or 

some fermented foods (like fermented soy foods). 

Omega 3 Pathway
Co Factors for 

Conversion
Food Sources

Alpha-Linolenic Acid (ALA) Flax, Pumpkin, hemp 
seeds, Walnut, Dark 

Green leafy Veg and Soya 
Beans

Stearidonic Acid 
(STA)

Delta-6-desaturase

Magnesium, Zinc,B3, B6, Vit C

Elcosatetraenoic Acid (ETA)

Elongase

Elcosapentaenoic Acid (EPA

Oily Fish; herring, 
mackerel, 

sardines,salmon

Delta-5-desaturase

Magnesium, Biotin

Docosahexaenoic Acid 
(DHA)

Oily Fish; herring, 
mackerel, 

sardines,salmon

Prostaglandin 
Series 3 – Anti 
inflammatory

Vitamins & Minerals

Enzymes
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