
Towards Evidence-Based, Health-Promoting 
Eating Recommendations

Background

Canada’s Food Guide sets out recommended serving quantities from four groups: vegetables 
and fruit, grain products, milk and alternatives, and meat and alternatives.  This format has been 1

criticized by experts for being confusing, unrealistic, and unadaptable for different cultures and 
lifestyles.  Earlier this year, Health Canada proposed to update the food guide, publishing for 2

public comment draft Guiding Principles and Recommendations for healthy eating.

In line with global trends, the proposed Guiding Principles and Recommendations eliminate the 
outdated food category and serving size/number format. Instead, broad, easy-to-follow, 
culturally inclusive principles would guide healthy eating patterns to promote health and reduce 
the risk of nutrition-related chronic disease. 

Among other things, the proposed Guiding Principles and Recommendations recommend:

• Regular intake of vegetables, fruit, whole grains and protein-rich foods, especially plant-based 
sources of protein

• Inclusion of foods that contain mostly unsaturated fat, instead of foods that contain mostly 
saturated fat

• Regular intake of water3

The draft Guiding Principles and Recommendations have been praised by nutrition experts, 
including Professor David Jenkins, who holds the Canada Research Chair in Nutrition and 
Metabolism and has received numerous national and international awards in recognition of his 
contribution to nutrition research.  Dr. Jenkins has stated that he “would like to see a big 4

emphasis on plant foods and a reduction in animal food use.”5

The meat and dairy industries are concerned that these recommendations would hurt their 
bottom lines. However, not only would the proposed recommendations benefit the health of 
Canadians, they would also improve our economy overall. 
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Canadians Aren’t Eating Enough Plant-based Foods

Cancer is the leading cause of death in Canada, responsible for 30 percent of deaths.  Cancer 6

costs the Canadian economy $4.4 billion per year.  However, about half of all cancers can be 7

prevented through healthy living.  According to Dietitians of Canada: 8

Plant foods like vegetables, fruit, whole grains and legumes (beans, peas and lentils) 
may help lower cancer risk. That’s because plant foods have phytochemicals (plant 
chemicals), antioxidants, vitamins, minerals and fibre that protect our bodies against cell 
damage.9

The second leading cause of death in Canada is heart disease, responsible for 20 percent of 
deaths. According to Heart and Stroke Foundation, up to 80 percent of premature heart disease 
and stroke can be prevented through lifestyle.  They advise eating more fruits, vegetables, and 10

whole grains, and recommend Canadians “include beans, lentils and tofu as a regular 
component of your diet.”  Cardiovascular disease costs the Canadian economy $21.2 billion 11

per year in direct and indirect costs, making it the costliest disease in Canada.12

An astonishing 11 million Canadians are living with diabetes or prediabetes, 90 percent of whom 
have type 2 diabetes,  which can be prevented through diet and weight management.  13 14

Diabetes Canada advises preventing and managing diabetes through diet, including by eating 
“more high-fibre foods such as whole grain breads and cereals, lentils, dried beans and peas, 
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brown rice, vegetables and fruits.”  Diabetes is projected to cost the Canadian economy $13.8 15

billion annually by 2020.  16

Only 20 to 25 percent of longevity is determined by genes; the rest is lifestyle.  Research into 17

the world’s longest-lived peoples (highest proportions of individuals living to 100 years of age 
and free from chronic diseases) shows that, without exception, health and longevity are 
associated with plant-based eating. In places where people live the longest and with the best 
health, legumes are the foundation of diet—meat is only consumed on average five times per 
month, in portions of only 3 to 4 ounces.18

Research from Oxford University shows that shifting towards more plant-based diets could 
reduce global mortality by 6 to 10 percent.19

Dairy Isn’t Part of Many Cultures’ Cuisines

According to the US National Library of Medicine, a large majority of the human population is 
lactose intolerant after infancy, especially non-Europeans: 

Approximately 65 percent of the human population has a reduced ability to digest 
lactose after infancy. Lactose intolerance in adulthood is most prevalent in people of 
East Asian descent, affecting more than 90 percent of adults in some of these 
communities. Lactose intolerance is also very common in people of West African, Arab, 
Jewish, Greek, and Italian descent.20

Promoting dairy as a required part of a normal human diet is ethnocentric and does not reflect 
contemporary Canada’s diverse population. Approximately 1.7 million Canadians identify as 
Aboriginal, 3.2 million as East and Southeast Asian, and 1.1 million as of African origin.  These 21

Canadians, and others, are largely unable to consume dairy. 
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Having a food group titled “dairy and alternatives” suggests that not consuming dairy is 
abnormal; the word “alternative” is a synonym for “different,” “other,” and “substitute,” thus 
further marginalizing communities that may already be struggling to find acceptance and 
belonging.

The Current Food Guide Is Outdated

The current food guide has been ineffective in encouraging Canadians to eat sufficient health-
promoting plant-based foods. Research shows this is in part because Canadians find the 
classification and serving size format difficult to apply in our daily eating habits.22

In addition, the current food guide has been criticized by health policy experts for inadvertently 
encouraging over-eating.23

Canada’s food guide was created at a time when only three percent of families were getting 
adequate calories, and only seven percent were getting enough protein.  Today, Canadians are 24

over-consuming both calories and protein;  62 percent of men and 46 percent of women are 25

overweight or obese.  Obesity is linked with many chronic diseases, including hypertension, 26

type 2 diabetes, cardiovascular disease, osteoarthritis and certain types of cancer.  Obesity 27

costs  the Canadian economy between $4.6 billion and $7.1 billion per year.28

Canada’s Eating Recommendations Must be Insulated from Industry Influence

The earliest versions of the food guide explicitly had a goal to promote agriculture industries, 
and this legacy remains in the current version. Meat, dairy, and egg industry lobbyists have 
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been successful in influencing the content of food guide revisions.  Today, Canadians deserve 29

and expect a food guide that is based on nutrition and health evidence.

Health Canada committed to not meeting with industry representatives in the creation of the 
most recent draft eating recommendations—a historical first that would minimize undue industry 
influence and maintain public confidence in the process.  30

Unfortunately, however, a recent investigation in the Globe and Mail showed that Agriculture and 
Agri-Food Canada (AAFC) has been lobbying Health Canada on industry’s behalf. Officials from 
AAFC warned that, “Messages that encourage a shift toward plant-based sources of protein 
would have negative implications for the meat and dairy industries.”  The short-term economic 31

interests of the meat and dairy industries should not be permitted to trump the health and 
longevity interests of Canadians. 

In fact, researchers at McGill found that over-consuming meat—as Canadians currently are—
negatively impacts employment and GDP. In other words, shifting Canadians towards a 
healthful, more plant-based diet is overall better for our economy.  32

Global Trends

Brazil’s dietary guidelines state that, “Natural or minimally processed foods, in great variety, and 
mainly of plant origin, are the basis for diets that are nutritionally balanced, delicious, culturally 
appropriate, and supportive of socially and environmentally sustainable food systems.”  The 33

Brazilian dietary guidelines are widely praised by nutrition policy experts for many reasons, 
including their focus on eating patterns rather than isolated nutrients and serving sizes, and on 
encouraging people to choose mostly whole, unprocessed plant foods.34
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Recently, Belgium revised its eating pyramid, emphasizing plant-based foods like fruits, 
vegetables, whole grains, and legumes. Drinking water is encouraged. Dairy, eggs, fish, and 
poultry are to be consumed in moderation; red meat, even less.35

According to the World Health Organization, all national dietary recommendations should advise 
shifting away from saturated fats (found almost exclusively in animal foods) and towards 
unsaturated fats. National dietary recommendations should also promote increased 
consumption fruits and vegetables, and legumes, whole grains and nuts.  This is what 36

Canada’s proposed “Guiding Principles and Recommendations” would accomplish.

Summary

• Health Canada has proposed evidence-based eating recommendations, free from food 
industry influence, that have been praised by nutrition experts.

• The health and longevity of Canadians is currently being compromised by diets too high in 
animal foods and too low in plant-based foods. 

• Lifestyle diseases—including cancer, obesity, heart disease, and type 2 diabetes—cost the 
Canadian economy tens of billions of dollars annually. These lifestyle diseases can often be 
prevented and managed through healthy, plant-based eating.

• It is no longer culturally appropriate to include a “dairy” group in our national eating 
recommendations.

• Food groups and serving sizes are too confusing. Broad eating pattern recommendations are 
easier to understand and more widely applicable to a diverse population.

• The current food guide may inadvertently be encouraging over-eating and contributing to 
overweight and obesity.

• Health Canada must be supported in developing evidence-based healthy eating 
recommendations, free from industry influence or pressure from other federal departments.

• Globally, health authorities are moving towards encouraging more plant-based eating, in line 
with Health Canada’s proposed healthy eating recommendations.
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