
unsaturated fat. Nearly half 
of the fats in untrimmed 
SA lamb and mutton 
are healthy mono- and 
polyunsaturated fatty 
acids. More than 80% of SA 
lamb and mutton is raised 
on the veld, so this meat 
is also a natural source 
of conjugated linoleic 
acid (CLA), mooted to 
reduce cholesterol levels 
and protect the human 
body against cancers 
and heart disease.

A reduced fat content 
increases nutrient density, 
which has a positive 
effect on the percentage of 
other essential nutrients 
present per unit of energy. 
Considering the satiating 
properties of red meat, 
along with its low fat 
content, increased lean 
red meat consumption 
can control weight and 
supply essential nutrients 
such as protein, vitamins 
and minerals, often in 
short supply in SA diets.

MALNUTRITION
Many South Africans 
suffer from inadequate 
nutrition and increasing 
obesity. Lack of nutrients 
retards physical and 
mental development. The 
SA National Health and 
Nutrition Examination 
Survey 2013 noted that the 
prevalence of stunting in 
children increased to 27% 
from 2005. Micronutrients 
of concern include 

vitamin A, iron and zinc, 
despite the mandatory 
staple food fortification 
with A, B-vitamins, zinc 
and iron since 2003. 
Animal-sourced food, 
including lean red meat, 
is a rich source of many of 
these critical nutrients.

COMMUNICATION
These new facts should 
be communicated to the 
public, or consumers 
will continue to base 
their decisions on past 
knowledge, much of 
it obtained from TV, 
magazines, the Internet 
and newspapers, not all of 
which are credible sources.
In 1992, the International 
Conference on Nutrition 
called on governments 
to disseminate dietary 
guidelines through 
mass media. 

In addition to this, 
dieticians, nutritionists, 
doctors and nurses, 
can be kept informed 
by disseminating 
research findings in their 
scientific publications 
and at conferences.
• This article is adapted 
from a report by Hettie C 
Schönfeldt & Nicolette Hall 
of the IMS Human Nutrition 
and Health Committee, and 
the University of Pretoria, 
published in the IMS newsletter 
on 15 March 2014.
• Email Prof Hettie Schönfeldt 
at hettie.schonfeldt@up.ac. za  
for more information.

Nutritional 
deficiencies and an 
increased incidence 

of non-communicable 
diseases indicate a need to 
review our food systems 
and emphasise the correct 
food choices in each 
food group instead of 
promoting a limited intake 
of certain groups. We 
should rather look at the 
whole meal, as opposed to 
looking at the nutritional 
composition of individual 
foods forming part of it.

Urbanisation is a growing 
trend, and diets have 
changed to more processed 
food, sugar and fat. In 
South Africa, nearly 65% 
of women and 24% of girls 
between two and 14 years 
are overweight or obese.

Red meat is often 
unfairly singled out as 
a cause of this. Yet the 
national per capita red 
meat consumption is 
well below SA Food-
Based Dietary Guidelines 
(FBDG) recommendation 
of 560g cooked lean red 
meat per week as part of 
a healthy, balanced diet. 

Media hype on the 
perceived health risks 
of eating red meat has 
possibly contributed to 
consumers eating less red 
meat and more white meat. 
This is caused in part by 
price. The projected growth 
in meat consumption 
by 2022 is poultry (47%), 
followed by pork (41%), beef 
(27%) and mutton (16%).
Other factors, such as 
meatless day promotions 

have seen many consumers 
questioning the role of red 
meat in a healthy diet. But 
scientific studies on the 
nutritional composition 
of SA red meat show this 
unhealthy image of local 
red meat to be unfounded.

NUTRITION AND FAT
The fat content of red meat 
products has decreased 
during the last few decades 
due to consumer demand 
for leaner meat. Eating lean 
red meat without adding 
high energy condiments, 
can limit excess energy 
and fat intake. 

For example, the fat content 
of New Zealand beef has 
decreased from 23,3% in 
1981 to 7,1% in 1997. In SA, 
the average fat content of 
target grade beef decreased 
from 32% in 1949 to 18% 
in 1981 and 13% in 1991. 
Recent research indicates 
that SA red meat (lamb, 
mutton and beef) contains 
less than 10% fat when 
trimmed of outer fat, 
and less than 5% with 
all visible fat removed. 
This latest evidence 
disproves the view that 
white meat is lower in 
fat than red meat.

Despite references 
to animal fat as 
‘saturated’, red 
meat contains 
saturated and 
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Red meat is a healthy food choice 
packed with essential nutrients.  
Hettie Schönfeldt and Nicolette Hall of 
the University of Pretoria, provide some 
of the latest facts.

Red meat: 
the facts

 INCREASED LEAN RED MEAT 
 CONSUMPTION CAN ASSIST 
 WITH WEIGHT CONTROL 
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ABOVE:
Consumer 
demand in 

recent decades 
has resulted 

in the fat 
content of red 
meat products 

decreasing 
markedly.
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