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health & nutrition, animal welfare, and environmaldém without using an in-your-face
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for themselves and arrive at their own conclusiofiagilitating self-reflection and,
consequently, more committed decisions. In addMegVibe acts as a platform that unites

groups across animal welfare, environmental ancetagan/vegan movements.
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Most of you will agree with me when | say parentiagiot the easiest job in the world. Just by
talking to several of our friends with childrendaough to tell me about the joys and pains of
parenthood. From the moment a baby is born, pakeus to worry constantly worry about the
health and holistic development of the child evetgp of the way. Added to that, parents,
especially new parents, have to deal with well-ntegaadvice from friends and family on how

best to bring up the child.

Add vegetarianism into the equation and parentigtg qfinitely harder, especially if you come
from a family of non-vegetarians and do not hawe nlecessary support system or vegetarian
culture at home and in the social circle. Everyetitne child falls ill or has to turn down an offer
of meat product, comments might be made that tiid shnutritionally deficient or deprived of

proper food.

How many of you had to face such comments frormétgeor family? Our objective today is not
to air our grievances but to discuss if what thay Bas any truth in it. So do these comments
from friends and family hold water? In some ins&s)g/es — bringing up vegetarian children, as
with any, has several challenges. Today we wilekamining some of the challenges faced by
vegetarian parents and children - namely in thenfof nutrition, social pressure and institutional

pressures.

Nutrition

Quite essentially, vegetarianism and veganism lgreatolves around food choices and children
need a well-balanced diet to give them the best stdife. While it is bad to bring up non-

vegetarian children on junk food, it is equally bed bring up vegetarian children on an
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improperly planned diet. Indeed, there have beereraé instances of children suffering
malnutrition and growth defects because of vegatapiarents not taking the necessary steps to

plan an effective diet for their children.

As you can see from newspaper reports it appedys that children on a vegan diet suffer from
malnutrition. The media is often quick to pick upm onalnutrition among vegetarian and
especially vegan children. In some cases, thergranends for such media attention as can be
seen in these cases when vegan parents did natedhemselves sufficiently on the needs of a
child's nutrition but instead continued to feetbid that was not suitable, ultimately causing the

child's death.

However, research indicates that on a well-balanded vegetarian children's growth is
comparable to that of non-vegetarian children. Faem Study, conducted between 1971 and
1989 studied the growth patterns of vegetarian\aghn children and found that their growth
was within the 25th to 75th percentile and theyenmenly marginally slimmer than their non-

vegetarian counterpart.

Another study conducted exclusively on vegan chiidn Britain in 1988 also found that vegan
children's health and development is comparabikabof non-vegetarian children. However, the
study suggested that parents of vegan children haviee mindful of providing sufficient

minerals like iron, calcium and vitamins like BI2dnsure optimal growth.

How about the Asian context? A study conducted @@ researching Chinese vegetarian

children in Hong Kong found that they had compagailbbn and calcium count and had a

! http://ajph.aphapublications.org/cgi/reprint/82/3/450.pdf
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healthier diet with lower fat, more fibre and pahgaturated fatty acids as compared to

omnivorous children.

Hence, research shows that a vegetarian dietas&adl and indeed suitable for children. So how
do we go about ensuring that vegetarian, especiagan children grow up healthy? Firstly,
parents must ensure that children attain theintiarial goals at every stage of development. The
period from birth to the first year is a criticanpd for physical growth and brain development.
For infants, mothers should consider breastfeedmtp the age of six months and preferably up
to one year old or longer. Vegan or otherwise,ttother's milk provides the right composition
of fatty acids, proteins and carbohydrates needed fbaby's development. Some nutritionists
suggest giving newborns a shot of Vitamin B12 anidin K and a shot of iron at about six

months to help in providing sufficient nutrition.

Another area that vegetarian and vegan parents teabe mindful is in providing sufficient
DHA, an essential fatty acid for infants. DHA iscessary for the development of psychomotor
skills, brain functioning and visual acuity. HowevBHA is mainly found in fish and eggs and a
vegetarian diet is often low in DHA and a typicalgan diet hardly contains any DHA. Hence,
pregnant women and lactating mothers have to isereansumption of DHA producing food
like flaxseeds and canola oil or better yet, corswegan DHA supplements which are derived

from algae.

As the infant grows, vegetarian parents can stiing semi-solid food and wean them of the
mothers' milk. Here on, they have to ensure théden receive sufficient minerals and vitamins
such as iron, calcium, B12 and zinc. In fact, ptaérave to be mindful that young children tend

to become full quickly since a vegetarian and vedem is high in fibre and takes longer to
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digest. However, this might mean that they arermsoeiving the required amount of calories,

proteins and essential minerals.

Vegetarian parents should consider introducing &od calcium fortified and food to children as
well as provide nutrient and calorie dense food$hsas mashed avocado and bananas, firm tofu,
nut and bean spreads and olive oil. As childrewgiteeir activity level increases significantly,
and they burn calories and energy very quickly. déeiit is not advisable to limit fat intake until
after the age of two. Also, parents have to befahadout introducing nuts to young toddlers as
it can pose as a choking hazard. Furthermore, fsavath family history of nut allergies should

introduce nuts after the age of three.

Hence, adequate research with proper meal plangiegsential to bring up healthy vegan and
vegetarian children. | also want to make a pertipamt at this juncture. Parents should not feel
ashamed or uncomfortable about supplementing emlglrdiet with vitamin pills or fortified
food. A vegetarian and vegan diet can provide #exled trace minerals and nutrients needed but
because we live in the urban context, some of th@serals are not available abundantly. For
example Vitamin B12 is a bacterium that is natyradccurring in plants, animals and
groundwater, but because we live in an urban sgoiee consume food that is processed and
treated taking away the bioavailability of tracenerials. Hence if necessary find good quality

vegetarian supplements to provide sufficient niotmifor your children.
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Social Pressures

So now you have planned the perfect diet and miaal for your child, is that all there is to
bringing up vegetarian children? Not quite. Mearpling is just one step in bringing up healthy

and well adjusted vegetarian children.

Being part of a society entails being subjectededain expected social norms and behaviours.
Though there is increasingly more exposure and evesss about the benefits of vegetarian and
vegan diet, if you come from a family of non-vegetas or even being the only vegan in a
vegetarian family can pose a host of problems dradlenges. Anecdotal evidence suggests that
often vegetarian and especially vegan parentsifdegierence from family and friends who do

not agree with the choice of bringing up childrernvagetarians.

An area of contention that vegetarian and vegaemnismight encounter is the health of the child
argument. When the child falls ill or looks lesarirchubby, usually the argument will be that the
child is malnourished and hence skinny or due fack of nutrition the child is falling ill.
Another alternative argument in the same vein Wdél that a vegetarian diet is risky and
dangerous and hence it is irresponsible to bringagpchildren. You might be surprised to know
that such ideas are also shared by learned pesplela For example, Kathryn Paxton George, a
professor of philosophy, argues that to not inclomgt products in the diet of children is akin to
depriving the child of blood transfusion. She bed® that parents are obligated to include meat

and animal products in children's diets.

This argument makes sense if a vegetarian dietdgnmplete. But, as we have seen, a well

planned and balanced diet provides the necessangionu Given this situation, and depending
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on how receptive the family member or friends ameu can consider using the following
strategies: Firstly, you can cite the studies @@ arch, like those that | have shared with you, to
show that veg children grow up healthy, intelligamd well adjusted. Secondly you can also
raise the example of historically vegetarian comitnesy like the Hindus, Buddhists, Sikhs and
Jains who follow various forms of vegetarianism andsome instances veganism for over

centuries and have intelligent and healthy desagsde prove for it.

Thirdly, you can try explaining to them that asldten grow from infants to toddlers, they will

naturally appear thinner as they are experiencnogvly spurts and with the increased activity
level, they will be leaner. At the same time, aldtwichild is not a sign of vitality and research is
even starting to show that chubby babies have hehighance of ending up as overweight
teenagers. Furthermore, vegan and vegetarianatietewer in saturated fats and hence children

will be leaner but nonetheless equally healthy.

In line with the argument about providing suffidienutrition, well meaning friends and

especially family members might consider a vegatadiet as depriving the child of the best
things in life. As the society develops and pedmdee more disposable income, there is an
increase in meat consumption which is otherwiseexgensive. Hence, the traditional view is
such that a plant based diet is for those who aable to afford the better things in life and to

prevent children from eating meat is depriving tharthis luxury.

In addition, vegan parents tend to be scrutinisedemras many confectionary items are not
suitable for children as chocolates often contaiimydice-cream has milk and cream, cakes have
dairy and eggs and some sweets and lollipops h@keomgelatine added in it. Most fast food

joints would also be unsuitable but visits to fastd outlets have often been associated with part
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of a 'normal childhood'. Moreover, turning down @ifier of candies can be considered rude,
especially when it is bought by a grandparent cglative, who will also feel that the children

are not allowed to enjoy their childhood.

Most of these arguments stem from caring aboutliid's well-being and enjoyment and hence,
there are some strategies to consider. For thosdeegh that depriving children of meat is unfair,
the question then becomes the potentially disaststate of the meat and its related industry. In
April 2010, the US Department of Agriculture (USDApnducted an audiof the American
meat industry and admitted to finding veterinarugs, pesticides and heavy metals such as
copper in the meat that are sold to consumer as #re no guidelines in place to stop the sale to
consumers. What more, the USDA said that no amotuaboking will destroy these dangerous

residues from the meat.

However, the problem is not only limited to the USia, as well has been faced with several
food related disasters, most infamously the milansial that was tainted with melamine and
affected all nations, including Singapore, who imied milk from China. The problem was not
only limited to milk but to all other food produatsade with the tainted milk, like ice-creams,
candies and chocolates. As recent as 2009, luncheat from China was also found to be
tainted with a banned chemical which made 70 petbplsot eating meat or consuming dairy
seems more in the interest of the child's well-gahlman otherwise. With the increasing number
of tainted meats and diseased animals making it taweour table, isn't it better to so-call

'depriving the child' and protect them from potahitiarm and risk?

? http://www.usda.gov/oig/webdocs/24601-08-KC.pdf
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Another point to raise is that feeding childrentfia®d and confectionaries are generally not
healthy. A lot of fast-food and confectionaries drighly processed with refined sugar,
preservatives food additives and food dyes. Rebearstarting to show that children consuming
junk food have a higher chance of ending up withaveural problems like hyperactivity or

physical problems like obesity or childhood diaketkimiting or preventing children from

consuming candies and junk food is not a bad idedl.aHowever, instead of preventing family
members from giving sweets and candies, advise thgmovide dried fruit snacks, and where
to get vegan and vegetarian alternatives, some fo€hwmay be processed with healthier

ingredients as well.

In relation to depriving children of what is suppdly entitled to them is another argument that
arises from omnivorous friends and family wouldtbat of giving the choice to the child. Often

they would suggest that going vegetarian was aopat<hoice by the parent and these beliefs
should not be forced upon the child. Instead thewuld urge the parent to bring up the child on
an omnivorous diet and let the children decide trmmselves when they are old enough to

consider the facts.

However, what most of them forget is that paremsidk on all aspects of the child's life from
the time the baby is born. From the type of clothmedication, language, education, religious
practices and diet, parents make choices all the tor the children. If it is wrong to bring up a
child on a vegetarian diet, it is also wrong tangrup the child on an omnivorous diet as we are
still making the choice for the child and their sensus have not been sought until they are able

to communicate their wishes at a much older age.
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Secondly, vegetarian parents can also raise the tigigt choice is subjective. For example,
certain religions prohibit consumption of certawod, like Muslims don't consume pork or
alcohol and Hindus do not consume beef. Once thg lsaborn, this decision is made for him
and he is not given the choice as to whether hesaarfollow this diet. However, this allowance
or understanding is often not given to people whaly believe that veganism or vegetarianism

is the best choice for their children.

I nstitutional Pressures

Apart from social pressures, there are often séwgsttutional pressures that parents have to be
concerned about. One such institution is the schending the right school and teachers makes
a lot of difference to the well-being and emotioadjustment of the child. Depending on how

lucky vegetarian parents are, they might be ablénth a vegetarian preschool or a secondary
school that is receptive to vegetarianism. Evetha Singapore context, not all schools have
dedicated vegetarian stalls and only in some igs&snwould you be able to find veg-friendly

food in schools without dedicated vegetarian stéilshildren do not have access to vegetarian

friendly schools parents can consider a few options

Firstly, it is important to develop cordial relatghip with the school administrators and teachers.
Instead of insisting on vegetarian food to be Hgadvailable, parents can consider sharing

literature on the benefits of vegetarianism - saglbetter health, healthy eating habits at a young
age - to encourage schools to either have a dedicaggetarian stall or at the least provide a
vegetarian option. In the case of Singapore, we llhgHealthy Eating in Schools Programrne

and while it is not about vegetarianism, it will asier to ask for vegetarian options as it aligns

® http://www.hpb.gov.sg/foodforhealth/article.aspx?id=2818
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with this initiative. In your children's school a&ll, find out if there are initiatives in place is

will make it easier to ask for vegetarian food.

One of the reasons why some schools don't offeeteeign food or force caterers to provide
vegetarian food is the lack in interest among pugihis lack in demand would mean that it is
not lucrative for stallholders or caterers to pdavivegetarian options. Again, to work around
this, try to rope in more parents who share simgailosophy with you to encourage their
children to eat more vegetarian dishes or work withschool to promote healthier food, which
is vegetarian-friendly food, to make it worthwhite stallholders to provide vegetarian food. Of
course, this is a harder challenge to tackle, batketing vegetarian food as trendy helps in
creating interest for children. Also, providingentsting vegetarian food from different cultures
will help to create more demand for vegetarian fdéak example in Singapore, the Vegetarian
Society of Singapore worked with a local schoatdme up with vegetarian burgers to be served

during meal times. This initiative was well recaiiey non-vegetarian students.

In relation to school, another institutional pragsthat often comes about is the curriculum.
Innocently, school textbooks can talk positivelypabnon-vegetarian or non-vegan activities like
fishing, farming animals or animals kept in cagtivin relation to the curriculum teachers might
organise activities like cooking and trying non-gtgian food or doing craft work with animal-
derived products like wool, leather, feathers andhs For instance, one vegan parent shared
about how her young vegan son came back home iis begause the school teacher had given
him some homework based on a story of a grandfateigranddaughter bonding over a fishing

trip. Despite explaining to the teacher that thg Wwas upset about the fishing aspect of the story
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and was willing to do another project, the teadwrd not accept it and instead told the mother

that they had to be respectful of other peopld®si@iand that the story was not real.

This is an institutional pressure that is quitedhartackle as curriculum is often prescribed from
the Education Ministry and it will be hard to maodit to suit the vegetarian children's needs.
However, what parents can do is to work closehhwlite school to find out in advance what is
going to be taught and work out a vegetarian atéra for the child. For example, if the
children are going to learn how to bake cookiesema can provide the ingredients and recipe
for vegetarian cookies so that the child does et feft out. Also for craft work, with prior

instructions, parents can easily source eco-frieadt vegan alternatives.

When it comes to the prescribed textbooks or schwatkrials, there is limited choice for the
parents. What they can instead do is to prepare ¢hi#dren ahead of the lesson by reading the
story or text with them and explaining to them tthegse are some activities that people take part
in but it is not necessarily the correct or righing to do. This can actually become a teachable
moment and help to reinforce vegetarian idealspmidsophy to the child. Discussions can also
revolve around animal-friendly leisure activitidmt people can take part in like helping out at
animal shelters. This task becomes easier as tie lmbcomes older and has the ability to
differentiate between reality and fiction and theuidaries between personal values and social

norms.

Another institutional pressure that vegetarian p&arenight face is the healthcare institutions.
Though there has been increasing awareness abgetiavianism and veganism, it is often not
easy to find a gynaecologist or paediatrician wheceptive to a vegetarian diet. It is not to say

that doctors are close minded, but more becaugeldlo& the knowledge and understanding of
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what alternative food sources and substitutes eméadle and the long term benefits of such a
diet. Instead they would recommend adding some anmmoducts like milk or eggs at the least

to receive sufficient nutrition.

Though it might appear frustrating, this challemsyeelatively easy to overcome. For one, getting
the doctor to run a health screening on the paraotse would be sufficient evidence to show
that a vegan or vegetarian diet is healthy. Sewesghn parents have cited convincing sceptical
doctors with the results of their blood work whisiow that they are in the pink of health. This
will put the doctor's scepticism to rest and somes they can even advise the doctor on a vegan
diet. Another suggestion would be to find a doatdro is open to discuss a vegetarian diet
alternative. This is best done through recommeadatirom friends. Then share information and
resources on vegan and vegetarian diet with théodachich will help expose him or her to

alternative diet choices and perhaps make them moeptive to your diet choice.

Strategies to Cope

Apart from the suggestions made on tackling notmdéi concerns, social pressure and
institutional pressure, | would like to offer someneral suggestions for both vegetarian parents

and children.

Support Groups

Human beings are naturally social and having asamoup is very useful for anyone who has
decided to embrace a vegan or vegetarian lifesyte. vegetarian parents this would mean

getting support in the form of knowledge and exgace sharing and a listening ear when things
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are not going as planned. Support groups are uasftiley often organise meet ups and this will
be an ideal place for vegetarian children to forianidships with one another as well as to share
their own personal growing pains. Support groups atso excellent platforms to get

recommendations for vegetarian friendly schoolsgtals or even restaurants to bring the

extended family to.

Holidays and Celebrations

Unless vegetarian and vegan parents have suppoeitended families, holidays and
celebrations can be an extremely difficult and thateng time. When family members are not
willing to provide vegetarian option, parents shibahsure that the child has eaten a good meal
before attending the event so as to not feel huagryhis can eventually be psychologically
associated with deprivation. Also, if possible offe bring along a dish to contribute so that
there will be something for the parent and childctmsume and experience family bonding
especially during the holidays instead of feelief but by the rest of the extended family. At the
same time by bringing along a dish, vegetarian miaravill also be introducing omnivorous

family members to delicious yet healthy food inam+threatening way.

Celebrations are not only limited to the home emwment but when the child starts attending
school, there will also be birthday parties andeotborts of school celebrations. In this case, if
the vegetarian parents can get notification ahtreay, can consider sending some confectionary
for the child to consume so as to not feel left &atr example, if the birthday party entails some

pizza and cupcakes, send along some vegetariaa glizes and vegetarian cupcakes.
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However, sometimes celebrations can occur spontaheand vegetarian parents might not be
able to provide the necessary food items in advalncthis case, the vegetarian child will feel
left out and in some situations frustrated but perean try to make up for it by treating the child
after the event even though it is still not the saas partaking in the celebrations together.
Alternatively, vegetarian parents can considerragkine teacher to keep a bag of non-perishable
candies or confectionary that can be given to #getarian child while others are having their

non-vegetarian food.

Disrespectful family members

In some extreme cases, vegetarian parents mightieter a situation where the family members
have intentionally sneaked meat-derived productthénchildren's food or feed children meat
when they are not around. This sometimes happems whgetarian parents are working and
need the assistance of the grandparents to hedpfearthe child. Alternatively, on occasion
parents' authority might be undermined when fammigmbers outwardly tell children it is

acceptable to consume meat.

In situations such as this, it is important to ren@lm. If the child has already eaten meat, there
is nothing that the parent can do about it. Howeiteis extremely important that the parent
voice their opposition to the person privately sda@anot make the child feel guilty or arouse the
curiosity of the child to try more of the taboo tbdNhen such transgressions are knowingly
committed, it is important to set firm boundariggdacommunicate the repercussions of such
disrespectful behaviour such as denying accesketcchild. It is important for the vegetarian
parents to assert themselves in this instance begashows a lack of respect for the person as a

parent and the choices they have made for thdu.chi
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Teaching Children to Handle Peer Pressure

Children can sometimes be teased for being on ataggn diet or feel left out by their peers
when they dine out. Depending on the age grougwastrategies can be put in place to help

cope with peer pressure.

Firstly, for younger children, parents can consid@ating interesting lunchbox meals for them
to bring to school for their lunch. Though this Wbunean that the vegetarian child stands out
from his peers, it will be in a positive way, madsihim or her appear special or cool, helping to
reinforce a positive outlook to vegetarianism aedanism. Vegetarian parents can also consider
occasionally giving their children veggie hotdogsveggie burgers to bring to school which

again adds an element of interest and excitemdahetomeals.

Secondly, parents can teach older children howderovegetarian food when dining out with
their friends. For example, when dining out at aesints, parents can give the children the
opportunity to enquire about vegetarian food oiand place orders themselves so that they
can learn to be more independent and confident thigir friends. Parents can also let children
know which restaurants or fast food joints will &gitable to bring their friends to which will

make it easier for them to fit into their socialcte.

For older vegetarian children as well, providesa dif vegetarian snacks or candies that are easily
available from the convenience store like 7-11this way, when their friends pop in to buy
items or decide to hang out together, they will fesl left out or feel pressured to eat non-

vegetarian items.
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Most importantly, keep an open communication chhwité vegetarian children. If they are not

fortunate to have vegetarian playgroups or frietdey can sometimes feel lost and socially
awkward. By talking to them and explaining to thigom a young age why eating animals is not
right they will be able to carry these values wilem constantly. For example even young
children understand when you tell them that you'tdeat animals, because animals are our
friends. At the same time, as the child grows glberopen to the fact that they might consume
something non-vegetarian out of curiosity or justduse they want to fit in. At that point, the

choice should be left to them as the more vegetgréaents force them to remain vegetarian, the
more likely they will rebel. Instead, keeping arenpmind and creating a supportive and non-
judgemental environment is necessary to let thé&d@m know that they can always become

vegetarians again if they want to.

Why Raise Vegetarian Children?

Raising vegetarian children is definitely not asyetask in a non-vegan world. However, why

should we raise children vegetarian despite theabenges?

» They grow up to have healthier eating habits antbime healthier adults even if they
don't stay vegetarian

» They have lesser chances of growing up to be ovghivéeenagers or develop diseases

later in life, like cancer or heart disease

At least one research study suggests that vegetetiidren tend to be smarter

Vegetarian children grow up with more empathy apdad awareness

Some experts believe vegetarians and vegans hagerlbfe spans than meat eaters

YV V VvV VY

Vegetarian children are less likely to fall sicktagy have better immune systems
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Resources

Books

There are several fiction and non-fiction books tatre that children can enjoy reading. There
have been more story books coming into the madkettildren covering topics such as animal

compassion, vegetarianism and dealing with peesspre. There are also several non-fiction
works providing guidebooks on going vegetariandiaitdren and teenagers and even cookbooks

for children.

There are also several books on bringing up veigetahildren for adults and for example
Spock's Baby & Child Cafds an excellent book on children nutrition and lskgawith social

influences.

The Internet

The internet is perhaps the easiest and most fegbath of getting good information. Of course
when it comes to the internet remember to read lwide not all advice come from experts.
Several countries have their own vegetarian uniebsites which provide lots of tips and online

forums for people to share their own experiencesskrquestions.

Support Groups

As mentioned previously, support groups are verpartant in helping to raise vegetarian

children. Parents can form playgroups, share recge also by physically meeting up, as

* http://www.amazon.com/Dr-Spocks-Baby-Childcare-Seventh/dp/0671537628
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compared to virtual forums, it will have the addmdivantage of parents picking up on other

children’'s physical cues and dish out appropridtgca even without asking for help.

I would like to reiterate that vegetarian parentivgsg a lot to do with planning, having adequate
research and also believing in yourself that ya dwing the right thing. As the child grows,
having an open mind and open communication wilphal nurturing healthy and wholesome

children.
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