
How does 

RED MEAT
fit into today’s diet?



IS RED MEAT AS IMPORTANT TODAY AS 
IT WAS FOR OUR ANCESTORS? 
Lean red meat had a central role in the diet in early man 
and continues to do so in modern times. Red meat (beef, 
veal, lamb and mutton) is thought to have been a part 
of our ancestral diet for at least 4 to 5 million years and is 
believed to be one of the main factors contributing to our 
large, well-developed brain and smaller, more efficient 
gastro-intestinal tract. 

Red meat is an excellent source of bioavailable protein - it 
is highly digestible and provides all essential amino acids 
necessary for DNA repair and muscle synthesis. When 
trimmed of visible fat, it is low in total fat and saturated 
fatty acids. Over the past two decades, the New Zealand 
beef and lamb industry has endeavoured to improve 
the nutritional quality of their products by reducing 
overall fat and saturated fat content.  Red meat also 
makes a significant contribution to the monounsaturated 
and omega-3 fatty acids in our diet, and in terms of 
micronutrients, is an excellent source of bioavailable iron, 
zinc and vitamin B12, and a source of selenium, vitamin D 
and B vitamins. 

The composition of red meat provides nutrients that enable 
optimal growth and development in childhood as well 
as maintenance of health and well-being throughout 
adulthood and well into older age. 

Diets that exclude meat require careful consideration to 
ensure nutritional adequacy of the diet. Restricted diets are 
associated with greater risk of micronutrient deficiencies, 
particularly in vegans who exclude all animal products, 
namely iron and vitamin B12 deficiencies. Based on the 
bioavaliability of iron, and the high intake of phytate-
containing iron-inhibiting foods, vegetarians may require 
80% more iron, and 50% more zinc, than non-vegetarians. 

HEALTH OF NEW ZEALANDERS – HOW 
RED MEAT FITS
Red meat is consumed by 9 in every 10 New Zealanders 
once or more per week, therefore consideration of its 
contribution to nutritional intakes and its role in health 
and disease is important. Associations linking red meat 
consumption with chronic diseases, such as coronary heart 
disease and cancer, have been well-publicised. The validity 
of these associations has been debated in the scientific 
community. 

CORONARY HEART DISEASE (CHD)
A number of studies have shown lean red meat can be 
incorporated into a heart-healthy and cholesterol-lowering 
diet as it is low in total fat and saturated fats. All beef and 
lamb displaying the New Zealand Beef and Lamb Quality 
Mark are trimmed to a maximum 5mm fat to reduce the 
overall fat content. Since the introduction of the Quality 
Mark in 1997, a reduction of 65% saturated fat has been 
removed from the meat supply. Further trimming in the 
home environment is advised to reduce fat content. 
Consumption of red meat, prepared in this way, does not 
lead to a rise in total blood cholesterol or increased risk of 
coronary heart disease, in both hypercholesterolaemic and 
healthy individuals. 

Only around half of the fat in meat is saturated fat and of 
this a third is stearic acid known to have a neutral effect 
on cholesterol levels. Furthermore, a significant amount 
of New Zealand beef and lamb qualifies for the Heart 
Foundation’s Two Ticks, having a saturated fat content 
of no more than 4% and recognised as a core food for a 
healthy diet. A significant proportion of the fatty acids in 
meat are monounsaturated, principally oleic acid, plus a 
small amount of polyunsaturated fats. Monosaturated fatty 
acids have been found to help lower the amount of LDL 
cholesterol in the blood levels, while maintaining HDL blood 
cholesterol levels. Although polyunsaturated fats have little 
effect on blood cholesterol, they reduce blood triglyceride 
levels and have a beneficial effect on blood clotting. 
Red meat intake contributes a significant proportion of 
polyunsaturated fats including omega-3 fatty acids to the 
New Zealand diet, particularly in individuals who do not 
consume fish. 



CANCER
There is no scientific evidence to show eating lean red 
meat causes cancer. Some scientific studies however 
have suggested a modest association between high levels 
of red meat consumption, particularly processed meats, 
and colorectal cancer. Proving a certain food causes a 
particular disease or illness is very difficult to disentangle 
from other dietary and lifestyle factors that may be involved.  

Overall dietary patterns appear to be more important 
than specific foods with regards to cancer risk. Obesity 
and a lack of physical activity, coupled with smoking and 
heavy alcohol consumption, are now acknowledged as 
the greatest risk factors for diet-related cancers. Lean beef 
and lamb can make an important nutritional contribution 
to a balanced diet for weight maintenance and complete 
avoidance is unnecessary in terms of cancer prevention. 
However, as research continues, it is advised to avoid very 
high intakes particularly of processed meats, and to limit 
very high temperature cooking methods. The World Cancer 
Research Fund recommends intakes of red meat up to 500g 
cooked per week are safe, of which New Zealanders are 
currently well below.

Overall, the key focus in terms of cancer prevention should 
be to avoid smoking, limit sun exposure and alcohol intake, 
be physically active and maintain a healthy body weight. 

WEIGHT MANAGEMENT
Lean red meat is low in fat and calories, and is suitable as 
part of a weight-reducing diet. Evidence is accumulating 
around the important role high-quality protein plays in 
weight management. This may be related to the positive 
effects of protein on appetite control, satiety, food craving 
and reduction of intake of fat and carbohydrate. Review of 
the current evidence supports a high protein diet benefits 
weight loss and weight maintenance, in comparison to 
low or standard protein diets. However, optimal amounts 
and sources of protein cannot be determined from current 
research. 

DIABETES
High protein diets have also been examined for treatment 
of type 2 diabetes. These diets have been found to 
improve many markers of glycaemic regulation, including 
reduced fasting blood glucose and glycated haemoglobin. 
Furthermore, these diets may improve lipid profiles and, as 
stated previously, be effective for weight management. 
However, more research is needed to determine the types 
and amount of macronutrients, including protein, to include 
in an optimal diet for those with diabetes.   

MENTAL HEALTH
Mental health is an integral part of health and well-being 
with the World Health Organisation highlighting health is a 
state of complete physical, mental and social well-being 
and not merely the absence of disease or infirmary. 

Depression alone accounts for 4.3% of the global burden of 
disease and is among the largest single causes of disability 
worldwide. The rates of mental health diagnosis in New 
Zealand are on the rise and recent evidence suggests 
nutrition is a key factor. 

Overall, it is likely dietary patterns rather than a single 
food component are protective of mental health illnesses, 
however some authors have concluded increased red 
meat consumption may independently play a positive role. 

IRON DEFICIENCY
Red meat has long been recognised as a key source of iron, 
largely due to its high bioavailability. On average, 25% of 
iron in red meat is absorbed compared to just 5% from plant 
sources. While these amounts can vary depending on the 
overall consumption of the diet, those who rely solely on 
plant sources require up to 80% more iron than those eating 
meat. 

Inadequate intakes of iron can lead to varying levels 
of deficiency with or without anaemia. Iron deficiency 
is the most widespread nutritional disorder worldwide 
and commonly affects the most vulnerable populations 
including infants, children, adolescents and pregnant 
women. Alarmingly, the rates of iron deficiency are 
increasing among New Zealanders, an unacceptable 
situation given the negative consequences of even mild 
iron deficiency. 

An iron-rich diet including red meat has been 
recommended. Plant-based sources of iron should also 
be encouraged along with foods containing vitamin C to 
enhance absorption.



CURRENT DIETARY GUIDELINES
The Ministry of Health recommends protein foods are eaten 
every day by all age groups in New Zealand. These foods 
include red meat, poultry, seafood, beans and pulses.

Age Group Number of protein serves 
per day

Infants and toddlers daily from 6 months

Children (2-12 years) ≥ 1

Adolescents 1-2

Adults ≥ 1

Pregnant / Breastfeeding 
women

≥ 2

Older people ≥ 1

RECOMMENDED SERVING SIZES:
•	 2 slices cooked meat (100g)
•	 ¾ cup mince or casserole
•	 120g steak

NATURE’S POWER PACK:  
A LOT IN A LITTLE
Red meat is naturally rich in nutrients. It is a major source of 
high biological value protein, meaning it contains all the 
essential amino acids. It is also highly digestible, with around 
94% of protein in meat digested compared to 78% in beans.

Red meat has long been recognised as a key source of 
bioavailable iron and zinc with New Zealanders obtaining 
their greatest amount of zinc from red meat. This is also the 
case for vitamin B12, a water-soluble vitamin only found 
naturally in foods of animal origin. As well as these key 
nutrients, red meat contains selenium, omega 3 fatty acids, 
other B vitamins and vitamin D.

Red meat’s unique package of essential nutrients provides 
‘a lot in a little’, making an important contribution to a 
balanced diet promoting optimal health. 

WHAT ARE THE NUTRITIONAL 
IMPLICATIONS OF NOT EATING MEAT?
A meatless diet can be adequate nutritionally but needs 
careful planning to ensure requirements are met. Iron, 
zinc, protein and vitamin B12 demand particular attention. 
Replacing meat with plant-based proteins, such as beans 
and pulses will increase intakes of iron and zinc inhibitors 
such as phytates. Up to 80% more iron and 50% more zinc 
will be required by those using these meat alternatives.

Many of those not eating meat at all will be well-aquainted 
with their increased dietary needs, but those who simply 
choose to include ‘meatless’ meals may need individual 
advice to maximise their use of nutrient-dense red meat. 



HARIRA (LAMB & LENTIL SOUP) 
SERVES 4  
PREPARATION TIME 20 MINS  
COOKING TIME 1.5 HOURS
350g Quality Mark lamb shoulder
½ teaspoon ground cumin
½ teaspoon smoked paprika
¼ teaspoon cayenne pepper
2 bay leaves
Pared rind of ½ lemon
4 cups vegetable stock
400g can chopped tomatoes in juice
½ cup lentils
1 onion, diced
1 carrot, diced
2 handfuls fresh coriander leaves, chopped

Cut lamb shoulder into 3cm pieces and place in a large 
saucepan with a dash of oil, ground cumin, paprika, 
cayenne pepper, bay leaves, lemon rind and vegetable 
stock. Place over a low heat and simmer, covered, until the 
lamb is tender, about an hour.

Pour in 2 cups water, tomatoes, lentils, onion and carrot and 
simmer for a further 30 minutes until all is tender.

To serve, sprinkle with fresh coriander leaves and serve with 
warm crusty bread if you wish.

SIRLOIN STEAK, ZUCCHINI & PEARL 
BARLEY SALAD 
SERVES 4  
PREPARATION TIME 15 MINS  
COOKING TIME 40 MINS
400-500g Quality Mark sirloin steak, trimmed
½ cup pearl barley, rinsed
3 tablespoons vegetable oil
Zest and juice of 1 small lemon
1 long red chilli, deseeded and finely chopped
1 teaspoon Dijon mustard
1 teaspoon liquid honey
4 medium zucchini, ends trimmed, peeled in to long thin 

slices
2 handfuls rocket or baby spinach leaves
1 cup basil leaves, torn if large

Place pearl barley in a saucepan of lightly salted boiling 
water and cook for 30-40 minutes until tender. Drain and run 
under cold water to stop the cooking process. Drain again 
and set aside. 

Heat a large heavy-based frying pan over a high heat. 
Rub steaks with a little oil, season and place in the frying 
pan. Pan-fry, two at a time, for 3-4 minutes on each side 
for medium-rare. Place onto a plate and leave in a warm 
place to rest for 10 minutes. Slice beef thinly across the grain 
for a tender result. 

To make the vinaigrette, combine oil, lemon zest and juice, 
chilli, Dijon mustard and honey. Mix and season to taste. 
Add the zucchini, rocket and basil and gently toss together.

To serve, gently toss pearl barley through zucchini salad and 
top with the sliced beef. Drizzle over the vinaigrette and 
serve with a side of crusty bread or boiled potatoes.

RED MEAT: SPECIAL OCCASIONS TO 
EVERYDAY MEALS
Turning nutritional recommendations about fat, protein, iron 
and zinc into quick, convenient, healthy meals is easy with 
lean beef and lamb. Meals including red meat promote 
balance as they team up perfectly with grains or potatoes 
and plenty of vegetables. Both meats are suited to a wide 
range of cooking methods and available year round, 
making them versatile and convenient meal solutions. The 
following recipes show the flexibility of lean red meat using 
both quick and slow cooking methods.
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SAFETY AND SUSTAINABILITY: KEY 
PARAMETERS IN NEW ZEALAND’S RED 
MEAT PRODUCTION
Almost all beef and lamb produced in New Zealand comes 
from animals grazed on pasture, thanks to New Zealand’s 
climate and landscape. Much of the commentary about 
the sustainability of livestock production is based on the 
intensive systems overseas, which require grain for feed. 
Most of the land used for livestock in New Zealand is 
unsuitable for crops, making pastoral farming a highly 
sustainable alternative. Although greenhouse gas emissions 
from agriculture have been increasing, levels from the 
beef and sheep sector have decreased. New Zealand’s 
economy is dependent on the environment to support 
agriculture and policy initiatives are being implemented 
to ensure the industry remains economically viable and 
environmentally sustainable well into the future. 

Hormonal growth promotants are only used under strict 
veterinary supervision in less than 1% of New Zealand 
livestock. Antibiotics are used sparingly for therapeutic 
reasons only. When used, treated animals are recorded and 
withheld from market for a specified period of time.

Beef and lamb farmers are diligent guardians of the  
land and promoters of animal well-being,  
providing healthy and nutritious food while  
protecting New Zealand’s most precious  
assets - its land and the animals  
which graze upon it. 

Beef + Lamb New Zealand recognise the important role beef and lamb play within a healthy balanced diet. One of our 
fundamental principles is striving to ensure all our nutrition messages are based on robust science, having undergone rigorous 

scientific scrutiny. The information in this brochure is based on the reference report, ‘The role of red meat in a healthy New Zealand 
diet’, written by independent nutritionist, Amanda Johnson, BSc (Hons), MSc, PG Dip Diet. Copies of the peer-reviewed, fully-

referenced report are available from Beef + Lamb New Zealand, freephone 0800 733 466 or visit www.beeflambnz.co.nz 
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THE IMPORTANCE OF A             
NUTRIENT-DENSE DIET
With an ever increasing number of food products available 
to us, do we need nutrient-rich foods? Given the high levels 
of obesity in New Zealand, it is clear today’s diet is far from 
optimal. Despite the outward signs of over-consumption, 
high numbers of overweight and obese individuals mask the 
worrying levels of underlying nutritional insufficiency present 
amongst the population.

Consumption of high energy-dense, rather than nutrient-
dense foods can lead to increased weight without 
increased nourishment. Iron deficiency is the most common 
nutritional deficiency in industrialised countries; New 
Zealand is no exception. Women and young children are 
particularly vulnerable, with a surprisingly high number of 
Kiwi women going short of iron and zinc. Studies in southern 
New Zealand have shown improved zinc status in women 
eating red meat.

Estimates of iron deficiency amongst New Zealand infants 
range from 4% with iron deficiency anaemia to 20% with 
iron deficiency without anaemia. For this reason, the Ministry 
of Health recommends introducing meat as an early 
complementary food for infants. Toddlers often fare worse 
than infants, due to irregular eating patterns and a reduced 
intake of breast or iron-fortified formula milk. A regular intake 
of red meat has been shown to prevent a decline in iron 
stores amongst New Zealand toddlers.

The 2002 National Children’s Nutrition Survey also showed 
vitamin D insufficiency in 31% of 5-14 year olds. Most vitamin 
D is produced endogenously through the action of sunlight 
on the skin, but growing scientific debate is throwing the 
adequacy of this source into question. Foods containing 
vitamin D are increasingly being seen as an important 
‘supplement’. Beef and lamb are among the few dietary 
sources, both providing vitamin D and its active metabolite.

Nutrient-dense foods, such as lean red meat, are therefore 
a key part of today’s diet, providing more nutrition per 
calorie.


