Life Without Beef


If images of downer cows being dragged with chains through their own excrement are making it hard for you to relish the sight of a juicy cheeseburger, you aren’t alone. Media coverage of the recent recall of 143 million pounds of ground beef has made a lot of people antsy about meat, me included (“Undercover Video”). Questions about risks to my health if I consume beef, concerns about the environmental impact of eating a lot of red meat, and issues with the widespread mistreatment of cows produced for slaughter led me to explore options for avoiding industrially-produced meat. 

The reasons for considering alternatives are numerous and substantial. The danger of food borne illness from sick cows like the ones in the recent incriminating video is enough to get my stomach turning, especially since I read Fast Food Nation, but that’s really just the beginning. Health concerns aren’t limited to those sick cows: what’s in the meat that comes from so-called “healthy” cows matters too. Because cows aren’t meant to subsist on corn, the factory farming industry has resorted to injecting the cows with all manner of hormones and antibiotics to get them fat fast and keep them alive until slaughter. The effects of those chemicals on human bodies that consume beef are not fully known, but what we do know is that a strict corn diet for cows increases the chance for bacterial growth in the animal’s stomach. Not to mention that corn-eating cows are consuming who knows what amounts of pesticides from the grain they’re fed, which is a problem for folks who are concerned with eating more organically. 

The diet of the cow doesn’t affect just the person who consumes its meat, however. When I buy three pounds of ground beef from my supermarket every week, I am supporting a massive over-production of corn, which has consequences that reach around the world, Michael Pollan has written at length about this dimension of the problem, and it’s too complicated to detail here. It’s enough for me to know that the beef industry is supporting a government-subsidized corn industry that has created a grocery store full of products based on high fructose corn syrup, a sweetener that many blame for Americans’ insatiable penchant for nutritionally-vacant, calorie-rich processed sweets, a leading cause of obesity, as Pollan explains in “Unhappy Meals.” If that isn’t enough, eating as much beef as Americans do is devastating the environment, according to a recent New York Times article: “livestock production accounts for 18 percent of the world’s greenhouse-gas emissions — more than all forms of transportation combined,” reports Dashka Slater (“Eat”). Did you know that cows burp methane gas (one of those greenhouse gases we hear so much about)? So what is an environmentally conscious person who has grown up on a typical American meat-and-potatoes diet to do?


For starters, it’s important to establish that every steak is not created equal. Some small farmers out there are offering alternatives to the meat produced in confined animal feedlot operations (CAFOs) by letting their cows exist in a more natural state, roaming around a pasture, eating grass. Folks who are concerned about the mistreatment of cows in CAFOs and the dangers to their health if they consume them might be interested in purchasing cows fed grass rather than grain, usually labeled “grass-fed” or “pasture-raised.” Advocates of this type of beef claim that farmers pursuing these methods are also environmentally friendly, because they are good stewards of the land they pasture, refrain from using hormones or antibiotics, and treat their cows humanely (Robinson). So why doesn’t everyone buy grass-fed? Price is one deterrent, as well as availability: the meat is seasonal because farmers only harvest in the spring, and most small farms only sell their meat in enormous quantities. Close to Baton Rouge, for instance, at Brookshire Farms, the smallest quantity of meat you can buy is a quarter of a cow, roughly 110 pounds, and you get it all at the end of April. That means customers must have access to a deep freezer. And deep pockets – a quarter cow will cost around $780, or an average of $6.95 per pound. Comparatively, that’s much cheaper than the most expensive cuts of meat at Albertson’s -- $[look this up] per pound for a tenderloin --, but more expensive than the cuts you wind up with the most of, like ground beef, which runs about $[look this up] per pound at the grocery. Perhaps this would be the way to go for restaurants or other establishments that serve a lot of people, but for a family of three, even if it worked out to cost the same or a little more per pound, buying beef in this quantity at this price is just not feasible. Besides, eating that much beef in a reasonable amount of time can’t be good for my family’s health, regardless of how organically it’s produced. With the iron and protein – key nutrients our bodies need – come a lot of saturated fat, calories, and cholesterol. 


If I don’t want to buy beef produced in factory farms and buying pasture-fed doesn’t make sense for my family, then maybe the answer is to cut beef from my grocery list altogether, forever. As soon as I start talking about cutting meat from my diet, the first thing most people ask is how I’ll get enough protein and iron (my mother is especially concerned about this). Especially for women of child-bearing age, as I am, both nutrients are important. The USDA reports that “proteins function as building blocks for bones, muscles, cartilage, skin, and blood”(“Meat and Beans”). Essentially, protein is what our bodies are made of, so it makes sense that if I have the capability to grow a person, I would want to ensure I had plenty of protein to do so. Iron is equally important, as it carries oxygen in the blood (“Meat and Beans”). This function is essential for the health of everyone, but especially for women who might become pregnant because the baby can only receive oxygen from the mother’s blood (find the source who says this). But according to nutrition experts, red meat may not be the best choice for either protein or iron, and there are many other ways to incorporate these nutrients into your diet. 


One of the reasons a steak isn’t optimal for getting your daily protein fix is because too much protein can be dangerous. A women’s health organization points out that our bodies can only absorb so much protein; the rest is converted to fat. Additionally, it take a lot of effort for out bodies to digest protein, which is one of the reasons consuming protein makes you stay full longer, and what’s needed for this digestion is calcium – if you eat too much protein, your body starts to dip into the calcium supply in your bones, one of the reasons the protein-excessive Atkins diet is so dangerous (“The Truth About Protein”). The average steak is a 12-ounce portion, which is 7 ounces too big in terms of how much protein you need in one day. And in case you’re thinking that a drive-through hamburger (4.5-ounce serving for a plain single burger from Wendy’s, a day’s protein of portion) is a better option, even without considering the fat and calories (16 grams of fat, 360 calories), if you consume a 20-ounce Coke with it, your body won’t absorb the iron because of the caffeine. 


On the other hand, if you put tomato salsa with your black beans, the vitamin C will help your body absorb the protein and iron. In fact, the USDA’s dietary guidelines suggest that Americans don’t get enough variety from the meat and beans food group. Replacing red meat with fish or shellfish, beans or nuts, will help make sure we’re getting enough omega-3 fatty acids, that we’re consuming fats that are good for us like the monounsaturated ones in peanut butter instead of saturated ones in beef, and that we’re avoiding the added cholesterol in red meat. Healthy alternatives for protein include: beans and legumes (see this chart for examples), nuts and seeds, eggs, poultry, and fish and shellfish (here’s the list from the USDA’s My Pyramid site). Iron is present in many of these protein-rich foods, as well as in others you might not expect, including blackstrap molasses and leafy greens (full lists here and here).


It might be difficult to think about eliminating beef from the dinner equation altogether, especially if it’s been a big part of how you think about meals for most of your life, as it has for me. Thinking outside of the meat-and-potatoes box might be challenging, but many other cultures have whole cuisines that are centered around other forms of protein: red or black beans in Mexico, white beans in Tuscany, chickpeas in Greece. In fact, the popular Mediterranean snack made from chickpeas, hummus, can give me half of the protein I need for one day, a third of the iron, and if I stir in lemon juice, the vitamin C will help my body maximize the intake of that iron. The point is that a little nutritional knowledge can go a long way in helping find healthier alternatives to beef for those of us who are tired of thinking about what’s actually in our meat. I still have a lot to learn, and beef might be just the first step (Chicken? Pork? Am I destined to be a vegetarian?), but it’s one my family is taking. Sure, maybe we could go in with a few other families and make pasture-fed beef work for us (even though we’d still have to invest in a freezer and we have nowhere to put it), but when there are so many other options to getting the nutrients we need, I think I can live without hamburgers and steak. Now, if only I can make it through barbecue season…

To do:

Go back and put in links for all the sources

Find a hummus recipe to include at the end, with nutritional data included

Work on organization of the solution part: separate by protein and iron?

