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WHAT'S ON YOUR PLATE?
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Understanding the ‘Planetary Health Diet’

If there is one thing everybody cares about, it's food. This is
especially true for university students, who are often transitioning
from family life where diet is decided for them to independent
decisions. Lately, the big questions about food are how to eat
healthy and the environmental impacts of our diet. But before
diving into these big issues, it's worthwhile to consider campus life
and how students typically choose their meals.

In the mid-morning, the griddles at brunch restaurants around
campus sizzle with crispy hashbrowns wrapped in dan-bing, a
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beloved local treat. Students wait in line, scrolling on their phones,
thinking about upcoming homework and presentations, just
wanting to grab their food and rush off to class. When the lunch
period hits, there is another mad dash as everyone piles into the
cafeteria or the restaurants near campus for a quick bite, wolfing
down their meals before racing to the next class. When classes,
exams and club activities wrap up in the evening, there is finally
time for a proper meal. But the students are often so hungry they
just want something fast, filling and delicious.

With such a hectic pace, eating nutritious balanced meals
becomes a difficult task. Hash browns with dan-bing may be a
familiar choice. Tie-ban mian (stir-fried noodles; another popular
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brunch item in Taiwan) is something you can slurp down to curb
your hunger. However, if you ask whether these two popular
dishes fit well in a nutritionally balanced diet, the answer would be
‘probably not!

When making decisions about diet, the idea of a Planetary Health
Diet is extremely useful. But what exactly is this diet, how can it
be achieved, and why is it worth paying attention to? Associate
Professor Hsin-Jen Chen from the Institute of Public Health has
long studied nutrition and health, and he can help us answer these
questions.

When we asked Prof. Chen what is the Planetary Health Diet, he
explained that it is a set of dietary guidelines proposed in 2019
by worldwide experts in nutrition, environment, agriculture,
and public health. Together these experts developed guidelines
intended to protect both human health and the environment as
the global population surpasses 10 billion people by 2050.

Key principles of this diet are that people should eat more
vegetables, fruits, whole grains, legumes and nuts, while limiting
red meat and sugary foods. In addition, the guidelines recommend
that people should consume moderate amounts of fish, poultry,
eggs, and dairy products. This dietary lifestyle can reduce the
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risks of obesity, cardiovascular disease and diabetes, while also
decreasing greenhouse gas emissions from livestock farming and
slowing the expansion of farmland and loss of forests.

What would a typical meal look like if someone were adhering to
the Planetary Health Diet? We asked Prof. Chen to demonstrate
how to arrange a lunch box according to the Planetary Health
Diet. He said that if you imagine you're holding your tray at the
cafeteria and picking out dishes, the planetary health mindset
would guide you as follows. First, you would reserve half the
space for vegetables and fruits. Yes, half-the plate;not just a small
little corner for veggies, but truly half the plate filled with colorful
produce. Next, you would/allot a quarter of the space to staple
foods, especially whole grains like brown rice or multigrain rice. In
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Prof. Chen and his students

have designed a teaching
aid composed of a large
set of picture cards and
brought them to share at
community colleges.
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the remaining space, you would prioritize plant-based proteins like
tofu, dried tofu, and edamame. If you would like to eat meat, you
can add a little, but try to choose poultry or fish rather than pork,
beef and lamb, as beef and lamb have the greatest environmental
impacts.

Building your Planetary Health Diet plate

Although it sounds fairly simple, building a plate may be difficult
for someone actually standing in front of the buffet. Indeed, the
principles mentioned earlier are mostly theoretical, so Prof. Chen
hopes to do more than just talk about concepts in class. He wants
to help people implement these principles in daily life by taking
NYCU students into the community and helping people practice
how to eat according to the Planetary Health Diet. To accomplish
this goal, Prof. Chen and his students have designed a teaching
aid composed of a large set of picture cards and brought them to
share at community colleges.

When assembled, the teaching aid is a buffet of food pictures.
Staple foods, whole grains, various protein sources, vegetables, and
beverages are all shown on the cards. People are then presented
with the array and asked to arrange a meal. The team has gone to
four community colleges in Taipei and taught with the materials in

a systematic manner.
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First, the teaching team uses climate change-related data and
images to explain environmental issues, and then explains
the benefits of the Planetary Health Diet for both the planet
and human health. Then, the team shows materials from the
Agriculture and Food Agency to help participants understand
which foods can be produced in Taiwan and which are mainly
imported. Finally, the participants are asked to use the picture

cards to arrange a meal based on their understanding of the
Planetary Health Diet.

To make the concept of the Planetary Health Diet more relat
to everyday eating situations, the teaching team brings
common dishes in Taiwan like wonton noodles and pork-ch
lunch boxes. With these items, the team asks participants to
rate the meals using the Planetary Health Diet standards and
demonstrates how to adjust them to better meet the guidelines.
One of the big surprises to many was that the amount of meat on
the plate was much less than they were used to consuming.

Prof. Chen has noted that approaching diet from the angle of
climate change and environmental impact will help most people
understand and agree with the importance of adjusting their diet.
The real challenge becomes how to actually put these concepts
into practice in daily life. Using the picture card teaching aid allows
participants to see which foods they subconsciously take more or
less of in a simulated buffet setting, and this knowledge becomes a
starting point for dietary pattern changes.

After interviewing Prof. Chen, | tried using the picture cards
to arrange a meal that conforms to the Planetary Health Diet.
Even though | had just finished listening to his explanation, I still
naturally selected cards according to my habits, unconsciously

adding several dishes | liked. Only after | had a full plate did | realize
my choices were far from the recommendations. In that moment,
it became crystal clear that between knowing how to eat healthy
and actually doing it, there is a gulf of habits, taste preferences and
life circumstances.

Small changes, big difference

Changing your diet to strictly follow the principles of the Planetary
Health Diet in a short time would not be easy. Everyone has
their own dietary preferences and faces real-world constraints,
such as not having enough time to shop for ingredients and
cook, or having a limited budget and only being able to choose
meals within a specific price range. Prof. Chen reminds us that
implementation of any life change is inherently difficult,
people should start by making easy daily adjustments
demanding immediate perfection.
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“How exactly should we bring this change into our lives?” Prof.
Chen suggests that for students who regularly eat at the cafeteria,
don't try to turn every meal into a rigorous Planetary Health
Diet example. Just start by making an extra stop at the vegetable
section when picking out dishes at the buffet counter, or switch
your white rice to whole-grain rice. Even changing your main
dish to fish or tofu would be a great start. If you normally eat at
restaurants for every meal during the week, then choose one or
two days in the week to eat at the cafeteria. If you need to eat out,
you can try to find meals with more vegetables than meat.

When | reflect on my own diet, | realize that adopting Planetary
Health Diet recommendations doesn't mean saying goodbye
to my favorite hash browns and dan-bing. Rather, | can start to
practice by arranging a few more meals during the week that are
closer to the recommendations. By making this small change, both
my health and the planet can gradually improve.
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It's also worth noting that the principles of the Planetary Health
Diet are not really anything new. In fact, three healthful diets
that people commonly discuss, including the Mediterranean
diet, DASH diet, and Planetary Health Diet, all share common
principles. Although these diets have different starting points, each
of them involves eating more plant-based foods (e.g, vegetables,
fruits, whole grains, legumes and nuts), consuming moderate
amounts of fish and poultry, and significantly reducing red meat,
processed foods and added sugar. These principles are not new,
and it’s important to remember that they are incorporated into
most traditional diets.

Prof. Chen hopes that rather than chasing after some superfood
or trendy new diet, everyone will understand that health is
the result of an overall lifestyle. As such, it is best to adopt the
Planetary Health Diet gradually, starting with small changes to our
daily eating habits. In this way, we can take small steps to make
ourselves and the planet a little better while still enjoying our food.
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