
It’s well known that cutting down on meat 
benefits the environment, but isn’t animal 

protein essential for a cyclist’s hard-worked 
muscles? Anita Bean weighs up the evidence

Should you  
eat less meat?

“It’s possible to 
meet protein
requirements 
from sources like 
eggs, fish and 
dairy products”
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t’s almost as though meat is 
going out of fashion in the UK. 
According to the latest results 

from NatCen’s British Social Attitudes 
survey, three in 10 of us have cut back on 
the stuff in the past year and a further one 
in 10 are considering doing so. But can you 
safely follow suit and cut back on animal-
based protein without harming your 
cycling performance?

Confronted with the idea of eating less 
meat, many cyclists feel torn. On the one 
hand, consuming fewer animals means 
reducing our carbon footprint, which 
nicely complements our clean, green, 
low-emissions pastime. On the other, meat 
is highly valued as a rich source of protein 
for repairing and developing our regularly 
shredded leg muscles. Many worry that 
a diet without meat could fail to provide 
sufficient protein to support high-level 
performance. However, the evidence 
suggests that such fears are groundless. 

A 2015 analysis by Australian 
researchers of eight previous studies 
comparing the performance of vegetarian 
athletes with that of meat-eating athletes 
concluded that well-planned and varied 
vegetarian diets neither hinder nor 
improve exercise performance. This 
echoes the findings of a previous review 
of studies at the University of British 
Columbia, Canada, which stated that well-
planned and appropriately supplemented 
vegetarian diets provide more than 
enough protein and other nutrients to 
support athletic training and performance. 

In their 2009 joint position statement 
on nutrition and athletic performance, 
the American Dietetic Association, 

American College of Sports Medicine 
(ACSM) and Dietitians of Canada ruled 
that “well-planned vegetarian diets appear 
to effectively support parameters that 
influence athletic performance”.

Several studies have found no 
significant difference in performance, 
physical fitness (aerobic or anaerobic 
capacities), limb circumference or strength 
in vegetarian and non-vegetarian athletes. 
In one study, researchers asked runners 
to follow either a vegetarian or non-
vegetarian diet for two weeks. They found 
no difference in running performance 
between the two groups, 
suggesting that giving up 
meat had no detrimental 
effect on short-term 
performance. 

Lauren Delany, a 
performance nutritionist 
for British Cycling, 
sees no reason why a 
vegetarian diet should be 
detrimental to success 
on the bike. “It is possible 
to meet your nutritional 
requirements for protein from other 
sources such as eggs, fish, dairy products 
such as milk and yoghurt, as well as plant 
sources like beans, lentils, nuts and seeds,” 
she says. “Reducing your intake of fatty 
and processed meats in particular would 
be advantageous for cyclists, as these 
contain unwanted additives, a high salt 
content and have a high energy content 
from the additional fat.

“Replacing meat with alternatives such 
as oily fish like salmon could be a good 
option to increase your omega-3 intake, a 

‘Cutting down on meat hasn’t been a problem’

Austrian pro Stefan Denifl 
(Team IAM Cycling), 28, 
reduced his meat intake and  
is confident it has not harmed 

his performance 

“Two years ago, when I changed my diet 
from low-carb to more carbs, I also started 
to reduce my meat intake. I felt better 
consuming less animal protein and weight 
management became easier. Also, the fact 
most meat and fish is mass-produced and  
full of antibiotics further persuaded me. 

“I believe that eating less meat is much 
better for our environment. I skip milk and 

yogurt too — there are so many plant options 
now, so I don’t miss them. I still eat meat from 
time to time but only from local farmers, or 
fish that comes from lakes or rivers around 
my home. I get a lot of my protein from soya 
as well as plant protein powders, so it really 
isn’t a problem getting enough protein. My 
iron levels haven’t changed at all. 

“During races and training camps, it can 
get a bit more complicated. I pack tofu and 
protein powder in my suitcase. But most of 
the time we have a chef or nutritionist with  
us, so I can specify what I want. One thing 
that I won’t give up, though, is cheese, 
especially Parmesan.”

healthy fat that is important for recovery 
and the immune system.”

Getting enough protein
But, given that the protein requirement 
of athletes is higher than it is among the 
general population, the big question is 
whether cyclists can get enough protein 
from meat-free sources. “Most cyclists 
require roughly 1.6g protein per kg body 
weight per day,” advises researcher, sports 
nutritionist and Ironman competitor Asker 
Jeukendrup. “This figure is relatively 
easily achieved by cyclists who are 

training hard and thus 
eating a lot.” 

A 70kg cyclist would 
need 112g protein daily, 
while a rider weighing 
80kg would need 128g 
daily. This isn’t a huge 
amount, but plant-based 
protein foods are less 
protein-dense than meat 
or fish. For example, an 
average (125g) chicken 
breast will deliver 30g 

protein, about a quarter of a 70kg rider’s 
daily needs, but to get the same amount 
in beans, you would have to eat 330g, 
roughly a whole tin.

Do endurance cyclists’ protein 
requirements differ from those of 
sprinters? “There’s no evidence that 
sprinters need more, but since daily 
requirements are often expressed per 
kilogram and sprinters tend to be bigger 
and heavier, their calculated requirements 
are also higher,” explains Jeukendrup.

When we talk about protein, we are 
really talking about amino acids. These 
are the building blocks of proteins, which 
are bonded together to make hundreds 
of different proteins. Many plant sources 
contain significant amounts of protein, but 
not all contain as large a quantity of all the 
essential amino acids as animal sources. 
Soya, quinoa and hemp are complete 
protein sources — meaning they contain 
all the essential amino acids — but others 
fall short on one or more amino acids. 
Without all the essential amino acids,  
your body will not be able to synthesise 
the proteins to optimally repair your 
muscles after hard training.

Fortunately, by eating a variety of plant 
sources — nuts, seeds, beans, lentils,  
soya products (tofu, tempeh), grains (oats, 
pasta, rice, millet and other grains), bread, 
quinoa — you can cover all the bases. 
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Rice and beans is a classical combination 
that will provide a full quota of essential 
amino acids. In reality, the possibilities are 
endless and you don’t need to combine 
specific protein foods in each meal to 
make a complete protein — your body 
does that naturally from all the foods you 
eat over the course of a day. 

Getting enough protein becomes a 
lot easier if you distribute your protein 
intake evenly between meals instead 
of getting most of it in your evening 
meal. Researchers at RMIT University 
in Australia found that consuming 
80g protein as four instalments of 20g 
in different meals resulted in greater 
muscle protein recovery compared with 
consuming the same amount of protein 

impact by nearly 15 per cent. Replacing 
some chicken and pork with beans, lentils 
or soya would reduce them further still. 
And better still, these ‘low-impact’ foods 
tend to be cheaper (per gram of protein) 
than high-impact ones like beef and lamb.

A 2015 report from Chatham House, 
the Royal Institute of International Affairs, 
concluded that a global reduction in meat 
consumption would keep global warming 

below the ‘danger level’ of 2˚C. This echoes 
the findings of the Carbon Trust, which 
recommends eating less meat and more 
plants as a way of safeguarding a healthier 
and more sustainable future for our planet. 

A diet with less meat is undoubtedly 
more environmentally sustainable, 
demanding far less land and energy. Better 
still, fears that it can’t support a hard 
training regime are unfounded — studies 

show that going veggie need not have any 
negative impact on fitness, strength or 
performance. Experts agree that a good 
vegetarian diet provides plenty of protein 
and other nutrients for endurance cyclists 
and even for sprinters. In fact, reducing 
your meat intake and introducing a greater 
variety of protein sources in the form of 
beans, lentils, tofu and nuts is healthier, 
cheaper, and won’t slow you down.

related land use and GHG emissions by 
more than half. But that’s a pretty big shift. 
Luckily, smaller diet tweaks still have a 
significant impact.

Poultry and pork have a significantly 
lower environmental impact than beef 
or lamb (for various reasons). So, if you 
switched one third of your beef or lamb 
consumption to chicken or pork, that 
would cut your diet’s environmental 

Alex Wise, 28, was double 
junior champion in the 
national time trial series 
and is now a coach 

(wisecycletraining.com). He has  
been vegetarian for 23 years

“I opted not to eat meat at age five. The 
idea of killing animals and eating meat 
repulsed me. As I grew older I became 
more concerned about the harmful effects 
of greenhouse gases and climate change 
caused by meat production. 

“I believe that cyclists can get more 
than enough protein without meat. I 
include lots of beans, lentils, nuts, Quorn 
and soya in my diet but I also have whey 
protein supplements just to make sure 
that I don’t fall short. I’m careful about 
dividing my daily protein between my 
meals so I get just enough to feed my 
muscles but not too much that it would 
be ‘wasted’. The body can only use a 
certain amount of protein at each meal, 
so there’s no point overdoing it. 

“It takes a lot of planning and expense 
to eat well. I do eat a wide variety of 
foods and have to be very well organised 
when I’m on the road. It can be a struggle 
getting vegetarian foods in countries like 
France. I take my own supplies of protein 
shakes, healthy home-made flapjacks, 
nuts and bars. That way, I know I’ll never 
be stuck without any food.”

‘Getting enough  
protein without meat 
is easy’

either as two lots of 40g or eight lots of 
10g. You get 20g protein from three eggs 
or 600ml milk or four tablespoons (250g) 
strained Greek yoghurt. Alternatively, 
you can combine three tablespoons (150g) 
of cooked beans with five tablespoons 
(250g) cooked pasta; 100g tofu with five 
tablespoons (250g) noodles; or spread two 
tablespoons of peanut butter on a couple of 
slices of toast.

If you’re still worried about getting 
enough protein, there’s a whole raft of 
plant protein supplements available: pea 
protein, hemp protein, soya protein and 
brown rice protein. Add natural protein 
from plant foods and you have a perfectly 
balanced dietary intake. The iron in plant 
sources (‘non-haeme’ iron) can be harder 
to absorb but this can be enhanced by 
consuming foods or drinks rich in vitamin 
C, such as red peppers, broccoli, oranges 
or berries, at the same meal. The citric acid 
found naturally in fruit and vegetables also 
promotes iron absorption.

Environmental footprint
The trend away from meat isn’t just about 
health — although there is compelling 
evidence that vegetarian diets are 
associated with a reduced risk of heart 
disease and certain cancers, as well as 
increased longevity. For many, it’s more 
about reducing their environmental 
footprint — an issue close to the heart 
of many cyclists. You can’t really feel 
good about your emissions-free mode of 
transport if your diet effectively belches 
out tons of carbon each year — research 
has shown that giving up beef reduces 
your carbon footprint more than ditching 
your car in favour of the bike. 

Most of us think that greenhouse gas 
(GHG) emissions and global warming are 
the result of burning fossil fuels to produce 
energy but, in fact, livestock agriculture is 
as much to blame. The farming of animals 
contributes an estimated 15 per cent of 
global emissions — as much as every car, 
plane, truck and ship in the world. 

One of the main GHGs associated with 
the livestock sector is methane, a product 
of ruminant digestion and manure storage. 
Another is carbon dioxide, which can be 
largely blamed on deforestation. As land 
is cleared to graze livestock, fewer trees 
are available to absorb carbon dioxide, so 
more of it ends up in the atmosphere.

According to research from the World 
Resources Institute published this year, 
giving up meat completely cuts your diet-
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Protein content:
meat v the alternatives

21g
2 slices (100g) 
beef fillet steak

30g
1 chicken 
breast (125g)

6g
1 slice (25g) 
Cheddar 
cheese

18g
3 eggs

8g
1 cup (250ml) 
milk (all types)

15g
3 tablespoons (150g) 
strained low fat plain 
Greek yogurt

13g
100g tofu

22g
4 heaped tbsp. (200g) 
Edamame beans 

7g
1 small handful 
(25g) pumpkin 
seeds

7g
1 tablespoon 
(25g) peanut 
butter

7g
1 small handful 
(25g) peanuts

7g
4 tablespoons (50g) 
oats (dry weight)

8g
2 slices whole-
meal bread 
(80g)

7g
5 heaped table-
spoons (250g) 
cooked brown rice 
(75g dry weight)

10g
5 heaped tablespoons 
(250g) cooked pasta 
(75g dry weight)

11g
5 heaped tablespoons 
(250g) cooked quinoa 
(75g dry weight)

5g
1 small handful 
(25g) cashews

6g
1 small handful 
(25g) almonds

18g
4 heaped 
tablespoons 
(200g) cooked 
beans or 
lentils (75g 
dry weight) 

28g
1 turkey 
breast steak 
(125g)  

23g
1 fillet cod 
(125g)


