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rom salty fried tempeh slices enjoyed

in the southern tip of Indonesia to

lermented kinermna in the northern

reaches of Nepal, soy beans have
heen at the heart of life in Asia for centuries,
But as more of us switch to plant-centric diets
that lean heavily on this legume, what should
we know about the implications for our health,
and our planet?

How do you eat yours?

Soy (o7 sova, as it's interchangeably lahelled)
could be the most versatile bean our planet
grows; those bright green legumes in the
[rozen aisle or their beige dried form in the
whale food section are just the tip of the
iceberg. Soy beans are most often broken

dowvm into their constituent parts, for example

soy oil (around 20 percent of the whole
bean) is squeezed out for use in everything
from cooking to candles and paint to Insect

repellent. The rest of the bean is roughly equal

parts protein and carhohydrare (including
the insoluhle type we call fibre) and various
forms appear everywhere from animal feed
or baking ingredients to ready meals or
cereal bars. Despite the explosion in soy-
hased milks, voghurt, ice-cream, and meat
alternatives, you might most consciously
comsume soya in the form of tofu. Made in

4 similar way to dairy cheese, totu is formed
by coagulating sov milk into thick curds that
are drained and pressed to make soft blocks,
mMainstream brands are split hetween those
with nigari, a natural seawater devivative also
known as magnesium chloride, and those
using a mineral called gypsum (calcium
sulphate] or calcium chloride, an additive
widely used o preserve foods, The latter

can be higher in fibre, potassinm and,
unsurprisingly, calcium. Silken tofu, a soft-set
version that's sometimes used in desserts still
qualifies lor the claim 'high in protein’ but
has around half as much as firm tofu where
the soy curds are more densely packed. You'll
also have encountered edamame (young and
tender sov beans that pack multple vitamins
alonpside protein and fibre) and miso (the
wmarni-rich paste made from fermented
beans). Fermentation also produces soy
sauce and tempeh, made by cooking and
fermenting sowv heans hefore pressing them
into sliceable patties. Tempeh is considered
a real nutritional powerhouse: relatively
unprocessed bul easily digestible thanks

to microbial action that breaks down the
legumes' oliosaccharides and phytic acid.

How safe is it?

“Soy tends to be a significant player
in most plant-hased diets but has
had mixed rovicws over the years,”
says D Naul AlBendar, wornen's
health specialist and [ounder of
The Womb Effect [thewombeffect.
co). "Recent studies have seen soy
positvely impacting the severity of
menopause symptoms, benefiting
cardiovascular health, improving
fertlity, and protecting against
hormonal cancers such as breast
cancer” However, as Dr Nauf
points out, doubts around soy
have persisted, with fears around
its impact on hormonal balance
linking it with benign [broid
turnours or endometriosis, and
even breast and ovarian cancer.
“Part of the uncertainty is due to
the complexity of soy's effects on
the body,” says 1r Nauf, “Sov is
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unicpue since it contains a high
concentralion ol isollavones, a plant
oestrogen [ phytoestrogen) tvpe
that can mimic human oestrogen
but with much weaker effects.

Since higher vestrogen levels are
associated with a higher risl of
hormonal cancers, many wormen
fear conswming phytoestrogen will
increase their risk of developing

the disease. But women have two
oestrogen receprars, alpha and

bela. Isollavones prelecentially

hind to the beta pestrogen receptor
and notthe alpha receprors, which
cause cells to grow., This may partly
explain why wormen in Asia, who
eat alotof soy-based foods, have
only one-fifth the rate of breast
cancer thal occurs among Weslern
women.” The cancer risk really
hasbeen debunked. “Foods made
from sovheans like soy milk, tofu




and miso can be enjoyed as part of
a healtty balanced diel, including
ifyou have heen diagnosed with
cancer! concludes Fiona Osgun,
senjor health inlormation manager
at Cancer Research [T,

How nutritious is it?

Soy heans contain filve and anti-
inflanumatory polyphenals bul the
star atraction is protein; the legume
containg all of the nine amino acids
our bodies need, making itoneala
handful of plant sources of vomplete
protein “Sov-hased foods have
around 75 percent of the biological
vilue of animal proteins such as
dairy and cges” says dictitian Sophic
Medlin, lounder of City Dietilians
(eitvdietitisns.couk], "which is very
good compared o other plane-hased
proteins, Eifectively, that means if
the sov mince packet says Lag ol

protein per 100g, voutdl need o eat
125 1o gel 15z of useable protein
into vour body!” The good news is
the exploding interest in vegan dicts
inakes healthy lorms ol soy - the
beans, tofu and empeh - more
widcly available, The bad news

it v T Fined sovd cropping up in

all kinds of ulta processed foods,

s its casential to check labels o
unclerstand what vou'e buving. “Sov
products can be highly processed
sovil’s important o factor that il
youre ealing them regularly,” warns
Sophie. "Regardless of what they're
madle from, highly processed foods
should never be a staple pant of our
daily dict” Ir Nauf agrees. “Its hest to
cancentrare on whaole food organic
versions of sov such as edamame
and tofu or, even herter, fermented
sov such as tempeh, miso paste,
anl Lumard,”

naluralhealthwoman.com

How eco-friendly is it?

Cilahal sov harvests have grown eight-fold

in the last 50 vears, and in major producing
countries like Brazil precious forest and
grasslands have been converred into farmland,
Desides the loss of precious habitat and
biodiversily, this process, and the harvesting
and transport of soy rom remole regions Lo
globul markets, generates signilicant CO2
emissions. But this doesn’t mean your toelu
ramen is bad for the planet. "The use of soy in
food is completely overshudowed by its use
inanimal feed,” says Clare Oxhorrow, senior
sustainability analyst at Uriends of the Earth
[friendsoftheearthuk ). “"Glohally, around 77
pereent of all sov produced is used for animal
feed, with just seven percent used directly in
products like tofu or as sova beans, so cutting
down on meat and dairy is the biggest way
people can reduce the contribution of their
food to glohal deforestation and the cmissions
driving the climare crisis. Where sov is used 47
directly In meat allernatives, companies ofien .
have muore robust sourcing policies (han

these thal relate w animal leed, but the only
waty Lo be sure is Lo question the companies
directly on their sourcing polivies. Generally,
where 4 big meat company has branched into
alternative proteins, the policies will be weaker
than those of smaller, more ethical compunies.”

In a nutshell
S0 there vou have it not all soy products are
created equal, but increasing this versartile
legume's role in your lifestyle could bring

some hig henefits for you and our planet.
Switching to sustainable soy yoghurt in vour
hircher muesli or a sugar-free soy milk in vour
tea could he no-Trainers, ot there are higger
gains to be had from a rethink of all your meals,
Swapping marinated tempeh strips inw your
stir fries, replacing vour
wsual stock cubes with a
dollop ol unpasteurised
IS0 pasle, or using
sustainable i as Lhe
protein in vour weekday
dinners could be a real
game-changer.




