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Researchers say adopting forage fish diet could prevent up
to 750,000 deaths from diet-related disease in 2050 and
benefit Global South

Swapping red meat for “forage fish,” such as herring, sardines and anchovies, could save up to 750,000
lives a year in 2050 and significantly reduce the prevalence of disability as a result of diet-related
disease, suggests a data analysis published in BMJ Global Health (http-//dx.doi.org/10.1136/bmjgh-
2023-013511).

Adopting this type of diet would be especially helpful for low- and middle-income countries, where these
fish are cheap and plentiful, and where the toll taken by heart disease, in particular, is high, say the
researchers.

Marine forage fish, preyed upon by larger fish, are rich in omega-3 fatty acids (DHA and EPA),
potentially preventing coronary heart disease. They are also rich in calcium and vitamin B12 and boast
the lowest carbon footprint among animal food sources.

Currently, 75 percent of forage fish catch — crucial for food-insecure regions in the Global South - is
processed into fishmeal and oil, primarily for fish farming catering to high-income consumers. Despite
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Swapping red meat for “forage fish,” such as herring, sardines and anchovies, could save up to 750,000
lives a year in 2050 and significantly reduce the prevalence of disability, suggests a new study. Photo
credit: Lezgin Epik (https:/www.pexels.com/photo/sardine-fishes-in-white-round-container-8159556/).

studies highlighting their nutritional and environmental benefits, it remains uncertain how substituting
forage fish for red meat could alleviate the global disease burden.
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To address this knowledge gap, researchers devised four scenarios, each reflecting different global
forage fish allocation patterns. They used projected 2050 red meat consumption data for 137 countries
and historical forage fish catch data. The scenarios include:

e Scenario I: Domestic supply prioritized, with forage fish caught for national consumption or red
meat substitution.
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e Scenario II: Minimized meat intake, with substitution prioritized in countries with high sheep and
cattle consumption.

e Scenario lll: Adequate fish intake, prioritizing countries with low fish consumption.

e Scenario IV: Equal percentage of red meat replaced in all countries based on forage fish
availability.

Behold the nutritious oyster

Oysters provide important, natural filtration of water and are an
important component of many healthy coastal ecosystems because
their active filtering can help improve and maintain water quality. For
many coastal communities, oysters are an important food resource and
excellent sources of protein and amino acids, zinc, selenium, iron and
B-vitamins.

@ Global Seafood Alliance

Their analysis shows that, if widely adopted for direct human consumption, forage fish would
potentially provide substantial public health benefits, particularly in terms of reducing the occurrence of
coronary heart disease. Globally, this approach could prevent 500,000 to 750,000 deaths from diet-
related disease in 2050 - and deaths from coronary heart disease in particular — and it could avert 8 to
15 million years of life lived with a disability, most of which are concentrated in low- and middle-income
countries.

The researchers acknowledge that the limited supply of forage fish cannot fully replace all red meat.
However, it could potentially increase daily per capita fish consumption close to the recommended level
of 40 kcal in most countries, leading to a 2 percent reduction in deaths from various diseases by 2050.

Among the scenarios, Scenario | had the fewest deaths averted. Allocating all forage fish to regions
with the lowest fish intake, primarily lower and middle-income countries (Scenario Ill), would more
effectively reduce the global burden of disease, according to the analysis.
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For landlocked countries without direct access to seafood, such as Mongolia, Turkmenistan and other
African countries, global marketing and trade in forage fish would need to be expanded, the researchers
point out.

“Despite the theoretical potential of forage fish, several barriers, such as fishmeal and oil processing,
overfishing, climate change and cultural acceptance may prevent the health benefits of forage fish from
being realized,” the researchers said. “Multi-sectoral policy coordination and action (eg: prioritizing
access to affordable fish, such as forage fish, for the poor and promoting the use of nutrient-rich
microalgae as fish feed) could help to address some of these barriers.”

Mounting evidence links red and processed meat consumption with heightened risks of non-
communicable disease, which accounted for around 70 percent of all deaths globally in 2019, explain
the researchers. Of these, coronary heart disease, stroke, diabetes and bowel cancer made up nearly
half (44 percent) of this toll, with coronary artery disease taking the lion’s share.

Read the full study here (http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/bmjgh-2023-013511).
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