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Well, if  you believed all the media’s 
negative press with regards to a vegan 
diet in the past few years, I could 

understand your concern. The press I am referring 
to involves a few cases in which parents neglected 
their children by way of  malnourishment and then 
used their vegan diet as their defense. This led to a 
widespread concern that veganism is inadequate in 
meeting the nutritional needs of  pregnant women 
and infants.  However, science and proper planning 
state otherwise.

Your nutritional needs definitely increase while 
carrying that little bun in the oven. For starters, 
you want to eat enough nutrient-dense calories to 
sustain your baby’s growth. Everyone’s calorie needs 
are different; however, the general consensus is that 
you will need an extra 300 calories per day while 
pregnant, which is not that much food. A slice of  
whole-grain bread and two tablespoons of  almond 
butter equal 300 calories, as does an afternoon snack 
of  a bag of  Sour Patch Kids washed down with a can 
of  soda — but you want the most nutritional “bang 
for your buck,” so toast and almond butter it is.

Speaking of  almond butter, it is also an excellent 
source of  protein. Surprisingly, your protein needs do 
not increase substantially during pregnancy – only by 
about 10 grams per day. Again, a nutrient-dense well-
varied diet that includes legumes, nuts, and whole 
grains will easily meet your new protein requirement.
 

Anya Todd is a vegan 
registered and licensed 
dietitian who graduated 
from Case Western Reserve 
University and completed her 
internship at the Cleveland 
Clinic Foundation. Though 
she has no plans to become 
pregnant, Anya has been 
known to raid the discounted 
maternity clothes rack at Target 
and have odd cravings for 
pickles and soy ice cream.  
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Are there nutritional concerns 
for a vegan during pregnancy?

Exercise is important even when pregnant. Of  course, 
you should consult your health care professional to 
discuss appropriate exercises before beginning a new 
routine. Women who exercise while pregnant note less 
constipation, more energy, and easier deliveries. No 
one wants to be around a constipated grump, so take 
advantage of  all the fashionable maternity workout 
apparel and get to the gym.

Getting back to specific nutrients, there are some 
that are more important than others while pregnant. 
Calcium, surprisingly, is not as much of  a concern as 
you would think. During pregnancy, your body’s ability 
to absorb this mineral becomes more efficient. Aim 
for 1,000 mg per day, which is easily obtained from 
three daily servings of  calcium-rich foods, including 
fortified non-dairy beverages and juices, calcium 
processed tofu and blackstrap molasses. 

Most calcium-fortified foods are also rich in vitamin 
D, so those are win-win choices for you. Folic acid 
has always been a nutrient of  concern for pregnant 
women because it helps prevent neural tube defects 
in the baby; however, a vegan who is eating plenty of  
whole grains, green leafy veggies, and fortified cereals 
is likely getting the recommended 600 mcg per day. 
Like folic acid, zinc helps in preventing birth defects 
and is found in many of  the same foods.  

At no point in time is there a higher need for iron 
than during pregnancy. Between all the blood 
formation in you and your baby, iron levels need 
constant replenishment. Anemia, or low blood iron, 
is a condition that affects vegans and non-vegans 
alike. Your health care provider will monitor your 
blood iron levels throughout your pregnancy. Some 
women will have to take iron supplements, which 
can cause constipation. Cooking in iron skillets and 
eating iron-rich foods such as legumes, green leafy 
veggies, dried fruit and fortified cereals will reduce 
the need for supplementation. Remember that 
vitamin C-rich foods enhance iron absorption, so 
adding mandarin oranges to your leafy salad not only 
is a tasty choice, but also a smart one. 

Proper brain development in your baby is an utmost 
priority, so include daily sources of  omega 3 fatty 
acid-rich foods, like flax oil and walnuts, along with 
vitamin B12, found in fortified beverages, snack bars, 
and nutritional yeast.

Pregnancy can be a stressful time for mothers-to-be. 
The last thing you want to do is obsess over what to 
eat.  Choosing a well-varied diet with emphasis on 
fresh, whole foods will provide you and your baby 
with the necessary nourishment. If  it will put your 
mind at ease, by all means, use one of  the vegan 
prenatal vitamins that is available.  

This questions is asked more often 
than I can believe. Human breast milk 

is nature’s perfect food for human babies, just like 
cow’s milk is for nursing calves. Breast milk is rich 
in vital nutrients and should be the sole source of  
a baby’s nutrition for the first six months of  life. 
Breast-fed babies tend to have fewer infections, 
allergies and risk for diseases, such as diabetes and 
obesity.  

I find it interesting that people balk at the idea of  
breastfeeding, but have no problem drinking the 
milk of  another animal. Nearly 10 million dairy 
cows are enslaved in the US and live miserable lives 
of  constant impregnation. Remember, to produce 
milk, a baby must be born. 

Choosing a well-varied diet with 
emphasis on fresh, whole foods will 
provide you and your baby with the 
necessary nourishment.

Can I breastfeed and still 
be vegan?Q:

A:

>> Choose whole foods. The more processed a food is, the 
less nutritious it tends to be. Excessive amounts of  salt and sugar 
are often found in processed foods, which can cause conditions 
like hypertension and weight gain. Opt for brown rice instead of  
white rice, or fresh pears instead of  those canned in heavy syrup.

>> Move that body! Whether it is boxing or biking that you 
enjoy, it is essential to include some form of  physical activity in 
your daily routine. Exercise strengthens your heart, helps control 
stress, and lowers your risk of  disease.

>> Enjoy your food. Yes, you can have vegan cupcakes. Sure, 
eating fresh produce and organic tofu is important, but sometimes 
you need a big stack of  vegan blueberry pancakes. Deprivation is 
no way to live. Indulge and move on.

>> Eat for color! Choose from all colors of  the rainbow when 
choosing produce. Every color is rich with varying phytochemicals 
that have been linked to decreasing your risk of  conditions ranging 
from cataracts to cancer.

>> Educate yourself. French fries and soda are vegan, 
but they should never be the cornerstone of  a diet. There is a 
plethora of  vegan nutrition information available. Start by visiting 
ChooseVeg.com for more information on maintaining a healthy 
vegan lifestyle. 

This means millions of  calves are born and taken 
away from their mothers every year so humans can 
essentially suckle the teat of  a cow. Male calves are sent 
off  to become veal, while female calves eventually take 
the place of  their mothers as milk producers. Poor 
mom is usually turned into low-grade beef  patties 
when her milk production drops, usually around the 
age of  4 years.

As with pregnancy, choosing a well-balanced diet 
while breastfeeding is crucial. Daily inclusion of  
vitamins D and B12 are extremely important so 
they are passed onto the baby. Unfortunately, there 
are no baby formulas on the market that are 100% 
vegan. The soy-based ones include animal-sourced 

vitamin D. Breastfeeding 
can pose challenges to a 
new mom. Luckily, there 
are support groups that 
assist new moms in the 
art of  breastfeeding. The 
payoff  is to know you are 
supplying your baby with 
his or her perfect food.   

Breast-fed babies tend to have fewer 
infections, allergies and risk for 
diseases, such as diabetes and obesity.  

Most pregnant women become very concerned about 
weight gain. You have a baby growing inside of  you. 
You need to gain some weight in order to sustain 
it! Weight gain recommendations vary depending 
upon your pre-pregnancy weight. If  you were in a 
normal weight range before expecting, a 25-35 lb 
gain is appropriate; underweight, a 28-40 lb gain; and 
overweight, a 15-25 lb gain is ideal.  To curb excessive 
weight gain, avoid high fat, high sugar foods and opt 
for high fiber foods such as fresh produce and whole 
grains.
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