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be pricey when you see two burger 
patties for £3-£6, and you’re not 
sure if that’s what you want to be 
spending money on.”

When Beyond Meat launched, 
red meat was having a bad press in 
the wake of research linking it to 
an increased risk of cancer. 
Meatless burgers seemed like the 
perfect solution as healthy fast 
food hit the mainstream. But what 
exactly is in these fake meats and 
how healthy are they really? Many 
cookbook authors like La Manna 
are eschewing meat substitutes 
and turning back to vegetable-
based recipes. Books like Dr Chris 
Van Tulleken’s Ultra-Processed 
People have drawn attention to 
possible health risks of ultra-
processed foods, which include 
many vegan alternatives, where 
plant-derived products are 
treated�extensively in order to 
mimic their�meaty brethren.

People have realised a vegan 
burger is no better for your health
As Beyond Meat, former star of the stock market, reports plummeting sales, Ed Cumming asks if we have reached peak vegan

It was hailed as the future of food. 
When Beyond Meat launched its 
vegan products in 2012, 
specialising in meat-esque burgers 
and sausages, there was a lot of 
interest and starry investment 
from Bill Gates and Leonardo 
DiCaprio. Kim Kardashian posted a 
video about it on Instagram. 
McDonalds and KFC used Beyond 
Meat in their vegan options, and 
when the company launched on 
the Nasdaq exchange in 2019, it 
was one of the hottest shares in 
recent years, with trading up 160 
per cent on the opening day. 
Investors backed Beyond Meat, and 
others like it, to grab a huge share 
of the burgeoning market in meat 
alternatives that were good for the 
eater and good for the planet.

Four years on, Beyond Meat is 
having a long week. On Monday, 
the fi rm reported that sales had 
fallen by almost a third for the three 

months to the end of June 
compared to a year earlier, and that 
it now expected annual revenue of 
between $360-$380 million, rather 
than earlier estimates of as much as 
$415 million.

The US company, which sells 
its�products at major UK 
supermarkets, blamed “softer 
demand in the plant-based meat 
category, high infl ation, rising 
interest rates, and concerns about 
the likelihood of a recession.”

Chief executive Ethan Brown 
warned that the company had 
been aff ected by dark forces 
opposing veganism. “This change 
in perception is not without 
encouragement from interest 
groups,” he said, “who have 
succeeded in seeding doubt and 
fear around the ingredients and 
process used to create ours and 
other plant-based meats.”

So, has veganism peaked? Heck, 
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a vegan sausage company, has 
reduced its range recently, 
blaming lack of demand. Meatless 
Farm, another vegan food 
company, stopped trading in June 
and other companies are 
struggling to maintain the growth 
that they and their backers hoped 

for. “I am not surprised by the 
Beyond Meat news,” says Max La 
Manna, a vegan chef and a food 
writer. “A lot of it has to do with 
the cost of living. Everything is 
getting tightened and people are 
reverting back to what they know 
and how they used to shop. It can 
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“A vegan hotdog is probably 
no better for you than a meat 
one,” says Renee McGregor, a 
registered dietitian who works 
with athletes and is the author 
of Training Food. Vegan 
mayonnaise, for example, often 
contains modified maize starch, 
sugar and natural flavouring – all 
processed and worse for you than 
non-vegan mayonnaise.

“I tend not to eat vegan 
alternatives,” says La Manna. “I 
prefer having a home-cooked meal 
and using vegetables in the way 
they are intended to be cooked. 
Many of these vegan products 
have a lot of unnecessary 
ingredients that are going to deter 
people.” Instead, his book has 
recipes for dishes including pulled 
mushroom tacos and sticky 
aubergine and peanut salad.

Xanthe Clay, a Telegraph food 
writer, agrees, adding: “It’s not just 
about the ingredients list. One of 
the issues with foods like vegan 
meat analogues is that you are 
making something that doesn’t 
exist in nature. So you are using 
fats, starches, proteins, sugars, 
salts and so on to create a sort of 
Frankenstein’s monster.” 
Awareness of this process has 
increased among customers.

Of course, not all meat products 
are free from ultra-processed food. 
Supermarket burgers often 
contain dextrose and preservatives 
like sodium metabisulfite. And 
plant-based meat substitutes are 
nothing new. In China, people 
have been eating tofu and seitan in 
place of animal meat for thousands 
of years. In recent years, however, 
a clutch of companies, Beyond 
Meat among them, became 
billion-dollar firms off the back of 
improved techniques, promising 
alternatives that were closer than 
ever before to mimicking the 
flavour and texture of the real 
thing. Meanwhile, other 
companies are continuing to 
invest heavily in cultivated meats, 
making real animal proteins 
without using animals. Progress 
has been slow, however. It is only 
in Singapore that cultivated meat 
– chicken made by California-
based Eat Just – is available to eat.

Not everyone believes the 
goose-alternative is cooked. 

Andrew Shovel is the co-founder 
and co-CEO of This, a British 
plant-alternative food company. Its 
products use ingredients like soy 
and pea protein to create food like 
“Not Pigs in Blankets” and “Isn’t 
Pork Meatballs”. Shovel and his 
business partner, Pete Sharman, 
launched their firm in 2019, having 
previously founded a small chain 
of real-meat burger restaurants.

“A great deal of culpability can 
be placed on the overvaluation of 
some of these brands back in the 
day,” he says. “They set 
expectations excessively high. I 
don’t think people would be 
revelling in their so-called 
downfall if it wasn’t for those very 
promising valuations. Beyond 
Meat has gone from $80 million of 
revenue in 2019 to nearly 
$400 million now. It’s huge 
growth, but because of the 
valuation it’s seen as a disaster 
instead of a triumph.”

Shovel says this has continued 
to grow. “We’re forecast to do 
$20 million of revenue this year, 
and profitability is improving.” He 
adds that commentary often 
ignores the success of the frozen 
market, which is performing 
better than chilled meat-
alternatives, as well as the fact that 
supermarkets charge higher 
margins on his products than on 
meat. This is working on a new 
line of “virtually unprocessed” 
products to cater to concerns 
about health and nutrition.

“I think [the current situation] is 
just a kink in the graph, rather 
than a catastrophic bubble 
bursting,” Shovel says. “The 
fundamental drivers of change are 
still in favour of meat reduction. 
The Vegan Society publishes 
numbers of how many people are 
turning to meat reduction, or 
veganism, and the numbers are 
going up year on year.”

For Anna Jones, the chef and 
food writer, the struggles of the 
meat-alternative companies may 
simply be proof the market is 
maturing, with people moving 
from meat substitutes, which are a 
“gateway to plant-based eating”, to 
cooking from scratch, or with real 
vegetables. “There’s still a huge 
amount of interest in the vegan 
and vegetarian space, but maybe 
people are getting smarter,” she 
says. “They want food that is made 
of things they recognise.”

Beyond Meat and its rivals 
achieved huge valuations because 
investors thought they would 
behave like technology companies. 
But the whims of the stock market 
change more quickly than dinner 
habits. If plant-led diets are still the 
future, customers are starting to 
look beyond Beyond.

Too posh to pick up – the rise  
of the middle-class litterbug
Drink cans have been replaced by punnets of organic strawberries, says Helen Brown

Prosecco bottles. Plastic 
champagne flutes. Packaging that 
once contained M&S quiches, 
Waitrose tabbouleh salads and 
Tesco Finest cheese boards. Since 
lockdown I’ve noticed a change in 
the litter I pick up on my daily dog 
walks in Chelmsford, Essex.

“What kind of people are 
leaving this stuff?” sighed a friend, 
as we wrestled the remains of 
expensive sushi selection boxes 
from our dogs’ jaws last week. 
We’ve walked this path for years, 
often retrieving empty cheap 
drinks cans and crisp packets from 
the reeds. It looked like the kind of 
stuff dropped by those either too 
young or too drunk on budget 
cider to know better. But 
lockdown brought a new kind of 
luxury litter. It was evidently left 
by people with a fair whack of 
disposable income and far more 
sophisticated tastes.

In June, I found a dead butterfly 
trapped in a punnet of Duchy 
Organic strawberries. Fruit 
purchased by somebody who’d 
paid a premium to support the 
environmental or health benefits 
of organic farming, but then let 
those considerations drop when it 
came to taking the container home 
with them. Perhaps they are so 
used to restaurant service, it 
simply doesn’t occur to them that 
there are no minimum wage staff 
in the fields to clear up after them.

Of course, we can only theorise 
about the demographic 
responsible for this new wave of 
entitled littering. According to a 
2013 survey by Keep Britain Tidy, 
62 per cent of Brits drop litter 
while only 28 per cent admit to it.

What we do know is that the 
pandemic had clearly given these 
people the time and motivation to 
enjoy rural spots that they may not 
have visited before. It provided a 
stylish backdrop to social media 
posts in which G&Ts were held 
aloft as swans sailed past. Yet they 
seemed to think it beneath them to 
tidy up once they’d enjoyed and 

uploaded the view, their rubbish 
left to snare the legs and beaks of 
the same birds they’d used to 
accessorise their lifestyle snaps.

While I blame lockdown and 
Instagram, my friend blames 
music festivals. “They’re people in 
their 30s and 40s who have got 
used to paying a fortune to spend 
long weekends trashing the 
countryside while knocking back 
Pimms and gourmet burgers. It’s a 
culture that’s normalised treating 
durable items like tents and cooler 
boxes as disposable, because they 
can’t be bothered to carry them 

back to their cars.” She has a point.
“Finding out who these people 

are would be a good project for an 
environmental anthropologist,” 
says George Monck, chief 
executive of CleanUpUK, a charity 
that unites volunteers to tackle 
litter problems, often in run-down 
areas. In Jaywick, the Essex coastal 
neighbourhood recently named 
“England’s most deprived town”, 
Monck has been heartened to 
connect with “so many wonderful 
people working hard to clean up 
and change attitudes to littering”. 

He notes that teenagers are 
often unfairly blamed for making a 
mess and can be some of the most 
engaged litter pickers.

Monck feels “there’s a latent 
willingness to do good in most 
people”. But he’s found “it does 
take real confidence to stop and 
pick up litter that other people are 
walking past.” I’ve certainly found 
that to be true. I’ve noticed other 
dog walkers make disgusted faces 
when I reach into the long grass to 

remove greasy rubbish and drop it 
into my bag. But last summer I 
challenged a group of local 
picnicking teens to help me get the 
remains of a helium balloon out of 
a tree and – after some initial 
uncertainty – they obliged and 
even had fun and impressed each 
other in the effort. 

“People feel better about 
themselves and more connected to 
their communities when they 
make their environments cleaner,” 
says Monck.

Volunteers at Chafford Gorges 
Nature Discovery Park – which is 
maintained by Essex Wildlife Trust 
– would agree that their work is 
good for their mental health. But 
Lauren Cosson, the trust’s 
communications officer says that 
they’ve been struggling with an 
increase in fly tipping. “Volunteers 
are spending too much of their 
time picking up rubbish when 
they could be doing other work to 
support wildlife – and at a time 
when nature is already facing so 
many other challenges.”

Caroline Speed, a volunteer seal 
warden on the Norfolk coast, says 
she’s always picking up rubbish left 
by tourists. The beach where she 
works is remote and the car park is 
often full of upmarket SUVs. “Seals 
are incredibly playful, like dogs. 
The young seals haven’t worked 
out what they can eat yet and it’s 
heartbreaking to see their bodies 
wash up after they’ve swallowed 
what humans have dropped.”

I felt no less tearful as I tipped 
the soggy remains of that butterfly 
from the plastic punnet. It was a 
heath fritillary, a rare insect 
brought back from the brink of 
extinction in the 1970s and only 
recently reintroduced to Essex. To 
glimpse its shy flicker of orange is 
infinitely more intoxicating than a 
swig of fizz from a plastic flute. 
This wealthy new breed of 
litterbugs don’t understand that 
the best things in life are free. But 
they’ll lose it all if they don’t take 
their posh trash home with them.

‘You are using starches, 
fats, proteins, sugars  
and salts to create a 

Frankenstein’s monster’
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The Midas 
touch: Kim 
Kardashian 
endorsed 
Beyond Meat 
on Instagram

They don’t realise that 
there are no minimum-
wage staff in the fields 
to clear up their mess
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