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BY lAIN MACKINNON

Edinburgh:Inthe UKrecently
weheardsomethingwe
don'thearveryoften- a
politicianadmittedthat he'd
beenwrong!
One of the founders of 'New Labour' told

BBC Radio 4's Today programme that in

their first term of office Tony Blair's

governlllent had focussed too much on

using puBlic relations to win support for
their plans.!

Former Trade and Industry Minister,
Peter Mandelson, told the BBC that after
their election win in 1997 the Lab,

government were busy trying to manage

the media to get their message across when

they should instead have been concentra-

ting on drawing up policies to bring real

~public benefits.

The problem for Labour now is that

having been so close to the PR industry in
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the past, Mr Mandelson's comments leave

the public and the media wondering if his

statements can really be trusted, or whet-
her he is still secretly spinning in an effort

to win back support.2
These doubts have arisen because PR

can be a very cynical profession and its

practitioners use all kinds of tricks to get

their message across.

One of PR's founding fathers was

Edward Bernays, a nephew of the psycholo-

gist Sigmund Freud who incorporated
some of his uncle's theory into his work.

Bernays felt that major decisions at a natio-

nal level should be left to "the intelligent
few" and believed PR could ensure "the

engineering of consent" so that the public

would come on board with the "intelligent

few's" plans.3

Some of Bernays' own early efforts were
spectacular. On the 1929 Easter Parade
down Fifth Avenue in New York he arran-

ged for some glamourous young high socie-

ty women to light cigarettes and dubbed

them 'Torches of Freedom', linking the
right for women to smoke in public with

the wider issue of women's rights which
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was to the fore at the time.

Bernays arranged for the women to

speak to the major press agencies and saw
to it that photographers were present. The

result was that the following day the story

was on the front pages of newspapers all

over the US, sparking a public debate on
whether women should be allowed to

smoke as freely as men.

What the public didn't know was that

Bernays was being employed at the time by

the American Tobacco Company to promo-

te their products and expand their mar-
kets.4

Since then, PR has become a firmly esta-

blished and slightly more subtle element in

modern business and politics with the

aquaculture industry on the long list of cli-

ents now making use of its special kind of
trickiness.

Take, for example, the Johnson Brothers'

organically farmed cod from the Shetland

Islands of northern Scotland. According to

the local newspaper "the relentlessly positi-

ve coverage" the fish have received in the

media has been "cleverly engineered by a
team of top PR consultants". At the helm of
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the team is Leanne Tritton of ING Media.

When she spoke at a fish farming confe-
rence in Shetland last October the local

'Shetland Times' newspaper reported her
strategy. She said that her PR team had tar-
getted "big shot journalists" who were
flown up to Shetland and given special
tours of the Johnson Brothers premises.
The PR team then used the favourable copy
the "big shot journalists" wrote to target
other more doubting writers in what Ms
Tritton described as the "incestous world"

of journalism.s
This special targetting of influential

journalists has been a favourite ploy of the
PR industry since Edward Bernays' time.
While working for the US owned United
Fruit Company in the 1950s Bernays arran-
ged specially organised trips to Guatemala
for important US journalists. At that time
the UFC was one of the biggest landowners
in Guatemala and was concerned that a

new socialist government in the country
had plans to take some of its unused hol-
dings and hand them over to landless pea-
sants.

Bernays arranged for the journalists to
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However,the exampleof BSE(andthe emergingavianflu crisisinwhich,despi-
te vigourousdenialsbymultinationalpoultrycompanies,industrialfarmingis
nowalsobeingimplicated[1])showsthat for all their tricksthe PRindustry
cannotmakecontaminantsandillnessesdisappear.Thecontaminantsarestill
there.Keyplayersinthe industryandthe governmentareawarethat theyare
thereandtheyKnowthat theyarea riskto publichealth.
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meet with UFC employees who fed them
scare stories about the advance of Marxism

in the country. Those journalists' copy hel-
ped mould public opinion against the
democratically elected Guatemalan
government and paved the way for a CIA
backed military coup - Shetland Islands
Council beware if it ever decides to take a

stand against Johnson Brothers!6
In Ms Tritton's view the Scottish press

came onside immediately to the organic
cod venture "taking on Johnson's as one of
their own".? To that end the fact that

Johnson Brothers is now run by a City of
London investment firm (with a London
based PR team) is an inconvenient truth
not talked about in Johnson's "relentless"

PR campaign.s
Ms Tritton's approach might be slightly

cynical. However, if Johnson Brothers has a
product that is truly as good as they believe
their cod is, then why not use whatever
means necessary to win over the public to
it - all's fair in love, war and market econo-
mics.

Problems begin when a product's brand
image and reality part company.

In the 1990s the marketing image of

British beef took a terrible hammering
when, after mad cow disease was discove-
red, it was revealed that beef farmers had,

quite legally, been feeding ground up catt-
le, sheep and chickens to their animals.

Scientists now believe it was through
this infected feed that Bovine Spongiform
Encephalopathy (BSE) was transmitted.9

In this situation the beef industry faced
ruin. So what was the correct response to
BSE?

One response would be for the farmers
and the food industry to admit to the public
they had a major problem on their hands
and begin work on ways to resolve it as
quickly and effectively as possible.

But what if the tricks of the PR industry

could have allowed the beef industry to
continue with 'business as usual'? What if

they knew of ways to manipulate the evi-
dence to claim that the scientists were

wrong; that there was no danger to human
health; and that current farming practices
were legal and safe?

Remarkable as it might seem, a Scottish
academic is claiming the aquaculture
industry followed this latter path in the
way it dealt with recent allegations of high
levels of chemical pollutants in salmon.

David Miller is Professor of Sociology at
Strathclyde University in Glasgow. One of

his primary research areas is looking at
how the media can be manipulated by
highly skilled PR experts who distort infor-
mation to ensure that false messages reach
the public.

He is also the head of the department I
was studying in last year. When I heard last
year that he was researching the aquacultu-
re industry I was surprised, and I was even
more surprised when I read the results of
his work.

He claims that in the wake of the con-

troversial Pew Report in 2004 a coordina-
ted and sustained campaign of misinforma-
tion was conducted on behalf of the indus-

try by PR experts, who were backed up by
elements of the government and the scien-
tific community.

The scientists behind the Pew Report
claimed to have found evidence of dange-
rously high levels of pollutants in farmed
salmon, and Scottish and Faroese farmed

salmon in particular.
The research was published in the rese-

arch journal 'Science' and the major media
in the UK picked up the story. However,
within a week of the industry beginning a
PR campaign the same media outlets were
running articles dismissing the work as
"pseudo-science" and as "flawed and
biased".
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On the contrary, says Professor Miller.
He claims his analysis shows that the Pew
Report's science was scrupulous and accu-
rate. Miller says that what was "flawed and

biased" was the PR campaign's response to
the 'report which used "misinformation,
manipulation and subterfuge" to deny that
a health risk exists.

He says that supporters of the industry
repeatedly misreported the Pew team's fin-

dings. One defence put forward by the
industry was that none of the individual
contaminants (including PCBs, toxaphene,
dieldrin and dioxins) found in the salmon
were above legal limits.

However, Miller says this argument is
irrelevant because the Pew team had alrea-

dy acknowledged this fact. He writes: "The
authors stated clearly that 'Individual con-
taminant concentrations in farmed and
wild salmon do not exceed u.s. Food and

Drug Administration (FDA) action or tole-
rance levels for PCBs and dieldrin.

"'However, FDA action and tolerance

levels are not strictly health-based, do not
address the health risks of concurrent

exposure to more than one contaminant,
and do not provide guidance for acceptable
levels of toxaphene and dioxins in fish tis-
sue.'

"To be clear about this: one reason the

authors used the EPA [US Environment
Protection Agency] guidelines were that
they were developed to understand multi-
ple contaminant intake rather than intake
of a single contaminant."

It was this 'cocktail effect' that promp
the Pew team to conclude: 'The combined

concentrations of PCBs, toxaphene, and
dieldrin trigger stringent consumption
advice for farmed salmon purchased from
wholesalers and for store-bought farmed
fillets. This advice is much more restrictive

than consumption advice triggered by con-
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taminants in the tissues of wild salmon.'
The Pew team's recommendation that

consumption of the most toxic Scottish sal-
mon should not exceed more than one half-

portion per month prompted immediate
action from the aquaculture industry's lob-
bying body Scottish Quality Salmon.

With the support of the Scottish
Executive, the Food Standards Agency and
independent scientists they rubbished the
science on which the report was based and
suggested that it had been funded as part of
an environmental campaign against sal-
mon farming.

SQS's defence of the industry had sup-
port from top levels of government. The
chairman of the Food Standards Agency,
Sir John Krebs, wrote a letter to the
Guardian in which he said that the Pew

study based its risk assessment on "out of
date science from 1991".

Yet Professor Miller claims that the Pew

scientists' risk assessment data was actually
more up-to-date than the FSA's own work.
He also claims that the FSA chairman

appears to have misinterpreted at a very
basic level how the Pew scientists went

about their analysis. Sir John defended the
industry by noting a World Health
Organisation briefing which said that "so
long as dioxins were kept below thresholds,
there would be no adverse effect upon
health".

However, the Pew team had specifically
decided to exclude dioxins from their con-

sumption advice. Miller notes that the key
reason for this was "because of the interna-

tional disagreement around dioxin risk

assessment". He added: "In particular,
there is a disagreement on risk assessment
between the EPA and other bodies such as
the FDA and WHO."

As a result, says Miller, Sir John Krebs'

defence of farmed salmon was "entirely irr-
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The FSA were not the only prominent

supporters of the industry. Miller meticu-
lously details links showing tpat the
American scientists who defended farmed

salmon and were portrayed as 'indepen-
dent experts' were in fact either paid for by
the industry or had a long history of pro-
business and anti-environmental advocacy
work.

The same was true in Scotland, he con-
tends.

One week after the original contamina-
tion story 'The Scotsman' published an arti-
cle in which Gordon Bell and Douglas
Tocher, two scientists from the Stirling
based Institute of Aquaculture, claimed
they had conducted "an entirely indepen-
dent study" looking at PCB and dioxin
levels in farmed fish.

On the basis of that study Tocher and
Bell felt that the Pew Report was "misre-
presentative and grossly unfair of a product
which is both nutritious and healthy".

According to Miller the two scientists
had not been acting "independently" at all
but had been paid by various industry bodi-
es' including EWOS, Biomar and Marine
Harvest, to carry out the study as part of a
project looking at the possibility of repla-
cing fish oil with vegetable oils in fish feed.

In addition to this financial dependency
on the industry the Institute of
Aquaculture are now also a part of the
industry as they have become joint owners
of a cod farm in Argyll along with a sister
company of EWOS, the Norwegian govern-
ment owned feed company.

Miller claims: "The scientists at the

Institute of Aquaculture stand exposed as
at best facing a serious conflict of interest,
and at worst acting as spin doctors for the
industry in which they have a financial
stake."l0 ~
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He presents a compelling case that the

Pew Report was accurate in its assessment
of organic pollutants in farmed salmon. If
he is right, that means the industry has to
face the fact that unsafe levels of harmful

chemicals are present in farmed salmon
and that it must choose between market
and moral values.

Does the industry own up to the fact
that the Pew scientists had it right and
focus, as a matter of urgency, on developing
cleaning technology for the feedstuffs that
are believed to be the source of the pro-
blem?

Or does it continue with business as

usual, hoping that the high level of conta-
minants in its produce does not come back
to haunt it in the future? RECENT STUDI-
ES ALSO CLAIM THAT THE BENEFITS
OF EATING SEAFOOD OUTWEIGH ITS
RISKS - BUT THESE TOO SEEM TO
FOCUS ON SINGLE CONTAMINANTS
RATHER THAN THE EFFECTS OF
MULTIPLE CONTAMINANTS.

Will aquaculture be able to learn from
the BSE crisis? It was 2000 when the

Phillips Report into BSE was finally publis-
hed. At the time the Labour politician Roy
Hattersley wrote:

"Lord Phillips conceded that two minis-
ters of agriculture (John Gummer and
Douglas Hogg) and Stephen Dorrell (when
he was secretary of state for health) under-
played the risk of eating infected meat.
'The public,' the report says, 'was repeated-
ly assured that it was safe to eat beef.'
Eighty families now know that not to be
true. But at least it can be said in the

government's defence that, for a time, it
actually believed its own propaganda. Then
ministers realised that transmission to

humans was possible. But 'believing that
the risks ... were remote', it played them
down because it was 'preoccupied with pre-
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venting an alarmist over-reaction'.
"Lord Phillips concludes that 'the cam-

paign of reassurance was a mistake'.
"Amen to that. But it is less easy to

endorse his judgment that 'the government
did Aot lie'. It was certainly - to use the
latest phrase to be added to the establish-
ment lexicon - 'economical with the truth'.

Lord Phillips observes, with magnificent
judicial restraint, that, when the risk of
death and infection was confirmed, 'the

possibility of a risk to humans was not com-
municated to the general public or to those
whose job it was to enforce precautionary
measures'. That sounds to me like the
intention to deceive -the best definition of
a lie which is available to US."l1

The wider implication of Miller's study
is that the PR industry is able to to support
unsustainable and unsafe industrial practi-
ces by using government and elements of
the scientific community to convince the
media and the public of something that is
simply not true.

This being the case, it means that the
aquaculture industry does not have to
worry about practices that are damaging to
human health or to the environment - they
can always rely on the PR industry to be
there to tidy up the mess and convince the
public that nothing has happened.

In this scenario, as long as independent-
ly minded scientists can be attacked and
marginalised by industry paid experts who
have, through the "engineering" of the PR
machine, much greater access to the media
it will be possible for legitimate concerns to
be undermined or ignored.

However, the example of BSE (and the
emerging avian flu crisis in which, despite
vigourous denials by multinational poultry
companies, industrial farming is now also
being implicated12) shows that for all their
tricks the PR industry cannot make conta-
minants and illnesses disappear. The conta-
minants are still there. Key players in the
industry and the government are aware
that they are there and they know that they
are a risk to public health.

Caught in the net of a system of values
where "the intention to deceive" is preva-
lent, the leaders of the aquaculture indus-
try may need to weigh up the values of the
market and those of their wider lives, and

ask: "What kind of world do I want my chil-
dren to grow up in?"

David Miller's analysis of spin and the
fish farm industry is available in 'Thinker,
Faker, Spinner, Spy', a collection of essays
published in June this year which examines
the role of the PR industry in promoting
the aims of industry and how these can be
in conflict with the wider public interest.
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