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In the US, the industrial food and agriculture sector spent 
hundreds of millions on communication to influence the media, 
consumers and policy. What about in Europe? 

Friends of the Earth US recently conducted a research on how companies from the 
industrial food and agriculture sector have been spending ‘hundreds of millions of dollars 
from 2009 to 2013 on communications efforts to spin the media, drive consumer behavior 
and advance [their] policy agenda’. 

 

This huge amount of resources was used to fund ‘front groups that often appear in the 
media as independent sources but […] serve the interests of the industrial food sector’. 
Contributing companies include Monsanto, DuPont, Dow and Syngenta and pro-GMO 
association of manufacturers. Associations that promote and defend the agendas of 
pesticide, biotech and conventional food corporations are found among the major 
beneficiaries of this money. 

One of the objectives of this major communication campaign is to shape public opinion by 
supporting groups that appear to be independent. The tactics have included using female 
bloggers and spokespersons in order to reach more effectively a female public. Scientists, 
journalists and others have also been attacked with the view to undermine their credibility.  

The campaign comes as a reaction to the growing share of organic products in the food 
market. In the US, for example, certified-organic product sales jumped by 11.5% in 2013 
while farmer markets have more than doubled in a decade and a survey has shown that a 
large majority of US citizens were concerned about biotechnology. These changes can be 
in part explained by repeated food scandals and recent blockbuster movies. The campaign 
uses similar techniques to those that were used in pro-tobacco campaigns of the past in 
order to shape the story of food, hide truth and sow doubt in the mind of the population as 
regards the environmental, social and health benefits of organic food. 
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The table below shows the top 11 ‘Food and Agriculture Industry Front Groups’ in the US 

 

As a result of their work, Friends of the Earth US formulate some important and very 
relevant recommendations: 

• for the media:  
• ‘become familiar, with the landscape of food-industry public relation tactics 

and front groups’  
• ‘provide adequate funding for investigative reporting necessary to reveal 

conflicts of interest and to support their staff to report on the complicated 
issues involved in food and agriculture policy’.  

• ‘maintain robust conflict of interest policies and make those transparent to 
readers’. 

• for the public: 
• ‘be vigilant about looking out for these front groups and their representatives 

in media stories and be aware when these tactics are being deployed to sway 
public opinion’.  
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• speak up ‘if and when … front groups or their spokespeople [are seen as] 
portrayed as independent sources in news stories and expressing 
appreciation when stories on these complex issues are reported thoroughly’.  

• ‘educate [themselves] on these issues from trusted academic institutions and 
non-profit organizations working for the public good, not in the corporate 
interest’. 

Let’s add there that these conclusions apply also in the case of Europe, where demand for 
organic products has grown and where farmer markets and short marketing circuits are 
also growing rapidly. 

One example of the efforts made by the industry to control communication on food was 
illustrated in a recent interview on a French public radio (France Inter, La tête au carré) of 
Prof. Séralini who confirmed that he was experiencing difficulties to have an article 
published that shows that food safety tests are systematically biased as the food provided 
to control group mice are contaminated with pesticides and other toxic elements. This is 
not the first time that Séralini has been on the spotlight and he made clear in his interview 
that that pressure is exerted by some industrial companies on scientific reviews for them to 
publish articles coming from their researchers and refuse to publish or retract articles by 
independent scientists that present results detrimental to the industry [read here]. 

A study similar to that presented here conducted in Europe would certainly produce 
comparable results. It would be quite useful to conduct it! 

——————————— 
Further readings: 

- Hamerschlag, K., Spinning Food - How food industry front groups and covert 
communications are shaping the story of food, Friends of the Earth, June 2015 

Earlier article on hungerexplained.org related to the topic: 
- Food, Environment and Health, 2014 
- New developments regarding Prof. Séralini’s article on Monsanto’s GMO maize NK 603, 

2013.
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