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Abstract.

Corporate attempts to shape government policies so they are favorable to the firm is a
widespread occurrence in the tobacco, alcohol, and food industries. Analysis of such
corporate political activity has identified various strategies, practices, and mechanisms
used by these industries. In this paper, we adapt an established framework to demonstrate
the practices of the livestock industry in influencing sustainable diet policies in the U.S. We
describe four case studies in which: (1) environmental sustainability was excluded from the
Dietary Guidelines for Americans; (2) meat-friendly dietary recommendations were
developed with no consideration of environmental impacts; (3) a professional nutrition
society position paper was critiqued for recommending a reduction in ruminant animal
consumption; and (4) a webinar was disseminated to nutrition professionals recommending
beef as a part of a sustainable diet. In the first two cases the livestock industry rejected the
importance of environmental considerations for dietary recommendations and in the
second two it argued that livestock is an integral part of a sustainable diet, coopting the
definition of sustainable diets. An information and messaging strategy was key to all of
these cases. This included stressing the economic importance of the livestock industry,
framing the debate, and shaping the evidence base on diet and the environment. The
livestock industry also used financial incentives and policy substitution to accomplish their
goals. Understanding and documenting such behaviors is a key first step in developing an
approach to limit corporate influence on sustainable diet policies.

Donald Rose

Professor and Director of Nutrition, School of Public Health & Tropical Medicine
Tulane University, New Orleans, USA

diego@tulane.edu

Carina Vance

PhD Student, School of Public Health & Tropical Medicine
Tulane University, New Orleans, USA

cvance@tulane.edu

Miguel Angel Lopez

PhD Student, School of Public Health & Tropical Medicine
Tulane University, New Orleans, USA
mlopezl0@tulane.edu

Corresponding author: Donald Rose
ISSN: 0798 — 1759 This journal is blind refereed.



36 Livestock Industry Practices that Impact Sustainable Diets in the United States

Introduction

Although humanity's attention has been focused on the novel coronavirus pandemic, our planet
faces grave environmental threats. The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), a
collection of the top climate scientists in the world, has issued several recent reports highlighting
the urgency of the global warming problem, which has been borne out in everyday extreme weather
events, such as the massive fires in Australia, floods in the mid-western United States and an
emerging megadrought in the western United States (IPCC, 2018, IPCC, 2019). Largely due to
human activity, millions of species have suffered extinction, more than at any other time since the
last mass extinction in the time of the dinosaurs (Ceballos et al., 2015). Water pollution and
scarcity also threaten our very existence (Vorosmarty et al., 2010).

It is in this context that sustainability has become a vital concept in our everyday affairs. It
is important in the design of our cities, the development of our energy infrastructure, our
transportation sector, and in our agriculture. The agricultural sector accounts for about a quarter of
greenhouse gas emissions (IPCC, 2014), 80-90% of global freshwater consumption (Foley et al.,
2011) and occupies 38% of earth's ice-free land (Foley et al., 2011). The United Nation’s Food
and Agriculture Organization (FAO) regularly focuses on the importance of sustainable diets,
which it defines as "protective and respectful of biodiversity and ecosystems, culturally acceptable,
accessible, economically fair and affordable; nutritionally adequate, safe and healthy; while
optimizing natural and human resources™ (Burlingame et al., 2012).This definition is widely used
and is helpful for understanding all the important dimensions of a sustainable diet. It is a general
aspirational statement with little details or emphasis, which, in part, might be why it is so well
accepted by nutritionists, environmentalists, as well as some sectors of the food industry.

Optimizing natural and human resources is a key aspect of the definition because our planet
has finite resources and increases in greenhouse gases are reaching a tipping point. Most analysts
agree that optimizing human diets while minimizing environmental impacts requires the reduction
of meat intake, particularly from ruminant animals. Worldwide, livestock accounts for about 14%
of man-made greenhouse gas emissions (Gerber et al., 2013). The livestock industry, like all
stakeholders in the food system, advocates for policies, programs, laws, and regulations that
improve its position. But the outsized impact of livestock on our diet's environmental footprint and
the insidious and ever-present nature in which the industry promotes its interests deserves more
attention. This article reviews four examples that illustrate the actions of the industry to limit
efforts to reduce our dietary carbon footprint. The actions include: (1) influencing government
officials to drop sustainability from official US dietary guidance; (2) developing new diet
guidelines that support meat consumption and are devoid of environmental sustainability; (3)
critiquing a professional nutrition society position paper for recommending a decrease in ruminant
animal consumption for environmental sustainability; and (4) disseminating a webinar for nutrition
professionals on the sustainability of beef. We consider these actions and two additional examples
using a framework that has been developed previously to identify food industry influence on public
health policies.

Conceptual Framework

The impact of corporate political activity on public health has been well documented, particularly
in the tobacco sector. As a result of the 1990's lawsuits in the U.S. against the tobacco industry for
deceptive marketing practices (National Association of Attorneys General, 1998), millions of
documents on internal corporate policies were released (UCSF, n.d.). This gave researchers an in-
depth look at corporate behavior and how it affected public health (Bero, 2003). More recently,
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attention has turned towards interference from other sectors in the design of health policies
(Stuckler et al., 2012).

Researchers have developed various taxonomies or categories of actions to describe
corporate political activity (CPA), which can be defined as 'corporate attempts to shape
government policy in ways favorable to the firm' (Mialon et al., 2015). For example, McKee &
Stuckler (2018) identify four ways in which corporations influence health, including: defining the
dominant narrative; setting the rules by which society operates; commodifying knowledge; and
undermining rights, whether political, social, or economic. Tangcharoensathien and colleagues
(2019) describe market promotion and industry interference in emerging country policies also
using four categories of tactics: interference with the legislative process; use of front groups;
questioning the scientific evidence; and appearing responsible in the eyes of the public.

A particularly appealing approach, and one that we use in this paper, focuses on the food
industry and its influence on public health policies, particularly around diet (Mialon et al., 2015).
The framework proposed by Mialon and colleagues identifies overall 'strategies,’ various 'practices'
to implement such strategies, and additional details on the practices, which they refer to as
'mechanisms.’ For example, to accomplish an overall strategy of 'information and messaging,' one
food industry practice is to 'shape the evidence base' on diet and health issues. This can be
accomplished by funding research, paying scientists as advisers or spokespersons, cherry picking
data that favors the industry, and through various other mechanisms.

We adapt this framework to consider livestock industry influence on sustainable diet
policies, focusing on three broad strategies: (1) information and messaging; (2) financial
incentives; and (3) policy substitution. Most of the activity that we document falls under the
strategy of information and messaging, in which we consider various practices, including lobbying
of policymakers, stressing the economic importance of the livestock industry, framing the debate
on diet and sustainability, and shaping the evidence base. The funding of policymakers, as part of
an overall strategy of using financial incentives, is a practice that we will document as well.
Finally, the livestock industry develops policy alternatives to substitute for existing policies which
could benefit their sales.

Exclusion of sustainability from the 2015-2020 Dietary Guidelines for Americans

In February of 2015, the Dietary Guidelines Advisory Committee (DGAC), composed of 15
nutrition scientists and physicians appointed by the Secretary of the U.S. Department of Health
and Human Services and the Secretary of the U.S. Department of Agriculture, presented its
Advisory Report to these U.S. government authorities (DGAC, 2015). Since 1988, when it was
founded, the DGAC’s role has been to review the latest scientific evidence and provide input to
the Dietary Guidelines for Americans (DGA), recommendations designed to help Americans make
healthy food and beverage choices that are updated every five years (USDA, n.d.). The 2015
DGAC report dedicated a chapter to food sustainability and safety, and included a detailed review
of environmental sustainability and how it relates to diet. The DGAC found consistent evidence
that a diet lower in animal-based foods and higher in plant-based foods would improve the health
and reduce the environmental impact of the average U.S. diet (DGAC, 2015). Although their
review followed the methodology used throughout the report, using robust scientific evidence to
support their position (Millen et al., 2016, Nelson et al., 2016), the debate that ensued regarding
this point was intense (Teicholz, 2015, CSPI, 2015), as was the degree of involvement by the meat
and dairy industry to achieve its exclusion (Friedberg, 2016).
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Ultimately, the Department of Agriculture (USDA) and the Department of Health and
Human Services (DHHS) opted to remove this recommendation from the 2015-2020 DGASs. In a
joint declaration made by then Secretary of Agriculture Tom Vilsack and then Secretary of Health
and Human Services Sylvia Burwell, they concluded that the DGAC’s recommendations regarding
‘sustainability’, that is, the environmental impact of a food source, were outside the scope of the
authorizing legislation for the DGA (Vilsack, T., Burwell, S., 2015). They stated that with ‘a better
understanding of food and nutrition, people can make educated decisions that will help keep their
weight under control, prevent chronic conditions, ... and stave off health problems” (Vilsack, T.,
Burwell, S., 2015) without taking into consideration the impact of nutritional choices on the
environment or the impact of the environment on health.

Consistent with the framework we describe above, we identify three practices used by
representatives of the US meat and dairy industry to influence the US government’s decision to
exclude environmental sustainability from the 2015-2020 DGA (see Table 1). For one, the
livestock industry tried to frame the debate on this topic by stressing the good traits of the industry,
in this case by claiming that livestock are an integral part of sustainable diets. In the past, several
points have usually been made to support this. First, cows eat agricultural refuse that humans
cannot, which would otherwise go to landfills or be burned, creating more greenhouse gas
emissions. Thus, in this perverse description, livestock actually reduce potential emissions.
Second, livestock feed on grasslands, which cannot support other crops, so they are expanding the
land we can use for agriculture. Third, if properly managed, the manure from livestock on such
lands serves as fertilizer, improving soil health. These points all represent partial truths. Yes,
ruminants are able to digest fibrous foods that humans cannot, but the net effect of this on
emissions is minor compared to the overall gases emitted in their production. Some range
management practices are clearly more sustainable than others, and their adoption should be
encouraged. But in the end, such practices could support enough livestock to meet less than half
the current consumption of beef in the U.S. (Eshel et al., 2018). In other words, beef cannot be part
of a sustainable diet in the U.S. without a drastic reduction in current consumption.

In the case of the DGA, the livestock industry used the federal commenting process to
stress the good traits of the industry. As is typical, authorities requested written comments from
the public on the DGAC report. The number of comments was the highest ever received, at
around 29,000, as compared to 1,000 comments made to the 2010 DGACs recommendations
(Friedberg, 2016). A number of these comments highlighted that growing livestock is sustainable
or that strategies exist to make ranching practices more efficient and sustainable. These
comments, however, did not recommend a reduction in consumption, which would be required to
make beef sustainable (Eshel et al., 2018).

The livestock industry used two mechanisms to shape the evidence base on sustainable
diets. The first mechanism, one not specifically outlined in Mialon's framework, was to criticize
the authority of scientists that had a position unfavorable to the industry. The North American
Meat Institute (NAMI) held the position that nutritionists were not experts in environmental
issues and should refrain from addressing these types of issues (Charles, 2014). This is evidenced
in a written comment submitted on the advisory report, in which NAMI likened the DGACs
inclusion of environmental sustainability to a ‘person designing a better light bulb [telling]
Americans how to make a better sandwich’ (NAMI, 2015). This ridiculing of the arguments of
the DGAC is tied closely to a second mechanism used by the industry to shape the evidence
base, suppressing or influencing the dissemination of research. NAMI took the position that
environmental sustainability is ‘outside the scope of the Committee’s Charge,” (NAMI, 2015)
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Table 1 — Livestock industry practices that impact progress on sustainable diets
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to that which would be later used in the joint statement made by the Secretaries of Agriculture and
of Health and Human Services (Vilsack, T., Burwell, S., 2015). Similar comments and in many
cases duplicate comments were received from various national and local meat and dairy
representatives like the National Cattlemen's Beef Association (DHHS, 2015), all arguing that
sustainability was outside the scope of the Committee, despite evidence to the contrary.

Influencing policymakers to favor industry interests can take many forms including
financial incentives like donations or gifts (Mialon et al., 2015). An analysis carried out by the
Center for Science in the Public Interest (CSPI) found multiple pathways through which the meat
and dairy industry funded policymakers to favor their position (CSPI, 2015). Based on publicly
available information, CSPI detected more than $1 million USD were received from the industry
by Senators who signed a letter critical of the DGAC report, with half of this amount coming solely
from the beef and cattle industry (CSPI, 2015). Likewise, more than $2 million USD were received
by House Representatives who signed a letter critical of the DGAC report from food and
agriculture interests (CSPI, 2015). This letter emphasized that "‘the DGA be based on sound
nutrition science and not stray into other areas outside of this specific discipline.” (Hartzler et al.,
2015). The Representatives expressed that the DGAC had greatly exceeded their scope, claiming
that ‘it is the responsibility of the Secretaries to ensure that this advisory committee stay focused
on nutritional recommendations and not the wider policy realm of sustainability and tax policy, in
which members of this committee had neither expertise, evidence, nor charter.’

None of these points are true. Various analyses of the DGAC’s recommendations,
published in peer-reviewed journals, have concluded that the evidence presented by the DGAC
was robust and justified the inclusion of the environmental sustainability as a factor to consider in
the DGAs (Rose et al., 2019, Nelson et al., 2016, Millen et al., 2016). Additionally, the Third
National Climate Assessment developed by the U.S. Global Change Research Program, with the
participation of hundreds of the top climate scientists in the country, had already identified the
reduction in greenhouse gas emissions that would accompany reductions in red meat consumption
(Melillo, 2014, p. 233). Finally, substantial evidence has been presented indicating that inclusion
of environmental sustainability in dietary guidance is well within the scope of the authorizing
legislation (Rose et al., 2019).

Development of meat-friendly dietary guidance

In 2019, six papers published in the Annals of Internal Medicine reported there was no compelling
evidence that reducing unprocessed red or processed meat intake was associated with beneficial
health outcomes (Zeraatkar et al., 2019a, Han et al., 2019, Zeraatar et al., 2019b, Vernooij et al.,
2019, Valli et al., 2019, Johnston et al., 2019). These articles, written by a self-appointed team
named the NutriRECS Consortium, challenged the Dietary Guidelines for Americans (DGA).
Currently, the DGA recommends decreasing the intake of meats (and poultry and eggs) for teen
boys and adult men (DHHS and USDA, 2015) In the opinion of the authors of these articles, the
DGAs were based on low quality research designs and negligible findings on the associations
between meat intake and adverse health outcomes, and therefore, Americans should continue
current levels of red meat consumption.

This case illustrates two different broad strategies used by the livestock industry to
influence outcomes. The first strategy, policy substitution, is quite straight forward — the
development and promotion of an alternative to current policy, in this case federal dietary guidance
policy encapsulated in the Dietary Guidelines for Americans. The second strategy, referred to as
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‘information and messaging’ by Mialon and colleagues (Mialon et al., 2015), involved the
practices of ‘shaping the evidence base’ and ‘framing the debate’ (Table 1).

The NutriRECS study authors shaped the evidence base with the criteria they chose to
evaluate previous studies. Specifically, the authors used the Grading of Recommendations
Assessment, Development and Evaluation (GRADE) methodology to rate evidence on the effects
of meat consumption. GRADE was developed as an approach for assessing the quality of evidence
for clinical guidelines and recommendations. It is particularly effective for evaluating
pharmaceuticals or other treatments that can be evaluated in the short-term using randomized
controlled trials (RCT). Long-term observational studies, which are needed to assess the impacts
of diet on cancer and cardiovascular disease outcomes, are considered ‘low certainty’ of evidence
by the GRADE approach. Moreover, RCTs require placebos, blinding, and other study aspects that
cannot be met with diet studies, since participants know what they are eating. The study authors
rated a number of trials as having a ‘high risk of bias’, partly due to a lack of blinding, even though
they acknowledge this was not possible for the participants. The NutriGRADE system was
specifically designed to address the limitations of the GRADE approach for evaluating long-term
nutritional studies (Schwingshackl et al., 2016), but study authors chose not to incorporate this
approach.

Study authors also shaped the evidence base by only considering long-term outcomes for
their recommendations. There is a strong body of evidence, based on short-term studies, including
RCTs, on the effects of dietary changes on biomarkers for cardiovascular disease, such as blood
lipids (Jacobson et al., 2015), but these endpoints were excluded for consideration by the
NutriRECS Consortium.

The funding of research by academics is another of the mechanisms the food industry uses
to shape the evidence base (Mialon et al., 2015). In the case of the meat-friendly dietary guidelines,
the lead author, Bradley Johnston, was funded by AgriLife Research, the extension research arm
of Texas A&M University, which, in turn, is partially funded by the beef industry (Korte, 2020,
Lutz, 2020). This was not initially disclosed to the journal, though today, all six articles have a
disclosure statement at the conclusion of the article, stating that the authors of the work failed to
share a key financial conflict of interest (Dyer, 2020). Patrick Stover, the Director of AgriLife and
a co-author of these articles, conducted $4.5 million in beef research in 2019 (Korte, 2020), though
this was never disclosed by him initially, nor in the article’s disclosure amendment.

To frame the debate, authors of the meat-friendly guidance, excluded all considerations of
environmental sustainability. Beef and other ruminant animals would obviously fare poorly in this
regard, so its exclusion allowed the authors to focus only on health considerations. Moreover, the
authors considered consumption preferences of current meat eaters in the development of their
guidelines. They relied on a systematic review of the literature that they conducted, which found
low-certainty evidence suggesting ‘that omnivores are attached to meat and are unwilling to
change this behavior when faced with potentially undesirable health effects.” (Valli et al., 2019).
It is remarkable that dietary guidance would be shaped by current preferences rather than by health
effects.

Since release of these guidelines, a number of nutrition professionals have critiqued the
study’s methodology and questioned the integrity of the research. Dr. Frank Sacks, the previous
chair of the American Heart Association, called the research ‘fatally flawed’ (Kolata, 2019). Qian
and coauthors (2020) claim the recommendations ‘suffer from important methodological
limitations and involve misinterpretations of nutritional evidence.’ Dr. Jennifer Wilkins, President
of the Society for Nutrition Education and Behavior, argued that an individual’s willingness to
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change consumption habits should not be taken into account when drafting dietary guidance and
that the omission of environmental concerns was ‘reckless’ (Wilkins, 2020).

As to their integrity, a key question is: did the livestock industry shape their development?
It is clear that the lead author received funds from AgriLife, where the largest producer of Black
Angus cattle in Texas has established an endowment. The beef industry provides somewhere
between 1.5% and 5% of AgriLife's funding (Korte, 2020, Rubin, 2020). Some might argue that
these professional and financial opportunities might be independent of the study’s findings and do
not provide substantial evidence of industry interference. However, it is clear from previous
research that publications sponsored by an industry are 4-8 times more likely to report favorable
outcomes for that industry's food compared to other sources of funding (Katan, 2007, Bes-
Rastrollo et al., 2013). Johnston and Stover are well-respected scientists, but all scientists, as
Marion Nestle points out, have biases (Nestle, 2018). These biases tend to show up in the framing
of the problem, the questions that are asked, and, for review articles, in the methods that are used.
Ultimately, this group of scientists decided to develop dietary guidance around one food — red
meat. They downplayed long-term observational and short-term RCTs documenting health
problems with its consumption. They included consumer preference for this food and ignored the
negative environmental impacts of it when developing their guidance. This framing of the
approach is obviously biased and led to the recommendation that current beef consumption should
be continued.

Critique of Society for Nutrition Education and Behavior position paper on environmental
sustainability and dietary guidance

The previous two case studies described instances in which the livestock industry sought to
exclude sustainability as a consideration in dietary guidance. Given the growing popular concern
for sustainability, the industry has also sought to embrace the concept, and, in fact, coopt it for its
own benefit, that is, to increase sales of its products. In this section, we describe the first of two
examples of this in which the dairy industry argues that use of a more holistic definition of
sustainable diets would favor the inclusion of ruminant animals.

To begin, we revisit FAO’s definition of sustainable diets as ‘those diets with low
environmental impacts which contribute to food and nutrition security and to healthy life for
present and future generations.” (Burlingame et al., 2012). This places low environmental impacts
as the foundation of these diets. The longer description of such diets elaborates this basic definition
with four specific dimensions, including: (1) 'protective and respectful of biodiversity and
ecosystems'; (2) 'culturally acceptable’; (3) 'accessible, economically fair and affordable’; and (4)
'nutritionally adequate, safe, and healthy'. Drewnowski succinctly refers to these domains as
environment, society, economics, and health (2017).

Because of the overriding concern with environmental degradation caused by our current
food system, and the exclusion of this one dimension from previous national dietary guidance in
the U.S., the Society for Nutrition Education and Behavior (SNEB) developed a detailed position
paper recommending the inclusion of environmental sustainability in future guidance (Rose et al.,
2019). The livestock industry, led by National Dairy Council scientists, criticized this position in
a letter to the editor, arguing that a ‘singular focus on the environment is in direct contradiction to
the concept of sustainable diets.” (Miller etal., 2020). They went on to argue why ruminant animals
were an important part of sustainable diets for economic reasons, as well as for health, social, and
even environmental reasons.
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This case study of the dairy industry response to a position paper from a professional
nutritional association demonstrates a co-opting of sustainable diet terminology. The industry
criticizes advice to reduce ruminant animal consumption to improve sustainability by arguing that
such consumption is, rather, a vital part of sustainable diets. In this instance, they employed a
number of the practices outlined by Mialon and colleagues (Mialon et al., 2015), including
stressing the economic importance of the industry, framing the debate, and shaping the evidence
base.

First, they stressed the economic importance of the livestock industry by describing the
potential jobs lost, an approach similar to that used in tobacco industry arguments. While it is true
that improved consumption habits (i.e. reduced tobacco use) resulted in job losses, it has been
shown that jobs lost in that sector were offset by jobs in other sectors (Warner et al., 1996, Warner,
2000). Thus, there is no reason to assume that improving diets to sustain the planet will cost jobs
in the long run.

Second, they stressed the good traits of the livestock industry without providing context,
one of the mechanisms that Mialon and colleagues include as a way to frame the debate (Mialon
et al., 2015). They argued in the letter to the editor that ruminants can convert agricultural by-
products and actually improve the environment, since such human-inedible fiber products would
not be burned or decompose in landfills (Miller et al., 2020). This may be true, but the context is
missing from this argument. Solely feeding such by-products could support only about 10% of
American beef consumption. In other words, moving this industry to sustainable practices would
require dramatic reductions in consumption.

Another mechanism to frame the debate employed by these authors is to caricature
opposing arguments in the extreme. For example, the dairy authors gave arguments opposed to the
complete elimination of animal products from the diet, though the SNEB position paper only
suggested reductions in animal consumption, not elimination. Similarly, the dairy authors argued
against recommending foods based solely on their carbon footprints, which the SNEB position
paper never recommended.

Finally, to shape the evidence base, the dairy authors cherry-picked the data to favor their
industry, citing evidence that it is difficult to meet nutrient requirements without consuming
animal-based foods, particularly ruminants. This is blatantly false. Since 2010, the DGA's have
provided examples of recommended nutritious diet patterns that are vegan. They do this by
including fortified soymilk as part of the ‘dairy’ group, since it contains similar amounts of protein,
calcium, and vitamin D as does cow-based milk.

In sum, the dairy industry, through paid scientists, used a number of typical industry
practices — such as stressing the economic importance of the industry, framing the debate, and
shaping the evidence base — to coopt the sustainability definition, so that ruminant animals could
be considered part of a sustainable diet.

Webinar for health professionals on sustainability of beef

Our final case study, and the second example of the livestock industry coopting the meaning of
sustainability, is a webinar for dietitians and other health professionals on the sustainability of
beef. It was conducted by the senior director of sustainable beef production research at the National
Cattlemen’s Beef Association and by a food industry consultant. The webinar was sponsored by
the Beef Checkoff program, a U.S. government program overseen jointly between the Cattlemen’s
Beef Board and the USDA that aims to increase the demand for beef in the US and internationally
through marketing and research (Cattlemen’s Beef Board and National Cattlemen’s Beef
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Association, 2019). The webinar was advertised using the newsletter of the Academy of Nutrition
and Dietetics, the largest professional association of American dietitians and nutritionists. To
maximize dissemination among nutrition professionals, the webinar was offered for free and
awarded continuing education credits for registered dietitians.

The webinar used many of the practices outlined previously. It framed the debate by
stressing the good traits of beef, while minimizing its negative ones. For example, the webinar
lauded beef cattle’s ‘upcycling superpower’, that is, its ability to convert plants into higher quality
proteins. While arguing that this upcycling is better than mere recycling, it failed to point out the
inefficiency in food energy and protein conversion of ruminants. For example, Shepon and
colleagues found that the caloric conversion efficiency of poultry is 4.5 times greater than that of
beef and 8.4 times greater with respect to protein conversion efficiency (2016). Plant-based diets,
appropriately chosen, would be even more efficient at meeting calorie and protein needs with far
less environmental damage (Eshel et al., 2016, Shepon, 2016). As did the dairy industry scientists
in the previous example, it discussed food waste and cattle’s ability to reduce it by consuming
fibrous products that are inedible for humans, while minimizing the impact of methane emissions
from cattle as well as its overall carbon footprint, which is 10 times greater than poultry and about
20 times greater than nuts, seeds, or legumes (Heller et al., 2018, Poore and Nemecek, 2018).

The webinar is an example of the beef industry shaping the evidence base on sustainable
diets. This industry-sponsored educational material was provided by an industry scientist and
consultant. It presented only a few of the studies of beef’s impact on the environment or on health,
essentially cherry picking the most favorable studies and excluding those demonstrating beef’s
negative impacts on both (Poore and Nemecek, 2018, Godfray et al., 2018, GBD, 2019).

Finally, the webinar highlighted the economic dimension of sustainability, which allowed
it to focus on the importance of beef for producer viability as well as beef’s contributions to rural
economies. This is an interesting sleight of hand — if the beef industry employs a lot of people, it
becomes, by definition, part of a sustainable diet. Eating more beef makes it sustainable.

Further examples of livestock industry influence on sustainable diets

In addition to the case studies presented above, there are many other examples of corporate
political activity in the U.S. food system which influence the sustainability of diets. Two recent
cases deserve special attention as they influence aspects at both ends of the system: on the
consumer side, the labeling or identification of meat products, and on the producer side, the
slaughtering and packing of meats.

At the federal level, U.S. Cattlemen’s Association has sought to place restrictions on what
can be labeled ‘meat’ by petitioning the US Department of Agriculture to limit its definition ‘to
the tissue or flesh of animals that have been harvested in the traditional manner’ (USCA, 2018).
The intention was to exclude products from plants and other non-animal components from being
labeled as such, including burgers, such as the ‘Impossible Burger’ or the ‘Beyond Burger,” which
are both plant-based and have much lower carbon and water footprints. Although the basis of the
claim is for truth in labeling and to avoid consumer confusion, there have been no such requests
or concerns from any consumer organizations. As of this writing, the USDA had not acted on this
petition, other than to seek public comments.

Although federal agencies have not changed labeling laws, a number of states have.
Missouri passed legislation that would ‘prevent misrepresentation of products as meat that are not
derived from livestock or poultry’ (Missouri Department of Agriculture, 2018). Other states, such
as Mississippi, Arkansas, and Louisiana, have also passed similar labeling laws (Selyukh, 2019).
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The concern is that labels with ‘meat,” ‘burger,” or ‘hot dog’ could only be used on foods made of
animal flesh, and meat substitutes like veggie burgers would need to find an alternative name
(Selyukh, 2019). These labeling laws were passed supposedly to protect confused consumers, but
it is much more likely that such efforts are about marketing. Terms like veggie discs are obviously
less appealing (Boffey, 2019). The popularity of vegetarian and vegan diets has increased rapidly
and the meat industry is likely trying to avoid a slide in sales that has been seen in the dairy
industry, where efforts to limit the labeling of plant-based milks are ongoing (Bull, 2020, Herzog,
2019).

Livestock industry influence has also been seen recently on the production side of meat,
where the spotlight has focused on meat packing plants that have become hot spots for transmission
of COVID-19. Clusters of cases have been seen throughout the country, thousands of workers have
been affected, and many have died. In response to the growing number of plant closures by state
health officials, John Tyson, chairman of the board of Tyson Foods, one of the country’s largest
meat processing companies, took out full-page ads in the New York Times and Washington Post
to highlight the risk of losing millions of pounds of meat (Swanson and Y affe-Bellany, 2020). This
is a clear example of using media to frame the debate, stressing the reduction in meat supply to the
nation, while seeming concerned about workers’ safety and health. Two days later, President
Trump signed an Executive Order based on the Defense Production Act through which he declared
meat plants “critical infrastructure’ citing the need to ensure this source of ‘protein for Americans’
(Swanson and Yaffe-Bellany, 2020). According to news reports, this action followed weeks of
behind the scenes lobbying by meat companies to reverse shut-downs by state and local health
officials (Corkery et al., 2020). The action allows companies to open back up, while protecting
them from legal actions by employees who get sick.

Meatpacking plants are problematic for the spread of infectious diseases because of the
tight spaces, long hours, difficulty in getting sick leave, as well as lack of personal protective
equipment and hand-washing stations. This is driven by economic incentives; a faster processing
speed means greater revenues and profits for shareholders. A slower production line could help
address this, since fewer workers would be needed at a time, so they could be spaced further apart.
However, meatpacking companies have spent years lobbying to increase line speeds, and new
actions by USDA have allowed line speeds to increase with fewer inspectors watching over
production (Corkery et al., 2020). In the words of Tony Corbo, a senior lobbyist for the citizen
watchdog group Food and Water Watch, ‘The industry has a lot of sway, and recent weeks have
just shown what power they have’ (Corkery et al., 2020).

Diverse and dynamic industries

We have referred to the livestock industry in this paper as those involved in the production,
processing, distribution, and sale of animal products. We have focused specifically on ruminant
animal products, like beef and dairy, because of their outsized influence on the environment. There
is, however, a tremendous diversity within this industry, not only by product, but also by entry
point in the food system. Joshua Specht has described the evolution of the beef production system
in the United States from a time when cattlemen and butchers were dominant players at the
production and retail ends of the chain to the current formation in which those with the most power
and influence are the meatpackers (Specht, 2019). These are the few large consolidated companies
in the center of the chain that turn livestock into meat through slaughtering, processing, packaging,
and distribution. This is relevant for our discussion because not all corporate political influence in
the livestock industry lines up on the same side of an issue. For example, in the labeling issue
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described above in which the US Cattlemen’s Association requested a new definition of meat from
USDA, there was support from the National Farmers Union (Johnson, 2018), while The North
American Meat Institute, which represents meat processors, opposed it (NAMI, 2018). The
definition sought by the cattlemen included the phrase ‘harvested in the traditional manner,’
because they are particularly concerned with the growth of the new lab-grown meat industry. As
it turns out, both Tyson Foods and Cargill, large meat processors, have invested in cultured meat
companies (Corbyn, 2020), so they opposed the new definition.

The other salient point is that such corporate political activity does not occur in a static
environment. The beef and dairy industries have experienced significant declines in domestic
consumption. In the 40 years since 1977, aggregate annual beef consumption has declined in the
US from 86 to 54 pounds per capita, while dairy consumption (including fluid milks, creams, and
yogurts), has dropped from 258 to 168 pounds per capita (USDA 2019). If the goal of corporate
political activity is to shape government policy to favor the firm, we can assume that such activity
will be even stronger when consumer demand is on the decline. And our global food system
implies that domestic consumption is not the only avenue for success for these companies. Bovine
meat consumption in China in 2013, for example, was 16 times greater than it was in 1973 (FAO,
2019). The nutrition transition implies that such upward trends will be seen in low- and middle-
income countries throughout the world (Popkin, 2006). Thus, we can expect corporations to export
political influence as well as their food products. We have already seen an example of this with
the soda industry and obesity policy in China (Greenhalgh, 2019).

Conclusions

In sum, we have documented a number of instances in which the livestock industry’s corporate
political activities jeopardize progress on achieving sustainable diets. Whether by attempting to
exclude discussion of sustainability from dietary guidance or coopting its meaning, we have seen
the industry employ various practices outlined by Mialon and colleagues (2015) in which they
shape the evidence base, frame the debate, stress the economic importance of the industry, fund
policymakers, and develop alternative policies. Their efforts to influence corporate profits at the
expense of public health are analogous to what we have seen by the tobacco, alcohol, and other
food industries (Stuckler et al., 2012).

Will it be possible to include environmental sustainability as a consideration in forming
future dietary guidance? The DGAs are developed every 5 years, so the development of the 2020-
2025 DGAs could have presented an opportunity for this, one that would have made sense, given
the knowledge and scientific evidence that have been amassed on this topic in the last five years.
Unfortunately, a new work methodology was implemented by the USDA and DHHS, which
constrains the advisory committee to consider only those issues previously developed by the
government, effectively preventing the topic of sustainability from being examined. This new
work methodology was itself a reaction to the previous advisory committee’s work on
sustainability, one which began with Congress requesting the National Academies of Science,
Engineering, and Medicine to evaluate the DGA development process (National Academies of
Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine, 2017). Dietary guidance policy in the US will have to wait
for a new opportunity to influence Americans’ dietary patterns towards a more sustainable
approach. Ultimately, policy is influenced by politics, so such an opportunity will require a change
in the political winds.

The nutrition field is challenged by conflicts of interest. Conducting a research study is
expensive and funding is limited. Thus, it is not surprising that many nutrition scientists accept
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financial support from the food industry to conduct research. But there is strong evidence that
studies funded by companies are more likely to find results favorable to those companies (Nestle,
2018, Bes-Rastrollo et al., 2013, Katan, 2007). How can we ensure that such funding does not
affect the results? To protect the integrity of nutrition research, mechanisms are needed that put a
barrier between the company and the scientist, so that results are not shared before publication.
One suggestion is to pool funding from various companies to be allocated by a third party, so that
the scientist would not know which company supported the work and the companies would not
know which scientists it supported. However, to the extent that food companies see support of
nutrition science as a marketing activity, as Nestle has claimed (Nestle, 2018), it may be unlikely
that such an approach would find much support in the food industry. The Cochrane Reviews
editorial process has one of the strongest conflict of interest policies of scientific journals
(Cochrane, 2020), precluding commercial sponsorship, requiring conflict-of-interest disclosures
when proposing a review, prohibiting the first author from having a conflict-of-interest, and
requiring the same from a majority of authors on a paper. Unfortunately, BMJ, which published
the meat-friendly dietary guidance described above, does not have such a strict policy. Moreover,
authors of those articles did not disclose conflicts in a timely manner. This, in itself, might be a
corporate strategy, since most of the press around the release of these guidelines occurred before
conflicts were known, strengthening the public’s trust in the results.

The relationships between eating patterns and environmental sustainability are complex,
and generate a multiplicity of positions in the scientific, commercial, and policy-making realms.
Ultimately, it is in the public interest that policy design and implementation to support sustainable
diets be free from corporate political activity that prioritizes commercial interests over health and
well-being. Certainly, there is a need to analyze and predict the potential impacts of policies on
commercial interests, which are crucial to our economic systems. Health systems and policies are
a part of those economic systems and benefit from their strength. But history has made clear that
corporate political influence in health policies weakens those policies. It is for this reason that
Canada intentionally developed their latest dietary guidance free from food industry influence
(Crowe, 2019). The US has not yet followed the example of its northern neighbor in crafting such
recommendations. In this paper, we have highlighted corporate political activity that seeks to
influence sustainable diet policies with the intent of limiting such influence in the future.
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