14

Making an Issue of Food Safety: The Media,
Pressure Groups, and the Public Sphere

DAVID MILLER and JACQUIE REILLY

Media coverage of health issues or public concern about those issues
does not mirror the incidence of disease or the severity of the health
problem (calculated in terms of human misery or death). While widely
recognized, the reasons for this remain poorly explained. For some com-
mentators, this relates to inadequacies in human perception, sometimes
allied with “irresponsible” or “sensational” reporting by the mass me-
dia. Such explanations oversimplify and misrepresent the complex so-
cial processes that combine in the production of news media accounts
and public perceptions of social problems. Most obviously, such ap-
proaches assume that expert assessments are based on straightfor-
wardly objective evidence. They also tend to identify disparate social
events as part of more general phenomena by pointing to surface sim-
ilarities such as gaps between “expert” assessments of social problems
and public or media assessments. Such analyses tend, therefore, to be
devoid of historical perspective and to neglect the social processes in-
volved in the definition of social problems.

Ironically, this latter problem is also one result of adopting a strict
constructionist approach to social problems since historical factors and
social processes are held to be unknowable because they are socially
constructed. Here the focus is not on the “objective facts” of a health
problem as defined by experts, but on the claims made by both experts,
interest groups, and lay people on the definition of social problems. The
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tendency is to eschew references to underlying realities since all knowl-
edge is held to be socially constructed and therefore interest laden.

In the foregoing paragraphs we have already implicitly made refer-
ences to material conditions. This is not because we are engaging in
what Woolgar and Pawluch have called “ontological gerrymandering”
(Woolgar and Pawluch 1985a), that is, talking of social constructions
while assuming (implicitly or explicitly) an underlying reality against
which they may be judged. Rather, we will be arguing that the construc-
tion of food safety does not rely simply on the claimsmaking activities of
government, industry, and pressure groups, but is founded on the inti-
mate interaction of material conditions and struggles for definitional
advantage. We contend that the definition of social problems around
food could not take place without the actually existing systems of pro-
duction surrounding both food and the media (Fine and Leopold 1993;
Fine and Wright 1991). We make no apologies for asserting our view on
this as better than those that emphasize only symbolic factors or alter-
natively those emphasizing only material or economic factors. We do not
regard this assertion as an exercise in epistemological imperialism, but
as an attempt to get as close as possible to understanding the world.
Such attempts will always be flawed, but this does not mean that there
are no criteria for separating fact from fiction and truth from lies, or for
preferring some accounts over others.

This chapter focuses on the high profile food “scares”? that received
extensive publicity in the British media in the late 1980s. We will try to
outline some of the key factors that provided the context for the major
crisis of public confidence in food that occurred as a result. We also
examine the strategies of industry, government, and interest groups in
their attempts to manage the media coverage of food issues. Finally we
outline the ways in which some food safety issues can decline in media
importance while others remain in the public eye.

Changes in Government Policy

In the post-World War II period, food safety rarely received extensive
coverage in the British media. The most notable major public issue prior
to the Salmonella in eggs crisis of 1988 was a 1964 outbreak of typhoid inan
Aberdeen hospital associated with canned corned beef (Franklin 1994;
North and Gorman 1990). Sir Michael Franklin, Permanent Secretary at
the Ministry of Agriculture Fisheries and Food (MAFF) until 1987, is an
important witness here:

One of my earliest political lessons—that the time Ministers need to de-
vote to a subject is not in proportion to its intrinsic importance nor to the
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concerns were not of great importance. As Sir Michael Franklin has
acknowledged:
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nance of curative rather than preventive medicine in health policy mak-
ing (Mills 1992). The DoH’s Nutrition Unit is, according to its director,
Martin Wiseman (1990:397), a “small group of professionals” with few
resources, compared with the major divisions of the DoH, which deal
with the National Health Service. Other factors that have prevented the
DoH from taking a stronger policy line on diet and nutrition have in-
cluded the professed ideology of successive Conservative governments
since 1979, which have preferred to place responsibility for health on the
public or the “consumers,” together with the influence of the Ministry of
Agriculture as advocate for the food industry. The government’s Chief
Medical Officer, Sir Donald Acheson, has acknowledged such factors: “It
isa. . . difficult matter for it [government] to propose that the consump-
tion of pleasurable by perhaps harmful [food] factors should be reduced,
particularly when the employment and prosperity of a large part of the
nation depend on the production of these substances” (Acheson 1986:137).

Such difficulties have resulted in the government suppression or cen-
sorship of the reports of government appointed expert committees,
which concluded that there was a strong relationship between dietary
fats and coronary heart disease (Cannon 1987; Farrant and Russell 1986).
Nevertheless, there has been an increasing sense in which the policy
directions of MAFF and the DoH have diverged. This is important be-
cause of the reliance of the media on “credible,” “authoritative,” and
“expert” sources. Thus, an announcement by the DoH of a serious pub-
lic health problem is likely to be taken seriously by most of the main-
stream media. Similarly, “disagreement,” “conflict,” “conspiracy,” and
“cover-up” are important components of newsworthiness, especially if
the conflict is between “authoritative” sources, such as government de-
partments. Both of these factors were especially important in the Salm-
onella and (in a different way) bovine spongiform encephalopathy (BSE)
crises in Britain, as we shall see.

a7

Trends in the Food Industry

Within the food industry there has been an increasing globalization of
markets and a shift from the rhythms of agriculture to the needs of
industry. This has led to an increasing “entanglement of the food and
chemical industries” (Mennell et al. 1992:71), with a consequent prolif-
eration of pesticides, additives, and methods of preservation and the
rise of “fast-foods.” Such technological advances have brought with
them new hazards. So, while the causes of the increase in Salmonella and
Listeria and the emergence of BSE have all been contested, it is common
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Exploitation of world food resources by the West. Obscene realities in this
context, yet I suspect to the gathering merely irrelevant. (Spencer 1981:9)
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The declining importance of farming in British politics has also has its
impact on journalism. At the end of the 1970s there were agriculture
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its focus having shifted away from
tionship with the National Farmers
“countryside” brief incorporating ¢

The Process of a “Scare”

The factors outlined above were necessary but not sufficient to create
the crisis of confidence in the food supply that ensued in 1989 and 1990.
The growth of pressure groups campaigning around food and the in-
crease in coverage of the politics of food in the media have mutually
reinforced each other. Indeed in some cases, there has been an overlap
between media and activist personnel. The Guild of Food Writers in-
cludes both journalists and activists, and can be seen as a pressure

n was one of the first journalists to make coro-
edia issue when he revealed the government
al report on the front page of the Sunday Times
went on to become a key activist and chair of the
lliance (Cannon 1987; Cannon and Walker 1985). This
example also highlights the interaction of changes in government policy
with the media. The appointment of an officia
tom of changes in government policy. The sup
the revelation of this by the Sunday Times put
the center of the public sphere, pressuring gov
giving a boost to coronary heart disease campaigners. However, it was
not until the end of 1988 that food safety really hit the headlines in the
form of the Salmonella in eggs crisis.

Immediate Factors

The crisis was sparked by a statement by Junior Health Minister Ed-
wina Currie. On December 3, 1988 she said that “we do warn people
now that most of the egg production in this country, sadly, is now
infected with salmonella” (ITN 1988). Yet, while these remarks were
neither unusual nor dramatic, a nu mber of factors did help to give them
more impact.

First, she was speaking to television cameras, not writingina medical
journal. Currie also enjoyed a certain amount of credibility as a govern-
ment Minister, enhanced by a reputation for speaking her mind and
media friendly conduct. Earlier controversial statements had made her
well known to the public. One poll in September 1988 (before the eggs
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avid Mi

314 ment prompted the reaction that placed Salmonella in eggs at the center

of the political arena.
The next section reviews some of the key factors that helped to
shape the form, duration, intensity, and outcome of the various crises.

Divisions within Government
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portray the department as united and purposive by a strategy involving
a varying mix of publicity and secrecy.

Government Secrecy

The British approach
secrecy. Britain has no
criticism of government
here was that they had {
ated with eating particular foods.
and government industry divisions delayed public advice in the Salm-
onella affair. Similarly, from the start the MAFF approach on BSE was to
iedia. Sensitivities centered on the

so again, possibly even infecting humans. C
noted the first cases of BSE in 1985, discovere
cattle had a spongy texture similar to tho
scrapie. According to Whitaker: ’
quiet about it in the early stages . .
with the disease . . . . It did seem
to keep somewhat quiet” (BBC
preparing to publish a scientifi
not allow him to use the term *
‘scrapie’ was deemed to be emotiv
Radio Four 1989).
Secrecy is of course intimately b
pursuit of definitional advanta
expert committee on the risks 0
nervous about its contents. “A
authors to change the report’s emp
findings omitted from the version to be published” (Ballantyne and
Norton-Taylor 1989:1).

Government Public Relations
The press office of a government department performs several func-

tions. It both releases and suppresses information. It controls and coor-
dinates information from the department and polices the public image of
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The Process of a “Scare”

While the Salmonella “scare” may have been originated with govern-
ment divisions, food industry secrecy, and pressure group activities, an
abrupt shift in the tactics of food industry public relations helped to
maintain a high level of media interest. Following Edwina Currie’s state-
ment (that “most of the egg production in this country, sadly, is now
infected with salmonella”) the farming industry attempted to keep the
media interest alive in order to force the government to disown Edwina
Currie and compensate egg producers. Indeed media coverage of the
crisis really took off only with the reactions to Currie’s December 3
statement. It was not until Tuesday, December 6 that press coverage
escalated dramatically (see Figure 14.1). According to Warren Newman,
head of public relations at the National Farmers Union (NFU):

It was in our interest at the NFU to make it stay in the news as an issue
because of the distress that was going to be happening down there on the
farm . . . . What we had to do was refocus on the consequences of what
she (Edwina Currie) said and for that reason we had nothing to lose. We
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Figure 14.1. British press coverage of Salmonella, December 1988
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Decline of a “Scare”

News values are also important in the process of deamplification. The
rise and fall of the Salmonella “scare” occurred in a comparatively short
period (see Figure 14.2). The story
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was extensive coverage based arou
cultural Select Committee, but it nev
level of December 1988.
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engaged in an ontological gerrymander, we are entitled to ask the crite-
ria by which this statement is asserted to be true. If there are no criteria,
then we might justifiably ask why we should pay attention to an argu-
ment that does not even claim to have any truth value. But if there are
criteria, then the strict constructionist view collapses. One consequence
of such an approach is that any statement is as good as any other in the
claims it makes about the world. It certainly becomes impossible to favor
some explanations or facts over others on the grounds of their truth
value. It also makes it very difficult to analyze the use of lies, secrecy,
and propaganda in the service of power. Indeed, as Woolgar and
Pawluch acknowledge (1985b:162), the strict constructionist position
“will not contribute . . . to our understanding of the world as we have
traditionally conceived that pursuit.” It is in this sense that Gusfield
(1985:17) is correct to say that it is a sociological “dead-end.” The retreat
of the strict constructionist to a position of chronic disinterest in the
world allows an escape into a self-referential universe of academic pro-
duction that cannot be judged by reference to reality or indeed any
criteria, but only by the exclusive club of agnostic cognoscenti.

The problem for social constructionism is how to reconcile the doc-
trine that all knowledge is socially constructed with the practicalities of
making meaningful statements about the world. It seems to us, how-
ever, that the doctrine is wrong: not everything is socially constructed.
Disagreements in this area have a long history in sociology, and are still
the subject of substantial and mostly unproductive debate, particularly
under the rubric of postmodernism. Here we are in sympathy with the
formulation drawn up by Edward Thompson. Thompson distinguishes
between experience I—lived experience and experience [Il—perceived
experience. The first type of experience

walks in without knocking at the door, and announces deaths, crises of
subsistence, trench warfare, unemployment, inflation, genocide. People
starve: their survivors think in new ways about the market. People are
imprisoned: in prison they meditate in new ways about the law. (1981: 406;
cf. Eldridge 1993; Gellner 1979; Thompson 1978)

We might add that the experience of food poisoning does not wait for
the niceties of introduction through perceived experience. The lived
experience of vomiting is one way in which it announces itself! The
experience of food poisoning is one aspect of the experience each of us
has with food. In addition we all experience material limitations on the
food we can eat (whether they be in the lack of choice of food stuffs on
sale, our inability to afford what we might like, or some form of allergy
to particular foods, for example).
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search community, religious organisations, professional societies, and pri-
vate foundations. (1988:58-59)

This ion, which raises the question
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centered” in that almost all fora are described as public arenas. There is
little space for activity outside an are
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itly state that the model exam

the evolution of social problems and the actors who make claims about
them” (1988:55). This is certainly one part of a research agenda, but it
concentrates on arenas at the expense of considering the effect of the
strategies of social groupings on the arenas and, therefore, on social
problem definition.

The model is also too arena centered in explaining the decline of social
problems. In relation to the public arena(s) provided by the mass media,
we would not want to deny the importance of media factors (internal to
the arena) in maintaining issues on the public agenda. News values,
novelty, )
importa
as food
public a
centric” (Schlesinger 1990) perspect
argument is that the key limiter was not a technical phenomena such as
the exhaustion of the carrying capacity, but that interest declined be-
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matter whether the problem has actually been solved. According to
official figures Salmonella poisoning in Britain in 1993 was much greater

than it was in 1988 when the crisis e sue (Public
Health Laboratory Service and State The public
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are won or lost. It should not be forgotten that while thls- aﬁerﬁa is sgl:i]tfecé
to all sorts of media priorities these are a‘lso }':>011'nd up w1t}:1 tf e pri orities
of all sorts of social institutions. These 1nsfc1’f’ut10ns are the otcuse of the
widely influential concept of “moral panic” that attempts to exp

social problems.

Moral Panics

The term “moral panic” appears to have orig.inated withl (I:)rlrr}moig%s)t
Stan Cohen and his well known study Folk Devils and Mo;a m;zcrs (owerl
Cohen argues that inegalitarian social' orders create probhems e(l)) eﬁion -
less and marginalized sections of society .and t}}en”use t1e1r re€ sfion (0
reinforce the social order via the mechanism of a “moral panic,

he defined as follows:

e
A condition, episode, person or group of persons emerges to beco::d
defined as a threat to societal values and interests: its n.atulr'le is prelsin .
i i i ion by the mass media; the moral barri-
in a stylised and stereotypical fashion he | > moral ba;
cades Zre manned by editors, bishops, politicians ar.1d gther right t}:imkllng
eople; socially accredited experts pronounce their diagnoses an CS(})1 un
FionS‘ ways of coping are evolved or (more often) resorted to. (Cohe

1972:9)

Panics function as a mechanism of control by the ”co-n.trol. cultluée” ir:E
which the mass media act as a means of deviancy ”a:im};hélcafloilégz)tltlﬁfs
i d “politicized” (Harris _
Hall and his colleagues developed an li H :
ar?alysis in their widely influential book Policing the Crisis (1978’, cf. Hall
1988) in which they argue: “To put it crudely, the fmoral panic appeags
to us to be one of the principal forms of ideological consciousness by
means of which a ‘silent majority’ is won over to the support of increas-
ingly coercive measures on the part of the state, and lends its legitimacy
toga ‘more than usual’ exercise of control” (Hfalll et al. 19‘78:22‘1). »
The most widely noted problem with a dev1ancy fimphflcatlon‘ mode
is, as Cohen himself has noted, that it becomes difficult to explalp h}olv:
:;nics subside (1972:198; cf. Ditton 1979). Cohen’s own answer 1sdt };:1
panics subside when there is “a lack of interest” from the p_ubh(.: and the
Emss media; this occurs “when it [is] felt that ‘something is being done
bout it"” (1972:200). .
) gecause (the state (theoretically) creates and manages the mqral pamf
as an instrument of control, there is no space for counx;vaf‘lmg‘psr‘isg
i i f the state. What is missi
to operate against the assumed mlg'ht o
?:l)r;s the fnodel, ;ghen, is a notion of active struggle at the level of the
media. In the original study Cohen concludes:
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More moral panics will be generated and other, as yet nameless, folk
devils will be created. This is not because such developments have an
inexorable inner logic, but because our society, a

continue to generate problems for some of its

class adolescents—and then condemn whatev

find. (1972:204)

Here again “society as present structured” is described as creating
problems for marginalized groups, to which they only respond. This
instrumental model assumes that the power to define social issues rests
only with the “control culture” or the “structure” of society (cf. Miller
1993). However, we contend that the definition of social issues is drawn

n different social groups and between humans
the structures of society that they constitute
eir actions (cf. Giddens 1984).

of “moral panic,” as
some sociologists have 1990; Gofton 1990) to
explain food safety fit the model. “Folk
Devils” in Cohen’s a ctions of society labeled
“deviant” by the “control culture.” In the case of the “scares” or “pan-
ics” over Salmonella or Listeria who are the folk devils? and who are the
representatives of the “control culture”? Should we label the egg indus-
try as a marginalized grou ‘as present structured”
generates problems? Are w groups and consum-
ers the “control culture”? A h side do we allocate
the government in this analysis? According to policy analysts of differ-
ing persuasions and to the former Permanent Eecretary at MAFF, Sir
Michael Franklin, it is not the government, but the food industry that
has been the most influential player in the policy arena in the entire

postwar period (Franklin 1994; Mills 1991, 1992; Smith 1989, 1991).

However, it does not seem unreasonable to suppose that the state or
industry (or sections of them) does on occasion launch public relations
campaigns that result either in large scale media attention and wide-
spread public concern or in a socia] issue being kept in (or returned to)
the margins of the public sphere. In either case changes in legislation or
official practice may result. However, it is possible, in principle (given
official secrecy and the self-denying status of propaganda) to discover
that this is the case.

The media are not simply the tools of one or other section of society, nor
do they straightforwardly reflect the world. Nevertheless they are ori-
ented toward the powerful and have their own sectional interests. The
media can also on occasion act as an ally of relatively poorly resourced
pressure groups, enabling the building of agendas that may resultin new
social problems taking their place at the center of the public sphere. The
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anic are similar in that
media and the social

re” of which the media
o claim that there isat
1(1988), thatove

the expense of agency Hilgartner and

(claimsmaking) at the «
In our view, Thomp
experience, while cruc
cussed here. It brings
central focus and mak
of public relations stra
Such an approach is 1
separate truth from falsehood.

of lived from perceivgd
. other formulations dis-

rists who are unable to

Concluding Comments

In this chapter we
tions of food safety.

t created from thin air.
n circumstances of their
een definitional strug-

material relatio
of examining p

self-referential system.
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Notes

1. We use the term “scare” in quotation marks throughout this chapter
since to suggest that something is a scare generally means that there is no real
substance to the problem. In other words the term “scare” is part of a definition-

al struggle that is itself chapter.

2. On Salmonella either that
caused the infection of venience fo
handled in the kitchen associated

cooking and food production. The official scientific view of the cause of BSE is
that cows, fed the scrapie-infected remains of sheep, developed a similar dis-

in news judgments.

5. By 1993, however, there were many fewer environment correspondents,
as media interest fell off (Anderson and Gaber 1993).

6. Information from interviews with David Brown and Michael Hornsby,
Agriculture Correspondents on the Times and Daily Telegraph, respectively, Feb-

sions between the DHSS and MAFF.

10. The most interviewed person on British television news coverage of BSE
between 1987 and 1991 was John Gummer, who appeared 49 times. The next
most often interviewed were the president of the National Farmers Union, Sir
Simon Gourlay (31 times) and the opposition (Labour Party) spokesperson (33
times). The Chief Vet was interviewed 15 times and the Chief Medical Officer
only 4 times.

11. Caulkin (1990:25) writes:

First prize for the most counter-productive media image of 1990 must go to John
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nt, and Chrissie Nicholls, Head

ation, July 26, 1993.
Editor, Daily Express, February

12. Interview with
of Veterinary Services,
13. Interview with

1994. N
14. According to Derek Cooper (1989:8):

itish television news bulletins between

tion to almost 600,000.”
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