Leaked document reveals PR campaign to discredit Eat-Lancet report
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A leaked document has brought to light a public relations campaign aimed at discrediting the Eat-Lancet Commission’s significant environmental study published in 2019. The investigation, reported by DeSmog, indicates that this campaign was orchestrated by the PR firm Red Flag, which represents the Animal Agriculture Alliance, a coalition dedicated to protecting the meat and dairy industry from perceived threats.
The Eat-Lancet Commission set out to explore sustainable solutions for feeding the world’s growing population while mitigating the impacts of climate change. The landmark report proposed that a reduction of global red meat consumption by 50% could pave the way for a “planetary health diet.” This diet emphasises increased consumption of plant-based foods, such as nuts and pulses, while recommending reduced intake of meat and sugar, highlighting the environmental harms associated with animal agriculture, which accounts for over 14% of global greenhouse gas emissions.
Instead of constructive discussion, the report faced aggressive backlash, including personal threats and widespread negative criticism. More than 500 articles were published that challenged the findings, along with thousands of negative posts on social media platforms like Twitter, now known as X.
The leaked document outlines that within two weeks of the report's release, Red Flag documented success in spreading messages that painted the Eat-Lancet recommendations as radical and hypocritical. According to the PR firm, nearly half of the articles about the Eat-Lancet report incorporated their campaign messages. This included claims that the report pushed harmful dietary changes and even accused its founders of elitism.
Researchers associated with the study experienced considerable fallout from this backlash. Dr Marco Springmann, a senior researcher at the University of Oxford, recounted facing serious burnout due to the intense media scrutiny. “Usually I lead on two to three studies a year, but in the year following Eat-Lancet, I wasn’t able to even lead on one,” he stated. His co-author, Dr Line Gordon, described her experience as overwhelming, noting the volume of aggressive comments she received.
In addition to negative media portrayals, Dr Gunhild Stordalen, CEO of the advocacy group Eat, which co-funded the study, reported being personally targeted. She and her husband faced criticisms regarding their lifestyle choices, including their ownership of a private jet juxtaposed with their advocacy for sustainable diets.
The social media landscape following the publication showed a clear trend of misinformation, conspiracy theories, and personal attacks, obscuring legitimate criticisms. According to a study published in the Lancet journal, these tactics dominated conversations about the report in the months that followed.
Jennifer Jacquet, a professor at the University of Miami and an expert in environmental policy, expressed concern that the efforts by Red Flag transformed the debate into a culture war, detracting from a productive dialogue focused on empirical data. Victor Galaz, an associate professor at the Stockholm Resilience Center, remarked on the surprising scale and intensity of the backlash against the dietary recommendations, indicating a precedent for the aggressive responses to dietary change discussions that have become common in recent years.
Despite the intensity of the reaction, the Eat-Lancet report remains one of the most cited studies in recent times. Governments and various policy briefs have referenced the study over 600 times since its publication. With the anticipated release of a second Eat-Lancet report later this year, Springmann expressed a hope that it might foster a more positive discourse surrounding the conversation on sustainable diets and climate action.
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