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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Since it was first discovered in the 1980s, bovine 

spongiform encephalopathy (BSE), or mad cow disease, has 

triggered fear and panic in the beef industry of the United 

States, the United Kingdom, and Europe; has impacted 

international trade and national industry perspectives; and 

has created erratic governmental policies in attempts to 

address protectionary measures. All of these elements were 

impacted by the media, including the contrasting views of 

the American beef industry that came to light in the case 

against talk show host Oprah Winfrey, based on charges that 

her discussions of the threat of mad cow disease negatively 

impacted an already strained industry market. 

This research study is designed to evaluate the 

beef industry prior to and during the period between 1989-

1995. The death of British cattle and the emerging 

understanding of mad cow disease, as well as the issues 

raised when it was discovered that Creutzfeldt-Jakob 

disease could be contracted through consuming beef from 

cattle that had BSE, both impacted the perceptions and 

actions of American, British, and European consumers. 

Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease is a human disease that manifests 



Itself in the same form as BSE. The most significant 

factor that impacted the beef industry during this period 

was the role of the media. It was their forceful and 

undaunting coverage of the spread of the disease in England 

and their role in the developing hysteria in the UK that 

triggered global fears that eating British beef (and 

subsequently American beef as well) could cause a fatal 

brain disease (Lennon, 1996). 

The media also played a major role in attempts 

following the scare to try to restore public confidence. 

This is an important element to consider, especially when 

evaluating the fluctuating market and considering the long-

term impacts of mad cow disease as a whole. This research 

paper will consider (1) the role of the media, (2) certain 

other factors that have impacted the fluctuating beef 

industry market, and (3) perceptions within the beef 

industry that have developed in the years since the most 

significant decline in beef consumption in 1996. 

The procedural thesis for this research paper is 

that the media played an instrumental role in determining 

change in the American beef industry following the initial 

discovery of the mad cow disease epidemic in 1989 and that 

it impacted the development of public policy as well as 



changes in the fluctuating beef industry market that 

occurred in 1996. At the same time, this paper will also 

demonstrate that the overall impacts on the American beef 

industry have actually been limited because beef remains 

the number one source of protein in the American diet, thus 

suggesting that the mad cow disease scare, though it had 

initial impacts, has done very little in terms of economic 

value to change the industry market. 

This paper will evaluate the impact on farming 

communities, will analyze the long-term prospects for 

evaluating economic impacts, and will discuss the role that 

changing federal regulations have had on the American beef 

industry. It should be noted that, based on general health 

concerns, some of the federal regulatory changes (including 

the call for an end to the mixing of cattle remains into 

the food source for beef cattle) were initiated prior to 

the 1989 scare and the issues raised by mad cow disease 

simply assisted in the movement of these regulations 

through the legislative process. 

By gaining an understanding of the changes in the 

beef industry, the impacts of the disease and media 

representations of the disease, and the outcomes for the 

market, it is possible to recognize the progression of 



events that impacted one of the largest segments of the 

agricultural sector and changed national and international 

perspectives. Though the media had a significant role in 

determining the outcomes for the beef industry, there were 

other factors, including other elements that have 

stimulated change in federal regulations, that must be 

evaluated within the scope of the discussion of the beef 

industry and its transformation between 1989 and the 

present. 



CHAPTER II 

BEEF INDUSTRY 

The beef industry is essentially composed of three 

separate parts: ranches, which produce cattle; feedlots, 

which maintain them until they are slaughtered; and packing 

firms, which slaughter and process the cattle (Economist, 

1996 March). While most people perceive the industry as 

based in the role of the cattle ranchers, ranchers and 

feedlot firms contend that the biggest determinant of 

problems in the industry is control and market power of the 

packers (The Economist, 1996 March). 

The four largest packing firms include Excel (a 

subsidiary of Cargill), which currently slaughters 

approximately 82% of the steers and heifers. The control 

of this single concentration of packers and their ability 

to manipulate the market and force up prices is a 

significant determinant in understanding the overall 

breakdown of the market process (The Economist, 1996 

March). Packers, on the other hand, have long argued that 

their average earnings are less than 1% of their total 

sales and, as a result, many have turned to the selling of 

parts of a cow that their predecessors would have discarded 

anyway, including the selling of retinas to drug companies 



(The Economist, 1996 March). However, critics also suggest 

that there is evidence of price fixing related to the 

control over packers, and that this is a distinct issue 

within the progression of the market identity (The 

Economist, 1996 March). 

Though cattlemen have attributed the changes in 

the beef industry to the issues raised in the media 

surrounding mad cow disease, analysts have recognized a 

regular decline in the beef industry in recent years, 

noting that consumers began to turn away from red meat in 

the early 1990s as a health-conscious country made a link 

between red meat and health concerns such as high 

cholesterol (The Economist, 1996 April). As a result, 

producers have tried to change their product to support the 

demand for leaner beef, attempting to change the 

composition of their product by changing dietary factors of 

the cattle (The Economist, 1996 April). 

Two major problems in the beef industry are quality 

control and consistency (The Economist, 1996 April). Of 

the 910,000 ranches in the United States, less than 1% have 

more than 500 cattle, and half of the cattle in the nation 

come from ranches that have fewer than 100 head of cattle. 

This suggests that, with so many different ranchers, the 



level of consistency is declining (The Economist, 1996 

April), and that the capacity to produce a consistently 

leaner product has been relatively unsuccessful. 

Industry analysts suggest that even prior to the 

mad cow disease scare, the American beef industry was on 

the decline. Calf prices declined sharply between 1978 and 

1996, and record high grain prices have created concern in 

the industry about maintaining the viability of operations 

for many farmers (The Economist, 1996 April). It was 

speculated that because of rising grain costs, rising 

veterinarian costs, and the declining popularity of beef, 

85% of America's cattle producers would lose money in 1996 

(The Economist, 1996 April). 

However, industry analysts have also argued that 

cattle prices tend to be cyclical and that it is not 

unusual for individual ranchers to enjoy a number of years 

of success and then to lose money for a number of years 

(The Economist, 1996 April). There are essentially three 

different types of operations that are impacted by changing 

trends and the cyclical nature of cattle pricing. 

Initially, there are part-time or hobby cattlemen who 

generally keep small herds and who have second incomes to 

weather the storm of price changes. These cattlemen are 



the reason that the average herd size in the United States 

is only 38 cattle, and they are a population minimally 

affected by price fluctuations (The Economist, 1996 April). 

Secondly, there are large ranches owned by corporations or 

wealthy individuals, generally topping 200 cattle per 

ranch, and these individuals are also prepared to weather 

fluctuating pricing, based on their existing economic base 

(The Economist, 1996 April). Finally, the worst hit 

segment of the beef industry population is the ranchers who 

have between 100-200 head of cattle, who are struggling in 

their operations, and who have invested their financial 

stability and future on the fluctuating industry (The 

Economist, 1996 April). Many of these cattlemen find 

themselves constantly struggling to make tractor payments, 

pay their taxes, and feed their families. The 40% drop in 

yearling prices that occurred in 1996 was a disaster to 

their individual economic stability (The Economist, 1996 

April). 

Other factors have played a role in the lack of 

overall stability in the beef industry, including the fact 

that the cattle and beef industries have been among the 

last to take advantage of modernization efforts. Such 

efforts include the implementation of computer technology 



systems to manage supplies, to evaluate distribution 

process, to improve the outcomes in terms of product 

consistency, and to provide support for maintaining 

industry standards (Smith, 1997). Critics have argued that 

the lack of computer tracking systems and the overall lack 

of modernization in the industry as a whole have played a 

significant role in decreasing public confidence in the 

beef industry, which has, in turn, resulted in declining 

beef consumption. 

One of the industry indicators of the overall 

market is the comparison between beef production rates and 

beef storage rates as compared to other livestock and 

poultry markets. In 1997, reports of the beef industry 

suggested that while beef production increased by only 2%, 

beef storage grew 5.6% from the first half of 1997, and 

pork storage was only 5.4% higher than that of 1996, 

suggesting that production continues to exceed demand, 

especially in the beef industry (Smith, 1997) . 

It is not surprising, however, that the prospectus 

published by the National Cattlemen's Beef Association 

(NCBA) provides an optimistic perspective on the current 

beef industry, arguing that beef continues to be the number 

one source of meat protein in the United States and that 



there is a definitive need to consider the product 

strategies to remain competitive, rather than making 

significant industry changes (Anonymous (a), 1998). It has 

been recognized, however, even within the development of 

their prospectus for the beef industry, that there is a 

clear need to improve production structures and the focus 

on development rather than simply waiting for market prices 

to return based on the cyclical analysis (Anonymous (a), 

1998). 

It should also be noted that, though the beef 

industry speculators have suggested otherwise, there were 

negative impacts from the decline in European beef imports 

and the decline in perceptions of the product that emerged 

following the 1989 mad cow disease scare, and these have 

transformed a market that many believed to have a fairly 

solid industrial base (The Economist, 1990 June). At the 

onset, there were disparaging reports about mad cow disease 

in England, the possibility of the spread to humans, and 

the possibility that it had also spread to the United 

States cattle population. Such reports, which were of 

considerable concern within the governments of the European 

community, resulted in the decline in cattle exports from 
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the United States and a decline in confidence in the 

American product (The Economist, 1990 June). 

In 1990, a ban on British beef under Article 36 

of the Rome Treaty (which bans imports of products that 

pose a hazard to human health) clearly impacted perceptions 

of the efficacy of beef imports. Also, the media 

representations of the ban were significant enough to cause 

many to question the efficacy of beef products and the 

impact of BSE in terms of human health and safety (The 

Economist, 1990 June). This perception led to increased 

regulatory action in the beef industry based on the belief 

that public perceptions could be stabilized if there was a 

clear means of reducing the impact. 

One of the major issues that was raised in the 

early 1990s was the possibility that a major food source 

could have negative implications in terms of human health, 

and that there was no way of determining whether meat had 

come from infected cows. As a result, the issue of mad cow 

disease became a major component of discourse surrounding 

the beef industry and regulatory processes. This focus 

shaped the determination to change safety policies both in 

the United Kingdom and the United States. In order to 

understand the issues as they relate to the changing 
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economic market and market fluctuations in the beef 

industry, it is necessary to consider several factors: the 

history of mad cow disease, its characteristics, and 

arguments regarding the spread to humans. One must then 

also consider the role that the media played in spreading 

both rumor and fact regarding the issue of mad cow disease. 
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CHAPTER III 

MAD COW DISEASE 

"Mad cow disease" is the common name for bovine 

spongiform encephalopathy (BSE), a brain disease that is 

fatal in cattle and that was first discovered in Great 

Britain in the 1980s (Nutrition Reviews, 1996 July). BSE 

is a degenerative disease that gradually destroys the 

tissues of the brain, causing dementia, and that was first 

recognized as a set of symptoms related to the strange 

behavior of cows who often spasmed and demonstrated rigid 

or jerky motions and deranged and unpredictable behaviors 

(Lennon, 1996). 

In 1988, scientists traced the cause of BSE to cattle 

feed that contained the by-products of sheep that had 

suffered from their own form of the disease. This first 

indication that the disease could "jump" between species 

caused many to consider whether the disease could be spread 

to humans who consume infected beef (Lennon, 1996). 

Because BSE has such a long incubation period, anywhere 

from 10 to 40 years, scientists have had a difficult time 

pinpointing the origins of the disease, even though it was 

first related to scientists over two decades ago. 
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The following is a timeline of events surrounding the 

perspectives on BSE that are important to an overall 

understanding of the disease itself and will be utilized as 

a point of reference in the discussion of the disease: 

TIMELINE OF MAD COW DISEASE EVENTS 

April 1982: American scientist reports that brain diseases 

like "mad cow" are caused by "rogue" scrapie-infected 

sheep. 

June 1988: British veterinarian views first case of BSE. 

February 1989: BSE is made a "notifiable" disease in 

Britain—all diagnosed cattle are immediately 

destroyed. 

February 1989: British government announces that BSE is 

unlikely to affect human health. 

December 1992: Reported cases of BSE reach peak in 

Britain—36,681 cows. 

March 1996: British government reports evidence of a link 

between BSE and 10 human deaths from a new, 100%-fatal 

brain disease. 

March 1996: U.S. livestock and health organizations 

announce a voluntary moratorium on use of ruminant 

protein in livestock feeds. 

May 1996: British government announces that British beef 
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is "safe to eat." 

January 1997: U.S. Food and Drug Administration proposes 

ban on mammalian tissues in ruminant rations. 

March 1997: Britain begins "selective cull" of up to 

80,000 more cattle that are of high risk of BSE. 

March 1997: European Commission reports that EU nations 

fail to enforce BSE controls. 

March 1997: BSE case confirmed in Holland in cow with no 

links to British herd. (Walter, 1997, p. 61) 

BSE is caused by the transmission of spongiform 

encephalopathies, but little is known about the actual 

nature of these agents (Nutrition Reviews, 1996 July). 

Recent scientific research has determined that spongiform 

encephalopathies are unique in that they do not contain 

(Nutrition Reviews, 1996 July). The agent for this disease 

is a protein that is self-replicating and aberrant 

(Nutrition Reviews, 1996 July). These agents are so 

virulently infectious because they are able to distort 

other proteins with which they come into contact and, at 

the same time, they are also incredibly difficult to 

destroy because of their constantly changing nature 

(Nutrition Reviews, 1996 July). 
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It has been theorized that BSE developed from the more 

familiar form present in goats and sheep (Nutrition 

Reviews, 1996 July). Because many cattle producers utilize 

feed that consists of bone meal and meat products from 

goats and sheep, the cattle may have fed on this and 

developed the disease from infected sheep parts in their 

food source (Nutrition Reviews, 1996 July). As early as 

1982, the theories about the use of infected sheep and the 

transference of the disease across species came into view 

as a major theory about the spread of the disease (Walter, 

1997). The only other existing theory about BSE is that 

these proteins have always existed in low levels in cattle, 

but their changing form and high levels of similar agents 

in the food led to an increase that could not be held at 

bay by the immune systems of the cattle (Nutrition Reviews, 

1996 July). 

The effects of BSE on cattle is the progressive 

degeneration of brain tissue, which impacts the entire 

nervous system of the bovine (Nutrition Reviews, 1996 

July). The cattle inflicted with the disease often exhibit 

significant behavioral changes, abnormal posture, weight 

loss, problems with (Nutrition Reviews, 1996 July). 

(Anonymous (k), 1996). One of the inherent problems with 
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diagnosing BSE is the fact that it has an incredibly 

diverse incubation period. The time frame can range 

anywhere from two to eight years, though symptoms have 

recently been observed in bovine under the age of two 

(Nutrition Reviews, 1996 July). Once the disease becomes 

evident, the onset of symptoms progresses quickly, and 

death is imminent. Because of the progressive quality of 

the disease, it may take only weeks from the initial onset 

of symptoms until the time of death (Nutrition Reviews, 

1996 July). 

It has become a common practice among farmers who 

recognize the symptoms of BSE in their cattle to destroy 

any animals displaying any adverse behaviors. The spread 

of the disease can run rapidly through herds. In just four 

years, the cattle population in Great Britain had reported 

nearly 12,500 cases of BSE (Jenish, 1996). During the 

period between 1986 and 1993, tens of thousands of cattle 

were inflicted and slaughtered in hopes of preventing 

continued spread of the epidemic (Nutrition Reviews, 1996 

July). As a part of the response to fears of the spread of 

BSE, other countries, including the United States, ordered 

the slaughter of all cattle of British origin as a means of 
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diminishing the possibility of spread into other cattle 

populations (Elvin, 1996). 

In March, 1996, the British government, compelled by 

criticism regarding their handling of the issue of mad cow 

disease, announced that the disease could be spread to 

humans through the consumption of beef products, creating 

considerable panic and catastrophic economic outcomes for 

the British beef industry (Dwyer, 1996). Though the 

government clearly took this stand, scientists were still 

unsure of the link between BSE and its human form, a 

variant of the deadly Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease (CJD) 

(Elvin, 1996). Studies at Georgetown University and public 

forums to address this issue were a direct result of the 

claims made by the British government (Elvin, 1996). The 

British government even formed a committee, the Spongiform 

Encephalopathy Advisory Committee, in order to look into 

the causes and possible ramifications of the disease 

(Jenish, 1996). This committee was the organization that 

first announced the probable link between BSE and CJD and 

that noted that the transmission of the disease could come 

from eating contaminated beef, suggesting not only that the 

disease could spread from species to species but also that 

the quality and protective measures in place to maintain 
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public health would be ineffective in preventing the spread 

(Jenish, 1996). 

The similarities between the two diseases initially 

impacted the consumer base in England and played a role in 

shaping the perceptions of the beef industry as a whole 

(Jenish, 1996). Because there were no definitive answers 

with regard to the correlation between BSE and CJD, fears 

spread about consumption of beef products and their 

correlation to the development of the disease. The fear of 

increased spread of the disease initiated bans on British 

exported beef products (Jenish, 1996). Over 11 million 

cattle were destroyed in order to counteract the panic 

caused by the disease (Jenish, 1996). 

The symptomatic similarities between BSE and CJD are 

remarkable, and autopsies have shown distinct similarities 

in the brain tissue of both bovines and humans inflicted. 

The brains of humans with CJD and of bovines with BSE 

appear to have holes throughout the tissue, causing the 

brain to resemble a sponge (Brazell, 1997). Humans who 

develop CJD display the same type of symptoms as their 

bovine counterparts, from dizziness and disorientation to 

trouble walking and dementia (Brazell, 1997). There also 

appears to be a similar level of brain deterioration in 
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both diseases, and the progression in both BSE and CJD is 

rapid. Although most cows die within weeks or months of 

the onset of symptoms of BSE, humans usually have a 

slightly longer prognosis and generally die within a year 

of the onset of symptoms (Brazell, 1997). 

Although scientific experimentation has yet to 

discover the direct link between BSE and CJD, there is 

speculation that the human form is a derivative of the 

bovine form, just as the bovine form was originally 

transformed from agents present in goats. Speculation 

about the origin of the disease increased when it was 

recognized that a number of humans in Great Britain, in the 

midst of the epidemic, contracted CJD (Brazell, 1997). 

Especially in rural farming communities like Wiltshire, the 

striking resemblance between the cows inflicted with BSE 

and the humans who contracted CJD was difficult to ignore 

(Mason, 1996) . 

One of the major problems in evaluating CJD in humans 

and BSE in bovines is that testing for both diseases has 

yet to be developed, and though symptoms are a direct 

indication in cattle populations, it is more difficult to 

pinpoint CJD in humans (Elvin, 1996). Generally speaking, 

autopsy is the only clear means of accurately diagnosing 
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the disease, and this is the most difficult obstacle to 

prevention (Elvin, 1996). It has also generally been 

believed that the "species barrier," the natural blockage 

that prevents most diseases from being spread from one 

species to another, appears to be negated by the BSE model, 

and scientists have struggled to understand the 

classification of a disease that can spread within 

mammalian populations as a whole (Elvin, 1996). 

Though the discovery of the link created considerable 

hysteria, some theorists suggest that the hysteria is not 

unwarranted (Elvin, 1996). Best-selling author Stephen 

Dealer, for example, made the claim that by the year 2001, 

almost every adult in Great Britain will have consumed a 

fatal dose of BSE-infected meat (Elvin, 1996). Though this 

may seem extreme, the British government has even voiced 

the possibility that the spread of BSE to human populations 

through consumption could result in an epidemic of CJD that 

is comparable to the current AIDS crisis (Elvin, 1996). 

No deaths due to BSE have been reported in human 

populations in the United States, but there is considerable 

scientific, medical, and cattle-industry reaction to the 

possibility that this could occur, and between 1996 and 

1998, a focus on this issue has come to light (Elvin, 
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1996). At the same time, speculations about the controls 

that were placed on importing British beef products and the 

control of BSE spread have calmed many fears about an 

American outbreak (Elvin, 1996). 

The belief that the major sources of the spread of BSE 

is through cow "cannibalism," the process of incorporating 

the by-products of dead cattle into the food source for the 

existing cattle population, has resulted in implementing 

controls over this process as a means of reducing the 

possibility of an epidemic (Elvin, 1996). The Food and 

Drug Administration's Center for Veterinary Medicine has 

implemented a ban on feed supplements that are based in cow 

by-products, a regulation that already had voluntary 

support in much of the American beef industry following 

reports of the spread of BSE through feed supplementation. 

Described as ruminant-to-ruminant feeding, the use of 

animal by-products as a protein source to increase muscle 

mass and output in cattle has had widespread acceptance in 

the industry. Animal protein suppliers, feed 

manufacturers, and the rendering industry have protested 

the regulatory guidelines set by the Food and Drug 

Administration as a means of controlling the possibility of 

the spread of BSE in the US beef industry (Jones, 1997) . 
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It has been argued that the declaration of several kinds of 

animal by-products as unsafe for animal feed has damaged an 

industry without just cause (Jones, 1997). Critics of the 

ban suggest that there is no need for concern because of 

limitations on British imports and the fact that there are 

no reported cases of BSE in the United States to date. 

The possibility that the cause of the human infliction 

is directly related to the bovine form will continue to 

cause speculation (Mason, 1996). It is commonly accepted 

that there is some correlation, especially because of the 

presence of 12 cases of the rare CJD in rural agricultural 

communities in England (Fackelmann and Sternberg, 1996). 

The key to the correlation lies in experiments concerning 

the changing nature of the protein forms and the impacts 

that this information has on determining the impact of BSE 

on humans will continue to be investigated (Fackelmann and 

Sternberg, 1996) . 

Like the countries of the European Union, the United 

States also implemented a ban on the import of British beef 

products and live cattle from Great Britain, demonstrating 

the necessity for preventing spread into the American 

cattle population (Maclean's, 1996 April; Brown, 1997). 

However, theorists have considered whether mad cow disease 
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could break out in the United States, even though there 

have been no traces of BSE in the country's cattle herds 

(The Economist, 1997 March). jtt 

Though American Medical Research (AMR) technology is a 

standard process throughout the world, adherence to 

inspection processes in order to prevent marrow and spinal 

cord fluids from entering the food supply has been 

recognized as a major issue (The Economist, 1997 March). 

Concerns about this process run high because it is 

frequently used for beef products that are very common, 

including ground beef, sausage, and even baby food (The 

Economist, 1997 March). Theorists suggest that if even 

just a few infected cows are processed utilizing AMR 

technology, the spread of the disease could occur quickly 

and without any means of evaluating the range of exposure 

(The Economist, 1997 March). 

Though theorists suggest that the possibility of 

exposure in the United States is a viable issue, critics of 

these arguments suggest that the risk does not run high in 

the United States. These arguments are based on the fact 

that the U.S. has not imported British beef products since 

1985, because British beef establishments could not meet 

USDA standards (Tufts University Health and Nutrition 
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Letter, 1997 March). Furthermore, the ban on live cattle 

and beef products since the outbreak of mad cow disease has 

placed a considerable barrier between the source of BSE and 

the American cattle industry (Tufts University Health and 

Nutrition Letter, 1997 March). No cases of BSE have been 

reported in the United States, and though government 

actions have been put into place to protect from the 

possibility of an outbreak, there is little fear in the 

industry that such an event will occur (Ramey, 1997). 
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CHAPTER IV 

MEDIA 

Initially, the early stages of the British epidemic 

resulted in considerable coverage in the news media. The 

image of large cattle populations impacted by BSE, the 

vision of cattle collapsing after staggering, and reports 

of the deranged behavior of infected cattle resulted in a 

national concern and an international focus. Also, the 

widespread evaluations following the British government's 

announcement of the link between BSE and CJD also caused 

concern among American consumers. 

However, no other incident in the history of the beef 

industry has as negatively impacted the economic stability 

as did the statements made by Oprah Winfrey in April of 

1996, which resulted in an ensuing media blitz on the issue 

and a focus on the conflict between science, the beef 

industry, and media perceptions. The focus on mad cow 

disease, the spread to human populations, and the overall 

issues between 1989 and the current day came into focus as 

a result of comments made by Oprah Winfrey and evaluated as 

an extension of the debate on BSE. 

The Iowa State senate actually went so far as to argue 

that plunges in cattle futures that began deepening on 
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April 16 were the direct result of the statements made by 

the popular talk show host, who devoted an entire hour to 

the deadly plague in Britain's beef industry (Littleton, 

1996). As a result, the Iowa senate unanimously passed a 

resolution that called for Winfrey to explain to her 

viewers that no cases of BSE had ever been reported in the 

United States and that there was no direct threat within 

the American beef industry (Littleton, 19966) . 

The Iowa senate argued that the initial episode and a 

follow-up on April 23 were misleading and that they 

resulted in a $10 million drop in Iowa's economy resulting 

from declining consumerism in the beef industry (Littleton, 

1996). Analysts have suggested that while Winfrey's 

statements clearly impacted the industry, prices were 

already on the decline and consumerism was wavering prior 

to the airing of her two shows (Littleton, 1996). 

As a result of Winfrey's show, the beef industry filed 

suit against Winfrey and against Howard Lyman of the Humane 

Society as well. Lyman had been interviewed and had made 

statements against the beef industry through the discussion 

of mad cow disease (Stauber & Rampton, 1997). The suit 

against Lyman charged that he disseminated false 

information about the impacts of the spread of BSE and 
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about the overall threat in the United States (Stauber & 

Rampton, 1997). Lyman argued that mad cow disease could be 

so devastating that people would compare it to AIDS and 

that AIDS would then seem like a common cold. This was a 

major statement at a time when no cases had been reported 

in the United States and no links between human cases of 

CJD and BSE had been made in the United States. 

However, Winfrey's response was the element that 

clearly impacted the consumers when she stated: "It has 

just stopped me cold from eating another hamburger" 

(Stauber & Rampton, 1997, p. 19). One of the major 

problems of the perceptions provided by Winfrey was their 

timing. The first show aired less than a month after the 

British government had announced that the consumption of 

beef from BSE-infected cows was linked to the appearance of 

a variant of CJD in 19 cases in rural populations (Stauber 

& Rampton, 1997). 

The broadcast has been linked to the dramatic price 

drop in cattle futures on the Chicago Mercantile Exchange-

consistent decreases in pricing as a result of what many 

considered widespread industry damage (Stauber & Rampton, 

1997). Beef prices, which were already on the downslide, 

plummeted from 62 cents a pound to 55 cents a pound, and 
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ranchers filed suit against Winfrey to recover damages 

under the Texas food-disparagement law (also deemed "veggie 

libel") (Stauber & Rampton, 1997). 

It was recognized that even though there were no cases 

of mad cow disease in the United States, Winfrey's 

discussion of her personal statement against American beef 

caused considerable damage to the industry. The resulting 

case also created a resurgence in the media of the issue 

and an outlining of the link between BSE and CJD that had 

only had limited exposure during the mid-1990s. During the 

law suit between Winfrey and the National Cattlemen's 

Association, the two litigants brought in experts to 

discuss everything from cow cannibalism to the use of 

deboning technologies. Also discussed were the issues 

related to the link between BSE and CJD. Considerable 

support for the fact that BSE has not emerged in the United 

States was shown. The fact that protections have been put 

into place as a means of regulating the industry and 

reducing the chances of the spread of BSE should it enter 

the American cattle population were also discussed (Ahmad & 

Melton, 1998). 

Unfortunately for the beef industry, Winfrey won the 

suit against her, a suit that brought greater media 
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coverage to the issue and, in the final analysis, resulted 

in the perception that the industry lacked veracity in its 

claims that there was no threat from BSE ((Ahmad & Melton, 

1998). Fluctuations in the current beef market have been 

related to the case against Winfrey, the rising perceptions 

regarding the threat within the beef industry, and the 

overall notion that greater regulations are needed to 

secure national health. At the same time, industry 

supporters also argue that beef is still the primary source 

of protein in the American diet, even though the 

fluctuation in the market suggests that this trend may 

change. 
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CHAPTER V 

MARKET FLUCTUATION 

The U.S. beef industry, as represented by the U.S. 

Cattlemen's Association, has long argued that the mad cow 

epidemic in Europe did not adversely impact the beef 

industry (Simon, 1996). U.S. beef exports in 1996 reached 

over one million metric tons and an increase of 18% over 

exports (Simon, 1996). Because of the standards of the 

USDA, perceptions of American beef abroad have created a 

strong market as a result of the decline in British beef 

exports (Simon, 1996). 

Even in light of this perception, beef production 

during 1998 is expected to decline slightly over 1997 

levels, placing upward pressure on retail prices, according 

to reports from the Economic research Service (ERS) of the 

U.S. Department of Agriculture (Supermarket News, 1998 

January). The ERS has suggested that projected beef 

production will decline by approximately two percent, and 

industry theorists suggest that this decline is a response 

to pricing reductions in 1996, increasing storage in 1996 

and 1997, and decreasing value of American beef 

(Supermarket News, 1998 January). However, this decline in 

production has also translated into possible increases in 
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pricing, a shift that many consider to be a necessary part 

of recovery following the 1996 drop (Supermarket News, 1998 

January). 

The ERS also concluded that the industry has been 

impacted by perceptions of the safety of beef and, as a 

result, competing markets have demonstrated a rise in 

production and a rise in demand (Supermarket News, 1998 

January). As a result, although the downward shift in beef 

supplies is supposedly raising retail beef prices, the 

large and expanding supplies of competing meats will likely 

put limits on beef (Supermarket News, 1998 January), 

Furthermore, industry specialists also suggest that the 

turn in the cattle pricing has a cyclical nature and that 

the market fluctuates as an element of this cyclical 

process. It appears unlikely, though, that the nation's 

cattle herd will expand again before the year 2000, and 

industry specialists suggest that the transformation of the 

market in general will be stabilized in the coming years 

(Supermarket News, 1998 January), 

It has been posited that the emergence of the pork 

industry as a major contender against U.S. beef has 

resulted from comparative processes and changes in demand, 

supply, and marketing costs necessitated by the changing 

32 



economic and consumer perspectives (Wohlgenant, 1993) . It 

has been argued that the distribution gains made by the 

pork industry and the general sensitivity of the American 

beef market are directly interrelated (Wohlgenant, 1993). 

This supports the contention that changes in the current 

market have resulted in fluctuations in supply and demand 

for both beef and non-beef meat product industries. 

Though the U.S. Cattlemen's Association and the Beef 

Association claimed that there were no direct impacts of 

the mad cow disease issue on the United States beef 

industry until after 1996, theorists have argued 

differently. Though there is no scientific correlation, in 

1996, the European Union maintained a ban on U.S, imported 

cattle that were treated with a growth hormone, based on 

concerns for the issues related to mad cow disease and on 

the inability to pinpoint a scientific determinant of the 

cause (Hall, 1996), In other words, it has been suggested 

that the ban on American exported beef into Europe was 

maintained because of the belief that it would alter 

consumer perspectives and reduce the overall quality of the 

international cattle industry (Maggs, 1995), 

One of the major industry efforts to maintain the beef 

industry, though, has not been the focus on exports as much 
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as on national and regional industry projections. It has 

always been posited that beef would have unfailing 

popularity in America's heartland, and that the beef 

industry was clearly embedded in the economics and 

culturalization of the American West. However, the beef 

industry, which has sales of well over 30 billion dollars a 

year, is actually on the decline, and has been for over 20 

years (The Economist, 1996 March). In a correlate, 

Americans have turned to consuming more chicken, turkey, 

and non-meat products, and consumer perceptions about the 

costliness of American beef have resulted in the consuming 

of more chicken and pork (The Economist, 1996 March). 

Though the above is a general perception regarding 

American consumerism and the beef industry, there are other 

considerations that must be taken into account when 

evaluating the impacts of mad cow disease against the 

existing fluctuations in an already declining market. 

Market analysts have argued that the troubles that exist in 

the beef industry can be linked to the fact that there are 

too many ranches (The Economist, 1996 March). In 1995, for 

example, approximately 900,000 ranches sold calves to 

feedlots, and around 730,00 of those had fewer than 50 head 

of cattle, suggesting that such a large number of small 
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producers has actually prevented the beef industry from 

reaping economies of scale (The Economist, 1996 March). 

For example, small producers have little incentive to 

invest large sums in artificial insemination in order to 

create breeds of better cattle (The Economist, 1996 March) . 

The American beef industry, then, comes from a large 

variety of breeds, only some of which produce the quality 

of meat that consumers want. As a result, the industry as 

a whole has suffered in the wake of the decline in beef 

standards and the decline in quality that has impacted 

pricing (The Economist, 1996 March). 

No other industry issue, however, has hit as hard as 

the problems related to the impact of mad cow disease. 

Although the industry has attempted to belittle the 

declines in consumerism related to this issue, it is 

evident that the changing of consumer perspectives on the 

quality and safety of American beef has resulted in the 

decline of sales in the last two years (Anonymous (e), 

1996). In England, the impacts were easily recognizable, 

with the large-scale extermination of British cattle 

populations, reductions in the cattle industry, moratoriums 

on cattle product exports, and increasing unemployment and 

inflation (Anonymous (e), 1996). In the United States, 
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however, the impacts have been more subtle; and until the 

sharp decline in cattle futures that was linked to Oprah 

Winfrey's statements, it was perceived that the impacts 

would have had minimal long-term outcomes. Unfortunately 

for the beef industry, the research presented suggests that 

this is not the case, and that real and definable long-term 

negative impacts from the issues related to mad cow disease 

have resulted in the declining beef market. 
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CHAPTER VI 

CONCLUSION 

The overall impacts of the issues related to mad cow 

Disease, BSE, and the evaluations of the connection between 

BSE and CJD have resulted in declining consumerism even 

while, at least through 1997, production levels were 

maintained or increased slightly. This has resulted in a 

glut of American beef and a decline in the consumer base. 

The resulting decline in pricing has come as a direct 

result of the impacts of BSE on the marketability of 

American beef, even in light of the fact that there are no 

cases of BSE reported in the United States. 

This perception supports the thesis for this study: 

that the media has played an instrumental role in the 

transformation of the beef industry, and that there have 

been negative impacts from mad cow disease on the American 

beef industry. Though the overall impacts on the American 

beef industry are only a shadow of the impacts experienced 

in England, it is clear that the media representations of 

mad cow disease played a role in declining beef prices. 

Even in light of this information, beef still remains 

the number one protein source in the American diet and, 

though pricing has declined, the figures for 1997-1998 
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suggest that declining production will result in a cyclical 

turnaround for the industry, suggesting that the long-term 

impacts will be minimal. Though the case against Oprah 

Winfrey still rings in the ears of the American public, 

most are still willing to consume American beef and 

maintain industry support. Greater controls implemented 

during the mad cow scare may also be a major component in 

the capacity of the industry to maintain a consumer base. 

Some theorists have argued that governmental guidelines 

will ultimately direct the re-emergence of the beef 

industry, leaving behind the tarnish of the mad cow 

incident. 
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