BEEFING ABOUT THE AMERICAN DIET
JEREMY RIFKIN'S NEW CAMPAIGN PRODS THE CATTLE INDUSTRY 
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"Beyond Beef" is what Jeremy Rifkin calls his campaign to slash world beef consumption in half. "Beyond belief" is what the National Cattlemen's Association and 13 other industry groups think of it. And "beyond the pale" is how Americans might describe the controversy that the campaign and Rifkin's book has engendered 

Rifkin, an environmental activist best known in recent years for his opposition to genetic engineering, is currently blaming the cattle industry for worldly woes ranging from global warming to hunger, poverty, animal suffering, deforestation, organic pollution, desertification and human health problems.

In his book, "Beyond Beef: The Rise and Fall of the Cattle Culture" (Dutton, $21), he outlines the human-bovine relationship throughout history, including how ancient beef-eating myths and dietary practices have been used to maintain male dominance and establish gender and class hierarchies.

As part of the campaign announced earlier this month to reduce beef consumption by 50 percent in 16 countries, the Beyond Beef Coalition -- an international organization of animal rights, environmental, family farm and consumer groups -- is advocating that consumers replace beef with grains, fruits and vegetables. And in newspaper ads published last week, the coalition states that overconsumption of beef is "one of the greatest threats to the earth's ecology."

Given the strength of these allegations, it's no wonder they've hit a nerve. Even Rifkin admits that in his 25 years as an activist, he's never seen a response "as emotional as this."

People are screaming at him on call-in talk shows; Dutton, the book's publisher, has been receiving letters of protest and phone calls of discontent, and his book tour was canceled soon after it started. Melinda Mullin, the Dutton publicist working on the book, said callers posing as her canceled his appointments or disparaged him as an interview candidate in several cities. Both Mullin and Rifkin attribute the response in part to disgruntled cattle ranchers.

Alisa Harrison, spokesperson for the National Cattlemen's Association, said there "is no truth" to accusations that cattle raisers are pulling these stunts and that the allegations "sound like sour grapes." Harrison said the beef producers' reaction has been "calm and collected."

To get its side of the story out, the cattle industry created the Food Facts Coalition, a group of farm, food processing, business and scientific organizations, which are charging Rifkin with "total disregard for science and a lack of understanding of how American agriculture operates."

"This campaign is not about beef, it's about Rifkin's desire to police American stomachs," said Rick Perry, Texas Commissioner of Agriculture. "It'll take more than stomach police to convince the public that the hamburger is responsible for everything from sexual discrimination to racism."

Last month, the Kentucky House of Representatives Committee on Agriculture and Small Business passed a resolution opposing the distribution of Rifkin's book at state expense to libraries, schools and state agencies. The resolution states that the book is "replete with fallacious and misleading statements" and that "balance and variety are the cornerstones of a healthy diet, and beef provides quality protein, iron and vitamins." Kentucky's cattle industry is valued at $1.5 billion.

Rifkin said that he "stands by the scholarship" in his book and that his lawyers are examining the resolution passed by the state committee.

The Beyond Beef Coalition also is monitoring the response from recent full-page newspaper ads, which, among many other charges, say that "aside from smoking, there is no greater personal health risk than eating meat."

Jeanne Goldberg, an assistant professor of nutrition at Tufts University, said that "to talk about smoking and beef in the same sentence is nonsense," because there is a much clearer relationship between cigarettes and health problems than T-bones and disease. "The correlations aren't quite in the same magnitude," she said.

However, in the 1950s and 1960s, when restaurants served "slabs of beef that flopped over the sides of the plate," beef consumption "did get to the level that was silly," Goldberg said. But no health experts, she added, are recommending that people give up beef entirely.
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