Nationo Clhange

A right-wing think tank is behind the controversial
Great Barrington declaration calling for COVID-19
herd immunity

“Never in the history of public health has herd immunity been used as a strategy for
responding to an outbreak, let alone a pandemic."

Dana Drugmand
October 28, 2020

An open letter that emerged earlier this month opposing COVID-19 shutdowns and calling for a
“herd immunity” approach to addressing the coronavirus — which already has claimed over
220,000 American lives — is one of the latest examples of how right-wing ideology and think
tanks that have long cultivated climate science denial are now engaging in COVID
disinformation and promoting messaging dangerous to public health.

Known as the Great Barrington Declaration, this statement advocating for herd immunity was
introduced in early October at an event hosted by the American Institute for Economic Research,
a conservative free-market think tank located in the western Massachusetts town of Great
Barrington. This think tank, funded in part through a corporate investment firm with holdings in
major oil and petrochemical companies, operates a network for the international business
community that partners with other institutions backed by Koch and fossil fuel cash.

The herd immunity strategy, which the open letter describes as a “focused protection”

approach, basically calls for allowing this highly infectious virus to spread throughout the
population, in theory infecting enough individuals while somehow protecting the most
vulnerable such as the elderly from getting sick in order to allow a resumption of daily life. Such
a strategy would inevitably result in more deaths — by some estimates the American death

toll would likely rise to between 1 million and 2.5 million — and is far from

guaranteed from even reaching the intended goal of broad immunity.

Yet this is the strategy that has apparently garnered favor under the Trump administration. One
of the administration’s leading medical advisors on the coronavirus, Dr. Scott Atlas, is openly
promoting herd immunity. President Trump himself continues to downplay the virus threat,
holding large rallies defying public health measures, and even making unfounded claims that he
is now personally immune after contracting the virus.

“From a public health and ethical viewpoint, the fact that the Great Barrington Declaration is
now the Trump administration’s official policy is deeply troubling,” Dr. Gavin Yamey, a
physician and professor of global health and public policy at Duke University, wrote October 14
in TIME. Yamey says this “letting the virus rip” approach is “dangerous and inhumane.”

The vast majority of experts in public health and epidemiology agree. The Infectious Diseases
Society of America issued a statement denouncing the Great Barrington Declaration, calling the
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herd immunity strategy to COVID-19 “inappropriate, irresponsible, and ill-informed.” A similar
statement came from 20 public health organizations that say the declaration is “not grounded in
science and is dangerous.” The Director-General of the World Health Organization said during
an October 12 media briefing: “Never in the history of public health has herd immunity been
used as a strategy for responding to an outbreak, let alone a pandemic. It is scientifically and
ethically problematic.”

The Great Barrington Declaration has over 30 original co-signers from around the globe, some
with listed expertise in epidemiology and others with medical or science specializations
unrelated to an infectious virus like the novel coronavirus. According to the declaration’s
website, there are more than 11,000 signatures from those who self-identified as medical and
public health scientists, over 31,000 signatures from self-identified medical practitioners, and
over 580,000 signatures from “concerned citizens.”

However, some of the signatures are fake (Dr. Johnny Bananas?), as The Guardian points out,
though the Declaration claims that they make up less than 1 percent of the total and that most
have been removed from the count tracker.

But as investigative journalist Nafeez Ahmed explained in an article published in the London-
based news site Byline Times, there appears to be no vetting process to verify the medical and
scientific credentials of signatories. Ahmed demonstrated this by signing his name under the
Medical and Public Health Scientists category, and was automatically added without verification.

“For a document that is supposed to represent an emerging body of scientific opinion, the lack of
vetting is surprising — and indicates that the Great Barrington Declaration is less a genuinely
independent scientific enterprise, than a propaganda project,” Ahmed writes.

Remember the Oregon Petition?

This lack of vetting signatories on a controversial petition that endorses contrarian scientific
viewpoints is reminiscent of the notorious piece of climate science denial propaganda known as
the Oregon Petition.

Published in 1998 by a conspiracy theorist and an Exxon-backed think tank, the Oregon Petition
falsely claimed there is no scientific consensus on global warming. Like the Great Barrington
Declaration, it also contained fake signatures, including fictional characters and celebrity names,
including a member of the British pop band the Spice Girls. And most of the 30,000 or so
signatories the petition claims as scientific experts have no expertise in climate science.

The National Academy of Sciences even issued a statement calling out this deliberately
misleading petition.

What is the American Institute for Economic Research?

The institution behind the Great Barrington Declaration, the American Institute for Economic
Research (AIER), is a free-market think tank tied to funding from the Koch petrochemical and
industrial empire and an investment firm with significant holdings in fossil fuels.

The American Institute for Economic Research (AIER), located in Great Barrington,
Massachusetts, describes itself as “one of the oldest and most respected nonpartisan economic
research and advocacy organizations in the country” and “dedicated to developing and promoting
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the ideas of pure freedom and private governance.” However, it is more broadly aligned with
libertarian ideology hostile to government intervention and regulatory policies.

AIER operates a program called the Bastiat Society that promotes its free-market, anti-
government ideology and partners with other Koch-funded think tanks, networks, and
organizations that are some of the most prominent disseminators of disinformation on climate
science and climate policies. These include the Atlas Network, State Policy Network, Manhattan
Institute, Cato Institute, Charles Koch Institute, Competitive Enterprise Institute, and others.

AIER is a 501(c)(3) nonprofit. According to publicly available 990 filings reviewed by DeSmog,
the Charles G. Koch Charitable Foundation contributed $68,100 to the organization in 2018. The
Atlas Economic Research Foundation (also known as the Atlas Network), which supports free
market thinks tanks around the world that are known messengers of climate denial, gave $54,133
to the American Institute for Economic Research in 2018. The Shell Oil Company Foundation
has donated a small amount, about $500 total, between 2013 and 2017.

This free-market think tank has further links to the fossil fuel industry through American
Investment Services (AIS), which is a wholly owned subsidiary of the organization. AIS says it
is a “separate legal entity” that “conducts its investment advisory business independent of
AIER’s day-to-day operations.”

But earnings from this investment firm, valued at nearly $285 million as of this year, help fund
AIER, which appoints the firm’s board of directors.

American Investment Services has holdings in various polluting energy and petrochemical
corporations such as Chevron, ExxonMobil, Dow Chemical, Duke Energy, General Electric,
and Eversource Energy, as well as tobacco giant Phillip Morris.
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