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Standfirst: For decades, the Petcare Information and Advisory Service described itself as autonomous,
non-commercial and funded by Mars as a community service. Its charter included encouraging pet
ownership. The larger allegation is that the campaign helped manufacture an intergenerational reality:
pets were normal, industrial food was responsible care, and predictable disease, pain and treatment were
ordinary facts of pet life. If decision-makers knew or should have known that the system foreseeably
produced preventable suffering while consumers were denied material facts, the issue is animal cruelty
and potential consumer fraud - not merely clever marketing. Then PIAS was wound up and PetNet
disappeared. If its truths were true, why is the public record not still available?

This was bigger than an advertising campaign

Ordinary advertising asks people to choose one product over another. Category creation asks something

more basic: to adopt the habit, identity or way of life from which every later purchase follows.

That is the proper frame for examining the Petcare Information and Advisory Service Australia Pty Ltd -
PIAS - and its public website, PetNet.

Legacy PIAS material said the organisation was established in 1966, was autonomous and non-
commercial, and received its funding from Mars Petcare as a community service. Its charter included
educating owners, conducting original research, providing accurate information, encouraging correct pet

care and - crucially - encouraging pet ownership in balance with society's needs. [2-4]

The commercial consequence is obvious without being sinister in every instance: more pet-owning
households mean more recurring demand for pet food, veterinary care and associated services.
Australia now has an estimated 31.6 million pets in 7.7 million homes; an industry survey puts annual

pet-care spending at A$21.3 billion, with food representing 46%. [20]
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The child-to-household pathway

The most revealing evidence is not buried in a hostile critique. It appears on the Australian Veterinary

Association's current PetPEP pages.

The AVA describes PetPEP as responsible-ownership and animal-safety education. Those are legitimate
and potentially valuable purposes. It also calls the program an 'investment in the pet owners of the
future'. [12]

Under 'Benefits of getting involved', the AVA reports that 58% of children from families without a pet
asked to become owners after participating and that 20% of families became pet owners as a result of a
PetPEP experience. The same page encourages veterinary practices to put their logos on take-home
activity sheets, distribute sample bags and promotional material to local schoolchildren, and benefit

from media releases about school visits. [13]

The point: Pet acquisition is not merely a side effect imagined by critics. The conversion figures are
presented by the program itself as a benefit.

This is why 'childhood conditioning' is a useful, carefully bounded description. It does not mean children
were hypnotised or deprived of choice. It means a trusted educational setting helped establish a durable
norm and a measurable behaviour: children asked their households to acquire pets, and some
households did.

Once acquired, a pet is not a disposable purchase. The animal becomes a dependent family member.
The original request creates years of moral responsibility and recurring expenditure. That makes school

access, commercial sponsorship, brand exposure and disclosure matters of public importance.

The campaign manufactured three kinds of normal

1. Pet ownership became the expected and emotionally virtuous household condition.

2. Industrially formulated pet food, backed by corporate and veterinary authority, became responsible
everyday feeding.

3. Dental disease, foul breath, chronic illness, repeated treatment and expense became accepted as
the ordinary price of living with a pet rather than feedback demanding correction of the diet and the
system.

This is reality-making rather than a sequence of isolated advertisements. Children learn the first

premises before they can evaluate the sponsor, the science or the omitted alternatives. They later meet
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the same premises in supermarkets, journalism, veterinary practices and public policy. As adults and

parents they carry the installed reality forward.

Parental responsibility therefore cannot serve as a complete defence. Parents still act and make
decisions, but they do not choose from an untouched information environment. WHO's human-food
guidance confirms the general mechanism: marketing to children affects their food choices, purchase
requests to adults and developing norms about consumption. [33] The relevant question is not simply
'Which adult signed?' but 'Who designed the reality within which the adult and child decided?'

The endpoint was known and foreseeable animal suffering

The wrong cannot be reduced to covert demand creation. A dependent animal is placed at the endpoint:
it eats what humans provide, develops disease or remains healthy, experiences pain or avoids it, and
receives treatment or prevention. The animal cannot consent, inspect the evidence or escape a

defective household norm.

The AVA's own dental guidance says untreated oral disease is painful, may contribute to local or
systemic disease and can irreversibly destroy the structures supporting teeth. A review by Mars's
Waltham Petcare Science Institute describes periodontal disease as frequent, reports much higher
prevalence when dogs are examined under anaesthesia, and recognises poor oral care as a significant
risk factor and diet as a likely contributor. Earlier veterinary literature reported reasonable evidence

associating soft diets with increased frequency and severity of periodontal disease. [26-28]

Warnings were not wholly retrospective. In 1992 Lonsdale put a diet-and-periodontal-disease case
before an AVA professional branch. That proves contemporaneous notice to that audience, not universal
knowledge by Mars or every AVA officeholder. It makes the absence of a complete institutional

response record intolerable. [29]

Not merely manipulated consumption: The graver allegation is that Mars and allied veterinary institutions
used trusted channels to create pets, prescribe the industrial feeding norm, and then normalise or
monetise the foreseeable disease and treatment. If knowledge is established, deliberately maintaining
that pathway would be cruel and unconscionable in the ordinary moral sense. If records also establish
deception, coordination or suppression of corrective information, the conduct requires investigation as
consumer fraud, legally unconscionable conduct, complicity or conspiracy.

That conclusion must be assigned actor by actor. Mars and PIAS may have been architects or
commercial beneficiaries. Particular organisations or individuals may have knowingly enabled the

system. Others - journalists, veterinarians, regulators and officials - may initially have been misled or
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institutionally captured. After credible notice, however, passive repetition can become culpable
defence. The evidence must show when each actor knew, what power each held, and what each did

next.

A federal criminal conspiracy is not proved by a network diagram or common benefit. It requires an
agreement to commit an identified offence, shared intention and an overt act. 'Sinister criminal
conspiracy' is therefore the question for compulsory investigation, not an established finding this public-
source article can honestly declare. The Australian Consumer Law likewise sets a demanding, court-

determined threshold for unconscionable conduct. [30-31]

A feedback system designed not to correct itself

In a healthy cybernetic system, animal pain, common disease, mounting expense and professional
warning should function as negative feedback. They should force reconsideration of the food, the advice

and the institutional arrangements. Here the alleged feedback ran in the opposite direction.

Disease produced treatment. Treatment reinforced veterinary authority. Veterinary authority validated
the feeding convention. Familiar brands and repeated reassurance preserved consumer confidence.
Children learned the convention and later reproduced it as parents. The harm therefore risked

becoming fuel for the very system that should have prevented it.

That is why the vanished archive matters. A system cannot learn if its memory disappears. Nor can the
public correct a manufactured reality when the research, warnings, funding relationships and old advice
needed to test it are inaccessible. The loop is not literally inescapable, but it will not correct itself:
independent evidence, preserved records, disclosure, regulation and visible alternatives must supply the

missing negative feedback.

Research, experts and the news pipeline

PIAS's reach extended well beyond classrooms. Legacy material offered separate resources for
journalists, vets, governments, schools, welfare organisations and owners. PIAS said it supplied four Pet
Hints each month to more than 600 newspapers and served as a resource for print and electronic media.
It also claimed more than three million PetNet hits per month. Those numbers are self-reported and

require the underlying logs, but they reveal the intended scale. [4-6]

Search-indexed releases show how pet keeping could be turned into recurring news: 'Purrfect pets for
little people’, 'Dog ownership = active mums', 'Travels with your best friend' and 'Oodles of schnoodles'.

A release need not mention a Mars brand to expand the market that Mars serves. [7-8]
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Dr Jonica Newby has since described her PIAS role in a Murdoch University profile. She says she
commissioned research on the health benefits of pets, worked on urban animal management and
planning, helped rewrite PetPEP and, while working in pet care, produced roughly 10 or 12 pieces for
ABC Radio National's Science Show. [9]

That arrangement became a public controversy in 1997. A reproduced ABC Media Watch transcript
criticised the adequacy of the disclosure of PIAS and Uncle Ben's funding. A contemporaneous account
also recorded the Science Show's defence: it knew of Newby's association, paid for the series itself,
regarded PIAS as autonomous and non-commercial, and said the assertions were supported by credible

science. Lonsdale disputed that explanation. [10-11]

The historical dispute is important precisely because it was never resolved by releasing a complete
commissioning and editorial file. It identifies the right question: when industry-funded research and
personnel appear through trusted media, what does the audience need to know, and when must they

know it?

The health-benefit story was never as simple as the publicity

Pets plainly bring joy, companionship and meaning to many people. That human truth does not prove

that acquiring a pet causes better health across a population.

A 2026 Australian study used a change in Victorian tenancy law and longitudinal HILDA data to examine
people who acquired pets. Under plausible assumptions, it found no discernible average effect on life
satisfaction, loneliness, mental health or general health. The authors acknowledge limitations and do

not deny that particular people benefit. Their work does undermine sweeping causal claims. [19]

That makes the missing PIAS research register more important. Which studies were commissioned?
Which produced null or adverse results? Which were published? Who translated them into releases,

school resources or policy claims? What corrections were issued as the science changed?

Then the public service vanished

Public registers show PIAS in liquidation from January 2017, a final meeting in July, and cancellation of
its ABN from November 2017. The records do not establish insolvency or explain the decision. Today
PetNet is a parked advertising domain. Its publications, research summaries and media corpus are not

available from the live site. [14-15]

No accessible closure statement, successor archive, catalogue of commissioned research, correction

register or record-custody notice has been located.
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It would go beyond the evidence to declare that Mars cynically shut the service because its cultural work
was complete. But the chronology permits - and demands - the question. Was PIAS no longer needed
once schools, veterinary practices, media conventions, public policy and household habits could carry

the message themselves?

Only internal minutes, budgets, strategy documents, correspondence and archival decisions can answer
that.

What Meta teaches us - and what it does not

The recent Meta settlement provides a useful comparison of method. United States states alleged that
Meta designed systems to capture young people's attention, knew of vulnerabilities and harms,
misrepresented safety and allowed families and public services to carry the consequences. Meta agreed
in August 2026 to payments and extensive youth restrictions, with the maximum across state
agreements reported at US$18 billion - about AS23.6 billion in Australian reporting. Meta denied

wrongdoing, and the consent judgment is expressly not an admission or international precedent. [21-25]

The analogy is not that pet food has been proved addictive. It has not. Nor has an equivalent legal case

against Mars been established.

The analogy is that a company's responsibility cannot always be judged by isolating one advertisement
or invoking parental choice. Investigators may need to examine the whole behaviour-shaping
environment: the target audience, design, repeated messaging, trusted intermediaries, internal
research, withheld information, profit pathway and downstream harm. The comparison is strongest

when it connects childhood influence to the allegedly harmful endpoint, not merely to spending.

Attention economy; acquisition economy: Meta allegedly monetised repeated youth attention. PIAS
appears to have cultivated the household condition from which years of pet-care spending followed.
Similar scrutiny is justified; identical liability is not assumed.

The three answers Mars can give

1. If the PIAS research and advice remain true, Mars should publish the complete archive and
underlying evidence.

2. If they have been superseded, Mars should publish the historical record with dated corrections and
replacement advice.
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3. If any material was wrong, misleading or compromised, Mars should identify it, explain why it was
withdrawn and disclose who knew what and when.

There is no credible fourth answer in which decades of public advice simply disappear.

What should now be produced

the complete PIAS and PetNet archive, including every Pet Hint, release, school resource,
guideline, audio and video item;

e a research register with agreements, methods, datasets, results, conflicts, null findings and

publication decisions;

e all PetPEP funding, authorship, branding, evaluation and sponsor-benefit records;

e media distribution, placement and audience records;

e governance documents showing what 'autonomous' meant in practice; and

e the reasons for winding up PIAS and the chain of custody for its intellectual property and records.
The Australian Web Archive preserves snapshots of vanished Australian sites. That may recover part of
the public-facing record. It cannot replace the internal documents, underlying data and complete

archive held by the organisations involved. [17]

The final question

Mars funded a service that claimed public-interest authority while its charter included creating more pet
owners. The current school program publicly celebrates measurable pet acquisition and local veterinary
promotion. The alleged consequence was not merely a larger market. It was an intergenerationally
reproduced reality that placed more dependent animals into an industrial feeding-and-treatment
system while known warning signals - pain, disease, cost and contrary evidence - failed to correct the

governing assumptions. [26-29]

If the campaign's truths were true, the community should still be able to read, test and use them. If the
system concealed material harm, the community is entitled to know who designed it, who knowingly

enabled it, who was duped, who defended it after notice - and why the record vanished.

Corrections, documents and right of reply

This paper is a public-interest investigation based on sources available as at the publication date. It is
not a judicial or regulatory finding. Mars, PIAS's former officers and staff, the Australian Veterinary

Association, the ABC and any other named person or institution are invited to identify factual errors,
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supply missing records and provide a response for publication. Material corrections should be dated and

preserved rather than silently substituted.

References and public sources

[2] PetNet / PIAS (legacy URL). About PIAS. Legacy PIAS self-description. The live URL now resolves to a parked advertising
page; quoted wording remains visible in public search indexing and should be verified against an archived capture before
publication.

[3] PetNet / PIAS (legacy URL). Pet information and research for socially responsible pet ownership. Legacy PIAS
charter wording, including original research, accurate information, encouraging pet ownership and correct pet care; now a
parked-domain URL.

[4] PetNet / PIAS (legacy URL). International Association of Human-Animal Interaction Organisations: Who is

PIAS?. Legacy self-report of four monthly Pet Hints to more than 600 newspapers, PetPEP involvement and more than
three million website hits per month; figures are not independently audited in the public material located.

[5] PetNet / PIAS (legacy URL). For Journalists. Legacy offer of media releases, Pet Hints and consultant assistance to
journalists; now a parked-domain URL.

[6] PetNet / PIAS (legacy URL). Pet Hints. Search-indexed trace of a recurring editorial calendar covering acquisition, health
and pet-lifestyle themes.

[7] PetNet / PIAS media release (legacy PDF URL). Purrfect pets for little people. Example of an emotionally framed
media release; the underlying file is no longer served by the live domain.

[8] PetNet / PIAS media release (legacy PDF URL). Dog ownership = active mums. Example of a health-and-lifestyle
media release; the underlying file is no longer served by the live domain.

[9] Murdoch University. A vet who found her voice. Dr Jonica Newby describes working at PIAS, commissioning research
into health benefits and urban animal management, helping rewrite PetPEP and producing roughly 10-12 ABC Science
Show radio pieces while working in pet care.

[10] Raw Meaty Bones (reproduction of broadcast transcript). Media Watch Transcript, 3 March 1997. Campaigner-
hosted transcript of ABC Media Watch criticism concerning disclosure of PIAS and Uncle Ben's funding. It is not the ABC's
current official transcript archive and should be cited with that provenance.

[11] Media Australia Update extract republished in The Whistle, March 1997. ABC faces new conflict of interest

scandal. Contemporaneous account setting out Lonsdale's allegations and the Science Show's response that PIAS was
autonomous and non-commercial and that the series was independently commissioned and scientifically supportable.

[12] Australian Veterinary Association. PetPEP Coordinator Training. Current AVA description of PetPEP as responsible-
ownership education and an 'investment in the pet owners of the future'.

[13] Australian Veterinary Association / Vet Voice. Benefits of getting involved. Current AVA page reporting school-
program acquisition outcomes and encouraging veterinary logos, sample bags, promotional material and local media
releases.

[14] Australian Business Register. Current details for ABN 85 085 490 857. PIAS Australia Pty Ltd is recorded as an
Australian private company whose ABN was cancelled from 6 November 2017.

[15] ASIC Published Notices. Notice of general meeting of members. Records PIAS as in liquidation, liquidator
appointed 11 January 2017, with final meeting listed for 10 July 2017. This does not itself establish insolvency or the
reason for winding up.

[17] National Library of Australia. Archived websites. Explains that the Australian Web Archive preserves snapshots of
Australian sites, including sites that disappear, and can be searched by URL or keyword.

The Pet Food Con | Publication draft | 8


https://petnet.com.au/about-pias
https://petnet.com.au/~petnet09/about-us
https://petnet.com.au/iahaio/who.html
https://petnet.com.au/iahaio/who.html
https://petnet.com.au/publications-information/for-journalists?page=5
https://petnet.com.au/pet-hints
https://petnet.com.au/files/sites/default/files/2011_04-_purrfect_pets_for_little_people.pdf
https://petnet.com.au/files/sites/default/files/media_release_dog_ownership_active_mums.pdf
https://www.murdoch.edu.au/news/blogs/blog-posts/murdoch-university-alumni---supporters/a-vet-who-found-her-voice
https://rawmeatybones.com/MediaWatch.html
https://www.bmartin.cc/dissent/contacts/au_wba/whistle199703.html
https://www.bmartin.cc/dissent/contacts/au_wba/whistle199703.html
https://www.ava.com.au/event/petpep-pets-and-people-education-program-coordinator-training
https://www.vetvoice.com.au/ec/ava-petpep/vets/benefits-of-getting-involved/
https://abr.business.gov.au/ABN/View?id=85085490857
https://publishednotices.asic.gov.au/browsesearch-notices/notice-details/Kenman-Kandy-Australia-Pty-Ltd-080870177/d5ed2338-6534-4852-a5fc-6d4fbf7ba430
https://www.library.gov.au/discover/what-we-collect/archived-websites

The Pet Food Con | Website Article | 5 September 2026

[19] Applied Research in Quality of Life. The causal effect of pet ownership on health and well-being. 2026 open-
access Australian quasi-experimental study reporting no discernible average effect on life satisfaction, loneliness, mental
health or general health under plausible assumptions; the authors stress limitations and possible heterogeneous benefits.

[20] Animal Medicines Australia. Pets in Australia: A national survey of pets and people 2025. Industry survey
estimates 73% of Australian households own a pet and food represents 46% of an estimated A$21.3 billion annual pet-care
spend.

[21] United States District Court, N.D. California. Multistate Complaint for Injunctive and Other Relief. Filed 24
October 2023 in State of Arizona et al. v Meta Platforms, Inc. et al., No. 4:23-cv-05448. Contains allegations, not findings,
concerning youth targeting, engagement-maximising design, internal knowledge, concealment and COPPA.

[22] United States District Court, N.D. California / New York Attorney General. Mleta and State Attorneys General

Consent Judgment and Settlement Agreement. Filed 26 August 2026. Records the states' allegations, Meta's
denial, extensive youth protections and payments; expressly states no admission, no final adjudication and no precedent
outside participating states.

[23] Office of the New York Attorney General. Attorney General James secures up to $17.1 billion and reforms

from Meta. Official summary of the multistate payments and platform restrictions.

[24] Reuters. Meta agrees to pay $18 billion to settle US lawsuits. Contemporary report of up to US$18 billion
including a separate Texas agreement; reports Meta's denial of wrongdoing and continuing private litigation.

[25] ABC News Australia. Meta to pay $23 billion and update Facebook and Instagram. Australian report
converting the maximum USS$18 billion figure to approximately A$23.6 billion, explaining the '$24 billion' Australian
headline.

[26] Australian Veterinary Association. Guidelines for dental treatment in dogs and cats. AVA guidance, ratified in
2010, states that untreated oral disease is painful and may contribute to local or systemic disease; it describes
periodontitis as an irreversible destructive process and requires prevention and homecare.

[27] Journal of Small Animal Practice / PubMed. A review of the frequency and impact of periodontal disease in

dogs. 2020 Waltham Petcare Science Institute review reports 9.3-18.2% prevalence in primary-care records and 44-100%
in detailed anaesthetised examinations; it identifies poor oral care as a significant risk factor and says diet, behaviour,
environment and genetics may contribute.

[28] Australian Veterinary Journal / PubMed. Diet and periodontal disease in dogs and cats. 1994 review concludes
that there was reasonable evidence associating soft diets with increased frequency and severity of periodontal disease,
while also noting that dental-health effects vary by product and feeding practice.

[29] T. Lonsdale - address to the AVA Metropolitan Practitioners Branch. Pandemic of Periodontal Disease: A

malodorous condition. Dated 20 August 1992. Primary evidence that diet, periodontal disease and prevention
concerns were put before an AVA professional audience; it does not by itself prove receipt or acceptance by every AVA
officeholder or by Mars.

[30] Federal Register of Legislation. Criminal Code Act 1995 - section 11.5 Conspiracy. A federal conspiracy charge
requires an agreement, intention that an identified offence be committed pursuant to it, and an overt act. The precise
applicable offence and jurisdiction must also be established.

[31] Australian Competition and Consumer Commission. Unfair business practices. ACCC guidance says unconscionable
conduct requires more than unfairness; relevant matters can include youth vulnerability, unfair tactics, failure to disclose
risks and good faith. Only a court can determine liability.

[32] World Health Organization. Commercial determinants of health. WHO describes how commercial actors shape
physical, social and cultural environments through product design, marketing, research funding, lobbying and preference
shaping, with young people especially at risk.

The Pet Food Con | Publication draft | 9


https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11482-026-10550-5
https://animalmedicinesaustralia.org.au/resources/pets-in-australia-a-national-survey-of-pets-and-people-3/
https://ag.ny.gov/sites/default/files/court-filings/meta-multistate-complaint.pdf
https://ag.ny.gov/sites/default/files/settlements-agreements/california-et-al-v-meta-platforms-inc-et-al-settlement-2026.pdf
https://ag.ny.gov/sites/default/files/settlements-agreements/california-et-al-v-meta-platforms-inc-et-al-settlement-2026.pdf
https://ag.ny.gov/press-release/2026/attorney-general-james-secures-171-billion-and-groundbreaking-reforms-meta
https://ag.ny.gov/press-release/2026/attorney-general-james-secures-171-billion-and-groundbreaking-reforms-meta
https://www.reuters.com/business/meta-reaches-18-billion-settlements-over-childrens-social-media-addiction-2026-08-26/
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2026-08-27/meta-settlement-on-harm-to-teens/107082748
https://www.ava.com.au/policy/guidelines-for-dental-treatment-in-dogs-and-cats
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/32955734/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/32955734/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/7848177/
https://rawmeatybones.com/pdf/popdamc.pdf
https://rawmeatybones.com/pdf/popdamc.pdf
https://www.legislation.gov.au/C2004A04868/latest/text
https://www.accc.gov.au/consumers/buying-products-and-services/unfair-business-practices
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/commercial-determinants-of-health

The Pet Food Con | Website Article | 5 September 2026

[33] World Health Organization. Policies to protect children from the harmful impact of food marketing. The
2023 WHO guideline reports that food marketing affects children's food choices, dietary intake, purchase requests to
adults and developing norms about food consumption.

The Pet Food Con | Publication draft | 10


https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789240075412

