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Parliamentary evidence on misinformation 

Submission from: The Pirbright Institute 

Organisation introduction: The Pirbright Institute is a world leading centre of excellence in 
research and surveillance of virus diseases of farm animals and viruses that spread from 
animals to humans.  The Institute receives strategic funding from the Biotechnology and 
Biological Sciences Research Council (BBSRC) UK Research and Innovation (UKRI) and 
works to enhance the UK’s capability to eliminate and control economically important 
diseases through highly innovative fundamental and applied bioscience. 

Reason for submitting: At the end of January 2020, the Institute was the subject of a 
conspiracy post on Twitter regarding the COVID-19 outbreak. This post snowballed as did 
the conspiracy theories and misinformation, resulting in threatening and violent messages, 
emails and phone calls directed at Pirbright and individual staff.  A fake website was also set 
up purporting to be Pirbright selling COVID-19 as a bioweapon. Despite countless attempts 
to alert social media channels and reporting these inaccurate messages and posts, no action 
was taken from these companies including Google, Facebook and Twitter. Posts and 
conspiracy theories are still continuing on social media and are potentially damaging the 
Institute’s reputation and confusing the public around the origin of Covid-19. 

Evidence: 

The Pirbright Institute was first implicated in a conspiracy theory on 23 January 2020.  The 
post linked a patent held by the Institute for coronavirus with the fact that Pirbright receives 
funding from The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation.  The Institute published a statement on 
its website on 24 January 2020 to outline the facts surrounding the patent and its funding.  
The patent is for infectious bronchitis virus (a coronavirus of poultry) and Bill and Melinda 
Gates Foundation did not fund the patent. The Institute also engaged with Buzzfeed and AP 
to debunk this fake information and articles have been published on many outlets online. 

Though Pirbright’s statement was viewed by thousands of people, the conspiracy theories 
grew, as did trolling messages.  False claims are still circulating including that the Institute is 
owned by The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, that Pirbright funded Event 201 (a high-
level pandemic exercise in October 2019, organised by The Johns Hopkins Center for 
Health Security in partnership with the World Economic Forum and the Bill and Melinda 
Gates Foundation), and that we already have a COVID-19 vaccine. 

Pirbright staff and social media channels continue to receive angry, threatening and 
malicious messages. One recent post links the Institute with the MOD, Rothchild’s, QinetiQ 
HRH the Queen and 5G technology.   

Theories that the COVID-19 outbreak was predicted with the new £20 note also continue, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NKgexkRg4Cw. (This video has been reported to 
YouTube but no action has been taken). 

In late February we discovered a fake website had been set up reporting to be The Pirbright 
Institute.  This resulted in posts and messages informing us our website had changed.  

Calls and reports to Google Business resulted in no action being taken. Google Business 
even told us to call the number given on the website to ask the people who set up the 
website to take it down, despite us explaining it had been set up maliciously.  

The hosting company also refused to take any responsibility and again, no action was taken. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NKgexkRg4Cw


Google has since blocked the web version of the website, but the mobile version is 
still accessible, despite requests to remove it. 

[https://]the-pirbright-institute-pharmaceutical-lab[business.site]

As the virus spread globally the Institute started to receive pleading messages from 
individuals believing we had the vaccine, wanting to save their family and loved ones.  At this 
point, we had to remove all electronic contact forms and email addresses on our 
organisation website and social media.  

The Institute employed a third-party monitoring company to assist in monitoring threats and 
activity as the Institute has a small Communications Team of four staff. Pirbright received 
16,200 online mentions in 11 days from 20 to 31 January 2020, with that content receiving 
102,500 engagements (likes, shares, mentions, retweets etc). Conspiracy information was 
estimated to reach 119 billion online accounts globally by the monitoring company.  

Pirbright Communications Team repeatedly reported messages, posts, comments, tweets, 
videos across all channels, in the majority of cases no action has been taken and Facebook 
has assessed these as not offensive or breaking Facebook rules. 

Facebook, Twitter, YouTube and Google are impossible to get hold of or talk to which has 
left a small research Institute trying to combat this ‘Fake News’ with potential to misinform 
the public and damage reputation with malicious and threatening content. 

The examples of misinformation regarding The Pirbright Institute are now in the hundreds of 
thousands and don’t show any sign of abating, on average we are still receiving around 500 
online mentions a day, the majority of which is misinformation regarding the COVID-19 
outbreak. 

For a full list search Pirbright and coronavirus on any social platform.  The following pages 
contain a small example of the conspiracy information and subsequent messages we have 
received.  
Disclaimer: Some of these messages contain unpleasant language. 
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small example of the 69 reactions posted within the space of around 5 minutes by the same 
person!  They are the angry reactions shown on our content, which we cannot remove. 
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Emails via the Contact Us form on our corporate website 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




