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Background

Elm Farm Research Centre (EFRC) is an international research, advisory and education organisation based in Berkshire. The business of EFRC is to develop and support sustainable land-use, agriculture and food systems. This is primarily within local economies which build on organic principles to ensure the health and well-being of soil, plant, animal, man and his environment.

During and after the tragic period of the UK’s 2001 FMD epidemic, EFRC invested much research time and effort in leading calls for a judicial review of the Government’s slaughter only policy. The aim then was not to embarrass the Government or to score political points but to encourage advisers, civil servants and politicians to consider seriously the merits of vaccination.

Our response to this DEFRA call for consultation on the detailed implementation of foot and mouth disease control legislation is underpinned by our continuing commitment to preventive vaccination without subsequent slaughter for future UK FMD outbreaks.

General comments

(Control elements not covered by EU Directive)

1/ We understand that DEFRA claims little or no national discretion is available in the implementation of this EU FMD Directive which must be implemented in the UK by December of this year.

We also understand that the Secretary of State does have national discretion under the Directive to decide whether emergency vaccination is to be specified as protective (stock to live) or suppressive (stock to be slaughtered); the geographical zones to be treated; the animal species to be involved; the duration of any vaccination campaign.

2/ The consultation call lists elements (para 11) of existing UK legislation (not listed in the EU Directive) and questions their importance in future UK FMD outbreaks.

EFRC considers these to be commonsense points in helping to ensure biosecurity. We fully endorse the need to control rats on premises where disease is suspected or on contact premises; understand the need to control dogs and poultry in reasonable zones around infected premises; endorse the control of mobile workers engaged in shearing, dipping and scanning of sheep and any other mobile worker moving between and among livestock units. 

3/We are concerned that greater precision should be applied to the language used on the issue of footpath closure – “Provision to close land including footpaths (but only within an area of immediate risk around a minimum of 3km of an infected premises)” is open to wild variations of interpretation. Every effort must be made to avoid repetition of the confused and wholesale closure of the countryside in 2001 which caused such huge damage to the wider economy and helped give UK FMD control policy such a tarnished reputation.

4/Yes, we agree that gatherings of people beyond the infected area for drag hunting, stalking, shooting, other country pursuits, farmer meetings etc. should be controlled.

Gathering of animals in shows, markets fairs etc beyond the immediate area of infection should also be controlled. 

Specific comments

Implementing the EU directive (para 12)

12a/  Cleansing and disinfection requirements – again, commonsense to ensure such biosecurity measures are kept in place.

12b/   Vaccination and trade. We believe there is confusion here. With no additional controls on UK livestock in the domestic market, once the UK is declared FMD free, there is then apparently a two-tier market which remains banned from international trade but can move freely within these shores. Does this not conjure a monitoring impossibility and build prospects for fraud and illegal stock movements?

12c/  Common and unenclosed land to continue to be treated as holdings/premises within the scope of the legislation?  Yes.

12d/e/f  Issues of food chain practicality and market demand for vaccinated stock and their products. To EFRC these points lie at the hub of our response to this consultation.

12d/  How to treat product from FMD vaccinated animals? We are concerned that a market conflict will develop over the additional costs incurred for separate production channels/heat treatments and the like, set against the likely discounted value (zero value?) of the end product. Following on from the meat industry’s problems with proposed parallel meat lines for BSE policy, which processors will be willing to set up twin processing channels post FMD vaccination and risk blacklisting by retailers and others? (See 12f)

12e/ What are the practical issues in the meat chain for specified treatments to products from FMD vaccinated animals?  Not an area of expertise for EFRC, but of great concern to us in ensuring there is the technical basis for a genuine market for such stock.

12f/ What would the demand be – in the UK and overseas – for meat and animal products treated as required by the Directive? We consider that supermarket/major retailer attitude is central to this entire issue. It is currently impossible to guess what supermarket reaction to a real (rather than hypothetical) FMD vaccination scenario would be.

In 2001 UK supermarkets apparently backed Government attempts to build consumer confidence in meat from vaccinated animals. As the prospect of vaccination drew close, Tesco said it would be prepared to put such meat and dairy goods on its shelves if scientific advice said it “was safe”. Whose scientific advice, what is the definition of safe to Tesco?

In 2001 a Sainsbury spokesman said its customers appeared more concerned about BSE.

At the same time however, Alex Donaldson of the Institute for Animal Health, Pirbright, Surrey raised real doubt about supermarket commitment to trade in FMD vaccinated product and condemned them for adding to the lobbying pressure that opposed vaccination.

In its ruminations on FMD, the Royal Society admits that if vaccination is used to help control future UK outbreaks of the disease it is important to ensure that the public is content to eat product from vaccinated animals.

We assert that you cannot legislate consumer demand. Just as the UK discovered at the time when BSE export controls were lifted to the EU and elsewhere, the legal barriers to trade had gone, simply to be replaced with a lack of willing buyers in the real market place.

We urge DEFRA to lead debate now with supermarkets, other major retailers, the IGD, BRC and other retail consortia to gain real, rather than notional, commitment to trading in produce from FMD vaccinated stock, particularly without the unnecessary hindrance of additional labeling. 

All science points to no risk to human health from eating FMD vaccinated stock and their products. As Alex Donaldson of the Institute for Animal Health says – “Meat and milk is routinely vaccinated against a host of diseases and there is nothing different about foot and mouth.”

