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​FOREWORD

How viciously fickle we are. We arbitrarily pick and choose which species we like or dislike, normally and sadly based on purely anthropomorphic criteria, and then either laud or loathe them paying scant attention to the realities of their lives, or ours. And once cursed and demonised that tag is almost impossible to redress. Think rat, think fox… damned for historical crimes, firmly fixed as malevolent vermin, even in our supposedly enlightened age. But as this book displays we can also be quick to destroy the reputation of our animal heroes and blight their status with bigotry and ignorance.

For many reasons we had come to love the badger, to cherish and admire it, to protect and celebrate it and of course many still do. But the reputation of this essential member of the UK’s ecology has been targeted by a smear campaign which has been swallowed by the gullible and fuelled by those with vested interests. You see, in spite of all the science and all the truths that it outlines, the badger has become a scapegoat. Its been branded a ‘bad guy’ and is being persecuted as such. It’s a terrible shame, but like I said, how fickle, how vicious, how predictably human.

The recent, and as I write, ongoing cull has been deeply divisive and therefore immensely destructive, not only in terms of the piles of dead badgers, but in terms of damaged relationships between the protagonists, and even within their own ranks. Bridges have been burned, reputations ruined and partnerships severed, all with disastrous consequences. As a retort the great service this book achieves is to pronounce the facts; about the animal and its life, about the science that has led to that understanding, about the welfare, moral and economic issues and about the abuse of the scientific truths which should have dictated policies in the first place.

I am a great fan of the author. Like many others I am in awe of his passion, drive and commitment, of his values and motives and of his profound determination to highlight injustice, resist apathy and campaign for proper, information-based practices. I know of no one else capable of writing this book, no one who has worked as hard on all fronts to examine and understand the complexities of the issue, no one else who has the bigger picture in such clear sight. And here once again he has done his duty, presenting without ambiguity and bias a precise analysis of this complex affair for the reader to dissect, digest and deliberate upon. And as such it is an immensely valuable resource which provides an opportunity for clarity. And hopefully for change.

In Dominic Dyer the badger has a great and necessary champion, and boy does it need one.

Chris Packham
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A black and white night

Thursday 7 May, 2015.

‘It’s probably the most unpopular policy I’m responsible for’

​David Cameron’s words were at the front of our minds as we gathered round the table in the ​Griffin Inn in ​Witney. We had fought a long hard campaign against the badger cull, marching in over 30 towns and cities – the largest wildlife protection campaign seen in Britain. Now we were sat in a pub in the Prime Minister’s constituency on the night of the ​general election.

Everyone knew that the future of the United Kingdom was at stake, everything from the economy to housing, from taxation to immigration. We knew the future of the European badger (​Meles meles) was, too. We wanted a government that wouldn’t shoot one of the most beloved and beguiling animals in the ​British Isles.

The predictions were for a grey night, with no party gaining a majority in the ​House of Commons. ​Labour and ​Conservatives were expected to start scrambling to put together a coalition. But the exit poll at 10pm made clear that ​David Cameron would be re-entering No 10 ​Downing Street as the ​Prime Minister of a majority Conservative government. A policy which made no sense scientifically, which imposed great cruelty on one of the country’s surviving large mammals, would resume. There would be another bloodbath in the English countryside.

It was the outcome we dreaded. The policy of the Badger Trust was unequivocal: we wanted to see the election of a political party which did not promulgate a badger cull. Since the ​Badger Trust was a charity, this had caused some problems. On 14 April 2015 ​Sir Jim Paice, a Conservative former agriculture minister and a champion of the cull, had written to ​Sir William Shawcross, chairman of the ​Charity Commission, claiming that the Badger Trust was in breach of the government’s new Lobbying Act by planning to support and speak at an anti cull march in ​Worcester, a key marginal seat, a fortnight before the general election.

We had made the protest in Worcester personal. The slogan was ‘​​Stop Cameron’s Cull’ – because the cull was part of the Conservative leader’s appeal to voters. Cameron might have been seen as a successful party moderniser, but at heart he remained a traditional Conservative with close links to the farming industry and the shooting and hunting lobby, who grew up as part of a wealthy family in the political and landowning establishment.

He had started his rise in the aftermath of ​Tony Blair’s ​Labour landslide in 1997, when the Tories retreated to their rural strongholds to rebuild their support. Cameron had harnessed the support of the new ​Countryside Alliance, which had been formed within months of the 1997 election in an attempt to influence the future direction of a weakened ​Conservative Party on farming and hunting. He also leant on another organisation that wanted a badger cull: the ​National Farmers Union (NFU). Approaching the 2010 ​general election, the NFU finally got what it wanted, when the Conservatives adopted a policy of culling badgers.

The only problem was that the policy made no scientific sense. It was, factually, a mess. The ​Conservatives and representatives of landed and agricultural interests wanted to kill badgers to halt the spread of bovine TB, a cattle disease. But there was no support for a badger cull from the largest piece of research carried out into the idea, the ​Randomised Badger Culling Trial (RBCT). Setting aside the moral issue as to whether wild animals should be slaughtered to protect domesticated ones, the RBCT’s scientists were asked by a previous government to whether it would be practically effective to kill badgers in order to reduce bovine TB in cattle. Would a badger cull slash cases of bovine TB and the growing cost to the taxpayer of compensating farmers forced to cull TB-infected cattle?

In essence, the answer was: ‘No.’ But the cull went ahead anyway – on the orders of ​David Cameron. Which was why we were protesting at his constituency in the Oxfordshire countryside at the 2015 general election.

Despite the best efforts of the government to gag me and the ​Badger Trust, we did reach an agreement with the ​Charity Commission to remove references to Cameron from the protest march and for me to speak in an individual capacity in Worcester on 25 April 2015 – thus avoiding infringing the ​Lobbying Act.

Worcester was going to be important: an archetypal swing seat. Whoever took it and a handful of other marginals was likely to form the next government. ​Michael Foster had taken Worcester for Labour in 1997 and lost it in 2010 when ​David Cameron replaced ​Gordon Brown as Prime Minster. A seven per cent swing to Labour would overturn the sitting Conservative MP ​Robin Walker’s majority of 2,982. Every vote would count.

But it was not to be. As our small band of activists — ​Emily Lawrence, ​Laura Paterson, ​Dave Odell and ​Gary Hills — drank in the ​Griffin on election night a fortnight later, we had second thoughts about even bothering to protest, when ​Sky News broke into live helicopter video footage of David Cameron’s car leaving his home for the count. Suddenly we were on our feet, grabbing our badger heads and heading for the cars. We arrived at the count at ​​Windrush Leisure Centre in Witney expecting a heavy police presence and masses of protesters, but it was eerily quiet. A solitary driver was guarding the ​Prime Minister’s election battle bus in a corner of the car park. He seemed more than happy for us to line up in front of the coach dressed as badgers with our banner shouting ‘Tories Kill Badgers’.

At the count itself we found a few protesters against fracking and a very relaxed group of police officers. Expecting to be told we could not get anywhere near the Prime Minister, we prepared our banners and badger outfits on the verge opposite the leisure centre. Then, to our surprise, the police told us we could go right to the line ​David Cameron would walk past on his way into the hall. Not wasting any time we rushed there, just as the TV helicopter with its piercing lights roared overhead. The Prime Minister’s ​Range Rover and police escort swept in and Cameron was out of the vehicle. As he marched towards the line, all the frustration and anger we felt at the pointless destruction of our badgers boiled over and we started to scream ‘Stop Cameron’s Cull’ with all our might. Visibly shocked, he quickly moved past our protest and into the hall.

Cameron was back as Prime Minister, but we would not be giving up. Only politically did the badger cull make any sense.
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WOVEN INTO THE LANDSCAPE

Most people have never seen a live badger; the closest we tend to come is as we speed past a corpse on the side of the road. However these large mammals often live in close proximity to us in the countryside and, more surprisingly, in our towns and cities.

A small but devoted army of human ​badger-watchers capture a moment of magic at dusk, when they put out small bowls in their back gardens and wait for the badger hours to start.

With its distinctive colouring and gait, the badger (scientifically Meles meles) has become one of our most loved animals. ​ It has woven itself into our natural history, culture, language, literature and place names. Scattered across the landscape are more than a hundred manifestations of the ​Anglo-Saxon ​broc, such as ​Broxbourne (badger’s brook) in ​Hertfordshire, or ​Brockley (wood where badgers are seen) in London. When many people think of the wild species of Britain, they turn to the badger.

Badgers are immortalised in ​Beatrix Potter’s ​The Tale of Mr Tod and ​Kenneth Grahame’s ​Wind in the Willows. On the coat of arms of ​Hufflepuff house at ​Harry Potter’s ​Hogwarts School of Witchcraft and Wizardry is a badger. The emblem of the national network of ​Wildlife Trusts is a badger, while three badgers are on the coat of arms of ​Tesco, the country’s largest retailer.

While there are many examples of a modern fondness for the badger, our relationship with it in the past has been much darker. Indeed the badger has been persecuted by man for hundreds of years. To be ‘​badgered’ means to be pestered and bullied; the mistreatment of the badger has become synonymous with how we treat each other.

As a species the badger had the misfortune to be considered unsuitable for hunting by the aristocracy and gentry. As such it had none of the status and protection granted to species such as deer or wild fowl. Being a shy nocturnal mammal did not make it an attractive prey to be stalked on horseback or shot from a distance with a rifle or shotgun. ​Digging out badgers was not the pastime of a gentleman.

Although the aristocracy ignored the badger, this was not the case for farm workers and the rural poor. To them the badger was fair game and badger digging and baiting with dogs was widespread across Britain in the 18th and 19th centuries.

The badger’s fate darkened with the arrival of the ​Industrial Revolution and the coal mining industry. By the early 20th century badger baiting and digging had become a popular leisure pursuit for thousands of colliery workers.

This new industrial class of badger persecutor wreaked destruction on badgers and their habitats on an horrendous scale. By the 1950s and 60s tens of thousands of badgers were being killed and hundreds of setts destroyed every year, threatening the very survival of the species in many parts of Britain, particularly in mining areas in ​Durham, ​Yorkshire, ​Nottinghamshire and ​South Wales.

It was during this period that another side of human nature emerged and the first badger protection groups were formed. The first to act was a natural history society in ​Frodsham, a large village on the outskirts of Liverpool not far from the industrial areas of ​Burnley, ​Wigan and ​Ellesmere Port. Its ​Badger Group was set up at the start of the 1970s, starting with around 100 members who drove off badger baiters and diggers from setts and physically stood guard over them to protect badgers from persecution. The ​Gwent Badger Group was formed shortly after, in 1973, and was the main driver for the ​Wirral and Cheshire Badger Group that was set up in 1979. By the early 1980s badger protection groups had been set up in ​Yorkshire, ​Lancashire, ​Essex, ​Surrey and ​Sussex.

Many of the individuals involved in this early badger protection movement lobbied MPs in ​Westminster to give the species greater ​legal protection. This resulted in a ​Private Members’ Bill in Parliament which led to the ​1973 Badgers Act, which protected badgers from persecution. (The 1992 ​Protection of Badgers Act consolidated the legislation and made it an offence to damage, destroy or obstruct badger burrows, called setts)

However three decades later, despite having some of the strongest legal protection of any species in Britain, the badger is still widely persecuted. The ​National Wildlife Crime Unit estimates that illegal digs could be killing thousands of badgers in Britain every year.

And cruelty to badgers is now officially sanctioned as part of a policy which ‘does not make sense,’ according to the country’s leading scientist — with the full blessing and power of the British state.

The tragedy for the badger is that just as it received much needed legal protection after hundreds of years of persecution, it stumbled into a new controversy in the livestock and dairy industry.
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 A disease of cattle

In 1971, something happened that was to prove disastrous for the well-being of ​Meles meles. During an outbreak of bovine tuberculosis (TB for short) in cattle at a farm in the ​Cotswolds Hills in Gloucestershire, ​Roger Muirhead, a veterinary officer at the ​Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food (Maff), discovered ​Mycobacterium bovis (bovine TB) in a dead badger. Between April 1971 and April 1973, Muirhead and colleagues found 36 of 165 badger carcases were infected with the disease, one in five.

Farmers had found a new enemy in their daily struggle to protect their herds. Bovine TB, which could prove deadly, was the forerunner of a disease that had once regularly killed people in Britain (and which still is a killer in parts of the world). A bacterial infection spread by droplets, Mycobacterium tuberculosis was a scourge of public health in Britain until the mid-20th century when milk was pasteurised (heated to kill off bugs) and controls at slaughterhouses were tightened up.

Its animal variant, bovine TB (Mycobacterium bovis), is spread by the physical manifestations of infected animals: breath, sputum, urine and faeces. It infects a bewilderingly wide range of mammals, including cattle, ​horses,​ sheep, ​pigs,​ deer, ​alpaca, ​llamas, ​wild boar, ​badgers, ​foxes, ​hedgehogs, ​domestic cats, ​mice, and ​voles.

Bovine TB had been rampant in British cattle in the first half of the 20th century. But from the 1950s, with a law banning the sale of tuberculin-infected milk, a new tuberculin test for cattle and eradication of whole herds that had been infected, it started to decline. In 1979 the prevalence of bovine TB fell to a record low in the UK. Just 0.49% of herds tested had a TB reactor – 0.018% of all cattle tested. Significantly, these reductions in bovine TB had been achieved largely though cattle-based measures.

However by then, after the discovery of the diseased badger in ​Gloucestershire in 1971, ​Maff had begun to suspect that badgers acted as a reservoir for the disease. While cattle herds with TB could be slaughtered, the ministry figured, badgers carrying the disease could infect new herds. Maff examined 1,934 badger carcasses in the south west between 1971 and 1976 and found 17% had bovine TB.

Maff’s response from 1975 was to start gassing Meles meles with cyanide under the ​Conservation of Wild Creatures and Wild Plants Act. At the same time it established a ​Consultative Panel on Badgers and TB to provide independent advice and recommend appropriate advice on limiting the spread of TB from badgers to cattle. The panel included representatives of the ​NFU, ​British Veterinary Association (​BVA), the ​Royal Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (RSPCA) and the ​National Federation of Badger Groups.

By the late 1970s, the gassing had become unpopular with the public. In August 1979, a Maff plan to gas setts at ​Corndon Down in Devon resulted in a major protest and the formation of the ​Dartmoor Badger Protection League. Farmers, landowners, retired army officers, civil servants, politicians, academics and even holidaymakers joined the Corndon Down protests, which brought national media attention to the growing opposition to the gassing of badgers.

Responding to the public mood, the government halted badger gassing in 1980 and appointed ​Lord Zuckerman, ​President of the Zoological Society of London, to review badger culling and bovine TB reduction. Lord Zuckerman reported within 12 months but his findings proved highly controversial. In his report he stated that badgers were ‘highly susceptible’ to the bovine tubercle bacillus and that the resulting infection took a virulent form which encouraged the rapid spread of the disease.

Zuckerman stated:

‘There can be no doubt that there has been a significant increase in the incidence of the disease in badgers and that the tuberculosis in badgers may now be spreading from the dense highly infected population in the south west.’

Zuckerman recommended that controlled culling of badgers using cyanide gas re-start, although he did accept that further research was needed into the speed which cyanide gas killed badgers at different concentrations.

However eight months after gassing re-started, the badger received a break from an unexpected source: the ​Chemical Defence Establishment at ​Porton Down. It dropped a political bombshell by releasing report which showed that badgers who had been gassed died a lingering, agonising death or suffered brain damage and escaped to other setts, where they could increase the spread of the TB.

Following the publication of the Porton Down report, ​Peter Walker, the Agriculture Minister, was forced to tell the Commons on 1 July 1982:

‘The results of the Porton Down Research imply that there must be some doubt whether all the badgers in a gassed sett die quickly and therefore whether they die humanely.’

All further badger gassing was halted, but many leading conservationists and scientists remained unhappy with the ​Badger Consultative Panel and some of its key members, particularly the ​British Veterinary Association and the ​RSPCA, for not demanding a speedier end to badger gassing on humaneness grounds.

From 1982 onwards the Ministry of Agriculture, Food and Fisheries pursued a policy of reactive culling, trapping and shooting around 2,000 badgers a year in high risk TB areas, following TB outbreaks on farms, but only where local veterinary officers believed badgers were implicated. These were small scale reactive culling operations intended to remove just the badgers responsible for transmitting disease.

Surprisingly, none of the badgers killed were tested for TB, meaning there was no way to establish the effectiveness of culling or its local impact on lowering bovine TB.

In 1986 a report by ​George Dunnet, a professor of natural history at ​Aberdeen University, called for the urgent development of a live TB test for badgers to prove they had TB before they were killed. In the meantime he recommended that culling should be limited only to areas where cattle tested positive for TB (termed a ‘TB breakdown’).

Over time the ​NFU and ​BVA called for this interim strategy to be changed as they believed reactive culling was allowing a resurgence of bovine TB, particularly in the south west, where the damp pastoral landscape provided ideal conditions for both dairy farming and the earthworms and other invertebrates that dominated the badger’s diet.

From 2000 the number of cattle infected with bovine TB rocketed (for the actual cause of this rise see Chapter 4). Pressure again rose for a cull – and ​David Cameron’s government introduced one.

One might think that this decision to wipe out in some areas of the countryside a wild animal that had been here for hundreds of thousands of years would be based on sound science. That would be reasonable – but wrong.

In fact, after 40 years, 35,000 dead badgers, and hundreds of millions spent tackling bovine TB, badger culls ultimately rest on a single piece of research from a poorly conducted experiment by the ​Ministry of Agriculture in the early 1970s. It took place in January 1975 at the ​Central Veterinary Laboratories in ​Weybridge. The field research was designed to prove the cross-transmission of tubercle bacilli from badgers to cattle under controlled conditions.

Thirteen badgers were captured from a population known to be carrying TB. Nine of these diseased badgers were confined in a yard measuring 12 metres by 8.5 metres, while the others were held in isolation to replace those that died. Every month the badgers were examined, with blood samples being taken. For the first two years they were also tested for TB every two months. Over time three calves were introduced into the confined enclosure with the badgers. Despite being in close proximity to badgers, which were excreting TB, it took six months for the first calf to react positive to a TB test. The second reacted positive at eight months, while the third took ten months.

The experiment threw up many problems:


	Badgers made great efforts to escape and had to be held in concrete lined yards with steel doors

	They were highly stressed, which may have increased the risk of spreading TB

	They didn’t seem to be especially bothered by the TB. One survived for three and half years after M.bovis was isolated from its faeces. Two survived for more than two years



The ​Ministry of Agriculture scientists who undertook the research accepted that it was inefficient and unnatural and showed that the risk of cattle acquiring TB from badgers was low, even under these artificial conditions. In their final research paper they stated:

‘In the field the relative risk of cattle acquiring infection from badgers is low and usually only small numbers of cattle become infected. In these experiments the conditions were highly artificial but again the risk appeared to be low.

Calves would regularly exist in the environment for up to five months without acquiring infection even though badgers were demonstrated to be excreting infected faeces during this period. The badgers made latrines in the cattle areas in both experiments but these were left undisturbed by the cattle.’

It was as if the scientists were saying that it was actually difficult for badgers to spread TB to cattle.

Despite this tentative finding, no other field research looking at cattle and badgers and how the disease could spread between the species has been undertaken in mainland Britain in the last 40 years.

So how did the badger cull come about?

Here my past furnished some clues. Before becoming involved in the badger protection movement, I had been a high-ranking lobbyist in the food and farming industry. In this former life, as chief executive of the ​Crop Protection Association, the trade body for manufacturers of pesticides and herbicides, I worked regularly with the ​NFU President ​Peter Kendall and his deputy, ​Meurig Raymond, and maintained close relationships with senior figures across the food chain, including ministers, policymakers and journalists. I knew how political deals that maximised profits for my paymasters were cut, and I knew the extent of the NFU’s influence over policymakers and ministers.

Throughout my career I had seen how short term economic and political interests trumped the protection of nature.
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New Labour

My first encounter with badger politics came about at a school in ​Wimbledon in 1995. I was helping to organise a ​Young Labour outreach campaign to put ​Tony Blair, Labour’s youthful new leader, in front of first time voters in the run up to the ​May 1997 general election.

Blair gave a polished presentation on his vision for Britain to hundreds of sixth-formers, who could be crucial to his chances of becoming Prime Minister within two years. The young audience listened politely, but showed little excitement or engagement until it came to questions, when they came alive. At this point the confident new leader of the ​Labour Party was faced with an avalanche of concerns on issues ranging from ​fox hunting to badger culling, and ​vivisection to ​whaling. For the first time I saw Blair under real pressure to show he recognised the importance of animal welfare and wildlife protection to voters.

Following this and other public forums, discussions took place within the Labour leadership to craft a radical election manifesto for animals, which would commit an incoming Labour government to shut down fur farms, ban fox hunting, and end the testing of cosmetics on animals. This animal manifesto ended up in millions of letter boxes in the 1997 election campaign and was undoubtedly a factor in returning Labour to office after 18 years with an 180-seat majority. The manifesto did not include any commitments on badger protection, but it was clear that the concerns of Labour voters on animal welfare and wildlife protection issues would influence the development of policy on bovine TB. Indeed, in the first month of the new Labour administration, on 20 May 1997 the ​Ministry of Agriculture introduced a ​moratorium on new badger culls. Badger trapping teams were called off by mobile phone.

Before deciding a long-term policy, ​Jack Cunningham, Tony Blair’s first Minister of Agriculture, had to assess a scientific review on TB in cattle and badgers which had been carried out in the last year of ​John Major’s Conservative government by ​Professor John Krebs, a leading zoologist at ​Oxford University. In the report, finally published in December 1997, Krebs wrote:

‘Recognising the importance of badgers as a source of infection, over the past two decades Maff has implemented, in succession, a variety of policies for killing badgers in order to control the disease in cattle.

‘However, it is not possible to compare the effectiveness of these different policies; nor is it possible to compare any of them with the impact of not killing badgers at all, because there have been no proper experiments.

‘However, the indication is that more severe culling policies involving complete, or near complete, removal of badgers from an area, are more effective at reducing the herd breakdown rate than is less complete removal.

‘An attempt to target the control at infected badgers only (the ‘live test trial’) was unsuccessful because of the low sensitivity of the test for TB in badgers.

‘We recommend that Maff should set up an experiment to quantify the impact of culling badgers.’

In essence, Krebs was saying that although the evidence from the previous ad hoc culls was shaky it might be the case that destroying all badgers in an area might reduce the number of cattle infected by bovine TB: there should be a trial to find out. He recommended the creation of an ​Independent Scientific Group to ensure the rigour of any trial. The Labour government welcomed the report as ‘representing the best available scientific advice across this area’ and was minded to accept its recommendations. There was strong pressure from animal welfare groups and from voices inside the ​Labour Party to avoid such a trial. But in February 1998 Jack Cunningham established the ​Independent Scientific Group on Cattle TB under the chairmanship of ​Professor John Bourne, a leading veterinarian. Its role was to design the trial.

A battle continued to rage in the Labour Party and the wider conservation movement as to whether culling should take place. Meanwhile, the ​National Farmers Union increased the pressure on Blair to respond to a rise in TB cases in cattle, particularly in the south west.

On 17 August 1998, the new Agriculture Minister, ​Nick Brown, who had replaced Cunningham in Blair’s first reshuffle, announced the government would press ahead with the ​Randomised Badger Culling Trial (RBCT). Brown was a former shadow Leader of the House and an ally of ​Gordon Brown – and was far more willing than his predecessor to accept the economic justification for badger culling to protect the interests of the livestock and dairy industry. He was soon addressing NFU conferences stating that the government was determined to halt the spread of TB and was willing to confront conservationists by extending badger culling outside of the test sites identified by scientists.

Starting in 1998, the RBCT took place in 10 zones of south west and central England deemed high risk for bovine TB. Each zone had three separate 100 square kilometre areas (triplets). Each triplet could test one of three different methods:


	One where badgers were repeatedly culled across all accessible land by the cage trap and shoot method, by specially trained civil servants (known as

proactive culling)

	One where badgers were culled on a single occasion locally and near farmland where recent TB outbreaks occurred, again by cage trap and shoot (known as reactive culling)

	One where no culling took place (badger setts were only surveyed). This last method acted as an experimental control against which the culling areas could be compared



The trial would represent the most substantial and coherent evidence base for the evaluation of badger culling.

However, it was flawed. The trials were subject to protests and some cages were destroyed and badgers released. (​Nick Brown, the minister, soon became a hate figure for some of the more extreme elements of the anti badger cull campaign. In June 2000, ​The Daily Telegraph quoted Brown as saying: ‘I get death threats about this but they haven’t succeeded yet. I have no sympathy with people who say they want to murder the ​Agriculture Minister because they refuse to accept wildlife should be killed for any reason.’)

Most seriously, perhaps, all culling operations were suspended for a year in 2001 because of a large outbreak of ​foot and mouth disease. Foot and mouth can spread rapidly from farm to farm by airborne droplets and soon ripped though the UK from a single case in ​Essex in February. Six million cows, sheep and pigs were slaughtered to halt the spread of the disease, whose epicentre was in ​Cumbria.

Large parts of the countryside were shut off for months and the May 2001 general election was postponed. Foot and mouth devastated farming and the wider rural economy, including tourism. By the time the disease was halted in October 2001, the crisis was estimated to have cost the UK taxpayer more than £8 billion. But that is only part of the picture, because the restocking of cattle to replace the huge numbers that had been slaughtered as a result of foot and mouth brought a new problem in the shape of a wave of bovine TB that was sprayed across the country.

​Jim Scudamore, Maff’s Chief Vet, made it clear to ​Nick Brown and ​Tony Blair that safeguards should be put in place before any cattle restocking. He recommended shutting down many cattle markets which had poor biosecurity controls that could allow the spread of diseases, such as foot and mouth and bovine TB, and a rigid TB testing and movement control system for cattle, especially before any restocking took place from the ​south west of England, a ​TB hotspot.

It is at this point that the ​NFU crucially influenced policy; to devastating effect in terms of the future control of bovine TB in the UK.

The priority for the President of the NFU, ​Ben Gill, was to get the farming industry back on its feet as soon as possible. Farmers across the country faced economic ruin from the foot and mouth crisis; many had lost their herds as a result of the slaughter policy and without replacement cattle they would go out of business.

Unless they could start trading again the very future of the NFU as the voice of farming was at stake. So ​Ben Gill put huge pressure on ​Tony Blair and ​Nick Brown to override the concerns of the Chief Vet and to allow the rapid restocking of cattle, including many from the south west of England.

As a result over the next 12 months hundreds of thousands of cattle were moved across the country, many from TB hotspot areas in the south west, particularly ​Devon and ​Cornwall, without any TB testing and movement controls. Many of these cattle were moved through markets with poor biosecurity, many of which, according to the ​Chief Vet, should have been closed down to prevent further disease outbreaks.

The result was the largest increase in bovine TB in cattle ever in the UK. From 2001 to 2002 the annual number of cattle slaughtered for TB increased by 300% – from under 5,000 to more than 20,000. By the time effective TB testing and movement control systems had been restored in 2003, the figure was almost 25,000. This was not just a disaster for the livestock industry, it was also industrial pollution of wildlife on an unprecedented scale. It was probably the most catastrophic decision for the control of bovine TB for 30 years.
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Gordon Brown vetoes a cull

The foot and mouth crisis brought an end to Nick Brown’s cabinet career and to ​Maff itself. After the general election in June 2001, ​Tony Blair created the ​Department of the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra), which inherited a surge in the number of bovine TB cases in the national herd.

Following the restocking of cattle after the foot and mouth outbreak without TB testing and movement controls, the number of cases of bovine TB in cattle leapt from just over 5,000 in 2001 to 28,000 by 2003. Margaret Beckett, Defra’s first Secretary of State, was soon coming under pressure from farmers and vets to extend badger culling beyond the randomised trial. The NFU called for the lifting of the moratorium on gassing to control badgers and even for the mass gassing of badger populations. At the ​NFU Conference in London on 7 February 2000, its President Ben ​Gill said: ‘There is a desperate need for urgent action on bovine TB, which is currently rising by 23% a year. The need for interim measures to combat bovine TB by culling badgers outside of the ​RBCT areas in the new TB hotspot areas is undeniable.’

Even the ​Prince of Wales became involved in the debate with a 17-page exchange of letters to Tony Blair on farming issues in 2005, which included strong backing for culling badgers. Prince Charles wrote to the ​Prime Minister:

‘I do urge you to look again at introducing a proper cull of badgers where it is necessary. I, for one, cannot understand how the badger lobby seem not to mind at all the slaughter of thousands of expensive cattle, and yet object to a managed cull of an overpopulation of badgers – to me this is intellectually dishonest.’

(The correspondence only came to the attention of the public in May 2015, as a result of a ten-year legal battle by ​The Guardian under ​Freedom of Information legislation.)

At Defra, ​Margaret Beckett, a shrewd political operator who understood better than most the fine balance that had to be reached in ​Defra and the Labour Party on badgers, stuck rigidly to continuing the culling trial. Labour was haemorrhaging support in the wake of the ​Iraq War and Beckett understood the danger of pushing ahead with a highly unpopular policy that would further test the commitment of Labour supporters. Beckett delayed any difficult decisions on culling badgers until after the 2005 general election – a decision which she was criticised for. In February 2005, more than 300 ​vets signed an open letter in which they claimed that Defra had allowed the ‘statutory eradication of the disease to go backwards alarmingly’ and warned that the country faced losing its TB-free status, which could harm meat and dairy exports. (If TB becomes endemic in the national herd the EU and third countries can stop cattle leaving the country for disease control purposes.) After Blair’s third ​election victory in May 2005, a rising star in Labour, ​​​David Miliband, took over at Defra at a critical moment in the cull debate as the randomised trial came to an end and the ​Independent Scientific Group prepared its findings.

In February 2006, Miliband told the ​NFU conference that the government was still prepared to cull badgers to tackle the spread of bovine but that the science must justify one. Behind the scenes Miliband made it clear to his officials that he had no appetite for pushing forward with killing badgers and, in view of a weak scientific case for culling, he was not willing to risk a judicial review on the issue. On 12 July 2006 Defra published the results of a consultation that received 47,000 written responses. 95% of the individual responses were against a badger cull. By June 2007 Miliband got his exit strategy from a culling policy when ​Professor Bourne’s Independent Science Group completed its review of the Randomised Badger Culling Trial. Between 1998 and 2007, the trial had slaughtered 11,000 badgers – at a cost to the taxpayer of £49 million.

The result? It wasn’t worth killing any more badgers.

The trial found little evidence of badgers passing bovine TB via urine – and the number of badgers with late stage TB with a high risk of spreading it to other badgers was a tiny 1.65%.

The RBCT relied on the dubious 1975 concrete pen experiment to assert that badgers spread bovine TB to cattle. Even so, ​Bourne determined that although badgers were a source of cattle TB, culling them could make no meaningful contribution to lowering the spread of the disease and could, under certain circumstances, make matters worse. The trial found that while TB in cattle declined inside the proactive badger cull areas, it increased in the surrounding two kilometres. The scientists thought the disruption culling caused to badger colonies was forcing surviving, diseased badgers to relocate, spreading bovine TB to other badgers and cattle – termed the perturbation effect. Startlingly, a cull could end up making the disease worse.

Secondly, Bourne concluded that weaknesses in cattle testing regimes and movement controls contributed significantly to the persistence and spread of bovine TB.

In a letter to David Miliband, ​​Bourne wrote:

‘While badgers are clearly a source of cattle TB, careful evaluation of our data indicates that badger culling can make no meaningful contribution to cattle TB control in Britain. Indeed some policies under consideration are likely to make matters worse rather than better. Scientific findings indicate that the rising incidence of disease can be reversed, and geographical spread contained, by rapid application of ​cattle-based measures alone’.

The largest ever scientific inquiry into the issue concluded that culling badgers would not solve the TB in cattle crisis. Tackling problems in the cattle industry, however, would.

The ​Chief Scientific Advisor, ​Sir David King, made a last minute challenge to Bourne’s recommendations. Having reviewed the findings of Bourne’s ​Independent Scientific Group, Sir David suggested in a report for David Miliband that a cull might still work.

Giving evidence to the Commons ​Environment Food and Rural Affairs committee (Efra) on 24 October 2007, Sir David explained that although cattle controls remained essential, more thorough removal of badgers could reduce the overall rate of TB in cattle:

‘If this is done in large enough areas, if we can reduce perturbation of badgers by using wherever possible natural boundaries, and if we can do this over a sustained period of time, as said in the report, we would expect that the incidence of TB in cattle would be reduced, and we would need to couple this with action on cattle as well.’

Visibly annoyed, Bourne told the committee that Sir David’s report was ‘hastily written and superficial’. Rosie Woodroffe, an ISG member, complained that it was riddled with ‘small mistakes’.

In a follow-up letter to Michael Jack, chairman of the Efra committee, Sir David explained that he disagreed with Bourne on a technical point about the impact of the first and second years of badger culling in the trial. Sir David wrote:

‘John and I also differ on the extent of the overall beneficial effect. He considers that it is modest whereas I consider that it is much more significant and that the benefits will increase over time with sustained culling.’

Professor Bourne said Sir David’s recommendations, were inconsistent with the findings of the randomised trial and suggested that ​he was being influenced by political and economic interests. Sir David, who had consulted other scientists about the ISG’s findings, denied this.
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