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Dear James

Thank you for your e mail and information/consultation of the 14th January regarding TB vaccinations for cattle and badgers. 

First of all I would like to thank you for giving us the opportunity to input to this very important issue and for your recognition of the importance of gathering views from the organic farming community.  The Soil Association would like to be involved in ongoing developments around TB vaccines and would be keen to attend stakeholder meetings, or if unable, to meet separately with you to discuss.

Below is our response to your paper ‘The potential use of cattle and badger vaccines for bovine TB’

Sections 1 and 2.  These sections are very clear and provide some valuable background information.  It is important to state that the Soil Association would support a vaccine programme to help with the control/eradication of bTB.  The use of vaccines is permitted within the EU organic regulation (2092/91) and within the Soil Association organic standards.  The expectation on organic farmers is that vaccination use is justified by need, and clearly where bTB is concerned the justification would be evident in many regions of England and Wales.  

To your question ‘how good might be good enough to encourage the use of vaccines for both cattle and badgers?’, I would expect the levels of efficacy that you state in your paper (up to 50% fully protected and the remainder up to 80% partially protected) to be sufficient to encourage a wide take up in the regions worst affected.  This to some extent is dependent on costs but given a move towards shared responsibility and below full cost recovery of compensation we would expect a high level of uptake particularly in organic herds (or on organic farms in the case of badger vaccines).  In many organic herds affected by bTB any measures to increase immunity and resistance to bTB or reduce pathogen spread from cattle or badgers is likely to be welcome.  In addition the Soil Association would encourage and promote the responsible use of such a vaccination programme provided it was seen to be part of a suite of management measures to reduce TB incidence.   These measures may include: 

· cattle testing

· monitoring of cattle movements

· practical techniques to avoid cattle to wildlife contamination

· more natural and indigenous ruminant diets (the potential role of maize in susceptibility and increase of badger numbers)

· appropriate mineral supplementation for cattle and badgers

Section 3 and 6.  These sections are again clear and well laid out, dealing with commercialisation, responsibility and cost sharing.  It is encouraging to hear that the development of vaccines has reached stage 2 and that efficacy testing is taking place.

Point 30, regarding the subject of commercialisation is crucial and we would stress the importance of continued public funding until any vaccine programme is available.  The justification for the bTB control programme is one of public health.  Pasteurisation and meat health checks are in place to protect the public from infection from dairy and meat products respectively and these activities are paid for by businesses.  While it is clear that badgers and other wildlife are involved in the spread of bTB (as are cattle) and the control of implicated wildlife is in most cases out of the control of farmers, our view is that there is clear justification for continued public funding particularly through any vaccination development phase.  If central funds were considered unavailable then we suggest public funding could be obtained through the marketplace through a levy approach rather than central public funds, in this way all consumers of meat and milk (including farmers) would be taking collective responsibility for funding the vaccination programme.

Section 6 .2 Trade.  We have no concerns over consumer acceptability of products from vaccinated livestock.  Regarding trade constraints we would like to be involved in more detailed considerations around the bullet points identified in point 66.  However, we would support limiting and reducing international trade in livestock, aiming to regionalise and localise trade and movements wherever possible (backed up by testing and monitoring particularly of livestock that do have to move further).  This moves towards the principle of ‘trade zones’ although we recognise the limitations this may impose.  The risk based livestock trading approach is one that would increase awareness and understanding amongst farmers and may help with sharing responsibility.  A key and important factor in achieving support amongst farmers and consumers for restrictions and limitations in trade is the rebuilding of local and regional markets (food production, processing, distribution and consumption) that positively support reduced movements and trade.  The current nature of our national markets and associated infrastructure contributes to high levels of livestock movements and trade, changing this to a more local structure will require investment and policy/regulatory change.

Section 6.3 Targeting. Location and history/incidence of disease is likely to be important in determining vaccination targeting as is the co-ordinated large are approach. Vaccination could be limited to farmers who are taking a ‘whole farm/herd approach’ to animal health, thereby increasing the likely impact of a vaccination policy and discouraging whole reliance on a vaccination programme.

Point 72. As a principle we would normally support a voluntary vaccination approach, giving farmers a choice of whether or not to vaccinate and supporting them with a risk assessment tool. A voluntary approach also supports the principle of farmers buying vaccines (once the development and trialing phases are complete).  However, a voluntary approach may not be best at targeting areas most affected while compulsory vaccines would appear to best suit a Government funded scheme.  A further question is whether farmers may be expected to buy badger vaccines as well as cattle vaccines and in this case it is likely that a farmer carrying the responsibility of vaccinating badgers is likely to benefit neighbouring farmers.  Therefore we suggest that as a shared responsibility any farmers choosing to vaccinate cattle (and buy vaccines) should be supported by Defra agreeing to carry out a badger vaccination programme on farm at no cost to the farmer.

6.4 Delivery.  A voluntary cattle vaccination scheme clearly suits farmers administering the vaccine themselves once suitable training and information has been provided.  It is presumably important to carry out cattle and badger vaccination programmes on farms in tandem and while cattle vaccines could be administered by farmers the badger vaccines should be supplied and administered by suitable trained Defra funded staff (this could be a farmer).

7. Trends.  A further polarisation of livestock farming is likely in the future with increasing numbers of farms choosing to adopt more sustainable mixed systems such as organic farming with a close link to quality products and the buying public. Others will continue to get larger with greater concentrations of livestock in certain regions and farms, supplying a commodity market.  Given the high level of public benefits delivered by organic farming it is crucial that general policies for agriculture support organic systems, and in particular do not dis-incentivise sustainable production.  Economics are leading even organic herds to increase herd size and in non-organic herds average cow numbers are increasing significantly.  This leads to higher concentrations of livestock presenting animal health and environmental challenges.  There needs to be greater recognition of the value to animal health and the environment of ‘diluting’ the concentrations of livestock across the UK.  It is also important to engage positively with the farming community regarding bTB between now and the time when any vaccination programme is available, otherwise farmers will become even more disillusioned and disengaged with many choosing to cease livestock production altogether.  At a time when food security is becoming as important as environmental protection and animal health and welfare, sustainable agriculture (environmentally, socially and economically sustainable) needs to be nurtured and supported.
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