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Stage One: How The Epidemic Began, 19-28 February 3
Commentary: How and when did the outbreak really begin;
why was this so important; why did the disease spread so fast? 

Stage Two: Out Of Control, 1-21 March 6
Commentary: Why was the Northumberland report 
ignored; what was the hidden role of the European Union?

Stage Three: The Computer Takes Over, 21-31 March 9
Commentary: Why was Prof Roy Anderson’s computer 
model so flawed; and was the “contiguous cull” policy legal?

Stage Four: The Great Vaccination Battle, 12
21 March to 23 April
Commentary: Why were the world’s top foot-and-mouth 
experts ignored, and what really lay behind an anti-vaccination
campaign so blatantly based on misrepresenting the facts?

Stage Five: MAFF Versus the Countryside, 1-27 April 16
Commentary: As the mass-cull policy sent a wave of shock 
through rural Britain, was MAFF breaking the law on an 
unprecedented scale?

Stage Six: Fiddling the Figures, end April 20
to early May
How the government deliberately manipulated official figures 
to further Mr Blair’s election plans.

Stage Seven: Mr Blair’s Great Gamble, May to 7 June 21
Could Mr Blair hide the continuing reign of terror over 
the countryside long enough to fool the public that the 
epidemic was over?

Stage Eight: Mr Blair’s Pyrrhic Victory, June to October 23
As the mass-cull failed to stop new outbreaks, amid new 
revelations about the soaring financial cost of the disaster,
how long would it be before the government was forced to 
recognise that the central purpose of its policy — to restore 
meat and livestock exports — had failed?

Stage Nine: The Great Inquiry Farce 28
Why, when Mr Blair finally announced his three 
“independent” inquiries, it was clear that they would be 
nothing of the kind.

Conclusions 29
The main lessons to be learned from this story and a brief 
assessment of the role played by its leading figures.
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DEFRA Department of the Environment, Food and Rural

Affairs (replaced MAFF after June 2001 election).

FMD Foot-and-mouth disease.

IAH Institute for Animal Health, Pirbright, Surrey,
MAFF’s main FMD research centre and reference
laboratory.

MAFF Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food
(abolished after the election and replaced by
DEFRA).

NFU National Farmers’ Union (representing 30 percent
of British farmers, under president Ben Gill).

OIE Office Internationale des Epizooties (based in
Paris, worldwide rule-making body on issues
related to animal diseases, including trade).

SVC Standing Veterinary Committee (based in Brussels,
the key European Union policy-making body on
veterinary matters).

����������	�	������������
��������
February 2001
19 FMD first officially spotted in pigs at Cheale’s abattoir,

Essex.
20 FMD officially confirmed by MAFF.
21 European Commission bans UK meat exports worldwide.
23 MAFF identifies FMD at Heddon-on-the-Wall pig farm,

Northumberland, and speculates this was the original
“focus”.

28 Outbreaks rise to 26, between Northern Ireland and
Devon.

March
6 Outbreaks up to 96. Sir John Krebs arranges for Prof Roy

Anderson to present computer findings that epidemic is
“out of control”.

11 Up to 164. Nick Brown says epidemic “under control”.
14 EU warns “no vaccination”; Krebs orders MAFF to hand

data to Anderson.
18 Outbreaks up to 303.
20 Up to 348. Ben Gill pleads with Tony Blair to speed up

slaughter and disposal programme.
21 Up to 411. Prof David King takes charge; epidemic “out of

control”, Prof Anderson tells NNeewwssnniigghhtt.
22 Blair shocked by visit to Cumbria; army’s role stepped up;

King appoints Anderson as his chief FMD adviser.
27 Peter Kindersley applies for high court injunction to switch

“contiguous cull” policy to vaccination.
28 UK asks Brussels for permission to vaccinate in Cumbria

and Devon.
29 Outbreaks up to 729.
31 60 new outbreaks, worst day of epidemic, bring total to

846.

April
2 Blair summons pro-vaccination campaigners, postpones

election to 7 June.
4 Outbreaks top 1,000, reaching 1,020.
9 Outbreaks up to 1,137.

12 Secret Chequers meeting on vaccination.
23 Brown pulls rug on Blair’s vaccination plan to MPs.
25 King shows MPs Anderson’s graph predicting epidemic

over by 7 June. “Phoenix the calf” saved; MAFF cancels
contiguous cull on cattle.

30 Outbreaks reach 1,517.

May
2 King tells MPs epidemic “tapering off”.

11 MAFF backs down on Exmoor cattle cull.
13 “Reign of terror” begins around Knowstone, Devon.
17 Daily outbreak figure hits zero for first time.
18 MAFF out in force around Settle, N. Yorks.
31 Outbreaks reach 1,718.

June
7 Blair’s election victory.

12 Trading Standards Institute calls for public inquiry.
15 Royal College of Veterinary Surgeons calls for inquiry.
21 High court reprieves Grunty the pig.

July-August
New outbreaks round Thirsk threaten E. Yorkshire pig farms;
serological testing and mass-cull on Brecon Beacons.
9 August: Blair announces three inquiries.
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� A TRICK the government was to use
throughout the crisis was to refer to what
was happening as the foot-and-mouth “out-
break”. Technically, one infected animal con-
stitutes a “case”, two or more in the same
flock or herd an “outbreak”, more than one
outbreak an “epidemic”. Ministers and gov-
ernment spokesmen were noticeably careful
to avoid use of the word “epidemic”, even
though this was what it was from day one.
This misuse of terminology was so consis-
tent it cannot have been accidental.
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� FOR well over a century the foot-and-
mouth virus had been feared by anyone
connected with agriculture as much as any
other disease affecting animals. It is highly
contagious and spreads with remarkable
speed, causing highly painful blisters in and
around the animals’ mouths and feet, and
severe lameness.

It is particularly serious in cattle and pigs,
for whom the disease can prove fatal. Those
animals which survive may remain severely
debilitated, causing weight loss and serious
reduction in milk yields. For economic as well
as animal welfare reasons, the virus is thus
regarded as a major enemy, calling for
drastic counter-measures and extreme vigi-
lance.

In Taiwan, where until 2001 the worst epi-
demic of FMD ever recorded affected the
intensive pig-farming industry in 1997, one
million pigs died and more than three million
were slaughtered. The disease is much less
obviously harmful to sheep, in which it may
often be hard to detect. Most recover without
evident after-effects, and although Britain’s
2001 epidemic was first identified in pigs and
cattle, the fact that it turned out to be prima-
rily sheep-borne was a major complicating
factor.

����������
�������	

� THE foot-and-mouth virus has been iden-
tified in seven main strains, and dozens of
sub-strains.

Pan-Asian 0, the latest to appear, was
first identified in India in the early 1990s. It
first spread westward to the Middle East,
then to the Far East. It reached south-
eastern Europe in 1996, in the epidemic in
Macedonia and the southern Balkans. It first
reached western Europe when it came to
Britain in 2001.
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ALTHOUGH MAFF continued to refer to
the Waugh pig farm at Heddon-on-the-
Wall as the original source of the
outbreak, it was never able to produce
conclusive evidence to support this.

For political purposes it was convenient
to identify Burnside farm as the source, not
least because it was an intensive pig unit
which had aroused intense criticism on
both hygiene and welfare grounds (MAFF
was eventually to bring a series of criminal
charges against the Waugh brothers for the
way they had allegedly run their “dirty
farm”).

There was equally no evidence to
support the view, also fostered by MAFF,
that the pigs there had become infected by
eating swill containing contaminated meat
imported from abroad, obtained either from
Chinese restaurants in Newcastle or from a
nearby British army barracks. The
Albemarle barracks did use meat from
Uruguay (a country with FMD), under EU
procurement rules which require the British
army to buy meat from the cheapest,
usually non-British sources. But although it
was politically convenient to identify pig
swill as the cause of the epidemic (the
government would later introduce severe
restrictions on feeding
swill to pigs), no proof
that this was the original
infectious agent was ever
produced.

In fact circumstantial
evidence increasingly
suggested that the
epidemic had not
originated at Heddon at
all; that foot-and-mouth
had probably been
around for months before
it infected the Waughs’
pigs; and that the
species initially infected
had been sheep, in
which the signs of FMD
are often hard to detect.

Once the epidemic
had been identified, a
number of farmers in
south-west Scotland, the north of England
and south Wales recalled that their sheep
had shown signs compatible with FMD —
such as lameness, general debility and an
abnormal tendency to abort — in January
or even earlier. David Owen, of Farmers
First, the organisation which ran the
“farmers’ ferry” transporting large numbers
of sheep and lambs across the Channel to
the continent, recalled that, as early as the
previous October, he had noticed an
unusual number of farmers from the Brecon
Beacons and south Wales beginning to
report that sheep they had booked on to
the ferry were too ill to travel, showing
signs which in retrospect he recognised as
compatible with FMD.

On 31 January, Hugues Inizan, a
Breton-born dealer living near Plymouth,
used the “farmers’ ferry” to transport 402
sheep from around Abergavenny,
Crickhowell and Builth Wells in south and
mid-Wales to Normandy. After the first
reports of foot-and-mouth in Britain, Marc
Nozin, a French farmer
who had bought half the
sheep, asked the French
authorities to test them.
Seven of 31 sheep
sampled showed up as
“highly positive” for foot-
and-mouth. On 7 March
all the animals on M.
Nozin’s farm were
slaughtered. Yet these
were sheep which had
been transported to
France, with health
certificates signed by Welsh Assembly vets,
nearly three weeks before FMD was
officially identified.

All this made it seem totally implausible
that the disease had originated at the
Waughs’ pig farm. FMD is quickly
identifiable in pigs and the ministry
inspector who visited the farm on 25
January had seen no sign of it. What was
far more likely was that the pigs had caught
it from nearby sheep rather than the other
way around.

Inevitably the lack of hard scientific
evidence encouraged widespread
speculation as to the “true” origins of the
infection, such as suggestions that it had
come from a phial of live Pan Asian O virus

stolen by animal rights
activists from Pirbright or
the Ministry of Defence’s
biological warfare research
centre at Porton Down; or
that it had escaped from a
MAFF experimental farm
in the north of England,
where the ministry had
been testing vaccines.

This speculation was
fuelled further by evidence
that, in the weeks
immediately preceding
official identification of the
first outbreak, MAFF had
been making inquiries
about the availability of
railway sleepers and other
combustible materials,
specifically linked to
contingency plans for any

outbreak of foot-and-mouth.
Fran Talbot, whose husband ran a

timber company at Wootton in Staffordshire,
reported that she had been called by MAFF
at the beginning of February. Another
timber merchant, Mike Littlehales, of
Seighford, near Stafford, had had a similar
call from MAFF asking if he could “supply
timber in case of foot-and-mouth”, because
MAFF officials had wanted to “update their
records”. When two weeks later the first
outbreaks were reported on the news, Mr
Littlehales recalled saying to his wife: “That
seems very strange, that lady phoning me
up a couple of weeks ago about the timber
for foot-and-mouth. I wonder if they already
knew then?”

Until more complete evidence comes to
light, the question as to how the epidemic
began and whether or not MAFF had
advance warning must remain open.
Veteran FMD experts recall that such
rumours about their origins were not
unfamiliar in earlier epidemics. What is far

more important, however,
in terms of assessing the
government’s response to
the appearance of the
disease, is the near-
certainty that it had been
spreading through the
national sheep flock for
weeks and probably
months before it was
officially identified.

The significance of this
emerged very quickly
when, within days, it

became apparent just how many areas of
the country were affected. This made the
2001 epidemic totally different from the
tightly-focused 1967/8 epidemic, which had
been concentrated in just one,
comparatively small area.

The traditional veterinary response to
FMD, since the 19th century, has been to
stamp as hard as possible on the disease
when it first appears, by killing all the
animals in the herds or flocks infected, in
the hope that it can be confined to “stage
one” of its potential spread. “Stage two” is
where it spreads outwards from the initial
focus of infection, when inevitably it
becomes increasingly hard to control.
“Stage three” is where it becomes a “multi-
species” infection and begins to pop up in
all sorts of places not obviously connected
to the original focus, by which time it has
become an epidemic out of control.

The problem with the 2001 epidemic
was that, by the time it was officially
recognised, it had already reached “stage
three”. Yet the response of the ministry was
to try to treat it as if it was still in “stage
one”, a focused outbreak which could still
be controlled by “stage one” methods. From
this point on, MAFF was always to remain
way behind the game, with a disease
which, nine days after it been identified,
was already raging across 400 miles of
Britain’s countryside.

�����
��
�����	�����������

��	���������		���	������

THE initial red herring was that FMD
was first identified in pigs at an Essex
abattoir; and that its original source 
was then identified, on very flimsy
evidence, as a farm supplying pigs to
that abattoir from 300 miles away in
Northumberland.

This prompted the Conservative
agriculture spokesman Tim Yeo to blame
the spread of the disease on the mass-
closure of Britain’s rural abattoirs, and
MAFF’s inadequate response to the
shortage of state vets. He overlooked the
somewhat embarrassing fact that the
closing down of three quarters of Britain’s
slaughterhouses in 10 years had largely
been due to the over-zealous application of
EU hygiene rules by a Tory government of
which Mr Yeo was a member; and that it

‘Evidence increasingly
suggested the epidemic

had not originated at
Heddon at all; that FMD

had probably been
around for months

before it infected the
Waughs’ pigs…’

MAFF ‘scapegoat’ Bobby Waugh,
whose Northumberland pig farm was
‘almost certainly not the source of
the epidemic’

�

Foot&mouth_text_3.qxd  19/10/01  14:07  Page 5



���������	�
��������������
������

���������������������������
�� ����
��

����������	
��� ��!��
���
��
�
�����������


����"#$���%���
�������&��%�����
����

��!��
��' �%
������!�
��(� �%����%)

�����%� �*����%������+������� 

,�����%�� �	���������%�� �-.������%��

���
���/�������0%)�
�

���������	�
��	������	����������	

���������
��������������������

�����������������	���	���������
�����

 �����!�"��
�	�#� �������� ��
���##���$

� ���%&&'���	
#�(��)
��*� �����

������+�	�� �����#�� ����,�����#���

�#����	��,��-���	�#�����
�.�����
�

���� ������/������0
�,����������
����
�

����+
�����
�����������	��
��	���.��-�

������"��
�	�!/"///���
�����������

,
����������
�
�.���� .	��"���(
�
��

(
�����������
�.�#��
�
����
�	��	

�
.	���#�	 .�������#�� ��
�.���������

���
�.��
��"�����,���� ����#����,�#��

��������	��� �����
���#�1 ���
�"�2(��

������	���� ��
���� ��
����������

����
�.�������	����	��������#��	

�
��������#���� �� ��
�.��%&&'�

��� ����������"����������
�	��	����,

�#�����
�.���������
�������������
�	��	

���,���#�����	
�	�
������� �������	


�#��
���	�������

%�����#����,
��
�.�������
��������#����

#� ��������
�#���"��%&&'�������.�����

��������������
�.�+������
���3���-

����
�.������
����� �����	���

+
�#��������-�����+� �(
������3���-

����
�.�����	
�.� ������/��
���������

�������	����+4�#���������-������(�

�
�	����+%-����
�"����
�.��������� ��

��(��������##��	����
�����������5
�	
�

��+������
���3��-"��	
�	�����(�� ����

�������
������������������
�.�+�	�

,
������-��� ������
�#����#���"�#����

�����(���
�	���+2-����
���6�

��(����������
����
.	�������������"����

(��
���	��
���+� �(
������3��-"

(�� ������#
����#���� �	��
�
����

���# �
����������
�.�+�/�,
������-�7
�

	�����
.
���������,���#�+�/��
��-8

��
������(����"�(������
���������

�������#��#���#�����"���������

����� �������
����
����� �� ����
�

����
�##
�
����
���
�.�������

�	������
��
����
���	���(�����

�������(���������#��	� �������#

#�����������	
��#��
�
��#�������
�.��

�
(
�."�� ���������(����. 
�	�����	

	
.	���#��	�����
�.������"����#�����

���#�������������� ��
�������#
���"

�#����	�� .	��	��
.	��
���� �
�.���
�"

(�
�������
�.������(��������	
�	���

�
�.������
����
��	���#�� ����� ���	

����� �����������(��
�������

9 ������

����������	"��
�	��	�� �����#

� ����,�����	
�.���:"�0
�,���������
�

	�����+����� ��������
�-��	����	

�
������������+ �����������;�����

�
�
���
�.�
�-��� ���	����������.���
�.

#� �����
���������##���������������(��

�������#��	�����	
���
�
��������

���,�
�.��	��
��
���<#���
��������,
�.

������#�����
������ �������#�
�#��
��

������ .	���"��	��,������	����#��

���������������#
�������=
���
.	���4�

�
.	���	����,����������#����	

���������������
�������#����� ��
�.�

����	
���	������������������ ��#�
�.


��#
��������#�����������(��������
(
�.

�����
��������
����#�����

������
����#��	����
�������"������#

#
��
�.��	
��.��������(���
���	�����#

	��#>� �����,
������#��	�����
������	

�
���

�%&&����� �����	��"��������������
(

���� ��
�."�
��	��������.��#��������������

����������������������
�.���������

5
����
��?�����	
�"��	�#
����@� �������

������#����1 ���
������%�.������ �

#����������.��	��� ��
���
������.��

������
�.��	���
������+� ���.� �-�#��


�#����������������������
���	�� .	� �

����//��
����#� �
�#������ �����
�"�
�

���
�����	
�	�
���� ��������������

��������������5
�	��	�#
����������#��	

�
����	�(
�.�����������
��4�����"

�	�4�
�	���� ������� �����
�
����6 .	

�������
�A�+4���
(�����#��	�����
��
�

	������������
�	�������	
�-$������	���
�

����+���	
�.��	�����#����������-����
��
�

��������+�	������#�� ���-�

����B�����	��	������#����	�#
�����
�

���,��#�������
��	�(
�.�������������	

.��������
���	�	����������#���B�����

�	��	
#�(��)
��*� ���������,�
�

(
���������#��	��
����	�(
�.���

���������+�	�������-"��
�	� �

��������	
��������	���	�������������
had similarly been due to Tory cuts that the
State Veterinary Service had lost half its
staff.

The chief reason for the rapid spread of
FMD in 2001 lay in the remarkable number
of sheep movements which had taken place
round the country in the weeks preceding
the first outbreak, and in the emergence of
a “black sheep economy” created by the
peculiar rules of the EU’s sheep subsidy
system.

As MAFF’s vets attempted to trade
“dangerous contacts”, they soon discovered
that many of the sheep suspected of
spreading the infection all down the west
side of Britain had recently passed through
one of the country’s largest sheep markets
at Longtown, near Carlisle in Cumbria, and
other markets in Welshpool and
Northampton. Many of these had gone to a
handful of big buyers, to be dropped around
the country to allow the holders of EU
sheep quota to make up the numbers of
animals for which they had already claimed
subsidies.

Late winter or early spring traditionally
sees a large number of sheep movements,
because this is the time of year when the
previous year’s lambs or “hoggetts” are sold
on for fattening before Easter when new
lambs come on the market. But in recent
years this trade has been greatly extended
by the rules of the EU’s so-called “ewe
premium” quota system. Farmers are
allowed to claim “quota” for the number of
sheep on which subsidies are due in
November. But they are not obliged to show
ministry inspectors how many sheep they
actually possess until 4 February, the start
of the so-called “retention period”.

In the winter of 2000-1 quota had been
absurdly cheap, partly because MAFF had
over-estimated the previous year’s sheep
census by one million. A small minority of
farmers had thus been buying up quota by
the trailer-load, without having the sheep to
justify it. There are of course draconian
penalties for claiming subsidies on sheep
which don’t exist, which was why, around 4
February, there was a rush to make
deliveries of ewes all over the country to
match the quota for which subsidies were
being claimed.

The trouble was that, since this practice
was illegal, the movements of these sheep
were not recorded. Which was why, when it
turned out that many of the sheep bought
“out of ring” in Cumbria were infected and
MAFF began trying to trace where they had
all gone to, the task was all but impossible.
Many ewes had been secretly dropped
around the countryside, often in quite small
consignments. They had even sometimes
been moved on, after being counted by the
inspector, so they could be used to justify
another illicit subsidy claim elsewhere (“bed
and breakfasting”).

Thanks to this racket large numbers of
potentially infected sheep had dropped off
the ministry radar, just when it was vital to
track them down to see where the disease
might have got to. Thus did the “black
sheep” economy developed to exploit EU
subsidy rules play its crucial part in
ensuring that Britain’s foot-and-mouth 
epidemic would become the worst ever
recorded.
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ONE of the biggest puzzles in the early
days of the crisis was why MAFF’s
strategy for tackling the disease was so
dramatically different from that used 30
years earlier to bring the 1967/8
epidemic under control.

Farmers were baffled as to why it
seemed to be taking so long to slaughter
and dispose of infected animals. Why did
MAFF often have to wait days for samples
to be confirmed as “positive” by Pirbright?
Why was it not possible for local vets to
order slaughter on diagnosis? Why did they
have to apply for authorisation to a
committee of MAFF vets in London, at Page
Street, Westminster? Why, after slaughter,
was it then taking so long to dispose of
carcasses? Why were they often having to
be taken away to be burned, rather than
buried on the spot in quicklime, as had
been common practice in 1967?

Similarly baffling was the thinking behind
these “three kilometre protection zones” and
“10 kilometre surveillance zones”. Where
had all this new strategy come from?
Certainly Nick Brown and his officials never
bothered to explain it.

The mystery only deepened when a
retired senior vet from Shropshire, Ken
Tyrrell, who had been at the centre of the
1967/8 epidemic, suggested to his local MP,
Owen Paterson, that he should look at the
report of the official inquiry into that
epidemic, published in 1969. This had been
carried out under the chairmanship of a
highly-respected figure in the farming world
of that time, the Duke of Northumberland.

The Northumberland report, as Paterson
was quick to pass on to his political and
media contacts, was an eye-opener. It came
to a series of firm conclusions as to how
any future FMD epidemic should be tackled.
The most important factor for curbing the
spread of the disease, it urged, was speed.
As soon as animals were diagnosed by a
local vet as being infected, they should be
slaughtered on the same day. They should
then be buried the same day, on the same
farm, in quicklime to kill off any remaining
infectivity.

The contrast between all this and
MAFF’s policy in 2001 could not have been
more striking. It was as if every one of
Northumberland’s central recommendations,
derived from an exhaustive public inquiry
and published only a year after the
epidemic ended, had been not just ignored
but stood on its head.

Only due to careful trawling through the
website of the European Commission did
the explanation for all these riddles emerge
to public view. The reason MAFF’s strategy
for tackling foot-and-mouth had so
dramatically changed was that the British
government was no longer in charge of
policy on foot-and-mouth. The power to
determine how the disease should be
tackled had been handed over to Brussels
back in the 1980s. It emerged that the

MAFF’s chief vet Jim Scudamore was ‘out of
his depth’ from day one

‘I believe myself that
Britain has totally
mishandled this’
– Irish minister 

Hugh Byrne

C
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procedures any member state should adopt
to respond to an outbreak of foot-and-
mouth were now laid out in detail in a
European Community directive, 85/511.

It was this directive which had turned
the Northumberland report on its head by
requiring, for instance, that there should be
delays in slaughtering suspected animals
until samples had been taken and approval
received from the ministry. And it was this
directive which had set up the “three
kilometre protection zones” and “10
kilometre surveillance zones”, which in the
early days caused such confusion among
MAFF officials, with their talk of “two miles”
and “10 miles” because these protocols laid
down by Brussels were so unfamiliar to
them.

Since the EU now had ultimate control
over the response to any outbreak of FMD
within its territory, the British government
was obliged to act within the terms of the
directive in everything it did. It was bound
to consult with the EU at every stage, in
particular with its immensely powerful
Standing Veterinary Committee (made up
of the chief vets from each of the 15
member states), and to seek EU and SVC
approval for any new policy decision. And in
no respect was the EU’s influence more
relevant than in its policy on the use of
vaccination, enshrined in a further directive,
90/423, to which we shall return in detail in
a later section.

But these were not the only ways in
which the EU had influenced the methods
by which Britain was free to tackle the
disease. Another highly significant 
reversal of earlier national policy derived
from the EU’s groundwater directive, 80/68,
and the powers it gave to the Environment
Agency to ban on-farm burials and the 
use of quicklime. This in itself overruled
another of Northumberland’s central
recommendations, and became a major
factor in creating those further delays
between the bedrock, the slaughter of
animals and the removal of their carcasses.
It was true that nature had made on-farm
burial difficult in some of the areas where in
2001 FMD was so prevalent. In Cumbria
soil often provides only a thin cover for
bedrock. In Devon an exceptionally wet
winter had raised the water-table near the
surface. But in general it was the new
regulatory framework deriving from

Brussels which now switched disposal
away from on-farm burial to other methods,
such as burning the carcasses on pyres,
rendering them down into powder or
dumping them in mass-burial sites which
had been approved as safe by officials of
the Environment Agency.

The irony was that, in the name of
protecting the environment, this only
created new environmental problems. Not
only was there the risk of spreading
disease by leaving infected carcasses lying
around in fields, sometimes for weeks on
end. There were also the hazards which
might arise from toxic smoke given off by
pyres; those posed by the need to transport
vast quantities of carcasses along public
roads; and finally those arising from
contamination of groundwater by leachate
from mass-graves, several of which, such
as the one at Epynt in south Wales, were
sited in what turned out to be wholly
unsuitable places on the advice of the
Environment Agency itself.

There were other respects in
which the story of the 2001 foot-
and-mouth crisis was heavily
influenced by this hidden
“European dimension”. Whether
or not imported meat turned out
to be the original source of the
infection, there was little the UK
could do about it since, under
EU trade rules, the British
government no longer had the
power to prohibit imports of
meat from any country where
meat plants had been approved
of by Brussels. And it turned out
that these included no fewer
than twenty-six countries where foot-and-
mouth was still active, including Brazil,
Uruguay, Argentina, Namibia and South
Africa.

Nevertheless, under world trade rules
laid down by the OIE, exports were only
permitted from regions within those
countries certified as FMD-free. The same
rules applied within the EU itself. Although
when FMD appeared in Britain in February,
the European Commission immediately
imposed a blanket ban on exports of meat
and livestock from Britain to anywhere else
in the world, it might eventually be possible
to relax that ban in favour of any UK
regions, such as Northern Ireland or

Scotland, which could be certified as
disease-free ahead of the rest.

Yet another feature of the “European
dimension” which politicians seemed
anxious to keep under wraps was that
Brussels now had total control over what
compensation could legally be paid to all
those who suffered financial loss as a
result of the crisis. Farmers whose stock
was slaughtered could be compensated for
the market value of their animals under an
EU scheme to which UK taxpayers
contributed 80 percent. But the EU made it
illegal to compensate farmers who had
been prohibited from earning a living
because of movement restrictions on their
animals, even though they were suffering
severe financial losses solely as a result of
government action.

It would also be illegal under EU “state
aid” rules to compensate a huge number of
other businesses which were now suffering
severe economic damage, not least due to
the closure of the countryside and the
drying up of tourist income (it was
estimated that tourism related to the
countryside brought in £12bn a year).

One anomaly in this was highlighted
when the Isle of Man, which is not in the
EU and therefore not subject to these rules,
was able to pay £1m in compensation to its
hotel industry for income lost when, as part
of the rigorous efforts to keep FMD out of
the island, the TT motorcycle races were
cancelled. The British government would
not have been permitted to do this.

But perhaps oddest of all, in light of the
extraordinary degree to which Britain’s
policy on foot-and-mouth was now
dominated by the shadowy presence of the
EU, was the way this was hardly ever
publicly mentioned. It would have been
quite impossible to understand why the
government responded to the 2001

epidemic in the way it
did without grasping
how far this was shaped
by that key foot-and-
mouth directive, 85/511,
or appreciating the
power exercised from
behind the scenes by
the EU’s Standing
Veterinary Committee.

Yet this was kept
firmly away from
general view, not just by
ministers but even by
opposition spokesmen
like Mr Yeo. And one of
the remaining mysteries

of the story is why no reference was ever
made to a document which was furnished
by the British government to the European
Commission in 1993, as one of the
requirements of the EU’s overall control of
policy on foot-and-mouth. This was a three
hundred page contingency plan drawn up
by MAFF and approved by the commission,
laying out precisely what it intended to do
in the event of any future outbreak of FMD
in Britain.

If Mr Blair had allowed a proper public
inquiry, this document should have been
the first item of evidence it called for. But to
this day his government has behaved as if
it never existed.

Despite the government’s pitiful
performance, Tory agriculture
spokesman Tim Yeo never
landed a blow

Agriculture minister Nick Brown and his breathtakingly incompetent MAFF officials were
impotent to stop the disease spinning out of control 
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�� THE story behind Prof Anderson’s move to
Imperial College from Oxford began in
January 1999, when he was suspended on full
pay from his chair in zoology while the univer-
sity authorities investigated complaints filed by
his colleague Dr Sunetra Gupta.

He had accused her, publicly and falsely, of
gaining her post at Oxford by sleeping with
another professor in the zoology department.
Two months later Anderson was reinstated,
after agreeing to apologise in writing to those
concerned.This failed to satisfy Dr Gupta, who
continued to press for a public retraction.

A meeting attended by 26 readers, lectur-
ers and professors in the zoology department
passed a unanimous vote of no confidence in
Prof Anderson. Meanwhile, an inquiry by the
university into the research centre in the
zoology department criticised his “autocratic”
management style: conditions at the centre
were “intolerable” and divisions ran “very
deep”.

A separate financial audit then found that
Anderson had not disclosed either to the uni-
versity or the Wellcome Trust, which largely
financed his research centre, that he was a
director and shareholder of International
Biomedical and Health Sciences Consortium,
a private consultancy firm which had close
financial links with the centre.

As director of the Wellcome Trust Centre

for the Epidemiology of Infectious Diseases,
he had applied for more than £4m in research
grants from Wellcome, while also being a
trustee of the Wellcome Trust itself, which
awarded the grants. “There was a degree of
naivety on his part,” a Wellcome spokesman
said. “He should have been aware of the pro-
cedures to be followed. The research centre
was also receiving commercial grants which
were not declared, in breach of the trust’s reg-
ulations.”

On 9 May 2000 Anderson resigned his
Oxford professorship and announced that he
was taking up a chair at Imperial College. A
month later he finally gave Dr Gupta the
formal apology she wanted, admitting there
had been “no foundation in truth whatsoever”
in his comments. He paid her legal costs plus
damages of £l,000, which she donated to
Save the Children. As she told the DDaaiillyy
TTeelleeggrraapphh in June: “I felt nobody should be
allowed to get away with this and remain in a
position where they are making judgements
about people’s lives... I felt there was no other
choice, no other way to protect myself or other
people.”

Anderson also resigned his seat on the
board of trustees for the Wellcome Trust. His
departure was announced by Wellcome on 11
March 2000 in somewhat opaque terms,
stating that “in view of recent events at the
University of Oxford”, his resignation “would be
in the best interests of both the trust and
himself”.

Professor Roy Anderson, champion of the
‘contiguous cull’, whose computer model
directed government policy from March 23

>
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‘Anderson went 
on Newsnight to tell 

the nation the disease
was “out of control”…
This was a calculated

slap in the face for 
MAFF and Nick Brown’

Professor David King, Tony Blair’s Chief Scientist, who seized control of the crisis from MAFF
on March 21
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��  A CURIOUS riddle of the story is why Dr
Christl Donnelly of the Anderson team
should the previous October, apparently out
of the blue, have produced a paper on pre-
vious epidemics of a disease which had not
seriously affected Britain for more than 30
years.

Since this was concerned with a virus
which only affected animals, it was way
outside the team’s normal epidemiolgical
remit. But when FMD appeared four months
later, it certainly put the Imperial College
team in an advantageous position in what
quickly became a major national crisis. Was
the timing of Donnelly’s paper just a happy
accident? Or could the word have somehow
come through to the team that a foot-and-
mouth crisis might be on the way?

One of the bodies best placed to pick up
early warning signs was the Meat Hygiene
Service, responsible for enforcing hygiene
rules in abattoirs, which routinely takes
random samples from animals passing
through slaughterhouses. If tests had picked
up the presence of FMD antibodies 
somewhere in the national sheep flock, the
MHS would have passed this on to its parent
body, the Food Standards Agency; and 
certainly something as significant as this
would have reached its director, Sir John
Krebs.

It would then have been quite natural for
Krebs to ask his old friend Roy Anderson
what he knew about foot-and-mouth, which
might in turn have prompted the idea of a
paper on previous epidemics, to provide
useful background if another one was to
materialise.
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WHAT was particularly odd about the
two scientists who had now in effect
been put in charge of the crisis was that
neither had any background in
veterinary science.

Prof King, the chief scientist and now Mr
Blair’s key adviser, specialised in “the
chemistry of surfaces”. Prof Anderson’s
expertise was using computers to predict
mainly human epidemiology. Yet it was now
on the basis of his computer model that the
government had made a major shift in
policy, designed to crush the disease
literally by overkill. His stepping up of the
controversial “contiguous cull” strategy in
particular was designed to stop the disease
in its tracks by wiping out huge numbers of
animals as quickly as possible, even though
many might never have been exposed to
the disease at all.

No one, it emerged, was more critical of
Anderson’s model than the government’s
own senior foot-and-mouth experts at the
Animal Health Institute’s laboratory at
Pirbright, a “world reference centre” for the
disease.

Dr Paul Kitching, the institute’s deputy-
director and head of FMD research, told
Nick Brown on 29 March that in his view
the model was flawed because it was
based on inadequate or misleading data.
This was not least because it did not take
account of the differences between the way
various species reacted to the disease; and
because it exaggerated the effect of
windborne spread in this particular strain of
FMD, as he had confirmed from direct
experience in the Far East.

His researches convinced him that the
“contiguous cull” was scientifically
unjustified, even “a total suspension of
common sense”. He repeated his criticisms

to Prof King’s scientific advisory committee
in early April — where he was later
described by Prof Anderson as having been
a “lone voice” — although he was
subsequently supported in a paper by Dr
Alex Donaldson, Pirbright’s director, and
three of his staff.

But the real problem with the computer
model, other experts suggested, went even
wider and could unkindly be summed up in
that familiar computer axiom “garbage in,
garbage out”. The data Prof Anderson and
his team were feeding into their programme
might be misleading for at least four further
reasons.

Because the ministry figures were based
on an unreliable assessment of the
starting-point of the epidemic — which had
almost certainly begun months before mid-
February — the epidemic curve stretched
back much further and was therefore flatter
than the ministry allowed for. The curve was
also seriously distorted by the inability of
ministry tests to distinguish between “old”
cases of infection and “new”. Yet it was on
this profile that Anderson’s predictions of its
future course were based.

To a significant extent the reporting of
new cases depended on the veterinary
resources available to carry out diagnosis
and tracing of contacts. Initially the ministry
had only 217 vets available, resulting in an
under-reporting of the true course of the
disease. By the end of March the number
had risen to 1,400, which led to a much
higher degree of reporting. Thus the basis
on which the data was compiled was
seriously inconsistent.

The computer data were further to be
skewed by the contiguous cull itself when,
in late April, the ministry decided that most
animals killed under the cull should no
longer be tested (as would be confirmed by
Jim Scudamore in evidence to the
Commons agriculture committee). The cull
was thus destroying the evidence crucial to
understanding the true incidence of the
disease. It was impossible to know how
many of these animals might have been
infected, either currently or during earlier
months.

How the Daily Telegraph was ‘used’ by Professor Anderson (left) and his colleagues
Dr Christl Donnelly (centre) and Dr Neil Ferguson (right) to promote their
contiguous cull policy
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The figures were also skewed by lack of
tracing or testing away from recognised
infection zones, either of farm stock or of
wild animals which were potential carriers,
such as deer. It was thus difficult to know
where else the disease might have spread
or might be spreading.

Any of these factors in isolation might
have influenced the accuracy of computer
predictions as to the course of the
epidemic. In combination they could have
introduced such distortions as to make the
computer model almost worthless. Yet from
now on it was this model which more than
anything else was to guide the government
in its response to the epidemic.
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A quite separate question was whether
the government actually had the power
in law to authorise the mass-slaughter of
healthy animals which, since 15 March,
had progressively become such a
central feature of its strategy.

EU law, as expressed in directive
85/511, permitted compulsory culling of all
stock on a farm which had tested positive
for FMD, but not the slaughter of animals on
contiguous holdings. However, the law
claimed by MAFF as its authorisation was
not that directive but the UK’s own Animal
Health Act 1981. This not only required the
slaughter of all stock on a holding
diagnosed as infected. It widened this out to
include any animals which a veterinary
official might, on his discretion, have
reasonable grounds for supposing had been
exposed to infection.

But when this point came to be tested in
the high court in June, in the case of Grunty
the pig (see Stage Eight), Mr Justice
Harrison ruled that it could not be
interpreted as a blanket permission to kill
any animals just because of some general
principle. Each case had to be assessed
separately, on its individual merits. This was
certainly not the principle behind the
contiguous cull policy launched in March,
which relied on precisely that type of
“blanket slaughter” allowing for no discretion
which Mr Justice Harrison was eventually to
rule was not authorised.

On this basis it seems clear that the
contiguous cull programme, under which
millions of healthy animals were to die, was
in breach both of EU and UK law. This may
explain why, over coming months, in more
than 100 cases where its officials were
challenged, MAFF was to back down. But
the vast majority of farmers clearly found it
hard to conceive that the government might
itself be acting in flagrant breach of the law
and accepted the legality of its actions
without challenge.

They were further induced to acquiesce
in the scheme by the fact that they were in
most cases being offered compensation
significantly higher than the market value of
their animals; and by the fact that they were
encouraged to do so by the NFU. When
farmers rang the NFU to ask about their
right to challenge the contiguous cull, they
were urged to ring a number which turned
out to be a MAFF helpline.

‘The proper use of
modern vaccines
“would have been
enough to stop the

entire British epidemic
in its tracks within a

few weeks” ’
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World ranking foot-and-mouth experts Professor Fred Brown (left) and Dr Simon Barteling
(right) speak out for vaccination rather than mass slaughter at a London press conference
organised on 24 April by Bill Eykyns (centre) and his wife Alicia
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‘If Mr Blair had been
more fortunate in his
advisers… he might
have been able to

bring the epidemic to
a halt by May’

Ben Gill, president of the NFU, consistently let down
small livestock farmers, not least by leading the
disinformation campaign against vaccination 
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THE most remarkable feature of the
great vaccination battle was how many
of the scientific and political facts
relevant to proper understanding of the
issue remained obscured from public
view. There were really two quite
different battles going on at the same
time. One was the general debate as to
whether a full-scale vaccination
programme was the quickest, cheapest
and most effective way to stop the
epidemic. The other was the much more
limited programme Mr Blair was in the
end pressing for, to serve what was
essentially just a political purpose.

As to the fundamental debate, the basic
scientific facts should have been
indisputable. But the way these became
fogged in confusion and controversy made
this a classic case-study of how distorted
science can become when it moves into
the political arena.

In essence the case being made by the
FMD specialists like Prof Fred Brown, Dr
Simon Barteling and other vets of world
stature, was very simple. It was backed by
years of first-hand experience and the
knowledge of how rapidly the science of
vaccination had been advancing even in
the preceding few years.

What they tried to explain, as Brown and
Barteling set out at a press conference in
London on 24 April, was that the proper
use of modern, oil-adjuvanted [ie diluted],
single-dose, high-payload “killed” vaccines
would have been enough to stop the entire
British epidemic in its tracks within a few
weeks. They would have begun with “ring-
vaccination” round every infected area and
worked inward until the disease was
eradicated. Seriously infected animals
might still have had to be culled. But within
48 hours of vaccination animals would have
ceased to be capable of passing on
infection.

There was no scientific reason
vaccinated animals should be slaughtered,
or why their meat and milk should not enter
the human food chain (every supermarket in
the country offers meat from animals which
have been vaccinated for other purposes).
Modern vaccines are effective against a full
range of FMD strains. And by the end of
March more than enough vaccine could
have been made available to carry out a
vaccination programme sufficient to bring
the British epidemic quickly to an end.

There was no stronger evidence in
support of this case than the track-record
of vaccination where it had been used
elsewhere in the world; not least in the
dramatic success of the EU’s own
emergency vaccination programme in
Albania and Macedonia in 1996, which
brought a serious epidemic of “Pan Asian
O” to an end within weeks.

Vaccination has routinely been used to
suppress FMD in many countries, as in
Uruguay, which has 10 million cattle freed

from FMD by vaccination, and which has
been so effective that the local vets do not
even need to vaccinate the country’s 40
million sheep. This alone confirmed that
vaccinated animals do not remain infectious
carriers of the disease.

On the continent of Europe in 1952, as
Dr Barteling explained to the London press
conference in April, there were 100,000
cases of FMD. Over the next three decades
vaccination was then routinely applied in
countries such as Holland, Germany and
France, to such effect that by 1989 there
was not a single case. During that time, in
his own country of Holland, 200
million animals had been
vaccinated and across the
continent as a whole the total
number of animals vaccinated ran
into billions. Yet there had never
been any objection to the meat or
milk from those animals being
offered for human consumption.

In fact the arguments raised
against vaccination seemed to
derive far more from morbid
human psychology than from any
genuine understanding of
science. The argument for
vaccinating animals against foot-
and-mouth was essentially no
different from that in favour of
vaccinating human beings against
tuberculosis, polio or smallpox. Quite
simply, it is by far the most effective,
humane and cost-efficient way of dealing
with the problem.

Such was the scientific case for
vaccination, which on purely scientific
grounds was unanswerable. The trouble
was that practical science has to operate
within the framework of politics (and morbid
psychology). And in that context the case
put forward for the use of vaccination in
Britain in 2001 had to surmount three
separate, very large hurdles.

The first was the peculiarly “British
problem”. Historically, Britain had never
used vaccination against FMD. Since the
late 19th century it had relied solely on the
slaughter of infected animals to such effect
that, between 1968 and 2001, there had
only been one very minor outbreak. This
meant that all the training of British vets,
including those in MAFF, inclined them to a
mindset suspicious of vaccination against
FMD (even though they were quite happy
to use it in other contexts).

This reached right up to the Animal
Health Institute at Pirbright, even though
this was a “world reference centre” for FMD
and its staff were quite used to vaccinating
when called in to advise on epidemics
elsewhere in the world. Dr Paul Kitching
had played a leading role in the elimination
of the Balkans epidemic in 1996. This
national prejudice against vaccination
reinforced the “economic” argument
favoured by many British livestock
producers, particularly those involved in the
export of breeding stock, who were
particularly conscious of the barriers to
trade put up against countries which do
vaccinate against FMD.

Secondly there was the “EU problem”. In
1990 had come that fateful decision, on a
British initiative, to adopt the British

prejudice against vaccination, except in
emergency circumstances.

Dr Barteling had played a key role in
coordinating the directive, 90/423, which
put this into Community law. And the
justification for this had been to establish
the EC’s status as a “disease-and-
vaccination-free” region, permitted to export
anywhere in the world. This had become
such an article of faith that, as the
commission repeatedly made clear, both
publicly and privately, there was no way
vaccination could be permitted in the
epidemic of 2001, except on a limited

basis, as was done by Holland with
complete success.

When the controversy over vaccination
got under way in Britain in 2001, few issues
became more fogged by misunderstanding
than the precise nature of those
international and EU trade rules which
would permit Britain to recover the “disease-
free export status” which she had lost as
soon as the epidemic began. Under the
worldwide rules set by the OIE, a country
can recover its disease-free status either
three months after the end of the very last
recorded outbreak, or 12 months after it has
completed a vaccination programme.

In this instance, if Britain had completed
a vaccination programme in April 2001, and
there had been no further recorded
outbreaks, she could have recovered full
trading status in April 2002. By rejecting
vaccination that status could only now be
recovered three months after the last
outbreak. In order to achieve that target
sooner than could have been achieved by
vaccination, the last outbreak must end not
later than January 2002.

This issue itself became further fogged
by the imprecision with which the EU itself
interpreted these rules. Initially in 2001 the
commission categorically claimed (both in
its statement of 13 March and on its
website) that any use of vaccination in
Britain would not just imperil Britain’s own
vaccination-free status but that of all the
other countries in the EU as well.

Brussels is keen to promote the idea
that, for international trading purposes, the
EU must be regarded as one single
country. But when several EU countries,
including Britain, Holland and Germany,
subsequently applied for permission to
vaccinate, Brussels began to panic about
the implications. This became clear at a
meeting of farm ministers in Sweden in
April, in a statement by the EU’s food
safety commissioner David Byrne (it might
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� WHEN in April Holland used vaccination to
tackle its 25 outbreaks of FMD, vaccinating
145,000 animals, there was no longer any
suggestion that this would imperil the EU’s
trading status as a whole.

In order to recover its full disease-free
exporting status as soon as possible (since
meat exports play such a key role in the
Dutch economy), Holland agreed to slaugh-
ter all the vaccinated animals, since under
OIE rules this would bring a return of full
export status within three months, rather
than the 12 months necessary if the vacci-
nated animals had been allowed to live.

So successful was the Dutch vaccination
programme at stamping out the disease (the
last case occurred five days after vaccination
ended) that Holland recovered its export
status in August.

have seemed odd that he was in charge of
FMD, which has nothing to do with human
food safety, but animal disease had been
made a responsibility of his directorate the
previous year because of BSE).

Byrne conceded that recent advances in
vaccine science might make it sensible for
the EU to reconsider its anti-vaccination
policy. But certainly this could not happen
until the present crisis was over.

The third major hurdle the pro-
vaccination lobby had to face in 2001 was
that which came from the arguments put
forward by Prof Anderson. It was he more
than anyone who reinforced the already
existing prejudice against vaccination in the
NFU leadership and MAFF, with his claims
that vaccination was not effective; that it
would not prevent animals remaining
infectious; and that it would merely mask
the disease and therefore heighten the risk
of prolonging the epidemic.

So riddled with disinformation did the
debate over vaccination become that
specialists in the veterinary science of FMD
such as Prof Brown and Dr Barteling could
only look on in disbelief. It was particularly
telling that, even when these world
authorities came to London in April, prepared
to offer advice, they were sidelined and
ignored by the British political establishment.

They could see that almost every
argument being put forward against
vaccination was without any basis in
scientific fact. Modern vaccination was
proven to be effective. It did not increase
the risk of infection. It would not have
heightened the risk of prolonging the
epidemic. And in Britain’s case, so long was
the disease dragging out that it would
almost certainly have allowed recovery of
export status sooner than reliance on mass-
slaughter. But in the fog of the time, the
authority behind these arguments became
totally lost. If Mr Blair had been more
fortunate in his advisers, if he been able to
show true understanding of the problem
and strong political leadership, he might
well have been able to bring the epidemic
to a halt by May. As it was he chose
vacillation rather than vaccination, and in
the end he was outplayed at what became
simply a political game. He lost, and he now
had to live with the consequences.
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Most of the 500,000 sheep tipped into mass-graves at Great Orton, Cumbria, were healthy 
when killed
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� NOT untypical of what was going on across
large parts of Britain’s countryside in April
2001 was the experience of David and Sue
Massie, whose family had farmed on the Earl
of Bradford’s estate in Staffordshire for 70
years.

At the end of March they were visited by an
Australian vet working for MAFF, who admitted
he had never seen a case of foot-and-mouth in
his life. He inspected the farm’s two cattle and
1,550 pigs and found them
healthy. But when he looked
at some of the farm’s 600
sheep he noticed two had
“little red dots” on their gums.

He rang MAFF officials at
Page Street in London, who
gave the sheep “the benefit of
the doubt”. But when the vet
returned next day and found
a ewe with blisters on her
feet, he ordered the destruc-
tion of every animal on the
farm.

That night the Massies
watched 26 ewes give birth to
lambs, and next morning the
killing began. The following
day, while slaughtermen were
herding the pigs into a trailer
20-30 at a time to be shot
with captive bolts, they ran
out of cartridges. They then
began blasting at the pigs
with 12-bore shotguns,

smashing a window of Mr Massie’s tractor. The
slaughter continued until 10pm, and next day
the MAFF team returned to bury the mountain
of corpses in a field. But two weeks later, on 12
April, two MAFF officials appeared to say that
the burial site was “weeping”.The bodies would
have to be dug up and reburied.

By now so angry was Mr Massie that next
day, Good Friday, he rang the Earl of Bradford,
who in turn contacted the local BBC television
programme Midlands Today. When a crew
arrived to start filming a digger reburying the

animals (while being careful to keep off 
“infected” land), the MAFF officials objected and
called in the army. Within 10 minutes two Land
Rovers appeared, with six soldiers, who ordered
the cameraman to stop filming and strip to his
underwear. They put his clothes in a bag, to be
disinfected, gave him an overall and told the
BBC crew to leave, closing the road past the
farm with sandbags. Mr Massie describes how
when he asked the soldiers why they had come:
“They said they were working for MAFF and
were there because of the filming. Their officer

told me that if I caused ‘any
more fuss’ I and my family
would be put under house
arrest”. Next day, when Mrs
Massie went into town to buy
Easter eggs, she was shad-
owed by soldiers all the way.

A week later MAFF told
the Bradford estate office that
samples taken from the
Massies’ animals had proved
negative. But this did not
prevent them subsequently
killing all the animals on five
more farms in the area,
despite the fact that tests
taken on one farm had
already proved negative. Only
a month later were the
Massie family themselves
notified that their tests were
negative. They had thus lost
their flock of pedigree sheep,
1,550 pigs and two cattle for
no reason at all.
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The Massie family, threatened with ‘house arrest’ by the army for talking to the
media after all their healthy stock had been unnecessarily destroyed 
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IN APRIL and May a letter winged its
way round the farming network
purporting to be from a soldier in the
Green Howards, who had been involved
in slaughter operations in
Worcestershire. “My regiment”, he
began, “has got all sorts of battle
honours for fighting Britain’s enemies
all over the world; but we are now
engaged in hand-to-hand combat with
lambs.”

He described how his unit was ordered
to finish off lambs by hitting them with “a
blunt instrument” or drowning them in a
river. “One of my mates,” he went on, “was
detailed to stand by a pig which was giving
birth; as each piglet was born and crawled
away he had to hit it with the back of a
shovel.” Worst of all was having to finish off
cows shot by slaughtermen. “Some are still
crawling around, others clearly still alive but
unable to move. We have to beat them to
death with lorry spanners. If people really
knew what was going on, I think there’d be
a revolution.”

Whether or not this letter was genuine
(its author was never identified), it
described scenes not wholly dissimilar to
those reported by other observers of what
was going on during the April “contiguous
cull” programme. And it raised what was
fast becoming one of the central questions
to emerge from the foot-and-mouth story.
Was the government itself, lawyers were
beginning to ask, now guilty of breaking the
law on an unprecedented scale?

There were three main areas in which a
powerful case could be made that MAFF
and other government bodies were in
serious breach of the law.

Firstly, as we have already discussed, it
seemed highly questionable that the
government had any legally authorised
power to kill healthy animals without proof
that they had been directly exposed to
infection. By the end of April a respected
West Country law firm, Clarke Wilmott
Clarke, was preparing a test case against
MAFF, claiming that the “contiguous cull”
scheme, under which nearly two million
animals had already been slaughtered, was
illegal in EU law. Directive 85/511 was
unequivocal that only infected animals
could be killed.

A separate opinion by London barrister
Stephen Tromans argued that it was “highly
dubious” whether MAFF had the power
under the Animal Health Act 1981 to
slaughter uninfected animals without proof
that they had come into contact with the
disease.

Tromans’s opinion also set out a long list
of further respects in which he argued that
methods used to dispose of dead animals
had been in breach of both British and EU
environmental and health laws. This was in
itself confirmed by the actions of
government bodies, as at Epynt, Tow Law

and elsewhere, in having to disinter buried
carcasses or abandon disposal pyres
because it was found that they were
exceeding legal pollution limits in their
emissions to groundwater, land and air. If
any member of the public (or farmer) had
been responsible for such offences, they
would undoubtedly have faced the risk of
criminal prosecution.

The third area in which it seemed clear
the government was guilty of breaking the
law lay in the wholesale breaches of animal
welfare rules by many of those responsible
for carrying out the slaughter. The Welfare
of Livestock Regulations 1994, also
enacting EU law, lay down strict conditions
on which animals can be slaughtered for
the purposes of eradicating disease.

Quite apart from reports of sheep, pigs
and cattle being bludgeoned to death with
shovels and other blunt instruments, the
regulations instruct that animals stunned
with “captive bolts” must subsequently be
“pithed” with a rod to the brain, or bled, to
ensure they are dead. On many occasions
witnesses claimed to have seen MAFF
slaughter squads failing to comply with
these requirements, which is why there
were so many reports of sheep seen
crawling out of burial pits, or lambs sticking
their heads out of piles of corpses on the
back of lorries.

In normal times, if any such offences
had been committed by farmers or
slaughtermen, MAFF’s legal department
would have rushed to prosecute; as would
the Environment Agency in all the
instances where piles of carcasses were
left to putrefy for weeks; or blood had
dripped from lorries along public roads; or
Devon villagers woke up to find their
gardens deep in fragments of burnt flesh
and animal skin, carried on the smoke of
MAFF pyres. Yet so long as MAFF and the
Environment Agency were themselves
responsible for such horrors, it seemed the
chance of prosecution was extremely
remote (although the RSPCA did state in
May that it was investigating 60 cases of
breaches of welfare rules which had been
reported to it).

Phoenix the calf, whose ‘reprieve’ helped save
Alastair Campbell's bacon 
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‘Whatever the truth
behind published figures,
there was no question the
government and Number
Ten were pulling out all
the stops to create the

impression 
mass-slaughter had

worked’

Epidemiological forecasts: a comparison between models

Graph from Prof Anderson’s computer shown to MPs by Prof King on 25 April. Line A predicts
outbreak curve if MAFF’s pre-March 23 policy had been continued. Line C predicts the effect of
following the Anderson 24/48 hour slaughter policy, showing outbreaks dropping to nil by Blair’s
election date of 7 June
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� AN interesting sub-plot was now develop-
ing in Scotland, which helped explain why
SERAD (the Scottish Executive for Rural
Affairs) was clearing the hills of Galloway,
Dumfries and the Scottish borders of sheep
with such ruthless determination.

This came to light when the Duke of
Buccleuch’s estate took legal action to resist
the slaughter of 32,000 rare South Cheviot
sheep on eight farms in Roxburghshire. The
estate’s management were unable to under-
stand why these healthy sheep had to be
killed under the “contiguous cull” when there
had not been a confirmed case of FMD in
the district for two months.

It turned out that SERAD had come to a
secret deal with the European Commission
and the SVC whereby, if the “region” of
Scotland could be shown to be disease-free
for three months, it might under OIE rules be
given back its “disease-free export status”
ahead of the rest of the United Kingdom.

A condition of the deal, however, was that
special measures had to be taken to ensure
a “fire-break” along the border to avoid infec-
tion spreading from the “hotspot” of Cumbria
next door.

Security official bars media access to MAFF’s ‘slaughter HQ’ at
Gisburn, N.Yorks 
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Carolyn Hoffe guarded by police after losing
the fight to save her five healthy pet sheep 

Juanita Wilson, whose fight to save her Mossburn animal
sanctuary forced the Scottish executive to back down by
abandoning its ‘contiguous cull’
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�� EARLY in the morning of Sunday 13 May
the villagers of Knowstone, Devon, were 
surprised to hear the sound of rifle shots.
When they ran out of their houses to see what
was going on, they saw a crowd of men in
white and blue overalls running around,
blazing away with rifles at a herd of Limousin
cattle.

As one after another fell to the ground,
dozens of remaining animals went berserk,
desperately trying to escape from the field,
even tearing their way through thick Devon
hedges reinforced by up to six strands of
barbed wire. One neighbouring farmer was
astonished to see 19 cattle scrambling
through a hedge on to his farm, sweating in
fear, their tongues lolling out, with blood
pouring from wounds all over their bodies. He
said he had never seen such a look of terror
on any animals in his life.

Thus began a nightmare which, over the
following four weeks, was to convince the vil-
lagers of Knowstone they were living in a
police state. It took MAFF and the army two
days to complete the killing of the original
Limousin herd, which had been diagnosed as
having foot-and-mouth.

Some bullocks had even tried to hide in
nearby woods. But the officials then began
working round the village, killing the animals
on one farm after another under their con-
tiguous cull policy. In June Mr and Mrs
Winslade, in their 70s, were shattered when
they were told they were about to kill their
prized and healthy Charolais cattle. When

they suggested challenging the ministry’s
legal right to destroy the organically-accredit-
ed herd which had been their life’s work, the
officials threatened them with arrest and told
them that, if they went to court, they would
only find themselves having to pay MAFF
£30,000 in legal costs.

The Winslades barricaded their gates and,
supported by neighbours including a former
high sheriff of Devon, mounted guard to
prevent MAFF gaining access. At five in the
morning, supported by two dozen policemen
in full riot gear, the slaughter-team arrived to
force entry. Mrs Winslade was by now so ill
with the strain of their ordeal that her husband
wearily gave way and the cattle were
destroyed.

When the officials came to tell Stephen
Phillips that they were about to shoot seven
healthy merino sheep belonging to his wife
Lindy, their timing was impeccable. Lindy, in
her 40s, had died of cancer only two days
before.The vets told Mr Phillips they could not
even allow his dead wife to be removed from
the house, and her funeral would have to be
postponed. But this provoked such a storm 
of media coverage that for once MAFF
retreated.

From the original slaughter of the Limousin
cattle, conducted in clear breach of the
Animal Welfare Regulations 1994 and the
Animal Health Act 1981, almost everything
MAFF got up to around Knowstone in those
four weeks between mid-May and mid-June
was illegal. They must have broken the crimi-
nal law on hundreds of separate occasions.
No one was ever punished.
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The August mass-cull of tens of thousands of healthy sheep in
the Brecon Beacons was carried out to comply with a secret
EU deal
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�� A CONSPICUOUS thread throughout the
crisis, particularly when the government was
embarrassed by yet another flare-up of the
epidemic, was the parrot-cry from ministers
that farmers themselves were to blame by
failing to observe proper “biosecurity”.

Why this particularly irked the farmers was
not just that the vast majority were highly con-
scientious in the measures they took to avoid
spreading the disease. It was that, in every
part of the country, they were astonished by
the almost routine laxness being shown by
MAFF’s own officials and employees over the
most basic hygiene precautions.

Tales were legion of vets arriving from
infected premises on to clean farms without
changing their clothes or even bothering to
disinfect their boots; of unsealed trucks loaded
with dripping, infected carcasses driving
through miles of uninfected countryside; of
slaughtermen wearing the same overalls
throughout the day, then walking into their
hotels at night in the same clothes.

In July DEFRA announced it was sending
out a video, at a cost of £750,000, telling
90,000 farmers how to halt the spread of foot-
and-mouth disease by making sure they
observe strict “biosecurity” at all times.
Farmers were given the startlingly novel
advice that they must keep their farms,
clothes and vehicles disinfected, and wash
their hands as often as possible. But a clue as
to the real reason for this splashing out of tax-
payers’ money came when it was accompa-
nied by a DEFRA briefing to journalists that
“government experts believe farmers are
largely to blame for spreading the disease by
failing to take adequate precautions”.

Only a few weeks earlier, as it happened,
another video had been made, costing rather

less, by north Yorkshire farmer Frank Wrathall.
It was the day after he had lost all his healthy
dairy herd and sheep under the contiguous
cull. When ministry trucks came to cart off his
dead animals to Cumbria, he filmed one
vehicle arriving straight from the burial pit
covered with “animal excrement and the usual
seepage associated with dead stock”, obvi-
ously not disinfected. But, as the video
showed, papers signed by DEFRA officials
certified that the vehicle was clean.

Mr Wrathall was outraged. He and his
family, including three small children, had
been so strict in observing all the hygiene
rules that for nearly a month they had not
dared move off the farm at all for fear of bring-
ing back the virus. He had heard from neigh-
bours that DEFRA’s own officials and employ-
ees were being notoriously casual about
“biosecurity” rules. But here on his camcorder
was the proof, only made worse by those
fraudulent certificates.

Ever since it first became clear in March
that FMD was out of control, it had been
inescapable how regularly government
spokesmen, from Tony Blair and Nick Brown
down, had gone out of their way to suggest
that the reason the disease was spreading
was the laxness over “biosecurity” of the
farmers themselves. It did not take long for
shrewd observers to put two and two together.

This was clearly a deliberate and cynical
game. Since it was obvious that the ministry’s
mass-slaughter policy was not working and
that FMD was likely to be around for months,
possibly years to come, the aim was to set up
the farmers as the fall-guys. The only people
to blame for this disaster, we would one day
be told, had been the farmers themselves. As
was demonstrated by Frank Wrathall’s video
(and others shot later on the Brecon Beacons)
the true story was rather different.
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DEFRA’s ‘daily outbreak’ chart is misleading. All it shows is when MAFF/DEFRA became aware of
‘outbreaks’ it was prepared to confirm. It omits the much larger number of farms where animals were
slaughtered under the ‘contiguous cull’ and other categories, and fails to reflect the epidemic’s onset
long before it was officially identified. The sharp rise in March also reflects a 600 percent increase in the
number of vets tracking the disease 
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�� WHEN the government announced its rural
business recovery scheme for small firms
brought to their knees by the knock-on effects
of FMD, two West Country food producers
applied to the south-west regional develop-
ment agency for grants.

Sausage-maker Neil Robyns and cheese-
maker Lawrence Wright were both promised
help — until officials looked at the small print
of the EU rules governing compensation. Mr
Robyns’ and Mr Wright’s mistake was that their
sausages and cheese came from their own
pigs and sheep. If they had bought in their raw
materials from elsewhere, they would qualify
for aid. But because they reared their own
animals, under EU rules they were classified
as “primary agriculture”. Aid to help their busi-
nesses survive would therefore be illegal.

While rural affairs minister Lord Whitty and
“rural recovery co-ordinator” Lord Haskins
were rhapsodising in August about the need
for farmers to diversify, “go organic”, go for
“top-quality, added-value products” and sell
through local markets, it would have been hard

to find more shining examples than these two
businesses.

Mr Wright had for 30 years been an archi-
tect until, in 1992, he returned to a north
Devon farm near Ilfracombe he had last seen
in his childhood after the war, to make a
superb organic cheese from the milk of his
flock of 180 ewes. Neil Robyns and his wife
Claire were both nurses until they set up a
business making high-quality rare breed
sausages and bacon near Launceston in
Cornwall, from their own pigs, including tradi-
tional Gloucester Old Spots and Saddlebacks.

Both firms had been growing fast, selling
by mail order and through local markets, until
they were laid low by the FMD crisis. Mr
Wright, surrounded by infected farms, could
not take his cheese to market for months.
Because Mr Robyns could not take his pigs 55
miles to a Truro abattoir, the animals, still
inside because of the winter, continued to
increase in numbers until a floor collapsed,
killing 60 pigs and causing thousands of
pounds-worth of damage to the building. With
the aid of the RSPCA he had done everything
he could to alleviate the animals’ discomfort.
But he refused to take money for them to be
incinerated under the ministry welfare scheme,
because it would destroy the stock on which
the future of his business depended and would
be obscenely wasteful.

After supplying business plans, both men
were told by their regional development
agency, through its Business Link, that they
were eligible. In Mr Robyns’ case, help had
become vital because the unavoidable costs of
his business, which employed two people, had
run up debts of £20,000. Mr Robyns was
promised £12,500 and Mr Wright £2,500. For
Mr Robyns and his family, including five small
children who had had to be kept away from
school for fear of bringing FMD back home, it
seemed a six-month nightmare was coming to
an end. With the lifting of restrictions, business

had once again been booming. The only
problem was a backlog of debt which, thanks
to insistent creditors such as the local council
demanding business rates, was still threaten-
ing to close them down at any time. But here
in the nick of time was just the lifeline they
needed.

Then in September, the officials discovered
that, because their products came from their
own animals, this classified them as “farmers”,
disqualifying them from aid under the EU
rules. When Mr Robyns’s pig pens had been
damaged by the overcrowding, he remem-
bered he had taken out a special insurance
policy allowing him to claim for “interruption to
his business”. But the company said he did not
qualify because, under the small print, claims
could not be made when this was due to “gov-
ernment legislation”. For insurance purposes,
therefore, the damage Mr and Mrs Robyns
had suffered was classified as the responsibil-
ity of government. But when they applied to
the government for emergency aid, first they
were promised help. Then the officials found a
tortuous excuse to withdraw it; leaving them in
a more desperate plight than ever.

Lawrence Wright Neil Robyns
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�� By the beginning of October, DEFRA’s
line was to make out that the epidemic was
all but over, as confirmed outbreaks fell to
nil (although in several parts of the country
the slaughter continued). For farmers the
new nightmare was DEFRA’s ludicrously
bureaucratic new system of “movement
controls”, making it well nigh impossible for
many to move their animals at all, either to
abattoirs (markets were still closed) or, still
more seriously, to winter quarters.

As winter approached a major new
welfare crisis loomed, as vast numbers of
sheep and cattle were faced with the
prospect of a massive food shortage. This
was exacerbated by a growing backlog of
cattle due for “rendering” (being reduced to
powder) under the government’s “over 30-
month” scheme. Rendering plants had been
kept fully busy destroying millions of healthy

animals under the contiguous cull scheme.
But as summer grass came to an end,
farmers would now have to provide winter
food for their 30-month animals (£10 a week
each), with no prospect of return.

The charade of Blair’s three “pseudo-
inquiries” was shown up when in October
Devon county council staged an inquiry of
its own, under Professor Ian Mercer. This
heard five days of devastating evidence
from farmers, vets, the local NFU and the
RSPCA, on all the issues Blair’s inquiries
would try to sweep under the carpet:
MAFF’s total incompetence, wholesale
cruelty to animals, the bullying of farmers
and vets, and the “medieval barbarity” of the
contiguous cull policy, described by one
local vet, Wendy Vere, as “carnage by 
computer”.

As criticism of the mishandling of the

crisis continued to grow, Professor
Anderson and his team attempted damage
limitation by publishing a paper in Nature
(not peer-reviewed), suggesting that, if only
their cull policy had been enforced more
effectively, “a million animals and 400
farms” could have been saved. Because of
this, they now claimed, the epidemic would
last until spring 2002. They and Professor
King also claimed, on CChhaannnneell 44 NNeewwss, that
if  there was ever another epidemic, vacci-
nation would have to be “top of the agenda”.
But to have used it this time would only, for
reasons not explained, have made things
worse. The bizarre illogicality of this claim
was a fitting epitaph for the whole insane
catastrophe. Mr Blair had of course, by now
lost interest since, post 11 September, he
was too busy trying to re-organise the
world.
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As of 30 September,
DEFRA’s website showed
the total number of premises
on which animals had been
or were due to be
slaughtered at 

�����

The total number of animals
slaughtered or identified for
slaughter was 

3,905,000 
In addition, the total number
of animals slaughtered under
the welfare disposal scheme
was 

��������	


This brought the officially
admitted total of animals
killed to 

��	�	���	�

but this did not include
calves, lambs and piglets
estimated by the FFaarrmmeerrss’’
WWeeeekkllyy at another 

2,000,000
making the total number of
animals killed around 

7.7 million 
or 

One eighth 
of all the
farm animals
in Britain 
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NICK BROWN
Britain’s last minister of agriculture

Weak, lacking sympathy for agriculture,
totally out of his depth in the early days of
the crisis and completely sidelined after 22
March by the King-Anderson coup. His last
significant contribution was to pull the rug
from under Tony Blair’s limited vaccination
plan on 23 April, for which he was humiliated
after the election by demotion to the junior
post of “minister for work”.

JIM SCUDAMORE 
Government chief vet

Apparatchik, also out of his depth as he
tried to operate new EU system for tackling
FMD epidemics. His main role was to go to
Brussels to report to fellow members of the
EU’s Standing Veterinary Committee and
bring back orders for his boss. Like Brown,
effectively sidelined when King and Anderson
took over direction of policy in March.

PROF DAVID KING 
Government chief scientist

Intelligent, but as a chemist also out of his
depth with the science of an animal disease.
He was right in seeing that MAFF was
making a complete shambles of running the
crisis and that something dramatic needed to
be done. His mistake was to put all his faith
in Anderson’s computer model and not seek
advice from experts specialising in FMD.
Although publicly he continued to back mass-
slaughter and oppose vaccination, private
clues indicated that by September he was
realising that he might not have acted
altogether wisely.

PROF ROY ANDERSON
Highly ambitious computer modeller who

saw in foot-and-mouth a chance to rebuild
his career. A persuasive politician, he
benefited from his friendship with Sir John
Krebs in being able to sell his FMD “model”
to such effect that, within a month of the start
of the crisis, he had in effect become the
government’s chief mastermind. As leading
proponent of the “contiguous cull”, his
reputation would ultimately stand or fall on
whether it was successful. But at what cost?

BEN GILL 
President of the National 
Farmers’ Union

Presented as “leader” of Britain’s
farmers, like any president of the NFU
(which only represents 30 percent of
farmers), he was in effect a spokesman for
agri-business and established orthodoxy,
most notably a visceral prejudice against
vaccination. Although in April he was
presented as the most significant opponent
of any vaccination policy, he was by now
acting as a well-briefed frontman for
Anderson’s mass-slaughter/anti-vaccination
ideology. When the crisis was at its height,
clearly under intense strain, he admitted
that at key moments he had burst into
tears. The one shining exception to the
otherwise lamentable performance put up

by the NFU throughout the crisis was that
of its south-western division, led by its
eloquent and courageous director Anthony
Gibson, who was excoriatory about the
contiguous cull and MAFF’s incompetence
in general, and came round to supporting
vaccination.

TONY BLAIR Prime minister
The FMD crisis gave an accurate picture

of Blair’s character as prime minister. Weak,
indecisive, primarily concerned with “image”
but sensitive enough to pick up the political
and emotional advantages of switching to a
vaccination strategy. Having welcomed
King’s wish to take charge and promote
Anderson to a central role, Blair was still
open to stepping outside the official
orthodoxy to want private briefings on the
case for vaccination. But he did not have the
intelligence or strength of character to follow
through. Having first fallen back on his
limited vaccination plan as a political
expedient, he was outmanoeuvred. From
then on all he had left was resort to the spin
doctors and wishful thinking that things
would somehow work out.

TIM YEO 
Conservative agriculture spokesman

Although the government’s incompetence
at every stage should have provided the
Tories with a series of wide open goals, it
would be hard to justify Yeo’s inclusion
among leading players. The main role of Her
Majesty’s opposition throughout was to claim
that whatever the government was doing
was right, except that it should have done it
earlier when the Tories first suggested it. Yeo
was noticeably careful not to raise the role
played by Brussels and EU legislation; and
refused to take seriously the scientific case
for vaccination.

Unsung heroes and heroines
A notable feature of the crisis was that it

was the first major nationwide political drama
in which a significant part was played by the
internet. Within weeks a network had begun
to evolve through which crucial information
could be spread round the country much
faster and more effectively than even two or
three years previously. Certain dedicated
people and groups played a key role in this.
In March and April the publisher Peter
Kindersley and his team did more than
anyone to “raise consciousness” about
vaccination through their website
www.sheepdrove.com. The torch was taken
up by Bill and Alicia Eykyns, who in April
organised a visit to London by the two
leading international champions of
vaccination, Professor Brown and Dr
Barteling, to appear at a press conference
and attend a high-level meeting in the House
of Lords; and in September they organised a
repeat visit, to speak at a national conference
of vets, farmers and others in Bristol, and
also to 300 farmers and vets in Cumbria. An
invaluable part in providing day-to-day
coverage of the crisis, including statements
from experts and a full summary of press
reports, was played by Mary Critchley’s
www.warmwell.com. Thousands of
beleaguered farmers and their families were
also able to link up with what had become a
nationwide “FMD community”.

��

Foot&mouth_text_3.qxd  19/10/01  16:03  Page 31



SUBSCRIBE TO PRIVATE EYE MAGAZINE 
020 7228 0425or 020 7228 6457
Published by Pressdram Ltd, 6 Carlisle Street, London W1D 3BN. 020 7437 4017. 
Printed by Goodhead Print Group plc. Distributed by P.E. Distribution, Mortimer House, 
230/236 Lavender Hill, London SW11 1LE. 020 7223 9971.

��������	
������

������	����������

���������������
�	��

Since the start of the 2001 foot-and-
mouth epidemic CHRISTOPHER BOOKER
has reported the crisis more extensively
than any other journalist, in the Sunday
Telegraph, Private Eye and the Daily Mail.
His Sunday Telegraph column has covered
the impact of politics and bureaucracy on
Britain’s farming industry and countryside
since 1992.

DR RICHARD NORTH, an expert on the
epidemiology of zoonotic and food-borne
diseases, is research director of the Europe
of Democracies and Diversities group in the
European Parliament and has just
published The Death of British Agriculture
(Duckworths, £14.99) 
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