Private Eye
01.04.06

DOWN ON THE FARM

1) In January agriculture minister Nick Brown was encouraging farmers to insure themselves against "possible outbreaks of foot and mouth disease".
(Times 9 January)

2) ...When it became clear the mass slaughter policy was failing all stops should have been pulled out to organise a mass vaccination programme for cattle, and allow sheep just to suffer a few days' discomfort from which the vast majority would recover.

When Dutchman John Warmerdam, who keeps sheep in Argyll, looked at the position on vaccine stocks what he discovered was far more alarming than anyone had yet realised.

Only four sites are permitted in Europe to make vaccines. These are in Holland, Germany, and two in Britain: the Animal Health Institute at Pirbright and a nearby lab owned by French company Merial. Only 5 million doses of the Merian strain are kept in stock, and these are normally kept in "half-product" state, needing several days to make useable.

To make more vaccine takes several weeks. Two million doses are held in Holland for the Dutch government and a further 1.25 million are held there by Intervet. But in an emergency these can be legally impounded by the Dutch government. The Germans hold 1.1 million doses while France has access to a million doses at their plant in Pirbright.

So the UK only has access to 200,000 doses at the Animal Health Institute. It could be allowed to use another 1 million doses but this is nothing like enough for the country's 11 million cattle. So if at this late stage vaccination was adopted it would take months to commission extra supplies. The decision should have been taken weeks ago at the start of the outbreak.

It is Mr Blair who must live with the consequences.

3) Whereas most farms are shut off to visitors this does not apply to those who are monitoring GM crop sites. Even in infected areas biotech staff will be able to travel to the ever growing number of farms involved in the trials, now up to 115, all over the country.
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