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I am writing to inform you that the Department of Agriculture (DARD) has now completed its search for the information you requested on 8th April about a Scientific Prevalence Study. I have assumed that you are referring to the Badger Prevalence Survey that the Minister, Michelle Gildernew, announced in her speech to the Assembly on 9 December about the way forward in relation to tuberculosis control in Northern Ireland.

You asked a series of questions in connection with the Badger Prevalence Study and I have considered your request for the information under the Environmental Impact Regulations 2004. I have set out the questions and the Department’s response to each of those requests below.

(a) When exactly is the study due to take place?

The Department plans to start the badger prevalence study during 2009/10, subject to the necessary business case and bid for the additional funding that will be needed.

(b) Where exactly in Co Down will the study take place?

The proposed badger prevalence study aims to measure the prevalence and distribution of badgers across Northern Ireland and will not focus on any one area.

(c) Does any conclusive evidence exist to prove badgers transmit TB to cattle?

The two major recent scientific studies conducted in the ROI and GB (the Four Areas Trial and the Randomised Badger Culling Trial, respectively) have provided evidence of an association between bovine TB in badgers and bovine TB in cattle.   The results of these studies have been published.  Whilst this evidence indicates a link between bovine TB in both species, it is uncertain as to the direction of disease transmission i.e. whether the infection moves from badgers to cattle, from cattle to badgers, or in both directions.
(d) Do the people carrying out the study have the right to go on to anyone’s land without the owner’s permission?

Article 47 (2) of the Diseases of animals (Northern Ireland) Order 1981 states that:

“Where an authorised officer has reasonable grounds for suspecting, in the case of any area, that there exists among the wild members of any species in the area a disease to which Article 13 applies, he may enter any land in the area and –

(a) take samples of the wild members of that species, or of their excreta, or of any materials (whether or nor forming part of the land) with which wild animals of that species may have contact;

(b)  carry out any other investigations which he considers necessary for the purposes of determining, as regards that species and that disease, whether an order under Article 13 should be made in respect of the whole or part of the area in question.”

Those persons authorised to undertake this work would therefore have the right to enter land.  It is intended that landowner’s agreement will be sought before those undertaking a study of this kind go onto the land.  

(e) Can you confirm that your Department has access to latest research in England showing that badgers are not responsible for the transmission of TB to cattle?

The Department has access to published research that has been conducted in England, but we cannot guarantee that we see every research paper.  It would therefore be useful to know specifically the research to which you refer.  As I have said in (c) above, scientific studies conducted in both the ROI and GB have provided evidence of an association between bovine TB in badgers and bovine TB in cattle. The results of these studies have been published.  Whilst this evidence indicates a link between bovine TB in both species, it is uncertain as to the direction of disease transmission i.e. whether the infection moves from badgers to cattle, from cattle to badgers, or in both directions.
(f) Are you aware that Northern Ireland is the only area in Britain and Ireland to have a declining rate of TB, and it is also the only area where a badger cull has not occurred?

As you have noted, we have made encouraging progress with TB in recent years.  While over more recent months there has been a levelling off in the downward trend, it is too early to say if this will be a sustained change in the direction of the trend. Despite this very good progress, we recognise that there still is a long way to go.  There is a key goal in the NI Executive’s Programme for Government 2008-2011 to reduce by 27% the incidence of TB in cattle by 2011.  

While the existing NI TB programme is based largely on measures to deal with cattle to cattle transmission of TB, the new strategic approach for dealing with TB in Northern Ireland is a holistic approach that addresses three key strands together - real partnership between government and industry, controlling the spread of TB between cattle, and addressing the wildlife factor. The aim is, through industry and Government partnership, to move towards the eradication of TB in the most cost-effective way and in a realistic timeframe.  

Regarding the badgers aspect, the priority is to build the evidence we need to make informed decisions relating to badgers and the control of TB in cattle.  The badger prevalence study is intended to contribute to that evidence by providing baseline information about the prevalence and distribution of badgers across Northern Ireland.
You have the right to request that the Department formally review this decision within two calendar months of the date of this letter.  If you wish to do so, please write to Internal Review Section, Room 507, Dundonald House, Stormont Estate, Upper Newtownards Road, Belfast, BT4 3SB.

If you feel that the information I have provided does not fully meet your request please contact me in the first instance on 028 9052 4352. You have the right to request a formal review by the Department 

and if you wish to do so please write to Information management Branch, room 507, Dundonald House, Upper Newtownards Road Belfast BT4 3SB

If after such an internal review you are still unhappy with the response, you have the right to appeal on the Information Commissioner at Wycliffe House, Water Lane, Wilmslow, Cheshire, SK9 5AF, who will undertake an independent review.

The supply or access to information under the Environmental Information Regulations does not give the recipient or organisation that receives it the automatic right to re-use it in any way that would infringe copyright. This includes, for example, making multiple copies, publishing and issuing copies to the public. Permission to re-use the information must be obtained in advance from the Controller of HMSO who has responsibility for licence please see:http//www.opsi.gov.uk/click-use/index,htm

If you have any queries regarding this letter or in relation to submitting any additional request, please contact on 02890 524352 or e-mail me at Jackie.robinson@dardni.gov.uk. Please remember to quote the reference number in all future communications.

Yours sincerely
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Jackie Robinson

TB & Brucellosis Policy Branch
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