Response to John McCallister MLA questions to the Minister of DARD on behalf of anti-badger cull and Green Party activists. 

Further to your request to submit questions to the DARD Minister I can confirm a written response has been received which I have repeated below. The answers will also be available for public viewing on the Assembly's website next week:

To ask the Minister of DARD to provide details of the substantive and indisputable evidence that shows the transmission of tuberculosis from badgers to cattle.

To ask the Minister of DARD if the culls in England or Ireland established substantive and indisputable evidence to show a badger to cattle transmission of bovine tuberculosis.

Answer - The two major recent scientific studies conducted in the south of Ireland and Britain (the Four Area Trials and the Randomised Badger Culling Trial, respectively) has provided evidence of 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.

The key question we are seeking to address in the north of Ireland in respect of badgers and TB in cattle is whether a badger intervention strategy would help to achieve a cost-effective reduction in bovine TB incidence in cattle.

Having assessed all the available information from work in Britain and in the South, my Department has concluded that it is not possible to extrapolate the information we need from the work that has been done in Britain and in the South. There are still key gaps in our scientific knowledge that need to be filled to inform what we do to deal effectively with TB comprehensively and conclusively.

In December, I announced a number of information gathering actions that will provide baseline information on disease and the costs of badger intervention, and inform where any intervention may be most effectively targeted. The additional expenditure that is needed for these actions will have to be supported by a robust business case and successful bids for the necessary resources. I will review the evidence these actions produce to inform my decision about what we do to reduce the transmission of TB between wildlife and cattle.

To ask the Minister of DARD if she was aware that the NIAO report "The Control of Bovine Tuberculosis in Northern Ireland" published in March 2009, devotes an entire section (section 5) to the question of fraud in relation to bovine tuberculosis testing; and the enormous sum of public money (£86m from 1997 to 2006) spent in compensating farmers with infected cattle.

Answer - I welcome the NIAO Report and its recommendations regarding th control of bovine TB. I am aware that Section 5 of the Report deals with compensation, enforcement and fraud. My Department takes the risk of fraud very seriously and operates a "zero tolerance" policy. Where there are reasonable grounds for suspicion that a fraud has been committed the case is investigated vigorously. If, following an investigation, there is sufficient evidence to proceed with legal action; cases are referred to the Public Prosecution Service (PPS) for direction.

The Public Accounts Committee (PAC) hearing to consider the NIAO Report took place on Thursday 26 March following the publication of the report on 18 March. The next stage in the process is for the PAC to publish thier report in due course. My Department will then consider the PAC report and a formal Memorandum of Reply will be laid before the Assembly within two months of receipt of the Report, giving our commitment to the recommendations that have been made.

My Department is continuing to work in partnership with our key stakeholders to develop the agreed industry/Government approach to TB that I announced in December. My Department will take full account of the recommendations of teh Report as we develop the detail of the strategy.

To ask the Minister of DARD if research has been carried out by. or on behalf of, her Department, on the issue of cattle to badger transmission of bovine tuberculosis; and if so, to detail the outcome of the research.

Answer - There has been no research carried out specifically on the issue of cattle to badger transmission of bovine TB in the North.

There is ongoing research being conducted by the Agri-Food and Biosciences Institute (AFBI) to determine the bovine TB strain types of both cattle and road-kill badgers. This work provides indirect evidence of an association between bovine TB infections in cattle and badgers in the North. However, it does not provide evidence of the direction of the transmission of bovine TB between cattle and badgers. While this work is not yet complete a summary of the work is available on the Department's website at : www.dardni.gov.uk.

I hope you find this helpful but please do not hesitate to contact the office if we can by of any further assistance.
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