BackgroundWest Country
Labour & Cooperative
Farming - Fisheries - Food
A. M. Barlow BVSc, MSc, MRCVS
Bovine Tuberculosis (bTB)                                          February 2024
This briefing note has been prepared by the West Country Labour and Cooperative Farming, Fisheries and Food (3F) group, to inform the work of Local Government Committees (LGCs), the Regional Executive Committee (REC) and Shadow Ministerial team. Our work complements that of other party policy structures and affiliated organisations. Each of our ‘work packages’ is led by a subject matter expert and includes qualified and experienced practitioners. 




· Bovine TB (bTB, Mycobacterium bovis) a bacterium, is an infectious disease of cattle, which can also cause disease in humans and many domesticated mammals including, goats, pigs, sheep, cats, dogs and wild mammals: fox, deer and badgers. bTB policy is politically sensitive, with controversy over testing, slaughter of livestock and badger culls.
· The risk to people is largely overcome through public health measures, such as the pasteurisation of milk, in higher income countries. The main need for a plan towards Officially Tuberculosis Free (OTF) status arises because of trade requirements.
· Tackling bovine TB in England is estimated to cost the taxpayer around £70 million a year, with costs to farmers running to a further £50 million. Before Brexit, the EU was contributing £23 Million a year to tackle bovine TB in cattle.
What you need to know
· The standard screening test in cattle is the Single Intradermal Comparative Cervical Tuberculin (SICCT) test. Test sensitivity varies widely but typically identifies about 50% of infected animals and 80% of infected herds. So, 50% of infected ‘test negative’ animals may still have bTB. As the specificity of the test is high (around 99.98%), animals that test positive are almost all infected. Interferon-gamma (IFNγ) blood testing can be used with the SICCT. The IFNγ test in combination with SICCT has a combined sensitivity of around 90% but is less specificity (around 96.6%), leading to more non-infected animals being culled. This can be very disheartening for farmers.
· There is a need to control bTB in cattle and other species, for economic, zoonotic and animal welfare reasons. Wildlife is in some cases involved in the epidemiology and needs to be considered as part of control measures, which include: farm biosecurity, testing, movement and inter-species transmission controls.
·  Badger culling may be considered if there is a bTB reservoir in the local badger population with spillover into farmed animals and the farmers can show that all other biosecurity and risk based trading control methods have already been carried out.   Culling should be deployed in a targeted, effective and humane manner with mitigation of the “perturbation effect”.  Efforts to further reduce any pain and distress experienced by badgers through cage trapping and shooting should be a priority.  Badger culling is being phased out in 2025 under current policy.
Policy implications
· National. Priority needs to be given to the development of vaccines. Notably, an appropriate BCG vaccination for cattle and an oral badger BCG vaccination.  A candidate cattle vaccine is BCG (Bacille Calmette-Guérin) Danish strain, which is being trialled under the name Cattle BCG, phase 2 started in January 2023.
· Priority also needs to be given to improving tests. Notably, a test that can differentiate between infected and vaccinated cattle (DIVA), together with better in-vivo tests cattle and other farmed and domestic species.
·  Better testing protocols are required in pig herds, farmed and wild deer. 
· Manifesto policy commitments are required, for more sustained investment in transparent, publicly-available, peer-reviewed, independent scientific research into bTB, its epidemiology and control.
· Regional and county. Within County farms estates, tenants must be encouraged to use the TB Advisory Service, which provides free risk reduction advice for all cattle, pigs, goats, sheep & camelids. Relevant biosecurity requirements need to be included in future County Farms and Smallholdings tenancy agreements.
· District, town and parish. Local biodiversity plans and wildlife management on council owned land needs to include bTB impact assessment of wildlife on neighbouring farms and vice-versa.

Useful resources, references and point of contact
· TB Hub; https://tbhub.co.uk/
· BVA policy position on the control and eradication of bovine TB https://www.bva.co.uk/media/3629/bva-policy-position-on-the-control-and-eradication-of-bovine-tb.pdf
· BVZS position statement on the necessity of wildlife interventions for the control of bovine TB in cattle in the UK https://www.bvzs.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/Bovine-Tb-NEW-July-2019.pdf
· Badger Trust 
         https://www.badgertrust.org.uk/post/new-report-shows-collaborative-way-forward-on-btb-control

For more information on this topic please contact: 			             		alexmbarlow@btinternet.com
