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Preface

He said, ‘It won’t take too long …. and it’ll be fun’!!
Professor Lord John Krebs, addressing the ‘Science for Defra: Excellence 

in the Application of Evidence’ conference, 20171

There is something sticky about bovine tuberculosis (bTB), especially in 
Britain. It seems that anyone who tries to understand or unravel the many 
threads connecting cows, microbes, badgers and people sooner or later finds 
themselves drawn into the tangle and making it more so. The above state-
ment was made, with deep irony, as eminent ecologist, science policy player 
and now member of the House of Lords Professor John Krebs recounted 
the story (to an audience of government scientists) of his own ensnarement 
by the Minister for Agriculture, Fisheries and Food (MAFF), of the doomed 
Conservative government under John Major. Krebs was asked to convene 
an expert group to review the evidence relating to badgers and bTB; today, 
over twenty years later, he is still involved with the problem, albeit now as a 
senior politician. Krebs’s comments echoed the account of another eminent 
scientific Lord, Solly Zuckerman, as he had sought to extricate himself from 
the bTB snarl, nearly forty years ago: ‘I said yes, because I like Peter [Walker, 
the Minister of Agriculture at the time] and because the way he explained 
the whole thing to me all that would be required would be a week’s work: 
looking at documents and talking to people in his Department.’2 This 
‘week’s work’ occupied most of Zuckerman’s time for several years, as he 
prepared and published his 1980 report on what was already a notorious 
science-policy problem. By February 1981, six months after publication, 
Zuckerman was begging Walker to ‘please, please take over’ the work of 
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engaging in public debate:3 however, he persisted in defending his work and 
that of government scientists and veterinarians, corresponding on the topic 
until the end of 1985, shortly after his retirement as President of the 
Zoological Society of London.4 Zuckerman and Krebs are far from alone in 
their entanglement: as of the end of 2018, there will have been nine expert-
led reviews or reports commissioned by the British government on the 
problem. In publishing this book, I declare myself similarly ensnared: I have 
been researching this controversy—between other projects—since 2008.

So what is it about bTB? In part, such stickiness is just in the nature of 
political problems. Badgers and bTB have both been significant in British 
agricultural, environmental and animal politics for a very, very long time; 
and have become even more so since they were mobilised into ‘big P’ 
Politics, as has happened in recent years. However, I think there is more to 
it than that. There is something almost addictively fascinating about this 
problem: some intriguing thread or other catches the curious mind, com-
pelling one to follow a trail which winds itself with no regard for the fiercely 
defended territories of academic disciplines, nor the carefully tended 
bounds of science, policy, politics and ethics. This is an intensely focused 
world of controversy which I think also draws people in because it taps into 
Big Questions, albeit in an odd and characteristically British fashion.5 
These questions include: How do and how should people live alongside 
other animals? What does it mean to care along the way, and who or what 
should (or do) we care for? What is the proper relationship between sci-
ence and policy, and how can we (as a society) make better decisions under 
uncertainty? Finally, how can we reach better, richer ways of collectively 
understanding the messy business of infectious disease out ‘in the wild’, 
beyond relatively controllable spaces like laboratories, clinics, farms and zoos?

I first became aware of the controversy as an undergraduate zoologist, 
and when I migrated across the disciplines to retrain as a postgraduate in 
the human sciences I kept a weather eye on the problem—it seemed inter-
esting as a biological and clearly social problem. My early research was on 
public scientific controversies, and badger/bTB was already developing 
into an intriguing case study, which I was eventually able to turn my work 
towards. It’s certainly proved to be so—I’ve been incredibly fortunate in 
gaining research support from two postdoctoral fellowships, making it 
possible for me to keep chasing these tangled threads long enough to make 
some sense of them. As a scholar working in the traditions of STS (science 
and technology studies) and the history of science, technology and medi-
cine, I seek to understand how and why scientists do their research; how 
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knowledge is built, communicated, contested, agreed and acted upon 
across society; and how these processes change over time. I also strive to 
understand all sides in a controversy and why they know, believe and do 
the things that they do. However, my own position—as an ex-natural sci-
entist, who remains fascinated by animals of all sorts; as a pragmatic envi-
ronmentalist; as a non-vegetarian who tries to live well with the non-human 
world; and as a human being trying to make sense of a ridiculous case study 
amid ridiculous political times—will inevitably flavour this analysis.

a Note oN archives aNd sources

Like many historians of the recent past, in this project I have struggled 
with the challenges of documenting events which are no longer ‘current’ 
yet have not yet properly been designated as ‘history’. This has meant cob-
bling together a patchwork of sources, some of which are in conventional 
archives, but many more of which have been pulled together from librar-
ies, second-hand bookshops, media databases and countless clippings 
passed to me by friends and colleagues. I am aware of much material which 
has been unavailable to me for one reason or another. For example, in the 
National Archives, MAFF Infestation Control Division records on badgers 
and bTB are extensive, but there is less material from Animal Health or 
the State Veterinary Service. As far as I can tell, some of this material has 
not yet been opened for public viewing, but according to some of my 
interviewees, other records were ‘thrown in the skip’ when many of 
MAFF’s regional offices were closed during the 1990s. The archives of the 
NFU from 1909 to 1946 are held at the Museum of English Rural Life, 
but I was unable to access their more recent records. While the RSPCA 
used to keep internal records, apparently they no longer employ an archi-
vist: similarly the Wildlife Trust’s records are not centrally archived. It is 
almost certain that there are other sources which will throw new light on 
what I have just written: in my view this work has just scratched the sur-
face. I look forward to being challenged!

archives used aNd refereNced iN this text

UK National Archives—Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries (and 
Food): NA MAF

UK National Archives—Nature Conservancy Council: NA FT
Zuckerman Archive, University of East Anglia: ZUEA
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other archives, Libraries aNd coLLectioNs used 
duriNg this research

British Library
RCVS Knowledge—Royal College of Veterinary Surgeons Library
London Zoological Society Library
Guardian/Observer, Times, Telegraph, Independent, Mirror and Mail 

digital archives
Nexis UK print media database
Hansard and House of Commons library
BBC Genome—online archive of BBC Radio Times listings: https://

genome.ch.bbc.co.uk/

iNterviews aNd oraL history MateriaL

Twenty-one single and group interviews were conducted by the author 
between 2011 and 2015. Interviewees included: retired MAFF veterinari-
ans, scientists and officers; current Defra veterinarians, scientists and offi-
cers; academic scientists; journalists; members of the ISG; and representatives 
of the NFU, Badger Trust, RSPCA, BVA and Secret World Wildlife Rescue. 
All the fieldwork was passed through ethical review at the relevant institu-
tions; any quotations used are with the explicit permission of sources.

Caroline Overy and E. M. Tansey, A History of Bovine TB c. 1965–c. 
2000: The transcript of a Witness Seminar held by the History of Modern 
Biomedicine Research Group, Queen Mary University of London, on 13 May 
2014 (London: Queen Mary University of London).

British Library Oral History Collection
Somerset Archives—Home in Frome Community Oral Histories

Mass Media sources

Unless otherwise stated, mass media references can be sourced from the 
following digital archives:

BBC Genome—online archive of British Broadcasting Corporation 
Radio Times magazine listings

Gale NewsVault: The Independent digital archive
Gale NewsVault: Daily Mail historical archive
Gale NewsVault: The Telegraph historical archive
Gale NewsVault: The Times digital archive
ProQuest Historical Newspapers: The Guardian and The Observer

https://genome.ch.bbc.co.uk/
https://genome.ch.bbc.co.uk/
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UKPressOnline: Daily Mirror archive
Nexis-UK news media database, published by LexisNexis Legal and 

Professional

Exeter, UK Angela Cassidy
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CHAPTER 1

Of Badgers, Bovines and Bacteria

1.1  Badgers, Cows, TB, sCienCe and PoliCy: 
a Primer for The PerPlexed

For over a generation, the vexed question of whether to cull wild badgers 
(Meles meles: a nocturnal, burrowing relative of weasels and otters) to con-
trol the spread of bovine tuberculosis (bTB) in British cattle herds has 
plagued politicians. Questions of what is known, who knows, who cares, who 
to trust and what should be done about connections between cows, badgers 
and the bacterium M. bovis have been the source of scientific, veterinary, 
policy and increasingly vociferous public debate. Over this time, the con-
troversy has spread—from a local problem involving a handful of people, 
to a national debate attracting extensive media coverage, costing the coun-
try millions of pounds and occupying the time, care and attention of many 
thousands of ordinary people. Alongside the disease, controversy has 
spread from its original highly localised context, and has become more 
visible and significant, creating in recent years a deeply polarised dynamic—
tightly focused on badger culling—between increasingly angry opposed 
sides. Culling advocates argue that tuberculous badgers form a ‘reservoir’ 
of bTB infection, which must be removed to prevent bTB from re-infect-
ing cattle and spreading the disease further. They emphasise why bTB 
must be controlled in the first place: it is a zoonotic disease, meaning that 
people can also catch it. Until well into the twentieth century M. bovis was 
a significant cause of human TB, particularly in children who drank 
infected milk: while this public health risk is now well controlled in the 

© The Author(s) 2019
A. Cassidy, Vermin, Victims and Disease, 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-19186-3_1

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-030-19186-3_1&domain=pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-19186-3_1#DOI


4

UK, it remains a problem elsewhere.1 Opponents of culling argue that 
bTB is more likely to be spread between the cows themselves, particularly 
when stressed by modern farming techniques and as cattle are increasingly 
moved around the country. They also contend that badger culling disrupts 
the complex social groupings of these wild animals, causing the survivors 
to move around more, disrupting ecosystems and spreading bTB along 
the way. They argue that policy should instead focus on alternative solu-
tions which may be more sustainable, such as vaccination (of cattle and 
badgers) and stricter regulatory controls on farming. Others have deep 
moral objections to killing badgers, wildlife or any animals under any 
circumstances.

It is estimated that bTB currently costs the British Government around 
£100 million each year; since culling was resumed in 2010, these have 
been worsened by policing costs, the political fallout of the controversy, 
and the emotional and psychological impacts of the disease on farmers and 
other affected parties.2 There are important continuities between bTB and 
previous British animal health crises, most notably the 2001 foot and 
mouth disease (FMD) epidemic, and policy responses to the emergence of 
BSE. All three episodes have involved publicly contested scientific uncer-
tainties; political disagreements over how government should act; conflicts 
between farmers, policymakers and publics, and the death of many mil-
lions of animals.3 However, unlike its notorious predecessors, bTB is curi-
ously invisible: sick badgers and cows are nowhere to be seen, while there 
are only about forty cases of bTB infecting humans each year, mostly in 
people working directly with animals.4 Bovine TB is rarely depicted by the 
media as a public health issue. Instead, it is framed as two mutually exclu-
sive stories: either a chronic agricultural problem affecting already embat-
tled farmers and a long-suffering government; or an environmental risk 
and additional threat to fragile wildlife and ecosystems. In Britain at least, 
the zoonotic risks of bTB are controlled by a regulatory and healthcare 
system that tests cattle for disease, mostly prevents people from eating 
diseased meat, pasteurises most milk, and treats the rare human cases. 
People and animals elsewhere in the world, in countries with weaker, less 
well-resourced health systems are not so fortunate: however, public 
debates in the UK rarely acknowledge the global aspects of 
bTB. Paradoxically, the twenty-first-century controversy over badgers and 
bTB in Britain may be the consequence of a successful (but largely invisi-
ble) regulatory system, which displaces risks from medicine and biology 
into the more contestable domains of economic, political and moral risk.5

 A. CASSIDY
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Tuberculosis (TB) is an old, familiar disease problem, also characterised 
by deep scientific uncertainties and problems still defying resolution in the 
face of twenty-first-century biomedicine. The clinical disease in humans 
and other animals is caused by microorganisms known as mycobacteria—a 
group which also includes the bacterium causing leprosy, and many non-
pathogenic environmental bacteria. Those causing TB are referred to by 
biologists as the M. tuberculosis complex (MTBC): they mostly include 
microbes which infect a single species, such as M. tuberculosis (humans) or 
M.  suricattae (meerkats). The most unusual member of this group is 
M. bovis, which infects a much wider range of mammal hosts, including 
humans, cattle, badgers, deer, llamas, wild boar and domestic cats and 
dogs. M. bovis is the causative agent of the disease known as bovine TB, 
increasingly being renamed ‘zoonotic TB’.6 Mycobacteria grow slowly 
and have thick, acid-resistant cell walls: this makes them notoriously diffi-
cult to culture and develop reliable laboratory tests for. This slowness and 
toughness makes TB a very counter-intuitive disease: a long time can pass 
between infection and the appearance of clinical symptoms, which appear 
and disappear as the bacteria are active or go dormant, forming cysts 
(tubercles) in multiple organs of the body (not just the lungs). Unlike, say, 
influenza, it is not immediately obvious that someone has contracted TB 
(and it may not be so for many years); testing and vaccination regimes are 
not fully reliable and use technologies over a century old: while treatments 
exist, they are neither cheap nor easy, and drug-resistant strains of TB are 
proliferating. Bovine TB is even more counter-intuitive: it expresses itself 
in different kinds of animals very differently, it is difficult to directly trace 
transmission routes, even harder to test for and is resistant to many stan-
dard antibiotic treatments.7 For these reasons, veterinary disease control 
regimes tend to use surveillance, movement restriction and culling of sick 
individuals to stop the spread of infection, rarely turning to human public 
health tools such as vaccination and treatment. This rarely discussed con-
trast between human and animal public health lies at the core of today’s 
controversy, as does the ‘fundamental ontological uncertainty’ (the diffi-
culties of fully knowing) what M. bovis is up to as it passes between humans, 
livestock and wild animals.8

Over the near half-century that badgers and bovine TB (badger/bTB) 
have been debated in Britain, the issue has passed across several genera-
tions of scientists, veterinarians, farmers, policymakers and politicians. So 
far, it has been the responsibility of nine prime ministers, fifteen govern-
ment administrations and twenty-one Cabinet Ministers. As of 2018, 
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there will have been nine expert led reviews of the situation.9 Badger/bTB 
has provided scientists with steadily increasing opportunities for investiga-
tion and advancement, with publications on the topic going from only one 
or two a year during the 1970s to between thirty and forty a year in the 
past decade.10 While several studies and accounts from participants have 
discussed the recent history of badger/bTB in the UK, these have gener-
ally focused upon a single aspect of the issue, such as farming, animal 
health policy, animal protection or conservation.11 In this book, I will 
bring these varying accounts together to analyse how the worlds of farm-
ing, animal health, field biology, natural history and animal advocacy have 
interacted to create the controversy we see today. The timeline in Fig. 1.1 
is therefore designed to orient the reader in these intersecting stories, and 
how they have contributed to the ongoing development of the public 
controversy.

Bovine TB was first found in wild badgers in 1971, at a time when 
regulatory systems had brought levels of disease in humans and cattle to 
historic lows. Following a frantic period of investigation and legislative 
change, MAFF introduced a full-scale badger culling policy by 1975: 
however, it was rapidly mired in controversy. Following a review con-
ducted in 1980 by Lord Solly Zuckerman, scientific investigations con-
firmed the reports of badger advocates that ‘gassing’ (pumping sodium 
cyanide powder into the animals’ underground setts) was not working 
quickly enough to be ‘humane’, resulting in the withdrawal of the tech-
nique. Between 1982 and 1995, a range of alternative culling policies 
were tried; over the same period animal advocates won further legal pro-
tections for badgers. In 1996, senior scientist Prof. John Krebs was com-
missioned by government to review the situation once again. He concluded 
that while MAFF’s existing research suggested that there was a link 
between bTB in badgers and cattle, the evidence was ‘circumstantial’, and 
that a ‘proper experiment’ was needed to directly test the effects of badger 
culling on bTB in cattle.12 The incoming Labour government was con-
vinced, suspending culling and commissioning the largest field experi-
ment ever conducted in the UK, the Randomised Badger Culling Trial 
(RBCT) to do exactly that. After nearly ten years and approximately £49 
million, the Independent Scientific Group (ISG) conducting the work 
concluded that—contrary to widespread expectations—culling had the 
potential to make things worse; that it ‘cannot make a meaningful contri-
bution to bTB control in cattle’.13 This inflamed the controversy, with 
other scientists, farmers and veterinarians contesting their findings in 
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 policy, Parliament and the wider public sphere. Following a change of gov-
ernment, the new minister reversed MAFF’s (by then Defra) long-standing 
commitment to return to culling, taking the ISG’s advice and making the 
(short-lived) decision to not cull, investing in vaccination as an alternative 
policy solution.14

In 2010, the incoming Coalition government declared its intention to 
return to badger culling, starting with two pilot culls using a new ‘free 
shooting’ technique—carried out by private consortia under licence, and 
paid for by industry.15 As the policy was implemented, the badger/bTB 
debate moved from a specialist policy concern, mostly of interest to farm-
ers, veterinarians, conservationists and animal advocates, into the political 
and media mainstream. The new policy was met by legal challenges and 
widespread protests (including marches, social media campaigning and 
local action directly disrupting culls), attracting more media coverage in 
more prominent places than ever before. Despite the concerns of another 
group of government-commissioned scientists about their ‘effectiveness, 
safety and humaneness’, and widespread criticism from scientists including 
Krebs, the culls continued. Since 2015, following the election of a 
Conservative majority government, Defra has started a ‘rollout’ of the 
policy, issuing licences in seven new areas. This was followed by further 
licences in 2017, and the 2018 announcement of licencing across the 
country, including in areas with low bTB rates in cattle.16 This geographi-
cal extension has been accompanied by a gradual relaxation of the condi-
tions attached to licencing culls—originally shaped by the ISG’s findings.17

To move towards a deeper understanding of the controversy, we need 
to think about the development of badger/bTB debates in a broader con-
text. To start with, how do these events relate to what the disease itself was 
doing? Figure 1.2 conveys a broad picture of how the incidence of bTB in 
British cattle herds has changed since the 1950s, when mandatory disease 
control measures were originally introduced.19 By the late 1960s, this 
regime appeared to have been a resounding success, with rates of bTB in 
cattle dropping to unprecedentedly low levels: when badgers were first 
connected with bTB in the early 1970s these rates had levelled out, but 
there was little to hint at the problems to come. It is also worth noting the 
timing of the resurgence of bTB: the lowest point of incidence was in the 
early 1980s. While bTB was returning during the 1990s, it was not until 
after the FMD outbreak of 2001 that today’s epidemic became fully appar-
ent. From a socio-historical point of view, the lack of any clear correlation 
between disease incidence and episodes of public controversy (see Chap. 7, 
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Figs. 7.1 and 7.2) is particularly significant. Badger/bTB was already a 
notoriously difficult policy problem long before the resurgence of M. bovis, 
and whenever the issue hits the news, it’s rarely for biological reasons.

The timeline in Fig. 1.2 therefore moves beyond animal health to intro-
duce broader contexts of political, legal and environmental events and 
long-term trends since the middle of the last century. Beyond the swing-
ing back and forth of power between Conservative and Labour govern-
ments, we have seen an underlying agenda of retreating and adjusting the 
role of the state, towards new models of shared governance across govern-
ment, industry and civil society. The other most significant political and 
policy change has of course been the UK’s entry to, increasing integration 
with and likely withdrawal from the European Union. Following the post-
war boosting of agricultural productivity, we have seen further intensifica-
tion of agriculture in general, particularly in livestock and the dairy 
industry, with herd size increasing alongside yields of milk and meat, while 
many farmers have struggled to turn a profit.20 Agricultural intensification 
was a critical factor contributing to the rise of environmental, animal 
 welfare and animal rights movements in the UK: concerns which have in 
turn precipitated widespread changes supporting sustainability and  
welfare in protective legislation, policy structures and industry practice.21 
Finally, we have seen two bouts of public crises over the governance of 
animal health, agriculture and the environment: first over myxomatosis, 
FMD and rabies between the 1950s and 1970s; and second over bovine 
spongiform encephalopathy (BSE), FMD, genetically modified foods and 
bTB since the 1990s.

These shifts in governance, agricultural and environmental politics in 
the UK have been accompanied by corresponding shifts in scientific under-
standings of M. bovis, badgers, cows, humans and the complex entangle-
ments between these organisms. The 2018 Godfray report provides a 
detailed and reasonably balanced overview of the current situation, while 
several other recent review articles and reports provide a range of perspec-
tives.22 I refer the reader to these sources, but provide here my interpreta-
tion of the past and present state of scientific knowledge about relationships 
between M. bovis, cattle, badgers, farming and culling. At the start of our 
story (in the early 1970s) bTB was considered to be well understood fol-
lowing the success of eradication policies and was not a particularly active 
topic of research. BTB was also generally understood to be a livestock 
disease. While it was held as a primary example of zoonosis (human–ani-
mal transmission; hence regulatory structures) in the research literature, 
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there was little consideration of the disease beyond veterinary and some 
public health publications, barring occasional reports of cases in other wild 
animals.23 Badgers were also neglected, but for the opposite reason: 
beyond the writings of a few mammologists and naturalists, very little was 
known about them.24 While the burgeoning field of disease ecology was 
exploring dynamics of infectious disease in wildlife via myxomatosis and 
plague, these scientists were dealing with rodents and rabbits.25

As this book will recount, encountering tuberculous badgers brought 
together previously unrelated policy, campaigning and scientific worlds. 
The various forms of badger culling deployed in England and Wales—both 
scientific trials and disease control policies—have taught us much more, 
but also uncovered further complexities and generated more questions 
along the way. This dynamic could be seen following the 1980 Zuckerman 
and 1996 Krebs reviews, both of which recommended that more scientific 
research should be conducted. In the former case the uncertainties were 
around how to cull badgers, while in the latter about the effects of culling 
on disease spread. Today there seems to be a broad consensus that both 
cattle and badgers get infected with M. bovis; that infection passes between 
the two populations; and that infection rates in badgers are much higher 
than in any other wild animals. However, these ideas were contested prior 
to the completion of the RBCT. While there may be ‘a broad consensus 
among epidemiologists’ that this poses a risk to cattle herds,26 other scien-
tists disagree. This is over whether infections in badgers are mostly a ‘spill-
over’ from cattle (making cattle–cattle transmission the main problem), or 
are ‘self-sustaining’ within the badger population (making it more likely 
that badger–cattle transmission is a problem too).27 Similarly, the effects 
and efficacy of badger culling on bTB rates in cattle are still contested. 
While the underlying theory of perturbation—human-induced disruption 
of ecosystems—is broadly accepted, the extent to which culling-induced 
perturbation exacerbates the spread of bTB is contested, particularly 
between ecologists and veterinarians. The picture becomes more complex 
once you consider what type of culling is involved (gassing, trapping, free 
shooting), who is doing the job (Ministry employees, private contractors, 
random people who don’t like badgers), over what geographic- and time-
scales, and whether it is done as a pre-emptive or post-infection interven-
tion.28 There are also significant issues around the accuracy of current 
regimes of bTB testing, and arguments over the risk factors for cattle, 
which may include broader factors such as herd size and infection history 
as well as the presence of bTB in local badger populations.29

1 OF BADGERS, BOVINES AND BACTERIA 
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Research and policy experiences from other countries paint a rather dif-
ferent picture. Across Europe, the countries experiencing the highest lev-
els of infection are England, Wales, N. Ireland (not Scotland), the Republic 
of Ireland (RoI) and Spain. In the RoI (the only other country where 
badgers play a significant role), scientists are convinced that perturbation 
is not an issue and culling has brought their bTB rates down. That said, 
the RoI appear to be in the process of shifting bTB management policies 
away from badger culling and towards a vaccination-focused strategy, 
although its efficacy is not fully established.30 In Spain, wild boar and deer 
are the main wildlife affected, both of which are culled for bTB control. 
Elsewhere in the world bTB wildlife ‘hosts’ include several species of deer, 
water buffalo, antelope and, in New Zealand, the brushtailed possum. 
While several of these countries have implemented wildlife culling policies 
with greater or lesser degrees of policy success (i.e. reductions in cattle 
bTB), perturbation and other ecological effects have been reported.31 
Furthermore, in the case of New Zealand, possums are a widely reviled 
invasive species and pest, while the governance situation has also been 
significantly different in that bTB regulation is controlled and paid for  
primarily by industry.32 As we will explore through the rest of this book, 
the badger/bTB situation in Britain has been shaped by a unique set of 
ecological, epidemiological, agricultural, social, political and cultural fac-
tors for many decades. As such, any simple conclusions drawn by compari-
sons between other countries and the ‘perfect storm’33 experienced in 
Britain should be taken with a large dose of salt, as should any attempt at 
characterising ‘the science’ of this complex topic as fully in support of—or 
against—badger culling.

1.2  Knowing animal healTh in The environmenT

This book will investigate what happened when the previously uncon-
nected worlds of bTB and the badger were forcibly brought together—
when Ministry veterinarians recorded and reported evidence of tuberculous 
badgers living and dying in a ‘hotspot’ of cattle TB infection in the early 
1970s. It will explore controversies over the connections between M. bovis, 
badgers and cattle since that time, over which bTB went from a well-
controlled disease, with policy primarily driven by public health agendas, 
to a resurgent, poorly understood epidemic, contested between animal 
health and conservation/animal welfare interests. While the key scientific 
and policy events have often been documented, they have rarely been 
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explained, or addressed beyond the specific domain of animal health.34 
This book will perform such an analysis, with a central focus on the dynam-
ics of debate amongst the various actors involved with M. bovis, badgers 
and cows in Britain over the past fifty years. This work is important not 
just as an intellectual exercise, but as a contribution to ongoing scientific, 
policy and public debates—about bTB itself, about how to control the 
disease, and about how to consider wildlife in policy decisions about 
(domestic) animal health, agriculture and the environment. The events of 
the recent past are often used as a resource by participants in today’s con-
troversy, who cite factors such as the introduction of badger protection; 
intensification of cattle farming and trading; changes in regulatory regimes; 
or culling itself as explanations for the current disease situation. However, 
these tend to be picked and used strategically and are often based on anec-
dotal rather than a critical historical evidence base. By collating this evi-
dence and analysing it, this book can create better public and institutional 
memories of a notoriously ‘intractable’ policy problem.35

In this book, I combine social science and historical approaches to 
understanding how science, technology and medicine interact with policy 
and the public sphere. For a long-standing controversy like this, a histori-
cal perspective is essential in order to understand how the badger/bTB 
debate has developed over time, how it has shaped and been shaped by 
social and political changes since the 1960s, and also how past decisions 
led to present policy. I have also drawn upon the ideas of scholars working 
in fields such as environmental history and animal studies to help me 
understand how human–badger relationships have become entangled with 
animal health policy. I have used three key sets of ideas in this book: ideas 
about how knowledge is built through public controversies; ideas about 
care, caring practices and how they are built; and ideas about human–ani-
mal relationships, including how non-humans shape societal change.

Knowledge Controversies and Epistemic Communities. At its heart, this 
book is a study of what researchers in science and technology studies (STS) 
and the history of science call a ‘knowledge controversy’—an academic 
and/or policy and/or public debate centred upon questions of scientific 
knowledge, expertise and evidence.36 Controversies are key processes 
through which scientists build knowledge about the world, and therefore 
a key site of study for scholars like myself. The painstaking business of 
publishing a journal article—gathering, interpreting and analysing data; 
integrating it with theory and research questions; communicating persua-
sively that the findings mean something; and successfully passing through 
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peer review—is only the beginning. Once an article—a knowledge claim—
is published, the real work begins as other researchers working on the 
topic publish further articles supporting, reinterpreting or directly con-
testing that claim. This process, scaled up, creates the interwoven fabric of 
what sociologists and philosophers of science have described as ‘normal 
science’, or ‘science in the making’.37 Given the inherently social, 
 collaborative and persuasive nature of this process, it should not be that 
surprising that once STS scholars started looking closely at how scientists 
do what they do, they found that everyday scientific practices involve the 
continual negotiation of uncertainty, personal rivalries and a deep inter-
weaving with other social and political processes.38

Public knowledge controversies move out beyond the relatively closed 
worlds of academia, and start taking place in the wider public sphere, gen-
erally involving a wider range of people. In these situations, knowledge is 
not established within science, then ‘popularised’ in mass media—instead 
scientific communication is multidirectional, with information moving 
back and forth between ‘popular’ media, policy or campaigning contexts 
and ‘specialist’ academia.39 Public knowledge controversies often involve 
multiple sources of knowledge and forms of expertise, including scientists, 
professionals (doctors, lawyers, farmers), non-professional specialists (natu-
ralists, enthusiasts, fans), people with experiential knowledge (patients, par-
ents) and members of relevant publics (local communities, campaigners).40 
Sometimes public knowledge controversies involve multiple disciplines: the 
need to communicate across disciplinary boundaries (and pursue disciplin-
ary rivalries) is another factor which moves these disputes into the wider 
public sphere.41 All these factors make public knowledge controversies even 
more complex than ‘normal’ scientific controversies, and more fiercely con-
tested, as more people become invested in scientific debates over topics of 
deep concern to them. Such controversies often relate to questions of how 
people should act (politics), as well as what government should do (pol-
icy)—contemporary examples might include debates over climate change, 
artificial intelligence (AI) and gene editing. In these situations, scientific 
knowledge is still in the process of being built, meaning that what is ‘known’ 
about the issues can be highly uncertain and speculative or deeply contested, 
at times by specific political and economic interests. This further complicates 
how politicians and policymakers engage with—and formulate policy based 
upon—the evidence presented to them.42

But how and why do scientists come to disagree in the first place? Part 
of the answer lies in the sheer difficulty of gathering and interpreting data 

 A. CASSIDY



15

while integrating it with theory to find good explanations, but this is not 
the whole story. Scientific research is a social process, which breaks down 
enquiry into many specialist disciplines, each of which establishes their 
own methods, theories and modes of communication. When thinking 
about science and policy, another useful concept is that of the ‘epistemic 
community’—a group of people ‘concerned with producing and 
 disseminating knowledge’, who work together and have shared beliefs, 
working practices and criteria for assessing validity.43 The difference 
between an epistemic community and an academic discipline or field is 
that the former has a shared policy focus, which can pull together special-
ists from multiple disciplines. Classically, epistemic communities are 
understood to be ‘a network of professionals with recognised expertise’ 
involved with policy problems:44 policy research explores how such experts 
can (or can’t) contribute to ‘policy learning’ over time. Indeed, some of 
this work has examined the increasingly strained relationships between 
scientists and policymakers over the management of bTB since the 
1990s—a situation which has been described as a ‘pathology of policy 
learning’.45 I argue that public knowledge controversies often involve 
multiple epistemic communities, who therefore form different under-
standings of the situation. Other scholars have combined the idea of epis-
temic communities with that of ‘communities of practice’, when 
professional experts work alongside others with relevant knowledge. These 
epistemic communities have much fuzzier boundaries, which are con-
stantly changing as they work together.46 Given that the longer history of 
the badger/bTB controversy involves multiple, overlapping and distinctly 
fuzzy groupings, which change over time, it is this latter version of epis-
temic communities that I will use to understand this case.

Following the established practice of many STS researchers and histori-
ans of science, technology and medicine, I have taken what is known as a 
‘symmetrical’ stance in relation to the controversy itself. This means that, 
as far as I am able, I have tried to understand and provide explanations of 
all sides in the debate, and what they know—explaining positions for and 
against badger culling, as well as everything in-between. As David Bloor 
famously argued, such an analysis must also be ‘impartial with respect to 
truth and falsity, rationality or irrationality, success or failure’.47 In effect, 
this means that the research deliberately sets aside questions of who is 
factually ‘right’ in the debate, and as far as possible investigates the per-
spectives of all those involved ‘symmetrically’ (with equal attention). 
While Bloor and his colleagues may have paid less attention to questions 
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of moral or political normativity, I think these must be directly addressed 
in a charged debate like this, which taps into deeply held beliefs. For me, 
it seems a logical extension of the symmetrical approach to likewise set 
aside questions of who is morally ‘right’ in the badger/bTB controversy. 
This parallels debates in animal studies where, broadly speaking, some 
scholars argue that gaining a deep understanding of animals in society is, 
or should be, inextricably linked to a normative position advocating for 
their interests.48 Others, such as the anthropologist Garry Marvin, who 
has studied many ‘troubling’ human–animal relationships (including bull-
fighting and fox-hunting), argue that in order to fully understand such 
practices from multiple points of view, researchers need to have ‘a shared 
commitment to no overarching political agenda’.49 In neither Bloor nor 
Marvin’s case does this imply full moral, ethical or epistemological objec-
tivity nor relativism—I understand these positions as part of a methodologi-
cal stance, making it possible to reach a deeper understanding of 
controversies.50 While I am sceptical that anyone could provide a truly 
impartial analysis of a controversy like this, I think there is a lot to be 
gained by retaining this as a (possibly futile) goal.51 In this research, I have 
done this by being as ‘interested’ (rather than disinterested) as possible in 
all sides of the controversy, while refusing to be drawn into any single 
agenda.52 I hope that this strategy of reflexive engagement is aided by 
foregrounding my disciplinary and other backgrounds in the Preface of 
this book.53 That said, I have drawn together my thoughts and sugges-
tions on how the badger/bTB debate might move forward in my conclu-
sions in Chap. 8.

Good Care, Good Work, Good Knowledge. The second set of ideas cen-
tres upon care—what it means to care, about what, and how caring prac-
tices are (like knowledge practices) formed by people as they work 
together. Human medicine is based on a series of core ethical principles, 
including respect for the autonomy and confidentiality of patients, and 
acting in their best interests—this generally implies a fierce commitment 
to the preservation of human life. The translation of these ethical princi-
ples into the working practices of doctors and nurses has been described 
by the anthropologist Anne-Marie Mol as the ‘logic of care’ in human 
medicine. Mol vividly articulates how this logic structures the day-to-day 
interactions between patients and healthcare workers in modern Dutch 
hospitals, down to the smallest details. She also describes how the logic of 
care interacts and conflicts with a contrasting ‘logic of choice’, based upon 
the decisions made by individual patients, about their own behaviour and 
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as they navigate increasingly market-based health systems.54 These interac-
tions profoundly shape who makes medical decisions and what decisions 
are made. While Mol’s logic of care is physical, practical, relational and 
able to deal with the inherent uncertainty and unpredictability of health 
and illness, it also tends towards a parental mode in which it can be diffi-
cult for patients to exercise much agency. By contrast, while the logic of 
choice creates ‘the illusion of control’,55 playing on consumer desires in 
the marketing of medical devices, it also increases the possibilities for 
patients to exercise agency over decisions made about caring for their own 
bodies. This idea of ‘logics’—or modes—of care has been taken up and 
used to understand other working practices, including those of farmers, 
veterinarians and scientists. This work has demonstrated that such tensions 
and negotiations over choice and agency are not unique to human health-
care and are central to caring relationships between humans and animals.56

While practicing and delivering good care is essential to understanding 
what it is to be a ‘good’ doctor, farmer, scientist or vet, this research has 
shown how these modes of care are highly variable, and at times come into 
conflict.57 What ‘good care’ might mean in practice can look very different 
at different places and times, as well as who or what is or should be cared 
about, and how to care under varying economic circumstances. Like the 
knowledge of epistemic communities, modes of care are created as groups 
of people work together towards common goals. Care and epistemic com-
munities have therefore been brought together to understand how caring 
and knowledge-building practices co-create each other—in the work of 
running a laboratory or a museum, in developing standards for what con-
stitutes ‘good science’, or in caring for laboratory animals.58 In this book, 
I draw upon recent research by Gail Davies and colleagues on the ‘cultures 
of care’ of laboratory research. I argue that the fuzzy and changing epis-
temic communities involved in badger/bTB have created correspondingly 
fuzzy ‘cultures of care’,59 constantly renegotiated over the past half-cen-
tury. When tuberculous badgers were found in the early 1970s, the sepa-
rate epistemic communities around bTB and around badgers were forcibly 
brought together, sometimes mutually reshaping and at other times vio-
lently clashing with one another. I will discuss in turn the epistemic com-
munities of farmers and veterinarians (trying to protect cows and humans 
from TB); of pest control scientists and field biologists (trying to protect 
human agriculture while also caring for wildlife); and of conservationists 
and animal advocates (trying to protect badgers and environments from 
harm). I will also explore how these differing cultures of care have also 
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entailed differing expectations of agency—in ‘experts’, politicians, policy-
makers, publics and the organisms involved (M. bovis, humans, badgers 
and cows)—expectations which have been repeatedly confounded over 
the years. These differences in care have in turn further driven the overall 
knowledge controversy.

Animal Roles and Traces. This third set of ideas was developed in col-
laboration with Abigail Woods and colleagues, as we researched the roles 
played by animals in the history of modern medicine.60 It is part of a new 
body of scholarship documenting how animals, plants and environments 
have shaped a wide range of human activities, from obvious sites such as 
zoos and research laboratories, through human–animal working partner-
ships and the production of animals as human food, to the creation and 
manipulation of ecosystems and societies. Tools for decentring the human 
in social and historical research have been developed in the burgeoning 
fields of animal studies and animal history, where scholars have investi-
gated how animal agency—their bodies, minds and actions—have shaped 
human knowledge, actions, societies and histories.61 Historical researchers 
(and anyone working with texts) face a particular challenge: how to build 
better accounts of non-verbal non-humans when most records have been 
created by verbal, literate humans. We built upon the idea of using ‘animal 
traces’ (the indirect marks left by animals in historical records, such as 
photographs and accounts of animal actions).62 Historians of biology and 
medicine can analyse primary sources deriving from physical traces made 
by and upon animal bodies, which the scientists of the past have examined, 
manipulated, interpreted and eventually recorded. These form multiple 
layers of animal ‘traces’ which gain meaning in relation to one another—
from the immediate remains of animal bodies, through the images, statis-
tics and interpretations made by scientists, out to the new knowledge 
practices, social relationships, institutions and even imaginaries of animals 
that are built in response. We drew upon well-established techniques for 
writing ‘histories from below’—work which brings to the fore the experi-
ences of powerless and/or illiterate people in the past. We argued that 
while such approaches have generally been used to explore the neglected 
histories of groups of people, these tools can be extended and applied to 
the challenges of animal history.

Finally, we explored the multiple roles that animals have played in 
medical research and practice since the nineteenth century. These 
include obvious, well-studied examples such as experimental subjects 
and models for human health in laboratory research; or disease victims, 

 A. CASSIDY



19

patients and transmitters of infection. However, our work also investi-
gated no less important, but far less well-studied animal roles: as patho-
logical specimens, shapers of and commodities in food systems, points 
of cross-species comparison, and vehicles for (human) personal and pro-
fessional advancement. These are of course related to the wider roles 
and categories that human societies assign to animals, such as food, 
pets, workers, experimental subjects, charismatic wildlife and pests—
and these roles change over time as society changes.63 Understanding 
and exploring these multiple social roles—particularly beyond the 
immediately obvious ones—can reveal previously unexplored histories. 
It can also teach us a great deal about how scientific and medical knowl-
edge has been and continues to be built in partnership with non-human 
animals. In this book I have further developed this approach, following 
veterinarians, scientists, conservationists and animal advocates as they 
have followed M. bovis, cows and badgers, documenting the traces left 
behind by these organisms as people sought to understand their com-
plex interconnections.

Methods, Sources, Questions. The most succinct way of describing the 
methodology of this project would be a bricolage—a tinkered together set 
of techniques, which has grown and changed as my understanding has 
grown. Another way of describing this would be a ‘mixed methods’ 
research design, combining together quantitative and qualitative analyses 
of texts, with interviews with those involved in badger/bTB.64 The variety 
of sources and methods employed has made it easier to conduct this 
research in an iterative way, with each stage of the work informing the 
next, feeding back into my research questions along the way.65 I found 
material from a huge variety of sources: archives; mass media; policy docu-
ments and online materials; clippings and memories from friends and col-
leagues; and a profusion of images. I helped colleagues in oral history to 
organise a ‘witness seminar’ on the history of bTB in Britain, where people 
who had worked on bTB in the past shared their memories.66 I have also 
individually interviewed many of the key players in badger/bTB, across 
government, scientific and campaigning roles. While I have used some 
quotations in the book, these interviews have primarily informed my 
underlying understanding, making it possible for me to make sense of the 
mass of documentary evidence available. Where possible I have digitised 
these sources and uploaded them into the qualitative analysis software 
NVivo, making the data searchable. However, much has remained stub-
bornly analogue.
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The core aim of my research—and of this book—is to map out the 
contested terrain of debates over badgers and bTB since the late 1960s, so 
that we can better understand how the current situation has come about—
to try and answer the question, ‘How did we get into this mess?’67 How 
did bTB transform from a well-controlled public health problem into a 
resurgent, poorly understood disease epidemic, understood either as an 
 economic problem or a potential environmental risk? My work has been 
guided by two further research questions: What makes a scientific contro-
versy happen ‘in public’? Why have scientific debates over the connections 
between M. bovis, cattle and badgers become a public knowledge contro-
versy, and why has this process accelerated? Finally, this has been an 
extraordinarily British controversy. BTB is a global disease problem, while 
the European badger (Meles meles) lives from the Iberian Peninsula to Iran 
in the east and north up to the Arctic Circle.68 However, it is only in the 
UK and the RoI that causal links have been drawn between infection in 
badgers and domestic cattle, and only in Britain that proposals to cull 
wildlife to manage bTB have attracted such intense controversy. Why has 
this happened in this particular place (Britain) and time (the late twentieth 
and early twenty-first centuries)? While part of the answer lies in the spe-
cific geographical, ecological and agricultural factors contributing to the 
epidemiology of bTB in the UK, this cannot tell us the whole story.69 To 
learn more, we need to first locate the disease (bovine tuberculosis) and 
then the animal (the badger) into their respective historical contexts before 
the two were brought together in the early 1970s. We will therefore take 
a detour into two backstories—first, the broader history of tuberculosis, 
including the story of how it came to be recognised, researched and par-
tially brought under control. We will then explore the particular (and 
frankly peculiar) social and cultural history of badgers in Britain, before 
returning to the main account of the book.

1.3  hisTories of TuBerCulosis in humans 
and oTher animals

People have written about and tried to treat the symptoms of what doctors 
today would characterise as ‘tuberculosis’ for a very long time before we 
called it that name. As documented by historians of medicine, how these 
symptoms were perceived, described, categorised and made sense of has 
changed over time. A disease—understood as a collection of physical 
symptoms, organised and explained according to underlying models of 
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anatomy, pathology and epidemiology—comes into existence when doc-
tors and patients collectively agree that these belong together, to ‘frame’ 
it in that way and give it a name.70 While the ancient Greeks wrote about 
a disease called ‘phthisis’, which included symptoms such as coughing, 
fever, cysts in the body, spitting blood, tiredness and wasting away, some 
descriptions sound much closer to what we would today call ‘cancer’. 
Treatments (including sea travel, changes in diet and blood-letting) were 
very different, based as they were on humoral theories of disease. In the 
medieval world, phthisis gave way to ‘consumption’ and ‘scrofula’ (swell-
ings or infections in the neck), but underlying disease models and treat-
ments remained broadly similar. It was from the eighteenth century 
onwards—as doctors started systematically what happens inside the body, 
via anatomy, pathology and the invention of new instruments such as the 
stethoscope—that closer connections were drawn between consumption, 
respiratory symptoms and lesions in the lungs (tubercles). However, these 
associations did not fully solidify into the new disease of ‘tuberculosis’ 
until later, in the nineteenth century.71

The story of how TB came to be recognised as a disease in its own right 
is closely bound up with the stories of the birth of bacteriology and germ 
theory, as charismatic scientists such as Louis Pasteur and Robert Koch 
vied to establish their reputations through the investigation of microor-
ganisms and their connections with infectious disease.72 In 1882, Koch 
was the first to establish causal connections between microbes and disease, 
using an elegant series of experiments with guinea pigs and what he had 
identified down the microscope as ‘tubercle bacilli’. Although the causes 
of human TB continued to be intensively debated, eventually germ theory 
became more established as it provided convincing explanations for the 
spread of disease and generated effective clinical approaches such as vac-
cination and aseptic surgery.73 However, confusion persisted over the rela-
tionship between TB in humans and in animals. While veterinarians had 
demonstrated as early as 1860 that TB in cattle could be passed to humans, 
medical doctors were less convinced. The controversy was compounded in 
1901 when Koch himself changed his position on the issue. Counter to his 
earlier view that TB was a unified disease, caused by a single type of bacil-
lus, at a major international congress Koch argued that TB in humans and 
cattle were distinct diseases, caused by different bacteria (later classified as 
M. tuberculosis and M. bovis). Putting a ‘bombshell’ under the growing 
consensus that meat and milk needed to be regulated to prevent zoonotic 
transmission, he also cast doubt on the risks of humans contracting bTB, 
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arguing that this regulatory effort was a waste of time.74 Given his status 
at the time as one of the world’s most famous scientists, Koch’s interven-
tion generated immense confusion and controversy, reopening the uncer-
tainties around bTB and how it should be controlled. The longer-term 
impacts were varied: in European countries, where veterinarians had more 
professional power, measures to remove infected meat and milk from the 
food chain continued unabated.75

By contrast, in Britain Koch’s intervention opened a new public con-
troversy, mobilised by industry actors to contest the need for regulation. 
The government appointed a Royal Commission of experts to investigate 
the situation (the third since 1890): the investigation took eleven years to 
conclude that bTB was zoonotic after all. Afterwards, public uncertainties 
over bTB persisted, making it harder to regulate the disease.76 During the 
interwar period, bTB control was implemented using ‘accreditation’—
milk thought to be ‘clean’ could be sold under a government-approved 
quality mark. By the end of the 1930s this idea had been extended to the 
‘attestation’ of cattle herds—a quality mark for those cleared of the disease 
through the newly developed tuberculin test and slaughtering of infected 
animals.77 Further measures such as meat inspection, milk pasteurisation 
and improving cattle health were also gradually implemented by local 
authorities and industry. However, these measures were implemented on 
a voluntary, self-regulatory basis, leading to a piecemeal approach. It was 
not until after the war, when international health bodies such as the World 
Health Organization (WHO) and Food and Agriculture Organization of 
the United Nations (FAO) launched international public health cam-
paigns focusing on TB, including bTB as an exemplary zoonosis, that 
state-led and enforced control schemes started to come into effect.78 In 
the UK, veterinarians had consolidated their roles as experts within gov-
ernment during wartime, and in line with broader state-led agendas for 
boosting agricultural productivity, a new Area Eradication Scheme was 
implemented in 1950. This scheme boosted financial rewards and com-
pensation for participating farmers, but also made it compulsory for cattle 
herds to be tested for bTB and for positive ‘reactors’ to be slaughtered. It 
was systematically rolled out across the country, targeting one area at a 
time, until by 1960 the entire country had been declared ‘attested’.79

During the 1960s the final eradication of bTB was confidently pre-
dicted (following dramatic drops in disease rates), while MAFF’s atten-
tion turned towards the eradication of other animal diseases such as swine 
fever and brucellosis.80 While the local persistence of the disease in some 
areas was of concern within MAFF, bTB was generally considered to 
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be  a  success story, dropping off scientific, policy and public agendas. 
M. bovis had embedded itself deeply into systems of food production via 
these regulatory systems, meaning that by the late 1960s consumers could 
increasingly rely upon their milk and meat being free of infections, unadul-
terated, easy to obtain and cheaper than ever before. The  implementation 
of these regulatory structures contributed to changes in practices for pro-
ducing,  distributing, standardising, processing and selling meat and milk, 
setting us up for today’s large-scale, fast-moving intensive livestock pro-
duction  systems. The nuts and bolts of applying, measuring and adminis-
tering bTB testing in cattle herds created a reliable income stream for rural 
 veterinary practices and consolidated extensive structures for regulating, 
investigating and researching animal health within MAFF, which we will 
explore further in Chap. 4. By the end of the 1950s, veterinarians were 
firmly embedded as core trusted experts in MAFF, while bTB testing had 
created routine reinforcements of the connections between farmers and 
clinical veterinarians.81 By 1971 human and animal health agendas had 
largely moved on from bTB—widely regarding it as a solved problem—
but tuberculous badgers were found in Gloucestershire. These animals 
had also been the focus of protracted uncertainty and public debate in 
Britain. However, the participants and key issues of Britain’s badger debate 
had been, until then, entirely disconnected from the agricultural and pub-
lic health concerns of bTB.

1.4  The greaT BriTish Badger deBaTe

Viewed from the outside, the extent to which British people have become 
exercised over the fate of an animal that many have never seen, much less 
interacted with, appears deeply strange. This was made clear to me early in 
this project, when giving talks to continental European audiences, to be 
met by blank stares and polite requests to explain exactly what kind of 
animal this ‘badger’ was. The extent to which the badger/bTB contro-
versy is deeply embedded in British (and particularly English) history and 
culture is highlighted in media coverage of the topic, where journalists 
often reference Kenneth Grahame’s classic children’s novel The Wind in 
the Willows (1911) to help them talk about animal health. While agricul-
ture today only creates a relatively small proportion of the UK’s GDP and 
national employment, ideas about agriculture, landscape and rurality con-
tinue to have political and cultural significance. Many industrialised coun-
tries have their own version of the ‘rural idyll’, but the British version 
holds animals at its heart: the livestock which have shaped and reshaped 
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our landscape; and the wildlife which are admired, cherished, reviled and 
excluded from this space.82 Several scholars have pointed towards the his-
torical legacies of the Industrial Revolution as the origins of this paradox. 
As human populations grew and migrated to the cities to take up new 
jobs, people’s immediate environments and social conditions changed 
very rapidly, while agricultural landscapes also changed as food production 
increased and human tolerance for wild animals plummeted.83 This period 
of rapid change created a range of social, political and cultural counter-
responses, including campaigns against cruelty, for improving health and 
for political representation for all. While most of these movements were 
directed towards people, some (e.g. the abolition of slavery; women’s suf-
frage) sought to extend the circle of full ‘humanity’, while others were 
concerned with protecting non-humans, including animals, landscapes 
and cultural heritage. These social movements initiated ongoing traditions 
of political campaigning on behalf of animals and the environment, includ-
ing anti-vivisection, vegetarianism, campaigns to protect the countryside 
and against blood sports.84 In art, philosophy and literature, Romanticism 
turned away from the wonders and horrors of the Industrial Revolution to 
instead create idealised images of Britain’s unspoilt agrarian past, includ-
ing imaginaries of the ‘natural sublime’, the ‘rural idyll’ and greater sym-
pathy for animal suffering.85 These ideas have left their mark ever since, as 
government agendas over rising populations and agricultural productivity 
have contested with those of conservationists, environmentalists, and ani-
mal welfare and animal rights campaigners.

The badger came to have such an unusual significance in British culture 
today via its multiple links into this history of loss and change.86 As noted 
above, the European badger (Meles meles) has a very broad species range. 
However, there are some unusual aspects to their ecology and behaviour 
in the British Isles. To start with, in these countries most large predators 
(such as wolves and bears) have died out, leaving the badger as one of the 
largest wild mammals left in these ecosystems. Badgers are omnivorous, 
nocturnal foragers that in Britain live in large groups, building complex 
underground ‘setts’; they defend well-defined, stable territories. Population 
densities are significantly higher than in mainland Europe, particularly in 
the south and western regions of the UK; and it is likely that these speci-
ficities contribute to the unusual disease ecology of bTB in Britain and the 
RoI.87 Even though the badger is not unique to the UK, it is often seen by 
this country’s inhabitants as ‘that most ancient Briton of English beasts’—
iconic and symbolic of the nation.88 Biologists recognise it as one of only 
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thirty surviving ‘native’ mammal species in the British Isles, and badgers 
have widespread associations with ideas of Britishness and the land, per-
haps due to the long-standing nature of sett occupation. This can be seen 
in the usage of ‘badger’ or older versions of the word such as ‘brock’ in 
family and place names, while images of the animals continue to feature in 
heraldry and advertising.

The usage of badger as a verb—‘to badger’ (pester or harass) points us 
towards another, darker set of associations. Badgers have been the target 
of human practices of hunting, digging (using dogs and spades to extract 
the animals from underground) and baiting (forcing them to fight with 
dogs) for many centuries. The animals were eaten, their fat was used as a 
liniment, and other body parts were used in sporrans and shaving brushes. 
While these practices are now illegal in Britain and Ireland, badgers are 
still hunted in continental Europe, a factor which probably contributes to 
lower population densities.89 The oldest British cultural reference I have 
found is in the c. tenth-century Exeter Book. This manuscript includes 
many Old English riddle-poems: number 15 tells the story of a heroic 
animal that lives underground in a hill, fighting and defending its family 
against digging invaders.90 In the sixteenth century, the Tudors legally 
designated badgers as ‘vermin’—nuisance animals—placing a generous 
bounty of twelve old pence per head.91 Understandings of vermin at this 
time were significantly different to our own: while such animals were asso-
ciated with disease, prior to germ theory this was via theories of ‘miasma’ 
and beliefs about witchcraft. Vermin animals were more directly seen as 
nuisances because they were creatures likely to destroy crops or steal 
human food supplies: it is probably for this reason that they were not only 
killed, but were treated as criminals, sometimes undergoing trials.92 The 
badger at this time was admired—as many hunted animals were—but also 
reviled and killed if it got in people’s way. Even though the beginnings of 
modern ‘science’ were forming, many people’s ideas about animals were 
shaped as much by stories, fables and metaphor as by direct experience or 
observation. Figure 1.3 depicts a woodcut from Topsell’s The History of 
Four-footed Beasts and Serpents (1658). It’s recognisably a badger, yet the 
image is also highly stylised and appears in the book alongside ‘real’ (bears, 
cats, beavers) and ‘imaginary’ (unicorns, dragons, manticores) animals.93

Ideas about badgers started to change in the early nineteenth century 
as questions of animal cruelty—and what to do about it—were debated in 
earnest. While most early welfare legislation was focused on domestic ani-
mals, the 1835 Cruelty to Animals Act made it illegal to ‘keep or use any 
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Fig. 1.3 ‘Of the BADGER, otherwise called a Brocke, a Gray or a Bauson’ 
(Topsell et al., The History of Four-footed Beasts and Serpents, 1658)

House, Room, Pit, Ground, or other Place for the Purpose of running, 
baiting, or fighting any Bull, Bear, Badger, Dog, or other Animal (whether 
of domestic or wild Nature or Kind)’.94 The Act was broadly aimed at 
outlawing popular sports in which animals were made to fight for enter-
tainment, but specifically mentioned badgers as a target of these practices. 
While the impact was not immediate, the Act had the effect of drawing a 
line between legitimate hunting and illegitimate baiting, not eliminating 
but certainly driving the latter underground.95 Early natural history 
accounts contain a disorienting mix of condemnations of baiting, descrip-
tions of badger behaviour and detailed instructions on how to dig them 
out during a hunt.96 It was during the final decades of the nineteenth and 
early decades of the twentieth centuries that badgers started to be more 
actively debated, certainly if the archives of British national newspapers are 
anything to go by. While they were far from a major preoccupation, inter-
mittent exchanges started to appear alongside routine reporting of bad-
ger-hunts. The rise of natural history as scientific practice as well as a 
popular leisure activity was starting to transform people’s understandings 
of wildlife.97 These exchanges—often between naturalists and zoologists 
on the one hand and landowners or people involved with hunting on the 
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other—sketched out two very different animals. People who were observ-
ing badgers wrote of an entirely new creature: one which was clean and 
tidy, played and cared for its fellows, kept to itself unless provoked, and 
performed ‘useful’ jobs for humans such as eating wasps’ nests. However, 
other correspondents were not convinced, countering this idea of the 
Good Badger with their own Bad Badger—a figure familiar from the past. 
They argued that badgers should not be tolerated, much less cared for or 
protected, because the animals continued to be a nuisance. The Bad 
Badger was guilty of a series of misdemeanours, including crushing and 
damaging crops, ‘taking’ young rabbits, poultry, ground-nesting birds, 
and by some accounts even lambs, as well as evicting foxes and interfering 
with fox-hunts.98

The rehabilitation of the badger continued through the twentieth cen-
tury, as the continuing popularity of natural history combined with the 
rise of new sciences such as ecology to inspire new artistic and literary 
representations of wildlife. The most iconic examples involving badgers 
were published within a few years of one another: Kenneth Grahame’s The 
Wind in the Willows (1908) and Beatrix Potter’s The Tale of Mr. Tod 
(1912). Like many of Potter’s Tales (written to teach children the basics of 
natural history) Mr. Tod is a grim tale of predation, in which Tommy Brock 
the badger is of a decidedly villainous and criminal disposition, fitting into 
the older Bad Badger tradition.99 While The Wind in The Willows has 
undergone a continual process of adaptation ever since, the character of 
Mr Badger is still recognisable (for Brits, at least): wise, old, grumpy and 
a bit anti-social, but also caring and fierce in the defence of his friends. 
Over time, Mr Badger appears to have melded with the naturalists’ Good 
Badger, subsequently giving rise to many descendants who populate chil-
dren’s fictions (and toy boxes) to this day. A further phase in the rehabili-
tation of the badger took place alongside the rise of popular natural history 
as mass media content and new professional roles in the second half of the 
twentieth century.100 Badgers were a particular source of fascination for 
several of the early photographers and filmmakers involved in the creation 
of the BBC Natural History Unit during the 1940s and 1950s. While they 
are notoriously shy, these animals have limited eyesight and a strong sense 
of routine, making them surprisingly easy to observe. They also provided 
a technical challenge—pushing on the development of night-time photog-
raphy and live television broadcasts.101 The Good Badger therefore became 
a modern media star not only as a fictional character, but also through the 
deeply compelling form of the nature documentary.102
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As we will explore in Chap. 7, 2013 was an extraordinary year for the 
public controversy over badger culling and bTB. Press coverage reached 
unprecedented levels, as pilot culls implemented by the then Coalition 
government were met by widespread protests and controversy over 
whether they were ‘safe, effective and humane’.103 The Secretary of State 
for Defra was widely ridiculed for stating that ‘the badgers are moving the 
goalposts’ in response to journalistic questioning about the government’s 
response to scientific criticism. A host of public figures ventured their 
opinions on whether badgers should be culled, in a debate that had by 
then clearly divided along partisan lines (Labour against, Conservatives 
for). In the middle of all this, founder of the Glastonbury Festival, national 
hero to many, and Somerset dairy farmer Michael Eavis decided to inter-
vene, on behalf of his agricultural colleagues:

The Somerset farmer, who keeps 400 dairy cows and has a badger sett at 
Worthy Farm, said he was ‘not inviting’ gunmen to kill his badgers but he 
was in favour of the cull ‘in certain circumstances’ when there is ‘a heavy loss 
of dairy cattle’. ‘As a dairy farmer I am not on the side of the badger’, he 
told the Guardian, in his first public comments on the controversy over 
badgers’ role in causing bovine TB in cattle. ‘They’ve also uprooted all the 
orchids, and killed or eaten all the hedgehogs. They’re still treated like a 
protected species, but they’re actually quite a damaging animal.’104

Eavis is not generally known for inviting controversy for its own sake, 
despite deeply held political beliefs. What is striking about his comments 
is how other problems caused by badgers become foregrounded, with 
concerns about bTB and the impacts of the disease on cattle and farmers 
coming afterwards. As I have documented elsewhere and will return to at 
the other end of this book, Eavis is far from alone in his opinion that the 
Bad Badger is still alive and kicking. In today’s controversy over badgers 
and bTB, participants for and against culling continue to mobilise the 
Good Badger and the Bad Badger in very similar ways to debates over a 
century ago. At that time, naturalists were only beginning to observe these 
animals in the wild, while debates over bTB were still mired in controversy 
over connecting diseases in humans to those in cows—wildlife was not 
even on the table. The Good Badger today continues to be lauded, now as 
a loved charismatic ‘native’ species and victim of human persecution. 
While accusations of stealing lambs have mostly receded, the Bad Badger 
continues to be accused of damaging crops, undermining buildings and 
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eating other loved animals (principally hedgehogs). The rhetoric on both 
sides continues to focus on badgers’ roles in human society and whether 
we love or hate them, rather than addressing the deep complexities of 
managing an infectious disease which moves between humans, domestic 
animals or wildlife in unpredictable ways.

While many aspects of the controversy are unique to the UK, this con-
tested social dynamic (between the ‘good’ and ‘bad’ versions of an animal) 
is not. Instead it fits into a broader pattern of what anthropologist John 
Knight has described as ‘pestilence discourses’, seen across many cultures.105 
Pest animals are represented as dirty, violent, reproducing out of control 
and intruding on human spaces. While some creatures are kept solidly in 
this role (e.g. flies, rats), sometimes this varies across cultures (primates), 
while others occupy an in-between space where they are regarded differ-
ently by different groups of people within the same culture. When this is 
the case, the proper role of the animal can be fiercely contested and is often 
subject to change over time. Striking examples include the multiple  
roles played by pigeons (loved companions/charismatic wildlife/ 
dangerous vermin), or the dingo in Australia, which in different parts of 
the country is a reviled invasive species or a protected and valued partici-
pant in indigenous ecosystems and cultures.106 The curiously plastic and 
deeply felt nature of the pest category is part of a larger complex of chang-
ing social roles assigned to and played by animals; contributing to our 
earlier exploration of the ‘roles and traces’ of animals in the history of 
medicine discussed above.107 Pestilence discourses have both cause and 
consequence beyond the realm of language: such animals often have forms 
of life that bring them into conflict with humans, with often lethal conse-
quences for the animals. At times this involves direct threats to people (e.g. 
creatures that are predatory, poisonous or disease vectors), but more often 
foraging on human food supplies, or just getting in the way. Researchers 
characterise these situations as ‘wildlife conflict’, recognising that they are 
as much or even more about conflict between humans about animals, as 
between humans and animals.108 As I have argued elsewhere, changes in 
badgers’ legal status and social roles, alongside long-standing continuities 
in debates over the Good/Bad Badger are strongly suggestive of a long-
standing wildlife conflict, which precedes and drives today’s knowledge 
controversy over bTB.109 Through the rest of this book, I will trace the 
continuing development of Britain’s ‘badger debate’ since the middle of 
the last century and explore how it has come to be thoroughly entangled 
with the politics of livestock health in Britain.
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1.5  vermin, viCTims and disease: an overview

This book falls into a disciplinary gap—between historical research focus-
ing on the past proper, with most ‘modern’ history going up to the 1950s 
at best—and social science, which tends to explore recent events, and 
rarely pays attention to change over time.110 With some honourable excep-
tions,111 the literature on bTB, conservation and the politics of animal 
welfare follows a similar pattern, meaning that this project navigates rela-
tively unexplored terrain. Therefore, some tough decisions have been 
made about the scope of the project and this book barely scratches the 
surface of what remains to be learned. Principally, this is a history of the 
badger/bTB knowledge controversy, rather than a broader history of bTB 
or of wildlife politics. This focus on the controversy and on how knowl-
edge about the problem was built has led to more attention being paid to 
those people regarded as ‘experts’ by the state—veterinarians and scien-
tists—and the individual campaigners who challenged those expert views.

One group who have ended up dropping out of view (despite also 
being ‘experts’, of a different kind) are the farmers who raise, care, slaugh-
ter and grieve for cows infected with M. bovis, and whose ambivalent rela-
tionship with badgers is also at the heart of the problem.112 This might 
sound strange, but it is partly because farmers are so important that I have 
set them aside in this research. My interest in the knowledge controversy, 
which has largely taken place in Whitehall, various government research 
facilities and in mass media, means that it would not be possible to do 
justice to the complexities of this history as it has played out on farms and 
in rural communities across the country. Such a project would require a 
different combination of research methods than the ones I have used, 
most likely employing a local, oral and community history approach. It 
would also need to be more fully grounded in the maturing literature on 
the social science of animal health, which is now exploring at depth the 
experiences, understandings and suffering of farmers involved in animal 
disease crises.113 This decision has also been motivated by more pragmatic 
considerations: the files I consulted in the UK National Archives and the 
Zuckerman papers mention farmers less often than you might imagine, a 
telling absence speaking of their lack of direct engagement with policy. I 
was also unable to gain access to the post 1945 archives of the National 
Farmers Union (NFU). Given these constraints, I have sought to draw out 
farming perspectives whenever I can, as well as noting when, where and 
how other actors do (or do not) engage with farmers.
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Structure of This Volume. Part One: Contexts. Chapter 1 introduces the 
specific combination of historical and cultural contexts which act as a 
backdrop to the debate. Chapter 2 starts by recounting the twists and 
turnabouts of how the UK went from a single badger, found dead of bTB 
in 1971, to a major government research programme and national-scale 
culling policy by 1975.

Part Two: Reframing Bovine TB (1965–1995). This section takes a the-
matic approach to the middle years of the controversy, with chapters on 
three interacting but identifiably different epistemic communities—ani-
mal health, disease ecology and badger protection. Chapter 3 explores the 
worlds, work and caring practices of farmers and veterinarians, drawing 
out the history and development of veterinary approaches to disease con-
trol policy in Britain. It then traces how government veterinarians worked 
with others to understand the badger/bTB situation (interspersed with 
episodes of public controversy) in the context of organisational tensions 
over the place of applied research in government. Chapter 4 conducts a 
similar exploration of the worlds of scientists responsible for pest control 
research within government, drawing out how they had already developed 
considerable experience of wildlife disease and of negotiating the British 
‘badger debate’ by the early 1970s. This obscure niche within govern-
ment—carved out by applied ecologists—turns out to have been surpris-
ingly influential, not only on the badger/bTB debate, but on British 
wildlife conservation and animal welfare science, policy and practice. 
Chapter 5 moves on to the complex and overlapping groups concerned 
with badger protection, who had succeeded in making the animal into ‘a 
mammal of interest’114 to a widening circle of campaigners, media audi-
ences and members of Parliament by the end of the 1960s. This chapter 
draws out the rapidly shifting negotiations between multiple ‘cultures of 
care’ through this period, whereby an early consensus that gassing the 
animals was the most ‘humane’ solution rapidly disintegrated, creating 
deeply entrenched oppositions to government policy that persist to this day.

Part Three: Contesting Animal Health (1996–Present). This brings 
these perspectives back together to explore an entirely new round of con-
testation over badgers and bTB. I will use the metaphor of the ‘backstage’ 
and ‘frontstage’ of policymaking to analyse the interactions between pol-
icy and public spheres since the mid-1990s.115 This account will start in 
Chap. 6 with the winding down of MAFF’s twenty-year research pro-
gramme and policy regime, and the commissioning of senior ecologist 
Professor (now Lord) John Krebs to review ‘the scientific evidence’ and 
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‘to make recommendations’ on this basis.116 This chapter will address rela-
tionships between science and policy since the 1990s, exploring repeating 
cycles of raised and broken expectations around science, technology and 
bTB. It will also provide an analysis of legitimacy rivalries within policy 
between the multiple epistemic communities. Chapter 7 will pick up the 
public face of these disputes, returning to the campaigners and lobby 
groups involved in badger/bTB. While this knowledge controversy has 
always had a public face, from 2010 onwards the issue started to attract 
much more mainstream media and political attention, culminating in a 
peaking of the issue in 2013. This chapter will chart the public expansion 
and increasing polarisation of the controversy, placing it into wider politi-
cal contexts leading up to the Brexit referendum of 2016. Chapter 8 will 
summarise my arguments about TB in humans and other animals; wildlife 
conflicts; care as a driver of controversy; and expectations, science and 
policy. It will close by looking to the future of badger/bTB, making some 
suggestions about possibilities for moving forwards with this long-stand-
ing and notorious policy failure.
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CHAPTER 2

How the Badger Became Tuberculous

During the early 1970s, the British Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and 
Food (MAFF) moved from the discovery of a single dead badger to a full- 
scale wildlife culling policy; as well as from optimism to panic about bTB 
in only four years. In this chapter, we will investigate this rapid transition, 
introducing many of the dramatis personae who were to shape debates 
over badgers and bTB for many years to come. These included MAFF 
field officers, veterinarians and scientists who first became aware of and 
were charged with investigating the problem; naturalists and zoologists 
knowledgeable about wildlife; senior policymakers and politicians who 
acted upon this knowledge; animal protection activists and campaigners; 
and the organisms themselves—mycobacteria, cows and badgers. The 
chapter will demonstrate how attending to the multiple and changing 
roles assigned to badgers, as well as following the ‘traces’ they have left 
behind in historical documents, can help us understand how the history of 
bTB has been shaped by animals and humans alike.1 It will follow this fast- 
moving situation as people started unravelling the complex connections 
between wild badgers, cattle and M. bovis. To do this, we must explore the 
immediate social, political and policy contexts into which the idea of 
tuberculous badgers was received, investigated, understood and contested. 
At this time, Britain was entering an extended period of political, eco-
nomic and social instability: a wider backdrop which helps explain the 
decisions made about a then-obscure animal and a no-longer prominent 
cattle disease. One facet of the changes overtaking British society involved 
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a shift in relationships between science and society, including new environ-
mental and animal advocacy movements. In the years leading up to the 
reshaping of the badger’s social role into that of disease victim, there had 
been a series of incidents involving environmental damage, wildlife and 
infectious diseases. This chapter will show how they formed part of a 
developing atmosphere of anxiety and dissent over human–animal rela-
tions, in which the previously unconnected concerns of animal health and 
the long-standing British ‘badger debate’ came together.

2.1  AnimAl Anxieties in the eArly 1970s

The 1970s is widely remembered as a period of political and economic 
instability, as well as social change, in Britain and across the world: an era 
increasingly used as a historical touchstone for understanding our own 
unstable and uncertain times. The decade saw the entry of the UK into the 
newly formed European Economic Community, explosions of political 
violence in Northern Ireland; serial crises in labour relations; and the 1973 
oil crisis, eventually leading to the ‘three-day week’ and widespread reces-
sion. The 1970s is also notorious for rapid changes in government, 
whereby the UK saw five different administrations, swinging back and 
forth between left- and right-wing party control. In 1970, the Labour 
ministry of Harold Wilson—which had held power since 1964—was voted 
out, to be replaced by a Conservative government led by Edward Heath. 
The Heath government came in with a reforming agenda, taking the UK 
into the EEC and attempting to curb trade union power while deregulat-
ing the economy. Heath’s government rapidly came unstuck and by 1974 
he was forced to call a general election: this resulted in a hung parliament 
and Labour forming a minority government, once more under Harold 
Wilson. Wilson served as prime minister for a further two years before 
resigning and passing the leadership to James Callaghan in 1976. Over the 
following few years the economy worsened, culminating in the 1978–
1979 ‘Winter of Discontent’, during which widespread strikes led to shut-
downs in public services. Callaghan’s government eventually ended in a 
vote of no confidence from members of Parliament, resulting in the 1979 
general election, where the Conservative party, now led by Margaret 
Thatcher, was elected to power in a landslide victory.2

The 1970s is also known for the acceleration of social changes starting 
in the previous decade, including the emergence of women’s liberation 
and gay rights movements; widespread tensions over immigration and 
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race; and intense conflicts over labour rights. Alongside these debates, the 
anti-war and anti-nuclear movements of the 1960s turned towards broader 
concerns about environmental damage, joining forces with older, more 
established conservation movements. Environmental politics became 
more radical, with the formation of new international NGOs such as 
Greenpeace and Friends of the Earth alongside countless local groups, 
many of whom put into practice direct forms of protest learned from other 
campaigns.3 Similarly, while the UK had long-standing traditions of politi-
cal action against animal cruelty, including anti-vivisectionism and anti- 
blood- sports campaigning, animal politics also took a more radical turn at 
this time. New forms of activism emerged, including the disruption of fox 
and other hunts in the field (sabbing) and releasing animals from labora-
tories: it was also around this time that distinctions between long-standing 
‘animal welfare’ and more radical ‘animal rights’ agendas started to 
emerge.4 These changing attitudes were not only expressed via radical 
politics, but in more everyday practices, such as an increasing popularity of 
vegetarianism and veganism,5 and more significantly for this story, an 
upswing in involvement with natural history, conservation and environ-
mental groups.6 Threaded through all of this was a debate about the roles 
that science should play in society, involving practicing scientists and other 
intellectuals involved in radical politics in the USA and UK. While socio-
biology, nuclear weapons/energy and industrial pollution formed the core 
topics of concern (none of which are directly relevant here) radical science 
movements drew upon and contributed to the other social movements of 
the time, creating newly critical attitudes towards technocracy and ideas of 
scientific progress across these movements.7 It is also worth noting that 
public and media reactions to key ‘galvanising events’ for the new environ-
mental politics in the UK, including Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring (1962), 
the Smarden toxic chemical spill (1963) and the Torrey Canyon oil spill 
(1967), all turned upon literary and visual imagery of suffering animals 
affected by pollution.8 As historian Jon Agar has argued, these intertwined 
debates about environmental impacts, science and society took place dur-
ing a ‘long 1960s’ in the history of science and technology, starting in the 
late 1950s and ending in the mid-1970s, over which science–society rela-
tions fundamentally changed.9

As we will see here, alongside Smarden and the Torrey Canyon, this 
period also saw a series of incidents involving animals, suffering, infectious 
diseases, science and British agricultures and environments. An interna-
tional outbreak of myxomatosis (a painful, lethal and highly infectious 
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viral disease affecting rabbits) had reached the UK in 1953. While the 
worst had passed within a few years, ‘rabbit clearance societies’ charged 
with culling infected animals remained active until well into the 1970s.10 
While myxomatosis will be explored more fully in Chap. 4, it is worth not-
ing here that the disease lingered in the popular imagination, particularly 
via Richard Adams’s deeply influential children’s novel Watership Down. 
Between October 1967 and June 1968 there was also a major outbreak of 
foot and mouth disease (FMD), a virus affecting livestock. While FMD 
does not kill outright, it is painful, debilitating, affects productivity and is 
highly infectious—this is why we try and control it.11 Attempts at prevent-
ing the 1967–1968 outbreak were particularly unsuccessful, with MAFF 
having to call in the army after only twelve days, and, as in 2001, very large 
numbers of infected animals were killed in a very short time, with devas-
tating impacts on agriculture.12 Finally, since the 1940s Europe had expe-
rienced a slowly spreading epizootic of rabies, which seemed to particularly 
affect wild foxes. By 1969, it had reached Germany and eastern France, 
creating concerns about disease spread from the continent to the 
UK. When a terrier imported from Germany (named Fritz) escaped in 
Surrey, biting several people and subsequently dying of rabies, MAFF 
reacted strongly, imposing movement restrictions on dogs in the area, and 
conducting a ‘mass extermination’ of local wildlife.13 Following this there 
were several rabies panics during the early 1970s, and like myxomatosis, 
the disease cast a shadow on popular culture, spawning a whole subgenre 
of speculative fiction playing on fears of infection.14 Between them, myxo-
matosis, FMD and rabies contributed to a wider sense of unease about 
animals, the environment, government and science, where events involv-
ing infectious disease appeared to act as a particular touchstone for articu-
lating people’s fears and political concerns. This formed the immediate 
context in which veterinarians, naturalists and scientists tried to under-
stand the connection between badgers and bTB, and policymakers and 
politicians decided what to do about it.

2.2  Becoming tuBerculous: understAnding 
And Acting on Bovine tB in Wildlife

In April 1971, a Gloucestershire dairy farmer brought the dead body of a 
wild badger found on his land into the local government Animal Health 
office in Gloucester. Roger Muirhead, a local MAFF veterinary officer, 

 A. CASSIDY

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-19186-3_4


51

conducted a post-mortem examination of the animal. He reported patho-
logical lesions caused by tuberculosis, and identified its causal bacterium, 
Mycobacterium bovis, in fluids taken from the badger’s lymph glands. The 
diagnosis was subsequently confirmed by scientists at the government’s 
Central Veterinary Laboratory, and was immediately communicated to 
other officials and experts within MAFF.15 Within four years this individ-
ual had stimulated a major research programme into ‘TB in cattle and 
badgers’, involving parallel laboratory, clinical, experimental and field 
investigations, all conducted by Ministry scientists and field officers, which 
would continue right the way through to 1997. This animal also precipi-
tated a series of laws regulating the protection and management of wild 
badgers, which in adapted form remain in force today. Finally, this event 
led to the rapid formulation of new policy for managing bTB, whereby 
badgers on farms suffering bTB breakdowns were gassed in their setts with 
sodium cyanide, a technique already in use for rabbit control. Given that 
at the time relatively little was known about the pathology, microbiology 
and epidemiology of bTB in wildlife, or about the ecology and behaviour 
of badgers, why did MAFF move from the traces of one sick animal to a 
national-scale wildlife culling policy in such a short space of time?16

I will now unpack this narrative, often repeated in today’s debate, to 
fully investigate how MAFF moved so rapidly from a single incident in an 
obscure corner of the countryside, to viewing badger/bTB as a national 
problem which must be rapidly dealt with. Using internal civil service cor-
respondence, now held in the National Archives, alongside public media 
coverage from the time, I will relate how MAFF’s veterinarians, scientists 
and field officers started piecing together the puzzling relationships 
between M. bovis, cattle and badgers. I will also explore the perspectives 
and actions of external actors, including other parts of government, natu-
ralists, farmers and badger protection campaigners as they helped, harassed, 
pressured, confirmed and contested the Ministry’s developing knowledge 
of the problem. Along the way, I will introduce many of the dramatis 
personae who will feature through the rest of this book. These include 
MAFF field officers, veterinarians and scientists who first became aware of 
and were charged with investigating the problem; naturalists and zoolo-
gists with much-needed expertise about wildlife and ecosystems; senior 
policymakers and politicians who acted upon this knowledge; animal pro-
tection activists and campaigners; and the organisms themselves—myco-
bacteria, cows and badgers.
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As discussed in Chap. 1, the research underpinning this book has set out 
to take a more animal-centred approach to the history of bTB. I will follow 
government scientists, veterinarians and field officers as they followed the 
traces left by this unfortunate animal and its compatriots, struggled to 
understand their significance, and to decide what action should be taken. I 
will also introduce the other actors who were involved with badgers, cows 
and M. bovis at the time, exploring the other traces and roles that these 
organisms had already left while interacting with people. These traces—and 
the varying interpretations of them made by different people—provided 
contexts which people outside of MAFF used to make sense of the news. I 
will explore their varying responses to this news, and their relationships with 
government ministers, civil servants, veterinarians and scientists over the 
following few years. While some of these responses were similar to the 
oppositional dynamics seen in today’s controversy, others took a collabora-
tive approach to what they saw as a shared problem, creating a less contested 
and more collective approach to the situation. By following the activities of 
those immediately involved in these early investigations, alongside their 
public and private responses to these rapidly unfolding events, I will dem-
onstrate how these first few years profoundly shaped the dynamics of the 
badger/bTB controversy, which have continued to play out since that time.

A Dead Badger on a Farm

By the end of the 1960s MAFF had been trying to control bTB in cattle 
for several decades, initially for the purposes of public health—because the 
meat and milk of affected cattle were a major source of tuberculosis in 
humans—and latterly to boost cattle health and productivity. National 
programmes for managing transmission risks had significantly reduced TB 
rates in animals and humans in the UK. Politicians and veterinarians were 
united in confidently anticipating the eradication of bTB from the UK, 
and MAFF had declared several regions in the UK to be ‘attested’, with 
cattle herds testing free of the disease.17 These successes were publicly 
celebrated, with the Minister of Agriculture announcing it would come to 
pass ‘within five years or less’ in 1957.18 While the eradication of bTB was 
announced by MAFF ‘for all practical purposes’ in October 1960, the 
situation behind the scenes was much murkier. Pockets of localised infec-
tion were persisting, particularly in Gloucestershire and Cornwall, with 
some farms experiencing repeated outbreaks.19 Ministry veterinarians 
were deeply concerned by this, and found they were unable to explain the 
source of these infections. Therefore, MAFF’s Veterinary Investigation 
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Service dispatched a team to the remote West Penwith peninsula 
in Cornwall to conduct a full epidemiological investigation of bTB in the 
area. Despite their detailed investigation, in which they mapped bTB out-
breaks and examined all possible sources of disease, including fencing, 
animal housing, slurry, delays in TB testing following the 1967–1968 
FMD outbreak, cattle movement, other livestock and wildlife (including 
badgers), they came to no firm conclusions.20

Independently of this investigation, Roger Muirhead, an MAFF 
Veterinary Officer stationed in the Gloucestershire countryside near 
Wooton under Edge (another area of persistent infection), had found an 
animal trace which would send shockwaves through the Ministry, veteri-
narians, scientists, wildlife advocates, as well as farmers still strug-
gling with bTB.

In April 1971 the owner of a large farm lying in the Cotswolds a few miles 
to the east of the head of the Wortley valley, brought into the Divisional 
Office a badger which he had found dead on his farm. Examination revealed 
generalised tuberculosis. A slide revealed numerous acid fast organisms 
taken from a mesenteric lymph gland which were subsequently typed by the 
Central Veterinary Laboratory as Mycobacterium bovis.21

Shortly afterwards, a second badger was found and shot on a nearby farm 
also suffering persistent outbreaks, this time in calves: this animal was also 
found to be infected with bTB. In June 1971, Muirhead and his superiors 
in the local Animal Health office for Gloucestershire met with their local 
counterparts in the Infestation Control Division (ICD)—responsible for 
dealing with animal threats to agricultural production—to inform them of 
the situation. The news was passed on to MAFF’s South West regional 
office in Bristol, as well as to ICD’s scientific teams at the Pest Infestation 
Control Laboratories (PICL). Their initial response was sceptical: ‘has the 
cowman been tested?’ wrote one, suggesting that the source of these out-
breaks was most likely human.22 On the whole, ICD scientists and field 
officers regarded the evidence at this stage as ‘circumstantial’, indicating 
bTB infections in badgers and cattle in the same area, but saying nothing 
about the direction of transmission, nor whether the disease was being car-
ried by other wildlife.23 PICL officers had reason to be sceptical: for many 
years they had received regular correspondence from members of the pub-
lic implicating the animals in disruptive ‘pest’ activities such as spoiling and 
raiding crops, destabilising riverbanks and stealing poultry. Whenever 
these complaints were investigated, ICD field officers  concluded that the 
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culprits were either wildlife species such as foxes, or occasionally aberrant 
old or sick individuals described as ‘old rogue badger[s]’.24 ICD also had 
primary responsibility within MAFF for managing infectious diseases in 
wildlife: it is for these reasons that Muirhead and his veterinary colleagues 
turned immediately to them for help.

An initial summary of the situation from Muirhead was circulated to 
relevant government experts in and outside of MAFF by the end of the 
year. Dr Archibald McDiarmid of the Agricultural Research Council was 
less circumspect than ICD: while he thought it likely that badgers had 
caught bTB from cattle and that this was a localised problem, he recom-
mended that badgers in the area be ‘eliminated’ as soon as possible.25 
Following further meetings between Animal Health and ICD, the two 
divisions agreed to collaborate on a joint field survey of the immediate 
area, mapping bTB incidence on a farm-by-farm basis alongside sett loca-
tions. The survey also sought to obtain more bodies and samples from 
local wildlife—not just badgers but also foxes, rabbits, rats and so on—to 
look for the presence of M. bovis in other species.26 The news about these 
unpredictably infected animals also moved rapidly up the hierarchies of 
government, and by February 1972 ministers had been briefed. Their 
responses were brisk, with the Parliamentary Secretary (junior minister) 
commenting, ‘Fond as I am of badgers, I am quite clear that we could not 
permit a situation to continue in which they were proved carriers of TB.’27

But what had prompted Muirhead to conduct a post-mortem on that 
badger carcass in the first place? In Cornwall, local veterinary officers had 
suggested that the animals might have been a source of TB as early as 
1962, while Muirhead himself wrote that farmers in Gloucestershire had 
long held similar opinions.28 Following the initial case, Muirhead had col-
lected further badger carcasses with the help of local farmers: as such his 
investigations had been public knowledge in the area throughout 1971, 
and by March 1972 the news had reached the local press.29 Ministry offi-
cers were therefore under pressure from this quarter from the very begin-
ning, and while they emphasised the uncertainties involved, farmers in 
both Gloucestershire and Cornwall had no such doubts and campaigned 
publicly and privately for action to be taken against badgers.30 MAFF 
were well aware of the ‘explosive’31 situation, stressing in their briefing to 
ministers that ‘pressure is likely to grow for something to be done about 
the problem.’ At the same time, they also drew attention to the strong 
feelings that badgers provoked, negative in some cases, but positive in 
many others: ‘The status of the badger in children’s books and in the 
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nature-lover’s heart ensures that he is not an animal to be trifled with.’32 
While we have already explored some of the contexts which contributed to 
the badger being granted this simultaneously vilified and elevated status, 
the late 1960s had seen an intensification of the badger debate. Vigorous 
campaigns to grant badgers special legal protections were in full swing. It 
was highly likely that civil servants had badger protection campaigns in 
mind when they recommended that ‘in order to avoid major political 
repercussions’, alongside the field survey work, the Ministry should meet 
with ‘wildlife interests’ in order to consult their views and enrol their help 
with research investigating the problem.33 These actions, alongside the 
volume of press clippings held in MAFF archives, attest that civil servants 
were fully aware (and wary of) the public ramifications of the news.

While ICD had some knowledge of badgers relating to their contested 
role as pests, as well as considerable experience of wildlife disease relating 
to myxomatosis, at the time MAFF’s veterinarians had minimal knowl-
edge about these or many other wild animals. More widely, relatively little 
was understood about badger physiology, behaviour and ecology: the per-
son with most expertise on badgers at the time was widely acknowledged 
to be Dr Ernest Neal, a retired schoolmaster living in Taunton. Neal 
gained his PhD in 1960 and had been a nationally renowned expert on the 
animals since publishing his classic work of popular natural history The 
Badger in 1948, while also conducting groundbreaking nature photogra-
phy for the BBC. Neal was therefore top of the invitation list for MAFF’s 
meeting with ‘wildlife interests’, held on 16 March, alongside representa-
tives of the Council for Nature (the umbrella body for conservation organ-
isations), naturalists in Gloucestershire and the Nature Conservancy (the 
government body responsible for scientific advice on conservation, part of 
the Department of the Environment). While Neal was unable to make this 
initial meeting, he conferred extensively with MAFF officers and scientists 
(including Roger Muirhead and Harry Thompson of ICD), later travel-
ling to Gloucestershire to meet with them and observe badgers at one of 
the affected setts.34 This strategy of including and enrolling wildlife groups 
initially paid off. Neal had been working for some years with the UK 
Mammal Society on a nationwide Badger Survey, and the local Recorder 
for the Society volunteered to help with MAFF’s work.35 The conserva-
tionists consulted ‘responded in a friendly and sympathetic way to the 
problem’36 and, following the initial meeting, it was agreed that ‘badgers 
in one, and if necessary up to 3, of the known infected sets should be 
slaughtered and the carcases examined’.37
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However, not all ‘wildlife interests’ were as sympathetic as Neal, nor as 
convinced that the evidence was clear enough to warrant culling. When 
members of the Nature Conservancy (shortly to be renamed Nature 
Conservancy Council, or NCC)38 heard about the situation in August 
1971, they were immediately concerned ‘that a widespread purge of 
Badgers will occur’ when the news became public.39 Unlike MAFF, the 
scientists of NCC were primarily concerned with the protection and con-
servation of environments, animals and plants. At the time, NCC mem-
bers were debating internally whether badgers should be their concern: 
while some argued that populations were relatively abundant and were 
therefore not interested, others argued that the animals were under ‘threat’ 
from badger digging and hunting.40 Following the news about TB in bad-
gers, NCC members recast the role of the badger into that of vulnerable 
victim to be protected, rather than pest or disease transmitter to be con-
trolled. After consulting with Muirhead and Thompson, zoologist J. F. 
D. Frazer of the NCC summarised their scepticism:

The evidence for the badger as a source of infection is therefore somewhat 
flyblown. If anything, badgers are more likely to have been infected from the 
cattle in the first place. There is no evidence of badgers breathing in the 
calves’ faces or spitting on the grass. Nor, as far as we know, has there been 
any check on the farmer, his family and his cowman—man being a major 
host of bovine tuberculosis.41

Unlike government veterinarians, who employed epidemiological meth-
ods of tracing disease outbreaks through geographical associations 
(Fig. 2.1), the zoologists and ecologists of the NCC saw only the coinci-
dental colocation of sick badgers and sick cows, which proved nothing 
about the ultimate source of infection. Despite, or perhaps because of, 
these concerns, following the meeting in March 1972, the NCC offered 
the help of a regional officer to ‘present the Conservancy’s views in the 
planning of the extended Badger survey’.42 NCC scientists believed they 
should have a hand in ‘steering’ the research,43 and that it should be con-
ducted jointly by MAFF and themselves.44 They were also in favour of a 
‘control’ or comparison sampling of badgers from a non-tuberculous area, 
which their own internal minutes recorded: however, the outcomes circu-
lated more widely by MAFF omitted this point.45

While the situation was effectively public knowledge in the Wooton 
area from the start, MAFF officers shared the NCC’s concerns about the 
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Fig. 2.1 Map initially prepared by Roger Muirhead in September 1971, held in 
MAFF FT 41/88. Note strikethrough of original ‘X marks the spot’ notation and 
replacement with multiple outbreaks
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consequences for badgers and had worked to keep it out of the news 
through 1971. When the story broke in the local press in March 1972, all 
parties agreed that a public statement needed to be made.46 An attempt at 
preparing a note for publication in Habitat (the newsletter of the Council 
for Nature) foundered in extensive editing, and it became clear that 
MAFF needed to engage more directly with the media. A statement was 
rapidly agreed and issued by the regional office of MAFF’s agricultural 
advisory service, ADAS:

TUBERCULOSIS IN WILD BADGERS
The Veterinary Arm of the Ministry’s Agricultural Development and 

Advisory Service has identified the existence of tuberculosis of bovine type 
in badgers in an area of South Gloucestershire.

This is believed to be the first record of the occurrence of tuberculosis in 
badgers and accordingly while there is at present no full understanding of 
the significance of the disease in this species, a possible connection between 
badger infection and a continuing tuberculosis problem in some of the cat-
tle in the area is being investigated.

A meeting was held recently between officers of the Ministry and repre-
sentatives of the Wildlife interests to discuss the situation. It was agreed that 
measures will be taken to survey the badger population of the area and to 
study the epidemiology of the disease in badger sets which are believed to 
be infected.

The above statement was distributed to the local press as well as interest 
groups, including the NFU, the Country Landowners Association, the 
Veterinary Society and wildlife groups on 23 March, with an additional 
caveat: ‘It is to be hoped that the release of this information does not 
result in the indiscriminate slaughter of wild badgers. Control measures 
are under consideration by the Ministry in the one area known to be 
involved and any private and un co-ordinated action would be quite inap-
propriate.’47 The news spread rapidly, with coverage in national newspa-
pers, the farming press and broadcast media. Muirhead and Neal 
participated in interviews where they emphasised the local nature of the 
problem and again requested that badgers be left unmolested.48 Unlike 
the local and farming press, national newspapers were more concerned 
about the potential ‘death sentence’ for badgers than the implications for 
farmers.49 Further problems developed when the findings of the West 
Cornwall investigation were published, reaching no firm conclusions 
regarding the role of badgers. The news was received badly by Cornish 
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farmers, who campaigned for immediate action, claiming to have ‘studied’ 
the animals for many years and be certain that they were the source of 
infection.50

2.3  folloWing BAdgers, trAcing BActeriA

It was initially envisaged that MAFF’s survey of badgers and bTB in 
Gloucestershire would take three months,51 enabling them to learn more, 
clarify the situation and take swift action. Three ICD officers were assigned 
the job of recording the locations of badger setts, alongside positive TB 
reactors in cattle and farms. The officers also took samples of badger faeces 
and collected the bodies of badgers and samples from other wildlife they 
found in the area. They were assisted by representatives of the NCC and 
the Mammal Society, with veterinary officers including Muirhead con-
ducting post-mortems, and experts at the Central Veterinary Laboratories 
in Weybridge conducting microbiological testing. However, these field 
investigations were far from straightforward. Badgers were a poorly under-
stood, nocturnal species that lived underground in inaccessible rural areas. 
As the survey proceeded, the time, space, personnel and costs involved 
rapidly escalated, as MAFF field officers got to grips with the logistics of 
finding and following these unfamiliar creatures: ‘They have had the ardu-
ous and painstaking task of finding as many setts as possible in a part of 
Gloucestershire which is well populated by badgers and where steep 
wooded hillsides make searching quite tiring.’52 The field officers per-
sisted, continuing to follow traces of badger bodies, bodily fluids, tracks 
and behaviour, and to document these traces using maps, photographs, 
post-mortem and microbiological reports, and numerical data.

As these badger traces were found and recorded, they were mapped 
onto the geography of the area, alongside the locations of key bTB out-
breaks on farms—as part of the official MAFF survey and by Roger 
Muirhead as part of his ongoing personal investigations (Fig. 2.1). As the 
name suggests, the Wooton Under Edge area sits on the Cotswold 
Escarpment, a geological formation running through the county. It cre-
ates spectacular scenery and steep wooded hillsides, today much beloved 
by tourists, but also makes ideal badger country—easy for the animals to 
both dig and hide in. As MAFF built up a picture of the local situation, 
their understanding of the scale of the problem changed: not only were 
almost all other wildlife samples coming back clear, but increasing numbers 
of TB-positive badgers were being found. These were brought to MAFF 
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officers by members of the public: as word spread, farmers and naturalists 
started presenting badger carcasses for inspection on a regular basis. By 
1974 MAFF were calling on members of the public to do this whenever 
they encountered a dead badger, as the animals were (and still are) fre-
quent victims of road traffic accidents.53 Muirhead’s hand-drawn map 
(reproduced in Fig. 2.1) reflects this rapidly changing situation. An initial 
statement, ‘X marks the spot where a wild badger, affected or suspected of 
being affected with tuberculosis in 1971’, has been crossed out, to be 
replaced with a more complex mapping of seven potential outbreak areas, 
outlined in different colours and labelled ‘Groups A–G’. While the field 
officers in Gloucestershire were still conducting these initial investigations, 
the Cornwall veterinary investigation team had returned to the area—and 
reported finding M. bovis in badger faeces samples.54

As the survey proceeded and the situation became increasingly public, 
senior MAFF officials and ministers considered what action should be 
taken, and how. Once more they turned to ICD, the only people in 
MAFF with experience of ‘badger control’. While the initial setts near 
Wooton had been destroyed by excavation during the summer of 1972, 
this procedure was both time-consuming and expensive.55 Therefore, 
other options for killing tuberculous badgers were explored, to decide 
what to do as more infected animals were found across an increasingly 
wide area. Because badgers were not legally defined as pests, it was illegal 
to use cyanide to ‘gas’ the animals—the standard procedure for destroying 
rabbits and moles. While a marksman could be employed to target a 
‘rogue’ individual, this required ‘much patience’ and was therefore too 
costly; available traps were bulky and unreliable; leaving snaring as the 
only other ‘legal but cruel’ option.56 ICD officers therefore adapted the 
design of snare traps, developing a procedure which was quicker and in 
their view more humane. However, animal welfare campaigners disputed 
this claim.57 These pressures drove policy needs for a new regulatory 
framework to manage people’s behaviour towards badgers in the event of 
bTB infection: in turn this created another new animal role, as subjects of 
government legislation. In 1973, the government passed the Badgers Act. 
On the one hand the Act responded to the lobbying of badger advocates, 
granting the animals specific protections against killing or cruelty. At the 
same time, it created a framework by which government could licence 
individuals to ‘to kill or take’ the animals for research or conservation 
purposes, as well as ‘for purposes of preventing the spread of disease’.58
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Once the Act had passed in December 1973, at the NFU’s request, 
Ministry officials planned a series of ‘Open Days’, where techniques for 
badger control would be demonstrated for farmers and landowners, to 
ensure that licensees would be able to kill the animals in the proper way.59 
Therefore when such an event was announced, to be held at Brock Hill on 
Scrubbett’s Farm, Gloucestershire, over 50 farmers attended, alongside 
representatives of the NFU, conservation groups and the RSPCA; plus 
officers from PCD, Animal Health, Rowland Moyle (a junior MAFF min-
ister) and Peter Hardy (the MP who had sponsored the Badgers Act). 
Shooting, snaring, live-trapping and digging techniques were demon-
strated, killing ten animals in total.60 While well attended, the event did 
not go according to plan. Badger protection campaigners Ruth and David 
Murray came along and objected to the use of snares, subsequently argu-
ing that MAFF officers should be prosecuted under the Badgers Act, as 
the Act ‘prohibited cruel ill treatment of badgers and that snaring was 
inherently cruel’. While officers reported that there was a consensus from 
attendees that badger control was necessary, they also felt that it ‘was a 
specialist job and ought to be left to the Ministry. This was hardly the 
object of the exercise.’61 As well as complaining at the event itself, the 
Murrays took photographs and instigated investigations by RSPCA and 
the local police, who shortly afterwards cautioned the Regional Pests 
Officer in charge of the event.62 When legal advice ruled that snaring was 
not in fact illegal (provided it was carried out properly) and the police 
dropped all charges, Ruth Murray then pursued a private prosecution of 
the incoming Labour Minister for Agriculture, Frederick Peart.63 Even 
though neither attempt was successful, the demonstration and its conse-
quences provided an ongoing source of media coverage, bringing badger/
bTB to the attention of wider audiences.64 More prominent badger pro-
tection campaigners such as Lord Arran picked up on the bTB issue and 
included it in their ongoing animal advocacy, leading to questions asked in 
both Houses of Parliament.

2.4  A chAnge of direction?
Following the Scrubbett’s Farm disaster, MAFF cancelled a planned sec-
ond ‘Open Day’ demonstration, and all parties urgently re-examined how 
best to cull badgers.65 Wildlife experts such as Ernest Neal and Harry 
Thompson believed that barring the legal obstacles, using cyanide gas 
would be the most effective and humane option.66 The technology had 
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been developed during the 1930s, with the influential 1951 Scott 
Henderson Committee concluding it was ‘an extremely effective and 
humane method of control and should be used in preference to any other 
method for destroying animals which live underground’.67 Policymakers 
were already exploring whether the law could be changed, and following 
the argument at the demonstration ‘it was agreed both by Mrs. Murray 
and by farmers present that the Ministry ought to take the lead in dealing 
with the badger situation and that it should use cyanide gas for the pur-
pose of slaughtering badgers’.68 In response to a question in Parliament 
about the incident, the Agriculture Minister stated that MAFF was to 
‘reappraise’ policy in relation to badger control and bTB. Peter Hardy 
wrote to ministers expressing his concerns about snaring, alongside a will-
ingness to support any proposed legal changes.69

By this time, the original field survey had been completed and the work 
extended as many more infected badgers had been found in Gloucestershire, 
while investigations continued in Cornwall and M.  bovis had also been 
found in badger samples from Wiltshire and Dorset. Two ‘comparison’ 
surveys had been carried out in areas with lots of badgers but low rates of 
bTB in cattle, neither of which had found the disease in badgers. While 
other wildlife had initially been investigated for signs of infection, with the 
exception of two rats and two moles, these samples had tested negative for 
bTB.70 Despite the challenges involved, MAFF’s field officers, veterinari-
ans and scientists had worked together to follow, document and interpret 
the traces left by M. bovis in badgers and other animals. In the process, 
their understanding of the problem had changed: from a relatively isolated 
and anomalous incident amenable to sett-by-sett solutions, to a rapidly 
escalating region-wide disease outbreak. By the end of 1974, bTB had 
been found in approximately 17% of the badger carcasses that had been 
examined (in Gloucestershire) and 6% of faeces samples (gathered more 
widely).71

MAFF started formulating a more systematic plan for investigating the 
still highly uncertain relationships between badgers, cattle and bTB. The 
SVS successfully lobbied for an expansion of staff and resources to handle 
bTB in investigation centres in Gloucester, Truro and Wiltshire. This 
included the relocation and promotion of specialist veterinary staff—in 
pathology and epidemiology—to support Roger Muirhead’s work in 
Gloucestershire; to conduct cross-species transmission experiments at the 
Central Veterinary Laboratories in Weybridge; and to develop veterinary 
epidemiological research on the problem.72 PICL and NCC initially pro-
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posed an expansion of the field surveys into a jointly conducted research 
programme on badger ecology and behaviour. While the project was 
approved, it instead continued the existing MAFF-only partnership of 
ICD officers, PICL scientists and SVS research and field staff.73 The idea 
of conducting some kind of experiment in the field was raised: what would 
happen if badgers were systematically removed from a larger area and pre-
vented from returning for a long period of time?74 Prompted in part by 
NCC’s scepticism, the experiment was intended ‘to prove or disprove the 
significance of the badger in the perpetuation of bovine tuberculosis in 
cattle’.75 The proposed experiment would also investigate ‘sett reoccupa-
tion’—the tendency of other badgers to move into a sett when the resi-
dents had been killed.76 This idea converged with veterinary arguments for 
removing badgers from severely affected areas (including Steaple Leaze in 
Dorset and Thornbury in South Gloucestershire) to create the idea of 
‘clearance trials’ which could fulfil both agendas.77

MAFF’s reappraisal included a coherent rethink of policies which had 
up until then been developed on an ad hoc basis in the face of a rapidly 
changing situation. There was a distinct policy shift: from a relatively 
‘hands-off’ stance whereby MAFF officers investigated bTB outbreaks 
and then advised farmers and landowners on what to do if tuberculous 
badgers were found, to one where the state took ownership of investiga-
tions and of badger control. The first step was to change the law to enable 
badger gassing without making it legal for anyone with a grudge against 
the animals to do likewise, and to scope out the costs of government con-
ducting the culls.78 A consensus formed that this was the best way for-
ward, supported by badger specialists such as Thompson, Neal and 
Murray, alongside key actors in Gloucestershire including the local Trust 
for Nature Conservation and the local branch of the NFU. The latter even 
wrote to MAFF’s Regional Office to underline this mutual support.79 
Following a meeting involving the heads of Animal Health, PICL, SVS, 
RSPCA, BVA, NCC, NFU and the Council for Nature, it was agreed to 
insert a relevant clause into an existing wildlife protection bill Peter Hardy 
was putting through Parliament.80

MAFF held a press conference to announce their new approach, which 
included new procedures in the event of an ‘unexplained’ breakdown of 
bTB (i.e. where no other source of infection could be found, implicating 
badgers). MAFF veterinarians would investigate the farm and test bad-
ger bodies and faeces for M.  bovis. If these were positive, then ICD 
officers would come in and destroy the animals: this was known as a 
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‘fire- brigade operation’. The clearance trials were announced at the same 
time, but without mentioning experiments—instead they were framed in 
terms of bTB control.81 Detailed plans were drawn up and MAFF started 
to recruit new staff and plan their training and working procedures to 
implement the new culling policy.82 Once Hardy’s bill had passed into 
law, ICD immediately started testing gassing equipment, and publicly 
invited a range of actors to join a new Consultative Panel. The Panel 
comprised key individuals such as Ernest Neal and leading conservation-
ists; MAFF personnel including Thompson and the Chief Veterinary 
Officer (CVO); and representatives of a range of organisations including 
NFU, BVA, NCC and the RSPCA.83 The Panel was charged with keeping 
under review:

 a. the evidence relating to bovine tuberculosis in badgers, including its 
incidence and its relationship to bovine tuberculosis in cattle; and

 b. the operations to be undertaken by the Ministry in order to eradi-
cate bovine tuberculosis from badgers and to monitor its existence 
in the badger population.84

This inclusive approach, bringing all parties into ongoing dialogue 
about the problem, was essentially a formalisation of what MAFF officers 
had been doing from the very beginning, when Muirhead, Thompson and 
Neal worked closely together to help each other understand an unprece-
dented situation and advise MAFF on what to do about it. Early acknowl-
edgements of the uncertainties involved faded into the background, to be 
replaced by the language of action, as seen here from the CVO: ‘Further 
research and investigation confirmed that badgers infected with bovine 
tuberculosis were playing an important role in perpetuating the disease in 
these areas. With much regret therefore we had to obtain powers to take 
effective action to eliminate this reservoir of infection.’85

2.5  looking, seeing, knoWing And Acting

By following the scientists, veterinarians, policymakers, naturalists and 
politicians who struggled to make sense of the traces left by M. bovis, we 
can now see how and why MAFF moved from one dead animal to a full-
scale culling policy so quickly. What had initially appeared to be an isolated 
and anomalous incident (to be dealt with locally and without too much 
fuss) transformed with alarming rapidity into a situation with a great 
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deal more biological, geographical and political significance. The relation-
ships between badgers, cows and M.  bovis had not changed. However, 
once MAFF officers started looking for traces of bTB in badgers they 
found more and more, creating a conceptual connection that became 
more widely visible. What this meant varied according to the roles that 
people had already assigned to badgers: for those who already saw them as 
pests, it was easy to also see them as diseased. For those committed to 
convincing others that badgers were victims of human persecution, the 
appearance of bTB provided another reason to defend them. These differ-
ing interpretations meant that the new role created for badgers—of dis-
ease vector—was immediately contested. For veterinarians looking to 
diagnose the source of unexplained outbreaks, geographical proximity 
confirmed this role, but for zoologists and ecologists used to working with 
experimental methodologies, the evidence was less clear-cut. The discov-
ery of tuberculous badgers meant that animal protection and conservation 
agendas started working together directly in ways that had rarely hap-
pened before in Britain. This realignment will be discussed at greater 
length in Chap. 5. Aside from the Murray prosecutions, this disagreement 
stayed out of the public sphere and was rarely voiced-even in MAFF’s 
internal meetings. Instead, most of the experts involved—including natu-
ralists, conservationists, PICL scientists and government veterinarians—
worked hard to convey coordinated messages about the situation.

Local political pressures would also have been a factor driving such a 
rapid policy shift. Most immediately these came from farmers and local 
veterinary officers dealing with positive bTB tests, many of whom were 
already convinced that badgers were to blame: this was backed up by pres-
sure from the NFU at local and national level. At the same time, policy-
makers were keen to work closely with badger advocates and naturalists 
trying to protect the animals, attempting to head off public controversy. 
These pressures were in turn shaped by a shared policy context in which 
actors both internal and external to MAFF were used to participating in 
an inclusive approach to policymaking.86 Prior to 1971, MAFF’s main 
experience of dealing with infectious disease in wildlife had been myxo-
matosis, and so it was to their colleagues in ICD and PICL that veterinar-
ians immediately turned for help. As we saw earlier, the previous few years 
had seen a series of other incidents involving animals, infectious disease 
and environmental problems, including early attempts at eradicating inva-
sive species, myxomatosis, a rabies scare, the 1967–1968 outbreak of 
FMD and the Torrey Canyon oil spill. These incidents drew upon and 
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contributed to the emergence of newer, more radical forms of environ-
mental and animal advocacy, as well as to a wider atmosphere of unease 
around human–animal relations, within which MAFF officers felt a pres-
sure to take action as rapidly as possible.

The broader political contexts of the early 1970s must also be consid-
ered, as they shaped both the immediate politics around badgers that 
MAFF officers were negotiating, and the policy decisions which they were 
charged with implementing. When Muirhead first reported to his superi-
ors about bTB in badgers, MAFF was busy negotiating changes to agricul-
tural policy relating to the UK’s impending entry into the EEC. Beyond 
the Ministry, by 1972 the Heath administration was already in trouble, 
and by the spring of 1974 had fallen from power. Given these pressures, 
the brisk ministerial response to the news is not that surprising. Neither 
bTB nor badgers were high on political priorities, and ministers would be 
unlikely to have had the time or inclination to request a closer examination 
of the evidence linking the two. The aftermath of the Scrubbett’s Farm 
demonstration combined with wider political turmoil to bring badger/
bTB to the attention of a much wider circle of people than before. In 
March 1974 the Labour party had just managed to form a minority gov-
ernment under Harold Wilson, reinstalling Fred Peart as the third Minister 
of Agriculture to hold the position since 1970. Media coverage of Ruth 
Murray’s attempts to prosecute Peart provided a strong incentive for 
Labour to draw a line under the previous few years and present a new 
policy approach. The decision to move from providing advice while rely-
ing on farmers to carry out badger control, to MAFF taking charge of 
research and culling operations was a bottom-up one borne of a consensus 
amongst scientists, naturalists and farmers. However, this policy shift, 
from one where government assumed an advisory role, to one in which it 
took control of and responsibility for all aspects of bTB control, was also 
highly congruent with the broader political differences between the 
Conservative Heath administration and the Labour Wilson government.

Between 1971 and 1975, bTB in badgers rapidly changed from a com-
pletely unknown and unanticipated problem, to one visible to a relatively 
restricted group of people, to an embarrassingly public problem which 
politicians were keen to be seen as taking decisive but consultative action 
on. Although legislative changes and the commencement of culling opera-
tions in 1975 reinforced the badger’s role as a threatening vector of dis-
ease, MAFF’s expanded research effort tacitly acknowledged that its role 
in propagating bTB was not yet settled. In the years that followed, the 
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circumstantial nature of the evidence was one important source of scien-
tific and policy controversy, but the multiple and contradictory roles 
assigned to badgers in the early 1970s and publicised via policy documents 
and in national and local media also drove ethical, political and emotional 
responses, which fuelled debates over tuberculous badgers that are still 
ongoing today. The events of these few short years brought together a 
diverse range of actors, some of whom had pre-existing patterns of inter-
action and others who established new cooperative and adversarial rela-
tionships which were to profoundly shape the badger/bTB debate for 
years to come.
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CHAPTER 3

Changing Veterinary Knowledge

By 1975, the existence of tuberculous badgers—and the idea that they 
could be responsible for the persistence of TB in British cattle herds—had 
solidified from a relatively obscure idea of some farmers and veterinarians 
into a still uncertain but rapidly cohering fact. This knowledge—and the 
risks it posed for human, domestic and wild animals—spurred the previ-
ously unrelated communities involved with badgers and with bTB to work 
together. In turn, this created new collaborative networks committed to 
understanding the new problem of badger/bTB.  The Ministry for 
Agriculture, Fisheries and Food (MAFF) had moved from a local veterinary 
officer finding a single dead badger during the spring of 1971 to major 
investment in research and a national-scale culling policy. While policymak-
ers’ attempts at inclusive working, enlisting the help of farmers, landown-
ers, naturalists and badger advocates had been strikingly successful, fractures 
were appearing. This middle section of the book will investigate what hap-
pened next, with the aim of understanding how and why participants in 
today’s knowledge controversy over badgers and bTB have come to have 
such dramatically different perspectives. To that end, the next three chap-
ters will investigate in depth the knowledge, expertise, working practices 
and practical goals of three key ‘epistemic communities’ that developed 
around badger/bTB over the following twenty years: animal health, dis-
ease ecology and badger protection.1 In turn, each will be placed into the 
broader historical and institutional contexts of their formation in mid-
twentieth-century Britain prior to the connection of badgers and bTB.
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This chapter will explore the worlds and work of the animal health 
epistemic community, comprising field and research veterinarians, policy-
makers and politicians in MAFF; veterinarians in clinical practice; farmers; 
and their representatives. It will pick up from the longer history of tuber-
culosis outlined in Chap. 1, to overview the development of frameworks 
for regulating bTB in the UK.  It will place these frameworks into the 
broader contexts of veterinary disease control, caring and ethical practices, 
mid-twentieth-century animal health policy, and the internal organisation 
of the Ministry. We will then return to the story of badger/bTB with 
MAFF’s ‘Bovine TB in Badgers’ research and policy programme, launched 
in 1975, and follow the veterinary investigations carried out under this 
remit. As MAFF’s researchers started investigating the traces left by M. 
bovis in wild and domestic animal bodies, its policy of culling badgers by 
‘gassing’ was becoming controversial. The incoming Conservative gov-
ernment of 1979 hoped to settle criticisms by inviting an ‘authoritative 
expert’—Lord Solly Zuckerman—to review the situation. Instead, 
Zuckerman’s report drew further media attention to the issue, creating 
wider public controversy than before. In the final part of this chapter, we 
will explore the less famous ‘son of Zuckerman’ Dunnet review, published 
in 1986 and conducted by a multidisciplinary team of scientists.2 Even 
though the criticisms made by the Dunnet group were downplayed by 
MAFF, their recommendations were implemented, contributing to policy 
change and the fading of bTB away from public scrutiny during the 
late 1980s.

3.1  AnimAl HeAltH And Cultures of CAring 
for livestoCk

The practices of epistemic communities—as they work together to build 
reliable knowledge aimed at achieving shared policy goals—can also be 
understood as a product and producer of shared ‘cultures of care’, as dis-
cussed in Chap. 1.3 Shared understandings of what constitutes ‘good care’ 
co-produce shared understandings of ‘good work’, in human health, labo-
ratory science, farming and veterinary practice.4 I will use these frame-
works to analyse the intersecting cultures of care that have mutually shaped 
the working practices of the British state as it has sought to understand 
and regulate animal health over the past two centuries. Just as Dutch 
healthcare workers in the twenty-first century must balance their  embodied, 
everyday, flexible and adaptive but ultimately disempowering ‘logics of 

 A. CASSIDY

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-19186-3_1
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-19186-3_1


77

care’ for patients with formalised, market-based but empowering ‘logics of 
choice’, which engage with the economic constraints of healthcare, the 
epistemic communities of badger/bTB have had to perform similar bal-
ancing acts.5 These interactions profoundly shape who makes policy and 
practical decisions about care and what decisions get made under any 
given set of circumstances.

This chapter will explore the particular cultures of care6 developed by 
the epistemic community involved with British animal health policy, and 
how they in turn have shaped MAFF’s policies for controlling bTB over 
the past century. Originating in the interactions of farming and veterinary 
practices of care for individual animals, herds, owners and wider economic 
interests, animal health care involves long-established procedures and 
policies for preventing the spread of infectious disease in animals. Often 
described as ‘stamping out’, these involve the slaughter of infected indi-
viduals and their immediate contacts, while also controlling the movement 
of other animals in affected areas.7 Variations on this practice are still 
deployed worldwide to manage infectious diseases in livestock, from bTB 
to foot and mouth disease (FMD) to influenza. For those accustomed to 
the elaborate, patient-focused, life-preserving techniques of modern 
human medicine, this way of working can be a shock. While veterinary 
care of companion animals in rich countries increasingly converges with 
human medical practice, using complex surgical and technological inter-
ventions, the underlying ethical basis of most animal health practice is 
quite different. Unlike human medicine, which tends to prioritise the 
preservation of life, farmers and veterinarians place a greater emphasis on 
preventing animal suffering. In practice this means that sick animals in 
pain or distress are more likely to be killed (euthanised, put down, put to 
sleep), rather than undergoing stressful, painful or expensive treatments.8 
Veterinary care is also influenced by the wishes of the patient’s owner 
(rather than patients themselves, who are legally property), particularly 
because animal healthcare tends to be a commercial enterprise, creating 
different dynamics around the ‘logics of choice’ and patient agency.9 This 
can make ethical decision-making for veterinarians morally and emotion-
ally fraught, guided as it must be by owners’ relationships with their ani-
mals (from deep emotional connections through to bald assessments of 
financial value).10 These decisions often bring to the fore clear tensions 
between the ‘theory’ of veterinary scientific evidence and the ‘practice’ of 
veterinary clinical and farming animal care, which must be negotiated on 
an ongoing basis.11

3 CHANGING VETERINARY KNOWLEDGE 



78

Such trade-offs have also been shaped by the type of animal involved 
and the societal roles that it has been assigned by the human society it lives 
in. While pets are cared and mourned for, other animals are not so fortu-
nate. The balancing of life/death and care/suffering changes for livestock 
and working animals; is deeply contested for wild animals; and those des-
ignated as pests receive hostility rather than any form of care.12 The history 
of the profession also reflects our changing relationships with animals: 
while in Britain today the majority work with companion ‘small animals’ 
and there are such things as wildlife veterinarians, these are relatively 
recent trends.13 The origins of the veterinary profession instead lie in pro-
viding medical care for animals doing important work. It was the impor-
tance of horses (as military, transport and agricultural muscle) which led 
to the founding of the first veterinary schools in France and Britain in the 
late eighteenth century.14 Veterinarians did not become routinely involved 
in the treatment of farm animals until later, following a series of battles to 
establish their professional status (distinct from doctors and from those 
involved with animal husbandry).15

The arrival of rinderpest in the UK in 1865 devastated British horses 
and livestock, creating a major driver for the establishment of the veteri-
nary profession, embedding and intertwining their work into the affairs of 
the state via concerns about agricultural productivity and (human) public 
health.16 The government formed a Veterinary Department to deal with 
the problem, setting the course towards developing structures for state 
interventions to control animal disease. Even though British veterinarians 
struggled with disciplinary rivalries with human public health experts, fol-
lowing a series of reforms, they established themselves as a legally recog-
nised profession in 1881.17 In 1893 the position of Chief Veterinary 
Officer (CVO) was created and has been filled ever since—given that the 
Chief Scientific Adviser was a mid-twentieth-century invention, this prob-
ably makes the CVO the most long-standing expert advisory role in British 
government.18 Over the following decades, veterinarians extended their 
purview beyond rinderpest and establishing a network of veterinary inspec-
tors qualified to identify diseased meat and animals. They developed dual 
roles: initially field-based, problem-solving ‘practical men’, and latterly 
laboratory and research-oriented ‘scientific experts’. Following the end of 
the First World War, veterinary services were consolidated under the newly 
formed Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries, bringing together the 
 previously separated roles of policy enforcement and disease diagnosis.19 
Key government institutes for animal health research were established at 
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this time, including the Central Veterinary Laboratory (1917) and 
Pirbright Experimental Station (1924).20 While vets have maintained their 
professional role within government, they have experienced an ongoing 
process of internal reorganisation, repeatedly bringing together and sepa-
rating their policy-implementing and scientific-researching functions.21

As well as the obvious risks of zoonosis (in diseases like bTB), infectious 
diseases affecting livestock alone (such as FMD) are managed partly for 
welfare reasons, but also because they bring with them economic risks. 
These manifest in the death of infected animals as well as suppressed pro-
ductivity (of, for example, meat and milk). Therefore, policy decisions 
about infectious diseases in livestock were, and still are, motivated by a 
further logic—of cost, operating in the financial interests of animal owners 
and the wider economy. Therefore, veterinarians and policymakers con-
cerned with animal health look beyond the individual patient to think 
about welfare and the spread of disease across herds, flocks and wider 
populations, further modifying practices of care.22 As ‘stamping out’ was 
elaborated, it required the detection of disease carriers as well as sick ani-
mals, driving the development of technologies for diagnosis and surveil-
lance of microorganisms. This eventually led to what is described today as 
‘test and slaughter’ regimes for animal disease control (which do as the 
name suggests: positive animals and their herd-mates are culled), an elabo-
ration of the stamping-out approach. By the mid-twentieth century, 
stamping-out regimes were considered within animal health to be reliable, 
tried and tested. However, they were not always successful and continued 
to be controversial, particularly in relation to proposed alternative solu-
tions such as vaccination. During FMD outbreaks in Britain in the 1950s, 
proponents of vaccination objected to what they saw as ‘barbaric and 
medieval’ and ‘unscientific’ disease control policies.23 While MAFF pre-
vailed at the time, continuing with stamping out in their struggles with the 
much larger FMD outbreak of 1967–1968, the vaccination controversy 
returned during 2001, when around 6 million animals were slaughtered, 
creating a spectacle that made the consequences for animals dramatically 
visible to wider publics.24

The animal health epistemic community is not only comprised of vet-
erinarians, policymakers and politicians, but also farmers: bound by these 
regulatory systems and (partly) in whose interests they had been devel-
oped in the first place. As I discussed at the beginning of this book, the 
voices of farmers themselves are often conspicuously absent from archival 
MAFF correspondence about bTB. When they do feature it is usually as 

3 CHANGING VETERINARY KNOWLEDGE 



80

correspondence with the National Farmers Union (NFU), which para-
doxically is regarded by policy scholars as an exemplary ‘policy insider’—a 
non-governmental body with close working connections with policymak-
ers.25 Animal health cultures of care (balancing care, choice and cost) 
inside government in the UK have therefore formed in dialogue with the 
parallel cultures of care of farmers—albeit mediated through the NFU. We 
already know that ‘good care’ is co-produced by ideas and practices of 
‘good farming’—fundamentally farmers need their animals to thrive, but 
must also see livestock through to slaughter and ultimately make enough 
money to live.26 Agricultural workers constantly negotiate animal agency, 
expressed as a willingness or otherwise to cooperate with being herded, 
milked, confined, mated and medically treated.27 This constant negotia-
tion—with the agency of their charges, as well the uncertainties of wider 
environments—has created cultures of care which help manage these 
uncertainties. Good farming is often bound up with ideas of stewardship: 
long-term care of a specific place, including the plants and animals living 
there. Farming care is—like traditional medical care—embedded, rela-
tional and fundamentally parental, in that the carer holds most of the 
power and agency in the relationship. It often involves understandings of 
human–environment relations which see people as holding responsibility 
for maintaining and controlling the ‘balance of nature’.28 Social research 
into the difficult, distressing and dirty work of killing animals shows how 
farmers must try to manage these contradictions, negotiating paths 
between emotional connection and disconnection.29 While such negotia-
tions are far from easy, it does seem that for most farmers at least, the 
death of their animals at slaughter for meat production is understood as a 
‘good death’—one which happens at the right time, without excessive 
cruelty and to serve an ultimate purpose—to provide people with food 
and income for the farm.30

The premature illness and/or death of livestock can therefore disrupt 
the delicate balance of human–animal relations on a farm. This is where 
farming, veterinary and animal health policy cultures of care come into 
conflict, particularly when the last is practised to protect populations.31 
When livestock animals are slaughtered to prevent the spread of infectious 
disease, the deaths happen in an untimely and disorderly fashion, while 
control over the situation (a key aspect of farming care) is removed to the 
state. The following quote is from an anonymous account published in 
Farmers Weekly in 1973, but barring minor details it could easily be from 
the present day:
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Within 14 days, we had Ministry orders that the whole milking herd had to 
be slaughtered. One calf was slaughtered and found to have had nothing 
wrong, so the other 46 were given a second chance. A further test has been 
ordered for them and we are waiting for that. If they go down I don’t know 
what I shall do. These are all I have left from a 10 year policy using nomi-
nated bulls on my best cows. As a result of what has happened, I have my 
fixed costs relentlessly going on, and until I restock I have no income apart 
from interest on the compensation payment.32

Despite financial compensation, the abrupt ending of their animals’ lives, 
cessation of these relationships and disruption of day-to-day life was, and 
continues to be, a source of intense distress to many farmers. The loss of 
an entire herd entails a further disruption of farming ‘stewardship’ care, as 
herds also represent past and future care of lineages and land.33 State dis-
ruption to these routines of care engenders a sense of helplessness and 
resignation, making it harder to persuade farmers to take action to control 
the spread of infection in farm spaces. Paradoxically this can also be used 
to justify taking action against badgers, while others express distress and 
scepticism in the face of state culling policies.34 Stamping out has tended 
to be adopted by richer countries with the resources to implement it, eas-
ily controlled borders (enabling them to exclude reinfection from else-
where in the world), and the political or economic clout to only trade with 
others adopting similar regimes.35 In the colonial era it was implemented 
to the benefit of settler farmers and undermined traditional, locally devel-
oped husbandry practices; these inequities persist in today’s regimes of 
global and veterinary public health.36 This pattern is also present domesti-
cally, whereby the costs and benefits of such policies have tended to work 
in favour of landowners, larger farms and elite breeders, and against 
smaller- scale producers.37 While in recent years there has been a greater 
emphasis on government working in ‘partnership’ with farmers to reshape 
disease control policies, it is questionable to what extent this has made any 
difference to these feelings of helplessness in the face of infectious dis-
ease.38 Even though bTB is a manifest disease problem for humans and 
animals elsewhere in the world, in the UK it rarely poses direct health 
risks. As we will explore later in the book, while these risks can be mini-
mised, the regulatory policies that make this possible have brought with 
them new  economic, social and emotional risks, in turn fuelling public 
contestation of those policies.
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3.2  mAff’s ‘Bovine tuBerCulosis in BAdgers’ 
reseArCH ProgrAmme

To pick up our story from the end of Chap. 2, by 1975 MAFF had 
announced a new approach to the transformed problem of bTB in bad-
gers, comprising a state-led culling policy; an inclusive Consultative Panel 
advising policymakers; and major investment in new research. While pub-
lic statements emphasised MAFF’s decisive policy action, the scale of the 
proposed research effort tacitly acknowledged how little was understood 
about the situation. The ‘Bovine Tuberculosis in Badgers’ research pro-
gramme involved work across several sites by multiple disciplinary special-
ists. It expanded and formalised the preliminary work on field 
epidemiology, pathology, bacteriology, immunology, transmission, the 
effectiveness of culling, and the behaviour and ecology of badgers. The 
latter work was mostly conducted by field biologists located in MAFF’s 
Infestation Control Division and will be discussed in the next chapter. 
Here we will concentrate on the veterinary side of MAFF’s research 
effort. To understand fully how these multiple policy and research actors 
were working together at the time, we need to take a brief detour into the 
wonderful world of UK government research and organisational struc-
tures within and beyond MAFF. Mirroring wider political turmoil, the 
early 1970s was a period of extensive change within civil service research. 
Financial tensions combined with wider debates about research–policy 
relations within government led to the commissioning and publication of 
the Rothschild Report in 1971, which proposed that ‘applied’ research be 
relocated from the (independent) research councils into relevant minis-
tries.39 In parallel, these drivers had instituted major changes in govern-
ment agricultural research, with MAFF forming a new umbrella 
organisation, the Agricultural Development and Advisory Service (ADAS) 
the same year. ADAS brought the State Veterinary Service (SVS) together 
with other agricultural experts, including the Infestation Control Division 
(ICD), crop research, and the pre-existing National Agricultural Advice 
Service, which provided expert advice to farmers. This move separated 
the SVS from the policy-facing Animal Health Division. ADAS combined 
advisory, research and policy implementation roles: this structure contin-
ued until another round of reorganisation (and privatisation) during the 
late 1980s.40 The organisation of the SVS itself remained broadly 
unchanged, comprising three subsections: field services, veterinary inves-
tigations (field epidemiology) and the Central Veterinary Laboratory 
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(CVL). The SVS was overseen by the CVO and centralised management, 
but all three divisions maintained considerable autonomy: the CVL in its 
main location in Weybridge, and the field and investigation services 
through MAFF’s network of regional offices.41

Roger Muirhead, the SVS Veterinary Officer who had found tubercu-
lous badgers, worked out of MAFF’s divisional office in Gloucester. After 
1975 regional investigations were further supported and supplemented by 
the SVS, with new veterinary investigation (VI) centres opening in 
Gloucester and Truro and new work initiated at the CVL. John Gallagher 
was relocated to Gloucester and started worked closely with Muirhead and 
other colleagues to formalise the existing data and publish their findings. 
Once they started looking for tuberculous badgers, they found more and 
more of them, spread across an increasingly wide area. Many of these ani-
mals had extensive lesions, some in the lungs but mostly in the lymph 
nodes and kidneys, containing huge numbers of bacilli.42 The VI team at 
Gloucester also researched the viability of M. bovis bacilli in badger bodily 
fluids, carcasses, ‘infected setts’ and soil samples. After several months, 
they were unable to detect the bacteria, leading them to the conclusion 
that infected materials were likely to ‘self-sterilise’ in the field.43 Instead 
they argued that the major transmission route from badgers to cattle was 
likely to be via pasture contaminated with infected urine and spit.44 Further 
pathology investigations concluded that bTB was the major cause of sick-
ness and death in badgers in Gloucestershire at the time, and highlighted 
the role of bite wounds for badger–badger transmission. The paper also 
drew attention to externally visible symptoms of bTB in badgers, such as 
emaciation and overgrown claws.45

At the CVL, a small ‘colony’ of wild badgers were brought in to study 
them under laboratory conditions. They were inoculated with M.  bovis 
from infected cattle and groups of calves were inoculated vice versa, dem-
onstrating that cross-infection was possible.46 When the infected badgers 
were housed with calves, the cows became sick, surviving between six 
months and a year after exposure.47 By 1976, MAFF had already con-
cluded that ‘badgers are susceptible to the disease and can play a signifi-
cant role in transmitting infection to cattle’.48 Badger immune responses 
to M.  bovis were investigated, and CVL scientists quickly found that 
 standard tuberculin testing did not work.49 Towards the end of the decade, 
VI officers (field epidemiologists) and CVL researchers started working on 
techniques to identify different strains of M. bovis in cattle and badgers in 
different areas, suggested by variations in disease virulence.50 Both groups 
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contributed to ongoing efforts to identify and map bTB incidence, con-
tinuing to follow the traces of badgers and M. bovis in the environment. 
Samples of bodily fluids were tested for the bacterium, alongside the bod-
ies of badgers killed during culling and research, plus those of animals that 
had been found dead either from disease or road traffic accidents (RTAs). 
From early in Muirhead’s investigations in Gloucestershire, farmers and 
other members of the public had been bringing dead badgers to MAFF 
officers. In 1976, MAFF decided to capitalise on this enthusiasm, institut-
ing a formal ‘Badger Survey’, requesting that any carcasses found by mem-
bers of the public be brought to the nearest Ministry office, and recording 
the resulting data. This project—which would now be described as ‘citizen 
science’—continued until 1990.51

Finally, veterinary researchers and field staff worked in collaboration 
with ICD on a series of ‘clearance trials’—interventions designed to test 
the effect of clearing all badgers from a given area.52 The first of these took 
place at Steeple Leaze Farm in Dorset, which had experienced unusually 
high rates of cattle disease. Under pressure from the farmer and local 
NFU, MAFF prioritised the case, with the trial starting as soon as gassing 
was legalised.53 The second intervention took place around Thornbury, 
near Bristol and was described as ‘an experimental badger clearance pro-
gramme’.54 The idea was to remove all badgers from an area clearly 
bounded by rivers and motorways, in order to prevent the animals ‘recolo-
nising’, and observe the effects on bTB in cattle.55 In both interventions 
all badger setts had to be gassed repeatedly as field officers discovered new 
animals moving into the area: the clearances lasted for about five years. 
Despite these difficulties, MAFF persisted with removing badgers from 
both intervention areas and by 1979 reported that badgers had been suc-
cessfully cleared: crucially they also reported that there had not been any 
new outbreaks of bTB in cattle herds.56 The new research programme 
reported to MAFF every year or so, summarising key findings and new 
lines of enquiry: a condensed version was included in the CVO’s Annual 
Report. Aside from some early publications in the Veterinary Record, 
much of this work was not published in peer-reviewed journals until well 
into the 1980s, and not until 1995 in the case of the Thornbury clearance 
trial.57 While these projects were long term by design, given MAFF’s 
awareness of the sensitivity of the topic, perhaps there were qualms about 
making the finer details of this research public. It seems that during the 
1970s the SVS considered this internal reporting and the advice of their 
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own experts to be an adequate standard of evidence on which to 
build policy.

The Bovine Tuberculosis in Badgers reports were used to communi-
cate the situation upward to senior civil servants and ministers in MAFF 
and outwards to the experts and external policy interests represented in 
the Consultative Panel. Initially MAFF stressed the Panel’s role in 
reviewing and approving policy, and the group convened three times a 
year.58 By 1975 MAFF had forged a consensus that the best route for-
ward was to cull badgers using ‘gassing’: pumping a product called 
Cymag (sodium cyanide in powder form) into setts, where it reacts with 
moisture in the air to release hydrogen cyanide gas. The technique was 
already in use (by MAFF and private citizens) for ‘pest control’ of  rabbits 
and moles and would have been widely familiar (Fig. 3.1 depicts a MAFF 
gassing crew and their gear in situ in Gloucestershire).59 Once the law 
had been changed to make this possible, the policy was rapidly rolled 

Fig. 3.1 ‘The badger brigade and their gassing machine near Dursley’—photo-
graph by Jane Bown https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jane_Bown. Source: ‘New 
battle over the “bad” badgers—George Brock’, Observer, 12 Dec. 1976, 3. 
Reproduced by permission of Guardian News and Media Ltd
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out from 1976 onwards. The formal procedure, known as a ‘fire brigade’ 
operation, involved gassing all setts in the area of a bTB outbreak where 
‘no other source of infection has been revealed’ and where local badger 
traces tested positive for M. bovis.60 Thirty-three culling operations were 
conducted in 1976, rising to approximately fifty per year through 1977–
1978.61 By the end of the decade MAFF was upbeat about their progress 
and confident that their research had confirmed that badgers should be 
targeted.62 They consolidated the culling policy, introducing further legis-
lation granting officers powers of entry to private land in four Control 
Areas spread across the South West of England. This led to a drop-off of 
the locally focused ‘fire brigade’ operations and a shift to wider-scale cull-
ing towards the end of the decade.63

Outside of MAFF, others were not so confident. Privately, the scien-
tists and officers of the Nature Conservation Committee (NCC)—a 
Department for the Environment body responsible for conservation 
research and policy—continued to be highly critical of MAFF’s scientific 
standards.64 Critically, the specialist consensus on gassing was not shared 
by wider publics or the media, and several local newspapers started cam-
paigning against the policy.65 Meanwhile, the UK was weathering the 
ongoing instabilities of the 1970s. Following the 1975 referendum on 
membership of the European Economic Community (EEC), MAFF had 
been heavily occupied with negotiating and implementing the Common 
Agricultural Policy system of agricultural subsidies and trade agreements. 
Following the collapse of the Conservative Heath government in 1974, 
Labour took power but continued to weather political instabilities, with 
the resignation of Harold Wilson in 1976, and a further three years of 
minority Labour government under the leadership of James Callaghan. 
Following a period of prolonged recession and industrial unrest known as 
the ‘Winter of Discontent’, a Parliamentary vote of no confidence in 
Callaghan’s government was passed on 28 March 1979, triggering a 
General Election on 3 May. While bTB was still a relatively obscure issue 
in and of itself, badger advocates had skilfully reframed the disease in terms 
of gathering wider concerns over agricultural intensification, environmen-
tal damage and livestock welfare.66 The incoming Conservative govern-
ment, led by Margaret Thatcher, was elected on the strength of a 
modernising, reforming agenda.  Badger/bTB had by that time been a 
thorn in the side of ministers and policymakers for nearly a decade. Was it 
time to think again?
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3.3  ‘An oBjeCtive look’
The incoming Conservative government awarded the position of Minister 
of Agriculture to Peter Walker (a core member of the Heath administra-
tion) who had overseen the creation of an entirely new dedicated 
Department of the Environment in 1970s. Following the election in the 
spring of 1979 and a summer of anti-gassing protests, including a particu-
larly difficult confrontation on Dartmoor,67 Walker announced that he had 
asked a fellow pioneer in environmental policy—Lord Solly Zuckerman—
to review the situation:

I have been concerned about the recent criticism of this Ministry’s policy for 
dealing with badgers infected with bovine tuberculosis. The criticism has 
centred on the extent to which infected badgers are likely to pass on the 
disease to cattle and on the methods used to eradicate the disease. I have 
therefore asked Lord Zuckerman, President of the Zoological Society of 
London, to take an objective look at the problem and to give me his advice 
on the way it should be tackled in the future. I propose to make his find-
ings public.68

Walker’s press release invited anyone who wished to provide ‘scientific 
evidence’ to contact MAFF, and announced a moratorium on gassing 
‘beyond what is necessary to maintain freedom from the disease in areas 
that have already been cleared of it’.69 Zuckerman was eminently well 
qualified: as well as his specialisms (zoology and physiology) and presi-
dency of the Zoological Society of London, he had been involved with 
government enquiries on environmental pollution, FMD and rabies.70 
His position as the first Chief Scientific Adviser to the UK government 
(retired), member of the House of Lords and an integral part of ‘the 
Establishment’ made him the quintessential authoritative expert of the 
time. From Walker’s perspective, Zuckerman could be trusted to provide 
a clear analysis of the situation (which had become more complex as 
research on the topic had progressed), advise ministers on the best 
course of action and help to calm burgeoning controversy over bad-
ger culling.

Zuckerman’s archives show that five years earlier, HRH Prince Philip, 
Duke of Edinburgh (also President of the World Wildlife Fund), had 
enquired about badgers and bTB as part of his regular correspondence 
with Zuckerman.

3 CHANGING VETERINARY KNOWLEDGE 



88

     My Dear Solly,
     I hear that badgers are being blamed for the spread of various 
diseases among cattle and other domestic farm animals—particularly tuber-
culosis. Is this really possible? I’m afraid I don’t really know by what means 
TB gets around.
     Yours ever, Phillip.71

Zuckerman made enquiries with MAFF, who passed on the information 
available internally at the time. He wrote back to Prince Phillip, forward-
ing the material with the statement ‘It does look as though some guilt 
must attach to them [badgers].’72 This exchange highlights Zuckerman’s 
unusual position working across the worlds of science, policy, agriculture, 
conservation and elite society.73 It also provides further evidence for the 
choice of Zuckerman to conduct the review, as a core and authoritative 
science-policy actor, who had recently stepped down from his formal role 
in government.

Zuckerman started to get correspondence almost immediately after 
the announcement, but he started work in earnest in the New Year, meet-
ing with the CVO, senior MAFF officials and the Consultative Panel in 
London. He then visited the South West, where he consulted MAFF offi-
cers and policy teams in the area, alongside local farmers, naturalists and 
badger protection campaigners. While compiling the report, he consulted 
at least twenty individuals, collated submissions from nineteen external 
organisations, reviewed the scientific literature and received ninety-eight 
written submissions from individuals, including farmers, MPs, scientists 
external to MAFF, naturalists, animal welfare campaigners and members 
of the public.74 The report was delivered to the Minister in August 1980 
and was characteristically precise, comprising a review of the key scientific 
issues, followed by a section rebuffing various critiques of MAFF’s policy 
and ending in a series of recommendations. Zuckerman maintained his 
earlier position: that MAFF’s research had confirmed a connection 
between bTB in badgers and cattle, and that the current policy was the 
correct course of action and should continue. He drew upon medical 
analogies to support the various lines of veterinary enquiry which had 
been conducted; and cited the existing consensus that gassing was the 
most effective and humane technique available. Ever the scientist, 
Zuckerman acknowledged that there was still much to learn, recom-
mending an expansion of MAFF’s existing research. He also outlined key 
areas for further investigation, including specific research ‘to devise 
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improvements in the gassing procedures that have been used hitherto’.75 
MAFF regarded the report as a vindication and a return to business as 
usual, announcing the resumption of gassing with immediate effect.76 To 
further support their case, MAFF released figures suggesting there had 
been a recent increase in bTB rates in cattle in the South West, alongside 
findings of a ‘significant’ number of infected badgers, which they attrib-
uted to the suspension of gassing.77

The publication of the report (in October 1980) prompted more press 
and other media than ever before (see Fig. 7.1). However, the media and 
public responses were very different to MAFF’s. Zuckerman’s role was 
usually reported quite neutrally, describing him as a scientist whose ‘find-
ings’ supported the government’s position. Others were more sceptical of 
his neutrality, using headlines such as ‘RUN, BADGER, RUN: The scien-
tists are after you!’78 Following the initial report the story persisted as a 
series of organisations and public figures took the opportunity to get a 
wider airing for their criticisms of MAFF. While key groups such as the 
RSPCA and NCC (who had both privately raised concerns about gassing) 
publicly supported Zuckerman, other scientists and badger protection 
campaigners were highly critical.79 The Mammal Society wrote to Nature 
to dispute Zuckerman/MAFF’s claim that gassing had reduced bTB in 
cattle,80 while ecologist Hans Kruuk commented that ‘the evidence pre-
sented does not warrant the conclusions’.81 Zuckerman was incensed and 
immediately defended himself, responding with commentaries in the 
Sunday Times and in Nature, in which he restated his main arguments and 
disputed the ‘spurious criticisms’ that had been made.82 The argument 
continued on the pages of both Nature and New Scientist via letters and 
articles throughout 1981 and into 1982, drawing in a wide range of cor-
respondents, including the CVO and Martin Kaplan—an eminent TB 
expert in the WHO.83 The controversy was not limited to the scientific 
press and also took place in mainstream media coverage. This included 
further expert criticisms, badger persecution, more protests, a lengthy 
piece in the glossy Observer Magazine from BBC presenter Phil Drabble 
(including pictures of snared badgers and gassing operations) and scathing 
commentary from columnist Auberon Waugh.84

Zuckerman was incensed by these responses, firing off a series of letters 
to senior MAFF officials, the Minister, John Maddox (the editor of 
Nature) and scientific colleagues, including the head of the Natural 
Environment Research Council (Hans Kruuk’s boss). In these letters he 
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demanded retractions and suggested that Drabble (among others) be sued 
for libel. Zuckerman’s correspondents advised him against this:

… there is little doubt that it is defamatory, and defamatory of you. … But, 
having said this, I would very much discourage you against bringing a libel 
action in these circumstances. It is obviously an issue on which people feel 
very strongly and are therefore moved to extravagant and reckless utterance. 
With the picture of assassinated badgers in front of their eyes there is no 
knowing what a jury would do and it would only require three members of 
the jury to provoke a disagreement. Also it is the easiest thing in the world 
to work up hostility to members of the Establishment and certainly to 
Established scientists. Moreover, the motivation of the author is, on the face 
of it, not hostility to you but affection for badgers.85

This is quoted at length not only for a sense of the likely weight of public 
opinion at the time in a legal context, but also for the reference to ‘the 
Establishment’, at a time when traditional British power structures (includ-
ing science) had been under widespread criticism for years. Zuckerman—
as a senior scientist, government policy adviser and friend of the Royal 
Family—would have been seen by both friends and enemies as such—note 
also his formal suit in the Private Eye cartoon (Fig. 3.2).

By the end of 1981 the media coverage had faded away. However, 
another storm was quietly brewing for Zuckerman and MAFF. As requested, 
MAFF had commissioned scientists at the Chemical Defence Establishment 
(CDE), Porton Down, to conduct further research on the effects of cyanide 
on badgers. For several years, wildlife groups had been reporting stories of 
distressed animals emerging from gassed setts: at the urging of RSPCA’s 
Wild Animals Committee, ICD, CDE and the RSPCA started discussing 
further research early in 1979.86 MAFF had continued with gassing, based 
on long experience of its speedy and lethal effect on other mammals and, 
following the snaring imbroglio (see Sect. 2.3), lack of other options. 
Following the publication of Zuckerman’s report, a contract was placed 
with CDE to carry out this work, which was completed by March 1982. 
The scientists at Porton applied standard laboratory dose–response tech-
niques to determine the correct concentrations of hydrogen cyanide 
required to kill badgers. They used ferrets as a ‘model organism’: a sensible 
choice, given the two species’ shared membership of the Mustelid family, 
the well-established tradition of working with ferrets in biomedicine, and 
the likely political implications of conducting laboratory experiments 
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Fig. 3.2 Cartoon from Private Eye, January 1982. Zuckerman is depicted on the 
left, having ‘gassed’ a badger sett, while the Minister (Peter Walker) appears on the 
right, popping up for air (artist credit: Willie Rushton). Reproduced by kind per-
mission of Private Eye magazine/The Estate of Willie Rushton98

on  large numbers of badgers.87 Three groups of about sixty ferrets were 
exposed to a cyanide spray in a sealed chamber, respectively for one, five and 
twenty-five minutes. The Porton scientists also exposed four wild badgers 
to cyanide, to directly observe the effects on Meles meles. The findings were 
dramatic: unbeknownst to anyone, it turned out that mustelids were unusu-
ally resistant to cyanide poisoning. The ferrets required extremely high 
doses to kill them and cyanide ‘was not as effective at producing rapid 
unconsciousness as had previously been thought’.88 The badger experi-
ments were particularly alarming: only one animal died, slowly, and several 
showed obvious signs of distress before collapsing. Unlike other mammals, 
which tend to recover from a sublethal dose of cyanide with no ill effect, the 
ferrets and badgers that survived showed longer-term symptoms, including 
vomiting and paralysis.89 Badgers were living up to their popular reputation 
as extraordinarily tough animals who are very difficult to kill.

Upon receipt of the CDE Porton research, MAFF convened an emer-
gency meeting of senior officials. They agreed to continue with gassing 
but to warn the Minister ‘of potential difficulties’ while they sought a 
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meeting with the CDE scientists to ‘to ascertain their interpretation of the 
results and to explore, if necessary, alternative methods of control’: a con-
fidential summary of the situation was circulated to senior MAFF staff.90 
The meeting with CDE took place on 15 June, at which the generalisabil-
ity of the experiments and the implications for policy were discussed. Some 
SVS staff were sceptical, suggesting that the effects of Cymag itself (sodium 
cyanide powder, not the hydrogen cyanide gas used in the CDE experi-
ment) should be properly tested under field conditions. However, the 
CDE scientists defended their work, arguing that this would be impracti-
cal, expensive, unethical and likely to demonstrate even less effectiveness. 
They emphasised that they ‘did not believe that hydrogen cyanide gassing 
was a humane way of killing badgers’, conflating the two.91 The implica-
tions of earlier work done by MAFF investigating Cymag distribution in 
real setts was also explored—it had been found that the poison ended up 
unevenly spread through the complex of tunnels. CDE believed it likely 
that in the field badgers were dying slowly from the lower doses, and that 
the problems of getting poisons into the furthest reaches of a sett meant 
that any other substance (e.g. carbon monoxide) would have similar 
problems.92

Following these deliberations, the civil servants rapidly reached agree-
ment on what to do next and the Minister was briefed: ‘There must be 
serious doubt as to whether hydrogen cyanide gassing of badgers is the 
most humane method of despatch. Nor can we be sure that badgers do 
not escape from gassed setts.’93 In other words, MAFF policy team were 
concerned not only that gassing was cruel (and would be unacceptable for 
wider publics), but that it was not fully effective for disease control pur-
poses. They recommended that gassing be suspended immediately. With 
snaring and gassing now ruled out, officials now turned towards an effec-
tive yet time-consuming procedure: combining cage-trapping and killing 
the animals with a direct shot. Peter Walker wrote to Lord Zuckerman on 
28 June regarding the ‘very disturbing’ findings, requesting an urgent 
telephone call.94 He then formally made the decision to stop gassing, and 
met with the Consultative Panel on 1 July to inform them of the situa-
tion, while MAFF announced the Minister’s statement at the same time. 
This process had de facto excluded the Panel from decision- making. In 
their briefing notes to the Minister, animal health officers had considered 
the possibility of consulting the Panel and dismissed it on the grounds of 
urgency, assuming that they would agree with the decision to stop gas-
sing immediately.95 Over the course of the Zuckerman review process, 
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the role of the Consultative Panel had shifted from needed policymaking 
partners to a legitimising rubber-stamp.

The immediate effect was to reopen the public controversy by prompt-
ing further media coverage and criticisms of government.96 This policy 
reversal had the effect of undermining the authoritative report that MAFF 
and Zuckerman had thought would calm things down, even though it was 
a direct consequence of following scientific recommendations. 
Zuckerman’s interventions in defence of MAFF had probably exacerbated 
this problem, by reinforcing the impression that his position was borne of 
a desire to defend government and the status quo. The Mirror’s editorial 
page was particularly damning: ‘It has taken seven years of protests to stop 
this vile slaughter of one of God’s loveliest creatures. All that time the 
cyanide killers were lying through their teeth when they said it didn’t hurt. 
The arrogant know-alls at the Ministry of Agriculture and the RSPCA 
who wouldn’t listen deserve to be put in badger sets themselves. And see 
how they like it.’97 Instead of being treated as the senior scientist and 
respected government figure he had been through most of his career, 
Zuckerman found himself to be the target of invective and a figure of 
fun—as seen in the scatological response to the affair from Private Eye 
(Fig. 3.2).

From Zuckerman’s correspondence, it seems that the hostile responses 
to the report took him entirely by surprise, and his zeal in rebutting cri-
tiques rapidly turned to dismay as he became more deeply entangled in the 
controversy. He wrote to a friend early in 1981, ‘I have asked myself 
whether having now experienced this backlash I would have said yes so 
easily to Peter Walker’s request when he put it over the telephone. I said 
yes, because I like Peter and because the way he explained the whole thing 
to me all that would be required would be a week’s work: looking at docu-
ments and talking to people in his Department.’99 Alongside formal sub-
missions to the enquiry, Zuckerman received a large volume of private 
correspondence—which increased after the report was published. This 
included detailed scientific discussions, speculations, impassioned pleas 
both for and against culling, photographs of injured animals, jokes and a 
small but significant amount of personal abuse. Some of this material has 
been retained in the Zuckerman archive (in a folder marked ‘Nut Letters’). 
It includes anti-Semitic abuse, accusations of Nazism, religious tracts and 
threats: for example, to put him on ‘the other side of the bars’ at London 
Zoo.100 Robert Armstrong, Secretary of the Cabinet Office, wrote to 
Zuckerman,

3 CHANGING VETERINARY KNOWLEDGE 



94

     Dear Solly,
     I worry for you.
          When I was driving to Dorset yesterday, I found 
myself behind an exceedingly dirty truck; and in the dirt on the back of the 
truck someone had scrawled in bold capital letters the legend
          GAS LORD ZUCKERMAN.
          Mrs. Murray strikes again, I suppose.101 But I really 
think that you should keep clear of the South West for the time being. I 
worry for you.
     A Happy New Year to you both.
     Yours ever, Robert.102

Around this time, Peter Walker wrote to Zuckerman apologising that, 
‘you are still in the thick of it’.103 While Zuckerman initially replied with a 
relatively upbeat note, remarking, ‘I sincerely hope that I shall be able to 
get shot of the badgers and the enthusiasts before too long’, the contro-
versy was taking its toll.104 By this time he was well into his seventies and 
suffering increasing health problems, affecting his dealings with others: 
‘he began to be irritable and at times unreasonable, autocratic and impa-
tient … He became less and less prepared to take into account other views 
than his own.’105 A month later Zuckerman wrote to Walker again: ‘I have 
really had enough. I have now given up the better part of a year to the 
matter, and this I can ill spare at my time of life when I have other things 
I wish to do’, ending the letter, ‘Please, please, take over …’ Zuckerman 
urged Walker to encourage MAFF’s ‘veterinary and other scientists’ to 
‘speak out’ in the press.106 Walker replied expressing sympathy: ‘It is mon-
strous that you should continue to be pestered. Do, of course, pass all 
correspondence and complaints direct to us and we will deal with this.’107 
However, MAFF continued with their existing strategy of formal press 
releases, ministerial statements and technical reports, while scientists 
working within the Ministry confined their public communication to 
occasional letters to editors. Zuckerman continued to pursue badger/bTB 
throughout 1981, but following the suspension of gassing in 1982, he 
appears to have abandoned the argument.

So why did Zuckerman take the position that he did? Many of his 
opponents assumed or implied that he was politically motivated and cer-
tainly Zuckerman was at the heart of the political and scientific 
Establishment. However, Zuckerman’s annotations of the submissions 
and correspondence with actors in badger/bTB do not support this idea, 
although they do offer considerable insight into his thinking. While he was 
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widely known as the head of London Zoo and was deeply involved in the 
formation of British environmental science and policy,108 he was an old- 
fashioned scientific polymath, with a primary training in medicine—
although he never practised, moving immediately into research in 
anatomy, primatology and physiology.109 However, as his secretary put it, 
Zuckerman ‘did not suffer fools gladly’.110 His post-report comment to 
Walker is key: ‘I do hope that you agree that a channel has been given to 
me to stop the illiterate and unscientific campaign against MAFF’s poli-
cies with regard to the badger.’111 While he had considered all submissions 
and met with the full range of actors in badger/bTB, he regarded MAFF’s 
veterinarians and scientists to have the most in-depth and legitimate 
expertise on the matter, reacting strongly against suggestions that the gas-
sing policy was unacceptable to ‘reputable scientists’.112 As we will explore 
in the next two chapters, the main criticisms of the Zuckerman report 
came from scientists—mammologists and ecologists outside of govern-
ment—and from naturalists and animal advocates who had remobilised 
existing campaigns for badger protection around bTB. As we know from 
other scholarship on Zuckerman’s life and work, while one of his special-
isms was in primatology, he had little respect for field biologists, etholo-
gists and ecologists, regarding their work to be less rigorous than his own 
laboratory-based approach.113

As well as responding in the media and threatening to sue, Zuckerman 
wrote privately to ecologist Hans Kruuk’s superiors at the Institute for 
Terrestrial Ecology (ITE) (a government research institute under the aegis of 
the NCC) questioning ‘the propriety of him, as someone who is supported 
by public funds, criticising a ministerial decision based upon the advice of 
people who know far more about tuberculosis in cattle than he does’.114 
When this got nowhere Zuckerman then escalated to the director of the 
Natural Environment Research Council, complaining to them of ‘the 
Institute of Celestial Ecology (Terrestrial Ecology is a fancy name for what 
an earlier generation of zoologists called “natural history”)’.115 He also 
wrote, ‘As a zoologist and medical man I know of no one on its [the Mammal 
Society’s] Council who, on the basis of experience, would be consulted on 
matters relating to the epidemiology of animal disease.’116 Privately, he was 
also highly dismissive of the expertise represented by MAFF’s Consultative 
Panel, which ‘was obviously set up as a PR body, consisting as it does of farm-
ers, badger enthusiasts, etc.’117 This was also evident in his correspondence 
and comments about campaigners, who he also referred as ‘enthusiasts’. Of 
naturalist Eunice Overend, he wrote, ‘I have no doubts about Miss Overend’s 
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sincerity, but her “facts” happen to be wrong.’118 Zuckerman was even ruder 
about Ruth Murray, using two full pages of his report to attack ‘Mrs Murray’s’ 
position (Murray contested that badgers did not suffer from bTB), which he 
argued amounted to ‘unsubstantiated assertions’.119

These comments reflect Zuckerman’s own hierarchy of expertise, with 
‘medical men’ like himself and MAFF’s veterinarians at the top, field biol-
ogists way down the list and untrained ‘enthusiasts’ at the bottom.120 As 
suggested by his self-description as a ‘medical man’, Zuckerman seemed 
to regard MAFF’s veterinarians as equivalent to doctors and biomedical 
researchers, and as a senior policy adviser he would have been familiar with 
the ‘stamping out’ approach to disease control. An alignment with animal 
health cultures of care is also suggested by the prominence given to farmer 
testimony in the report, awarded an eight-page appendix.121

From his point of view, Zuckerman had done precisely what Walker had 
asked, in the same way he had always conducted such reviews in the past. 
While he had worked as the government’s Chief Scientific Adviser from 
1964 to 1971, upon his retirement he stood back from the day-to-day 
workings of government science and moved to Norfolk. This meant that 
by 1979 he would have been less directly exposed to the broader political 
changes of the time relating to science, the environment and policy. Even 
though (or perhaps because) Zuckerman had worked through the thick of 
the 1960s and 1970s ‘sea change’ in science-society, his reaction to ‘enthu-
siast’ criticisms of MAFF’s research and policy was hostile and dismis-
sive.122 When his report was publicly and virulently contested, he was 
surprised, defensive, upset and eventually exhausted. Rather than resolv-
ing the matter, the report instead prompted further media attention and 
public disagreement between experts. Zuckerman was further drawn into 
the controversy, due to his position as a public scientist and his own com-
bative nature, which combined explosively with the indirect nature of 
MAFF’s public communications. This pattern—of developing contro-
versy, leading to an expert review (anticipated to resolve the problem), 
which then creates further controversy—was to set a course for badger/
bTB which persists into the present day.

3.4  reseArCH exPAnsion, PoliCy tinkering

Despite its association with the modernising Conservative Thatcher gov-
ernment, the Zuckerman report did not directly drive any change in bTB 
policy. Not only was Zuckerman a staunch supporter of the traditional 
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animal health approach to disease control, the Minister Peter Walker (a 
moderate Conservative and member of the Heath administration) would 
also have been in favour of continuity. Instead it was Zuckerman’s recom-
mendation for further research, the CDE Porton scientists’ entirely unex-
pected findings—and the unanimous conclusion that this made the gassing 
policy inhumane—which precipitated rapid policy change in 1982. Snaring 
had already been ruled out: with this finding taking gassing off the table, 
policymakers turned to the previously discarded option of cage-trapping. 
While the idea had been discarded due to the vulnerability of traps to 
‘interference’, the tendency of the animals to get ‘trap shy’ and logistical 
complexities, trapping techniques had been refined in research contexts 
where catching live animals was necessary. Given the lack of alternatives, 
MAFF officials and the Consultative Panel rapidly agreed that trapping 
should be adopted to replace gassing as its main culling technique, devel-
oping standard procedures for field staff.123 Beyond this technological 
change, MAFF’s overall policy course continued, albeit modified into a 
‘clean ring’ strategy—of removing badger social groups in an increasing 
circle around an outbreak until a layer of uninfected animals was found 
and removed.124

Zuckerman’s other recommendations included that another review be 
published in three years’ time; that MAFF’s existing research programmes 
should continue; and that mechanisms be created for the ‘freer exchange 
of information’ between Ministry staff, private veterinarians, naturalists 
and academic scientists.125 In 1982 MAFF set up a new Co-ordinating 
Group to pull together the various strands of bTB activity taking place 
across the department, as well as to ‘act as a liaison point for outside 
research institutions and organisations involved in this work’.126 The 
ongoing research investigations were now being published in academic 
journals, all of which seemed to confirm the association between bTB in 
badgers and cattle.127 Collaborations between CVL and academic micro-
biologists had developed a method for identifying multiple strains of 
M. bovis, and tracing these suggested that the disease had jumped between 
the two species on more than one occasion.128 By this time the ‘clearance 
trials’ were showing even more striking results. MAFF officers had had to 
go to considerable effort to clear badgers from these spaces, re-culling 
periodically until 1982. In the Thornbury study area, the area had been 
recolonised by 1989, but no infected badgers were found and there still 
were no herd ‘breakdowns’ (positive TB tests)—later SVS reported this 
effect persisting well into the 1990s.129 Following the discovery of badgers’ 
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apparent lack of immune response to M. bovis, researchers at CVL focused 
on the key problem of diagnosis, developing new techniques for culturing 
the microbe in the lab, identifying multiple strains and attempting to apply 
BCG vaccinations to badgers.130 While these diagnostic problems knocked 
on to veterinary scientists’ abilities to understand the epidemiology of 
M. bovis, nonetheless knowledge about badger/bTB had become much 
more sophisticated since the early investigations in Gloucestershire a 
decade previously.

MAFF’s overall capacity to monitor, follow and understand the spread 
of infectious disease in animals had improved greatly, with increasing 
numbers of VI field officers and the establishment of a specialist 
Epidemiology Unit. This enabled SVS to start collating its disease control 
data nationally, providing statistical expertise to support policy surveil-
lance and epidemiological research alike.131 As computers became cheaper 
and more widely used in government, the Unit adopted these technolo-
gies, creating a database to help them understand this increasing volume 
of data, including bTB surveillance data, the introduction of EEC stan-
dardised cattle testing and the new brucellosis eradication scheme.132 As 
data from the various field studies came in, the epidemiologists were able 
to start building up a picture of the movements of M. bovis in wildlife and 
how it might relate to that in cattle populations. This data, analysed in- 
house and by externally funded researchers, had consistently found 
M. bovis in the badger population, but only sporadically in other wildlife or 
domestic species.133 Veterinary epidemiologist John Wilesmith had been 
recruited by Veterinary Laboratories Agency (VLA) in 1976 and was cen-
tral to the new epidemiological work on bTB, including statistical analyses 
associating badger sett density with outbreaks of ‘unknown origin’ in cat-
tle herds.134

The application of computing to epidemiology continued and expanded 
following the Zuckerman report, the advent of mathematical modelling 
techniques and MAFF’s creation of a fully staffed Computer Unit in the 
SVS.135 With the advent of microcomputing, a Commodore 8096 PC was 
sent from CVL to Truro VI centre during 1982 so that staff could com-
puterise badger data for later analysis.136 Veterinary Officer Roger 
Sainsbury, stationed at MAFF’s Divisional Office in Truro, was greatly 
pleased by its arrival. Sainsbury was an electronics and home computing 
enthusiast, who had initially trained himself via PC magazines and then 
with Open University courses.137 He realised that the badger data could be 
helpful for MAFF field investigations and built a similar database for 
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infected cattle. However, this data was not in a format that was useful for 
field staff:

The vets were going out on field investigations with computer printouts of 
all the badgers and cattle infection that had been found locally. Sadly this 
was a complete waste of time, nobody looked at it. You couldn’t visualise 
where the infected animals were on the ground. So it wasn’t really very good 
… So I thought a picture is worth 1000 words—why don’t we try and dis-
play it graphically? I therefore wrote a TB mapping program which was 
much more useful. It was a very early example of a Geographical Information 
System (GIS). The locations of the cattle herds and badgers shown on the 
map acted as a key to find further information about these in the accompa-
nying database.138

The program (TB Maps and Stats) projected MAFF’s surveillance data for 
cattle and badgers onto the grid references of a map, creating a more 
sophisticated version of the hand-drawn mapping techniques used in 
Muirhead’s early investigations (Fig. 2.1). The software was a great suc-
cess and was rapidly integrated into the routine work of the SVS in areas 
where TB was a problem.139 TB Maps and Stats remained in use by MAFF 
and its successor, the UK Department of the Environment and Rural 
Affairs (Defra) until 2006, when Animal Health’s national VetNet data-
base was phased out and replaced by a new system, SAM. The datasets, 
programmes and associated documentation for TB Maps and Stats are 
now held in the National Archives.140

MAFF’s regional veterinary experts had adopted and adapted new 
computing technologies to help align this new data with their existing 
practices of disease mapping, deeply rooted in the history of epidemiology. 
Nineteenth-century pioneers of public health had established field prac-
tices of ‘shoe-leather epidemiology’,141 in which investigators would travel 
to an area experiencing a disease outbreak to learn about local communi-
ties and the physical environment from ‘physicians, chemists, veterinari-
ans, farmers, politicians, and business owners’.142 They would then map 
this information to help establish spatial relationships between disease vic-
tims and potential sources of infection, as in the famous case of John Snow 
and the Broad Street pump.143 This spatial way of understanding and con-
trolling the spread of infectious disease pointed the way towards establish-
ing links between disease and contaminated milk—a key issue for 
controlling bTB.144 Field knowledge and mapping were central to estab-
lishing the veterinary case for connections between cattle, badgers and 
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M.  bovis. This is particularly apparent in Roger Muirhead’s early case 
reports (Fig. 2.1), but similar techniques featured in the Cornwall inves-
tigation of 1972, and most of MAFF progress reporting on badger/
bTB.145 What geographers usefully describe as ‘the spatiality of disease’146 
was not just important for epidemiological research: it also guided the 
underlying logic of implementing ‘stamping out’ across animal 
health policy.

In 1985 MAFF put into place the final recommendation of 
Zuckerman’s report: that another expert review be conducted a few years 
later. Perhaps to avoid risking a repetition of Zuckerman’s autocratic 
approach, MAFF invited a small committee to conduct the review. The 
new chair, Prof. George Dunnet, was an ecologist specialising in fisheries, 
well versed in MAFF and the complexities of science policy. He worked 
with David Jones, head veterinarian at the Zoological Society of London, 
and, signalling a key shift, an agricultural economist, Prof. John McInerney 
of the University of Exeter. This reflected the increasing importance of 
economics to MAFF, as it underwent further rounds of funding cuts 
through the 1980s. Over this decade, MAFF also instituted another round 
of restructuring and now privatisation, furthering government agendas of 
reducing the role of the state. The advisory role of ADAS was reduced and 
in 1987 it began charging for agricultural ‘extension’ advice services to 
farmers and industry. By the early 1990s MAFF’s agricultural research and 
veterinary services were transformed into ‘executive agencies’, making it 
possible to sell their services to public and private users: ADAS, the 
Veterinary Medicines Directorate, the Central Veterinary Laboratories and 
the Central Science Laboratory. The Animal Health policy group was 
brought back together with the remaining parts of the SVS under the 
management of the CVO, to form a single Animal Health and Veterinary 
Group, which was promptly demerged once again in 1994, due to ‘a lack 
of transparency in relations between its constituent parts and confused 
accountability in decision making’.147

It was in this context of renewed change within MAFF that the 
Dunnet review was published in the spring of 1986. While the report 
continued to support culling, it was with considerably less enthusiasm, 
and the Dunnet group instead challenged the existing scientific, veterinary 
and policy consensus within MAFF on several fronts. Core veterinary 
research on the pathology and immunology of the disease in badgers and 
cattle was accepted: that badgers caught bTB and were likely to act as a 
significant ‘reservoir’ for the disease in cattle, while other wildlife was not 
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significantly involved. However, Dunnet et  al. highlighted significant 
knowledge gaps in the distribution and broader epidemiology of the dis-
ease across the two species. Without ‘extensive, long-term field studies, 
involving the killing of large numbers of badgers and cattle over an exten-
sive area’ (a prospect which they considered impractical), they argued it 
would be impossible to prove that the disease passed from badgers to 
cattle.148 Furthermore, without an accurate diagnostic test for badgers, it 
was impossible to develop a better understanding of the incidence of bTB 
in their populations. Given these uncertainties, the Dunnet group argued 
that MAFF’s ‘clean-ring’ strategy (based on the assumption that localised 
‘pockets’ of infection in badgers could be cleared out) was not viable.149 
They also conducted their own analyses of MAFF’s policy regime—first a 
time-series analysis of bTB incidence, which concluded that badger culling 
was not working well enough, and second an economic evaluation, which 
estimated that the costs of the culling policy outweighed the benefits to 
the tune of £7 million.150 According to their analyses, badger culling 
would never be able to pay its own way.151

The report made recommendations based upon an assumption that a 
new, more suitable diagnostic test for bTB in badgers would be ‘achiev-
able’ in three to five years.152 Following their early immunological findings 
and the collaborative work on typing M. bovis strains, CVL researchers 
were exploring alternative tests which could detect antibodies to the bac-
terium.153 Wider successes in the development of antibody-based diagnos-
tic tests (known as ELISA) for a range of other animal infections may have 
contributed to this optimistic stance.154 The Dunnet group recommended 
that an ‘interim strategy’ be implemented in the intervening period. 
Rather than the ‘unattainable’ goal of complete and permanent disease 
eradication in both species, they instead argued that policy should aim ‘to 
limit the transmission of disease from badgers to cattle by dealing with 
identifiable and avoidable risks, quickly and effectively at a reasonable 
cost’.155 The ‘clean ring’ strategy, based upon the long-standing MAFF 
tradition of stamping out, should be abandoned, and badgers should only 
be culled immediately on and around farms suffering a bTB outbreak 
where no other source of infection could be found. Finally, the Dunnett 
group recommended an expansion of research into the problem—while 
the most urgent priority was developing a diagnostic test for badgers, 
work on the population biology and epidemiology of the disease was also 
important.156

3 CHANGING VETERINARY KNOWLEDGE 



102

While MAFF accepted the Dunnett recommendations and the Minister 
immediate pledged to implement them, his statement downplayed the 
critical nature of the report.157 Over the following years, culling was grad-
ually scaled back, while research continued, with a marked increase in the 
number and range of collaborations with external partners and academic 
scientists.158 However, this optimism was short-lived. While a functioning 
ELISA test was developed, its sensitivity was heavily affected by the pro-
gression of the disease. In other words, it worked best for older badgers 
with active symptoms of disease (e.g. tuberculous lesions), when what was 
really needed for policy was the opposite.159 While the ELISA test was use-
ful for research, it turned out not to be robust enough to change the 
policy assessments made by Dunnet et al. Therefore the ‘interim strategy’ 
remained in place, not for the envisaged five years, but instead for over 
ten. Meanwhile, a newly unfolding animal health crisis was occupying 
most of MAFF’s attention. While the first case of Bovine spongiform 
encephalopathy (BSE) was identified in 1986, MAFF announced the exis-
tence of this entirely new disease in 1987, confirming that 132 new cases 
had already been found.160 BSE was declared a notifiable disease in 1988 
and a pandemic in 1989: given the completely unknown nature of the 
problem, the major part of MAFF veterinary research, investigation and 
surveillance teams were devoted to understanding and controlling this 
catastrophic new animal health problem. When BSE was found to be 
transmissible to humans, the public and political pressure on MAFF 
reached even greater heights, especially given their disastrous strategy of 
reassuring the public that British beef was ‘safe’.161 In the heat and light of 
an expanding and increasingly political animal health crisis, the chronic yet 
still unresolved problem of bTB faded into obscurity, where it was to stay 
for many years.

3.5  mAnAging m. Bovis tHrougH AnimAl HeAltH 
CAre

In this chapter, we have investigated how MAFF’s veterinary scientists, 
field officers and policymakers got to grips with researching and acting 
upon the newly identified problem of bTB in badgers. Veterinarians have 
had a formal role as expert advisers within the British Government for over 
a century, making them central and long-standing members of the animal 
health epistemic community. As such, understanding how their working 
practices created reliable knowledge for policy—and were mutually shaped 
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by caring practices—is critical to understanding their approach to badger/
bTB.  While animal health ‘cultures of care’ originated in partnerships 
between farmers, veterinarians and policymakers, ‘stamping out’ practices 
of disease control are still traumatic for farmers facing the loss of their 
animals. These tensions are caused by conflicts between practices of caring 
for specific farms and herds, and those needed for caring for entire popula-
tions and the wider economic interests of the country.

Having explored how care and caring practices operate in the epistemic 
community around animal health in Britain, we can see how they have 
guided processes of policymaking and veterinary research as MAFF strug-
gled with the unexpectedly sticky problem of badger/bTB. The spatial 
logic of ‘stamping out’—long established for managing infectious diseases 
including bTB—was applied to the new problem of tuberculous badgers. 
Research practices in the SVS were guided by an implicit multidisciplinar-
ity, in which specialists in multiple fields—particularly laboratory and field 
investigators—worked in partnership on shared problems, while preserv-
ing disciplinary boundaries. The ‘shoe-leather epidemiology’ of regional 
veterinary officer Roger Muirhead was supplemented with further exper-
tise from pathology and microbiological testing.162 Once MAFF recog-
nised the scale of the problem, this developed into a full-scale scale research 
programme, employing the above approaches, plus increasingly sophisti-
cated work in fields such as immunology and epidemiology. As the pro-
gramme moved into the 1980s, MAFF increasingly collected data on bTB 
and other infectious diseases, adopting new computing technologies to 
create centralised resources to collate the information. The lab–field loop 
was reinforced once more when regional veterinary investigators found 
ways of adapting PCs to converge this data with older field epidemiology 
practices of mapping, making it much more useful for day-to-day work-
ing practice.

We can also see how changes in government administrations—and 
their attendant political ideologies—have shaped changes in badger/bTB 
policy. Under the Conservative Heath government, MAFF took a laissez- 
faire, hands-off advisory approach to badger culling, which was rapidly 
brought under state control (and implementation) when Labour took 
power again in 1974. Despite its radical, modernising agenda, the incep-
tion of the Thatcher government did not bring change but an attempt to 
bolster support for existing MAFF policy, albeit in the guise of an expert 
review. It was scientific research, and the unexpected resistance of bad-
gers to cyanide gassing, which forced policy change in 1982, and 
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 agendas such as privatisation affected MAFF more towards the end of the 
decade. The Zuckerman review had inadvertently started a cycle of bro-
ken expectations between science, policy and wider society which was to 
continue through the history of badger/bTB to the present day.
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CHAPTER 4

Pest Control and Ecology

The discovery of tuberculous badgers in the early 1970s required Ministry 
for Agriculture, Fisheries and Food’s (MAFF) animal health researchers, 
veterinarians and policymakers to rapidly form new working partnerships 
in and outside of government. As recounted in Chap. 2, the first of these 
were colleagues within MAFF—the scientists and field officers of the 
Infestation Control Division (ICD). ICD was responsible for researching 
and controlling pest animals and other organisms which destroyed crops 
and stored food, threatening agricultural productivity and what we now 
describe as ‘food security’.1 For these reasons, even though ICD officers 
were co-located with veterinarians in MAFF’s regional offices, they were 
usually involved with arable rather than livestock farming. Like the State 
Veterinary Service (SVS), ICD comprised a partnership of scientists in cen-
tralised research facilities—the Pest Infestation Control Laboratory 
(PICL)—and field-based Pests Officers located across the country. ICD 
was responsible for coordinating government ‘pest control’—killing or 
preventing animals like rodents, birds and insects from eating, contaminat-
ing or damaging crops and food supplies. Unlike MAFF’s veterinarians, ICD 
already knew badgers: as designated government experts on awkward ani-
mals, it was their job to decide which were officially ‘pests’ and what to do 
about them. From the late 1950s, ICD had received a steady stream of 
complaint letters about ‘badger trouble’. When ICD investigated these com-
plaints, they often found them to be overstated, and learned that  badgers 
were very difficult to remove, leading them to conclude that the animals 
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should be left alone whenever possible. Therefore, when MAFF Veterinary 
Officer Roger Muirhead started finding tuberculous badgers in 
Gloucestershire, he immediately turned to his local counterparts in ICD 
for help. This initiated a contested but enduring partnership between the 
SVS and ICD. When MAFF launched their expanded bTB research pro-
gramme in 1975, it was under the aegis of ICD that a new field station 
devoted to studying badger ecology and behaviour was established. The 
new group deployed state-of-the-art field biology techniques and collabo-
rated extensively with colleagues outside of MAFF to find, follow and 
make sense of the traces left behind by badgers. Despite the ongoing 
upheavals of government reorganisation and privatisation, the field ecol-
ogy group thrived, and still exists as part of the National Centre for 
Wildlife Management, within Defra’s Animal and Plant Health Agency 
(APHA). The badger communities living in and around this site have now 
been involved with biological research (including intermittent TV appear-
ances) for over forty years.

This chapter will tell the story of how badgers and ‘pest control science’ 
came to play surprisingly significant roles in the professionalisation of biol-
ogy and natural history in Britain during the late twentieth century. It will 
explore how the work of ICD and PICL was bound up with key develop-
ments in field biology, disease ecology and animal welfare science at this 
time. As PICL scientists investigated whether and how to ‘control’ pest 
animals while minimising suffering, they developed cross-disciplinary col-
laborative networks, building new theoretical and empirical knowledge via 
applied problems such as crop damage and wildlife disease. As they 
engaged with badger/bTB, ICD scientists and officers drew upon prior 
knowledge as well as that of new partners in animal health, academia and 
conservation: in the process they formed a new epistemic community ori-
ented around disease ecology.2 Ideas about the ‘cultures of care’ that form 
as people work together will be used to help us understand the knowledge 
and working practices of these scientists, just as has already been done with 
animal health in Chap. 3.3

These ideas—of good care for humans and animals; of good science, 
which builds reliable knowledge via ethical research practices; and of good 
choices made under economic constraints—have been weighed against one 
another differently by the various actors involved in badger/bTB. Research 
on scientific care has investigated the emotional labour of caring for and 
with colleagues, as well as the continually negotiated necessities of care for 
human and animal research participants.4 Scientists working with animals 
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have often found it necessary to standardise and distance themselves from 
their research ‘subjects’, while also caring for and connecting with those 
self-same animals.5 During the 1950s the newly emerging field of animal 
welfare science sought to understand this paradox and develop guidance 
for good ethical practice for other laboratory researchers. Along the way, 
they developed the idea that good care for animals constituted a core 
aspect of ‘good science’.6 While such research has often involved produc-
tive and harmonious collaborations between scientists and veterinarians, 
the overall cultures of care developed by each group do differ. While both 
prioritise minimising animal suffering over preserving life, for scientists 
the pursuit of knowledge is an end in itself, at times justifying the ‘sacri-
fice’ and suffering of animals in ways which would not be countenanced in 
other contexts.7 In research involving clinical (human) medicine, veteri-
nary practice and biomedical science, these contrasts are revealed as animal 
subjects find themselves occupying multiple, often contradictory roles, 
particularly as logics of care, suffering, death and knowledge are weighed 
up during working practice on a day-to-day basis.8

While the literature on scientific care has tended to focus on the work 
of laboratory scientists, field biologists have also faced similar dilemmas as 
they conduct their research about animals, plants and wider environments. 
The tensions between knowledge, care, life and costs play out differently 
as these biologists dealt with the additional ethical and logistical complexi-
ties of working with wild animals, in the far less controllable spaces of field 
science. This chapter will explore how the scientists of PICL helped 
develop new working practices and ethical ‘best practice’ for researching 
and controlling wild animals in farms, forests and beyond. By the time that 
government vets were making connections between badgers and bTB, 
ICD already had well-formed ideas about badgers; about the possibilities 
for controlling infectious diseases in wildlife; and about ethical practice in 
field biology, which immediately informed MAFF’s decision-making. 
While the research collaboration between ICD and the SVS proved to be 
highly productive, over the course of the 1970s and 1980s the scientific 
and ethical worldviews of the two groups diverged. As the controversy 
entered its second decade, MAFF’s ecologists helped to forge a new con-
sensus amongst field biologists, conservationists, animal advocates and 
politicians across party lines. While those involved with badger/bTB knew 
a great deal more about the problem than they had in 1971, bTB rates in 
cattle were steadily climbing. This coalition of disease ecology scientists, 
badger protection advocates and sympathetic politicians argued that the 
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problem needed to be investigated through a ‘proper experiment’ directly 
testing the effects of badger culling on bTB in cattle.

4.1  Ecological SciEncE and thE StatE

To understand ICD’s approach to badger/bTB, we need to put them into 
the broader contexts of relations between the British state and the sciences 
of agriculture, animals and environments in the second half of the twenti-
eth century. As we have already seen, veterinarians benefited from state 
concerns over the productivity of livestock farming, initially during the 
late nineteenth century, then in the interwar period when they took on 
scientific roles. Following the Second World War, these and broader agri-
cultural productivity agendas were boosted by the creation of interna-
tional organisations for improving human health, animal health and food 
supplies. Doctors, veterinarians and scientists from many disciplines ben-
efited from knock-on effects at the national level, directly from increased 
research funding and indirectly via the creation of new policies designed to 
further these goals. Examples included the creation of new strains of plants 
and animals; the development of new technologies for planting, harvest-
ing and processing crops; and the creation of new chemical fertilisers and 
pesticides.9 Across the British countryside, food production, the work of 
farmers and the lives of plants, animals and people were utterly trans-
formed as the agricultural system intensified and modernised. The UK 
state also became more involved in the protection and conservation of 
wildlife, landscapes and forests at this time, creating new policy and organ-
isational and legal structures in the process.10 The emergence of what envi-
ronmental historian Matthew Kelly and colleagues have characterised as 
the post-war ‘nature state’ brought to the fore the idea that natural envi-
ronments and wildlife were limited resources to be protected. It also gen-
erated new tensions between the state’s interventionist role in conservation 
and its equally interventionist role in boosting agricultural production and 
the wider economy.11 In Chap. 5 we will explore the intertwined worlds of 
governmental, non-governmental and public actors committed to pro-
tecting animals and the natural environment (including badgers). This 
chapter will focus instead on those scientists charged by government with 
investigating wildlife not to protect them, but instead to prevent them 
interfering with human activities and interests—the animals we call ‘pests’.

Over the past two centuries, the life sciences have transformed them-
selves—from descriptive, ‘natural history’ practices of observing,  collecting 
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and classifying organisms (conducted by a wide range of people)—into 
today’s theoretically driven and specialised biological sciences (mostly 
conducted by paid professionals).12 As the sciences professionalised 
through the twentieth century, new laboratory-based biosciences such as 
genetics and molecular biology built up their reputations by contrasting 
themselves as modern and scientific against ‘old-fashioned’ natural history. 
Similarly, evolutionary biologists built their professional legitimacy by 
generating new theoretical insights—and contrasting this with the descrip-
tive practices of natural history.13 Field sciences such as animal behaviour, 
ecology and agricultural science have found it even more difficult to estab-
lish their legitimacy. Building reliable knowledge outside of the easily con-
trolled conditions of the laboratory poses particular challenges, particularly 
for experimental design, and so field scientists have developed new meth-
odological and statistical tools designed to help them establish cause and 
effect in the wider world.14 While field scientists have adopted a plethora 
of new technologies, their work is still fundamentally bound up with older 
techniques of collection, observation and deep engagement with wildlife 
and landscape.15 They can struggle to be regarded as fully ‘scientific’, with 
knock-on effects to their ability to gain funding. As such, relationships 
between ‘professional’ and ‘lay’ scientists have been more porous than in 
other areas of biology, with sites such as natural history museums creating 
essential spaces for interaction.16 This porosity continues into the present 
day, where field biology is a richly productive site for citizen science and 
other forms of participatory research.17

These tensions have been particularly manifest in the history of ecol-
ogy: ‘the study of organisms in relation to their [changing] environ-
ment’.18 Ecologists are interested in conserving stable ecological systems, 
but also in the dynamics of change in these systems, including the roles 
played by humans. As such, the influence of ecological thinking upon 
contemporary environmental politics and policy has been profound.19 
The history of ecology tells a broader story of under-resourced yet canny 
scientists conducting applied research which helped them further their 
own theoretical and disciplinary agendas. Ecologists have also gained 
state support for their research by appealing to more immediate anthro-
pocentric interests such as political advantage, economic gain and state 
national interests. In the USA, this became apparent during the Cold 
War, when ecological research was supported by the need to better under-
stand the impacts of nuclear fallout on humans, animals and environ-
ments, including a drive to improve surveillance technologies (satellites 
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and radio tracking). In Canada, ecologists carved out roles in fisheries 
research, helping with the recovery of collapsed populations following 
overfishing.20 Ecologists interested in relationships between pathogens 
and their hosts found congenial homes working in public health, tropical 
medicine and parasitology—an important space for collaborating with 
doctors and veterinarians.21 Ecologists have been able to provide govern-
ments with this kind of ‘useful knowledge’ in part because of their ability 
to build reliable knowledge in the wider world: in turn governments have 
provided resources and professional legitimacy.22 Through the twentieth 
century ecologists have been involved with the constitution of the ‘nature 
state’, but also, when it suited them, the ‘warfare state’,23 while in the UK 
the ‘agricultural state’ has also been central to the development of the 
discipline.24 We will now explore how, as part of this agenda, British ecolo-
gists have benefited from state interactions with awkward animals (pests) 
in general and badgers in particular.

4.2  MaFF’S EcologiStS: PESt (inFEStation) 
control laboratoriES

The mutual constitution of British ecology and policy has its roots in the 
1920s, when plant ecologist Arthur Tansley convinced government that 
field biologists could contribute to national productivity via improving 
scientific understandings of forestry and agriculture.25 While these con-
nections with plant ecologists have been extensively investigated, the 
mammal ecologist Charles Elton was also a key player. Elton combined 
ideas from zoology, evolutionary biology, epidemiology, plant ecology 
and mathematics to create new insights into mammal populations, estab-
lishing the Bureau of Animal Population at Oxford University in 1932. 
Elton’s group was the source of many foundational concepts in modern 
ecological science, including the term ‘ecosystem’; the niche concept (the 
role that an organism occupies within an ecosystem) and the idea of ‘inva-
sive species’.26 From the start, Elton gained funding for his research group 
by applying their ideas to practical problems such as game management, 
forestry and pest control, while elaborating and building empirical sup-
port for their theoretical ideas. During the Second World War the Bureau 
supported the war effort by focusing on questions of controlling mammal 
pests—principally rats, mice and rabbits—and preventing damage to food 
supplies, successfully lobbying government for funding. In 1939 the 
 government established two in-house research laboratories devoted to the 
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problems of pest control. The Pest Infestation Laboratory (PIL) in Slough, 
founded by a group of entomologists, agricultural scientists and plant 
ecologists at Imperial College London specialised in invertebrate and fun-
gal infestations of crops and food supplies: following the war PIL was run 
by the Agricultural Research Council (ARC).27 The Infestation Control 
Laboratory (ICL) specialised in pest control of rodents and other verte-
brates: following the war ICL was taken into MAFF and was initially co-
located with the SVS on the outskirts of London. As with animal health, 
government interest in pest control extended across research and policy: 
to this end they also established a Directorate of Infestation Control in 
1943, employing a regional network of field officers.28

MAFF soon consolidated pest control research and policy into a single 
Infestation Control Division (ICD). New legislation supported this 
agenda, with Parliament passing the Agriculture Act (1947) and the 
Prevention of Damage by Pests Act (1949), creating a legal framework 
making it not just allowable but compulsory for landowners to take action 
against certain species.29 Following the war Charles Elton’s research 
group returned its attention to fundamental ecological research, passing 
on their responsibilities for pest control research to MAFF’s ICL. As part 
of this transition, Harry V.  Thompson, one of Elton’s postdocs, was 
recruited by MAFF.30 While he was initially engaged as one of many sci-
entific officers at ICL, Thompson soon established his own research 
group continuing the Bureau’s wartime work.31 By 1959, the group had 
grown and diverged into specialist ‘Rodent Research’ and ‘Land Pests and 
Birds’ departments: the latter was relocated to a new field station further 
out of London.32 Like the SVS, ICD was deeply affected by successive 
waves of government institutional change and restructuring, initially asso-
ciated with the 1971 Rothschild report (as described in Chap. 3). Given 
that concerns had already been raised about the responsiveness of govern-
ment research to the needs of policy and business, as well as over duplica-
tion of activities,33 ICL and PIL were an obvious target for consolidation. 
It was decided to transfer most of PIL’s ‘applied’ research on invertebrate 
pests from ARC into MAFF, merging it with ICL to create a new Pest 
Infestation Control Laboratory (PICL).34 During the 1970s PICL was 
moved into a new umbrella organisation—the Agricultural Development 
and Advisory Service (ADAS), which would oversee the SVS and bring 
the rest of MAFF’s non-veterinary researchers into a single Agricultural 
Science Service.35 The importance of PICL at the time is indicated by the 
public information booklet in Fig. 4.1, which summarised its status and 
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Fig. 4.1 PICL public information leaflet. Source: Pest Infestation Control 
Laboratories (1975)37

role as a government research institute, alongside peers such as the Central 
Veterinary Laboratory (CVL) and the National Institute of Agricultural 
Botany (NIAB).36

By the early 1970s, PICL comprised five research departments (Biology; 
Chemistry; Insecticides and Storage; Land Pests and Birds; and Rodents). 
It produced biennial reports for MAFF detailing all their research, pol-
icy and collaborative activities, including a list of journal publications.38 
Like the SVS, ICD’s work was built upon strong partnerships between 
laboratory scientists and field officers, described as follows: ‘they play an 
important part in identifying problems and in the application of research 
results, as well as by taking part in some of the Laboratory’s research proj-
ects’.39 Unlike the SVS, which persisted as a distinctly veterinary body 
until well into the 2000s, ICD underwent further rounds of reorganisa-
tion, during which it lost its institutional identity. The various depart-
ments of PICL were further merged into the Agricultural Science Service, 
and the reports became shorter, focusing on concrete, applicable research 
findings, without referencing journal publications.40 While the research 
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 continued, ICD disappeared from MAFF records and field-based pest 
control services appear to have been privatised during the early 1980s. In 
1987, the various laboratories and institutes of the Agricultural Science 
Service (now sans the veterinarians) were rebranded as the Central Science 
Laboratory (CSL).41 These processes of institutional reorganisation and 
privatisation have continued: in 2009, CSL was merged with plant health 
and food research to form the Food and Environment Research Agency 
(FERA). In 2014, some parts of FERA were privatised, while the rest was 
merged back into veterinary services and animal health policy to 
 create the APHA.

Thompson’s ‘Land Pests’ group (formally established in 1959) was 
responsible for dealing with all non-rodent awkward mammal and bird 
species. This agenda was deeply entangled with another of Elton’s core 
interests: the problem of invasive species. Policy decisions about what 
should be done to control which animals were largely contingent upon 
economic circumstance, often in combination with the strength of public 
feeling.42 However, policy was also formed using PICL’s expert advice: in 
the case of animals like rats and mice this was on how best to control them, 
but for other species this was on whether to take any action at all. 
Researchers assessed the damage the animals in question were causing, to 
human assets (e.g. crops), but also to ecosystems and landscapes. In the 
1930s, when Elton made the case to government for applied ecological 
research, he had also convinced them that animals introduced from other 
countries were highly likely to be pests, leading to new legislation and 
early state attempts at eradicating muskrats.43 Elton’s case was based upon 
the argument that rats, mice and rabbits posed particularly severe threats 
to the national food supply because they were from other countries and 
were out of balance with the ‘native’ ecology of Britain. While Elton later 
popularised invasion biology to great effect, MAFF’s scientists and field 
officers quietly got on with applying it in agricultural policy.44 Between the 
1930s and the 1990s, MAFF’s ecologists directed many eradication cam-
paigns, although only two—the muskrats and a later, long-term campaign 
to remove coypu (large aquatic rodents)—were successful.45 The scientists 
also researched the ecology and behaviour of a wider menagerie of intro-
duced species, including rabbits, hamsters, porcupines and deer.46 ICD’s 
expertise in lab and field placed them as key arbiters in whether the UK 
state officially classified an animal as a ‘pest’—a decision with serious con-
sequences for the animals in question.
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In 1953, an international epidemic of myxomatosis (a highly infectious, 
painful and lethal viral disease of rabbits) reached the UK. The history of 
myxomatosis in Britain demonstrates ICD’s multiple roles as policy 
adviser, participant in international research networks and arbiter of wild-
life–human relations in British society. It would also profoundly shape 
many of the decisions MAFF would take when responding to tuberculous 
badgers twenty years later. Contrary to popular belief, Ministry officials 
did not introduce myxomatosis to Britain on purpose, even making an 
initial, unsuccessful attempt at containing the outbreak. Harry Thompson, 
‘MAFF’s rabbit specialist’ was one of the first government officials on the 
scene when reports of rabbits dying in Kent appeared.47 While some saw 
myxomatosis as a convenient way of getting rid of a damaging pest, the 
unsightly and clearly painful symptoms also led to widespread concerns 
about the animals’ suffering and demands for disease control for ‘humani-
tarian’ reasons.48 In Australia the virus had been deliberately introduced—
as a method of pest control, in a country where invasive rabbits were 
causing acute environmental and agricultural damage. This created an 
ideal opportunity for scientists there, including Francis Ratcliffe (another 
alumni of Elton’s Bureau) and the virologist Frank Fenner, to study the 
ecology of pathogens in the wider environment. The Australian scientists 
found that, despite their intention to wield the pathogen as a biological 
weapon, the myxoma virus and rabbits had other ideas, adapting to each 
other’s presence and creating less lethal versions of the disease. Myxomatosis 
in Australia was furthering scientific understandings of the co-evolution of 
viruses with their hosts, building careers in disease ecology, and contribut-
ing to broader cultural narratives of infectious disease and biological war-
fare in the Cold War era.49

In Britain, the arrival of myxomatosis was also seen by scientists as ‘an 
extraordinary opportunity for fundamental ecological research’—academ-
ics with relevant interests rapidly obtained government funding, while 
MAFF further invested in ICD.50 Scientists investigated the ecology and 
behaviour of rabbits, transmission, effects upon agriculture and land-
scapes, and methods for ‘rabbit control’. Frank Fenner visited the UK and 
met with MAFF’s scientists, creating a long-standing international col-
laboration.51 Thompson and his colleagues rapidly concluded that it 
would not be possible to contain the spread of myxomatosis and argued 
that the consequent decimation of rabbits would be good for agriculture, 
meriting further research. Responding to public concerns over animal 
welfare, they presented a simple, standardised technique for killing infected 
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rabbits—‘gassing’ them underground via the application of a new product 
called ‘Cymag’ (sodium cyanide powder, which generates hydrogen cya-
nide gas on contact with moisture in the air).52 This made it possible for 
MAFF to fashion a policy acceptable to all sides of the debate. A 
‘Myxomatosis Advisory Committee’ was appointed (comprising key 
experts and organisations), which consulted with all interests involved in 
the rabbit debate. The Committee concluded that myxomatosis could not 
be ‘stamped out’ and should instead be left to run its course. They recom-
mended a policy of ‘mopping up’: culling surviving rabbits, further reduc-
ing their numbers and thereby addressing the pest problem.53 Government 
acted swiftly, passing a second ‘Pests Act’ in 1954, creating legal require-
ments for landowners to cull rabbits and providing subsidies for gassing 
equipment to do so. While a resulting network of ‘rabbit clearance societ-
ies’ was established with enthusiasm, ultimately neither rabbits nor myx-
oma were eradicated.

Myxomatosis created further resources and legitimacy for ICL’s 
research at a time when post-war productivity agendas were losing their 
immediate urgency. It advanced Harry Thompson’s career, expanding his 
department within MAFF and making his scientific reputation—the 
group published a series of several high-profile journal articles about myx-
omatosis54 and two major monographs on the ecology and behaviour of 
rabbits.55 As Thompson’s career blossomed, he worked with British mam-
mal biologists to form the Mammal Society of the British Isles, still an 
important meeting space for professional and ‘amateur’ field biologists. 
The founder members included Thompson, Harry Southern (also of 
Elton’s group at Oxford), ex-ICL colleague Peter Crowcroft, toxicologist 
Alistair Worden and badger naturalist Ernest Neal.56 This foundational 
group links PICL directly into British networks of mammal ecology and 
natural history. It also reveals a more unexpected connection—with the 
Universities Federation for Animal Welfare (UFAW), a science-based cam-
paign group. As well as being an enthusiastic naturalist, Alistair Worden 
was a significant figure in laboratory animal research. He founded the 
Huntingdon Research Centre (now Huntington Life Sciences) in 
Cambridge and was editor of the first edition of UFAW’s highly influential 
Handbook, providing guidance for ethical research practice in animal 
research.57 While UFAW are best known for their work with laboratory 
scientists, they were also involved with farm animal welfare and pest con-
trol from early in their existence.58 Between them, myxomatosis and the 
founding of the Mammal Society made the connections between ecology, 
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ethology, natural history and the new science of animal welfare directly 
traceable, if not more widely understood.59

The rapid presentation of Cymag as a policy solution for myxomatosis 
was made possible due to a longer collaborative history dating back to the 
1920s, when debates over the social role of the rabbit in Britain (whether 
they should be regarded as an affordable source of food and fur or a seri-
ous agricultural pest) had come to the fore. Animal protection campaign-
ers had argued that the ‘gin trap’ (a spring-loaded trap which catches an 
animal’s leg in steel jaws)—widely used on rabbits—was cruel and cam-
paigned for the devices to be made illegal.60 Between the 1920s and the 
1950s campaigners made several unsuccessful attempts to restrict the use 
of gin traps, and while they were abandoned by many during the war 
years, it was not until 1954 that the devices were finally outlawed.61 During 
the 1930s UFAW funded a collaboration between scientists in ICL, at 
Oxford University and in the chemical industry to research alternatives to 
the gin trap. Building on broader developments in research on using cya-
nide compounds in mining, pest control and chemical weapons, they 
developed and tested new technologies for poisoning mammals under-
ground.62 This included Cymag, which killed rabbits quickly with minimal 
suffering. For animal welfare agendas this was the primary criteria for 
‘humane’ methods of killing, meaning that UFAW and the RSPCA put 
the broader political context to one side and rapidly approved and recom-
mended the new product to government.63 Responding to wider debates 
about wildlife welfare and the politics of hunting, the Home Office 
appointed a committee in 1949 (chaired by barrister John Scott 
Henderson) to enquire into ‘Cruelty to Wild Animals’. The group drew 
upon UFAW’s research evidence to condemn the use of gin traps and 
concluded that Cymag was the most ‘humanitarian’ technique for con-
trolling underground pests.64 UFAW’s broader strategy for improving ani-
mal welfare across laboratory, farm and wildlife contexts involved working 
in and with social and policy structures enacting human–animal relations, 
rather than challenging them from the outside. When engaging debates 
over rabbits and myxomatosis, they effectively used agricultural productiv-
ity agendas to make a case for ‘humane’ rabbit control. Together UFAW 
and ICL facilitated collaborative research exchanges which created new 
knowledge, built scientific careers and brokered policy solutions which 
were widely acceptable while also furthering the agenda of outlawing 
the gin trap.
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The connections between UFAW, ICL and Elton’s Bureau preceded 
even these collaborations. Before joining MAFF or Elton’s group, as an 
undergraduate student at University College London, Harry Thompson 
had been mentored by Charles Hume, the founder of UFAW. Animal wel-
fare was a lifelong commitment for Thompson: following the rabbit 
research at Oxford, he joined UFAW’s scientific advisory group in 1947 
and was a member of UFAW Council during the 1960s and again in the 
1980s. After his retirement from MAFF, Thompson took up the position 
of President of UFAW from 1986 to 1996, continuing as President 
Emeritus until his death in 2004.65 In this role, Thompson wrote of the 
‘moral obligation and human responsibility towards animals; not only 
those species which have been bred and reared to be of service to man, but 
also those which have been affected by man’s environmental modifica-
tions’.66 In his view, people should be morally committed to improving 
and taking responsibility for animal welfare precisely because of humanity’s 
power over non- human animals and the natural world—just as when farm-
ers talk of ‘stewardship’ care.67 This is typical of the culture of care that 
developed out of—and in turn drove—ICD and UFAW’s approach to pest 
control research and policy from the post-war years onwards. This culture 
was fundamentally anthropocentric and deeply pragmatic, but as the other 
lives of many of these scientists (as natural history ‘enthusiasts’) suggests, 
was also aesthetically and morally committed to improving the lives of 
non-humans for their own sake.

4.3  dEFining and rEdEFining thE badgEr

In the National Archives, there is a folder entitled Badgers—proposals for 
control (MAF 131/70), dated 1959–1967, but including data going back 
to 1948. This folder is one of several created by ICD to keep records of 
exchanges between PICL’s scientists, regional Pests Officers, colleagues in 
other ministries and members of the public—all about badgers. As we have 
seen, while the primary purpose of ICD was to further agricultural produc-
tivity by improving pest control, this made them arbiters of which animals 
should—and should not—be classified as ‘pests’. To this end, after the war 
MAFF published two lavishly illustrated public information booklets, Wild 
Birds and the Land and Wild Mammals and the Land, through which they 
tried to convey to public audiences which creatures the Ministry consid-
ered to be ‘harmful’ and which were ‘beneficial’ to agriculture.68 The latter 
volume declared the badger to be beneficial,  highlighting its role in 
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‘destroying pests of various kinds’ and condemned the ‘unjust persecution 
that had been its lot for centuries’.69 This view would have been informed 
by the scientists of ICD, as can be seen in their badger files, consisting of 
internal and external debates over the behaviour of badgers and what (if 
anything) government should do about it. From the late 1950s, ICD 
recorded reports of ‘damage by badgers’, often following public com-
plaints. These included accounts of badgers damaging grain and vegetable 
crops; predating poultry, piglets and even lambs; undermining riverbanks 
and breaking down fencing.70 Upon investigation, ICD officers often 
found that that such cases were overstated, or implicated other animals 
such as foxes. Given this information, the fact that badgers were native to 
the UK, and that they were in the habit of hunting rabbits (a key invasive 
target), ICD scientists decided that that badgers should not be regarded as 
pests.71 They did acknowledge that in exceptional cases so- called ‘rogue’ 
badgers could cause problems: this was a commonly held view amongst 
field biologists. The ‘old rogue badger’ was described by R. J. King of the 
Forestry Commission as follows: ‘an old badger, usually an old boar, 
turned out of his sett by young pairing cubs, may become a rogue and may 
make many enemies among neighbouring poultry and sheep farmers’.72 
Under these circumstances, ICL scientists explored what action should be 
taken, particularly once it emerged that some regional Pests Officers were 
using Cymag on badgers even though this was illegal.73 Options including 
the use of strong-smelling repellents and using excavators to remove entire 
setts were explored, but found to be either ineffective or laborious and 
expensive. The alternatives were not promising: ‘digging out and killing by 
violence—usually impracticable; snaring—legal but cruel; shooting on 
emergence from the set—required much patience and is complicated by 
dusk or darkness’.74 By the late 1960s, ICD had settled upon the last of 
these options, based upon the assumptions that the law could not be 
changed, and shooting would only need to be deployed under the excep-
tional circumstances of a ‘rogue’ animal.75 In general, ICD’s advice was to 
leave badgers alone, emphasising the positive attributes of the animals: 
they reminded members of the public that gassing was illegal.

Policy scholar Wyn Grant has argued that MAFF officers held this 
‘benevolent view’ of badgers partly because of a lack of knowledge, but also 
because of British cultural constructions of the creatures as ‘a cherished 
species endowed with elements of magic and mystery’.76 While ICD scien-
tists were well aware that relatively little was known about badgers—hence 
their frequent requests for detailed information from field officers—a close 
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examination of their correspondence reveals their motivations to be more 
complex and pragmatic than simple sentimentality. It was during the 
1960s that badgers became, in the words of environmental historian 
Robert Lambert, ‘a mammal of interest’,77 not only to ICD, but also to 
animal protection campaigners, mass media and, judging by the increasing 
volume of reports and letters in the ICD files, to landowners, farmers and 
other members of the public. By the mid-1960s, the Home Office was 
consulting with ICD in response to burgeoning badger protection cam-
paigns. As we will explore in the next chapter, this decade saw the reopen-
ing and further renegotiation of the long history of conflict in Britain 
between humans about badgers as well as between humans and badgers. 
As such, the adoption of the ‘old rogue badger’ by ICD officers (and a 
consequently limited control policy) can also be understood as an elegant 
way of steering a relatively neutral policy course between increasingly vis-
ible pro- and anti-badger interests. The idea of the ‘rogue’ animal had 
been applied to many other wild animals, so would have had broader cur-
rency with conservationists and wider publics.78

By the time that tuberculous badgers were documented in the early 
1970s, ICD already had considerable and much-needed expertise—in dis-
ease ecology, from dealing with myxomatosis—and from negotiating 
Britain’s long-standing but newly reignited badger debate. They appear to 
have initially experienced the rapidly unfolding bTB situation as an exten-
sion of routine pest control work with the animals—the news from 
Gloucestershire is filed amongst complaint letters about badger damage, 
which continued throughout the 1970s and beyond.79 Some members of 
the public clearly also interpreted the news in these terms, as seen in the 
following letter to ICD from a resident of Dursley, Gloucestershire—
within a few miles of the first tuberculous badger.

I’m usually very fond of animals, but not badgers. So destructive, waste of 
time to plants, real loss. So if you can come & fish them out [unclear]—
TB. I hope which is serious as you say for Cattle. We are in a farming dis-
trict—cattle, sheep, pigs, etc. Thinking you can do something soon to ease 
our anxiety.80

All this would have contributed to ICD’s initially sceptical reaction to the 
news from their veterinary colleagues, even though they were then per-
suaded. PICL’s overall approach to bTB was fundamentally shaped by 
their past experiences—of the badger debate, of myxomatosis and of creat-
ing caring practices for working with wildlife.
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Woodchester Park. In 1975 MAFF launched their new approach to bad-
ger/bTB, comprising a state-led culling policy, a new Consultative Panel 
including all parties in policy processes, and a major research programme 
involving both the SVS and ICD. PICL’s report of 1974–1976 gives an 
excellent insight into the institution’s perspective on the events recounted 
in Chap. 2:

The badger, which has often been the subject of persecution, is a popular 
member of our wild fauna and it was unfortunate when, in 1971, it was 
shown to harbour bovine tuberculosis … Although some naturalists have 
cast doubt on the findings and have possibly quite reasonably suggested that 
there may be other associations, the evidence is convincing and the 
Laboratory has co-operated with the Ministry’s Veterinary Services in 
undertaking control measures. This has required the inauguration of a new 
research programme, and importantly there has been a need for the estab-
lishment of good public relations. All the work done so far has been in the 
Ministry’s South Western region and the brunt of this activity has fallen on 
the Regional Pests Officer, RJ Clark and the Chief Regional Officer, K 
Harrison Jones, who have greatly helped beyond the Laboratory. It is 
impossible also to over-estimate the contribution to good public relations 
made by HV Thompson, the late Charles Armour and CA Swan, to none of 
whom had badger control been a particularly welcome occupation.81

Despite this ambivalence, PICL benefited from MAFF’s interest in bad-
gers, as well as more widely from the increased resources directed into 
agricultural research following the Rothschild report.82 This had resulted 
in the recruitment or promotion of SVS staff: mostly researchers with 
some experience but who had not yet made their names, including special-
ists in wildlife pathology (Gallagher), veterinary epidemiology (Wilesmith) 
and field epidemiology (Sainsbury). There was a parallel expansion in 
ICD, including the recruitment of field officers to implement the culls, 
and researchers who could devote their whole attention to badgers. 
Thompson and his allies in the Nature Conservation Council (NCC) had 
lobbied for the recruitment of Hans Kruuk, a badger ecologist then work-
ing for NCC’s Institute of Terrestrial Ecology.83 While this effort was not 
successful, Kruuk’s field assistant Peter Mallinson was persuaded to join 
MAFF, to work with Chris Cheeseman, a PICL researcher who had just 
received his doctorate for studies of mammal plague in Uganda and a 
small group of assistants. Initially engaged on a three-year contract, the 
new PICL field team immediately started studying the badger ‘clearance 
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trials’ in Thornbury and elsewhere, while looking for a field study site in 
the South West.

Given PICL’s involvement with international research networks and 
Harry Thompson’s own links with UFAW and the Mammal Society, 
MAFF’s immediate enrolment of schoolteacher Ernest Neal—recounted 
in Chap. 2—makes much more sense. Neal was a co-founder of the 
Mammal Society and by 1971 was known as the UK national expert on 
badgers—an animal which, unlike birds, primates, big cats or rodents, had 
received relatively little attention from professional biologists. Following 
his contributions to MAFF’s investigations into bTB, Neal served on the 
Ministry’s Badger Consultative Panel for fifteen years, acting as a key 
‘knowledge broker’ connecting policy, agricultural science, field biology, 
conservation and badger protection.84 While Neal and Thompson were by 
this time fully established experts of some renown, the young field biolo-
gists recruited by MAFF were coming into a discipline being transformed 
by technological and theoretical changes. The period between the 1950s 
and 1980s saw huge advances in the abilities of scientists to observe, theo-
rise and understand wild animals in the field. These included develop-
ments in photography, film-making, tracking and computing technolo-
gies;85 the adoption of mathematical modelling; theoretical developments 
such as sociobiology and behavioural ecology; improved understandings 
of animals’ own motivations, and changes in field research practice.86 By 
the early 1970s, PICL’s research had already contributed to these devel-
opments, particularly in population biology, pest control science and dis-
ease ecology, but more was on the way. PICL’s new badger ecology 
research team was forming at an exciting time.

After a short search, the new group settled upon a field site near 
Woodchester Park—an abandoned Victorian mansion-folly in 
Gloucestershire—to conduct their new studies of badger ecology and 
behaviour. A field studies centre had been run at Woodchester by science 
teachers Miriam and Roger Kelly since the 1950s, making it a well- 
established site for doing field biology research.87 The Kellys’ local knowl-
edge, resources and connections with field biology were instrumental to 
the quick and successful establishment of the new MAFF station:

He [Kelly] was the perfect person really to sort of liaise with. And when I 
said what we were doing, he was firstly very suspicious of me, of you know 
somebody from the government. When he saw I was bona fide and had no 
axe to grind and no sort of preconceived ideas, just wanted a place where I 
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could quietly get on with the job, he got really very enthusiastic and really 
helpful, very co-operative. And in fact, wanted us to go there. He said ‘A lot 
of universities come here, we do field courses, you could have students 
attached to your projects and you know collaborate with them.’ He was 
right, it was perfect in that respect.88

Drawing on this local knowledge, MAFF researchers immediately started 
following and observing the resident badgers and mapping their territo-
ries in what PICL reports described as ‘a typical Cotswold valley’, with 
the mansion in the centre, surrounded by steeply wooded hillsides.89 The 
core study area ran around the edge of the valley, covering about 11 km2 
and involved around twenty-five social groups—an unusually high den-
sity (see Figs. 4.2 and 4.3). The site is more or less unchanged, meaning 

Fig. 4.2 Woodchester 
Mansion, viewed from 
the side of the valley 
(photo—author’s own)
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Fig. 4.3 Mapping badger communities. Source: MAFF (1977, appendix 7)

that the badgers of Woodchester have now been continually involved with 
scientific research for over forty years.90

Initially the group were based in a caravan parked down by the man-
sion, before moving into a nearby site which eventually acquired its own 
permanent offices, laboratories and veterinary clinical facilities. To follow 
badgers more effectively, the scientists initially focused on the practicali-
ties of working with a large, strong, nocturnal and notoriously elusive 
wild animal in the field. The PICL scientists worked with UFAW and their 
veterinary counterparts in the SVS to find the best anaesthetics for bad-
gers and explored how to effectively restrain and catch the animals using 
hand nets and snares. They also adapted an earlier design—developed by 
UFAW member and badger campaigner Ruth Murray—to create a cage-
trap for use in the field.91 The trap was tested by UFAW in 1974, and while 
it was considered to be impractical for policy, it was used by researchers to 
catch and release the animals without harming them.92 Much of this work 
was done in partnership with veterinarian John Gallagher and the SVS 
officers in Gloucestershire, who provided expertise and resources for con-
ducting clinical diagnoses, sampling and post-mortems, as well as the labo-
ratory skills and resources to culture and identify M. bovis from the badger 
traces taken from animals in the field.93 Elsewhere in the South West, 
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PICL continued collaborating with SVS on the badger clearance trials, at 
one point excavating and mapping an entire badger sett. Even equipped 
with the newly legalised tool of gassing, it proved to be hard work to fully 
remove badgers: one sett in Thornbury had to be gassed and blocked 
nineteen times during a single year, while the extensive use of repellents 
such as creosote failed to prevent new animals from reopening others.94 
Badgers’ resistance to human attempts to get rid of them, and their ten-
dency to move around and recolonise emptied setts would have already 
been familiar to ICD officers.95 Given these difficulties, field tests were 
conducted on the dispersal of cyanide into badger setts. While the 
researchers found that Cymag was working and all the animals in these 
tests were killed, concentrations of cyanide in the furthest ‘blind tunnels’ 
were low. They therefore recommended the reapplication of ‘larger quan-
tities’ of Cymag powder in difficult cases.96 The clearance trials and rou-
tine culls involved surveying ‘the locations of infected badgers and cattle 
and positions of sets and other badger traces’, adding to a growing body 
of data informing the work of PICL and SVS scientists alike.97

The PICL scientists at Woodchester concentrated on researching the 
‘range size, movement, and population density of badgers in connection 
with their role in the transmission of tuberculosis to cattle’.98 They sur-
veyed the area, adopting new field biology techniques to observe and 
understand the badger communities they encountered. They also drew 
upon, collaborated with and contributed to networks of British mammol-
ogists, starting with the vital experience Mallinson had brought from his 
earlier fieldwork with Hans Kruuk. Kruuk was another member of Oxford 
field biology networks, having trained with Niko Tinbergen during the 
1960s, making his name researching hyenas.99 Kruuk had already started 
studying badgers in Wytham Woods (also the site of Elton’s fieldwork), 
investigating how food density affected badger behaviour. A second 
Oxford biologist, David Macdonald, collaborated with the Woodchester 
researchers on adapting newly available ‘telemetry’ (remote data collec-
tion) equipment, making it possible to follow animal movements more 
precisely than ever before.100 Finally, MAFF scientists worked with Stephen 
Harris, a lecturer at the University of Bristol, on further field techniques.101 
This collaboration continued into the 1980s, as Harris took over the 
Mammal Society’s National Badger Survey from Ernest Neal, eventually 
replacing him on MAFF’s Consultative Panel.102 The PICL researchers 
adapted Kruuk’s technique of ‘bait-marking’ (mixing coloured plastic 
pellets into food, which is then distributed across a group’s  territory 
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as the animals eventually excrete it), which was deployed to map the bad-
ger social groups on the site. This was combined with telemetry: the PICL 
scientists designed and built their own radio tracking equipment suitable 
for use with recalcitrant badgers.103 These techniques were combined with 
tagging and close field observations to produce intricate maps of the 
Woodchester badgers’ territories, enabling comparisons to be made over 
time, space and species (see Fig. 4.3).

It was not long after establishing the Woodchester field station that the 
spreading problem of M. bovis became dramatically apparent via the traces 
it left on the bodies and behaviour of local badgers. In May 1977, a BBC 
Natural History Unit outside broadcast team visited the site to film Badger 
Watch, a pioneering programme in which the animals were filmed at night 
and broadcast ‘live’ to the nation, with expert commentary from MAFF 
researchers and external naturalists including Ernest Neal.104 While the 
broadcast programme showed badgers pottering about their home range 
and peacefully feeding, behind the scenes a much darker drama was 
unfolding, as the following internal memo recounts:

On 6th May a badger died at one of the entrances to the beech-tree set upon 
which the television series was centred. Although this occurred 3 days before 
the first of the transmissions the BBC staff were in fact on the site for about 
2 weeks before and knew of the finding of this carcase. The occurrence was 
filmed by the BBC.

A second animal died the following week, and soon after the film crew left 
the whole social group was ‘eliminated’ by ICD officers using cage- 
trapping.105 The Consultative Panel was immediately notified, and the 
developments were discussed at their next meeting. While MAFF did dis-
cuss the Badger Watch deaths in their next annual ‘TB in Badgers’ report, 
the footage was never broadcast, apparently by the mutual consent of all 
parties.106

Given the mass audience of Badger Watch and its subsequent role as a 
minor milestone in wildlife film history, it is tempting to speculate what 
impact the film of sick and dead wild badgers might have had on wider 
public debates. The deaths brought a new immediacy to the Woodchester 
group’s research, particularly as more animals were found suffering from 
advanced TB that summer: over the following eight years the researchers 
estimated that approximately 10% of badger deaths in the area were due to 
M. bovis infection.107 The researchers followed and observed several other 
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infected badgers, finding their movements to be erratic, more wide rang-
ing and encroaching more on farmed space than healthy animals. It looked 
rather like the ‘old rogue badger’ of the 1950s might turn out to be tuber-
culous.108 These events provided a further opportunity to study a long- 
standing problem in badger control: the tendency of the animals to 
‘recolonise’ emptied setts.109 Scientists in and outside of MAFF had recog-
nised this phenomenon from early on, with wildlife and farming groups 
also expressing concerns that uninfected badgers moving into ‘contami-
nated’ setts cleared by culling could spread disease.110 When the arrival of 
M. bovis became known locally, the PICL research was supported by their 
nearest farming neighbour, even when his own cattle became infected. 
Despite this, SVS staff argued that all the badgers in the area should be 
culled—effectively ending the field ecology research at Woodchester. 
Therefore MAFF conducted an internal review of PICL’s badger research 
programme.111 Harry Thompson defended the work, arguing that 
MAFF would

lose the advantage of over four years’ work in identifying and understanding 
the resident badgers. To propose a move could also underestimate the very 
real problems of finding another site where the work would meet with an 
equivalent degree of understanding and security.112

This latter point was particularly important, as by this time MAFF was fac-
ing widespread criticism for its culling policy and even the clearances at 
Woodchester had been beset by ‘interference’ from members of the public 
destroying traps and snares.113

Consolidating Field Ecology in MAFF. As discussed in Chap. 3, instead 
of calming the growing criticisms of MAFF’s culling policy as anticipated, 
the Zuckerman report opened up a wider public controversy over badger/
bTB in the early 1980s. The harshest scientific critiques of the report’s 
conclusions had come from the Mammal Society and academic biologists 
and ecologists, including Kruuk, Macdonald and Harris. Given 
Zuckerman’s long-standing negative opinions of field biology, his dis-
missal of their submitted evidence and the ensuing hostile public, dispute 
between Zuckerman and the ecologists makes more sense.114 Despite this, 
Zuckerman spoke highly of the Woodchester scientists and supported 
PICL’s badger research, recommending the expansion of the work in his 
report. He appears to have been unaware of (or unwilling to acknowl-
edge) the deep interpenetration of professional field biology with ‘natural 

 A. CASSIDY

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-19186-3_3


141

history’; the theoretical and practical connections between field ecology, 
epidemiology and animal welfare that had been forged by myxomatosis; or 
the developing collaborations between PICL and academics like Harris. It 
seems that Zuckerman had not only missed a ‘sea-change’ in science–soci-
ety relationships (as evidenced by his surprise at the public controversy), 
but also within his own discipline of zoology.115

Zuckerman’s support helped PICL win the internal MAFF debate over 
Woodchester, keeping the field stations open. Following this triumph 
Thompson laid out an ambitious new research agenda. This was fourfold: 
continuation of the long-term field research at Woodchester; joint SVS/
PICL studies of the epidemiology of bTB in badgers; development of a 
test for the disease in living badgers; and finally, an experimental study. 
Thompson argued that ‘it is necessary to compare “undisturbed” areas 
(where TB infected badgers are not killed) with “disturbed” areas (where 
infected badgers are killed, i.e. the general statutory control areas)’. He 
also proposed two rounds of comparison: between Woodchester and the 
surrounding area; and between new ‘undisturbed’ and full clearance areas 
in Cornwall. In effect, Thompson was arguing that MAFF’s culling poli-
cies be suspended in places, to create experimental ‘controls’ against which 
these interventions could be compared.116 While the first three research 
proposals were approved by MAFF, the idea of ‘undisturbed’ comparison 
areas was vehemently opposed by SVS officers (citing the concerns of 
farmers) and was quietly dropped.117 The 1982 finding that badgers were 
unusually resistant to cyanide poisoning further reinforced the utility of 
PICL’s research for MAFF. While the Porton Down scientists had argued 
that MAFF’s policy of gassing badgers was ‘inhumane’, policymakers 
urgently sought the opinion of PICL’s scientists before deciding what to 
do. PICL scientists were summoned to Porton to confidentially view a 
recorded film of the cyanide experiments:

… the gas was sort of introduced and they started to get really agitated. And 
then they really got upset, really distressed, you could see that they were 
distressed, they were retching and vomiting and actually kekkering with a 
call that I recognised as a distress call … I just said [to MAFF superiors]: ‘All 
of those assurances that you have given … about the humaneness of gassing 
have just gone out the window.’118

It was following this consultation that the decision was made to suspend 
gassing, whereupon PICL’s earlier explorations of how to catch and kill 
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badgers came into their own, enabling a rapid mobilisation of the alterna-
tive technology of cage-trapping. A new procedure was developed involv-
ing setting traps (checking them regularly to prevent undue stress and 
suffering), then dispatching trapped badgers quickly with a shot to the 
head. This was codified by MAFF in a Badger Control Manual by 1983 
and remains a standard procedure for Defra today.119 These developments 
once more underlined the importance of PICL’s field ecologists to MAFF 
and secured the future of the Woodchester research programme.

As we have already seen, the PICL/SVS collaborative research on bad-
ger/bTB epidemiology was highly productive, giving rise to a string of 
joint publications.120 While it took a lot of work to remove badgers from 
a ‘clearance trial’ area such as Thornburgh and keep them out, the effort 
appeared to be paying off. BTB incidence in cattle was dropping in these 
areas, particularly when compared to ad hoc ‘fire brigade’ culling, and 
SVS argued that these interventions were proving to be successful.121 
Unlike Thompson’s fourth proposal, the removal trials started as policy 
interventions: as such, comparisons were made after the fact, meaning 
that other, uncontrolled factors may have affected the outcomes. In line 
with traditions of human public health research, where direct experi-
ments (e.g. testing the effects of smoking) would not be considered, 
MAFF’s veterinarians argued that suspending bTB controls would be 
similarly unethical and unacceptable to farmers, whose cooperation was 
essential. Instead, they took the view that associations between their 
interventions and drops in bTB could be established statistically, as is 
long-standing practice in much epidemiological research. Despite these 
disciplinary differences, the findings were used by a group of theoretical 
ecologists—members of the ‘Silwood Circle’ of Imperial College 
London—working on new mathematical models of relationships between 
pathogens, hosts and methods of disease control.122 This body of work 
had already led modellers and field biologists to argue that in the case of 
rabies (which also transmits between humans, wild and domestic animals) 
vaccination was more effective than culling. Core to this argument was 
the idea that culling disrupts the social and territorial systems of wild 
animals, creating unstable populations that move around more and 
potentially spread disease.123 The modelling of bTB suggested similar 
dynamics might be at work, and that (as seen in the clearance trials), bad-
ger culling would have to be systematically and repeatedly applied for a 
long time to have much effect.
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The badger field research continued through the 1980s and 1990s, 
further benefiting from the 1986 Dunnet review and becoming increas-
ingly sophisticated as the group grew and developed new skills—particu-
larly in clinical veterinary procedures such as anaesthesia and taking 
biological samples. Woodchester became the centre of a wide research 
network, involving veterinary epidemiology, ecology, mathematical 
modelling, field biology and newer biomedical technologies such as 
DNA analysis. In the late 1980s and early 1990s MAFF’s pest control 
researchers became part of a new government ‘executive agency’ of the 
CSL.124 Despite ongoing reorganisations and semi- privatisation of gov-
ernment research, the Woodchester group flourished, as their connec-
tions with university scientists enabled them to participate in 
co-supervision and research proposals, bringing them income from 
sources beyond MAFF. While the modelling suggested that MAFF’s tra-
ditional approach to ‘stamping out’ disease might not work so well when 
wildlife was involved, the empirical evidence was drawn from observa-
tions, statistical correlations, single interventions such as the clearance 
trials, and veterinary field experience. A consensus was forming across 
the ecologists and their allies in animal welfare and conservation that a 
new approach to bTB research was needed: one involving the kind of 
direct experimental comparison that first NCC and then ICD had advo-
cated for many years. Crucially, this not only involved establishing 
‘undisturbed’ areas to act as a control condition, but also applying a 
randomised experimental design (widely used across the agricultural and 
clinical sciences) to the problem.125 Their position was summarised by 
Harry Thompson in 1990:

At the urging of the Consultative Panel on Badgers and Tuberculosis, of 
which UFAW is a member, authority is now being sought to carry out a 
proper, randomized trial to compare the effects of TB in cattle, of control of 
badgers versus no control, on farms where a cattle TB breakdown is attrib-
uted to the presence of the disease in badgers—not before time, it could 
be said.126

When the Thatcher government fell in 1990, the change in administra-
tion initially made little difference to badger/bTB, where MAFF’s poli-
cies continued as before. Over the previous few years, the unfolding BSE 
crisis had demanded the lion’s share of MAFF’s time, resources and atten-
tion, leaving bTB neglected by policymakers, politicians and scientists 
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alike. Following the re-election of the Conservatives in 1992, government 
approaches to badger/bTB began to change. The 1973 Badgers Act was 
revised and extended, offering the animals more extensive legal protec-
tions than before. MAFF’s new farming minister (Nicholas Soames) took 
a direct interest in the problem, visiting Woodchester, organising a scien-
tific symposium, and instituting a new programme of research re-explor-
ing the possibility of controlling bTB with vaccination. Soames was 
advised of the need for experimental interventions, and provisional plans 
were made for field trials to test a new ‘live’ blood test for bTB in bad-
gers.127 In the wake of this renewed interest, both ecological and veteri-
nary research on bTB continued to thrive, with scientists now finding 
themselves able to consolidate their ideas and publish their long-term 
studies.128 However, the results of this work were disappointing for politi-
cians and policymakers expecting new solutions, with the anticipated test 
and new vaccine research failing to deliver. On 23 July 1996, the belea-
guered Agriculture Minister (John Gummer) announced a new 
‘Independent Scientific Review of TB in Cattle and Badgers’, to be chaired 
by behavioural ecologist Professor John Krebs. Less than a year later, the 
Conservatives lost the 1997 General Election, and Krebs’s team reported 
their findings (including the recommendation that badger culling be 
tested using a controlled experiment) to a newly elected Labour govern-
ment in June 1997.129

4.4  Managing badgErS through SciEntiFic carE

In this chapter, we have explored the development of a new epistemic 
community around badger/bTB. While this can be broadly character-
ised as disease ecology, as we have seen with all these epistemic commu-
nities, it involves scientists from multiple disciplines alongside ‘lay’ 
naturalists working with badgers. This grouping centred upon a coun-
terpart to the SVS, ICD, responsible for researching and managing 
wild animals making ‘pests’ of themselves. ICD originated in the ability 
of ecologists to reorient their work towards wartime and post-war agri-
cultural productivity agendas, initially gaining funding from funding 
and then moving scientists into government positions, establishing 
new groups dedicated to ‘pest control’. The scientists of ICD 
 maintained close links with academic colleagues, drawing upon and 
contributing to critical developments in population ecology at this time.  
PICL scientists also contributed to the emerging science of animal 
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 welfare, collaborating with the scientific campaign group UFAW to create 
new ‘cultures of care’ for wildlife biology and pest control. PICL were also 
at the forefront of attempts to control and understand the international 
epizootic of myxomatosis when it reached the UK in the 1950s, contrib-
uting to scientific understandings of disease ecology during these decades. 
PICL’s scientific care for wildlife and their role as government arbiters 
over awkward animals was seen in action during the 1960s, when badgers 
became a ‘mammal of interest’ to farmers and animal protection cam-
paigners. While the former accused the animals of predating livestock and 
damaging crops, the latter argued that badgers were instead victims of 
human persecution and cruelty. As with the earlier wildlife conflict over 
rabbits and myxomatosis, ICD investigated these claims and brokered a 
policy compromise in which the animals were not regarded to be pests but 
did not merit special protection either.

When the news emerged of tuberculous badgers in the early 1970s, 
Britain’s long-standing badger debate was reignited and PICL scientists 
were rapidly called upon to help their veterinary counterparts investigate 
the situation. Once the scale of the problem became clear, MAFF commis-
sioned a major research programme involving both SVS and ICD, and 
PICL opened a new field station at Woodchester Park devoted to research-
ing the ecology of badgers and bTB. Over the next ten years, PICL scien-
tists developed ‘humane’ techniques for working with wild badgers, 
research which proved its worth to MAFF when it found that the animals 
were unusually resistant to cyanide ‘gassing’. PICL’s approach to scien-
tific research and care was central to the formation of bTB control policies 
throughout this period, and they were repeatedly consulted on how to cull 
badgers with minimal impacts on animal suffering and wider public opin-
ion. Unlike the (domestic) animal health-oriented SVS, PICL scientists 
were primarily motivated by a desire to build reliable knowledge motivated 
by and feeding into agricultural policy. Like their counterparts building 
animal welfare science in the laboratory, for these scientists good care for 
the wild animals they worked with was an intrinsic part of their practices 
of good science.130 Developed in collaboration with laboratory colleagues 
and organisations such as UFAW, this version of good care was similar to 
the cultures of care of government animal health, prioritising populations 
over individuals, lack of suffering over preserving life, and integrating 
anthropocentric priorities in relation to boosting food production and 
minimising economic losses. As we will explore in the next  chapter, the 
logics of care developed by conservationists and animal protection 
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 campaigners would become increasingly at odds with those held by 
MAFF’s veterinarians and research scientists from the 1960s onwards.

PICL’s early field investigations of badger movements, behaviour and 
ecology involved similar techniques (of mapping) and ideas (relating to the 
spatial movement of animals and pathogens) to those employed by their 
colleagues in animal health. However, as MAFF’s veterinary and ecological 
research programmes proceeded, expanded and became increasingly 
sophisticated, their epistemologies—frameworks for researching and 
understanding—badger/bTB gradually diverged. Veterinary epidemiolo-
gists in the SVS interpreted the outcomes of badger clearance trials in 
terms of public health ‘natural experiments’, arguing that these interven-
tions led to long-term reductions in the incidence of bTB in cattle. ICD’s 
field officers and scientists were instead alerted to the sustained effort 
required to clear badgers and prevent ‘recolonisation’, following the traces 
of the animals as they established and re-established group territories. 
Ecologists and field biologists saw the single interventions as scientifically 
inadequate, as it was not possible to directly compare the effects of badger 
culling with fully ‘undisturbed’ areas. By the 1990s, ecologists in and out-
side of government had formed a consensus with allies in UFAW, conser-
vation bodies and naturalists that a controlled experiment testing the 
effects of badger culling on bTB rates in cattle was necessary. Following 
the fallout from the BSE crisis, and the collapse of the ‘live test’ trial in the 
early 1990s, the new disease ecology epistemic community was able to suc-
cessfully lobby ministers that a new approach to the science of badger/
bTB was needed. This resulted in the appointment of the Krebs review 
team in 1996 and ultimately in the commissioning of the Randomised 
Badger Culling trial by Tony Blair’s incoming New Labour government in 
1998. The Krebs report opened a new chapter in the history of the bad-
ger/bTB controversy, which we will investigate in the final part of this book.
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CHAPTER 5

Protecting the Badger?

As we have already explored in Chap. 1, badgers have occupied an oddly 
significant role in British culture and politics since the late nineteenth cen-
tury at least; and appear to have been involved in wildlife conflicts (conflicts 
between humans and animals and conflicts between humans about animals) 
for even longer.1 This chapter will pick up the story of the Great British 
Badger Debate in the mid-1960s, when it was reignited by animal advocates 
drawing media, public and policy attention to the persecution, hunting and 
maiming of badgers due to their social role as ‘vermin’. While campaigners 
made several attempts at obtaining new legal protections for the animals, it 
was not until after the discovery of tuberculous badgers that the Badgers 
Act was made law in 1973. This chapter will move the focus away from 
Ministry for Agriculture, Fisheries and Food’s (MAFF) scientists and veteri-
narians to instead address the more diffuse epistemic community of badger 
protection. While these campaigners were less directly connected with pol-
icy, their deep knowledge of these awkward creatures and public influence 
made them invaluable partners for Ministry scientists and policymakers dur-
ing the 1970s. Just as we have already done with animal health and disease 
ecology, to understand badger protection campaigners’ responses to badger/
bTB, we must place them in their broader historical contexts—this time of 
mid-twentieth- century natural history, environmental and animal politics. 
This chapter will explain how a diverse coalition of animal welfare NGOs, 
animal rescue activists, naturalists, field biologists, members of both Houses 
of Parliament, the Women’s Institute and the Daily Mirror was built in 
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 support of the cause of badger protection. It will show how the process of 
building this coalition brought into closer alignment the previously sepa-
rated concerns of conservation and animal protection. Along the way, it 
will illustrate the multiple cultures of care involved in badger protection 
and demonstrate how shifting relationships between them have led to dra-
matic and sometimes unforeseen policy change.

We have already explored how the shared goals of building reliable 
knowledge while ‘humanely’ researching and controlling wildlife and pests 
created close working relationships between the Mammal Society, MAFF’s 
Pest Infestation Control Laboratory (PICL) and the Universities 
Federation for Animal Welfare (UFAW). In the absence of state economic 
constraints and with the protection and welfare of animals as their highest 
priority, non-governmental cultures of care around British wildlife have 
been considerably more variable. Debates over who or what should be 
cared for and how that care should be enacted have resulted in the interests 
of conservationists and animal advocates moving in and out of alignment 
over time and according to the issue at hand. By the mid-twentieth cen-
tury, these tensions had created a distanced relationship between conser-
vation and animal protection movements in Britain. As naturalists started 
to follow and learn from badgers in the wild, they became increasingly 
aware that other people were persecuting and killing these obscure beasts. 
These naturalists used their skills of observation and expression to convey 
the situation to others, create empathy for badgers and build new alli-
ances, generating public and political pressure for protective legislation. 
Along the way, they started to change what it meant for a species to be 
‘threatened’, bringing previously excluded concerns about animal suffer-
ing into conservation campaigning.

This chapter will document these changes as MAFF implemented a 
state-led culling policy, while investigating the poorly understood connec-
tion between badgers and bTB. The early consensus over gassing as the 
‘most effective and humane method of killing badgers’2 turned out to be 
highly fragile and disintegrated over the 1970s. By the end of the decade, 
many more people were involved in badger protection, acting on the sin-
gle issue but also as part of wider concerns about environmental politics. 
A flourishing of new badger protection groups, naturalists and animal wel-
fare campaigners were reporting problems with gassing—which were ini-
tially dismissed and then vindicated by laboratory experiments, leading to 
the abandonment of the technique. These debates before and following 
the Zuckerman report had the effect of uniting conservation and animal 
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 welfare interests behind the cause of badger protection. During the 1980s, 
campaigners turned their attention back to their core concerns of badger 
persecution, leaving MAFF’s scientists to investigate the increasingly com-
plex science of badger/bTB, while policymakers tinkered with bTB policy. 
By the time that the forming epistemic community around disease ecology 
had forged the 1990s consensus that government needed to conduct a 
controlled experiment testing the effects of culling upon bTB rates in cat-
tle, badger advocacy coalitions had shifted once more, leaving some in 
favour of the idea, while others vociferously opposed it. Following from 
our explorations of the ‘cultures of care’ of the animal health and disease 
ecology epistemic communities, we will now unpick the multiple modes of 
caring—about animals and environments—involved in campaigning 
about badgers.3

5.1  British Conservation and animal ProteCtion

Britain’s ‘badger debate’ has generally turned upon whether the animals 
should be regarded as dangerous and awkward vermin (to be removed or 
destroyed), or charismatic wildlife (to be admired and protected). Before 
discussing the 1960s campaigns for badger protection, I will contextualise 
them into the longer history of the politics of animal care in Britain, showing 
how interests lobbying for the conservation of wildlife and landscapes have 
moved in and out of alignment with concerns about cruelty to animals over 
the past two hundred years. The century between the 1835 Cruelty to 
Animals Act (which prohibited bear and badger baiting) and the Second 
World War saw the beginnings of change in the social role of badgers, 
whereby the older, verminous Bad Badger was gradually eclipsed by the 
heroic and mysterious Good Badger. These changing cultural ideas were part 
of a larger set of social changes in human–animal relations in the UK, as cam-
paigners mobilised over the killing and exploitation of wildlife from sport-
shooting, natural history collecting and wider environmental damage; as well 
as cruelty to animals on several fronts  including sport- fighting, vivisection 
and the abuse of pets and livestock.4 It was during the nineteenth century 
that key British organisations campaigning for the protection and preserva-
tion of animals and landscape came into being. These included the Royal 
Society for Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (RSPCA) (1824), National 
Trust (1884) and the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) 
(1889), founded in a wider context of campaigning for social causes, includ-
ing vegetarianism, temperance, the abolition of slavery and universal suf-
frage.5 Concerns for non-humans initially centred upon cruelty to  domestic 
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animals (pets, livestock and experimental animals): it was after the RSPCA 
became involved in campaigns against hunting wild birds and egg collecting 
that attention turned to wildlife, resulting in the founding of the RSPB. The 
National Trust (for Places of Historic Interest or Natural Beauty) was primar-
ily concerned with the preservation of land, including human artefacts (such 
as buildings) and non-human features (landscape but also plants and ani-
mals). While the RSPCA campaigned against stag hunting and hare coursing 
during the 1870s, its involvement in wildlife welfare remained limited.6

Over the decades spanning the end of the nineteenth and start of the 
twentieth century, significant gains were made in protecting wildlife—par-
ticularly birds—as part of the natural environment, as well as in preventing 
cruelty to domestic and laboratory animals. However, concerns about the 
suffering of wild mammals fell between the stools of these increasingly 
prominent lobbies. Key legislation such as the 1911 Protection of Animals 
Act was passed by Parliament partly because it only included ‘captive and 
domestic animals’, leaving hunting and cruelty to wildlife to continue 
unabated.7 1920s and 1930s campaigns against fox hunting and the use of 
spring-loaded ‘gin traps’ were not supported by the RSPCA or National 
Trust.8 However, cultural and social attitudes towards wildlife did start to 
change, in a society primed by the ideas of Romanticism to increasingly 
think of nature as a source of sublime wonder, and wild animals as figures 
of sympathy—it was around this time that the most famous ‘good badger’ 
fiction, Wind in the Willows, was published. Following the National Trust’s 
programmes of land acquisition, the Society for the Promotion of Nature 
Reserves (now known as the Wildlife Trusts) was founded in 1911, creat-
ing a more organised structure for the acquisition and legal protection of 
land.9 Before and after the First World War, many poets and artists were 
inspired by British landscapes, and helped to rekindle concerns over the 
destructive potential of modernity to create human and animal suffering 
and damage wider environments.10 While upper-class participation in fox 
hunting rose during the interwar years, middle- and lower-class hunting 
practices such as otter hunting and badger digging started to decline in 
popularity. Frustrated by limited progress, and by the RSPCA’s disengage-
ment from wildlife welfare, members of the RSCPA broke away to form 
the League against Cruel Sports (LACS) in 1924. While no further legisla-
tion was passed at this time, LACS did succeed in politicising the issue to 
the extent that hunting interests founded their own organisation to coun-
ter these campaigns.11
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Following the Second World War, the parallel debates over agriculture, 
conservation, animal welfare and wildlife protection entered a new phase 
as the state took on a more prominent role in supporting scientific 
research and coordinating and implementing policy across the board. 
This shift took place alongside the post-war creation of international 
infrastructures for furthering social, medical, environmental and animal 
health policy. This included the creation of the United Nations and its 
agencies; and the further development of older NGOs beyond their 
Victorian philanthropic roots into the international, policy-facing institu-
tions we see today.12 In Britain, this renewed importance of the state was 
initially shaped by the demands of the war effort on multiple fronts, but 
then came to full fruition as part of post-war reconstruction, with the 
creation of state-led policy infrastructures, including the NHS, welfare 
state, state education and transport networks.13 As we have seen in the 
previous chapters, veterinarians and ecologists alike benefited from war-
time and post-war state agendas for boosting agricultural productivity, 
embedding their epistemic communities in government, gaining further 
resources to support their research and initiating new policies for control-
ling infectious diseases and agricultural pests. Ecologists deployed multi-
ple strategies to make their research relevant to government and further 
their own agendas. As well as gaining support from the Ministry of 
Agriculture via pest control, ecologists also worked closely with conserva-
tionists to advance their shared long-term strategy of protecting wildlife 
and landscapes. A coalition of scientists, naturalists, journalists and civil 
servants worked together to convince government that conservation 
could help advance British interests by supporting national forestry and 
leisure industries.14 The creation of the British ‘nature state’ was brought 
about via the creation of interconnected policy structures, new institu-
tions and legislation, firstly regulating planning in 1947 and then 
 protecting specific sites and landscapes (including the creation of 
National Parks) from development in 1949.15 The protected land 
 encompassed coastal, marshland, moor, meadow and forested land-
scapes, and brought in  specific sites with unique features or rare species 
which had already been under the management of non-governmental 
bodies for some years. The legislation enabled the creation of the Nature 
Conservancy (renamed in the 1970s as the Nature Conservancy Council, 
NCC) as the world’s first statutory conservation body, charged with the 
multiple roles of  administering and physically maintaining protected 
land;  providing  scientific advice to government; and developing new sci-
entific research to better understand the animal and plant communities  
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living at these sites. Between government bodies and NGOs, the Nature 
State created new scientific, administrative and field practice jobs, as well 
as national and regional policy mechanisms for lay naturalists to feed into 
conservation governance.16

The previous chapter has explored how productivism supported the 
transformation of naturalists into professional pest control biologists. The 
establishment of government and non-governmental frameworks dedi-
cated to the protection of landscape and wildlife created another route for 
naturalists to become professionals, this time as conservation scientists, 
policymakers, administrators and land managers. While historical narra-
tives of the professionalisation of the biological sciences imply that the 
enthusiast-led natural history of the nineteenth century simply faded away, 
this was not really the case. Instead, professional conservation roles were 
developed and supported by ongoing working partnerships with ‘lay’ (i.e. 
without formal training or payment) naturalists, and a persisting blurring 
of the boundaries between the two.17 As conservation campaigns gradually 
gained traction, natural history practices also shifted away from the catch-
ing, killing and collection of wild animals towards observation and record-
ing in the field. In the UK, these changes in practice were further enabled 
first by the establishment of the National Parks and nature reserves as 
spaces of leisure, and second by changes in technology. The wider uptake 
of private motor vehicles made it possible for more people to visit and 
enjoy the countryside and encounter wild animals, up to and including 
safari parks by the 1960s.18 This expanded ability to spend time in these 
‘wilder’ spaces was further facilitated by developments in technologies of 
vision—binoculars and cameras—making it much easier to see and record 
wild animals than ever before. These changes created a new popular natu-
ral history, not only as amateur scientific practice and leisure pursuit, but 
also as new forms of mass media content enthusiastically consumed by 
naturalist audiences. This in turn drove a further wave of professionalisa-
tion of naturalists, this time into specialist natural history writers, journal-
ists, broadcast media producers, directors, cameramen and presenters. In 
Britain, the creation of popular natural history in the media was initially 
driven by publishing, with widespread sales of field guides, semi-popular 
monographs and what we now call creative ‘nature writing’.19 Broadcast 
media followed, with the establishment of the BBC Natural History Unit 
in Bristol during the early 1950s and subsequent commissioning of natu-
ral history filmmaking by other channels.20
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Further gains were also made in terms of the legislation and policy 
around wildlife welfare. Renewed attempts to outlaw fox hunting failed in 
1949, in large part due to the need for the Labour government to main-
tain alliances with rural and agricultural interests. However, these pres-
sures did bring about the Scott Henderson parliamentary enquiry into 
‘Cruelty to Wild Animals’, which published its report in 1951.21 Rather 
than directly addressing hunting, the report was framed in terms of ‘pest 
control’ and comprised a detailed assessment of the welfare implications of 
all techniques for killing wild animals in use at the time. While it supported 
the continuation of hunting (with four of the seven members connected 
to hunting interests), the report gave impetus to further research on 
humane pest control and the outlawing of the gin trap in 1954.22 The 
Protection of Birds Act was also passed in 1954, providing a template for 
protective legislation against any person who ‘kills, injures or takes’ wild 
animals.23 In the early 1960s campaigners turned their attention to prob-
lems of pollution, successfully lobbying for legislation for clean rivers and 
clean air in the 1950s; then capitalising on wider public concerns follow-
ing the publication of Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring (1964) to lobby for 
regulatory action on pesticides. ‘Controversies over pollution and pesti-
cides continued’ persisted throughout the 1960s, contributing to widening 
political debates over environmental issues.24 The co-production of state 
and NGO infrastructures for conservation with the creation of popular 
natural history in media had led to a further resurgence of lay field practice. 
This brought more people into contact with wildlife and wider environ-
ments, as naturalists explored field sites across the world as well in their 
own backyards. In turn, this increased the membership of conservation 
NGOs and boosted the working base of nature reserves and natural history 
societies with younger, newly enthusiastic volunteers, who were also 
becoming increasingly mobilised by new environmental social movements.25

5.2  Following, Understanding and ProteCting 
Badgers

These rapid changes in conservation encompassing popular natural his-
tory, campaigning and state activity were all in progress as campaigning for 
badger protection in Britain got underway. The popular outputs of Ernest 
Neal—most notably his widely sold monograph The Badger (1948) and 
contributions to BBC programming—inspired other naturalists to start 
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following and writing about badgers, making them increasingly visible to 
wider audiences.26 Neal’s career provides an excellent illustration of the 
interpenetrated nature of relationships between ‘amateur’ naturalists and 
‘professional’ biologists in field biology and conservation, which to an 
extent continues into the present day.27 Far from the elite networks of 
MAFF and the University of Oxford, Ernest Neal had carved out a very 
different space for himself in field biology. Coming from a relatively mod-
est background, Neal supported himself by working through a zoology 
degree at Chelsea Polytechnic in London, and then took up a career teach-
ing biology in the rural South West of England. He combined teaching 
with his passions for natural history and photography, and it was during 
fieldwork with students that he first encountered, photographed and then 
systematically studied wild badgers during the 1930s.28 His 1948 book 
The Badger summarised this work and was chosen by the publisher Collins 
to be the first species-focused monograph to be published in its influential 
New Naturalist series. As the write-up of one of the first systematic field 
studies of any British mammal, The Badger was a significant scientific work 
as well as an exceptionally popular natural history book.29 A pioneering 
nature photographer, Neal contributed to the early development of the 
BBC Natural History Unit, eventually appearing on over 100 television 
and radio programmes between 1952 and 1984, including Badgers 
(1954), in which the animals were first filmed at night, and Badger Watch 
(1977), a groundbreaking live broadcast.30 He gained his PhD in 1960: a 
collaboration with physiologists at the London Hospital Medical School, 
investigating the unusual reproductive cycles of badgers, illustrating the 
breadth of his scientific engagements with the species.31 By the 1970s his 
expert status was such that Neal was the first scientist to be consulted by 
MAFF about the implications of tuberculous badgers. He acted as a criti-
cal ‘knowledge broker’ between agricultural, conservation and animal 
protection networks, as well as between governmental, professional and 
lay scientific worlds.32 As a founder member of the Mammal Society, Neal 
was instrumental to their decision to carry out a national survey of badger 
populations in 1963. The survey was implemented by a network of County 
Recorders (appointed by the Society) with the help of local ‘enthusiasts’ 
mapping out the setts in their area: this created networks fostering forma-
tion of the local groups which would eventually become today’s 
Badger Trust.33

In 1955 the artist illustrator for Enid Blyton and nature writer Eileen 
Soper published When Badgers Wake, an evocative account of the badger 
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families living near her home in Hertfordshire in the south of England.34 
Accompanied by a wealth of expressive and evocative drawings (Fig. 5.1), 
Soper wrote of her experiences of learning to follow badgers in the field, 
and of gaining the trust of the animals over the seasonal cycles of several 
years. She provided accounts of several episodes where badger groups had 
been harassed and killed, acts she laid at the door of neighbouring farmers. 
While some had been shot, Soper was adamant that people were also ‘gas-
sing’ badgers, relating here the scene of devastation found at a sett she had 
been observing:

Visiting the wood one clear spring morning, I found every set stopped. Gas 
had been used, and there was no sign that any badgers had lived to make 
their way out. To complete the scene of destruction, motor-cyclist riders had 
held tests over the sets, cutting up the ground till the wood was a quagmire.35

Soper’s account is significant on several fronts. The timing (early 1950s) 
slightly precedes MAFF badger archives drawn upon in Chap. 4, 

Fig. 5.1 Typical Soper illustration of badgers in action.38 Source: Soper, Eileen 
Soper’s Book of Badgers (51). © ‘Courtesy of Chris Beetles Gallery on behalf of the 
AGBI’
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 confirming that there was an intensification in wildlife conflicts with and 
about badgers around this time. As ICD officers had determined by this 
time, gassing badgers was illegal. However, they had found that it was 
being illicitly carried out, including on at least one occasion by their own 
field officers.36 Soper also provided a measured discussion of why badger 
persecution was unjustified, the beneficial consequences of having the ani-
mals around and the possibility of ‘rogue’ individuals. This corresponds 
closely with the case being developed at this time by ICD—that badgers 
were not pests and should generally be left alone. Unlike government 
scientists she was free to empathise with ‘her’ badgers about the experi-
ence of human persecution and of being gassed: ‘My thoughts turned to 
the badgers lying dead beside their cubs. It is not surprising that animals 
go in fear when they can die choked by something unseen and unheard in 
the den that was their only hope of security.’37 While Soper was clearly well 
informed about the developing policy consensus, she had a very different 
view of the ‘humaneness’ and moral implications of killing badgers 
by gassing.

Eileen Soper was the earliest member of a network of amateur natural-
ists working with and writing about badgers during the 1950s, 1960s and 
1970s (many of whom were in correspondence with each other and with 
Ernest Neal), inspired by and contributing to the popular natural history 
boom.39 These included novelist and nature writer Norah Burke, who 
published King Todd in 1963: like Soper, Burke wrote about the natural 
history of badgers alongside a passionate denouncement of the cruelties of 
badger persecution.40 Other naturalist-authors of successful badger books 
published during the 1970s included Jane Ratcliffe, a Cheshire housewife 
who started following badgers while practicing wildlife photography; 
journalist and BBC presenter Phil Drabble; the Labour Member of 
Parliament for Wentworth, Peter Hardy (sponsor of the 1973 Badgers 
Act); and retired navy captain Wickham Malins.41

The badger protection campaign stepped up a gear in the 1960s when 
Norah Burke’s King Todd was published in 1963, attracting reviews and 
wider commentary, including from prominent naturalist and conserva-
tionist Richard Fitter.42 In 1964 this debate reached a much wider audi-
ence when Devon dairy farmer Ruth Murray worked with John Pilger—an 
up-and-coming investigative reporter at the Daily Mirror—on a major 
expose about the horrors of badger digging (hunting) and baiting (fight-
ing with dogs).43 While Murray was often described as a naturalist, her 
involvement with badgers had initially come via breeding Daschund dogs, 
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and was ‘fostered against a combined farming and sporting background’.44 
While Murray was not an author or artist, she worked adeptly with media 
to draw wider public attention to her wildlife rescue work, and particularly 
to issues of badger persecution, ably assisted by her tamed orphaned 
female, Tikki (Fig. 5.2). By the mid-1960s, British politics of wildlife wel-
fare was changing once more, as the LACS remobilised, the Hunt 
Saboteurs Association was founded, and a still resistant RSPCA was wit-
nessing a resurgence of internal debates over whether to campaign against 
hunting.45

The Mirror’s expose and subsequent news campaign were excellently 
timed and had an immediate impact. Within two weeks the Conservative 
MP Frederick Burden (chair of the Parliamentary Animal Welfare 
Committee) had signalled his intention to draw up a Private Member’s 
Bill extending specific legal protections to the badger.46 The LACS started 
campaigning about badgers from 1965 onwards, running advertisements 
and providing commentary in further stories in the national press.47 
Naturalists including Ernest Neal wrote letters to newspapers and engaged 
in extensive correspondence with civil servants and MPs, arguing the case 
for legal protection.48 Burden’s Bill proposed outlawing badger hunting, 
but also creating a legal framework for the licenced control of ‘rogue’ 
animals, citing the 1951 Scott Henderson Committee.49 The proposals 
were opposed by LACS as well as Burke, who argued that, ‘In the hands 
of the ignorant, gas would promptly be used to exterminate badgers 
everywhere.’50 Working with Ruth Murray and the Labour MP Donald 
Chapman, LACS proposed an alternative bill which would extend specific 

Fig. 5.2 Ruth Murray 
and her pet badger 
Tikki. Source: Daily/
Sunday Mirror, c. April 
1970. Reproduced by 
permission of Trinity 
Mirror/Mirrorpix/
Alamy Stock Photos
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legal protection to badgers, building upon the earlier Protection of 
Animals (1911) and Birds (1954) Acts.51 The scientists of PICL were 
consulted by colleagues in the Home Office, enabling them to dissemi-
nate their position on the ‘helpfulness’ of badgers and the illegality of 
(illicitly conducted) gassing, although they did not recommend going 
ahead with the proposed legislation.52 The Home Office also consulted 
other government departments, including the Forestry Commission and 
NCC, reaching a consensus that while persecution was happening, the 
evidence that it was widespread was not strong enough, and that general 
legislation protecting all animals ‘that are relatively harmless to eco-
nomic interests’ would be a better idea.53 While neither the Burden nor 
the Chapman bills reached the stage of formal Parliamentary debate, 
badger protection acquired further advocates in both the Commons and 
Lords, including the naturalist and Labour MP Peter Hardy, and the 8th 
Earl of Arran—now best known for his championing of the decriminali-
sation of homosexuality in 1967.54

As well as following and observing badgers, Jane Ratcliffe had consider-
able expertise in not only rescuing the animals, but also in successfully 
returning them to the wild, ‘translocating’ individuals under threat. Via 
lectures, letters and membership of natural history societies, Ratcliffe con-
vinced her fellow naturalists that badger persecution was a concern for 
them, leading to the formation of the earliest badger protection groups. 
She successfully mobilised her local WI behind her cause, putting for-
ward a resolution eventually endorsed by the WI’s AGM (representing 
about half a million women) in 1970. Ratcliffe lobbied civil servants and 
politicians via many letters, and like Murray, she took to the media, writ-
ing articles and giving interviews.55 The campaign gathered support dur-
ing 1971, as animal welfare groups and the Mammal Society organised 
symposia on the topic, while increasing numbers of conservation NGO’s 
lent their support.56 Once the issue had been raised from so many differ-
ent angles, badger protection was increasingly and prominently covered 
across the national press—as an aspect of the wider blood-sports debate 
and as an issue in its own right (see Chap. 7, Fig. 7.1). By early 1972, 
further attempts were made at legislation: a wide-ranging bill proposed 
in the House of Lords by Lord Arran, based upon the earlier Chapman 
proposals; and a narrower, more pragmatic Private Members bill 
 proposed in the Commons by Peter Hardy. Following extensive 
 negotiations, Arran revised his proposals while Hardy dropped his, pre-
senting Arran’s Bill when it was brought to the Commons. The Badgers  
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Act was passed in July of 1973: bringing together specific protections for 
badgers with a legal framework for government to licence killing the ani-
mals.57 As already explored in Chap. 2, the Badgers Act enabled MAFF’s 
subsequent research and policy programmes. MAFF and Home Office 
officials had been opposed to the initial versions of Lord Arran’s bill, but 
following the discovery of tuberculous badgers, they changed their posi-
tion.58 Jane Ratcliffe later noted that during 1972 the attitude of the 
Home Office, who until then had showed little interest, ‘now became, at 
the least benevolently neutral, and almost verged on the helpful’.59

A final, critical shift within government took place within the NCC, 
responsible for scientific research and expert advice on environmental 
issues. Naturalists had been writing to NCC officers to voice their con-
cerns about badgers since at least 1955, but NCC officers regarded the 
badger to be ‘a relatively common animal’, and therefore not a conserva-
tion concern. Correspondents were referred on to the RSPCA or UFAW.60 
Responding to reports of illegal badger gassing, NCC officers referred 
correspondents to MAFF’s ICD. In 1965, the NCC remained unenthu-
siastic, replying to Norah Burke that they would only be interested in 
legislation to protect ‘all mammals that are relatively harmless to eco-
nomic interests’, while stressing the need for ‘selective control of bad-
gers’.61 The NCC maintained this stance, advising Home Office colleagues 
that badger protection was not required, and interpreting the early find-
ings of Ernest Neal’s badger survey to support their position, even though 
Neal himself disagreed.62 However, once the NCC heard the news about 
bTB their attitude towards badgers changed, becoming much more pro-
tective. As well as expressing scepticism about the quality of MAFF’s evi-
dence, NCC officers were immediately concerned about the consequences 
for the animals once the news became public: ‘The danger thereafter is 
that a widespread purge of Badgers will occur.’63 In frequent contact with 
Harry Thompson of PICL, the NCC started lobbying to ‘get involved 
with the steering of the research’.64 While contributing to the early col-
laborative investigations explored in Chap. 2, the NCC was excluded 
from MAFF’s formal ‘Badger and Bovine TB’ research programme. The 
strength of anxiety from officers about threats from farmers to form their 
own ‘action groups’ against badgers suggests that the NCC would by 
then have welcomed the proposed legislation (regulating and licencing 
culling).65

Between the mid-1950s and early 1970s, campaigners brought badger 
persecution to wider public attention and built an unlikely coalition on the 
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animals’ behalf, including tabloid journalists, the WI, naturalists, anti- 
blood- sports activists and politicians from both main parties. While the 
campaign initially gained ground, attempts to pass legislation foundered 
in a lack of cooperation from civil servants, and disagreements over 
whether and how government should act to control so-called ‘rogue’ bad-
gers. The discovery of tuberculous badgers in Gloucestershire in 1971 
acted as a catalyst, in which the urgent need to understand and act on a 
completely new problem also threatening badgers brought together wide- 
ranging ideals with pragmatic policy proposals, resulting in the passing of 
the Badgers Act in 1973. While the differences between the even wider 
range of actors involved with the new problem of badger/bTB did not 
disappear, this shared purpose created a spirit of collaboration which was 
to persist for the next few years. However, by the end of the 1970s, this 
coalition had dissolved, creating new fault lines of contention over badgers.

5.3  in siCkness and in health? Caring 
For tUBerCUloUs Badgers

As explored in Chap. 2, by 1975 MAFF had built a consensus around its 
new policy regime, in which the scientific uncertainties were investigated 
while the ministry implemented a ‘humane’ policy of gassing badgers in 
response to bTB in cattle. Naturalists and badger protection campaigners 
were integral to the formation of this consensus, as well as to MAFF’s 
ability to understand the problem. Like the scientists of PICL, they had 
been following and learning about badgers for many decades prior to the 
animals’ social transformation into disease vectors. Therefore, not only 
did Harry Thompson turn to his colleague Ernest Neal, but local ICD 
and SVS officers worked with the immediately available expertise of bad-
ger naturalists. The local ‘badger recorder’ of the Mammal Society, 
Arthur Killingley, helped MAFF officers with initial surveys in 
Gloucestershire, while the animal handling expertise of Jane Ratcliffe and 
Ruth Murray was drawn upon to help PICL scientists develop ethical 
practices for catching and killing the animals. Following the public disas-
ter of the Scrubbet’s Farm culling demonstration, badger advocates also 
agreed that gassing was a more acceptably humane culling technique than 
the previously deployed option of snaring. In turn, as we have seen, gov-
ernment officials in MAFF and the Home Office finally aligned them-
selves with the campaign for badger protection. This resulted in the 
passing of the dual-purpose Badgers Act in 1973, and an amendment to 
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Peter Hardy’s Wild Creatures and Plants Protection Bill in 1975, 
 legalising the use of Cymag on badgers. MAFF’s new policies were ini-
tially supported by campaigners, with ‘wildlife interests’ formally contrib-
uting to the effort via the Consultative Panel, included Neal alongside 
representatives of bodies including the NCC, UFAW, the NFU and the 
Country Landowners Association. Soon after the new policy started to be 
implemented, this consensus started to fragment. Memories of illegal 
badger gassing resurfaced, alongside campaigners’ fears that government 
bTB control would legitimise and encourage the still present threat of 
badger persecution. Following the lead of Ratcliffe and Murray, more 
badger groups were established, often growing out of local natural his-
tory societies and Wildlife Trusts.66 Members of these groups studied the 
animals closely, providing more and more data about badger traces, while 
keeping a close eye on the activities of MAFF officers. They increasingly 
reported incidents where blocked, gassed setts had been dug out from 
the inside, and the reappearance of disoriented animals which had not 
been killed. Ruth Murray became even more critical of MAFF’s policies, 
contesting the idea that badgers contracted bTB at all, and leading ‘sit-in’ 
protests against culling near her animal sanctuary on Dartmoor.67

In Somerset, a naturalist by the name of Eunice Overend (Fig. 5.3) was 
becoming involved in the issue. Like Ernest Neal, Overend had gained a 
biology degree, then worked as a teacher while continuing her studies of 
the natural history and geology of her area.68 As well as writing her own 
monographs, Overend published several articles in the conservation jour-
nal Oryx, while her illustrations of badgers were used in others’ publica-
tions. Her initial interventions in the debate drew upon her scientific 
training, whereby Overend argued that bTB in badgers was analogous to 
‘consumption’ in humans, persisting in the body for many years before 
becoming ‘active’ and infectious, particularly when triggered by stress. 
Initially she supported MAFF’s gassing policy but argued against the 
‘translocation’ of persecuted animals (as practised by Ratcliffe and 
Murray) for this reason.69 However, as MAFF’s policy rolled out, Overend 
changed her mind. Having learned that this was no longer a localised 
problem, and observing the difficulties involved in fully clearing badgers 
from an area, she argued that culling policies were disrupting badger 
social groups. Prefiguring the ‘perturbation’ hypothesis of the ISG (see 
Chap. 6), she speculated that gassing was stressing the animals, making 
them move around more, their TB more active and spreading the disease.70 
Overend published a weekly natural history column in the Bristol-based 
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Fig. 5.3 Eunice Overend and unnamed badger, c. 1993. Photograph by Roger 
Bamber, reproduced by his permission with thanks

Western Daily Press, where she found an ally in the editor, Ian Beales, who 
launched a major anti-gassing campaign. Both Beales and Overend sub-
mitted evidence to the Zuckerman enquiry, which included a notorious 
meeting with Zuckerman where Overend brought along a dead badger as 
evidence of the persecution problem.71

These badger protection campaigns took place within and contributed 
to a wider context of accelerating shifts in animal and environment politics 
in Britain during the second half of the 1970s. As discussed over the previ-
ous two chapters, these changes broadly align with Agar’s ‘sea-change’ in 
science–society relations, which involved increasing challenges of ‘expert’ 
views by ‘lay’ people and a new visibility for public controversy.72

After fifty years of internal controversy over wildlife welfare, in 1977 
the RSPCA reformed its internal governance in favour of the society’s 
membership, shortly afterwards adopting an anti-hunting stance and 
launching new campaigns.73 Also, at the urging of members, the RSPCA 
conducted an internal review of the badger/bTB situation. The result-
ing report, published in 1979, continued to support MAFF’s policy 
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(including the link between bTB and badgers), but raised ethical and 
 practical concerns about Cymag.74 The RSPCA’s lobbying of MAFF initi-
ated the sequence of events which prompted Lord Zuckerman to recom-
mend that the effects of cyanide on badgers be experimentally tested.75 
These changes in the RSPCA’s position were driven by the emergence of 
newer, more radical forms of animal politics. Frustrated with the lack of 
progress achieved by ‘traditional’ campaigning methods and inspired by 
the tactics of anti-nuclear movements, activists had started directly dis-
rupting hunts by misleading dogs, confronting hunters and generally get-
ting in the way. These tactics were initiated in Devon in the late 1950s: the 
Hunt Saboteurs Association was founded by members of LACS in 1963, 
becoming active across the country by the mid-1970s. It was around this 
time that some radical hunt saboteurs abandoned non-violence, further 
forming new groups such as the Animal Liberation Front, committed to 
freeing animals held in laboratory science, factory and fur farming facili-
ties.76 The South West was rapidly becoming a ‘hotspot’ not just for bTB, 
but also for new forms of radical animal politics.

A similar change (from expert-led, semi-institutionalised campaigning 
towards citizen-led activism) was also taking place in conservation. Alongside 
the renewed enthusiasm for popular natural history and conservation volun-
teering, environmental politics as we recognise it today was also emerging. 
While international impetus came from the publication of Silent Spring 
(1964), the first Earth Day (1970), the founding of the UN Environment 
Programme (1972) and the initiation of the European Economic 
Community’s (EEC) environmental policy programmes, British campaigns 
were also integral to this transition. The 1970s saw the founding of the British 
Green Party, the appearance of specialist environmental media and a plethora 
of ‘grassroots’ protest groups taking action on issues from nuclear energy to 
oil spills to mining to air pollution.77 These changes were so profound that 
scholars of environmental politics refer to them as the transition between 
‘first’ and ‘second’ waves of environmental protest—from conservation/pro-
tection to more radical and broader ‘ecological environmentalism’.78 Animal 
and environmental politics both saw the emergence of new philosophies 
overturning the anthropocentric arguments of earlier  generations. The post-
war consensus around ‘animal welfare’—built by  scientists working in labora-
tory biomedicine, UFAW, the RSPCA and MAFF’s pest control 
researchers—was now being challenged. New zoocentric  philosophies of 
‘animal rights’ appeared, which argued that animal lives and freedoms should 
be protected for their own sake, rather than in the interests of  
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people.79 Similarly, the post- war conservation consensus—that govern-
ment should protect natural resources and wildlife for anthropocentric 
reasons such as tourism or food production—was challenged by new ‘eco-
centric’ philosophies arguing for the intrinsic value of the environment.80 
These shifts were reflected in the emergence of specialist environmental 
media: in Britain these ideas and concerns were also influenced by fictional 
portrayals reaching much wider audiences. The BBC’s Doomwatch (1970–
1972) used the device of a government science unit to explore environ-
mental fears, while Dr Who storylines of this decade famously featured 
themes of environmental and nuclear destruction.81 While these stories 
were primarily occupied with the disastrous consequences for humans of 
environmental damage, they also included themes of animal harm. Animal 
deaths acted as ‘sentinels’, warning of what was in store for humanity; 
while more complex stories critiqued traditional conservationism.82 As 
British environmental and animal politics were undergoing similar pro-
cesses of change, they were also converging.

The writing of Richard Adams expressed these developing concerns 
using children’s fiction, deploying the long-standing form of the anthro-
pomorphic animal story.83 Like its nineteenth-century predecessor, Black 
Beauty, Adams’s Watership Down (1972) used the voices of animal pro-
tagonists to draw attention to the cruelties inflicted upon animals by 
humans; like other, more grown-up animal tales such as Orwell’s Animal 
Farm (1945), it introduced political elements into a dark tale of refugee 
rabbits. Watership Down is a long and complex book, with environmental 
destruction and animal persecution as central themes. Significantly for the 
badger/bTB debate, myxomatosis, gassing, snaring and hunting dogs all 
feature in the story, as agents of a uniformly hostile humanity.84 Despite 
(or perhaps because of?) this grim content, Watership Down was a best-
seller in the UK, and was made into a similarly popular animated film, 
which disturbs child and adult audiences alike to this day.85 Watership 
Down had the effect of creating greater empathy for animals and drawing 
public attention to animal politics. Like Soper, Adams was an amateur 
naturalist who became increasingly disgusted at animal persecution and 
used his creativity to express these feelings and enrol others into his 
cause.86 Through the 1970s, Adams used his position as a bestselling 
author to boost the visibility of animal politics, taking the position of 
President of the RSPCA from 1980 to 1982 (then resigning due to resis-
tance to his campaigning stance).87 While Watership Down was about rab-
bit myxomatosis, it reminded readers of the contested history of gassing at 
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exactly the time that MAFF was introducing its usage in bTB control. This 
was in a wider context of campaigning that was rapidly joining the dots 
between ‘pest control’, chemical poisons, environmental damage, warfare 
and genocide.88 In the film (released in 1978), a nightmarish sequence 
imagines (as Eileen Soper had) what it would be like to be gassed:

‘Our warren … destroyed.’ ‘Destroyed? How?’ ‘Men came … filled in the 
burrows, couldn’t get out. There was a strange sound … hissing, the air 
turned bad, runs blocked with dead bodies … we couldn’t get out! 
Everything turned mad … warren, us, boots, grass … all pushed into 
the earth.’89

The consensus forged around MAFF’s policy in 1975 had temporarily 
changed badgers’ role from vermin/charismatic victim to that of the dis-
eased, suffering animal patient, to be ‘put out of its misery’. However, this 
was reliant upon an unstable congruence of the cultures of care involved 
with badger/bTB. As MAFF’s culling policy was implemented this consen-
sus crumbled, while as more people became involved, the badger’s social 
role rapidly returned to that of victim, now additionally of ‘The Men from 
the Ministry’.90 Popular representations of environmental doom and perse-
cuted animals combined with the first-hand accounts of naturalists, in a 
wider context of changing political and empathic relations with non-
humans, to create a rapid backlash against culling.

Such negotiations—over how best to protect environments while 
also attending to the suffering and death of animals—were visible across 
British animal politics at the time. For example, during the late 1970s 
there was a parallel controversy over government culling of seals in the 
Scottish islands, carried out due to concerns over high seal populations 
and their impact on fish stocks. Resistance to seal culling started with 
naturalists closely following the animals themselves; and was built by 
shocking media coverage and unusual alliances, in this case between 
scientists, the World Wildlife Fund (WWF), Greenpeace, UFAW, the 
Seal Preservation Society and hunt saboteurs.91 The seal culling debate 
rapidly shifted beyond the UK to an international focus: along the way 
it was mutually shaped by yet another animal controversy, about whal-
ing. As with seals, whaling controversies involved rapidly shifting alli-
ances between scientists, governments, food producers, and 
environmental and animal protection campaigners.92 Environmental histo-
rian Robert Lambert argues that the seal protest movement would not  
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have achieved its goals without ‘the emergence of a new coalition of 
 middle class protestors in Britain’, comprising naturalists, animal welfare 
campaigners and ‘people who on a weekend walk at the beach hope to see 
a seal, or just want to know that seals are out there doing well’.93 Further 
evidence that relationships between British conservation and animal wel-
fare agendas were changing comes from debates about otters. Like bad-
gers, otters have symbolic resonances for British culture and landscapes: 
like badgers they were assigned conflicting social roles (pest/charismatic 
victim), like badgers they were hunted for sport, and like badgers they are 
known for asserting their own agency.94 While the British otter debate has 
a longer history, it was during the 1960s that the plight of otters was 
brought to public attention via the empathic accounts of naturalists; and 
during the 1970s that conservationists and anti-hunting campaigners 
allied to gather evidence of the problem and lobby for change.95 The con-
servationist and organic farming advocate Lord Peter Melchett described 
these changes as follows:

The other change was global and was the gradual acceptance that they [con-
servationists] had to deal with animal welfare—it had been completely off- 
limits, they were nutcases, they were anti-hunting and shooting; they 
couldn’t be spoken to. Completely different planet. But things like the cam-
paign against whaling brought together WWF and the RSPCA and other 
groups such as Greenpeace and Friends of the Earth.96

While conservation and animal politics had converged, they had not 
aligned, as demonstrated by episodes such as the releases of American mink 
(an invasive species) from fur farms by animal liberation activists, and the 
assiduous attempts of conservationists and ICD officers to eradicate them.97

When Lord Zuckerman’s 1980 review supported MAFF’s position, the 
report provoked further public controversy and was fiercely contested by 
field biologists, naturalists and badger advocates. Despite dismissing cam-
paigners’ concerns over gassing, Zuckerman commissioned further 
research, which in turn undermined his and MAFF’s position by finding 
that badgers were unusually resistant to cyanide poisoning. It was rapidly 
concluded that Cymag was not a humane way to cull badgers, forcing 
MAFF officers to rapidly explore other techniques. They drew upon early 
designs for a badger trap developed by Ruth Murray and previously 
shelved collaborative research between PICL and UFAW to develop a 
standardised trapping-then-shooting technique, in general use by 1982. 
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Meanwhile, the convergence of conservation, natural history, environ-
mental and animal protection agendas had built into significant political 
pressure for change. The plethora of new naturalist and environmental 
groups that had sprung up over the previous decade allied with older sci-
entific societies and conservation NGOs to form a new collective represen-
tative body, Wildlife Link, in 1979. They applied pressure on government 
and the NCC to formulate new, wide-ranging environmental protection 
legislation, contributing to the passing of the Wildlife and Countryside 
Act in 1981.98 The Act included specific protections for a series of rare 
species; outlawed the use of snares, poisons and guns to kill a further list 
of animals; created further protections for landscapes; and formalised leg-
islation around public rights of way.99 Independently of the Zuckerman 
review process, the Act also significantly advanced the cause of badger 
protection by making it possible to prosecute those killing the animals 
without a licence. Following these developments, while MAFF’s culling 
policy formally remained unchanged, the new trapping technique proved 
to still be more time consuming and expensive than gassing. Following the 
more critical Dunnett review, published in 1986, which drew MAFF’s 
attention to these increased costs, badger culling was scaled back 
considerably.100

Following these victories, the heat went out of the public controversy, as 
evidenced by the decoupling of press coverage of badgers from that of bTB 
discussed in Chap. 7. Acknowledging the public exposure of the uncertain-
ties around badger/bTB that the Zuckerman episode had exposed, MAFF 
further expanded their research programmes and the 1980s saw a fruitful 
period of collaborations between SVS and Agricultural Science Service 
researchers. Local badger groups continued to proliferate and in 1986 they 
formed the National Federation of Badger Groups (NFBG), broadly mod-
elled on the organisation of the Wildlife Trusts. The NFBG refocused their 
attention on badger persecution, arguing that the existing legal framework 
still allowed for too many loopholes to prevent baiting and digging. NFBG 
and the Wildlife Trusts enrolled anti-hunting allies such as the LACS and 
Labour MPs in publicly lobbying Parliament over the need for further legal 
protections, adopting striking visual imagery to draw media attention 
(Fig. 5.4).101 It was following the fall of Margaret Thatcher and the start of 
John Major’s government that these campaigns paid off, with strength-
ened versions of the 1973 Badgers Act passing through Parliament in 1991 
and 1992. While the legislation did not formally affect bTB policy, it cre-
ated a further offence of disturbing the  animals or their setts, putting  
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Fig. 5.4 Representatives of the UK Wildlife Trusts in Westminster, July 1990. 
Photographs supplied by Dr Gordon McGlone and reproduced with permission of 
the Wildlife Trusts

further barriers in the way of badger culling. In 1998, when the incoming 
Labour government rewarded ecologists’ lobbying for government to 
undertake ‘a proper experiment’ on the effects of culling, the responses of 
badger advocates were mixed. While some welcomed the move, arguing 
that better evidence was needed to support policy, others, including the 
NFBG, were vociferously opposed to any further killing of badgers.102 In 
the 1990s, the coalitions and cultures of care around badger protection, 
science and policy had shifted once again.

5.4  Care, exPertise and gender in Badger 
ProteCtion

The epistemic community forming around badger protection was deeply 
interpenetrated with animal health and particularly disease ecology, with 
key individuals such as Ernest Neal participating in all three and activists 
like Ruth Murray contributing to new knowledge about catching badgers. 
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Despite these interconnections, badger protection campaigners came into 
direct conflict with MAFF officers, scientists and veterinarians. One point 
of difference which has not yet been discussed is that of gender. While the 
government, veterinary and scientific stories of badger/bTB have been 
mostly male, in this chapter we have met many charismatic, strong-willed 
and highly intelligent women. This is a point of pride for present-day cam-
paigners, who speak of ‘three formidable ladies’ in the badger protection 
movements of the past—Ruth Murray, Jane Ratcliffe and Eunice 
Overend.103 In 2015, environmental journalist Patrick Barkham wrote 
candidly about Ratcliffe (his grandmother), describing the ‘unconven-
tional women’ who ‘changed our relationship with badgers for good’.104 
Barkham traces this lineage back to 1920s naturalist and hunter Frances 
Pitt, through Eileen Soper and Norah Burke, to Jane Ratcliffe and her 
mobilisation of the WI, Ruth Murray’s confrontations with MAFF and 
Eunice Overend’s questioning of culling.105 Gender clearly played a role in 
these women’s participation in the debate, particularly in interactions with 
journalists, who called them nicknames like Badger Woman and printed 
images of them cuddling badgers like babies.106 It also surfaced in Lord 
Zuckerman’s interactions with badger campaigners, before and after his 
report: as we have already seen, he had little respect for professional field 
biologists and ecologists, and even less for animal advocates.

In my view, to characterise this as a conflict between uncaring, patronis-
ing, male ‘experts’ and caring female lay activists (connected with animals 
and nature) would do all involved a considerable disservice. As we have 
seen, veterinarians and pest control scientists had well-developed cultures 
of care which helped them engage with the badger/bTB problem in a way 
that was consistent with their ethical working practices. Men such as Harry 
Thompson and Ernest Neal played significant roles in advocacy for badger 
welfare via their involvement in the Mammal Society and UFAW, while 
MPs and Lords were essential to the passing of protective legislation. 
While the badger protection movement was unusual in the number and 
prominence of women naturalists and campaigners, they were not alone. 
Ernest Neal’s colleagues in the BBC, including Phil Drabble and the film-
maker Eric Ashby, used their public positions to campaign passionately 
against badger gassing.107 As the debate moved into the 1980s, naturalists 
such as Michael Clark, Martin Hancox and Richard Meyer became 
involved, sitting on the Consultative Panel, volunteering for the Mammal 
Society and writing new works of popular natural history, sharing their 
fascination for badgers.108 The significance of women in the history of 
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badger protection lies less in their presence or absence, but in their promi-
nence—as charismatic advocates, network builders and trusted experts—
and in the stories which campaigners tell now about their importance. 
This is part of a wider tradition of women in animal advocacy which goes 
back at least as far as the origins of British animal welfare societies in the 
1820s and continues into the present day.109

While a full discussion of the complexities of gender, empathy and ani-
mal politics is far beyond the scope of this book, the gender dynamics of 
the epistemic community around badger advocacy at this time are so dif-
ferent that it would be remiss to ignore them. Why did women play such 
prominent roles here but not in the worlds of government veterinarians or 
pest control science? One part of the answer is obvious and relates to the 
broader story of professionalisation: while veterinary, scientific and civil 
service careers had started to open up to women by the 1960s and 1970s 
and was a matter of active struggle in wider society, this does not appear 
to have extended to government and academic veterinary and ecological 
experts.110 Eunice Overend’s biography provides a classic example of a 
woman struggling to access these professional networks: after gaining a 
biology degree from the University of Exeter, she was engaged by Sir 
Peter Scott to work as a curator at the pioneering Slimbridge nature 
reserve near Bristol. After a few years, she was forced to leave in order to 
help care for her sick mother in Frome, and then worked as a teacher while 
pursuing natural history studies in her spare time.111 The filmmaker 
Maurice Tibbles described Overend admiringly as ‘one of the last Victorian 
style naturalists’: however, her biography suggests this may have been 
more through circumstance than choice.112 There are further complexities 
around gender, animals and professionalisation: women’s entry into many 
professions has often been enabled by them taking up ‘caring’ or ‘empathic’ 
(but also lower-status) specialisms such as small animal practice, or 
famously in the case of field biology, primatology.113 While organisations 
like UFAW and the Mammal Society created crossover spaces where ‘lay’ 
naturalists and campaigners could collaborate with MAFF ‘experts’,114 
their participation was always highly contingent.

While this explains why women were absent from professional net-
works, it does not necessarily explain their presence and prominence in 
badger protection campaigning, or animal advocacy more generally, espe-
cially prior to the women’s movements of the 1970s and 1980s. While it 
is tempting to reach for essentialist explanations involving women’s 
 emotionality and ability to connect with animals (and many have), better 
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answers can be found by examining the intersections of gender, power, 
expertise and empathy. Badger protection campaigning developed within 
a long-standing British tradition of women’s involvement in animal advo-
cacy, whereby knowledge and networks have passed from one generation 
to another. As biology professionalised we can infer that, like Eunice 
Overend, more women were left in ‘amateur’ naturalist roles.115 We know 
that the ‘cultures of care’ of animal welfare science constituted themselves 
as rational against the emotionality of animal advocates: it seems plausible 
that the same process was happening in the opposite direction.116 Indeed, 
the vital skill of many of the campaigners discussed here has been their 
ability to mobilise their empathy for persecuted badgers, and to creatively 
communicate these feelings with wider audiences using writing, illustra-
tion, photography and film. While knowledge was important for badger 
advocates, just as it was to the pest control scientists, valid knowledge 
could be derived from a wider range of sources, including personal experi-
ence of working closely with animals.117 This helps to explain the vocifer-
ous conflict between Lord Zuckerman and Ruth Murray—Murray had 
become an authoritative expert within the badger protection community 
and had argued for many years that badgers did not get bTB. Zuckerman, 
in his role as a government-appointed scientist and ‘medical man’, could 
not do otherwise than contest this and undermine the legitimacy of 
Murray’s claims.

This analysis of gender and professionalisation can be further applied to 
help us understand the changing relationships between badger advocates, 
scientists and MAFF officers as bTB policy developed through the 1970s. 
To do this, we also need to bring in an idea from policy studies—the 
(fuzzy and contested) distinction between lobby/interest groups able to 
influence government decisions (‘insiders’) and those with relatively little 
leverage or power (outsiders)—the NFU is considered to be a classic 
‘insider’.118 During the first few ‘crisis’ years, government knew very little 
about badgers and so enrolled help from people who did: naturalists and 
badger advocates including Neal, Murray and Ratcliffe. The partnership 
provided MAFF with critical scientific knowledge as well as on-the- 
ground experience of handling the animals; in turn the badger advocates 
received help in their long-term aim of passing badger protection laws. 
This explains how Ruth Murray was able to access the 1973 culling dem-
onstration and obtain enough evidence to mount a legal case against 
MAFF. Following these events, Murray became an ‘outsider’—there is no 
further evidence of collaborative research and she used the legal case to 
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draw further media attention to badgers. While MAFF’s 1975 policy pro-
gramme attempted to maintain good relations with ‘wildlife interests’ via 
the Consultative Panel, the early consensus rapidly collapsed as problems 
with gassing became evident, alongside the Panel’s lack of power to shape 
policy. Murray contested the link between badgers and bTB, refused to 
allow Ministry officials access to her animal sanctuary, where over 200 ani-
mals were being kept at one point, and refused to share information with 
allies, as Ernest Neal put it, ‘for reasons of her own’.119 While (Zuckerman 
aside) MAFF’s archival correspondence is scrupulously polite about Ruth 
Murray, she was clearly not easy to work with. MAFF’s epistemic communi-
ties rapidly grew ‘apart from those clustered around’ the issue of badger 
protection, to create the oppositional atmosphere that Zuckerman found 
himself mired in. Gender features in the inside–outside model for bTB pre-
cisely because the professionals dealing with the problem were mostly men, 
while more of the ‘lay experts’ (naturalists and badger advocates) were 
women. This gendered pattern of inside–outside influence (where the ‘out-
sider’s’ status as a woman is used to further undermine her influence) has 
actually been seen before—in the early period of policy formation around 
bTB control during the early twentieth century.120

5.5  CUltUres oF Caring For and with animals

In contrast to the animal health and disease ecology epistemic communi-
ties, explored in Chaps. 3 and 4, the badger protection epistemic commu-
nity did not build a single culture of care around which their working 
practices could stabilise. Instead there were ongoing negotiations between 
several intersecting cultures of care, which I will now outline. First, we 
have conservation care, also manifested in popular natural history. 
Conservationists tend to be primarily concerned with care for populations, 
ecosystems and landscapes. Like MAFF’s pest control scientists, they were 
also deeply concerned with ‘good science’, but ultimately gave a higher 
priority to protecting environments. While post-war conservationists made 
their case for government support via anthropocentric ‘national interests’, 
by the 1960s (unlike MAFF’s ecologists or veterinarians), conservationists 
had become less concerned about economic or agricultural productivity—
the ‘logics of cost’. Balancing and compromising between these priorities 
often creates what Van Dooren has termed the ‘violent care’ of 
 conservation—the willingness and sometimes enthusiasm to sacrifice the 
lives of individuals for the sake of populations, particularly valued species  
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or  ecosystems.121 Examples would include conservationist support for the 
Scottish seal culls discussed above, or ongoing commitments to eradicate 
invasive species. Field experience and observation are critical components of 
conservation care. It was field-based accounts of problems with gassing, 
often coming from ‘lay’ naturalists, which were the primary driver of the 
collapse of the early 1970s culling consensus, and which were roundly dis-
missed (but ultimately vindicated) by the Zuckerman review. Second, there 
is animal welfare care, which critically informs laboratory animal science, 
and which we have already encountered through the pest control scientists 
and UFAW of the previous chapter. Like veterinarians, who played key roles 
in the formation of this culture, animal welfare actors prioritise preventing 
animal suffering over preserving life, making humane killing a critical prior-
ity. As we have seen, animal welfare tends to be expert-led and made ‘good 
science’ a priority through which ‘skilled care’ can be delivered and vice 
versa.122 The 1951 Scott Henderson Committee on wildlife welfare was 
framed in these terms and was mobilised by MAFF to foster the early con-
sensus on badger gassing. From the 1970s onwards, animal welfare partly 
constituted itself as ‘good science’ in opposition to what participants saw as 
the ‘logics of the heart’ of animal rights activists.123

This leads us to the third and most politically contentious of the cul-
tures of care involved in badger protection—animal rights care. This 
decentres older anthropocentric reasons for caring about animals, mean-
ing that logics of cost rapidly fade into the background and are some-
times actively challenged (for example when damaging property during 
protests). Instead, developing animal rights cultures tried to imagine, 
empathise with and act in the interests of animals themselves. The work 
of Eileen Soper and Richard Adams demonstrates attempts to make this 
leap: through writing and visual imagery, they invited the reader to imag-
ine experiencing the world as an animal, albeit an anthropomorphised 
one, including their pain and fear. Animal rights’ empathic stance means 
that a key goal of advocates is to prevent animal suffering, just as animal 
welfare does. However, unlike the ultimately anthropocentric stance of 
animal welfare (which sees humans as benevolently responsible for ani-
mals), animal rights seeks to create a moral equivalence between human 
and animal life. Therefore animals should be granted the same fundamen-
tal rights as humans, such as the right to freedom: hence ‘animal libera-
tion’. This equivalence extends to the right to life, as articulated in human 
medical ethics. It also lies at the heart of animal rights activists to move 
beyond non-violent protest into more radical acts such as animal releases, 
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sabotage and at times symbolic or physical threats to their opponents.124 
During the 1970s, the broader culture of care around animal rights was 
constituting itself alongside the rapidly developing badger/bTB debate. 
While badger protection campaigners were initially focused on the suffer-
ing and killing of the animals during practices of baiting, hunting and 
digging, the rapid shift to anti-gassing refocused campaigns onto state- 
sponsored killing. As articulated by Watership Down, the cultural reso-
nances of ‘gassing’ for a society where both World Wars and the Holocaust 
were still in living memory further drove resistance to MAFF’s policies. 
Badger campaigning also changed in line with the turn to animal rights, 
moving from ‘insider’ tactics (network building, lobbying and letter writ-
ing, collaborations with MAFF) towards self-consciously ‘outsider’ 
actions (prosecuting the Farming Minister, emotive demonstrations). 
While we know that Ruth Murray worked with the LACS and that there 
were early public protests about badger gassing on Dartmoor, the co- 
location of anti-hunting and badger protection campaigning in the South 
West of England bears much more investigation (Fig. 5.5).

Fig. 5.5 Anti-badger gassing activists in the Cotswolds, 1976. Photograph by 
Jane Bown for The Observer, reproduced by permission of Guardian News and 
Media Ltd
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The analysis laid out over Chaps. 3, 4 and 5—of the shifting social 
roles, traces and cultures of care around badger/TB—would be incom-
plete without a closer examination of the agency of these animals. How 
was the agency of badgers understood and depicted by those involved in 
researching, campaigning and advocating on their behalf? While conserva-
tion care, following the determined lead of Elton and the Nature State, 
was primarily driven by care for populations and ecosystems, it also 
involved a deep emotional, aesthetic and embodied interest in ‘the field’. 
This comprised a deep appreciation of experiential knowledge of land-
scapes; the belief that to properly study wildlife, the naturalist must work 
with the contingency, freedom and agency of animals; and a pragmatic 
recognition of the violent, messy, unhuman nature of animal lives and 
deaths. Eunice Overend provided an excellent example of this culture of 
care, as seen in Fig. 5.3. Unlike the more popular trope of a human cud-
dling a badger, often a juvenile (Fig. 5.1), this photograph shows an active 
negotiation between human and animal. When asked about her involve-
ment in ‘badger protection’ in a life history interview, her response was 
sharp: ‘I wasn’t doing it to protect badgers as such, ’cos they can easily 
protect themselves, you see. Just try catching one, you’ll see! [laughs].’125 
Overend had a keen appreciation for the agency of these animals and had 
little patience for campaigners who sought to gain public sympathy by 
eliding badgers’ less appealing traits. While animal welfare care is similarly 
pragmatic about animal life and death, the commitment to creating ‘good 
science’ and strong evidence to leverage policy change meant that overt 
recognitions of animal agency were not possible at the time, particularly in 
scientific articles and other formal documents. However, in practice, good 
relationships and emotional connections between researchers and animal 
participants can often be critical to new theoretical insights and rigorous 
findings.126 This sometimes led to a contradictory approach to animal 
agency, as evidenced in the writings and other outputs of the pest control 
scientists. For example, Harry Thompson (head of the PICL Mammals 
group and later president of UFAW) wrote, ‘The basic attraction of wild 
animals is the aesthetic pleasure to be derived from watching and hearing 
them pursuing their own affairs without interference’ (my emphasis).127 
Pest control science seemed to formally practice animal welfare care, while 
also informally practicing conservation care. Animal rights care, which was 
emerging at this time, also seems to have had a deeply contradictory 
approach to animal agency. On the one hand, the underlying philosophi-
cal position is all about animal agency and the political attempt to gain 
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recognition for animal rights. Similarly, the empathic stance of animal 
rights requires and creatively persuades people to imagine the agency and 
lived experiences of other animals. Campaigning for ‘badger protection’ in 
a way that caught the attention of mass media and such a diverse range of 
allies involved positioning of the animals as powerless victims, pretty much 
by definition without agency. The gendered media imagery of ‘badger 
women’ and depictions of the animals being cuddled by humans (Fig. 5.1) 
was highly effective in creating public sympathy and political momentum. 
However, these forms of representation, in which human campaigners 
‘speak for’ animal victims, came at the expense of any recognition of bad-
ger agency, as well as the authority of the women.128 This agency, mani-
fested in badgers’ insistence on defending themselves when attacked, 
eating awkward things and not staying where they were put, could there-
fore be easily linked to the older social role of the Bad Badger.

As we have traced through this chapter, between 1965 and 1995, the 
politics of care in badger advocacy has shifted back and forth, reflecting 
changes in what was known about badgers; in the three cultures of care 
explored through the middle section of this book; in relationships between 
science and society; and in broader political attitudes to animals and the 
environment. To summarise, over this period there were four key stages in 
the debate over badgers and bTB:

Stage One: Creating concern. Naturalists including Ernest Neal, Eileen 
Soper and Norah Burke drew media, public and political attention to 
badgers through their popular natural history research, writing and 
illustration, while campaigners Ruth Murray and Jane Ratcliffe built a 
diverse coalition of support for badger protection.

Stage Two: Tuberculous badgers. MAFF veterinarians’ unanticipated dis-
covery of tuberculous badgers in Gloucestershire connected the previ-
ously unrelated worlds of animal health policy and badger protection. It 
required Ministry officials to enrol the help of naturalists and badger 
advocates to urgently investigate the previously unknown phenomenon 
of tuberculous badgers. As the scale of the problem became apparent, 
MAFF formed a rapid consensus with policy ‘insiders’—that rapid 
action was required in the form of badger culling, best delivered via gas-
sing with Cymag.

Stage Three: Anti-gassing. Memories of ‘gassing’ (of people during the 
Holocaust, as well as of badgers being persecuted by humans) resur-
faced and combined with naturalists’ accounts that Cymag was not 
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working properly in the new badger culling policy. This led to a rapid 
collapse of MAFF’s policy consensus and protests, driven in part by the 
adjacent emergence of new social movements around  environmental 
issues and animal rights. The controversy was then inflamed by the 
Zuckerman review, intended to be an ‘objective look at the problem’.

Stage Four: Badger protection. Badger gassing was withdrawn following 
the vindication of campaigners’ concerns by research at Porton Down. 
This victory, combined with wider wildlife protection legislation, 
resulted in a shift in focus in badger campaigning back to persecution 
and protection, with further gains during the early 1990s.

Through the 1960s and 1970s, animal advocates worked to create bad-
ger persecution as an issue of concern in the wider public sphere, building 
an extraordinarily diverse coalition in support of helping the animals. 
Considering the broader political, economic and cultural changes that 
Britain underwent during this period, it is now easier to see how Lord 
Zuckerman, product and producer of the post-war, expert-led science–
state coalitions which gave rise to MAFF’s initial approach to bTB, was so 
surprised by the fierce contestation of his review. Not only had the sciences 
of mammal field biology and ecology changed as they explored the com-
plexities of wildlife disease ecology, but British societal attitudes to non-
human animals and environments were undergoing radical change. I argue 
that these shifts were woven into what historian Jon Agar argues was a 
global ‘sea-change’ in the relationship between science and society over 
the ‘long 1960s’. Crucial aspects of this change included the formation of 
the modern environmental sciences, a new public visibility for scientific 
disagreements, the rise of new social movements, and a change in the bal-
ance of power between ‘experts’ and ‘lay’ people.129 This newly public 
iteration of Britain’s long-standing ‘badger debate’ was driven by and con-
tributed to major changes in how people imagined and related to animals, 
bringing about a new era of animal politics in the process.
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CHAPTER 6

Cutting the Cake of Science and Policy

The first two parts of this book followed British debates over badgers and 
bTB as the two previously separate issues collided in the early 1970s, trac-
ing the formation and development of three epistemic communities 
engaging with badger/bTB—animal health, disease ecology and animal 
protection.1 It explored the historical backstories of each of these and doc-
umented how they engaged with the news of tuberculous badgers; created 
and contested new knowledge; and shaped new policies to deal with the 
problem. The last part of this book will bring these stories back together 
to help us understand what has happened since the 1990s to create the 
situation we see today: to ask once again, ‘How did we get into this mess?’2 
From here on in, we will address the overall knowledge controversy 
around badger/bTB, to help us understand how and why this relatively 
obscure science-policy problem has transformed into the extensively 
reported, highly polarised and political public controversy we see today.3 
To this end I will adopt a metaphor of events in the ‘backstage’ and the 
‘frontstage’ of the controversy as an aid to analysing this situation. Policy 
is usually constituted by interactions between: informal and internal com-
munications; formal policy documents and technical information (open to 
public scrutiny, but engaged with by specialists); and material circulating 
around the wider public sphere, including mass media coverage, cam-
paigning materials and political statements, aimed at and involving public 
audiences.4 These sit on a spectrum of ‘publicness’, which is getting mess-
ier as new communications technologies make it possible for relatively 
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closed communications (such as private emails and policy documents) to 
be brought into the wider public sphere.5 While it is only possible to gain 
access to informal/internal interactions via first-hand observation (e.g. 
ethnography) or in hindsight using archives (as in the first two parts of this 
book), the increased accessibility of specialist policy documents makes 
today’s ‘backstage’ much more visible than in the past.

Badger/bTB debates have always had an aspect of publicness which 
emerged from time to time—as seen in animal protection activist Ruth 
Murray’s attempts to prosecute the Farming Minister (Chap. 2), or the 
controversy following the 1980 Zuckerman review. However, these were 
specific incidents, with most of the dialogue still taking place between 
people already deeply involved with the issue. Towards the end of the last 
decade this started to change, and since 2010 the controversy has become 
more consistently public, attracting widespread mainstream media cover-
age, involving larger and more diverse media audiences, and stepping 
firmly onto the ‘frontstage’ of British political life. In order to understand 
this shift into the broader public sphere, we must first gain a deeper under-
standing of the ‘backstage’ of badger/bTB by asking a number of ques-
tions: how have scientists, veterinarians, farmers, journalists, campaigners, 
policymakers and politicians negotiated what we know about badger/
bTB; what that knowledge means and what to do about it? Who has been 
considered to be an ‘expert’, by whom, and how has this expertise been 
established? What have scientists and policymakers expected from each 
other, have these expectations been fulfilled, and what have been the con-
sequences? How, when and why has policy learned from past mistakes, and 
if not, why not? This chapter will analyse the ‘backstage’ of bTB policy 
since the mid-1990s, demonstrating how past events and expectations of 
the future have contributed to decision-making in the present, creating a 
repeating cycle of science–policy interaction.6 In the long term, this has 
created mutual disillusionment and mistrust on all sides: however, I will 
argue that it may also have enabled some success in advancing ‘backstage’ 
policy agendas both within and beyond badger/bTB.

6.1  ExpErts, EvidEncE and policy

By the end of 2018, the problem of badgers and bTB in Britain will have 
been the responsibility of nine prime ministers, and twenty-one cabinet 
ministers—initially of the Ministry for Agriculture, Fisheries and Food 
(MAFF) and since 2001, the Department for Environment, Food and 
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Rural Affairs (Defra). Between them, these ministers have weathered 
eleven general elections, bringing them into and out of power. Over this 
time, badger/bTB has also provided scientists and veterinarians (as 
researchers in government and academia) with intellectual, funding and 
career opportunities, as well as applied roles in government, NGOs and 
private companies. Badger/bTB has also become a battleground for the 
increasingly tense relationships between science, policy and politics in the 
UK. Between 1980 and 2018, there have been nine expert-led reviews of 
the evidence and/or policy surrounding the issue, starting with the 
Zuckerman report discussed in Chap. 3. The most recent of these was 
chaired by population biologist and bTB policy veteran Professor Sir 
Charles Godfray and was published in October 2018.7 Given the long- 
standing nature of the problem, on one level it is entirely unremarkable 
and indeed sensible that there have been so many of these reviews, espe-
cially given the centrality for policy of rapidly changing scientific knowl-
edge about badger/bTB. These reviews take place in the context of wider 
traditions across British policymaking, whereby publics sceptical of gov-
ernment and ambitious politicians have required them to support and jus-
tify their decisions with expert knowledge. This expertise must in turn be 
recognised as legitimate—and in the UK this takes the form of a combina-
tion of technical qualifications, professional reputation and social standing 
(hence all the ‘Sirs’ and ‘Lords’ chairing bTB reviews).8

As we have explored through the earlier parts of this book, the first twenty 
years of badger/bTB was shaped and reshaped by a broader ‘sea change’ in 
interactions between science, policy, publics and wider society. Historian Jon 
Agar argues that this took the form of experts starting to disagree in public 
much more often, while publics (particularly via new social movements) have 
contested Establishment views on many fronts, including environmental and 
animal politics.9 During the 1990s and early 2000s, the UK saw a further 
wave of changes in relationships between scientists, publics, politicians and 
policymakers, precipitated by a series of crises centring upon agriculture, 
food and animal health. These included failings in decision-making under 
uncertainty in the case of Bovine spongiform encephalopathy (BSE); mis-
matches between expert, policy and public understandings of ‘risk’ in the 
case of genetically modified foods; and disciplinary rivalries, policy–commu-
nity disconnects and the traumatic loss of thousands of animals following an 
outbreak of foot and mouth disease (FMD).10 As well as impacting on wider 
debates about science and society,11 these crises exposed governance  
flaws which eventually led to the reorganisation of MAFF into Defra  
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in 2001.12 This period saw the widespread embedding of environmental 
concerns into UK national, European and international policy. This cre-
ated new policy mechanisms to curb pollution and CO2 emissions, protect 
biodiversity and encourage sustainable farming; while environmental 
NGOs further professionalised and embedded themselves in policy. The 
UK also saw a ‘third wave’ of renewed activism on environmental issues, 
this time driven by a plethora of ad hoc ‘grassroots’ campaigns, more will-
ing than ever to take direct action on a wide range of issues.13 Since 2010, 
long-standing government agendas for implementing policy via markets 
have combined with internal tensions in political parties to create further 
shifts in the politics of expertise, environment and agriculture.14 In recent 
years we have seen the public dismissal of ‘experts’ by some politicians and 
campaigners, and widespread concerns that many countries, including the 
UK, are entering a ‘post-truth era’, in which science itself is becoming 
politically polarised.15 Most famously, this has been in relation to the US 
Trump administration’s hostility to science and environmental interests: 
of more relevance to badger/bTB would be the pro-Brexit politician (and 
current Secretary of State for Defra) Michael Gove’s 2016 comment that 
‘people in this country have had enough of experts’.16

Given these changes—including several transitions back and forth 
between Conservative and Labour governments—the persistence of the 
‘authoritative expert’ bTB review in the face of ongoing controversy 
requires explanation. Why have successive generations of politicians, poli-
cymakers and scientists continued to commission, conduct and cooperate 
with these reviews? Recalling the timeline presented in Chap. 1 (Fig. 1.1), 
it is noticeable that such reviews have often been commissioned at politi-
cally significant moments, such as transitions between government admin-
istrations (e.g. Major–Blair, or Blair–Brown). Whether and how they end 
up effecting policy change is—as we saw with the Zuckerman report—
another matter. Policy scholars have not been optimistic about the bTB 
case: it has been characterised as following in the footsteps of BSE and 
FMD—yet another classic example of ‘policy failure’, one which may even 
be ‘intractable’.17 Since the 1990s badger/bTB has been further compli-
cated by the devolution of agricultural policy powers to Scotland, Northern 
Ireland and Wales: resulting in an increasingly diverse patchwork of 
regional policies, sometimes at direct odds to those of national govern-
ment in Westminster. As political administrations have changed, so bTB 
policies have swung back and forth, often justified by multiple interpreta-
tions of the same substantive evidence base.18 This situation has led some 
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to characterise bTB as a ‘pathology of policy learning’—a situation ‘where 
learning processes degenerated as the result of various weaknesses in gov-
ernment’s management of its relationship with an epistemic community 
established to advise it.’19

This chapter will build on this research, explaining how today’s situation 
has come about by tracing the development of the badger/bTB controversy 
since the mid-1990s, through the course of two Labour governments (Blair 
and Brown), the Coalition government of 2010–2015 and into Theresa 
May’s Conservative administration. Over the longer history of badger/
bTB, I see a pattern of repeatedly building and breaking the mutual expecta-
tions that have been built between science, policy and wider society. As in 
other cases where promises made in the present about what science and 
technology will do in the future (e.g. there will be a cure for cancer in five 
years) then go unfulfilled, I argue that this has created disillusionment and 
alienation between scientific, policy, political and campaign actors, and con-
tributed to a long-term politicisation of the debate.20 Expanding on the situ-
ation outlined in Chap. 1, I will also explore the complexities of ‘the science’ 
of bTB, drawing out the knowledge practices of the epistemic communities 
involved in badger/bTB, and demonstrating their strategic deployment to 
support multiple positions in the debate.

Before exploring the post-1990s history of badger/bTB in depth, a 
brief reminder about epistemic communities: these are groups of people 
who work together to produce reliable knowledge about a particular policy 
area. In the above quotation, the ‘epistemic community’ referred to was a 
group of scientists known as the Independent Scientific Group (ISG), 
appointed by government in 1998 to conduct a specific piece of research 
about badger/bTB. We will learn more about the ISG later in this chapter, 
but for now it is important to note that, as we have traced through this 
book, the ISG has not been the only epistemic community involved with 
badger/bTB.  While much of the literature on epistemic communities 
regards them as conventional ‘experts’ by default, here I have drawn upon 
an expanded definition which includes the contributions of other actors 
with specialist knowledge, including farmers, naturalists and animal advo-
cates.21 I have applied this to the worlds and work of three overlapping but 
identifiable cultures of care arising from the epistemic communities around 
badger/bTB. We started with animal health (veterinary scientists and clini-
cians, farmers and agricultural policymakers) and the long-established 
 policy of ‘stamping out’—controlling contagion with animal slaughter  
and movement restriction. We then traced the development of a  
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parallel epistemic community also concerned with animals and infectious 
disease: that of government pest control scientists and their colleagues in 
disease ecology, natural history and conservation. They were primarily con-
cerned with understanding ‘organisms in their environment’, gaining sup-
port by applying their research to boosting agricultural productivity. 
MAFF scientists become involved in disease ecology when dealing with 
myxomatosis in rabbits during the 1950s and were drawn into the bTB 
issue because of their expertise in working with wildlife. Our third epis-
temic community is the most fuzzy—and has experienced rapid change—
the complex alliances involved in campaigning for badger protection. While 
the British ‘badger debate’ has been ongoing for hundreds of years, it was 
reignited in the mid-1960s by canny and charismatic animal advocates. 
When tuberculous badgers were found in the early 1970s, campaigns for 
badger protection were already in full swing.

While initially the three cultures worked closely together to investigate 
the previously unknown connections between M. bovis, cattle and bad-
gers, tensions rapidly manifested—initially between MAFF and animal 
advocates, then with conservationists and ecologists. The epistemic com-
munities around animal health and pest control moved apart as their 
theories and methodologies diverged, creating new internal and external 
pressures on traditionally veterinary-dominated animal health policy. This 
came to a head during the early 1990s, when a new ‘live’ test for bTB in 
badgers turned out to be ineffective. When the expectations of politicians 
and policymakers (that new technologies would solve the bTB problem) 
were broken, disease ecology advocates renewed lobbying for a new 
approach to scientific investigation of the problem.22 In the meantime 
bTB faded into the background, as the emergence of BSE fully occupied 
the attention of MAFF scientists, policymakers, ministers and wider pub-
lics. The policy and political failures associated with animal health, par-
ticularly the attempts of ministers to reassure the public that British beef 
was ‘perfectly safe’ during the BSE crisis, contributed to a disintegration 
of voters’ trust in the Conservative party and their defeat in the 1997 
General Election.23

6.2  ‘a propEr ExpErimEntal assEssmEnt’
On 23 July 1996, the last Conservative Agriculture Minister of John 
Major’s government had announced the third independent scientific 
review into policy on ‘TB in cattle and badgers’ since 1980: the report was 
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delivered to Labour’s new Minister, Dr Jack Cunningham, a year later.24 
The enquiry was chaired by a senior ecologist, Professor John Krebs, and 
included a highly distinguished team including three Fellows of the Royal 
Society, several ecologists, an epidemiologist, a microbiologist, immunol-
ogists and a statistician.25 Krebs et al. concluded that while MAFF’s exist-
ing research findings supported the idea that bTB in badgers was being 
passed to cattle, the evidence was ‘indirect’.26 The various culling policies 
that had been implemented involved different scales, geographical fea-
tures, quantities, frequencies and timings of culls, making it impossible to 
coherently understand their effects. To counter this problem, the Krebs 
group recommended conducting a major field experiment testing the 
effects of badger culling on bTB in cattle—a study directly comparing 
several culling strategies with a ‘control’ (with no culling), where the 
application of each condition was randomly applied.27 The scientists envis-
aged that such a study would take about five years, could provide better 
evidence about whether culling worked, and therefore would be able to 
directly shape policy:

A proper experimental assessment is the only way to test rigorously the 
effectiveness (and cost-effectiveness) of different strategies and to provide a 
sound basis for future policy. Although this would have significant resource 
implications for Government, these must be considered in the context of the 
actual and potential costs of TB. An analogy might be the evidence required 
to recommend the widespread use of a new therapeutic drug.28

By drawing this analogy with biomedicine, Krebs et  al. presented their 
proposed experiment as a randomised controlled trial (RCT), considered 
to be the ‘gold standard’ for research in evidence-based medicine, as well 
as in agricultural and ecological research.29 They appealed to a core idea of 
the new Labour government—evidence-based policy—suggesting that 
the best way of resolving the bTB controversy would be to put politics to 
one side and let policy be determined by the evidence that their proposal 
would deliver.30 Cunningham was convinced, and appointed a new 
Independent Scientific Group (ISG). The group was chaired by Prof. John 
Bourne (former director of the government Institute for Animal Health), 
and included former members of the Krebs group, plus the economist 
member of the 1986 Dunnet group and two further statisticians.31 The 
new ISG was charged with designing and implementing the proposed 
experiment, which they named the Randomised Badger Culling Trial (or 
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RBCT, sometimes known as the ‘Krebs trial’). The RBCT is probably the 
largest field trial yet conducted in the UK: it was carried out across over 
3000  km2 of the South West of England, took over nine years, culled 
approximately 10,000 badgers and cost just over £49 million.32 By the end 
of the trial, the ISG had met 103 times, published six formal reports and 
at least twenty-eight peer reviewed journal articles.33 Since then their find-
ings have been cited, presented, interpreted, contested, analysed, reanal-
ysed and reinterpreted by multiple actors in the bTB debate, who 
sometimes refer to it as ‘the science’ or the ‘sound science’ of badger cull-
ing. While much more research has been conducted since (including anal-
yses of the long-term effects of culling after the RBCT, studies of 
badger–cattle interactions, sophisticated epidemiological models and 
comparisons with other countries), RBCT data still provide the core of 
most contemporary research about bTB in the UK.34

The ISG was charged with the design, implementation and monitoring 
of the RBCT experiment, but from the start the group claimed a wider 
remit: ‘to recommend a combination of measures which, taken together, 
will provide information essential for the establishment of future policy.’35 
The ISG drew up a list of research questions, on topics including cross- 
species disease transmission, wildlife ecology, the genetics of bTB and 
alternative ‘control strategies’ beyond culling. The experiment was 
designed to compare three experimental conditions: culling badgers reac-
tively on an ad hoc basis in response to bTB outbreaks in cattle herds; 
culling proactively across an entire area; and a control condition where 
information was gathered but nothing else was done. The ISG decided 
that these conditions would be implemented across ten ‘triplet’ areas in 
parts of the country where bTB was prevalent—adjacent circles of land, 
each with an approximate area of 100 km2. In the process of implementing 
the design, some modifications were made. Rather than starting the exper-
iment across all ten ‘triplets’ at the same time, it was implemented as and 
when land became available in different places. Krebs had emphasised the 
need to remove all badgers in areas assigned to the culling conditions, 
including repeating culls to prevent ‘recolonisation’.36 However, the ISG 
culls were undertaken on a more restricted basis than had been employed 
in MAFF’s earlier culling trials such as at Thornbury. The ISG was at pains 
to ensure that its work was as ‘humane’ as possible, employing cage-trap-
ping with care, closely monitoring trapped animals and only culling out-
side of the badger breeding season of 1 February to 30 April. This 
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Fig. 6.1 Translating experimental design into lived landscape. Source: Bourne 
et al., ‘Bovine TB: Second Report of the Independent Scientific Group on Cattle 
TB’ (27).38 © Crown copyright, 1999

continued the practices of conservation and animal welfare care which had 
been developed at the Pest Infestation Control Laboratories (PICL); 
responded to concerns of external animal advocates; and ensured that the 
trial complied with the UK’s international legal commitments.37
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The next job was to translate the planned ‘triplet’ design into the land-
scapes of the South West of England, resulting in a shift from idealised 
interlocking circles to messily bordered specific places, taking account of 
human and badger social boundaries (Fig. 6.1). A year in, the ISG reported 
a series of complications and delays—relating to surveying potential trial 
areas, gaining consent from landowners, recruiting staff to do the culling 
and other fieldwork, and localised ‘interference’ with staff and equip-
ment.39 ‘Interference’ was MAFF and the ISG’s term for the actions of 
badger protection activists who opposed culling for various reasons. While 
some advocacy groups campaigned in more conventional ways, others 
acted directly against the RBCT. As had happened intermittently in the 
past, these activists destroyed cage-traps, released trapped badgers and 
damaged equipment: threats were also made against ISG members, MAFF 
officers and government ministers.40 It was three years before the ISG had 
surveyed all ten of the proposed triplet areas, although it had started cull-
ing in seven of these. The experiment had only just gotten into full swing 
when the situation was further complicated by a major outbreak of FMD 
in February 2001. The outbreak brought much of the British countryside 
to a standstill and the RBCT experiment with it. The severity of FMD was 
such that all meat exports were stopped, as were animal and human move-
ments in affected areas. Most of MAFF’s animal health officers and scien-
tists were seconded into the FMD control effort, suspending not only the 
RBCT experiment, but routine bTB controls.41 By the end of the out-
break approximately 10 million animals had been slaughtered, with eco-
nomic and social impacts on farming communities for years to come.42 
When bTB testing resumed in January 2002, it soon became clear that 
bTB incidence had risen sharply (see Chap. 1, Fig. 1.2), creating renewed 
pressure from farming and veterinary groups for policy action, rather than 
more research.43 This had a further knock-on effect for the RBCT trial, 
which was dependent on routine cattle testing to proceed: there was now 
a year’s backlog to catch up with.44

Once the experimental fieldwork finally resumed and the ISG was able 
to start analysing the preliminary data, an unexpected finding emerged, 
which the scientists advised ministers of immediately:

… the incidence of herd breakdowns in reactively culled areas has been con-
sistently greater than expected. This increase was estimated to be 27%, 
though it could be as small as 4.3% or as large as 53%. This increase was 
consistent in all nine triplets that had received reactive culls by the time of 
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analysis (triplet J has not yet been reactively culled). While the larger adverse 
effects may be implausible on general grounds, even a 10% deterioration, if 
it persisted, would clearly be of major concern. (ISG advice to DEFRA, 29 
October 2003)45

Not only was culling not reducing bTB in cattle, it looked like the ‘reac-
tive’ condition was actually making things worse. The ISG recommended 
completing data collection for that season, then stopping the reactive 
condition as it was ‘not a viable base for a future policy option’.46 
However, Labour ministers instead decided that the implications for 
farming were so severe that they stopped reactive culling immediately, 
leaving the dataset incomplete. As the decision was announced, the ISG 
published its preliminary analysis in the scientific journal Nature.47 While 
these events received relatively little attention, the 2005 publication of 
the 5th ISG report, combined with a public consultation, did stoke con-
troversy. Ex-MAFF veterinarian and bTB pioneer John Gallagher 
resigned from Defra’s science advisory group, mustering 420 veterinary 
colleagues to sign a letter of no confidence in the Ministry; opposition 
MP Owen Paterson asked over 600 questions in Parliament about bTB; 
while National Farmers Union (NFU) spokesmen called for an immedi-
ate ‘blitz cull’ in the press.48 In the meantime, Defra’s public consulta-
tion had come back with responses that were overwhelmingly (over 
90%) against badger culling: backstage, political pressures on the minis-
try were building.49

Perturbing Findings, Policy Recommendations

For the next few years, the ISG concentrated on publishing findings from 
the ‘proactive’ culling condition. These seemed contradictory: while bTB 
incidence had dropped by 19% inside areas where badgers had been culled, 
it went up by 29% in areas surrounding these cull zones.50 It was not until 
the ISG published its Final Report on 18 June 2007 that the findings were 
seriously discussed in wider public contexts. This 289-page document, 
(published ten years after Krebs) laid out the ISG’s data, analyses, findings, 
key conclusions and policy recommendations. From inception to final 
report, the ISG’s research had taken over nine years to complete, over 
which time MAFF/Defra’s policy on badger culling could best be sum-
marised as ‘wait for the science’. The report revealed that there had been 
further adjustments to the original research design: as well as cutting short 
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reactive culling, it transpired that several of the ‘triplets’ (meant to provide 
comparable conditions) had migrated significant distances apart, in one 
case to the very different landscapes of North and South Devon.51 We can 
surmise that this was due to the complications of conducting a controlled 
experiment across a living countryside instead of a laboratory: one popu-
lated by reluctant landowners, disillusioned farmers and angry animal 
rights protestors, all intervening in unanticipated and unwelcome ways.

The ISG summarised its overall findings: that reactive culling appeared 
to increase bTB in cattle, while proactive culling decreased it where bad-
gers were culled, but seemed to make things worse in surrounding areas. 
The report also provided a coherent explanation for these apparently con-
tradictory findings—the perturbation effect:

The disruption of the social organisation or structure of badger populations, 
such as that which is caused where trapping/culling has taken place.52

Badgers in Britain tend to live in unusually large family groups defend-
ing well-defined territories over long periods of time. The ISG argued that 
badger culling, particularly when undertaken on an ad hoc, localised basis 
(as in the ‘reactive’ intervention), disrupts this social organisation. As 
Infestation Control Division (ICD) staff had known since at least the 
1960s, an emptied territory was likely to be ‘recolonised’ by badgers from 
adjacent areas; just as Eunice Overend had predicted, this resulted in 
M. bovis spreading further. While the scientific term ‘perturbation’ is used 
throughout the sciences to indicate any kind of unusual interaction, ecolo-
gists use it to characterise and explain the consequences of human distur-
bance of ecosystems on populations and their movements.53 By the 
mid-1990s, mammal and disease ecologists had already linked perturba-
tion to the spread of rabies in foxes and were already speculating about its 
effects on the disease ecology of bTB.54 While the ISG had anticipated that 
perturbation might play a role, devoting an entire subprogramme of the 
project to badger ecology, it had not anticipated the strength of the effect 
on the spread of bTB. It was not until 2007 that the ISG foregrounded 
the idea and term ‘perturbation’,55 arguing that perturbation explained 
both the acute increases in cattle bTB following ‘reactive’ culling and the 
increases in neighbouring areas around ‘proactive’ culling.

Drawing on perturbation theory alongside their own economic analy-
ses, the ISG made a series of policy recommendations. These not only 
pushed back against years of denial (from badger protection campaigners) 
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that the animals harboured M. bovis, but also against agricultural interests’ 
lobbying for a cull:

First, while badgers are clearly a source of cattle TB, careful evaluation of 
our own and others’ data indicates that badger culling can make no 
 meaningful contribution to cattle TB control in Britain. Indeed, some poli-
cies under consideration are likely to make matters worse rather than better. 
Second, weaknesses in cattle testing regimes mean that cattle themselves 
contribute significantly to the persistence and spread of disease in all areas 
where TB occurs, and in some parts of Britain are likely to be the main 
source of infection.56

The ISG argued that badger culling was simply too expensive and risky 
to be economically or practically viable, and that tightening the existing 
regulatory framework of bTB testing and movement control was the 
most viable way forwards for policy. On the day the Final Report was 
published, four members of the ISG gave evidence to a parliamentary 
enquiry on bTB, while John Bourne gave a series of media interviews.57 
Unlike their earlier ‘backstage’ approach to working with policymakers, 
(private briefings and publicly available but technical reports), the scien-
tists had decided to take the conversation about badger culling onto the 
‘frontstage’: it was now critical that their ideas reached wider public 
audiences.

6.3  ‘cutting thE cakE’ of sciEncE and policy: 
thE aftErmath of thE rBct

As soon as the report was published, the ISG came under fire from repre-
sentatives of the NFU, Conservative politicians and media, who renewed 
their calls for culling. Government responses to the report were lukewarm, 
stating only that ministers would ‘consider carefully’ the findings.58 All 
went quiet until four months later, when the government’s Chief Scientific 
Adviser, Sir David King, published a second report on ‘Bovine Tuberculosis 
in Cattle and Badgers’.59 King, a chemist known for his climate change 
advocacy, had convened an alternative expert panel (comprising a mammal 
ecologist, an immunologist and three veterinary scientists): their report 
was endorsed by the Chief Veterinary Officer (CVO). Directly rebutting 
the ISG, but drawing on RBCT data, King et al. concluded that culling in 
high- incidence areas was the ‘best option available at the moment to 
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reduce the reservoir of infection in wildlife’. How was this possible? From 
the start, the ISG had adopted a deliberately broad remit, integrating sci-
entific questions with policy considerations, while King’s group had 
framed the problem narrowly, only considering the effects of ‘badger 
removal’ on bTB without weighing it against other policy options. The 
report justified this move as addressing the ‘scientific basis’, enabling them 
to also  disregard considerations of animal welfare, practicality and the eco-
nomic implications, including the crucial cost–benefit analysis conducted 
by the ISG.60 King’s group only considered the RBCT data on proactive 
culling, including their estimates of how many animals needed to be killed 
and how large an area was necessary to make the strategy viable. They 
combined these figures with their own modelling, looking only at the 
impacts inside culling areas, projecting forwards over longer periods of 
time and exploring the possibility of using ‘hard’ geographical boundaries 
(such as rivers or major roads) to prevent perturbation. While the King 
group drew upon the same data as the ISG, the different boundaries drawn 
around ‘science’ and ‘policy’ enabled them to reach the opposite 
conclusion.61

The ISG immediately defended its claims, arguing that King’s conclu-
sions were unrealistic for policy practice. The ISG, King, politicians and 
others campaigning for and against badger culling then engaged in a 
heated debate, fought out in mass media as well as an enquiry conducted 
by the House of Commons Environment and Rural Affairs Committee:

The scientists—Professor John Bourne, Christl Donnelly, Rosie Woodroffe 
and Sir David King—gave evidence before us. The atmosphere between 
them was interesting; it was probably more of an atmosphere than we some-
times have in here for Prime Minister’s Question Time, such was their com-
mitment to the work they had done.62

Further critiques of the ISG emerged, this time from ex-MAFF veterinary 
officers and scientists, focusing on the detailed design and implementation 
of the RBCT. These included the adjustments that the ISG had made to 
adapt to policy, welfare and practical requirements, the curtailment of the 
‘reactive’ condition and the disruptive effects of badger protection activ-
ism. The vets argued that this meant not enough badgers had been culled 
in the trial areas, increasing the likelihood of disruption to their social 
groups. This resulted in a flawed experiment which could not support the 
ISG’s claims; some argued that the RBCT was actually designed to induce 
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perturbation and was not comparable to the culling regimes used in past 
trials such as Thornbury, which they believed had removed more badgers 
more effectively.63

As the still-ongoing Parliamentary enquiry continued, it unravelled 
the ‘backstage’ sequence of events contributing to the appearance of 
badger/bTB onto the ‘frontstage’ of rural politics.64 As its work 
approached completion, the ISG sent Defra ministers a near-final draft 
of the report on 23 May, but received little or no feedback—while they 
had attempted to communicate directly with ministers when possible, as 
the ISG’s findings about perturbation had emerged, the relationship 
between Defra and the ISG had deteriorated.65 Until a few weeks prior 
to the publication of the ISG’s final report, Defra was briefing that cull-
ing was about to be reintroduced, and correspondence published in 
2015 confirms that Prime Minister Tony Blair had supported this posi-
tion.66 Once again, political expectations of scientists had not been met, 
as was forcefully explained by the Defra minister who had overseen 
much of the ISG, Jeff Rooker:

I have gone back and looked at what we were told the trials would deliver 
10 years ago—that we would find out the extent of TB in the badger popu-
lation, how badgers transmit TB to cattle, that we might have a vaccine, and 
that we would have all the answers. Well, frankly we haven’t, have we? The 
fact that they can’t tell us how TB is spread from badgers to cattle, other 
than it’s respiratory, is not a lot of bloody help to us.67

Shortly after reading the ISG’s final report, the Secretary of State for 
Defra, David Milliband, contacted Sir David King and asked him to 
‘undertake a short objective assessment of the key scientific issues’, which 
‘did not extend to economic or other practical issues’.68 The King report 
was written and delivered to Defra within six weeks: however, it was not 
made public until October 2007, after which ministers finally met with the 
ISG to discuss its findings.

This was due to a critical political transition: on 27 June, only ten days 
after the ISG publication, Gordon Brown took over from Tony Blair as 
Prime Minister, and as part of this shift within Labour, a new Defra min-
ister, Hilary Benn, was appointed. It was therefore Benn who took deliv-
ery of the King report, releasing it to the public in October and then 
meeting the ISG scientists. In July 2008, Benn announced that ‘after a 
great deal of consideration’, he had decided not to resume culling, pri-
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marily on the advice of the ISG scientists.69 Instead, there would be major 
investment in vaccination as a long-term solution to bTB, including fur-
ther clinical research and a new field trial testing badger vaccination. 
While the announcement was welcomed by badger advocates, it pro-
duced correspondingly negative responses from culling advocates, some 
of whom had nicknamed the Minister ‘Veggie Benn’, who interpreted 
this rapid policy reversal as politically motivated. While Krebs and the 
ISG’s original intention that scientific research would directly inform 
bTB policymaking had been met, it was at a deep cost. The disease ecol-
ogy epistemic community—of which the ISG was a part—were now 
regarded as allies by badger advocates, environmentalists and political 
interests on the left; and as opponents by farming advocates and right-
wing political interests.70 While these actors had not changed their posi-
tions on badger culling, some curious reversals had taken place in their 
rhetoric about science and evidence. In 1998, the Badger Trust had cam-
paigned vociferously against the trial, critiquing the validity of the science 
and appealing to EU law to try and stop the research. However, by the 
time that the ISG delivered its final report they were effusive in their 
praise for the ‘sound science’ that demonstrated culling did not work.71 
Correspondingly, NFU representatives had initially welcomed the RBCT, 
anticipating that it would provide evidence to support culling. When the 
ISG instead reached the unexpected and unwelcome conclusion that cull-
ing could make things worse, the NFU also reversed their position, criti-
cising the ISG and selectively citing David King’s report to argue for 
immediate ‘action’.72 Since then, it has become increasing common for 
both pro- and anti-culling actors to argue that ‘the science’ of bTB sup-
ports their arguments, while selectively drawing on different experts or 
interpretations of research findings to do so.

From ‘Evidence-Based Policy’ to ‘Veterinary Advice’: The Post 
2010 Return to Badger Culling

Benn’s decision not to cull badgers had less than two years to embed into 
policy before being upended by the outcome of the next General Election 
in May 2010, when the Brown Labour government was ousted in favour 
of the first Coalition Britain had seen since the Second World War. David 
Cameron became prime minister of an administration formed between his 
own Conservative Party and the Liberal Democrats. While much of the 
rapidly formulated Coalition Agreement involved careful fudging of the 
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two parties’ rather different positions, one easy point of agreement was 
over badgers and bTB. The Conservatives had made a manifesto pledge to 
reintroduce badger culling: while the Liberal Democrats held a similar 
position.73 Within months, the new Farming Minister, Jim Paice, 
announced their plans: the vaccination trials were cut back and replaced by 
a new ‘science-led’ policy, in which licences would be issued ‘to enable 
farmers and landowners to cull badgers at their own expense’.74 Departing 
from Defra’s established best practice, this would be undertaken by a new 
technique referred to as ‘free’ or ‘controlled’ shooting. The idea was to 
adapt existing practices for shooting foxes and deer to ‘free ranging’ bad-
gers, even though the risks of causing suffering were ‘unknown’.75 
Extrapolating from the rather different practices of deer shooting, policy-
makers estimated that free shooting would cost half as much as the long-
established procedure of cage-trapping followed by shooting badgers 
(used in the RBCT).76

Two new ‘pilot culls’ were announced, to be carried out in bTB 
‘hotspots’ in Somerset and Gloucestershire—unlike the RBCT, but like 
the vaccination trials, these were not experimental tests of the effects on 
bTB but were instead intended to ‘test’ out the application of the new 
policy in the field. Ministers took care to flag their engagement with sci-
ence, holding an open meeting at the Royal Society and drawing once 
more on the RBCT data and King et al. to set out the licencing condi-
tions. These stipulated the size, geography and number of badgers that 
would need to be killed in a given area to achieve a 16% reduction of bTB 
in cattle.77 They also appointed not one but two new expert groups—one 
to ‘provide a succinct summary of the natural science evidence base under-
lying bovine tuberculosis policy in the UK’78, and a new ‘Independent 
Expert Panel’ (IEP), asked to ‘look at the effectiveness, humaneness and 
safety of controlled shooting as a culling method’.79 While the plans were 
criticised by badger and animal welfare advocates, as well as Labour politi-
cians in opposition, the idea that the government’s strategy was ‘science- 
led’ seemed to hold.80 However, there was a shift in emphasis—while the 
new policy was based upon ‘the available scientific evidence’, it was also 
critically supported by ‘veterinary advice’. While scientists could only pro-
vide evidence for later interpretation by policymakers, veterinarians were 
visible again as publicly trusted experts on animal health, providing advice 
and directly shaping bTB policy.81

The Coalition’s policy was beset with problems from the start. 
Following high-profile anti-culling campaigns, the first round of culling 
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‘trials’ was delayed. Badger/bTB was debated several times in Parliament, 
and a group of senior scientists (including Krebs, members of the ISG and 
other epidemiologists and ecologists) publicly criticised the culling policy, 
predicting it would not work and would be a ‘costly distraction’ from bTB 
control.82 When the pilots finally started in the summer of 2013, they were 
further disrupted by anti-cull campaigners directly sabotaging attempts to 
kill badgers (as happened during the RBCT), as well as indirect ‘badger 
patrols’ who guarded setts or monitored culling operations in the field. 
Contractors were not killing enough animals to meet government targets, 
and chronic uncertainties over how big the badger population was in the 
first place meant that this figure was adjusted several times, changing the 
success rates of the pilot culls.83 It was this uncertainty which led Defra 
minister Owen Paterson to famously state that ‘the badgers are moving 
the goalposts’—a comment we will return to in Chap. 7.84 Then in 2014 
the IEP investigating badger shooting delivered its final report to the 
Minister. The IEP’s report, like those of its predecessors, did not fulfil the 
expectations of policymakers and politicians to calm public controversy or 
provide legitimacy for bTB policy. Instead, the IEP’s conclusions were 
deeply critical not only of ‘free shooting’ but of the implementation of the 
new policy in general. While the IEP had been charged with assessing free 
shooting only, they found that both pilots had also used cage-trapping, 
without recording exactly how much, confounding the study. The IEP 
concluded that while the trials had been safe (in terms of risks to the pub-
lic), they had not been effective (had not killed enough badgers) or humane 
(too many animals had been shot that took longer than five  minutes 
to die).85

Shortly after the IEP’s report, Defra published their Strategy for 
Achieving Officially Bovine Tuberculosis Free Status for England, which set 
out their full policy plans, including the overall goal—to bring bTB inci-
dence below a threshold set by EU law, lifting some trade restriction—
confusingly, this was referred to as ‘eradication’. The strategy document 
emphasised the need to use ‘all available tools’ up to and including badger 
culling: while it discussed the commissioning of the IEP, their disruptive 
conclusions were not discussed.86 Instead, culling (by whatever method) 
was framed as an established policy approach, used successfully in the past 
in Britain and in the present in other countries, including Ireland and New 
Zealand. In an unprecedented shift, the new strategy moved away from a 
uniform policy to one using different approaches according to the level of 
bTB in the area—from ‘low risk’ in the North and East to ‘high risk’ in the 
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South and West, with an ‘edge’ zone between the two.87 The bTB control 
‘tools’ included tightening of testing and movement regimes for cattle, 
biosecurity practices, badger culling, but also its publicly abandoned coun-
terpart, badger vaccination. The new strategy also brought in a stronger 
emphasis on ‘partnership working’ with industry, veterinary practitioners 
and other ‘stakeholders’. This came hand in hand with an expectation that 
government would bear less of the costs of bTB control and that ‘risk- 
based trading’—in which bTB risks factor into market valuations of cattle, 
meat and milk—would be introduced.88 As we will explore in the next 
chapter, little of this complexity was made visible in the ‘frontstage’ of the 
bTB debate. Shortly after publishing their strategy document, Defra pro-
ceeded with a second year of culling, a move which was publicly criticised 
by IEP and ISG scientists.89 This elision and then open conflict with scien-
tific expertise contrast starkly with the early 1980s (see Chap. 3), when 
scientific recommendations that a culling method was ineffective and 
inhumane resulted in the swift and public withdrawal of Cymag ‘gas-
sing’ from use.

The 2015 General Election saw the replacement of the Coalition gov-
ernment by a Conservative administration (led initially by David 
Cameron and then by Theresa May), opening the most recent phase of 
bTB policy. The intensity of public controversy has subsided somewhat, 
in part due to its displacement by debates leading up to and following 
the UK referendum on withdrawal from the EU on 23 June 2016. 
Meanwhile the ‘backstage’ negotiation of bTB policy has continued, 
with a curious mix of continuity and change. Further culling licences 
have been granted, for culls no longer characterised as ‘pilots’, while 
Defra have progressively adjusted licencing criteria away from the origi-
nal conditions, which were shaped by the ISG, the King group and the 
IEP. The next Defra Secretary, Michael Gove, showed a subtler approach 
to science, environment and agriculture than expected, as he worked to 
persuade scientists, farmers and conservationists alike into backing his 
proposals to replace EU agricultural subsidies with ‘public money for 
public goods’.90 In March 2018, Gove commissioned the ninth expert 
review on badger/bTB to be conducted since 1980, to ‘reflect on prog-
ress being made with implementation of the bTB Strategy’. Even though 
this third Godfray Review had not yet reported, Defra also announced 
the further rollout of culling across the country, citing drops in bTB 
incidence in the initial ‘trial’ areas in Gloucestershire and Somerset.91 As 
we will explore in the next chapter, while media coverage of badger/
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bTB has died down from a media ‘storm’ which peaked in 2013, the 
‘frontstage’ of the controversy remains highly polarised. Locally based 
anti-cull activism continues, in the form of public protests, as well as 
direct ‘sabbing’ activities, disrupting culls out in the field: the ongoing 
conflict has become deeply divisive for many communities across the 
South West.92

Meanwhile, in the backstage of badger/bTB new complexities have 
emerged, alongside renewed signs of interest from all sides in finding 
alternative, more productive approaches to research, policy and practice. 
To start with, long-standing processes of reorganisation and privatisation 
in government research have continued. The Food and Environment 
Research Agency (or FERA, of MAFF’s Agricultural Science Service) was 
privatised in 2014, while the scientists of Woodchester Park were placed 
alongside Defra’s veterinarians in a newly merged Animal and Plant Health 
Agency. As we have seen, earlier reorganisations tended to move around 
the placement of research, policy and implementation functions within 
government, but maintained broad organisational distinctions between 
animal health and agricultural science (including ecological) expertise. 
The impacts of this organisational shift have yet to be documented, but 
the decision was justified in terms of ‘One Health’—the need to address 
multisectoral problems like bTB in a more coordinated way. However, as 
is often the case with One Health, other agendas are at work—in this case 
the Conservative-led ‘bonfire of the quangoes’, in which many arm’s-
length government agencies and regulators have been closed, privatised or 
scaled back since 2010.93 This broader political agenda has also knocked 
on to bTB policy via Natural England (NE), a descendent of the Nature 
Conservancy Committee (NCC), whose scientists had been so critical of 
animal health approaches to badger/bTB during the 1970s and 1980s. 
NE remains the regulatory body which monitors and grants licences for 
interventions in conserved landscapes and legally protected species, and is 
therefore also responsible for licencing the return to badger culling. 
Government ‘austerity’ agendas have hit Defra particularly hard, with 
NE’s budget being cut in half, undermining its core expertise and ability 
to provide independent advice on conservation, or to fulfil its regulatory 
functions.94 The devolution of agricultural policy to Scotland, Wales and 
Northern Ireland has also contributed to the ‘backstage’ diversification of 
complexity in bTB policy, fostering a range of attempts to target and tailor 
bTB control measures (including culling) geographically.95
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While Defra’s CVO regards the culls to be ‘safe, effective and humane’, 
since 2015 the British Veterinary Association (BVA) has opposed free 
shooting (but not culling with other methods) on animal welfare 
grounds—breaking a forty-year history of solidly pro-cull support from 
the veterinary profession.96 Scientific research on the topic has expanded 
and diversified, involving a wider range of methodologies and disciplines 
than ever before, including an increasing emphasis on social research.97 
New testing technologies are being developed which may open up new 
possibilities for bTB policy—by differentiating between vaccinated and 
infected cattle (which the current regime cannot do); and by directly iden-
tifying the presence of mycobacteria in living animals and environments.98 
While debates continue about the applicability of these tests for regulatory 
frameworks, they are already being marketed for private use to farmers and 
veterinarians.99 This diversity has been accompanied by a new willingness 
to engage in dialogue: a good example of this would be a shift in tactics 
from Brian May’s ‘Save Me’ organisation (see Chap. 7) towards sponsor-
ing scientific conferences, farm trials of new technologies and undertaking 
more direct policy engagement.100 Behind the scenes at least, there appears 
to be more potential for exploring the possible ‘diplomatic spaces’ of 
mutual interest and even agreement around badger/bTB than at any time 
since the early 1970s.101

6.4  EpistEmic rivalriEs in BtB policy

By tracing the developing ‘backstage’ story of how bTB policy has changed 
over time, we can gain further insights into the peculiarities of this case, as 
well as into broader changes and problems in science–policy relations in 
the UK. A central feature of British policymaking—the expert-led policy 
review—has been deployed with increasing frequency since the 1990s. 
However, it seems to have become less and less effective (for all con-
cerned) as tensions between the epistemic communities of badger/bTB, 
as well as between scientists and politicians in general, have become dra-
matically visible. The first two parts of this book have charted the origins 
and development of the animal health, disease ecology and badger protec-
tion epistemic communities, their engagement with the new problem of 
badger/bTB, and the changing ‘cultures of care’ developed by these com-
munities along the way.102 Between 1971 and 1996, relations between the 
three changed from a collaborative effort directed at solving the new and 
urgent problem of tuberculous badgers, to open conflict between policy 
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insiders and outsiders, and backstage tensions between government veteri-
narians and ecologists. The twists and turns of badger/bTB since the 
1990s can therefore be understood as the outcome of intensifying epis-
temic rivalries, entrenched by the reorganisation of government research 
and policy following Krebs and the RBCT culling trial. The incoming 
Labour government’s decision to accept Krebs’s recommendations marked 
a major shift away from MAFF’s traditional approach to bTB, character-
ised by ‘stamping out’ in infectious disease control and close working rela-
tionships with the animal health epistemic community. The long- standing 
‘Badgers and Bovine TB’ research programme, led by animal health poli-
cymakers, and involving Ministry veterinary and ecological scientists, was 
closed. While MAFF’s own bTB research continued, it was under the aegis 
of the new programme formulated by the ISG—scientists from outside 
the Ministry. As such, the commissioning of Krebs and then the ISG signi-
fied a loss of influence for the animal health epistemic community, which 
had already been the target of significant criticism for their roles in govern-
ment mishandling of BSE. Around this time, the inclusive but powerless 
Badger Consultative Panel was shut down and replaced by the narrower 
TB Advisory Group (TBAG). While the former was designed to draw all 
parties into the policy process, including representatives from conserva-
tion, animal welfare, veterinary, landowner and farming bodies, the latter 
was focused on bTB control, and largely comprised veterinary and farm-
ing interests.103 Research on the insider–outsider distinction suggests that 
due to their lack of access to policy processes, outsiders tend to focus their 
activities on the public sphere—in other words the ‘frontstage’: for this 
reason we will return to badger protection in the next chapter.104

As has already been emphasised, epistemic communities are not con-
ventionally disciplinary entities—therefore it should be no surprise that 
the Krebs, King and ISG committees were all multidisciplinary, nor that 
the King group included a badger ecologist, while the ISG was chaired by 
a Professor of Animal Health. These review groups are better understood 
as entities connected to the various epistemic communities of badger/
bTB, which in turn form a wider ‘ecology of knowledge’ subject to con-
stant renegotiation and change over time.105 The Krebs and ISG groups 
were both connected with disease ecology (explored in Chap. 4)—most 
obviously through Krebs himself, whose primary expertise is in behav-
ioural ecology. This field combines the traditions of Elton’s ecology with 
Tinbergen’s ethology (animal behaviour): Krebs trained in these groups at 
Oxford University, and has close links with another influential grouping of 
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British ecologists engaged in interdisciplinary, policy-oriented research: 
the ‘Silwood Circle’ of Imperial College London.106 Prior to chairing his 
bTB review, Krebs was the head of the UK Natural Environment Research 
Council and afterwards ran the Food Standards Agency for five years: he 
continues to command considerable influence through his appointment to 
the House of Lords.107 The Silwood group also includes epidemiologist 
Roy Anderson, a pioneer in the mathematical modelling of disease—work 
which directly informed Defra’s drastic FMD culling policy and further 
fuelled tensions with animal health and farming.108 The Krebs and ISG 
groups both included other members of the Silwood and Oxford research 
networks. These connections are also visible in the research design of the 
RBCT, which drew upon classic ecological research methods, including 
randomised, controlled experiments, cost–benefit analysis and 
 mathematical modelling—all intended to make field research more like 
the controlled space of the laboratory and the lab more like the field.109

The hostile reactions to the ISG’s final report from farming representa-
tives, the more specific criticisms from ex-MAFF veterinarians and the 
contradictory conclusions of the King report become much easier to 
understand as part of this process of epistemic rivalry. Contra to recent 
policy scholarship on bTB, these were not coming from a ‘counter- 
epistemic community’ formed in reaction to the ISG, but instead from 
core members of the much older animal health community explored in 
Chap. 3.110 While animal health was still integral to Defra’s policy imple-
mentation by 2007, it had been challenged by the BSE and FMD crises as 
well as by the reorganisation of a ministry devoted solely to agriculture 
and food (MAFF) to one also charged with protecting the environment 
(Defra). Veterinarians have a long history of engaging in disciplinary rival-
ries aimed at expanding or defending their own epistemic authority, and so 
the conflict with the ISG can be understood as a continuation of these 
traditions.111 Krebs and the ISG had taken full advantage of biomedicine’s 
‘rhetoric of control’, gaining policy influence by positioning their approach 
to bTB as more ‘scientific’ than MAFF’s earlier veterinary-led research.112 
In turn, the animal health critics of the ISG pointed out the contrasts 
between the ideal experiment pitched by Krebs and the multiple compro-
mises that had to be made while implementing the RBCT in the field. The 
controversy has become subject to what historian Amanda Rees has 
described as the ‘field experimenter’s regress’—the ease with which scien-
tific findings can be critiqued and unpicked by pointing out the contin-
gencies, compromises and sheer messiness involved in doing field 
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research.113 Veterinarians and farmers have highlighted these limitations 
and the abstracted nature of ecologists’ expertise, while effectively con-
trasting it with their own professional expertise and experiences of dealing 
with bTB in the ‘real world’.114

The responses of Defra and their changing political masters to the ISG 
can also be better understood as an outcome of these epistemic rivalries. 
Krebs had persuaded the New Labour government that a new approach 
was needed, and gained the support of sceptical farmers and landowners 
with the promise of providing evidence to support policy. However, the 
envisaged experiment was not designed to test whether culling worked in 
the first place, but which form of culling worked best, building expecta-
tions that the RBCT would provide scientific legitimacy for badger cull-
ing. When the unexpected and unwelcome findings—that localised 
(reactive) culling might make bTB in cattle worse—started to emerge, the 
research left policymakers with few practical courses of action.115 This 
explains the subsequent distancing between policymakers and the ISG, the 
pro-cull briefings coming out of Defra in 2007, and the commissioning of 
King (with the help of government veterinarians) to reinterpret RBCT 
data in a more useful direction. This ‘cutting of the cake’ of what counts 
as ‘science’ and what counts as ‘policy’ can also be interpreted as boundary- 
work: drawing rhetorical boundaries around the category of ‘science’ to 
further a specific aim.116 Hilary Benn’s reversal to a ‘no-cull’ decision 
(informed by the ISG) reflects political differences between the new 
Brown and old Blair administrations, but was also an attempt to redirect 
the institutional inertia of Defra away from the long-standing pro-culling 
stance of animal health.117 However, there was not enough time for this 
decision to embed into policy before the next election, while the ISG’s 
findings and post-publication dispute had further politicised the problem. 
The breaking of high expectations—this time that science could provide 
‘all the answers’ to a notoriously thorny problem—has created widespread 
disillusionment between scientific, political, policy and campaign actors.

The Coalition and the following Conservative governments’ decisions 
to return to badger culling can also be interpreted in this light. These 
politicians have returned to a trusted epistemic community who can offer 
them authoritative expert advice under ongoing uncertainty (the classic 
working conditions of the veterinarian). Animal health experts can also 
help the current government to deliver a policy that has been increasingly 
vocally demanded by key political supporters in right-leaning and rural 
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constituencies. But how can we explain the ‘backstage’ situation? Recent 
years have seen a breakdown of the distinctions between animal health 
and disease ecology research, and a new willingness to engage in direct 
dialogue. Scientists working with and particularly inside Defra have 
worked hard to redraw the boundaries of science, policy and politics 
blurred by the ISG, arguing that they should lay out ‘the science’, but 
leave decisions to politicians.118 Policy scholar Paul Cairney has written of 
the British government’s ‘imaginative use’ of evidence to make policy—in 
a study of family policy, he demonstrates how policymakers work with, 
around and through developing evidence in order to achieve their own, 
longer-term policy goals.119 A longer view of badger/bTB reveals another 
agenda at work beyond ‘the science’ of bTB control, which I argue has 
directed the overall direction of policymakers’ work on bTB. In contrast 
to the expansions of the 1970s and 1980s, Defra’s research budget has 
been cut  repeatedly since the 1990s—a consistent trend across Labour 
and Conservative governments. Indeed the Krebs report notes the need 
to cut the costs of bTB control, and a wider ‘cost-sharing’ agenda for 
animal health was fully articulated by Defra under Labour.120 However, 
cost-sharing requires the cooperation of industry, opening up badger cull-
ing as a potential quid pro quo and negotiating tool. In October 2007, 
the chair of Defra’s TBAG wrote to the farming minister as follows:

We were struck by the farming industry’s willingness to consider additional 
cattle controls, but they made clear that going down this route without 
addressing the wildlife reservoir could only have a partial impact on levels of 
TB in cattle and, in their view, would not be acceptable given the need to 
control the disease. As we move further towards cost and responsibility shar-
ing for animal health and welfare, including bovine TB, we were also encour-
aged to learn that the farming industries were exploring the costs and 
benefits of the ISG’s recommendations for increased cattle measures and 
would welcome the opportunity to discuss these in more detail with 
Government.121

In other words, the chair of TBAG was saying that industry was willing 
to cooperate with government on tightening up cattle controls (as per the 
ISG’s recommendation) as well as on cost-sharing only if government was 
willing to give them badger culling. As we have already seen, Hilary Benn’s 
decision to not cull would have gone directly against this ‘backstage’ 
negotiation process, perhaps driving some of the intensity of farming reac-
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tions and the politicisation of scientific expertise we have seen. While the 
post-2010 reversal of Benn’s decision and return to culling has further 
driven public polarisation of the debate, it is worth noting that behind the 
scenes Defra has since been more successful at implementing these cost- 
sharing and regulatory agendas. At present, bTB policy (including the 
tightening of cattle controls recommended by the ISG) is (albeit with 
reluctance) being supported (and paid for) by farmers, who in turn have 
been permitted to cull badgers for themselves.122 In Chap. 8, we will revisit 
the long-term retreat of the state in animal health and disease control and 
explore the implications of this for the longer history of bTB beyond the 
culling controversy in Britain.
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CHAPTER 7

Building a Public Controversy

In the last chapter, we explored the interactions between the three epis-
temic communities of badger/bTB (animal health, disease ecology and 
badger protection), policymakers and politicians taking place ‘backstage’—
specialist interactions open to, but rarely scrutinised by, the wider public 
sphere.1 It demonstrated how the backstage manoeuvrings of experts, 
campaigning interests, policymakers and politicians have been constituted 
in relation to the ‘frontstage’ of debates taking place in the wider public 
sphere. For example, it was after the breakdown of working relationships 
with policymakers that the Independent Scientific Group (ISG) ensured 
that their Final Report received wider public attention by giving media 
interviews, and crafting a clear, quotable message: ‘culling cannot mean-
ingfully contribute to the future control of cattle TB in Britain’.2 As we 
saw through the first half of the book, such interactions between policy 
and public spheres have punctuated the history of badger/bTB. Examples 
would include Ruth Murray’s attempt to prosecute the Farming Minister 
using his own badger protection legislation; the controversy following the 
publication of the Zuckerman review in 1980; and the argument between 
the ISG and David King. At various points in time, the arguments and 
decisions made in the relatively restricted spaces of scientific and policy 
fora have been mutually shaped by both mass media coverage and that 
poorly understood and unpredictable creature, public opinion. This has 
changed in recent years: as Britain saw the return of badger culling, bad-
ger/bTB moved dramatically from the margins to the mainstream of 
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 politics. However, this appears to have been a temporary shift. Following 
a brief ‘storm’ of media interest peaking in 2013, coverage levels have 
dropped off and have been occluded by bigger political issues, most obvi-
ously the highly divisive debate over whether, when and how the UK will 
‘Brexit’—leave the EU.

This chapter will investigate the interactions of media, politicians, pres-
sure groups, journalists and audiences, who between them have made 
badger/bTB into a hotly contested issue which receives widespread media 
attention. In the process, it also addresses a wider question for the sociol-
ogy and history of science: what makes a knowledge controversy become 
a public knowledge controversy, and how do controversies affect policy-
making?3 In today’s professionalised sciences, disagreements and contro-
versies are mostly fought out by qualified academics in the relatively 
constrained fora of journal articles, conferences and personal correspon-
dence. While public controversies between and questioning of experts 
have become more common over the past fifty years, compared to every-
day routines of scientific communication, they are still unusual.4 When 
science does become controversial in public, it is often the implications of 
new scientific ideas or technologies which are contested, for example as 
seen in 1990s debates over genetically modified foods.5 Less commonly, 
scientists make and contest knowledge claims in the public sphere instead 
of or alongside their usual fora of academic journals. This makes scientific 
uncertainties, changing knowledge and questioning of established ideas 
publicly visible, with significant implications for policy. A good example 
would be public controversies over Bovine spongiform encephalopathy 
(BSE) in the UK during the late 1980s and early 1990s. At this time, policy 
decisions about BSE and food safety had to be made in the face of deep 
‘unknown unknowns’—when the properties and existence of the transmit-
ting agent, a molecule called a prion, were utterly unanticipated, and scien-
tific understandings of the disease had to be developed under intense public 
and political scrutiny.6 Public knowledge controversies therefore demon-
strate that scientific communication and ‘popularisation’ are not always 
one-way processes of communicating established science to wider publics; 
they are also multidirectional and can contribute to the process of building 
scientific knowledge. They tend to be driven by a combination of internal 
factors pushing them out of specialist fora (e.g. rapidly changing situations; 
communications blocks; disciplinary rivalries); and external factors pulling 
them into mass media (e.g. the power of a good story; direct risks to 
people; political implications).7 As seen in the BSE case, the uncertainties 
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and complexities of ‘science in the making’ exposed during public contro-
versies8 raise critical questions about how ‘experts’, politicians and policy-
makers can best work together to make sustainable policy decisions that 
can work in the long term.

This chapter will examine key contours of British press coverage of bad-
gers and bTB and how it has changed since the middle of the last century, 
as well as how badger/bTB has come to be framed in mass media. It will 
then return to the sequence of events recounted in Chap. 6 to explore 
how badger/bTB has been debated in the frontstage of British policy and 
mass media. We will explore how the long-standing public concerns of the 
British badger debate and of bTB have repeatedly been brought together 
and drawn apart over the past fifty years, as well as how in recent years the 
two have become tightly linked. There has been a series of key changes in 
badger protection campaigning, wider political debates and mass media 
working practices since 2010. I argue that these have all contributed to the 
mainstreaming, polarisation and politicisation of badger/bTB and its 
movement from the ‘backstage’ to the ‘frontstage’ of British animal health 
policy.9 Finally, we will explore how and why this has happened and specu-
late on the consequences for the underlying problems which have made 
badger/bTB into such a notorious policy failure.10

7.1  UK Newspaper Coverage: some Key INdICators

The digitisation of newspaper archives has made it easier than ever to use 
press coverage as a blunt indicator of where and when media pay attention 
to a given issue, providing insights into changes in the public profile of a 
topic over time. It has also made it possible to collect a large sample of 
national press coverage of badger/bTB, which has been analysed along-
side the archival material, policy documents and interviews used as sources 
throughout this research. To this end, three sets of keywords were used to 
search the digital archives of the Guardian/Observer, Independent, Times, 
Telegraph, Mail and Mirror (plus their Sunday editions) from 1950 to 
2000. They were also used to search the Nexis UK database of modern 
print media (narrowed to these titles) from 1995 to 2017. The first (‘bad-
ger’ AND ‘animal’) was designed to capture overall coverage of badgers 
while excluding the unrelated usage of ‘badger’ as a verb and as a name. 
The second (‘bovine tuberculosis’ OR ‘bovine TB’) was designed to find 
coverage of bTB itself; while the third (‘badger’ AND [‘TB’ OR ‘tubercu-
losis’]) found articles discussing badgers and bTB together. The articles 
brought up by these searches were downloaded and added to two  databases 
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(alongside interview transcripts, scans of archival sources and images), 
before and after the publication of the Krebs report in 1997. This search 
process also yielded quantitative data about how the British press has 
 covered the issue, which will briefly be presented here.11 This quantitative 
data offers some useful insights into how media coverage of badgers, bTB 
and the controversy about their connection has changed over the past 
half century.

The broad trends shown in Fig. 7.1 reflect and confirm the stories 
surrounding badgers and bTB over the second half of the twentieth cen-
tury. Early press coverage about bTB focused on the success of the 
Ministry for Agriculture, Fisheries and Food’s (MAFF) Area Eradication 
Scheme, and the 1960 announcement that the whole country had been 
‘attested’.13 Following this, bTB ceased to be of interest until 1975, 
when MAFF announced its new research and policy programme address-
ing the new problem of tuberculous badgers. From then on, most arti-
cles mentioning bTB also mentioned badgers, but not necessarily the 
other way around, as can be seen by the close correspondence between 
‘bovine TB’ and ‘badger + TB’. By contrast, ‘badger + animal’ brought 
up a broad range of material, including natural history columns,  
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articles about toys, holidays and the latest adaptation of Wind in the 
Willows, as well as news coverage relating to bTB. The growing popularity 
of badgers in the public sphere can be traced from a handful of nature 
columns in the 1950s, to around eighty articles a year by the 1990s. Peaks 
in this coverage can be linked to key events in wildlife politics: from the 
1955 Scott Henderson report, through the initiation of badger protection 
campaigns in 1964, to the passing of the Badgers Act in 1973.14 Between 
1975 and 1986, coverage of badgers and of bTB was linked together, as 
suggested by the shared spikes in coverage in 1975 (the start of state-led 
culling) and again in 1982 (when badger gassing ended).15 Through the 
rest of the 1980s and into the 1990s, bTB once again faded from media 
attention, but badgers received more coverage than ever before. Animal 
and environmental politics underwent a radical turn at this time, with 
protests targeted at road expansion, animal experimentation and fox hunt-
ing all hitting the headlines.16 While substantive policy change on these 
issues was limited, animal advocates made significant gains on the issue of 
badger protection, whereby the 1973 Badgers Act was strengthened in 
1992 and 1993.17 Campaigning leading up to and following this success 
recreated badgers as a media story in their own right, decoupled from bTB.

As we moved into the twenty-first century, while badgers continued 
to be covered more than bTB, the two stories started to align once 
again. Peaks in coverage can be linked to key events in the culling con-
troversy, such as the start of the Randomised Badger Culling Trial 
(RBCT) trial and the ISG/King controversy in 2007. As the Brown 
Labour government became weaker and General Election campaigning 
started, coverage of badger/bTB dropped away as news agendas turned 
towards mainstream political events. This pattern—of highly episodic 
coverage, linked to key policy or political events—has been present since 
the early 1970s in badger/bTB and is highly characteristic of environ-
mental news coverage in general.19 Since Labour lost power in 2010 and 
subsequent administrations have started returning to culling, the media 
debate has changed. As can be seen in Fig. 7.2, press coverage of bad-
ger/bTB started climbing as soon as the incoming Coalition announced 
its intention to return to culling in 2011, peaking in 2013 but then 
returning to mid-2000s levels by the end of 2017. In the process, media 
coverage of badgers and of bTB have become more closely linked than 
ever before. While of course we don’t know what will happen next, this 
post-2010 pattern seems different. Not only was the 2013 peak three 
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times higher than ever before, it cannot be easily attributed to any single 
event—we will explore the implications of this shift in Sect. 7.4.

British national newspapers operate an overtly politically ‘partisan’ sys-
tem, whereby each title has a distinctive and widely understood political 
orientation, manifesting (for example) as endorsements of political parties 
during General Elections. As well as differing in their political orienta-
tions, newspapers can be further characterised as ‘broadsheet’,  ‘mid- market’ 
and ‘tabloid’ titles, and while the physical differences between newspapers 
have blurred, it is clear from their content and design that these distinc-
tions are still meaningful (see Table 7.1). These titles cater to significantly 
different demographics in their readership, particularly in terms of social 
class, income and political opinions (broadly congruent with those 
expressed in the newspaper they buy).20

Figure 7.3 shows the distribution and amount of coverage of badger/
bTB across the sampled titles, as well as how this has changed over the 
decades. We can see that, on the whole, badger/bTB has been covered 
more by right-wing titles than left-wing, reflecting these newspapers’ 

 A. CASSIDY



247

Table 7.1 UK national newspapers by format and political orientation

‘Tabloid’ ‘Mid- market’ ‘Broadsheet’

‘Left’ Mirror
Morning Star

Guardian/Observer
Independent/‘i’

‘Centre’ / no clear 
orientation

Star 
Sunday People
Metro (freesheet)

Financial Times

‘Right’ Sun / Sun on Sunday / 
News of the World

Mail 
Express

Times 
Telegraph

 alliances with rural interests. It has been covered far more by broadsheets 
than tabloids, in a pattern consistent with much scientific and environ-
mental news.21 Of more significance is the increasing levels of coverage 
from the mid-market Mail and tabloid Mirror, particularly since 2010. 
This is consistent with overall increases in coverage, but also marks a shift 
in the visibility of badger/bTB to new audiences—and given the higher 
circulation of these titles, many more people than ever before.
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7.2  agrICUltUral malaIse or eNvIroNmeNtal rIsK? 
medIa FramINgs oF Badger/BtB

These bare figures can be fleshed out into a richer picture by looking at the 
content of newspaper stories about badger/bTB, and particularly at how 
the issue has been ‘framed’. Like historians of medicine, scholars of mass 
media use framing to analyse how and why particular issues come to the 
attention of journalists. Their focus tends to be more specific, document-
ing what gets included in a story and what doesn’t, as well as the other 
issues any given topic is linked to. Media framings are not independently 
created: instead they are a product of the interactions of advocates’ 
attempts to ‘set the agenda’; the judgements of journalists and their edi-
tors about what makes a ‘good story’; and the preferences of audiences, 
expressed through sales and increasingly via social media.22 Since the 
1990s, press coverage of badger/bTB can be characterised as framed in 
one of two ways: either bTB as an agricultural problem; or badger culling 
(one of several policies for controlling bTB) as an environmental risk. 
From the late nineteenth century up to the 1960s, bTB was primarily 
framed as a (human) public health problem: today risks to human health 
are only sporadically and strategically discussed. Even so, these framings of 
badger/bTB are broadly consistent with contemporary ‘social representa-
tions’ of infectious disease, also visible in discussions of diseases like HIV/
AIDS and influenza. Each has clearly identified ‘victims, villains and 
heroes’: although who (or what) gets to play each of these roles is different 
in each framing.23

Framing One: An Agricultural Malaise. The first way of writing media 
stories about badger/bTB should be familiar from the animal health cul-
tures of care explored in Chap. 3. The agricultural frame positions the 
disease as a resurgent problem severely affecting rural communities and 
the national economy. Farmers are portrayed as the primary victims (via 
the loss of their cattle), but also as key professional experts—curiously, 
they appear much more frequently and prominently than veterinarians. 
The seriousness of the bTB problem is emphasised by highlighting the 
zoonotic nature of the disease, and cases of bTB in other livestock (such 
as llamas), pets and particularly in humans receive a great deal of attention. 
Despite this, sick cows do not feature, primarily because Britain now rarely 
sees such cases. The collective slaughter of cattle testing positive for M. 
bovis is emphasised through large numbers: individual cows rarely appear, 
except (for example) during the 2007 conflict in Wales over the sacred bull 
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Shambo.24 In line with animal health, the primary symptom of bTB is 
depicted as its economic impact—upon government, industry and indi-
vidual farmers. The heroic stories of such farmers—struggling financially 
but also emotionally with bTB—provide personal depth to this reporting. 
They also place the disease into an ongoing narrative about the failures of 
animal health policy in Britain by connecting current problems to earlier 
disasters, including the 2001 outbreak of foot and mouth disease (FMD), 
and further back to BSE.25 This links bTB into broader discourses of ‘mar-
ginalised rurality’—the idea that rural perspectives are sidelined in British 
society—which have become increasingly politicised in recent years:

A beef and sheep producer with arable interests, [incoming NFU President] 
Ms Batters says farmers are the best custodians of the countryside. But she 
warns that they are coming under increasing fire from animal rights activists, 
environmentalists and militant vegans. With consumers more interested in 
where their food comes from, growers and livestock producers ‘cannot 
afford to be silent’, or this void will be ‘filled by others’, she adds.

Under attack: ‘We have seen it with veganism, the badger cull and crop 
protection. We have been an industry under attack, but reacting to the noise 
is the worst thing farmers can do’, she tells Farmers Weekly. ‘Actually, farm-
ers should be really proud of what we do and we need to get those messages 
across. It’s about being more positive, less reactive.’26

Farmers are recognised as having immediate ‘experiential expertise’, 
and their first-hand testimony is used in a similar way to that of patients in 
health reporting.27 Yet they are also portrayed as helpless victims, unable 
to do anything in the face of an unstoppable plague, while ‘urban elites’ 
are imagined as indifferent or hostile to the agricultural sector. While vet-
erinarians do feature as legitimate experts dealing with the problem, poli-
cymakers and government are deeply distrusted.28 When scientists appear 
they tend to be those supportive of culling, such as Sir David King, and 
the ‘sound science’ of such experts is also invoked. Finally, the history of 
the controversy features, in discussions of the ‘Thornbury experiment’ of 
the 1970s, or of earlier culling policies such as gassing.29 This demon-
strates the strategic role of memory in public controversies: while these 
past policies are recalled, the compelling reasons for their abandon-
ment are not.

A second victim of bTB, curiously only visible in the agricultural frame, 
is the sick and suffering badger. The effects of tuberculosis on badgers 
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themselves are discussed in some detail, and concerns may be expressed 
for their suffering. In this framing, killing sick or ‘dirty’ badgers can be 
understood as ‘taking care’—of sick wildlife, of livestock populations, and 
of agricultural communities and businesses.30 Again in line with animal 
health and farming cultures of care, the proper role of people in relation 
to animals and environments should be to restore a ‘natural balance’ and 
take on stewardship of the countryside. This natural balance is seen as cur-
rently disrupted by overly strict protective legislation, leading to badger 
populations growing ‘out of control’.31 More often, the diseased badger is 
not sympathetic but a ‘guilty victim’, to be feared, stigmatised and 
excluded just as we do with human disease victims who lack power.32 
Badgers were constructed as the chief agents or causes of the bTB epi-
demic, therefore positioning culling as the most obvious solution to the 
problem. Today’s agricultural framings of bTB have continued to high-
light other negative traits of badgers unrelated to the disease, such as vio-
lence, predation on other charismatic wildlife such as hedgehogs, disruptive 
digging and crop destruction. This is emphasised by the frequent reuse of 
stock images of badgers and cows together: a situation so rare in life that 
some biologists think that these photographs were staged.33 The Bad 
Badger, present in British culture for centuries, persists and has been trans-
formed by its connection with bTB into more of a villain than 
ever before.

Framing Two: An Environmental Risk. The second way of talking 
about badger/bTB in mass media eclipses and elides infectious disease 
almost entirely, focusing instead on the favoured ‘agricultural frame’ solu-
tion to bTB: culling wild badgers. This framing tends to downplay disease 
problems and risks, acknowledging the existence of bTB, but treating it as 
largely absent—by inference (like its human equivalent), a solved problem 
of the past.34 Sick cattle are never seen, badgers do not become ill and 
human health risks are not discussed. Up until the ISG’s findings were 
made public, the idea that badgers could carry tuberculosis at all was dis-
puted by many badger advocates.35 While the connection between cows, 
badgers and M. bovis is now generally acknowledged, the significance and 
direction of badger–cattle transmission (compared to cattle–cattle trans-
mission) and the extent to which badgers show clinical symptoms are still 
heavily contested. Instead, farming practices—including cattle trading, 
stress, poor hygiene and intensive breeding—are highlighted as the main 
causes of the resurgence of bTB. These causes are also rooted in accounts 
of the recent past: in this case the intensification of farming and its 
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 consequences, for livestock, wildlife and environments. The possibility of 
 avoiding culling in the first place through vaccination has been widely 
advocated as an alternative, implicitly drawing upon audiences’ familiarity 
with human medical care.36

Instead, the focus shifts to badger culling as an environmental risk. The 
consequences of culling for animals, ecosystems, public order and the 
popularity of politicians are highlighted. The political and economic risks 
of culling policies are emphasised, with widespread citation of high polic-
ing costs (due to protests) and cost–benefit analyses suggesting culling is 
not economically viable. Casting government in general or particular poli-
ticians as the villains, this framing assumes that ‘the public’ is strongly 
opposed to badger culling.37 As in the agricultural framing, experiential 
experts—in the form of animal rescue volunteers and activists—loom 
large, providing first-hand accounts of badger persecution, as well as 
heroic stories from the ‘front line’ of confrontations with those undertak-
ing the Conservatives’ new ‘trial culls’.38 Campaigners are attributed the 
role of experiential and moral experts, not only bearing witness, but also 
arguing that humans bear the responsibility for preventing and alleviating 
non-human suffering. Scientists and conservationists are prominently 
depicted as the professional experts who know most about badger/
bTB. When the Badger Trust opposed the RBCT trial in the 1990s, it 
drew heavily upon the scientific credentials of their then spokesperson, Dr 
Elaine King, and her PhD in badger ecology.39 More recently, the ecolo-
gists and scientists associated with the ISG—particularly Krebs, Bourne 
and Woodroffe—have been most prominent, as have famous ‘telenatural-
ists’ such as Chris Packham. While specific scientific issues are discussed 
(such as the perturbation effect, or the consequences of culling for rural 
ecosystems), science also features as a generalised source of authoritative 
knowledge. The trope of ‘sound science’ is fully mobilised by anti-cull 
campaigners; these tactics are also deployed by scientists themselves when 
criticising the current culling policy:40

The government’s chief vet, Christine Middlemiss, said the first cull areas, in 
Gloucestershire and Somerset, were starting to see drops in TB in cattle, and 
a full analysis of the data was under way. [ISG scientist Rosie] Woodroffe 
said: ‘Claims that the culls are reducing cattle TB is based on cherry-picking 
data from a report produced by government scientists. It states explicitly 
that “these data alone cannot demonstrate whether the badger control pol-
icy is effective in reducing bovine TB in cattle”.’ Middlemiss did not  mention 
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another cull area, Dorset, where TB rates appear to be rising. Dominic Dyer, 
the chief executive of the Badger Trust, said: ‘This is the largest destruction 
of a protected species in living memory. By the end of 2018, the govern-
ment will have spent over £50m of public funds killing over 67,000 badgers 
(since 2013), which could push the species to the verge of local extinction 
in areas of England where it has lived since the ice age. The badger cull is a 
cruel, costly and ineffective policy and its continuation is a national 
disgrace.’41

While disease victims are absent, the central victim—not of bTB but of 
human capriciousness—is instead the Good Badger, constructed as a char-
ismatic wildlife species and symbol of idealised British ‘nature’. Culling is 
the human intervention disturbing the ‘balance of nature’, which in this 
framing is best achieved by the withdrawal of humans altogether. Badgers 
are further described as a ‘scapegoat’ for the bTB problem, enabling farm-
ers, rural interests, policymakers or politicians to avoid addressing a prob-
lem implicitly caused by their own actions.42 The actual or potential 
suffering of wild badgers has provided a focus for highly emotive coverage, 
whether the culling method is free shooting or the more well-established 
cage-trapping technique.43 While gassing has been long abandoned, the 
rhetoric that badgers are victims of a human inflicted ‘holocaust’ persists 
(at times to the dismay of British Jews), emphasising the large numbers 
killed. Unsurprisingly, these deaths were linked with illegal practices of 
badger persecution and killing (thought by campaigners to be on the rise), 
the politics of fox hunting and representations of pro-cull actors as psy-
chologically unbalanced.44 In the agricultural framing, British wildlife 
politics is presented as an aspect of ‘urban–rural conflict’. By contrast, in 
environmental framings opposition to culling is presented as an aspect of 
a broader ethical outlook, part and parcel of a pro-environmental world-
view and identity. Visual images also reinforce the Good Badger—by using 
wildlife photography these framings immediately recall the long, affec-
tionate history of badgers’ appearances on natural history television in 
Britain.45 Cute and literally fluffy animals feature prominently (particularly 
cubs in animal rescue settings), alongside shocking images of dead and/or 
suffering badgers: both these tropes draw upon long-standing traditions 
of animal campaigning.46

Not only do these mutually exclusive framings talk about badger/bTB 
differently, but which media they appear in, and the cast of characters who 
are interviewed, cited and discussed are very different. The agricultural 
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frame appears most often in right-wing national, farming and South West 
local press and tends to be written by journalists specialising in agriculture, 
the countryside or by conservative columnists. Key institutional actors 
include Defra, the NFU, the Farmers’ Union of Wales and the National 
Beef Association. Given their centrality to animal health policy, veterinary 
associations rarely appear, but practising veterinarians do feature in this 
coverage. Farmers were the most frequently interviewed source: other 
individual sources include Conservative Party politicians, celebrities and 
various members of the British royal family. Stories using the environmen-
tal frame tend to appear in left-wing national newspapers and conservation 
magazines, and are mostly written by environmental and science journal-
ists, or left-wing commentators. Barring Defra, an entirely different set of 
institutional actors appear, the most prominent of which is the Badger 
Trust. Considering its small size and tiny budget compared to many 
NGOs, the Trust’s public prominence evidences a continuing tradition of 
highly skilled media relations. Other actors include the much larger 
RSPCA and more recently a coalition of animal welfare groups under the 
banner of ‘Team Badger’. Instead of farmers and vets, we see animal res-
cue volunteers, protesters on marches, and activists directly disrupting 
culling. Since founding his Save Me Trust, the rock star Brian May has 
become a key source, and a wave of other celebrities have appeared in the 
environmental frame. While most coverage has used one of these two 
framings, some articles have sought to take a more traditionally journalis-
tic, neutral stance, in which both were deployed, using the flip from one 
to the other as a narrative device. While publics’ knowledge and views of 
badger/bTB are less well studied, similar framings can be discerned in 
social media and other online fora focused on the topic.47

7.3  CoNstItUtINg aNd CoNtestINg Badgers, BtB 
aNd CUllINg

Throughout this book, I have used ‘badger/bTB’ as a shorthand for the 
central question under debate in this public knowledge controversy—Do 
wild badgers carry and pass bTB to domestic cattle, and if so, what should 
be done about it? As we have seen, over the past fifty years, it has taken a 
lot of work to bring the previously separated issues of badgers and bTB 
together into the single issue we see today. Research on environmental and 
public communication has shown how journalists, audiences,  campaigners, 
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politicians and experts of various sorts work together to  constitute an issue 
into something that is paid attention to in the public sphere. This involves 
making and contesting knowledge claims; writing (and convincing editors 
to publish) pieces in media; and taking on board (or ignoring) coverage 
about the topic at hand.48 In turn, media debates can set, shape, build and 
break political and policy agendas, perhaps increasingly so in an era where 
policy actors use coverage as a proxy for wider public opinion, and cam-
paigners put huge resources into gaining it.49 Dramatic events, claims, 
counter-claims and appealing stories attract coverage and draw audience 
attention not only to the topic but to the various actors’ framings of the 
issue—as demonstrated above. Others with differing views respond with 
their own counter-claims, which may or may not be persuasive. In the 
longer term, this is how political, social, scientific and environmental issues 
become constituted, reconstituted and dissolved in the ‘public arenas’ of 
mass media.50 Having explored the general characteristics of contempo-
rary UK media coverage of badger/bTB, the rest of this chapter will trace 
the public constitution and development of badger/bTB in the long term. 
It will return to the sequence of events recounted in Chap. 6; but will shift 
the focus to the ‘frontstage’ of policy debates as they have played out in 
mass media. As we will see, while the key events are the same, the details 
and dynamics of the debate have been very different: subtle rivalries and 
detailed interpretations of evidence are replaced by dramatically performed 
protests and emotive rhetorical flourishes.

As suggested by the data in Fig. 7.1, up until the 1990s, the distinct 
issues of badger protection and of bTB control came together and moved 
apart several times in the ‘frontstage’ of the debate.51 When it was consid-
ered at all, bTB provided a classic narrative of the triumph of modern 
(veterinary) public health programmes over disease—until it was con-
nected to badgers. By contrast, the public story of the badger was one of 
increasing visibility, initially through popular natural history across multi-
ple media forms, and then through the energetic media work of badger 
protection campaigners, drawing in a diverse coalition of actors, including 
amateur naturalists, professional field biologists, animal welfare campaign-
ers, the Women’s Institute (WI) and politicians across party lines. They 
successfully reframed the older British ‘badger debate’ in relation to public 
concerns over environmental damage and the politics of wildlife welfare. 
This meant that by the time the news of tuberculous badgers broke, it was 
reported in terms of concern for wildlife rather than cattle: the initial news 
triggers were the passing of protective legislation and Ruth Murray’s 
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attempt at prosecuting the Farming Minister.52 Coverage of bTB as animal 
health was largely confined to specialist contexts—agricultural correspon-
dents and local and farming press.53 From this point onwards, bTB was 
mostly reported in terms of badger protection, while badger protection 
continued to be covered in addition to bTB.

Given that media were foregrounding farmers’ illegal ‘gassing’ of bad-
gers, and that naturalists had already established themselves as accessible, 
articulate and authoritative experts on the matter, it was relatively easy for 
them to set the public agenda on bTB.54 MAFF tried to argue that their 
research was ‘aimed at settling once and for all the old argument over 
whether badgers infect cattle with bovine tuberculosis’, but this was rarely 
reported.55 Backstage, MAFF had managed to form a broad consensus 
that culling using Cymag (‘gassing’) was the most humane way of dealing 
with the problem. However, media responses to the new policy were very 
different, with naturalists directly challenging the causal links drawn 
between badgers, M. bovis and cattle, while illegal gassing by farmers was 
presented as continuous with illegitimate gassing by Ministry officials. 
Rhetorics of the ‘mass extermination’ of badgers by authorities would 
have been particularly resonant for the post-war generations making up 
public audiences of the time.56 This coverage—present in newspapers 
across the political spectrum—continued into the pre- and post- publication 
controversy around the Zuckerman review and MAFF’s abandonment of 
gassing in 1982. It was congruent with the broader convergence of the 
‘cultures of care’ of conservation, environmentalism and animal rights dis-
cussed in Chap. 5. Moving into the 1980s and 1990s, bTB receded as a 
public issue, while wildlife politics (including badger persecution and fox 
hunting) became even more prominent. Further badger protection cam-
paigning, including the adoption of media-friendly public spectacle (see 
Chap. 5, Fig. 5.4) was highly successful, culminating in the passing of the 
Badgers Act (1991), the Protection of Badgers Act (1992)—making it 
illegal to interfere with a sett without a government licence—and the fur-
ther scaling back of culling for bTB control.57

The adeptness of badger advocates at setting media agendas continued 
in the early coverage of the RBCT experiment, sometimes referred to as 
the ‘Krebs trial’. The National Federation of Badger Groups (NFBG, now 
Badger Trust) acquired a new media team: Dr Elaine King, a scientist who 
had trained at Woodchester Park, and PR specialist Trevor Lawson.58 
Together, they mobilised King’s own expertise to critique the new 
 government plans, arguing it was based on ‘weak science’: ‘The experiment 
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is fundamentally flawed. In some of the target areas farmers are already kill-
ing badgers illegally and this will affect the outcome … In other places 
landowners are denying access to land. And the traps cannot be guaranteed 
to catch all the badgers in an area.’59 Backstage, the RBCT had been sup-
ported by the RSPCA, National Trust, British Veterinary Association 
(BVA) and NFU because they were persuaded that ‘better evidence’ was 
needed.60 Frontstage, farmers were more equivocal: ‘Something has to be 
done. I don’t know if it’s badgers. You say thousands of badgers have been 
killed. Well, 31,000 cows have been killed as well. I just know this experi-
ment is the best thing we’ve been offered. I’m imploring it all to go for-
ward. It’s affecting us all.’61 Public debates were laying bare the growing 
differences between the epistemic communities of badger/bTB.  While 
farmers cared for their cattle and their livelihoods, badger protection advo-
cates were primarily concerned with the prospect of ‘their’ species being 
killed. Both found themselves at odds with policy-facing actors, whose cul-
tures of care operated at a broader scale, concerned with (for example) the 
economic welfare of agricultural industries, preservation of landscape or 
minimising animal suffering.

When the emerging RBCT data suggested that badger culling might 
make bTB worse, the response from ministers was to shut down part of 
the experiment, while policymakers distanced themselves from the 
ISG. While the news was made public, it did not receive much attention, 
and MAFF continued planning for re-implementing culling, briefing to 
the press that this would happen.62 When the ISG eventually went public 
with their conclusions about culling and perturbation in 2007, the 
response from the NFU was one of shock and surprise: ‘Sir John’s 
[Bourne] report is a counsel of despair. We are not prepared to accept it.’63 
Conservative commentators echoed these sentiments, describing the 
ISG’s work as a ‘bombshell’ and citing bTB as another issue in which an 
increasingly beleaguered countryside was ignored by the ‘metropolitan’ 
interests allegedly dominating the Labour government. This narrative, 
also fostered by the burgeoning Countryside Alliance, placed bTB along-
side the outlawing of hunting with hounds, animal health problems such 
as BSE and FMD, and environmental reforms of the EU’s Common 
Agricultural Policy.64 These responses of shock, surprise and rejection of 
the ISG’s research intensified when the following year Defra Secretary 
Hilary Benn reversed bTB policy, taking the scientists’ advice, and decided 
not to cull: ‘a move welcomed by environmentalists but condemned as a 
disaster by farmers’—widely interpreted as politically motivated.65 Even 
the Badger Trust appeared to be surprised by the ISG’s findings.66 Given 
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that MAFF specialists had been aware of ‘badger movement’ and ‘recolo-
nisation’ since the 1970s, that ecologists had been researching perturba-
tion and infectious disease since the mid-1990s, and that the ISG had 
been flagging the possibility for some years, the degree of surprise evi-
denced in media reporting suggests implies an widening gap between the 
‘backstage’ and ‘frontstage’ of the policy debate.

The Return of Culling: Public Polarisation of bTB. In recent years, 
media debates over badgers and bTB seem to have undergone a signifi-
cant—if possibly temporary—shift in visibility. During the pre-election 
year of 2009, levels of press coverage dipped as news agendas became 
occupied with mainstream politics. Since the incoming Coalition govern-
ment announced their intention to return to badger culling (a policy 
agenda which has been progressively implemented ever since), these cov-
erage patterns have changed. Rather than the long-standing pattern of 
episodic spikes, after 2010 press rose steeply to over 350 articles in 2013, 
before returning to similar levels to the mid-2000s. While the knowledge 
controversy over badger/bTB has always had a public aspect to it, over the 
past ten years it has become significantly more public. So what happened? 
Why did this relatively obscure, chronic and complex policy problem sud-
denly become so much more newsworthy? In other words, why did we see 
‘peak badger’ during 2013? Furthermore, what are the implications—for 
badger/bTB, for science-policy and for wider political debates—of wider 
media interest in the issue having faded almost as quickly as it appeared?

The post-2010 story of the return to badger culling has been one of 
progressive policy expansion, punctuated by deep uncertainties, persistent 
contestation of ‘the science’, many public protests and some spectacularly 
ridiculous news stories. While it was important to government that their 
policies were seen to be ‘science-led’ (albeit reliant on careful interpreta-
tions of the RBCT), we have seen increasingly strident criticisms of badger 
culling from scientists. These criticisms initially came from Lord Krebs and 
members of the ISG, but are now voiced across much wider scientific and 
policy networks. These public tensions were magnified when one of two 
expert panels appointed by Coalition ministers reached the conclusion 
that culling using ‘free shooting’ was neither humane nor effective, gov-
ernment ignored this advice, and members of the panel joined in scientific 
criticisms of government policy (see Sects. 6.3–6.4). As had happened 
after the Zuckerman report in 1980, the Krebs report in 1997 and the 
ISG report in 2007, once again an expert report had had the effect of 
opening up public debates, drawing media attention to the problem and 
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creating further controversy. While these tensions have become much 
more public, they are continuous with the post-ISG situation of the mid- 
2000s, itself the outcome of a history of rivalries between the epistemic 
communities clustered around animal health and disease ecology policy.

As with most public knowledge controversies, a combination of ‘push’ 
and ‘pull’ factors has been responsible for moving the topic further into 
the public sphere.67 Epistemic rivalries acted as a strong ‘push’ for scien-
tists connected with disease ecology to turn to public channels to make their 
case, particularly since 2007. In response, government animal health 
experts have changed their communications strategy, with the Chief 
Veterinary Officer (CVO) and Chief Scientific Adviser (CSA) taking on 
a new role:

… to provide information to those having to make decisions, including the 
public, and to ensure that the uncertainties around that information are 
made clear. When scientists start to stray into providing views about whether 
decisions based upon the evidence are right or wrong they risk being 
politicised.68

In contrast with the ISG’s broad ambitions to make recommendations 
that would directly establish bTB policy, this position neatly re- 
circumscribes the boundaries of science and politics, putting the responsi-
bility for decision-making firmly on the shoulders of politicians. However, 
this move may risk further politicising the problem.69

These ‘backstage’ drivers have been accompanied by a series of more 
visible ‘frontstage’ shifts, particularly relating to NGO campaigning, the 
alignment of the issue with partisan divides in British politics and media 
working practices. While badger protection groups have been active since 
the 1970s, it was not until 1996 that the NFBG registered as a charity, 
renaming itself Badger Trust in 2006.70 In 2014, the Trust acquired a new 
‘CEO’, professional lobbyist Dominic Dyer, already involved in badger/
bTB in his previous position with the animal advocacy group Care for the 
Wild.71 In line with wider trends in the NGO sector, the Trust has profes-
sionalised significantly since 2010, moving away from its roots in popular 
natural history and becoming more involved with fundraising and lobby-
ing activities.72 A wider range of conservation and animal campaign groups 
have become involved with the badger/bTB debate, including the Save 
Me Trust, a wildlife charity founded and funded by the rock star Brian 
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May. May has acted as the focus for a campaigning coalition known as 
Team Badger, which coordinates formal organisations with broader public 
activities, including protest marches and ‘Wounded Badger Patrols’ moni-
toring local culls.73 There has also been widespread illegal and semi-legal 
direct action conducted against the cull trials including protest camps, 
‘sabbing’ of traps and equipment, and targeting of individuals.74 Since 
2010 campaigners have also brought a series of court cases against the 
British and Welsh governments over culling policies: while these have been 
unsuccessful so far, they have enabled further public scrutiny of the scien-
tific basis used to support policy.75

Despite its long-term entanglement with British conservation, environ-
mental and animal politics, until quite recently badger/BTB has not been 
aligned clearly with the left–right partisan divides of British party politics. 
Early badger protection campaigners built broad alliances of support for 
legal changes and against culling which included both Conservative and 
Labour politicians. Similarly, while changes in bTB policy have been asso-
ciated with transitions in governments, they have been equally symptom-
atic of rivalries and shifts within political parties as between them. This 
changed in 2008, when Labour minister Hilary Benn ruled out a culling 
policy. While his decision seems to have been driven by an openness to 
advice from a broad range of scientists and a reaction against the previous 
Blair government’s pro-culling agenda, it was interpreted (by commenta-
tors on both left and right) in the context of increasingly politicised 
debates over agriculture, rurality, class and the environment. The 2010 
election campaign saw Conservatives adopt a manifesto pledge to return 
to badger culling, and since 2011, Labour in opposition has actively cam-
paigned against culling, working closely with NGO campaigners.76 Labour 
have now folded their opposition to badger culling into broader commit-
ments to strengthening animal welfare policy.77 Conservative internal poli-
tics around badger/bTB have been equally complicated. By 2010, liberal 
modernisers (led by David Cameron) had adopted a pro-environmental 
stance, symbolised by his election promise to deliver the ‘greenest govern-
ment ever’. However, this was resisted by more traditional factions in the 
party, who—allied with right-wing press commentators and landowning/
agricultural interests—took an increasingly partisan position on environ-
mental issues including climate change and regarded a return to badger 
culling as a key goal.78 During the Coalition government, both factions 
were needed to maintain party unity, making badger culling a relatively 
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easy way of doing this (alongside commitments to a referendum on mem-
bership of the EU). As such the 2012 replacement of Caroline Spelman (a 
moderniser) in the role of Defra Secretary by Owen Paterson (a tradition-
alist) was an early signal of the shifting balance of power. This was particu-
larly because Paterson was known to have long campaigned for badger 
culling, as well as being a climate- and Eurosceptic.79 While Paterson lost 
his job in 2014, the culling policy stayed and was further rolled out fol-
lowing the election of a Conservative government in 2015. In the ‘front-
stage’ of bTB policy, the controversy has now settled into a politically 
partisan, binary debate for and against badger culling, in line with wider 
trends towards the public polarisation of environmental issues in the 
USA and UK.80

Making News. Together, these changes created many more stories 
appealing to ‘news values’ (factors which journalists and editors believe 
will appeal to audiences).81 After so many years of scientific research, argu-
ments over interpretations of ‘the evidence’, briefing and counter-briefing, 
something was happening. Not only had politicians said culling was going 
to happen, but then it actually did, with two ‘pilot’ culls implemented in 
2013 and more rolled out year on year. The increase in anti-cull cam-
paigning activity and adoption of social media by all sides, carnivalesque 
protest marches (Fig. 7.4) and dramatic stories of intrepid animal activists 
and badger shooters chasing each other around the Gloucestershire coun-
tryside all drew journalistic attention, while the story was further sustained 
by a series of legal challenges. Controversy is itself a powerful news value, 
in which ‘every action triggers a countermove by an opponent, with a 
series of sub-conflicts that become news again’—once a controversy like 
this becomes active in the media, nearly every story will generate another 
one.82 Finally, the badger/bTB story was increasingly populated by celeb-
rities, whose actions and opinions are newsworthy in and of themselves. 
This was most obvious with Brian May, who wrote opinion pieces, 
attended protest marches and generally used his fame to bring the issue to 
public attention, up to and including his performance at the 2012 Olympic 
opening ceremony. He joined an increasingly long list of eminent but 
disgruntled scientists; ‘telenaturalists’ (including Bill Oddie, Chris 
Packham and David Attenborough); and other celebrities, all of whom 
drew print, broadcast and online media coverage far beyond the national 
press. This was not limited to anti-cull campaigning: celebrity chef Clarissa 
Dickson-Wright helpfully suggested that one solution to the badger 
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Fig. 7.4 Anti-cull demonstration, London, 1 June 2013. Credit: amer ghazzal/
Alamy Live News. Reproduced by permission of Alamy Stock Photos

 problem could be to return to older practices of eating the animals, creat-
ing further outrage-cum entertainment from the story.83

The regular movement of politicians in and out of the role of Defra 
Secretary was always covered, but Owen Paterson’s term of office  
(2012–2014) provided a particularly rich seam of material for journalists. 
Paterson was a colourful figure, outspoken on environmental and agricul-
tural politics, with entertaining biographical details: ‘[he] kept two 
orphaned badgers named Bessy and Baz as pets while growing up’.84 
Paterson oversaw a series of disasters at Defra, including a scandal in which 
horsemeat was found to be (illegitimately) present in UK food supplies, 
and disastrous flooding events.85 Notoriously, while being questioned 
about whether government was manipulating evidence relating to the 
pilot culls in 2013, Paterson stated, ‘No, that’s not right at all. The bad-
gers have moved the goalposts. You’re dealing with a wild animal! It’s a 
wild animal, subject to the vagaries of the weather, and diseases and 
breeding patterns.’86 From the perspective of someone familiar with bad-
ger/bTB (or wildlife in general) this statement makes sense, of a sort—
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Paterson seems to have been trying to express the deep unpredictability of 
working with wildlife, particularly badgers who, as we have seen, have 
repeatedly thwarted human ‘management’ by refusing to stay where they 
are put. However, this was lost on wider audiences, for whom the idea that 
badgers ‘move the goalposts’ (but politicians don’t) was inherently ridicu-
lous. The story hit social media with a bang, inspiring a series of satirical 
responses (including an online game: ‘Owen Paterson’s Badger Penalty 
Shootout’) and reviving an ‘#omnivoreshambles’ social media hashtag 
invented specifically for Paterson.87

This episode highlights how the sudden explosion of badger/bTB into 
mainstream media was not just a consequence of the topic generating 
more stories than before, but also of transformations in mass media indus-
tries, working practices and what counts as ‘news’ as we have moved into 
the twenty-first century. These changes include the appearance and mass 
uptake of social and Internet-based media; the convergence and move-
ment of ‘traditional’ formats (such as newspapers, television and radio) 
online; and an ongoing search for stable income models for commercial 
media.88 Communications scholars argue that these pressures have changed 
journalistic working practices, particularly in terms of the time and 
resources available to develop complex stories, and a tendency for cover-
age to become self-referential, more subject to ‘hype’, ‘storms’ and exter-
nal manipulation than ever before.89 As discussed in the previous chapter, 
the movement of communications online has made the ‘backstage’ of 
policy and academic science more open and visible to the wider public 
sphere, while social media has facilitated direct interactions between jour-
nalists, news values and audiences, albeit with the specific groups of people 
using these platforms.90 In turn, this appears to have changed the news 
values of British media, increasing the importance of factors such as ‘con-
flict’, ‘shareability’ (on social media) and ‘arresting audio-visuals’.91 
Badger/bTB created a stream of striking visual stories (including badger 
masks, costumes, logos and a proliferation of political cartoons), lots of 
conflict, outrage and a good dose of ridiculousness. These stories, com-
bined with a wider atmosphere of public polarisation around rural and 
environmental politics, made the issue perfect for a twenty-first-century 
media storm.92 However, like any storm, this one seemed to blow itself 
out nearly as quickly as it had arrived.
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7.4  a passINg storm?
In this chapter, we have explored the increasingly dramatic dynamics of 
the ‘frontstage’ of the badger/bTB controversy, over the period of the 
RBCT culling trial, as well as the return of badger culling since 2010. We 
explored some basic contours of UK national newspaper coverage of the 
issue, which demonstrated how badger advocates have repeatedly been 
adept at setting media agendas, before and after the news of tuberculous 
badgers became public. This data also suggests that badger protection and 
bTB have become tightly linked together, and that together they were the 
subject of extremely high levels of media coverage between 2012 and 
2014. Since the 1990s the issue has increasingly been framed in one of 
two mutually exclusive ways: bTB as an agricultural problem, or badger 
culling as an environmental risk. Within these framings, the centuries old 
British ‘badger debate’ continues, taking on new characteristics relating to 
infectious disease. As discussed in Chap. 1, these discourses are congruent 
not only with much older representations of the Good and Bad Badger, 
but with broader patterns in how people tend to talk and think about ani-
mals designated as ‘pests’.93 Since 2010 the public controversy seems to 
have changed, with badger/bTB increasingly present in mid-market and 
tabloid newspapers and an extraordinary rise in overall coverage levels, 
which peaked in 2013 and then receded once more. While experts and 
evidence have always played a central role in these debates, ‘science’ is now 
routinely invoked in a simplistic way to support arguments both for and 
against badger culling, while some scientists have started actively cam-
paigning, particularly against culling. While badger/bTB has always been 
political (with a small ‘p’) and fiercely contested by those involved, it was 
still a relatively obscure topic, covered intermittently. Since 2010 it has 
shifted to become a consistent topic of wider media interest. Until 2008, 
questions of badger persecution and/or what to do about bTB were top-
ics of division and debate within political parties, with policy change as 
often precipitated by internal power shifts as the passing of government 
from one party to another. However, since Hilary Benn’s decision to take 
the advice of the ISG and not cull, the issue has increasingly become polit-
ically partisan, with right-wing agendas lobbying for badger culling and 
left-wingers against. While the terms ‘politicisation’ and ‘polarisation’ 
might imply the sullying of a previously ‘pure’ scientific debate with a 
political mess, they can be better understood as the widening of differ-
ences between positions in the debate, the increasing identification of 
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those positions with those of political parties and increasing levels of hos-
tility expressed between opponents. The badger/bTB debate can perhaps 
be best understood as a British version of the highly polarised climate 
debates seen in the USA. As such, it forms part of wider trends toward the 
public polarisation and politicisation of environmental issues in the twenty- 
first century.94

But what happened next? The wave of media coverage of badger/bTB 
that crested in 2013 rapidly receded, returning to similar levels to those of 
the late 2000s. While it is likely that media attention will return to the 
topic in future—if, for example, a left-wing government enters power and 
turns bTB policy on its head yet again—this extraordinary peaking and 
fading still requires explanation. In part, the answer is obvious: it is the 
nature of media storms to abate, more so in today’s fast-moving online 
world, driven by momentary social media clicks and ‘likes’.95 There is also 
an underlying tendency for news coverage of environmental issues to focus 
upon dramatic events and move on to something else before the com-
plexities of the underlying problems can be explored.96 Novelty is yet 
another critical news value: when the pilot culls were expanded the same 
stories returned year after year, leading the ongoing ‘YES!/NO!’ narrative 
of the story to get stale. There has been a series of further changes since 
2015, potentially contributing to an abatement in the public controversy. 
The culling policy has hardened, transforming from ‘pilots’ to a ‘rollout’, 
with licences planned even in areas with little or no bTB; while at the same 
time the ‘backstage’ of bTB policy and scientific research has diversified 
and depolarised a little, as explored in the previous chapter. In the latest 
turn of the long story of the RSPCA’s engagement with wildlife politics 
(see Chap. 5), the UK’s oldest animal welfare charity has recently pulled 
back from an assertive anti-cull campaign running from 2011. While the 
RSPCA is still opposed to culling, the charity has undergone both internal 
and external criticism that it had become too ‘political’, resulting in 
changes in leadership and campaigning around wildlife politics.97 However, 
the major factor contributing to the receding of media interest in badger/
bTB is most likely to be the appearance of another, much bigger polarised 
political controversy, which continues to dominate news agendas at the 
time of writing: Brexit.

On one level, the 2016 UK referendum decision of Britain to withdraw 
from the EU has little to do with badger/bTB: it is entirely plausible that 
the former displaced the latter in media agendas simply through the sheer 
volume of Brexit news. The causes and consequences of Brexit are still 
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being played out: it is already the subject of a plethora of academic and 
non-academic opinion and analysis. While central drivers of the Brexit 
debate (such as the politics of immigration) do not seem to map directly 
onto badger/bTB (although I note the significance of the badger as a 
British ‘native’ species), some shared factors drive both controversies. 
Most obviously, this can be seen in broader rural and environmental poli-
tics, and the rhetoric of ‘marginalised rurality’, ignored by urban elites and 
bureaucracies (whether located in London or Brussels). These have gath-
ered strength over the past twenty years, driven by a cluster of environ-
mental/agricultural problems including BSE, FMD, environmental 
reforms of the Common Agricultural Policy, fox hunting, supply chain 
dominance by retailers, regulation of pesticides, rural poverty and lack of 
infrastructure—and badger/bTB.98 The referendum outcome made visi-
ble wider urban–rural differences in Leave–Remain support, while a 
majority of farmers voted to Leave, despite the NFU supporting the 
Remain campaign and the potential devastation of their livelihood by the 
loss of EU subsidies.99 Key policy decisions were outcomes of tensions 
within political parties, particularly the attempts of moderniser David 
Cameron to maintain the support of right-wing Conservatives; but also 
tensions within Labour. Finally, both issues have become notoriously pola-
rised, creating deep social divisions over specific points of contention, 
which appear to symbolise a broader constellation of political differ-
ences—including crucially the social roles of science, knowledge and exper-
tise. At the time of writing, evidence is emerging suggesting that social 
media debates (about Brexit in Britain among others) have been subject to 
manipulation, creating public divisiveness and fostering mistrust in politi-
cal systems.100 To purely speculate: was the 2012–2014 badger/bTB 
media storm a rehearsal or prefiguring of the Brexit debate yet to come?

Having explored the parallel development of the ‘backstage’ and ‘front-
stage’ controversies over badger/bTB since the 1990s, several things are 
clear. In the earlier stages of the debate, explored in the first two parts of 
this book, the initially separate issues of badger protection and bTB have 
come together and moved apart several times, according to changes in the 
activities of animal advocates as well as shifts in bTB policy. Since the late 
1990s, and particularly since the return to badger culling policies since 
2010, the two issues have become increasingly tightly linked. While bad-
gers still draw media coverage by themselves, it is less so than in the past, 
while bTB is almost never discussed without mentioning badgers. Even 
though the ‘backstage’ of policymaking is far more visible to the  ‘frontstage’ 

7 BUILDING A PUBLIC CONTROVERSY 



266

of the public sphere than ever before, in the case of badger/bTB, it seems 
that policy and public debates have become increasingly disconnected. 
During the 1970s, MAFF sought to head off public controversy by enroll-
ing as wide a range of interests as possible in bTB policy processes. This 
was implemented explicitly by the creation of the Badger Consultative 
Panel, which, even if it had limited power, created a forum where key 
actors could engage directly with each other; and implicitly via the involve-
ment of naturalists in MAFF’s research and wider publics in a long-term 
project measuring bTB in badgers found dead on the roads.101 From the 
inception of the RBCT, these and other features of MAFF’s previous pol-
icy approach were gradually abandoned, largely for reasons of cost, mean-
ing that structures for direct engagement have been eroded, particularly 
for ‘wildlife interests’. Increasingly the only forum available for all actors 
in badger/bTB to interact with each other has been via mass media: as we 
know from other cases of environmental controversy and policy forma-
tion, this removes opportunities for more subtle forms of negotiation and 
communication.102 This may also help to explain the increasingly tight 
focus of mass media on a highly dichotomised debate: to cull or not to 
cull, largely ignoring the complexities of how or when or the broader 
underlying causes of the problem. We have seen politicians on all sides 
benefiting from this process, as have campaigners claiming to speak on 
behalf of animals, environments and farmers. While much is still unclear 
about changing relationships between frontstage/backstage policymaking 
in the twenty-first century, policy scholars agree that imbalances or diver-
gences between the two can contribute to policy failure and political prob-
lems.103 We will examine the implications of this disjunct—and what could 
possibly be done to bring the public and private aspects of badger/bTB 
policy back together—in the final chapter.
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CHAPTER 8

The Badgers Have Moved the Goalposts!

In this final chapter, I will draw together the threads of the various stories 
traced throughout this book to provide some answers to how the UK got 
into the tangled mess that is the badger/bTB controversy, and make sug-
gestions on how we might go about getting out again. I will discuss the 
changing nature of our knowledge about wild badgers in Britain; about 
the microbe M. bovis; about farming and animal health; about the disease 
we call tuberculosis; and about the complex social and ecological relation-
ships between them. In Chap. 1 (Sect. 1.1), I provided a summary of ‘the 
science’ of badger/bTB, in terms of how our knowledge has changed 
since the early 1970s, as well as areas of scientific consensus and contesta-
tion in contemporary research on the topic. However, as we have seen 
throughout this book, the idea that science and/or technologies are fixed, 
authoritative resources that we can expect to simply provide ‘all the 
answers’ has repeatedly turned out to be a canard. To be crystal clear, this 
problem needs experts and what they know, about a world we (humans) 
live in, which—as we are seeing with accelerating environmental change—
pushes back when we do things to it.1 However, it also needs all involved 
to adjust their understandings of what ‘science’ is and how it can relate to 
policy—to understand that ‘experts’ come from multiple backgrounds 
and often disagree; that science is a process, not a thing; and that knowl-
edge is often provisional, uncertain and subject to change. As the cynical 
comments of Lord Rooker (quoted in Chap. 7) suggest, inflated expecta-
tions can simply store up trouble for later when research provides some 
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answers (although not necessarily the expected ones), while also uncover-
ing a plethora of new uncertainties and new questions.2 As we have seen, 
they also open a space for misrepresenting ‘the science’ to support lobby-
ing for multiple agendas, and for exploiting uncertainty to delay or avoid 
responsibility for policy decisions. My conclusions fall under four key 
themes: relating to the longer history of TB in humans and other animals; 
the history of wildlife conflicts in Britain; the changing ‘cultures of care’ of 
badger/bTB; and expectations of and around science, policy and society. 
Following these, I will outline some further questions that this work raises 
for researchers, and some suggestions for policymakers, politicians and 
others embroiled in this deeply sticky—but in my view, not 
insurmountable—problem.

8.1  TB in Humans, OTHer animals 
and envirOnmenTs

At the beginning of this book I discussed a core idea from the history of 
medicine which can help us understand the history of tuberculosis (a dis-
ease which has been with us for thousands of years)—that of disease ‘fram-
ing’. Historians understand diseases as specific constellations of physical 
symptoms, organised and explained according to changing conceptual 
models of the body, health and illness, which come into existence when 
people collectively agree upon and label them as such.3 The diseases 
‘phthisis’, ‘scrofula’, ‘consumption’ and ‘tuberculosis’ have been built, 
rebuilt and in some cases abandoned over the last few hundred years, while 
mutually shaping changing social, political, technological and scientific 
contexts in the process. TB as we understand it today gradually took 
shape, from a generalised wasting illness indistinguishable from cancer, to 
several lung diseases caused by specific microbes. Similarly, the history of 
bTB—a disease contested back and forth as like, yet unlike human tuber-
culosis—can be understood as part of a broader reconfiguration of the 
domains of human and animal health since the late nineteenth century.4 
Eventually, the argument was settled by framing bTB (caused by M. bovis) 
as an animal disease, of importance because it was zoonotic (also infects 
humans); while TB (caused by M. tuberculosis) was recognised as solely 
human. This enabled scientists and medical professionals to assign the two 
diseases, respectively, to the separating domains of veterinary and human 
medicine—in science, clinical practice and policy. By the mid-twentieth 
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century, bTB had been configured primarily as a cattle disease, and by the 
1960s as one which had been successfully controlled by state-led animal 
health practices of ‘stamping out’ disease.5

Since the discovery of tuberculous badgers in the early 1970s, I think 
we have seen a further process of reconfiguring tuberculosis, this time 
towards an ‘environmental’ disease. Finding M. bovis in wild animals—pri-
marily (although not exclusively) badgers in the UK, and a range of other 
mammals worldwide—disrupted the previous framing of bTB.  It also 
brought new actors into the well-established domain of British animal 
health policy: professional ecologists (in government and academia), as 
well as naturalists and animal advocates, already involved with changing the 
social role of the badger. While they were new to bTB, these ecologists had 
their own understandings of microbes and infection from working with 
other wildlife diseases. Rather than infectious agents to be isolated and 
‘stamped out’, disease ecology instead saw microbes as active elements of 
dynamically changing ecological systems.6 This reconfiguration of bTB was 
aided by the development of new technologies for knowing wild animals in 
the field and their application by Ministry for Agriculture, Fisheries and Food 
(MAFF) researchers to following badgers and their traces. As we learned in 
Chaps. 2 and 4, once MAFF started looking for tuberculous badgers, they 
found more and more of them, changing their understanding of the scale 
and urgency of the problem—and in turn precipitating rapid policy action.

Recent years have seen rapid developments in biomedical technolo-
gies for rapidly detecting and diagnosing the presence of pathogenic 
microbes, including the notoriously difficult to detect mycobacteria, 
which are being tested and promoted by alliances of academics, NGOs, 
clinicians and private companies.7 While these developments should be 
welcomed and I would agree that new tests are desperately needed, it 
would be deeply unwise to expect them to act as a panacea. There are 
two sets of reasons for this. First, earlier iterations of the badger/bTB 
debate involved similarly shared expectations that newly testing tech-
nologies could create a ‘live’ test for bTB in badgers, enabling MAFF to 
trace and eliminate the disease more accurately. When subsequent field 
trials indicated that the new test was not sensitive or accurate enough, 
MAFF’s policy strategy collapsed.8 The second set of reasons is subtler, 
but also more fundamental. Existing regulatory structures for control-
ling bTB are based around the tuberculin test. This diagnostic practice 
involves the skilled measurement of a body’s inflammatory response to 
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the injection of an extract of dead mycobacteria—the size of the lump 
that appears.9 In other words, for all its problems, the tuberculin test 
provides a measure of disease—the bodily interaction between a pathogen 
and the immune response of the body it infects.10 By contrast, many of 
the new rapid diagnostic tests work through means such as detecting 
‘biomarkers’, the presence of ‘bacteriophages’ (species-specific viruses 
which infect bacteria, including M. bovis), and polymerase chain reaction 
(PCR) techniques for detecting DNA.11 Just as new technologies (such as 
radio-tracking, infrared sensors and camera traps) have made it possible 
for scientists to follow, see and know about the lives of wild animals in 
completely new ways, these testing technologies are changing how we 
perceive and know M. bovis. Scientists are looking for—and finding—the 
microbe in places where they had thought it was absent: in the bodies of 
cows cleared by tuberculin testing, in soil and slurry, and even within the 
bodies of single-celled amoebae.12

Scientists and public health bodies—most significantly the World 
Health Organization (WHO)—have started renaming bTB from ‘bovine 
TB’ to ‘zoonotic TB’, flagging the capacity of M. bovis to pass beyond 
livestock into many other mammals, including humans and wildlife.13 
Because these new testing technologies often measure the presence of 
microbes rather than the presence of disease, their findings are likely to 
further disintegrate the twentieth- century livestock disease of bTB, rec-
ognising the complexities of an infection that passes across and between 
humans, other animals and wider environmental systems. Since it was 
first recognised in the late nineteenth century, bTB has been framed and 
reframed—initially as a disease shared between humans and other ani-
mals; then into an animal disease; then into a zoonosis; and perhaps now 
into an environmental disease. Just as scientists and veterinarians increas-
ingly advocate a ‘One Health’ approach, I believe there is great value in 
thinking more broadly across humans, animals and environments about 
tuberculosis—there are important lessons to be learned when the histo-
ries of bTB and TB are brought together. This has potential not just for 
biomedical topics such as diagnostics and vaccination, but for public 
health problems such as surveillance, regulation and co-infection; and for 
the social, cultural and political aspects of TB such as inequality, stress, 
nutrition, stigma and economic factors.14
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8.2  Wildlife COnfliCT and THe GreaT BriTisH 
BadGer deBaTe

My research has uncovered evidence of a long-standing ‘wildlife conflict’ 
(conflict between humans and animals as well as between humans about 
animals) involving badgers in Britain, at least a century before they were 
connected with bTB in cattle. Between the late nineteenth and mid- 
twentieth centuries, the social roles of these animals gradually shifted—
from a ‘vermin’ animal (reviled, hunted and made to fight with 
dogs)—towards that of an iconic, British, charismatic wildlife species (to 
be valued and cared for).15 In the 1960s the professional ecologists of 
MAFF’s Infestation Control Division (ICD)—charged with deciding 
whether animals were officially regarded as ‘pests’ by government—
found themselves caught between the supporters of the Good and Bad 
Badger. ICD eventually brokered a policy compromise based on the idea 
of the ‘rogue badger’—aberrant individuals, to be eliminated, while the 
majority should be left alone.16 This compromise was short-lived, as the 
Good and Bad Badger were strategically remobilised by badger advo-
cates as they gathered a broad base of support for new protective legisla-
tion. Initially these campaigns gained little traction within 
government—until the discovery of tuberculous badgers made it neces-
sary to create a legal framework that not only made the animals ‘killable’ 
for MAFF officers and government licensees, but also prevented their 
less ordered killing by others.17 As the culling controversy continued 
into the 1980s and 1990s (intensifying since 2010) the Good and Bad 
Badger have survived, and are still alive and kicking in today’s mass 
media, where they have been further transformed through mutually 
exclusive framings of the bTB controversy. Alongside the older roles of 
‘pest/vermin’ and ‘charismatic wildlife’, association with M. bovis has 
created new social roles for the badger as a disease vector. These include 
more specific roles as infected ‘guilty victims’ (to be excluded or 
destroyed); and for others as targets of ‘genocide’ via government cull-
ing policies.18

These arguments demonstrate the strong continuities between how 
people argued about badgers in the past and how they are arguing about 
badgers and bTB in the present. In particular, we see aspects of contem-
porary debates which have little or nothing to do with bTB, such as bad-
gers’ habits of digging in awkward places, eating the wrong things and 
damaging crops. These continuities suggest that an underlying ‘wildlife 
conflict’ (comprising conflicts between humans and badgers and—more 
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importantly—conflicts between humans about badgers) precedes and 
drives today’s badger/bTB controversy.19 The entanglement of disease 
narratives with this underlying wildlife conflict is likely to have further 
polarised and politicised people’s relations with the animals themselves—
as attested to by contemporary research into wildlife crime and animal 
advocacy in relation to badgers.20 It follows that bTB policy—and perhaps 
animal health more widely—would benefit from sustained engagement 
with research and practice on managing wildlife conflicts. While scientists 
are already investigating badger–human interactions in relation to ‘biose-
curity’—that is how to block or break the transmission routes between 
cattle and badgers—these should be understood as only one aspect of a 
wider wildlife conflict with deep historical roots.21

8.3  Care as a driver Of COnTrOversy

As we have explored the worlds and work of the three epistemic commu-
nities that have formed around badger/bTB (animal health, disease ecology 
and badger protection), we have seen how the knowledge practices (how 
they investigated the problem) of each of these were mutually shaped by 
‘cultures of care’ developed in the processes of working together.22 This 
analysis has drawn out the differences between these cultures of care, with 
respect to whom or what these groupings care about; whether care has 
been focused at the scale of individuals or populations; and what ‘care’ 
itself entails in practice. It has also drawn out the changing nature of these 
cultures of care as they have constantly reshaped themselves and each 
other, while also mutually influencing broader historical shifts in science–
society relations and environmental, agricultural and animal politics.23 
This book has traced how ways of knowing and of caring about badger/
bTB have changed since they were first connected in the early 1970s. For 
example, when MAFF’s veterinarians and ecologists started working with 
naturalists to investigate the new problem of badger/bTB, they used simi-
lar methods of investigation—following organisms and their traces, and 
mapping their geographical distribution. Over time the methods and ideas 
of the two groups diverged, with veterinarians following a medical logic of 
case-based intervention; ecologists following one of randomised con-
trolled experiments; and naturalists continuing to follow badgers, with an 
increasing emphasis on directly observing, interacting and empathising 
with wildlife. Since the late 1980s badger/bTB research has also drawn 
upon and contributed to the application of mathematical modelling in 
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epidemiology and disease ecology, a methodology which has particularly 
come to the fore since the (expensive) completion of the Randomised 
Badger Culling Trial (RBCT) field trial provided more empirical data for 
refining these (cheaper) models.24

The contingent and changing nature of these cultures of care has also 
become clear as we traced the shifting alliances between and within these 
three epistemic communities over policies of bTB control. From the break-
down of an early consensus over the use of Cymag to ‘gas’ badgers in their 
setts, through disagreements between badger advocates about the ethics of 
killing badgers during the RBCT, to today’s deep polarisation over culling, 
points of fracture have manifested over what it means to care in the first 
place. Participants in these debates have agreed—and disagreed—that tech-
nologies and practices of killing, catching, restraining and documenting 
animals could be ‘humane’ or not, marshalling evidence drawn from the 
knowledge practices of their own epistemic community. For some, working 
‘humanely’ meant that minimising suffering always comes before preserv-
ing life, making killing (animals) a central act of care; for others the oppo-
site is true, making killing the ultimate cruelty. Similar points of fracture/
alliance have emerged, dissolved and been rearranged around the relative 
importance of individuals against populations, societies or wider environ-
ments; of economic constraints and who bears the costs of disease control; 
and of building reliable knowledge—‘good science’—as a goal in and of 
itself.25 As we have followed the story of badger/bTB over the past half-
century, we have seen that these shifts have often directly determined policy 
outcomes, particularly relating to changing definitions of ‘humaneness’—
and whether these are considered to be important—in and outside of pol-
icy. The contrast between 1980s decisions (to rapidly withdraw badger 
gassing using Cymag following new scientific findings suggesting it was 
cruel and ineffective) and 2010s decisions (to elide and avoid similar find-
ings about ‘controlled shooting’) is particularly stark.

Following the election of the Coalition government in 2010 and its 
decision to reinstate badger culling as a bTB control policy, badger/bTB 
has shifted into a pattern of partisan alignment of for/against culling with 
party-political positions of right and left. While the reasons for the public 
polarisation of the controversy have been explored in depth in Chap. 7, a 
key driver appears to have been widening differences in the politics of care, 
and particularly the public performance of this care, via mass media cover-
age and other ‘public’ statements. As we have seen, the longer history of 
badger/bTB has seen an overall change in policy strategy, from an  inclusive 
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mode which sought to involve all interests and keep important conversa-
tions ‘backstage’; to one which has pushed many actors out towards the 
‘frontstage’ of the wider public sphere.26 This appears to have happened 
through a combination of design (e.g. going from an inclusive Consultative 
Panel to an exclusive Advisory Group) and accident (e.g. scrapping a long-
term, citizen-led ‘Badger Survey’ on cost grounds): the outcome has been 
an erosion of opportunities for the full range of actors most involved in the 
problem to talk directly with each other about it.27 This highlights the 
importance of care—in domains as diverse as science, medicine, farming, 
animal health, conservation, policy, politics, animal welfare and animal 
rights—not only for bringing people, animals and environments together, 
but also for driving conflict. The literature on care in science and medicine 
has demonstrated how care and caring practices enable shared work, new 
knowledge, collaborations, alliances and entanglements.28 Similarly, schol-
arship on violent or enforced practices of care (including hunting, culling, 
euthanasia, surgery and quarantine) has tended to focus on processes of 
shared meaning-making and mutual support.29 The badger/bTB case 
highlights how the creation of intense shared ‘cultures of care’ within 
social groupings can drive a corresponding intensity of opposition between 
them. If people think of themselves as heroes (who really care), does it 
become easier to think of those who oppose them as villains (who really 
don’t)? Thinking through care as an aspect of conflict has great potential 
for helping us understand the drivers, propagators and eventual closure of 
knowledge controversies, and may also offer important insights into wider 
processes of political polarisation.30

8.4  expeCTaTiOns

Since tuberculous badgers were first found by government veterinarians in 
the early 1970s, the exemplary ‘policy failure’ of badgers and bTB has 
now been the responsibility of nine prime ministers, fifteen government 
administrations and twenty-one cabinet ministers.31 The 2018 bTB 
Strategy Review is the ninth government-commissioned, expert-led report 
on bTB in the UK since Lord Solly Zuckerman’s in 1980.32 Many of these 
reviews have been commissioned by politicians on the expectation that the 
views of authoritative experts and/or new scientific evidence will act to 
resolve the political controversies around bTB control. However, often 
the opposite has happened, whereby reviews have been criticised as a 
biased ‘whitewash’ (Zuckerman); or a ‘betrayal’ in which ‘the science’ 
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invested in by government turned out to produce unexpected, uncertain 
and unwelcome findings (Krebs/ISG). In the meantime, further scientific 
research has revealed the deep complexity of the badger/bTB problem, 
finding new questions as much as it has provided answers. Often the out-
come has been to drive media coverage of the problem, opening the issue 
up to wider public debate but also inflaming controversy. In the longer 
term, the repeated building and breaking of expectations between scien-
tists, policymakers, politicians, campaigners and publics has contributed to 
an atmosphere of mistrust and the politicisation of ‘evidence’ both in and 
beyond the badger/bTB debate.33 While this is in part symptomatic of 
wider problems in British policymaking, relating to expectation building/
breaking, high turnover of civil servants and a wider lack of institutional 
memory, policy learning in badger/bTB has been further limited by rival-
ries within government between the animal health and disease ecology 
epistemic communities.34

As well as the mutual expectations that science can provide ‘all the 
answers’ and that politicians and policymakers will listen to what scientists 
say, this book has documented several other, equally corrosive expectation 
cycles in badger/bTB. We have seen repeated rounds of built and broken 
expectations about organisms, animals and environments—that they will be 
passive and amenable to policy decisions. Instead, the badger/bTB case has 
demonstrated how non-human actors play active roles in shaping history, 
policy and politics. This can be seen in in the long-term consequences of the 
2001 foot and mouth disease (FMD) outbreak for the spread of bTB, for 
the science of the RBCT and for relationships between farmers and govern-
ment. The most dramatic example of this is the idea of badger ‘perturba-
tion’—the awkward refusal of these animals to stay out of places we try and 
exclude them from. Even though specialists have known about the problem 
of ‘badger movement’ or ‘recolonisation’ since long before bTB entered the 
picture, whenever badgers exert their agency in this way, such events are 
greeted with surprise, shock and a continued refusal to anticipate that it will 
happen again. The badgers have indeed, repeatedly, moved the goalposts.35 
There have been similarly shared assumptions that people are not part of the 
badger/bTB problem—that this is entirely a phenomenon of the natural 
world. When research assumes that the densely lived-in landscapes of the 
South West of England can be controlled as easily as a laboratory, or policy 
assumes that culling livestock or wildlife has no implications for the people 
living alongside these animals, it then struggles to adapt when this turns out 
not to be so. Finally, there have been some peculiarly  contradictory 
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 assumptions about publics—those directly concerned with badger/bTB, 
as well as wider audiences and voters.36 On the one hand, ‘lay’ actors such 
as farmers, naturalists and badger advocates (also instrumental members of 
epistemic communities) have been assumed to passively accept policy deci-
sions, and that they have no useful knowledge to contribute. When land-
owners have refused access, farmers insisted on ‘taking care’ of sick badgers 
themselves, naturalists have reported problems with gassing, and badger 
advocates have sabotaged culls in the field, policy has reacted with surprise 
and hostility, describing such actions as ‘interference’. At the same time, 
and sometimes in the same documents, ‘the public’ has been widely 
assumed to be universally anti-cull, by actors on all sides of the controversy.

Even now, we still don’t know that much about the opinions of the 
British population about badger/bTB: research conducted to date sug-
gests that public attitudes vary according to demographic factors such as 
gender and regional location, and are highly contingent on culling having 
a more dramatic effect on bTB than it appears to.37 We do know that when 
people are given the time, space and opportunity to engage with the com-
plexities of bTB policy, their views tend to be more nuanced and produc-
tive than the YES!/NO! media debate over culling.38 In line with other 
research on science and its publics, I think it is rhetorically useful for many 
involved in the badger/bTB debate to instead focus upon an ‘imagined 
public’, who can be strategically deployed to support arguments for or 
against culling, as well as to invoke a sense of marginalisation against which 
countervailing views can be justified.39 These tactics feed into a wider ten-
dency towards what I would describe as the politics of distraction—so 
culling is used to distract from the wider problems underlying badger/
bTB, such as scientific complexity and uncertainty, the problems of test-
ing, government cost-sharing agendas and the difficulties of living along-
side awkward animals like badgers. In turn, bTB has provided a useful 
distraction away from a plethora of other political problems, as exempli-
fied in Fig. 8.1. In 2011, these were a scandal over media ‘hacking’ of 
private citizens, the European debt crisis (and perhaps looming Russian 
influence?); in 2013 it may have been the internal tensions of the Coalition 
and Conservative Party; in 2019 we are constantly distracted by the politi-
cal theatre of Trump, the Brexiteers and their political opponents. In all 
these cases, such tactics pull public and media attention towards heated, 
unproductive controversies and away from ‘backstage’ negotiation, 
engagement, compromise and building substantive, sustainable policy and 
political solutions for the long term.40
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Fig. 8.1 David Cameron and the politics of distraction (Cartoon by Christian 
Adams, Daily Telegraph, 21 July 2011, 20. © Telegraph Media Group Limited 
2011)

8.5  sOme QuesTiOns and suGGesTiOns

At the beginning of this book, I said that this work has only scratched the 
surface of what we need to know about the history of badger/bTB in 
Britain. I stand by that view—like all research, this work has uncovered 
many more questions which bear further investigation. To start with, what 
would the history of badger/bTB look like viewed from outside the cen-
tral perspectives of government archives and national media? Social, natu-
ral and historical research on bTB is increasingly highlighting stark 
differences in experiences of badger/bTB across the various countries and 
regions of the UK, as well as the need to think at multiple scales about the 
problem.41 Therefore a key priority would be to use local, community and 
oral history approaches to investigate how the controversy since the 1970s 
was experienced by farmers, naturalists, activists and other publics living in 
places affected (and unaffected) by badger/bTB. While the unique history 
of the badger/bTB situation in Northern Ireland has been investigated, 
the critical experiences of people in the South West of England have yet to 
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be documented.42 Given that social research on bTB also points towards 
disjuncts in communication, engagement, responsibility, power and trust 
between central government and local actors as a key problem for bTB 
policy, the need to understand such histories is even more urgent. My 
work has also uncovered a further gap in the historiography of bTB—
while late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century debates have been 
extensively investigated, and this volume traces the situation since the 
mid-1960s, we still have a rather sketchy understanding of how the disease 
was (mostly) brought under control in the post-war period. Other poten-
tially fruitful areas of investigation include a comprehensive exploration of 
the shared histories of human and animal TB; more extensive research 
asking what wider publics in multiple places think about culling, animal 
health and the politics of wildlife in contemporary Britain; and the impor-
tance of care as a driver of knowledge controversies. I will end with some 
suggestions for policymakers, politicians, campaigners and anyone else 
involved with this messy and exhausting knowledge controversy. I build 
upon thoughts submitted to the 2018 Godfray Review on what I think 
the history of badger/bTB can tell us about where we might go next.43 
However, these cannot become properly useful or use-able policy recom-
mendations without the input of those involved, and therefore I invite 
their thoughts.

Looking, Seeing, Knowing and Acting on TB in Humans and Other 
Animals. As outlined above, if bTB is being reframed as an environmental 
disease, this has deep epistemic implications—if what we know about bad-
gers, cattle and M. bovis has been shaped by the technologies we use, 
where we decide to look, the presence of other microbes and environmen-
tal changes, and what we do with infected bodies, then both research and 
policy need to take account of this. Such insights can create more produc-
tive ways of understanding contradictory interpretations of ‘the science’ of 
bTB in relation to culling. For example, the Thornbury and other clear-
ance trials of the 1970s are often held up as evidence that culling ‘works’, 
while the RBCT is used to support arguments that it doesn’t. However, in 
my view both these approaches—as well as the early experiences of ICD 
officers trying to get rid of troublesome badgers—may in fact be telling us 
similar things. It looks like badgers can be culled, and if this is done thor-
oughly enough, for long enough, over a wide enough area, there appear 
to be positive effects on bTB incidence in cattle. However, that’s a very 
big ‘if ’—as this history has shown, it takes a great deal of time, money, 
effort and systematic organisation to get rid of badgers and keep them 
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away. Because M. bovis seems to pass between badgers–cattle, and between 
cattle–cattle, and (if newer research findings hold up) between these spe-
cies and their environments, short-term, reactive, small-scale and ad hoc 
culling will risk disturbing local ecosystems and spreading the microbe 
further.44 So the questions to ask of any bTB control measure would be: 
will this be this systematic enough? How do we determine this? How 
much effort and cost would be required to do the job properly? How big 
an effect can we expect, and once we know this, is it really worth it—eco-
logically, financially, politically and ethically? For many years, underlying 
policy agendas have advanced cost-sharing, decentralisation and reducing 
government oversight (particularly of culling), raising questions about the 
ability of government to systematically implement disease control. Given 
that historical research on how bTB risks were successfully managed in the 
first place points towards the importance of the state in coordinating and 
enforcing control measures, movement in the opposite direction does not 
bode well.45 Thinking of bTB as an environmental disease also has wider 
implications for animal and human health policy. For example, if M. bovis 
and other mycobacteria can survive for longer outside the body, can M. 
tuberculosis? What would be the implications for global health? This cuts 
the other way: given that TB in humans has long been thought of as the 
‘social disease’, then the social aspects of bTB should be taken much more 
seriously—not only as a political problem, but as a fundamental aspect of 
the disease.

Wildlife Conflicts and Care. Given that we can trace the British badger 
debate back to the Victorian era at least, and potentially as far as the 
Anglo-Saxons, the deep historical roots of this wildlife conflict also need 
to be taken seriously. Badger–human conflict (and human conflict about 
badgers) is deeply entangled with the bTB problem in this country. 
Therefore any sustainable bTB policy must also address those factors 
which make it difficult for badgers and people to co-exist, including their 
tendency to exercise their own agency, and the feelings this creates in 
people when for example their crops or other property gets damaged.46 
Practical frameworks for addressing these kinds of problems already exist, 
but have mostly been directed towards charismatic and rare species such as 
elephants, great apes and big cats, often in the Global South.47 If we in 
Britain expect people elsewhere to live with (and care for) much more dif-
ficult and dangerous charismatic species, should we not learn to cope with 
one mildly cantankerous mustelid? Other historically awkward animals, 
including beavers, wild boar and polecats, are now returning to the British 
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countryside: for them to flourish we need to find modes of co-existence 
which can take account of animal agency and benefit all publics, not just 
those who already care deeply for wildlife.48 I noted at the end of Chap. 6 
that there seems to be some ‘backstage’ potential for moving past the 
unproductive and bruising confrontations of today’s public controversy. 
For this to happen, wider recognition is needed that all those involved do 
care a great deal—but what they care about and for may be different. We 
already know that, given time, space, in-depth information and opportu-
nities for personal connection, people can engage with the deep complexi-
ties—and conflicting values—of this problem. Ultimately it is in the 
interests of those most involved and affected to work together and explore 
the ‘diplomatic spaces’ where there is potential for common ground. 
However, such processes need proper financial, institutional and practical 
support.49

Science, Policy and Expectations. The repetitive and unproductive cycle 
of building and breaking expectations seen over the past forty years or so 
suggests that some serious rethinking of UK science–policy relations—in 
and beyond animal health—is long overdue. Many people involved in the 
problem are already trying to do this, but my contributions follow. First, I 
would suggest that rather than calling for reviews at politically strategic 
moments, government should instead review this kind of complex and 
changing evidence base on a regular basis, with clearly established routes 
for research and policy activity to feed into one another, and for practical 
outcomes. What counts as ‘evidence’ needs to be broadened to include 
work from multiple STEM disciplines; quantitative and qualitative social 
science; humanities scholarship; the experiential expertise of professionals 
and volunteers closely involved with the situation; and should transpar-
ently take account of the contrasting and conflicting views of multiple 
publics. This could help politicians and policymakers to take a broader 
view of the situation and have a clearer understanding of the strategic 
redefinition and elision of evidence by campaigners on all sides—as well as 
what we do not know and perhaps cannot do.50 As outlined above, there is 
strong potential for new technological developments—particularly in test-
ing and possibly in vaccination—to create new possibilities for bTB policy. 
I believe that such potential should absolutely be explored, whilst also 
anticipating that they may not succeed, or if they do, will bring about new 
uncertainties and regulatory challenges. Technological solutions are 
indeed possible: the trap is to believe that the quick, easy, just-about-to- 
happen in five years technological fix means that nothing else needs to be 
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done.51 While I agree that the role of ‘ministerial judgement’ is essential 
and should be transparently acknowledged in badger/bTB, to cede all 
policy influence to elected politicians strikes me as a potential recipe for 
further manipulation of expertise and public polarisation.52

Instead, I suggest that properly supported mechanisms for regular, in- 
person interaction between the various interests concerned with bTB pol-
icy be reinstituted, at national and local level. While this seems be 
happening sometimes, behind the scenes, the creation of policy ‘insiders’ 
and ‘outsiders’ has contributed to the political polarisation of bTB.53 As I 
argued in Chaps. 6 and 7, since the 1990s this has been exacerbated by 
increasing disconnects between the backstage of bTB policy and the front-
stage of public debates. To move forwards, government may need to 
return to older, more inclusive styles of policymaking, no matter which 
political party is in charge. Experiments with dialogue and participatory 
governance suggest that, paradoxically, explicitly setting aside the goal of 
consensus can help opponents understand each other’s points of view bet-
ter and find ways of working together.54 Finally, in line with the recom-
mendations of other historians studying and working with policymakers, 
efforts to build more coherent institutional and public memories should 
be supported.55 This would make it less likely that we keep revisiting past 
failures in bTB itself (such as gassing), but also more likely to draw wider 
lessons for applied research (such as the value of lab–field partnerships and 
independent regional expertise) and for science–policy relations (such as 
the dangers of unrealistic expectations). I believe that a more concerted 
effort to ‘do TB differently’56 and properly re-examine the situation from 
all those involved would greatly benefit the back-, front- and centre-stage 
of British animal health, agricultural and environmental policies.

nOTes

1. For accessible primers on the natural science of bTB (from several angles), 
I refer readers to (1) TB Knowledge Exchange, run by my Exeter colleague 
Dr Robertson, ‘TB Knowledge Exchange’; (2) the multi-agency-funded 
TB Hub: http://www.tbhub.co.uk/ and TB Advisory Service: http://
www.tbas.org.uk/; (3) the badger/bTB briefing pages of the British 
Veterinary Association: https://www.bva.co.uk/News-campaigns-and-
policy/Policy/Farm-animals/Bovine-tuberculosis/; (4) a recent briefing 
from the Zoological Society of London ZSL, ‘Eradicating TB from Cattle 
and Badgers—A Review of Evidence’; and (5) the 2018 Godfray review of 
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Like many historians of the recent past, in this project I have struggled 
with the challenges of documenting events which are no longer ‘current’ 
yet have not yet properly been designated as ‘history’. This has meant cob-
bling together a patchwork of sources, some of which are in conventional 
archives, but many more of which have been pulled together from librar-
ies, second-hand bookshops, media databases and countless clippings 
passed to me by friends and colleagues. I am aware of much material which 
has been unavailable to me for one reason or another. For example, in the 
National Archives, MAFF Infestation Control Division records on badgers 
and bTB are extensive, but there is less material from Animal Health or 
the State Veterinary Service. As far as I can tell, some of this material has 
not yet been opened for public viewing, but according to some of my 
interviewees, other records were ‘thrown in the skip’ when many of 
MAFF’s regional offices were closed during the 1990s. The archives of the 
NFU from 1909 to 1946 are held at the Museum of English Rural Life, 
but I was unable to access their more recent records. While the RSPCA 
used to keep internal records, apparently they no longer employ an archi-
vist: similarly the Wildlife Trust’s records are not centrally archived. It is 
almost certain that there are other sources which will throw new light on 
what I have just written: in my view this work has just scratched the sur-
face. I look forward to being challenged!
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UK National Archives—Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries (and Food)
UK National Archives—Nature Conservancy Council
Zuckerman Archive, University of East Anglia
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British Library
RCVS Knowledge—Royal College of Veterinary Surgeons Library
London Zoological Society Library
House of Commons Library and Hansard records
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Twenty-one single and group interviews were conducted by the author 
between 2011 and 2015. Interviewees included: retired MAFF veterinar-
ians, scientists and officers; current Defra veterinarians, scientists and offi-
cers; academic scientists; journalists; members of the ISG; and 
representatives of the NFU, Badger Trust, RSPCA, BVA and Secret World 
Wildlife Rescue. All the fieldwork was passed through ethical review at the 
relevant institutions: any quotations used are with the explicit permission 
of sources.

Other Oral History Sources
Overy, Caroline, and E. M. Tansey. A History of Bovine TB c.1965–c. 

2000: The Transcript of a Witness Seminar held by the History of Modern 
Biomedicine Research Group, Queen Mary University of London, on 13 May 
2014. London: Queen Mary University of London.

British Library Oral History Collection.
Somerset Archives—Home in Frome Community Oral Histories
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