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Ref: JA/TK/DARD/
Dr Malcolm McKibbin

Permanent Secretary

Department of Agriculture and Rural Development

Dundonald House

Upper Newtownards Road

Belfast

BT4 3SB

7th November 2008

Re. Consultation on Responsibility and Cost Sharing for Animal Health and Welfare
Dear Dr McKibbin

I take this opportunity to submit my response on DARD’s consultation on Responsibility and Cost Sharing for Animal Health and Welfare.

My comments are mindful of the lack of ‘buy-in’ and enthusiasm from farming and industry circles for the approach being suggested in this document. The very fact that the industry had refused to engage with DARD in relation to the concept of cost and responsibility sharing at the outset of this consultation exercise, speaks volumes of their attitude for these proposals. 
As has been stated by industry representatives on many occasions, DARD must be prepared to demonstrate a willingness to work alongside the industry on animal health matters, based upon a genuine partnership of equals. One obvious demonstration of that commitment would be a comprehensive strategy to eradicate bovine TB, which includes acknowledgement of the wildlife dimension, which has hitherto been ignored.

Undoubtedly, there is considerable scope for DARD to work more closely with the farming community on animal health matters, to arrive at policies which are both more cost effective and more effective generally. However, sceptics would question discussion of a ‘partnership’ approach in the same document which proposes ‘cost sharing’. Indeed, the Ministerial Forward lets slip what may be the primary motivation of the proposed approach, that being to aid the Executive meet its cash releasing savings as set out in the Efficiency Delivery Plans for this Comprehensive Spending Review period. Undoubtedly, it would seem that the outcome of this 
consultation process has already been determined, in that Government hopes to offload an additional £2.66m in 2009/10 and £4.15m in 2010/11 of costs onto the industry, in return for some additional say in this area of Government policy. In actual terms, the transfer of responsibility for the collection and disposal of over 24 month fallen cattle for BSE testing purposes is issuing a bill to industry of £2.7 million. An additional £0.9 million would have to be borne by the industry for laboratory analysis of BSE samples, should these proposals go ahead.       

Clearly, there is a place for close working relationships between industry and Government, while it is Government who has overall responsibility for animal health and welfare policy. Ministerial accountability for this policy area must be safeguarded, and must not be usurped by whatever parallel structures are created with stakeholders. This is a premature discussion of an approach which has a clear cost detriment for farmers and other industry partners associated with the agriculture industry. It is clearly an approach being directed by money concerns on the part of the Executive. 

Farmers already contribute significantly towards animal health and welfare through veterinary costs and costs associated with good husbandry practice. Animal health and welfare are recognised ‘public goods’, and yet the farmers’ role in delivering these public benefits has virtually gone unnoticed in this consultation. Indeed, there are wider human health issues at stake which are being protected through the current regime, and which it is only fair that Government, and therefore the tax payer should make a contribution to safeguarding. Indeed, the entire Country benefits from protection against animal disease pandemics, in terms of knock on effects on tourism, trade, and countless other sectors. 
A comprehensive discussion on cost and responsibility sharing would also by necessity include a large cross-section of interests. That is why animal health and welfare must remain within the domain of Government responsibility, albeit with increased engagement with industry stakeholders which need not necessarily be accompanied by offloading significant costs onto important, but already struggling sectors.   

I trust my comments will be noted.

Yours sincerely 


James H Allister QC MEP
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