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Dorset Badger Vaccination Project (DBVP) 

 

I’m sure you are well aware of the current badger culling trials in the southwest and the government have 
made no secret of their intention to extend this culling to other parts of the country and have specifically 
mentioned Dorset. There appears to be considerable support for this within some parts of the farming 
community but we urge you to seriously consider both the costs and implications of supporting such a 
scheme. The present culling has generated a huge amount of ill feeling and disruption within rural 
communities, not only as a result of the protests but there are farmers both inside and around the culling 
areas who are strongly opposed to it. 

Badger vaccination has been shown to be very effective; according to the latest Government research project 
most uninfected animals develop full immunity; infected animals are less likely to pass on the infection. It is 
not necessary to vaccinate each individual badger annually, only the sett (local population). Herd immunity is 
improved with non-immunised individuals within a group or population being ‘protected’ from disease 
transmission by the presence and proximity of immune individuals and unvaccinated, susceptible badger cubs 
are indirectly protected from disease transmission. 

Badgers are considered to be one source of bovine TB (bTB) infection in cattle, so in order to be able to 
control or eradicate the disease in cattle we acknowledge that we have to deal with the infection in badgers. 
 

Who are we? The ‘Dorset Badger Vaccination Project’ (DBVP) is a group of volunteers who offer badger 
vaccination as an affordable alternative to culling.   As professionally trained vaccinators we will be helping 
Dorset farmers, cattle and wildlife in the battle against bTB.  DBVP has people who have been trained by the 
DEFRA-funded Animal Health and Veterinary Laboratories Agency (AHVLA) in the trapping, vaccination and 
release of badgers. 
WE ARE OFFERING A POSITIVE ALTERNATIVE TO BADGER CULLING TO FARMERS AND 
LANDOWNERS IN DORSET. 

Not all farmers and landowners realise that vaccination is an alternative to culling and that farmers in 
a cull zone are not obliged to join in the cull. 

All vaccination carried out by DBVP will be ‘at cost’. Although it is early days in our fund-raising programme, 
we can clearly state that all training, equipment, time, travel costs etc. will be borne by DBVP; the land owner 
will only have to pay for the cost of the vaccine itself which we can, at the moment, estimate to be about £20 
per successfully vaccinated badger.  

 

Studies by researchers at AHVLA and the Food & Environment Research Agency (FERA) produced three key 
findings: 
1. The vaccine is completely safe. It is the one that was used to vaccinate British school children. 
2. There is no risk to cattle or other non-target species from vaccinated badgers. The vaccine does 

not interfere with stock testing for bTB. 
3. The vaccine works. Vaccination of a naturally infected population of over 800 badgers in Gloucestershire 

resulted in a 74% reduction in badgers testing positive to bTB which compares with a 50% overall 
reduction of TB in vaccinated humans.  

 
Ten years of British science (the Randomised Badger Cull Trial) revealed that “Culling badgers could 
increase the incidence of cattle TB” by increasing the perturbation of badgers. 
 
Please note that Dorset Wildlife Trust (DWT) is now vaccinating badgers on its reserves. 

 

 
Please find enclosed the following documents; 

 Frequently Asked Question list from AHVLA (DEFRA) ) 

 Question and Answer leaflet from the Badger Trust 
Please also find other useful info at the following web sites; 

 General Info for farmers - http://www.defra.gov.uk/ahvla-en/files/pub-advice-tb-cattle-wildlife.pdf 

 AHVLA FAQs (as mentioned above) - http://www.defra.gov.uk/ahvla-en/files/vaccinationFAQs.pdf 

 ISG Report http://archive.defra.gov.uk/foodfarm/farmanimal/diseases/atoz/tb/isg/report/final_report.pdf  
 BCG Vaccination Reduces Risk of Tuberculosis Infection in Vaccinated Badgers 

http://www.plosone.org/article/info:doi/10.1371/journal.pone.0049833  

http://www.defra.gov.uk/ahvla-en/files/pub-advice-tb-cattle-wildlife.pdf
http://www.defra.gov.uk/ahvla-en/files/vaccinationFAQs.pdf
http://archive.defra.gov.uk/foodfarm/farmanimal/diseases/atoz/tb/isg/report/final_report.pdf
http://www.plosone.org/article/info:doi/10.1371/journal.pone.0049833


 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

 
 
 
 
Vaccination Q and A 
 
GENERAL VACCINATION QUERIES 
 

Why vaccinate badgers against bovine TB? 
Badgers are a significant source of bovine TB infection in cattle and are involved in the 
maintenance of the disease, so in order to be able to control or eradicate the disease in cattle, 
we have to deal with the infection in badgers too. Reducing the level of bovine TB infection in 
badgers could also reduce the level of infection in cattle. 
 

How could vaccinating badgers reduce bovine TB in cattle? 
Vaccinating badgers reduces the severity of the disease in those that become infected after 
vaccination. A reduction in the prevalence and severity of disease in the badger population will 
reduce the potential for transmission of TB from badgers to cattle. 
 

Could it make bovine TB worse? 
No. Studies have shown that vaccination doesn’t exacerbate the disease in already infected 
badgers. Nor does it increase excretion of bacteria or lead to an increased risk of transmission 
of bovine TB. 
 

What vaccine is being used? 
The only vaccine that is currently available for use against TB in any species, including humans, 
is Bacille Calmette–Guérin (BCG). The only difference between the human BCG and BadgerBCG, 
the UK licensed vaccine for badgers, is that the dose given to badgers is higher than that given 
to humans. 
 

Is the vaccine safe for use in badgers? 
Yes. Scientific research has been carried out which demonstrated that BCG was safe for use in 
badgers. This was necessary in order for the vaccine to be licensed for use by the Veterinary 
Medicines Directorate. 
 

What effect does vaccination have on badgers? 
Research has demonstrated that vaccination reduces the severity and progression of TB in 
badgers that were experimentally infected with bovine TB after vaccination. BCG vaccination 
also reduced the amount of bacteria excreted in urine, faeces and other clinical samples. Such 
effects in the field are likely to translate into a reduced risk of transmission to cattle. 
 

Does it fully protect all badgers that are vaccinated 
As with any vaccine, not all vaccinated individuals will be fully protected. However, laboratory 
studies indicated that in common with other species, BCG vaccination did significantly reduce 
the overall disease burden. A recent field study of wild badgers showed that of the badgers 
that tested negative for TB at the outset, vaccination led to a significant reduction in the 
incidence of positive responses to a blood test that we know is a good indicator of the extent 
and severity of TB infection. 

 
Do you have to vaccinate every badger? 
No. Only a proportion of the susceptible population (that is those that are not already infected 
with bovine TB) need to benefit from the protective effects of the vaccine in order to reduce 
the prevalence of infection in the population. This is known as herd immunity and works on the 
principle that if some of the population are protected from the disease it is less likely that an 
infected individual will come into contact with a susceptible individual, therefore, the disease 
is less likely to be passed on. Obviously, the higher the proportion of protected individuals 
there are in a population, the lower the number of animals that could become infected. 



 

How will badgers be vaccinated? 
Currently, the only available vaccine is an injectable one. Badgers are trapped in cages, 
injected with vaccine then released. 
 

Are there any welfare issues with trapping badgers for vaccination? 
Cage trapping of badgers has been undertaken for over 30 years. Research has shown that, 
when trapping is carried out by properly trained and experienced personnel, the number of 
badgers injured in cage traps is very low, with the majority of those injured only suffering 
minor abrasions. 
 

Why can’t you use oral vaccine bait? 
There is research currently underway in the UK in developing oral vaccine bait for use in 
badgers, however the possibility of a usable oral badger vaccine is many years away and we 
can’t say for sure when one will be available. There are a number of issues currently being 
researched, including formulating a bait that is both palatable to badgers and keeps the BCG 
viable both in the environment and in the acidic conditions of a badgers stomach.  
A further range of questions around the best way to deploy bait are being researched, 
including: how many baits, where best to place them, how many days to feed for, what it the 
best time of year to deploy bait, how to avoid other species eating bait. The answers to these 
questions and others will determine the most cost-effective way to deploy an oral bait vaccine 
to badgers. 
 

What is happening with vaccination of wildlife against bovine TB in other 
countries? 
They are currently carrying out research into oral vaccination of badgers in Ireland and 
injectable and oral vaccination of possums in New Zealand. 
 

Why is it taking so long for vaccines to be widely available when we’ve been 
vaccinating humans for years? 
Whilst the programme of work has been designed to minimise the time required on delivering 
licensed vaccines, research by its nature takes time and much of the work has to be carried out 
sequentially. There are defined steps in obtaining a licence, or Marketing Authorisation, from 
the Veterinary Medicines Directorate for vaccines, which include studies to demonstrate both 
vaccine safety and efficacy. New diagnostic tests for badgers had to be developed initially, 
starting in 1999, to enable badger vaccine research to begin. 

 
Why can’t we vaccinate cattle? 
Cattle vaccination against TB is currently prohibited under EU legislation. Currently, the only 
vaccine candidate for use in cattle is BCG which interferes with the mandatory tuberculin skin 
test. Vaccinated cattle could become positive to the tuberculin skin test and herds could not 
be declared Officially TB Free (OTF) for trading purposes. Therefore, as part of the UK 
research programme we are developing and validating a diagnostic test to differentiate 
between infected and vaccinated animals (a so-called ‘DIVA test’). 
Changes will be required to the EU legislation to allow this test to be used in place of, or 
alongside, the tuberculin skin test to confer OTF status. 
 
 
 
 

What other EU Member States are likely to be interested in a TB vaccine for use 
in cattle / changing EU law to use a TB vaccine in cattle? 
Interest is limited at the moment – but this may change when a licensed product and a 
validated DIVA test are available. 
 

What research has gone into vaccines, how much has been invested and what 
agencies are involved? 
Defra has been funding research into TB vaccines for use in cattle and badgers since 1998 and 
the total investment in vaccine development has reached more than £30 million. 
Defra has been working alongside the Veterinary Laboratories Agency, which leads the vaccine 
research on Defra’s behalf and The Food and Environment Research Agency (FERA), 



which has over 30 years’ experience of trapping and injecting badgers. Defra also maintains 
close links with international researchers particularly in the Republic of Ireland and New 
Zealand. Defra and the VLA are also working in close cooperation with researchers working on 
new vaccines for TB in humans. 

 

BADGER VACCINE DEPLOYMENT PROJECT AND LAY VACCINATORS TRAINING COURSE 
 

What is the Badger Vaccine Deployment Project? 
It is a Defra funded project trapping and vaccinating badgers against bovine TB in an area of 
England badly affected by bovine TB in cattle. FERA is currently offering training; “Cage 
Trapping and Vaccination of Badgers Course” to help build capacity to vaccinate badgers. 
 

How often should badgers be vaccinated? 
Annual vaccination on a population basis is recommended in view of the estimated 30% rate of 
turnover including new cubs and badger movement. Safety studies have shown that there is no 
detrimental effect on vaccinating badgers annually. 
 

How will you know which badgers have been vaccinated? 
Badger social groups will normally be trapped for a maximum of two consecutive nights. 
Badgers that are caught on the first night are given a temporary mark so that they are not 
vaccinated again if trapped on the second night. There is no suitable way to permanently mark 
a badger without having to anaesthetise it first, which would greatly increase the disturbance 
to the badgers and the costs of a vaccination programme. Research has shown that there will 
be no detrimental effects if a badger is vaccinated on more than one occasion. 

 
How long will badgers be kept in the trap? 
Badgers will be trapped overnight, vaccinated and released near their setts early the following 
day. They are unlikely to be in the trap for more than 12 hours. 
 

How many traps will be placed per sett? 
The aim will be for saturation trapping, which will involve two traps for each badger believed 
to be occupying each sett. 
 

What if a sick or injured animal is caught in a trap? 
Training and Standard Operating Procedures outline steps that need to be taken in the event of 
a badger being trapped that is seriously injured. Procedures include contacting a local vet. 
 

What if a member of the public finds a trapped badger? 
The traps will be clearly labelled so people will be aware of the reason badgers are being 
trapped and that they will be released unharmed. There will also be a monitoring process and 
a phone number for people to ring if they have any particular concerns. 
 

If you are trapping badgers, why not test them for bovine TB? 
There is currently no reliable diagnostic field test for bovine TB in live badgers, so it is not 
possible for badgers infected with bTB to be accurately identified in the field. 
 

Why doesn’t vaccination cause perturbation? 
Perturbation is caused by the disruption of the social structure through the permanent removal 
of badgers from the social group. This increased ranging behaviour results in greater 
opportunities for contact with badgers from other social groups, which leads to an increase in 
the spread of infection. Badgers have been trapped, anaesthetised and sampled routinely at 
the FERA Woodchester study site for over 30 years and perturbation of the badger population 
has not been observed. This suggests that, as badgers that are vaccinated are released at the 
point of capture the next morning, there is no disruption of the existing social structure and 
therefore perturbation will not occur. 
 

Is there any point in vaccinating badgers on land if a farmer’s neighbours aren’t 
doing the same? 
Yes. It is not necessary to trap and vaccinate every badger to provide protection. Whilst it 
would be advantageous to vaccinate as many badgers as possible in a group and in groups in 
close proximity to one another, as long as the majority of animals are vaccinated from the 



social groups that access your farm, it is difficult to maintain a chain of infection when large 
numbers of a population are immune. The stable social structure of badger groups, with 
limited mixing of individuals between groups, lends itself to the generation of this ‘herd 
immunity’ through vaccination. 
 

Could a farmer specify the months for trapping and vaccination on his land in 
order to avoid the shooting season for example? 
Yes, the arrangements for access to your land will be made with us and they will discuss with 
you a mutually convenient time. 

 
Wouldn’t it be easier to wait for an oral vaccine to become available and use 
this in a deployment project? 
Defra aims to use every tool available in tackling bovine TB. The possibility of a usable oral 
badger vaccine is many years away. We can’t say for sure when one will be available. As a 
licensed injectable BCG vaccine is already available Defra wants to maximise its use by 
deploying it now. Use of the injectable vaccine will help to evaluate the logistics of deploying 
a vaccine to badgers as well as building confidence in the use of vaccines which will aid the 
future use of an oral vaccine once this becomes available. 
 

What if an oral badger vaccine was available before the end of the deployment 
project? 
Because of its flexible nature, there is the possibility that the project could be adapted to take 
into account the availability of an oral badger vaccine. 
 

How is the vaccine obtained? 
BadgerBCG is a Prescription only Medicine – Veterinarian (PoM-V). This means that the vaccine 
can only be prescribed by a vet. 
 

Who can cage trap badgers to inject the vaccine? 
A licence to trap badgers has to be issued by Natural England (or the appropriate licensing 
authority in Wales or Scotland) before badgers can be caged trapped and vaccinated. Lay 
vaccinators that have passed the Cage Trapping and Vaccination of Badgers Course offered by 
Fera and been issued with a certificate of competence can apply for a licence. 
 

Who are you targeting this training at; and how many do you expect to attend 
the course? 
The licensed injectable BadgerBCG vaccine is now available and we have always believed that 
there would be a commercial market out there for lay vaccinators. So we hope that some will 
see this as a business opportunity. Some landowners may also be interested in having the 
capacity to vaccinate the badgers on their land themselves and wildlife group members may 
also want to undertake the training. The scale and nature of the demand will become clearer 
in time and Fera expects to have some 50 places available each year on its trapping and 
vaccination course. 
 

Where can details of the training course be found? 
Please email badgervaccine@ahvla.gsi.gov.uk for further details or visit 
http://www.defra.gov.uk/ahvla-en/science/bovine-tb/bvdp/ 
 
 

Will you be collecting roadkill? 
No. Previous Road Traffic Accident (RTA) surveys have only been able to confirm the presence 
of disease in the areas that they have been carried out in and have not given accurate data on 
incidence of disease. For example, the RTA survey carried out as part of the RBCT, which ran 
from November 2000 to December 2004, derived estimates for the 7 counties in which it was 
carried out (average prevalence of 15%), but it was not possible to estimate prevalence 
accurately at smaller spatial scales because of the small numbers of animals collected. 

 
Despite the considerable effort to locate and collect carcasses only a single badger was 
collected each year from most parishes (around 60% of the total) and the overwhelming 
majority of parishes (97%) yielded 5 or fewer badgers each year – illustrating the limited ability 
of a survey of this kind to provide precise estimates of prevalence in small areas. Furthermore 

http://www.defra.gov.uk/ahvla-en/science/bovine-tb/bvdp/


there would be a risk of biased results as the project is not being carried out as a randomised 
study. 

 
 

SCIENTIFIC / TECHNICAL Q&A 
 
Is the vaccine safe for badgers? 
BCG is one of the most widely used vaccines in the world, with an unparalleled safety record. 
Despite the very large number of humans as well as laboratory mice and guinea pigs that have 
been vaccinated with BCG over any decades, there have been very few reports of adverse 
reactions. As part of the preparation for submission for authorisation to use the product, an 
experimental safety study performed to Good Laboratory Practice (GLP) accreditation was 
completed successfully at VLA in 2005 and published in the journal Veterinary Immunology & 
Immunopathology in 2006 and data from a four year field trial completed in 2010, were 
submitted as part of the licence application. Reports can be found on the Defra website: 
http://www.defra.gov.uk/animal-diseases/az/ 
bovine-tb/publications/ 
 

Will vaccinating badgers prevent bovine TB in cattle? 
As with all TB control measures vaccination adds another tool we can use. Vaccinating badgers 
is a risk reduction measure. It reduces the risk of badgers catching TB, resulting in fewer 
infected badgers. This in turn may reduce the risk of transmission from badgers to cattle. 
 

How long will it take to see a positive effect on the levels of bovine TB in cattle? 
Mathematical modelling work carried out by researchers at both the Food and Environment 
Research Agency (Fera, formerly the Central Science Laboratory) and Veterinary Laboratories 
Agency (VLA) showed that a number of factors will influence the how long it will take for a 
reduction in disease levels in badgers to translate into an impact on cattle disease. These 
include vaccine efficacy, the proportion of badgers vaccinated, what contribution badgers 
make to the disease in cattle and how effective cattle controls are at preventing cattle to 
cattle spread. The vaccine is unlikely to benefit already infected badgers, in which case these 
animals will need to die off naturally for the disease risk to cattle from badgers to be reduced. 
Most badgers have a lifespan of just 3 to 5 years and the annual population turnover of the UK 
badger population is estimated to be 30%, therefore we expect that it will take 5 years to 
vaccinate a sufficient number of naive badgers to achieve herd immunity and reduce TB 
incidence within a badger population. We do not know how long it will take for this to 
translate in to a reduction in cattle herd breakdowns. 

 
Will vaccinated badgers excrete BCG, which could subsequently sensitise cattle to 
the skin test? 
In the BCG Good Laboratory Practice safety studies badgers were given at least 10 times the 
licensed dose there was no evidence BCG was shed and there was no evidence that BCG was 
shed from vaccinated badgers in the 4 year field trial, therefore the use of the vaccine in 
badgers would not be expected to compromise the tuberculin skin test in cattle. 
 

Will trapping badgers cause them stress and make them more susceptible to 
infection or exacerbate disease in already infected badgers? 
While there may be effects in other species, there is no scientific evidence to show that stress 
affects immune function in badgers in such as way as to adversely affect their response to 
vaccination or increase disease. Furthermore, badgers captured following a period of pre-
baiting frequently do not avoid recapture and will repeatedly enter traps for a food reward, 
suggesting the badgers are not particularly stressed by cage trapping procures when carried out 
correctly under established Standard Operating Procedures. 
Badgers are trapped overnight and released early the following morning after vaccination. 
 

What if badgers are trapped and injected multiple times in short succession 
They won’t be. Vaccinated badgers will be given a temporary mark (e.g. with livestock spray 
marker) to minimise any risk of the same badgers being vaccinated more than once in any 
annual trapping sessions at a given location. In the event that this did happen however, there 
is no evidence that repeat administration of BCG to badgers causes any adverse effects or 
results in excretion of the vaccine. 
 



How will you know if the vaccine works? 
BCG has been shown to protective effect in captive badgers and we are not including 
measurement of vaccine efficacy as part of the project because this would require a large 
randomised scientific trial. 
 

How long does the vaccine take to give badger immunity? 
Under experimental conditions badgers were shown to give an immune response to BCG 
between 3-4 weeks after vaccination. The immune response is that measured by the gamma-
interferon test, i.e. is a measure of cell mediated immunity and not a direct correlate of 
protection. 
 

If cattle became infected with bovine TB after use of vaccine in badgers on the 
farm could you identify the strain of M. bovis (BCG) used in the vaccine and 
differentiate that from the local strain? [i.e. is there a way to see if the vaccine 
posed a risk to cattle / looking for reassurance about increased shedding] 
There is no evidence to suggest that badgers will shed the BCG after administration of 
injectable vaccine for it to present a risk to cattle. 
 

Can BCG protect badgers against all the different strains of M. bovis? 
There is no evidence to suggest otherwise. BCG in man protects against many different strains 
of human TB worldwide. 

 
Why are you using BCG when we’re no longer using it in humans? 
BCG is still being used in humans in GB, however, following advice from the Joint Committee 
on Vaccination and Immunisation (JCVI) in July 2005 the UK’s universal BCG vaccination 
programme delivered through schools was replaced with an improved programme of targeted 
vaccination for those individuals who are at greater risk. These recommendations reflected the 
changing patterns of TB infection and better protect children and others who are at higher 
risk. 
 

Has the vaccine been / will it be trialled in camelids? 
There are no plans to trial the vaccine in camelids. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  



 

BOVINE TUBERCULOSIS IN CATTLE AND BADGERS: Q AND A  
FOR DECADES discussion and controversy has raged about bovine tuberculosis  
(bTB). For the Badger Trust it has side-lined other major issues—notably 
persecution—because of the insistence, led by farming unions that bTB will be 
solved only if badgers are slaughtered (culled is the word they prefer to use). 
Unperturbed by conclusive scientific evidence, the result of the near 10-year 
£50 million taxpayer-funded research programme by the Independent Scientific 
Group (the ISG) that killing large numbers of badgers would have no meaningful 
impact on the spread and control of this disease, they have continued to call for 
widespread “targeted” action. Badger Trust totally rejects this argument. But to 
put the issue into some context here we answer some of the points most 
frequently raised about bTB.  
 

Q: What is bTB and how does it relate to the human version?  

A: TB in cattle is a debilitating, highly infectious and progressive respiratory infection, very similar to human 
TB, caused by the organism Mycobacterium Bovis (M. Bovis), which forms lesions or “tubercules” (hence the 
name) most often in the lungs. Clinical signs of the disease are rarely visible in the early stages so detection 
relies on routine screening using the tuberculin “live test”. Before milk was pasteurised bovine TB in humans 
was common and often fatal. Today it’s rare. The human form of TB is more usually caused by 
Mycobacterium tuberculosis (M. tuberculosis).  
 

Q: What does bTB do to cattle?  

A: Grossly infected animals become emaciated, weak and lethargic and eventually die. But in countries with 
established test-and-slaughter eradication policies this doesn’t happen because the disease is detected in its 
relatively early stages. TB in warm-blooded mammals is a world-wide problem. Cattle are the main hosts—
hence the name, bovine TB—but the disease affects many other mammals, from bison in Canada, to brush-
tailed possum in New Zealand, buffalo in southern Africa and white-tailed deer in the United States.  
 

Q: How do cattle catch TB?  

A: Principally from other cattle by breathing in bacilli expelled by infected animals as tiny aerosol droplets. It 
may also be caught through contamination of feeding and watering sites and from infected wildlife, including 
badgers and deer and possibly from other farmed animals such as deer and camelids (llamas, alpacas etc). 
The risk of disease spread is greatest in enclosed, poorly ventilated areas—notably over-wintering barns and 
sheds where cattle spend months confined together—but any contact between cattle, at shows and 
markets, for example, in livestock lorries or at single-fence farm boundaries where they can come into 
contact with other cattle are other obvious transmission points.  
On its website Defra says: “Cattle-to-cattle transmission is a serious cause of disease spread”. The 
Independent Scientific Group (ISG) in its final report describes cattle-to-cattle transmission as very important 
in high incidence areas and “the main cause of disease spread to new areas”.  
That said it’s worth adding that despite years of research, transmission routes (for example cattle to badger 
and badger to cattle) are still not properly understood.  
 

Q: How do badgers catch TB?  

A: From each other, from cattle (probably through infected urine and faeces) and possibly from other 
infected farm animals and wildlife. Badgers spend most of their life below ground sharing the same air space, 
tunnels and chambers with other badgers, but decades of research at Woodchester Park (by what was the 
Central Science Laboratory, now part of Fera, the Food and Environment Research Agency) has shown that 
infected badgers and TB-free badgers often share the same setts. This might be explained by acquired 
immunity in a proportion of badgers or simply that badgers do not easily infect each other.  
 



Q: So not all badgers are infected?  

A: Far from it. Most badgers are healthy. The Randomised Badger Culling Trials (RBCT) which form the basis 
of the ISG’s final report and recommendations showed that even in bTB hotspots less than one in seven 
badgers were infected and when road-killed badgers from seven hotspot counties were examined the figures 
were almost the same (15 per cent infected).  
 

Q: What does TB do to badgers?  

A: The disease chiefly affects the lungs and kidneys. Infected animals lose weight and body condition and 
experience breathing problems. Though debilitating, bTB in badgers is rarely fatal. Generally, infected 
badgers do not show any signs of illness. Badgers suffering from the advanced stages of bTB become 
severely emaciated and as disease carriers are then described as excretors - this means they can potentially 
shed live bacilli. Levels of bTB in badgers in hotspot areas jumped sharply immediately following the foot and 
mouth outbreak in 2001-2002 when the routine bTB test and slaughter programme for cattle was stopped. 
So there’s good evidence to suggest controlling bTB in cattle will reduce bTB levels in badgers.  
 

Q: Why is so much attention focused on badgers in the bTB debate and so little on other wildlife, 

including deer? 

A: That’s really a question for Defra and farming interests to answer. Badger Trust has always taken the view 
that the near obsession with the alleged role of badgers has distracted attention away from more important 
research and cattle management issues. As to the specific question: foxes, squirrels, rats and deer are among 
wildlife known to suffer from TB. But in 2008 Defra said two research projects had concluded that except for 
two species of deer the likelihood of other mammals (excluding badgers) being a significant source of 
infection to cattle was extremely low. It’s worth noting that all six species of deer in the UK suffer from TB.  
 

Q: Why do so many farmers want to cull badgers?  

A: They argue that bTB won’t be beaten until all significant sources of the disease are tackled and to them 
that means killing wildlife, notably badgers. The National Farmers’ Union, a key source of information for 
many farmers, has been especially aggressive in calling for a cull of badgers. Everyone involved in the bTB 
debate, which has raged for decades, accepts that the disease can have a devastating impact on farmers. 
That’s not the issue. The debate is about the part played by badgers in spreading or maintaining TB in cattle, 
and whether slaughtering badgers --“culling” is an inappropriate description—is necessary to beat the 
disease. The Badger Trust has always argued that decisions must be based not on anecdotal evidence, 
certainly not on prejudice and rumour, but on science. The country invested the best part of £50 million in 
the culling trials conducted and analysed by the ISG. Its final report recommended a series of cattle-based 
measures which it said were likely to reverse the increasing trend in cattle disease incidence…and which in 
addition might also reduce disease in badgers. Yes, the ISG did say that “…badgers do contribute significantly 
to the disease in cattle” but it went on to say: “…it is unfortunate that agricultural and veterinary leaders 
continue to believe, in spite of overwhelming scientific evidence to the contrary, that the main approach to 
cattle TB control must involve some form of badger population control.” Crucially in its summary findings and 
recommendations the ISG said: ”Given its high costs and low benefits we therefore conclude that badger 
culling is unlikely to contribute usefully to the control of cattle TB in Britain, and recommend that TB control 
efforts focus on measures other than badger culling.”  
 

Q: Farming Minister Jim Paice has said “there’s no country in the world that’s got rid of TB without 

addressing the problem in wildlife”.  

A: Let’s look at the facts. Here in the UK a bTB epidemic that began in the 1930s spiralled out of control and 
by 1960 was still infecting 16,000 of the UK’s cattle. It was brought under control and all but eradicated by 
the cattle-based controls. No badgers had been killed or implicated. Then in the last decades of the 20th 

century bTB began to increase again. The reasons were not clear. Farming organisations blamed badgers. But 
in fact the increase followed a marked relaxation of cattle testing, slaughter and movement controls 
introduced during the area-by-area eradication policy described above. The increase also coincided with the 
intensification of dairy farms and the growing trend towards large herds and over wintering them in sheds 
and barns. So to try to answer whether badgers were to blame the Government set up the Randomised 
Badger Culling Trial overseen by the ISG in the late 1990s. Thousands of badgers were killed in this project 



and as reported above the ISG concluded in 2007 that culling badgers would have no meaningful effect on 
the control of bTB and that farmers should concentrate on improved cattle controls. In the two years 2009 
and 2010, there has been a 15% reduction in bTB due to improved testing of cattle, movement controls and 
improved cattle husbandry. This improvement has been achieved without any badgers being killed.  
 

Q: The farming Press reports that large numbers of diseased badgers are dying in agony and that 

“culling” would end that misery and lead to healthy badgers living alongside healthy cattle.  

A: Pure fiction. It is just a bit of clumsy public relations to try to justify a “cull”. There’s absolutely no 
evidence to support the claim that bTB is killing large numbers of badgers. As we’ve already said, TB in 
badgers is rarely fatal. Further, it is not possible to identify and kill only diseased badgers. Nor is it possible to 
identify and take out “diseased setts”. PCR (Polymerase Chain Reaction), a technique based on DNA, has 
been discounted as a tool which could do that. There are no other alternatives. A post mortem is required to 
reliably diagnose bTB in badgers. So a “cull” would be non-selective. Mostly healthy, non-infected badgers 
would die. How is that a route to “healthy badgers living alongside healthy cattle”?  
 

Q: What about vaccination of badgers?  

A: An injectable vaccine for badgers has been licensed for use and development works is continuing to 
produce an oral bait vaccine.  
 
 
Badger Trust now strongly believes that an injectable vaccine, and ultimately an oral vaccine, provides a 
very positive way forward in the long-term control of this disease. The “silver bullet” remains a cattle 
vaccine which will not only protect cattle from the disease but will also allow the UK farming industry to 
export cattle to EU countries. A test is being developed which will differentiate between a vaccinated cow 
and an infected cow. This will require acceptance within the EU. 

 
 
 
 
 


