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The Institute of Directors, in its submission to the National Audit Office’s Study of Foot and Mouth Disease (FMD), said that its members were very critical of the handling of the FMD outbreak and concerned about the costs to business. 

The IoD’s submission to the NAO was largely based on a survey of nearly 600 members, which was conducted in April. Subsequent informal discussions with members confirmed continuing criticism of the handling of the outbreak and continuing concerns about the damage to business.  

Many of the members’ criticisms about the handling of the crisis focused on the delays between diagnosis, slaughter and disposal. Rotting carcasses were not only regarded as a distressing sight (and damaging to the rural tourist industry), but it was felt they were instrumental in dispersing the virus. The method of open incineration of the carcasses came in for special criticism. 

There was also widespread incomprehension at the absolute refusal of MAFF (now DEFRA) and the NFU to consider vaccination – especially as the Dutch and the French had employed vaccination with success. The NFU’s obsession with “disease free status” (in order to resume the export trade) at the expense of any other considerations (whether for the farming sector in general, as not all farmers are exporters, or for the wider rural economy) was widely criticised. In addition, members said that there was a need for tougher controls on meat imports; swill feeding should be banned and the extensive transportation of livestock should be reviewed, not least of all for welfare reasons. 

The costs of the FMD outbreak to many IoD members have been significant – especially in the transportation and tourist industries (the IoD has very few members in agriculture). When the IoD surveyed members in April, 35 per cent of the respondents had been affected and the average cost to their businesses was over £50,000. 

At that time they were also asked what would their costs be if the outbreak went on to the end if July, by when it was assumed FMD would have been brought under control. The average costs for those affected were expected to rise to £125,000. 
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Since April, the IoD has not conducted any further surveys of the cost but a recent report from the Countryside Agency assessed the damage to the rural economy at more than £5bn and the net effect on GDP between £2 ½bn and £4bn.   

Ruth Lea, Head of the Policy Unit at the IoD, said:

"Our members feel very strongly that the Foot and Mouth Disease outbreak has been very poorly handled by MAFF (now DEFRA). MAFF’s inability to get on top of the epidemic despite the epidemiological advances since the 1967 outbreak and the considerable resources at their disposal has beggared belief. And sights of funeral pyres have sat oddly with our claim to be a ‘modern, Twenty First Century' country. FMD has clearly never ‘gone away’ and could well now be endemic in Britain’s herds. It is tragic.

“The costs to the rural economy have been considerable – amounting to £5bn according to the Countryside Agency – with tourism taking the biggest hit. But what is most distressing of all is that, if this outbreak had been well-handled, much of this damage to people’s livelihoods could have been avoided.”     
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The IoD survey on the cost of the Foot and Mouth outbreak, published in April, can be found at www.iod.com/policy/press
Contact points:

Ruth Lea, Head of the Policy Unit, office tel: 020 7451 3291;  pager number: 07626 241749

Steve Reardon, Director of Communications, tel: 020 7451 3263

mobile and out of hours: 07881 626330

Richard Taylor, Press Officer, tel: 020 7451 3264

 mobile and out of hours: 07721 734886

e-mail: press@iod.com
Notes to Editors:

The Institute of Directors is a non-political organisation with some 70,000 members world-wide, 54,000 in the UK, whose aim is to help directors to fulfil their leadership responsibilities in creating wealth for the benefit of business and society as a whole. To this end the IoD provides an effective voice to represent the interests of its members to government and opinion-formers, and to bring the experience of business leaders to bear on the conduct of public affairs.
