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FOOD FOR THOUGHT

M
eat is central to the diet of 
most people in the UK, and 
ensuring the safety and 
hygiene of meat sold in this 
country is a central part of the 

Food Standards Agency’s work.
This issue of Bite looks at meat safety in its 

widest context – from BSE to animal cruelty, 
and from the cost of meat controls to the 
question of sustainability.

Roger Lakin sets the scene in an article that 
traces the journey of meat through our history 
like the marbling running through a piece of 
rare steak. Poetry, prose and art, it seems, 
have all played their part in meat establishing 
such an iconic position in our diet.

The Agency was, of course, established in 
the wake of the BSE scandal and the impact  
of food safety crises caused by E. coli O157 
and salmonella. Fleur Strong, from the 
Agency’s Communications Division, highlights 
the efforts continually being made by Agency 
veterinarians and meat inspection staff across 
Great Britain to make sure meat, and other 
food, is now as safe as possible. 

If ever there was a time when meat was in 
danger of being toppled from its pedestal, it was 
during the 1990s, with the impact of bovine 
spongiform encephalopathy (BSE) – forever 
embedded in our consciousness as ‘mad cow 
disease’. David Carruthers takes a sober look at 
the tragedy of BSE and its human form variant 
Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease, and outlines some of 
the work of the Food Standards Agency that has 
helped end the crisis. 

But do we provide value for money? Charles 

Milne, Director of FSA Scotland, and Stephen 
Rossides, Director of the British Meat Processors 
Association, use the pages of Bite to exchange 
views on the costs of official meat controls.

Of course, the Agency is always looking for 
ways to realise efficiency savings, and this 
year, to ensure it stays lean and fit enough to 
take its work forward, the Meat Hygiene 
Service (formerly an executive arm of the 
Agency) was amalgamated into the 
organisation and its staff now form the 
backbone of the Agency’s new Operations 
Group. Andrew Rhodes, newly-appointed 
Director of Operations, talks to Bite about the 
qualities he hopes he has brought to the job.

But this issue’s focus on meat safety could 
be said to be just a lot of ‘hot methane’ if it 
didn’t also take account of the wider issue of 
meat production and sustainability. With this in 
mind, a Bite roundtable has managed to herd 
together experts from the Vegetarian Society, 
the National Farmers’ Union, the WWF and the 
Meat Trades Journal – all under the watchful 
eye of facilitator Professor Tim Lang. 

And in case you hadn’t already realised you 
were being spoiled for choice, we’ve included 
articles by Peter Bradnock, who writes from an 
industry perspective on why poultry might be 
the new meat of choice for the UK consumer, 
and by Joanna Green, who puts us in the 
picture on animal cruelty. An FSA survey of the 
safety of red meat completes the menu. 

I hope that such meaty main courses and 
sustaining side dishes will whet your appetite 
and convince you to get your teeth into the 
latest issue of Bite.  

Quality cuts

Poetry, prose 
and art have 
played their 
part in meat 
establishing  
its position in 
our diet.’

Frank Chalmers
Editor, Bite
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Meat: a very  
British passion

M
yofibrils’ and ‘striated 
muscle tissue’ I knew all 
about, having recently 
boned up on the 
structure of meat for my 

food science finals. But on a post-
graduation beano in Nice a few weeks 
later, I was left bewildered by an angry 
young Frenchwoman bellowing ‘Rosbif’ 
in my direction. Having disturbed her 
siesta on the Promenade des Anglais 
with a wayward frisbee, she was 
retaliating with an insult I later learned 
was steeped in centuries of Anglo-
French rivalry and reduced to a single, 
seething culinary epithet.

Such has been our historic appetite 
for roast beef in particular, and meat in 
general, that it now serves as derogatory 
shorthand for boorish Britishness 
abroad – though we embrace our 
carnivorous proclivities far more 
favourably at home. We have been 
relishing meat at least since the Celtic 
Belgae tossed gnawed mutton bones 
over their shoulders while sitting around 
their West Country fire pits, and we 
continue to eat prodigious quantities. 
Last year, British slaughterhouses and 
poultry plants processed 2,110, 998 
cattle, 7,713,609 pigs, 14,380,292 
sheep and 800,510,042 chickens and 
fellow poultry.

Red meat has long held an iconic place in our diet, if not 
our national psyche. Roger Lakin takes a trip through 
the past to uncover where meat and history meet

THE MAIN DISH

‘

Roger Lakin 
Communications 
Division, FSA
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Influential Metaphorical Delectable
Meat has always been a 
major influence on British 
culture, from poetry 
to politics and 
architecture to art

A symbol of national pride, 
beef is a source of patriotism, 
something that past 
prominent European 
figures have mocked

Our historic appetite for roast 
beef increases. Last year, 
2,110,998 cattle were 
processed in British 
slaughterhouses 2.1m

Language of lunch
Meat has influenced our language, our 
architecture and our sense of humour.  
We still use the Norman words ‘beef’, 
‘pork’ and ‘mutton’ instead of the Saxon 
‘cow’, ‘pig’ and ‘sheep’ to differentiate 
lunch from livestock. Samuel Johnson 
wrote about a dark room behind the family 
kitchen where the weight for turning the 
roasting jack fell through a hole in the floor. 
And the celebrated food writer, Jane 
Grigson, in her classic book English Food, 
quotes the old chestnut about a man on 
his deathbed smelling a delicious ham 
roasting downstairs and requesting a slice, 
only to be denied by his wife because it’s 
not to be carved until his wake.

Meat, of course, has a special place in 
Scottish literature. It inspired possibly the 
most famous pre-prandial poetry in the 
world, and certainly the most widely 
disseminated: 

Some hae meat and canna eat, 
And some wad eat that want it; 
But we hae meat, and we can eat, 
Sae let the Lord be thankit. 

The Selkirk Grace is said every 25th 
January at Burns’ suppers around the 
world, followed shortly after by a recital  
of the Scottish Bard’s Address to a Haggis 
as Scotland’s national dish is bagpiped  
to the table – a pudding consisting of 
heart, liver, lungs and suet boiled up in  
a sheep’s stomach. 

Prime cuts were more to the English 
Bard’s taste. ‘Give them great meals of 
beef... and they will eat like wolves and 
fight like devils,’ says the Constable of 

France of the English on the eve of 
Agincourt in Shakespeare’s Henry V.  
Some sources say Shakespeare was a 
butcher, or the son of a butcher. More 
certainly, the iconic status of meat in the 
British diet was sealed by Shakespeare’s 
time, and over the following three 
centuries our taste for beef became 
not just nourishment but a source of 
patriotism, propaganda and great 
national pride. Ben Rogers’ book, 
Beef and Liberty, tells brilliantly 
the tale of a half-millennium of  
meat eating.

In short, from the 1600s to the 
late 19th century English beef (and 
later British beef) was painted, 
soliloquised, serenaded, celebrated 
– and consumed with gusto. The 
(English) King’s bodyguard, the 
Yeoman of the Guard, became 
known as ‘Beef-eaters’; meat-eating 
clubs with names like the Sublime 
Society of Beefsteaks sprang up 
across the country; foreign visitors 
wrote home about the British love  
of beef; sightseers gathered to see 
the spectacle of herds of Anglesey-
reared cattle swimming to market 
on the mainland across the 
treacherous Menai Straits; and theatre 
audiences belted out the lines of popular 
songs such as Happy in beef and liberty 
and Beef and beer give heavier blows. 

Patriotic pride
In a period of mutual hostility and frequent 
warring with France, British beef – unfussy, 
unadorned (except with mustard or 
horseradish), solid – became a symbol of 

national pride and patriotism and was 
contrasted with the wishy-washy soups 
and fricassees served up by French chefs. 
Voltaire mocked the English for ‘a hundred 
religions but only one sauce’, but he was 
faced by legions of savage British 

caricaturists, cartoonists and satirists,  
led by William Hogarth, who used steaks, 
sirloins and legs of mutton to 
metaphorically mock the feebleness of 
foppish Frenchmen and the 
feeblemindedness of the British aristocracy 
and political elite who adopted continental 
tastes and fashions.

The jingoistic British distaste for France 
eventually dissipated in the 19th century, 



THE MAIN DISH

but our love of all things bovine was 
undiminished. Victorian cattle breeders 
commissioned portraits of their most 
prized specimens, Craven Heifers and 
Durham Oxen were immortalised on pub 
signs, and the new railway network fed the 
demand for ever-increasing amounts of the 
national dish. Turkey may have replaced 
beef as the traditional centrepiece of the 
Christmas table, but Sunday lunches in 
many parts of England are, to this day,  
still synonymous with roast beef.

Cataclysmic effect
This almost sinuous relationship between 
dinner and diner might go some way to 
explaining the cataclysmic effect on the 
national psyche when ‘mad cow disease’, 
or BSE, emerged in the 1980s. Not only 

were the effects of the disease on humans 
and animals so devastating, but it was 
being delivered like a dagger into the  
heart of the nation by a national institution 
and a staple of the national diet.

But BSE wasn’t just a stark reminder 
that meat is probably the riskiest of foods 
when things go wrong – the two most 
dramatic outbreaks of food poisoning in 
this country in recent years, the E. coli 
0157 incidents in Wales and Scotland, 
have been caused by contaminated  
meat – it was reminder of the importance 
of good regulation.

The rules are policed today by the FSA, 
and the meat hygiene inspectors in our 
Operations Group maintain a long, 
essential and fascinating tradition that 
winds back through Victorian beadles to 

butchers’ guilds and the magistrates of 
Roman Britain. As long ago as 1362 
Edward III of England had the foresight to 
order the slaughter of beasts to be done 
outside of London to prevent ‘Sickness 
and many other Evils happen to such as 
have abode in the said City’. A few years 
later, a medieval butcher caught swindling 
his customers could find himself riding 
backwards through the town with bad 
meat hung around his neck and only the 
horse’s bottom handy for conversation.

Need for enforcement 
Modern meat regulation has moved on, 
and is gathering pace as it tries to keep up 
with the prolific changes that have taken 
place across the food industry in the past 
decade or two. Present legislation is highly 
prescriptive, having been devised to deal 
with visible risks such as TB and parasites. 
But expert opinion is generally in favour of 
a more flexible approach better suited to 
tackling the invisible risks posed by 
microbiological contaminants such as 
salmonella, E. coli and campylobacter. 
What is certain is that our demand for 
meat will ensure a continuing need for 
good hygiene and sensible enforcement  
to ensure good hygiene. 

A meat-free diet is popular, with 3%  
of respondents to the most recent FSA 
Survey of Public Attitudes to Food claiming 
to be completely vegetarian. But our 
passion for animal protein shows no sign 
of declining, despite growing evidence 
linking meat-heavy diets with various 
health risks and a growing awareness of 
the contribution meat production makes to 
global warming. Tom Jaine, distinguished 
gastronome and publisher of culinary 
histories, offers an explanation for this 
apparently self-destructive behaviour: 
‘Beef, and meat in general, has a 
double-bind on Britain’s hearts and minds: 
it has given us our culinary identity and, as 
disposable incomes have risen, so we have 
sought solace in its charms as 
confirmation of our escape from the chains 
of poverty.’ 

Our national dish may no longer be the 
roast beef of old – the late Robin Cook 
declared a few years ago that it was 
chicken tikka masala – but meat remains  
a national institution.  

Controversial Changeable
It was delivered like a dagger 
into the heart of the nation 
by a national 
institution and 
staple of the diet

Our national dish may no
longer be the roast beef
of old – but meat 
remains a national 
institutionbse ?
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ESSENTIALS

Staff working for the Food Standards Agency’s Operations Group 
play a central role in ensuring that the meat on sale to the British 
public is as safe as possible. Fleur Strong outlines how veterinarians 
and meat inspection staff across Great Britain are always ready to 
meet new challenges   

P
rior to the establishment of the Meat 
Hygiene Service (MHS) in 1995, 
meat inspectors worked for their 
local authority, and official veterinary 
surgeons were contracted by local 

authorities to attend abattoirs and cutting plants. 
With the founding of the MHS, a system involving 
more than 300 separate local authorities was 
brought under the auspices of one organisation 
operating with a consistent approach. It also meant 
that staff on the ground had, for the first time, a 

national identity and were provided with additional 
support to help them do their job. 

Animal disease and foodborne illness outbreaks 
act as markers in the work of meat inspection.  
No sooner was the MHS set up and running than 
the bovine spongiform encephalopathy (BSE) crisis 
hit the headlines in the UK in 1996. And it was the 
vigilance of an MHS official veterinary surgeon 
(OVS) that resulted in the first detection of the foot 
and mouth disease (FMD) outbreak in February 
2001. The impact of FMD on MHS resources was 
immense. Working closely with Defra, the MHS set 
up the ‘direct to slaughter scheme’ through which 
slaughterhouses could guarantee the necessary 
biosecurity measures to slaughter animals and 
keep the meat industry going. 

Reflecting on such experiences, Jane Downes, 
who joined the MHS in 1995 as Principal Official 
Veterinary Surgeon and was the Agency’s 

Meat safety: 

Fleur Strong 
FSA Operations Group  
Communications and  
Public Affairs Manager
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Veterinary and Technical Director  
for eight years, says: ‘From a veterinary 
point of view, the MHS and now the FSA,  
is always going to be challenged by 
emerging and changing diseases.  
With globalisation and climate change,  
the speed of these changes and 
challenges is only going to increase.’

On 1 April 2000, the MHS transferred 
from the Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries 
and Food to become an executive agency 
of the FSA. The transfer reflected the 
MHS’s key role in the enforcement of  
meat hygiene regulations and BSE 
controls. The transition also emphasised 
the importance played by both 
organisations in public health protection. 

Complex work 
The statistics of the meat industry in  
Great Britain emphasise the scale and 
complexity of this work. In the past 
financial year staff inspected more than 
800 million birds, 14.3 million sheep 
lambs and goats, 7.7 million pigs and more 
than 2 million cattle. A recent calculation 
identified that between 2006 and 2009, 
2,271,473,206 poultry birds were 
slaughtered in this country – enough to 
stretch around the world 10 times. 

Earlier this year, operational staff 
transferred from the MHS into a newly 
established FSA Operations Group. Their 
work has not changed, and field-based 
teams of veterinary and meat inspection 
staff across Great Britain remain 
responsible for providing verification, audit 
and meat inspection services in approved 
slaughterhouses, cutting plants, game 
handling establishments, and co-located 
minced meat and meat preparation 
premises. This unseen work continues  

on demand 24 hours a day, seven days a 
week, 365 days of the year, and often in 
challenging working environments.

The inspection teams vary in 
composition depending on the size of the 
meat premises, the complexity of their 
operation and the number of animals 
slaughtered. Andrew Rhodes, recently 
appointed Director of the FSA Operations 
Group, says: ‘The EU Food Hygiene 
Regulations place the responsibility on 
food business operators (FBOs) to ensure 
all stages of the production, processing 
and distribution of food under their control 

satisfy relevant hygiene requirements. 
‘The FSA does not slaughter animals 

and birds in abattoirs – they are 
slaughtered by staff employed for that 
purpose by the FBOs. But the FSA has a 
monitoring role in the slaughter process to 
make sure that all slaughterers abide by 
the regulations. We also undertake official 
controls, on behalf of Defra, on animal 
health and welfare to ensure compliance 
with legislative requirements. 

‘For our staff, public health protection 
extends well beyond the visual examination 
of carcasses to ensure fitness for human 

1   The Food Standards Agency 
Operations Group will provide  

a streamlined and improved  
approach to compliance with  
official food and feed controls  
across the UK. 

2   Greater operational compliance 
and increased FVO confidence  

will be achieved by the group working 
closely with policy-making teams in the 
FSA to ensure that policies underpin the 
effective delivery of official controls. 

3 Knowledge, information and 
expertise will be actively shared 

throughout the group to enable a 
cohesive understanding of which 
interventions are effective in encouraging 
compliance with food and feed law. 

4 This consistent and targeted 
approach will result in increased 

protection of public health through the 
production of safe food and contribute  
to a decrease in instances of foodborne 
illness in the UK. 

5 Sharing expertise and knowledge 
will allow the FSA to make internal 

improvements, targeting resources and 
prioritising actions to areas that need 
immediate focus. 

6 The group will provide coordinated 
and consistent support to UK  

food and feed businesses and delivery 
partners in relation to compliance with 
official controls and other statutory 
requirements, ensuring that regulation is 
effective, risk based and proportionate. 

Meeting the challenges 
of the future



For our staff, public health protection 
extends well beyond the visual examination 
of carcasses to ensure fitness for human 
consumption.’
Andrew Rhodes
Director, FSA Operations Group
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MHS made great progress from 2006 to 
2010. In 2008/09 it delivered £9.2 million 
of cost reductions – 84% better than 
originally planned, and on top of what was 
saved in 2007/08. Through 2009/10, 
costs were reduced even further to £68.1 
million (£62.3 in real terms) – a real-term 
reduction of 32% since 2006/07.’

MHS staff now form the core of the 
FSA’s new Operations Group. The group is 
responsible for the implementation and 
effective delivery across the UK of all of the 
FSA’s Competent Authority food and feed 
responsibilities in relation to the National 

consumption. It includes preventing 
contamination, taking samples for testing 
for residues of veterinary medicines, and 
ensuring that FBOs abide by the BSE 
controls. We check animals before 
slaughter for any signs of disease, ensure 
that the slaughter and dressing process is 
conducted in accordance with the 
legislative requirements and check the 
appropriate disposal of the parts of the 
carcass that are not intended for human 
consumption.

‘Carcasses from cattle, sheep, goats, 
pigs and deer that have been processed  
in line with relevant legislation and have 
passed ante and post mortem inspection 
are stamped with a health mark as fit for 
human consumption.’

If an FBO does not comply with the 
legislative framework, staff will escalate 
what is termed ‘non compliance’ through  
a hierarchy of enforcement that ranges  
from informal advice and warnings, the 
serving of formal notices, through to 
recommendations for investigation with a 
view to prosecution. While overall industry 
compliance with official controls is good, 
there are still operators who are not 
complying fully with EU legislation. In 
2009/10 there were 259 formal and 1,997 
informal enforcement actions against FBOs. 

Reorganisation
Prior to the merger with the FSA, MHS 
staff faced a range of challenges including 
a full reorganisation, job reductions, and 
wide-ranging changes required under the 
2006 EU food hygiene legislation that 
reinforced FBO responsibility for the 
protection of safe meat and the protection 
of animal welfare. Chris Hitchen, the FSA 
Director of Finance, notes: ‘Financially, the 

•  The FSA is responsible for enforcing 
the regulations in slaughterhouses, 
cutting plants and game handling 
establishments. 

•  Local authorities are responsible for 
standalone coldstores, minced meat, 
meat preparations and meat products 
establishments. The FSA is responsible 
for these if they are co-located with a 
slaughterhouse, cutting plant or game 
handling establishment.

•  Whenever a slaughterhouse is in 
operation in Great Britain, a member 
of the FSA inspection team will be in 
attendance to carry out official 
controls.

•  Cutting plants and red and white 
meat slaughterhouses are audited 
every 2 to 12 months, dependent on 
the audit risk category assigned at 
previous audit.   

Where FSA Operations 
Group staff work

•  Directly enforce legislation through 
the FSA’s inspectors in approved 
meat premises in Great Britain and 
on UK wine standards issues.

•   Delegate enforcement of specified 
legislation to delivery partners under 
service level agreements.

•  Work with other UK enforcement 
agencies authorised directly through 
food and feed legislation to act as 
competent authorities. 

•  Use the FSA’s knowledge and 
information to enable a cohesive 
understanding of which interventions 
are effective in encouraging 
compliance with food and feed law.  

FSA Operations  
Group remit

Control Plan* (including management of 
delivery through third party delivery agents 
where appropriate). The merger in March 
2010 did not so much mark the end of  
the MHS but the creation of a new and 
stronger team within the FSA that is solely 
focused on protecting the consumer – day 
in, day out – often behind the scenes but 
always there and always committed to 
putting safety first.  

*The UK Single Integrated National Control 
Plan details the official control systems in 
place in the UK in respect of food and 
feed law. The FSA has responsibility at 
Central Government level for the main 
body of feed and food law in the UK.
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POULTRY

P
oultry is the UK’s most popular meat. 
Each year we eat more than 1.5 million 
tonnes, equivalent to about 6 billion meals, 
or 28 kilograms annually for every person 

in the UK. Chicken accounts for nearly half of all 
fresh and cooked meats sold in supermarkets. 

Consumption of chicken has grown steadily for  
the past 20 years, supplied by a 70% increase in UK 
production and by growing imports. Imports, mostly 
boneless chicken breast meat, have jumped six-fold 
to about one third of total consumption today. 

British production and some European Union 
imports, mostly from The Netherlands, supply the 
mainly fresh retail market and some poultry-meat 
meal preparations. Imports from countries outside 
the EU, mostly from Brazil and Thailand, supply the 
UK catering and food service sector, and go into 
some retail ready meals and value lines. The  
imports from Brazil are frozen chicken meat, and 
from Thailand frozen cooked chicken meat. The  
total poultry meat market at retail and food service  
is estimated to be worth about £6 billion.

Modern chicken production rests on natural 
genetic selection, with selection for more than  
40 traits, including health, welfare, and disease 
resistance. Major productivity and environmental 
benefits have been achieved over the past 40 
years. Feed and water consumed for every 
kilogram of live weight of chicken have reduced 
by 30%. Over the years, the breeding of birds has 
resulted in a changed body shape that provides a 
higher breast-meat yield, and their total body fat has 
almost halved. Big improvements in the chicken 
house environment, nutrition and stockmanship 
have contributed greatly to these gains. 

Almost all chickens are reared in large climate 
controlled houses on a floor littered with clean straw 
or wood shavings. All systems provide the birds 
space to roam the whole house, fresh air ventilation, 
clean water and feed, and minimum periods of 
darkness for rest and sleep. New houses, and  
many existing ones, are being built with windows,  
to further improve the environment for the birds. 
The industry also realises that it needs to continue 
to pay close attention to the training of stockmen,  
to ensure that health and welfare issues are central 
to the management of the birds. Recent trends 
show growth in an indoor category where birds have 
more space and straw bales to ‘play’ with. About 
5% of chickens are reared as free range with less 
than 0.5% organic, but consumer demand for free 
range chicken has been reducing recently.   

The UK poultry sector provides safe and affordable food in a way  
that is sustainable and that protects the health and welfare of birds 
and the environment, says Peter Bradnock.

Pecking order

Peter Bradnock
Chief Executive,
British Poultry Council
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Market driven
The British poultry sector has always  
been market driven, producing what 
consumers want without any EU or 
Government production subsidies.  
The poultry companies work closely with 
supermarkets to develop new poultry 
products underpinned by quality, health 
and welfare standards demanded by 
consumers. Most British chickens and 
turkeys are grown to Assured Food 
Standards and carry the Red Tractor 
assurance mark. The duck sector recently 
launched similar assurance standards.   

The poultry production chain is very 
short and cost-efficient. The high level  

of farm hygiene control and relative 
uniformity of chicken possible with 
indoor rearing systems, has enabled 
real benefits for the birds in terms  
of disease prevention and for 
consumers in food safety. It has 
also allowed a high degree of 

mechanisation in the processing 
operations, with long- 
term processing cost 
efficiencies, and 
improved carcass 

hygiene. 

Natural hosts
Poultry are natural 

hosts to salmonella 
and campylobacter 
bacteria, which do not 

harm the birds but 
can cause 
foodborne illness  

in humans. Scientific 
understanding of salmonella 

has given poultry farmers effective tools 

against salmonella and the UK now enjoys 
one of the lowest levels of salmonella in 
chicken flocks of any EU country. Less is 
known about campylobacter, and the 
poultry sector is working jointly with 
researchers and the FSA to implement 
measures to reduce risk along the chain. Up 
to now we have been unable to eliminate the 
risk of campylobacter infection in chickens, 
but a very active research programme is 
underway with the aim of increasing our 
scientific knowledge of the bacterium and 
developing effective intervention strategies to 
reduce levels. Importantly, normal cooking 
kills both of these organisms.  

Poultry is the most environmentally and 
economically sustainable of all meats, with 
greenhouse gas emissions less than a 
quarter of those for ruminants per tonne of 
meat produced. Most chicken manure is 
used as a renewable fuel to generate green 
electricity. Consumption of all livestock 
products in the UK contributes only 8% of 
UK total greenhouse gas emissions. Within 
that 8%, consumption of poultry meat 
contributes just 1%. Excluding livestock 
products from UK diets would result in a 
comparatively very small net reduction in 
our total UK greenhouse gas emissions.  

1.5m
Each year we eat more 
than 1.5m tonnes, 
equivalent to around  
6 billion meals

5% 
Around 5% of 
chickens are 
reared as free 
range with less 
than 0.5% organic

The UK now enjoys 
one of the lowest 
levels of salmonella 
of any EU country 
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Challenging  
times ahead
Andrew Rhodes has recently taken up post as Director of the 
FSA’s Operations Group, which is responsible for the regulation 
and inspection of the meat industry throughout Great Britain 
(as well as for shellfish, dairy, eggs, imported foods, wine 
standards in the UK and the relationship with local authorities). 
Beverley Cook finds out what qualities he brings to the job

I
’ve always liked big challenges,’ Andrew 
Rhodes, the FSA’s new Director of Operations 
told Bite. ‘I like to be pushed, I like to be tested, 
and I like to test myself. I’ve always pushed 

myself to take on things that are difficult, 
complicated and need a tremendous amount of 
thought and effort.’

There is little doubt that his new role is likely to 
provide the challenge he is looking for, as his remit 
will cover the Agency’s entire Operations Group, 
formed in April this year to make sure food 
produced in the UK or imported into this country  
is safe to eat. His role will include overseeing the 
1,500 staff who work on the front line, delivering 
inspection and enforcement in slaughterhouses and 
meat cutting plants. He will also work closely with 
the Agency’s experts in food fraud, wine standards 

and imported food, as well as the regional teams 
throughout England, and will be responsible for 
delivering the Food Hygiene Rating Scheme.

It seems, though, that he is relishing the prospect 
of taking on responsibility for this diverse workforce. 
‘The sheer scale and complexity and challenge of 
that is something I thought was fantastically 
appealing,’ he says.

Evidence, evidence, evidence
The broad range of the Agency’s work was one of 
the key elements that attracted him to the role.  
He describes it as ‘the biggest possible customer 
base in the UK’, as food impacts on everyone. 

The other appealing prospect was the FSA’s 
focus on evidence-based decision making, in which 
he is a firm believer. ‘I believe you have to test 
things,’ he says. ‘You have to find the evidence for 
decision making, and that’s something I particularly 
like about the FSA.’

A man for the brave decisions
The Operations Group is still relatively new within 
the Agency and, as he takes over the reins, he will 
be looking at how the division can work in the most 

Beverley Cook  
Communications 
Division, FSA
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You have to find 
the evidence for 
decision making, 
and that’s something 
I particularly like 
about the FSA.’
Andrew Rhodes
FSA Director of Operations

cost-effective way, without compromising 
on delivery: ‘Everything is about money 
these days, and one of the things that I will 
be looking at first is what money is spent 
on what things and how can that be done 
differently…[but] not in a way that actually 
impinges on your ability to make sure the 
law is being followed and that people are 
compliant.’

He is understandably cautious about 
predicting ‘the shape of Operations to 
come’ at such an early stage, but he does 
recognise the need for having courage and 
making brave decisions. This approach 
proved successful during his time at the 
Driver Vehicle Licensing Agency (DVLA), 
where one of his ideas in particular saved 
the taxpayer millions of pounds, despite 
the fact many doubted his chances of 
pulling it off. 

The aim was to encourage people to tax 
their car online or by phone, which would 
ultimately save money from the public 
purse. His idea was to introduce a prize 
draw, so that those taxing their vehicle via 

these channels had the chance to win one 
of three cars every month. He negotiated a 
deal with a car manufacturer, so that every 
car for the draw was provided free of 
charge. The result was three million people 
were motivated to change their behaviour 
and tax their car online or by phone. 
Andrew sums up the reason for this 
personal success: ‘It’s having the courage, 
and the conviction, and believing in the 
evidence and taking it forward’.

Drawing on experience
He acknowledges that he may be new  
to the food sector, but he has plenty of 
experience to draw on from his career  
so far, both in the private and public  
sector. His time at the DVLA in particular 
provided the opportunity to work with a 
geographically dispersed staff, which is 
likely to prove invaluable when working with 
a similar structure within FSA Operations. 

He had responsibility for all of the 
DVLA’s hundred or so different products, 
and had to make sure the customer’s 
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Let’s not be afraid to do something  
that’s going to be different in these  
difficult financial times.’
Andrew Rhodes
FSA Director of Operations

key to motivating the workforce, and this is 
something he will address early on in his 
new role. 

‘That’s an extremely powerful motivator 
in terms of making an organisation even 
more successful than it already is,’ he 
explains. ‘That’s one thing I’ll be keen to 
get an understanding of. I’m not coming 
with the view that I have answers to all the 
challenges we face.’ 

One thing is certain: with his experience 
at the DVLA, the FSA looks like it has a 
safe pair of hands at the wheel of the 
Operations Group. His career history also 
suggests that he is prepared to ‘get his 
hands dirty’ by looking under the bonnet 
– often with unforeseen outcomes.

While he worked in-store at Safeway, 
early on in his career, one of his jobs was 
cleaning the bins. ‘I met my wife cleaning 
the bins – how on earth she ended up 
marrying me, I’m not entirely sure,’ he says.

A fresh look
Andrew’s enthusiasm for the challenges 
ahead at the FSA shines through. He talks 
about taking a fresh perspective, and 
asking questions that people familiar with 
the Agency wouldn’t think to ask. He is 
acutely aware that hard decisions have to 
be made, to reflect the challenging 
financial climate. However, his past 
successes suggest that his bold approach 
is likely to pay off. When asked to sum up 
the sort of director he thinks he will be at 
the Food Standards Agency, Andrew’s 
response is: ‘One that looks at the 
evidence and if it’s a good idea then let’s 
go for it, and let’s not be afraid to do 
something that’s going to be different in 
these difficult financial times.’  

experience was consistent across 39 
separate regional offices. But that role was 
about more than just understanding and 
controlling the work of the DVLA; he was 
also responsible for the way a host of 
organisations worked with the DVLA. If a 
customer’s driving licence didn’t arrive 
through the post, he had to find out where 
in the chain the problem had occurred. 
This involved working very closely with 
Royal Mail senior management to ensure  
a harmonised approach.

When comparing his experience in the 
private and public sectors, Andrew says 
that he doesn’t recognise the traditional 
view of the public sector being burdened 
with layers of bureaucracy. ‘I think the 
public sector is a lot more efficient than 
people give it credit for,’ he says.

Technology has played an important 
role in Andrew’s career so far, but he 
points out that the challenges faced by the 
FSA and other Government departments 
will not be answered by quick-fix solutions. 
‘One of the things you’ve got to be careful 
of is that sometimes it’s easy to think that 
technology has got to be the answer,’ he 
explains. ‘A lot of the really significant 
things that I think the DVLA’s delivered in 
the last few years have…been about 
behaviours, they’ve been about 
communication.’

A people person
This focus on human behaviour and 
interaction is clearly important to Andrew, 
and he acknowledges that he will need to 
rely on his colleagues’ patience while he 
learns the ropes at the FSA. He believes 
that engaging staff and encouraging them 
to feel connected to the organisation is the 

FRESH APPROACH

•  Studied history at Swansea 
University (BA and M.Phil.).

•  Worked in-store for Safeway.

•  Call centre at Cable & Wireless.

•  Joined graduate team at Price 
Waterhouse Coopers as an IT 
consultant, which included training  
in the USA. ‘I worked with a lot of 
Americans, Japanese and people 
from all over the world. It was a 
really good experience, though I  
did put on about a stone in  
weight while I was there,’ he says.

•  Bridgend County local authority.

•  Director of Products and Services 
at the Driver Vehicle Licensing 
Agency (DVLA).

Andrew Rhodes:  
Career history
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Dear Charles,

Meat plant operators accept the need for 
robust official controls to ensure food 
safety and consumer confidence in meat. 
But they are stuck with a ‘one-size fits all’, 
out-dated and highly regulated meat 
inspection system, based on inflexible  
EU legislation. Veterinary and meat 
hygiene inspection presence in plants is 
high, and it’s not clear that these 
personnel are always fully and effectively 
occupied. When all the overhead costs 
linked to public sector employment and 
FSA back office administration are added, 
we are looking at a total operational cost  
of around £70 million in 2009/10.

The meat processing industry is facing 
a very tough business environment, with 
reduced livestock supplies and unrelenting 
supermarket downward pressure on retail 
prices (and, in turn, on the prices they pay 
to their meat suppliers) as the multiples 
compete even harder with each other in 
these difficult economic times for 
shoppers. 

The FSA has made important progress 
in reducing operational costs through a 
drive on organisational and operational 
efficiency. And the Business Agreement 
process has served to adapt FSA 
inspection activities more to the needs  
and circumstances of individual plants. 
This is very welcome. 

But the question has to be asked,  
might a private sector service provider  
do the job as effectively and cheaper? 

The ‘subsidy to industry’ issue is a  
real one, particularly against a  
background of what we all know will be 
severe pressure on public expenditure. 
Equally, I believe there is much further  
to go in reducing FSA costs, and  
certainly before the threatened process  
of ‘full cost recovery’ is imposed on the 
industry. If the FSA insists on going  
down this route, then it can expect 
industry to continue to question the 
cost-effectiveness of the existing FSA 
official controls regime. 
Stephen

Inspecting the cost of control

Who should pay for the veterinary and meat hygiene 
inspection presence in abattoirs and meat plants has become 
a contentious issue in recent years. Stephen Rossides and 
Charles Milne discuss possible solutions

Stephen Rossides 
 Director, British Meat 
Processors Association

FOOD EXCHANGE
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FOOD EXCHANGE

Dear Stephen,
The Food Standards Agency is 
committed to ensuring food safety and 
to reducing levels of foodborne illness in 
the UK. There are a range of controls 
aimed at achieving this, including the 
current meat hygiene inspection regime, 
which is embodied in EU legislation. 
However, there is growing recognition 
that existing arrangements could be 
better focused to address recent meat 
hygiene issues, including campylobacter 
and E. coli.

The FSA is proactively working with 
like-minded member states – the Lyon 
Group – and the European Commission 

to review and update the legislative 
framework and would welcome input 
from the industry in this process. This is 
a complex issue that needs to take into 
account the impact of change on trade, 
both within the EU and with third 
countries, and is, realistically, some  
years from delivery.

At its meeting in November 2009,  
the FSA Board agreed that it was not  
the function of the FSA to subsidise the 
industry. This position is consistent with 
HM Treasury Guidance, which in general 
requires full cost recovery for publicly-
provided goods and services. Currently, 
the FSA is finalising background work on 
a number of options, taking into account 
current pressures on Government 
spending, for future arrangements that 
will be discussed with other Government 
departments and the industry over the 
coming weeks.

The FSA is engaged in an ongoing 
programme of efficiency. Following the 
Tierney report in 2007, the 
transformation of the MHS and the 
resulting efficiencies were delivered 
successfully. Business agreements  
have also delivered efficiencies and  
this process has the potential to realise 
further savings through co-operation 
between industry and the FSA 
Operations Group.

The FSA Board considered the 
question of privatisation of the meat 
inspection function in 2007 and 
concluded that it would not be 
appropriate in terms of cost or 
effectiveness.
Charles

Dear Charles,
I believe that the FSA and BMPA agree  
on the need for a modernised meat 
hygiene inspection system. We welcome 
the Agency’s efforts to work with other  
like-minded EU member states and with 
industry to progress discussions in Europe. 
But I recognise that any substantive 
changes to EU legislation and 
arrangements will take time. 

Meanwhile, the industry is obliged to 
operate within the existing onerous and 
costly legislative and regulatory framework. 
It is difficult – particularly in the current, 
very difficult economic environment –  
to argue against the principle of full  
cost recovery, though I hold that there  
are arguments as to why some elements  
of controls should be borne by the  
public purse.  

The BMPA will engage constructively  
in any discussions about future charging 
options. But, I want to reiterate the 
industry’s view that we need to be crystal 
clear about the basis of current charges 
(the figures can be impenetrable 
sometimes), and how the benefits of any 
cost savings the Agency has made have 
been passed back to industry. I certainly 
welcome your recognition that there are 
further savings to be realised in the 
operation of the current system; this 
aspect must be an integral part of any 
discussions about future charging 
arrangements. 
Stephen

Charles Milne 
  Director, 

 FSA in Scotland

This process has  
the potential to 
realise further 
savings through 
co-operation.’
Charles Milne
Director, FSA Scotland



Bite | Autumn 2010 | 17

We need to be  
crystal clear  
about the basis of 
current charges. ’
Stephen Rossides
Director, British Meat  
Processors Association

Got something to say? 
bite@foodstandards.gsi.gov.uk

Dear Charles,
Industry has yet to see the range of  
options that we understand the FSA  
is considering with respect to full cost 
recovery for the delivery of official meat 
hygiene controls. To reiterate: in any 
discussions about future charging 
arrangements, industry  
will also expect to see continuing 
reductions in FSA delivery costs.  

I want to reaffirm that the BMPA is,  
in principle, strongly committed to 
constructive engagement with the Agency. 
There is important work for us to do 
together on a range of issues. Meat 
hygiene charges is, however, one that  
falls into the ‘contentious’ box.

I have to say that I believe the FSA  
will find it very difficult to get to the bottom 
of how and where costs fall within the 
meat chain, and where any cost increases 
would impact. It is almost axiomatic, 
however, that cost increases are generally 
not passed up to either retailers or to 
consumers. The ‘balance of power’ in the 
meat supply chain means that cost 
increases are mainly absorbed by the 
suppliers. Plant operators will be most 
reluctant to divulge commercially sensitive 
information on costs and margins, as the 
Competition Commission has found out  
in its various inquiries into the workings  
of the grocery trade generally. But, good 
luck anyway, Charles! 
Stephen

Dear Stephen,
There’s much of what you say that I can 
agree with.

We recognise that achieving efficiency is 
an ongoing process and, in addition to the 
considerable efficiencies already realised, 
the formation of the Operations Group and 
other proposed initiatives will drive forward 
further savings.

We need to understand as much as we 
can about the economics of your industry. 
We recognise that others have tried to get 
to the bottom of this, so we know it is a 
challenge. But additional information on 
how increased charges will affect 
businesses will help us develop better 
policy in this area.

So while this may be in your 
‘contentious’ box I prefer to think of this as 
an interesting challenge, and one that we 
will need your help with. I look forward to 
moving this issue along with input from 
you, and representatives from many other 
organisations and consumers, in the 
coming months.
Charles

Dear Stephen,
You mention the need for the current 
charging arrangements to be ‘crystal clear’.  
The accounts of the Meat Hygiene Service 
are published annually (the accounts for 
2009/10 are due out shortly) and such 
information will continue to be made 
public. If you feel that more detail is 
required, I would be interested to hear 
what sort of additional information you 
would find helpful.

As you say, it is difficult in the current 
economic climate to argue against full  
cost recovery. But we understand the 
need to take account of where, and how, 
any changes to charging will impact.  
We will be gathering data on this from  
a variety of sources, including industry,  
to help us identify exactly how our 
proposals might affect business 
profitability and where specifically in  
the meat chain this might be felt.  

I welcome your reiteration of the  
BMPA’s commitment to engage 
constructively in discussions about 
options. It would be extremely helpful  
if the BMPA could provide the FSA with 
information that will enable us to develop 
an accurate understanding of the  
potential impact of new charging 
arrangements across the full range  
of businesses that you represent.

Working together is surely the best  
way of making progress. 
Charles
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I
n March 1996, the Government announced 
that the most likely origin of a newly-discovered 
variant of Creutzfeldt Jacob disease (vCJD),  
an invariably fatal brain disease affecting mostly 

young adults, was exposure to bovine spongiform 
encephalopathy (BSE) through food. BSE quickly 
hit the headlines as ‘Mad Cow Disease’. 

The public immediately stopped buying British 
beef and within a year sales had fallen by almost a 
quarter. A European Union (EU) export ban was 
also imposed, stopping exports of about 200,000 
tonnes per year.

The affair is widely regarded as Britain’s worst  
food scandal. It has come to be almost universally 
perceived that the crisis stemmed from serious policy 
failures, Government secrecy and a conflict of interest 
in the Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food,  
the department then responsible for both sponsorship 
of the food industry and consumer safety.

Consumers first
It was as a result of BSE and other food scares  
that in 1998 the incoming Labour administration 
determined to change the way food safety issues 

were handled. The driving force was to be a new 
Food Standards Agency, set up as a powerful 
independent body that would put consumers’ 
interests first and act in an open and transparent way.

This is history. The FSA has now been in 
operation for 10 years. A high level of public interest 
and concern about BSE seem to be things of the 
past. Recent FSA consumer attitudes surveys show 
BSE near the bottom of the list of consumer 
concerns about food.

It was very different when the Agency came into 
being in April 2000. Although BSE in UK cattle was 
in continuing steep decline, from the peak of 
37,000 cases in 1992 to some 1,400 cases by 
2000, there remained serious concern about the 
risks to human health from BSE. Scientific 
uncertainty about the possible number of people 
who might be affected by vCJD had fuelled 
speculation that millions of consumers could be at 
risk. The EU Scientific Steering Committee had 
suggested that up to 500,000 people could have 
been exposed to BSE from a single infected bovine. 
A highly-respected modelling group had recently 
revised down its estimate of the number of people 
who could die from vCJD. Even so, the upper limit 
of the revised estimate was 136,000 deaths. In the 
first FSA consumer attitudes survey carried out in 
2000, BSE and food poisoning were the main areas 
of consumer concern about food safety.

The key BSE controls then in place were the feed 
ban, which keeps potentially infectious material out 
of livestock feed and so prevents the spread of BSE 

Whatever happened  
to ‘mad cow disease’?

The Agency came into being because of ‘mad cow disease’. 
David Carruthers looks at what happened next

David Carruthers
Hygiene and Microbiology 
Division, FSA



from animal to animal; the specified risk material 
(SRM) controls, which prevent the parts of cattle and 
sheep most likely to carry BSE from entering food or 
feed; and the over thirty months (OTM) rule, which 
banned sale of beef from cattle aged over 30 months 
at slaughter.

Possibly the FSA’s first major task, commissioned 
in March 2000 by the then Prime Minister, Tony Blair, 
was to review the BSE controls. This review 
exemplified the Agency’s open approach by 
discussing the issues with all interested stakeholders 
at public meetings. The report that followed in 
December 2000 recommended no immediate 
changes to the controls. However, it did suggest that 
in time it should be possible to phase out the OTM 
rule, provided BSE continued to decline and the feed 
ban continued to be enforced rigorously.

A growing concern was whether BSE was present 
in sheep. Although BSE had not been found in 
sheep, this was a theoretical possibility as some 
sheep are susceptible to BSE and sheep had been 
exposed to the same feed believed to have infected 
cattle. This concern was heightened by the review of 
BSE controls, which had drawn attention to the fact 
that, if BSE were present in sheep, the SRM controls 
would be inadequate to protect consumers. Unlike 
cattle, in which the SRM controls are highly effective 
in removing risk, infectivity in sheep can be 
distributed widely in the animal’s body and virtually 
impossible to remove without destroying the carcass.

These concerns led the FSA to carry out a second 
review to consider whether any further precautionary 
measures should be taken in relation to BSE and 
sheep. The report in May 2002 recommended that 
the SRM controls should be extended to include 
sheep intestine. In the following year, the need for 
additional precautionary controls was accepted at 
European level and ileum (part of the intestine) of 
sheep became SRM.

Following the 2000 review of BSE controls, BSE 
continued its steep decline because of the feed ban.  
In light of this, the FSA undertook its third major BSE 
review – the review of the OTM rule – assisted by a 
joint FSA/Spongiform Encephalopathy Advisory 
Committee (SEAC) risk assessment group and a core 
stakeholder group. Epidemiological modelling work 
commissioned for the review indicated that allowing 
cattle aged over 30 months back into the food supply 
subject to a negative BSE test would slightly increase 
the risk to consumers, but by only a tiny fraction of the 
exposure of the human population to BSE that had 
occurred in the past. Indeed, the modelling indicated 
that some 3.3 million infected cattle had entered the 

food supply in Great Britain over the whole epidemic 
and that consumers had been heavily exposed to BSE. 
On the basis that the increase in risk would be very 
slight, and unlikely to cause any additional cases of 
vCJD, the Government accepted the FSA’s advice that 
replacement of the OTM rule by BSE testing of OTM 
cattle would be appropriate. This change became 
effective in November 2005.

Risk now very low
Over recent years it has become increasingly clear 
that the crisis caused by BSE is behind us and that 
the risk is now very low and well controlled. The 
continued decline in risk has enabled further 
reductions in the controls to be made – for example, 
the age at which cattle must be tested was raised to 
48 months from January 2009 – and this process is 
likely to continue over the coming years. A peak of 
vCJD cases has also passed – in the year 2000 when 
28 deaths from vCJD occurred – although it remains 
possible that further waves of vCJD cases may occur 
due to past exposure.

Throughout this time the FSA has funded  
research and risk assessments to underpin policy 
decisions. The results of this research have been  
key in the reduction in BSE risk and in the current 
understanding of BSE and related diseases and the 
risk they pose.

BSE is, however, still with us. Cases in cattle 
continue to be found (12 in the UK last year and 6 so 
far this year). Up to three young people per year still, 
sadly, die of vCJD. Recent findings of rare, different 
forms of BSE risk in older animals suggest that 
sporadic, spontaneous forms of BSE may arise. It is 
therefore likely that we will never be able to let our 
guard down completely and that continued vigilance 
will be needed. Scientists from SEAC, the Agency 
and other Government departments are always 
looking to the future to ensure that nothing like this 
should ever happen again.

The FSA’s great achievement, I believe, is that, 
starting at a time of public anxiety about the issue,  
by carrying out our reviews in a very public way and 
being open about uncertainties, we were able to 
restore public confidence in the way food safety risks 
were handled and demonstrate that, while consumer 
safety continued to be paramount, moves to more 
proportionate BSE controls were justified.

I would also reflect that, given the level of exposure 
of the human population over the BSE epidemic, we 
have been very fortunate that BSE does not transmit 
more easily from cattle to humans. The outcome 
could have been so much worse if it did.  

37,000
Cases of  
BSE in 1992

1,400
Cases of  
BSE in 2000

12
Cases of  
BSE in 2009
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I
n August 2009, Animal Aid released 
footage it claimed to have filmed secretly 
inside three randomly-chosen abattoirs. 
Kate Fowler, Head of Campaigns for the 

animal rights group, described the film as 
showing ‘scenes from hell and [disposing] of 
the myth that slaughter in the UK is, or can 
ever be, humane’. 

Animal Aid subsequently filmed in other 
abattoirs and exposed further serious 
breaches of the Welfare of Animals 
(Slaughter or Killing) Regulations (1995) 
and instances of shocking cruelty to 
animals. At six abattoirs, film showed 
animals being incompetently or 
inadequately stunned; animals being hit, 
kicked and dragged; and, in one abattoir,  
a slaughterman applying electric stunning 
tongs to the snouts, ears and tails of pigs, 
not to stun them, but to administer an 
electric shock. 

So far, nine men are facing legal action 
and have either been suspended or have 
had their licences permanently revoked. 
Four slaughterhouse operators are also 
facing prosecution. 

‘Animal Aid’s campaign has highlighted 
some areas of abject cruelty and I think it 
has shaken up some areas of the meat 
industry,’ says Craig Kirby, FSA Interim Head 
of Operational Veterinary Services. Kirby, 
who is responsible for official veterinarians 
and regulating animal welfare in 425 
abattoirs in Great Britain, is well placed to 
judge whether or not slaughtermen are 
routinely flouting animal welfare regulations. 
‘I honestly don’t think that it is an endemic 
problem,’ he says. ‘If we had been aware of 
problems in specific slaughterhouses we 
would have stopped it. We would have 

 15:47          31/08/10       00-25-11 UK

 Abbatoir cam #3

Would the installation of CCTV cameras 
in abattoirs be an example of ‘big 
brother’ regulation, or an efficient way 
of protecting animals, and businesses, 
from the impact of cruelty?

Joanna Green
Communications 
Division, FSA

Focusing on 
animal cruelty
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stepped in and taken action.’
Animal Aid claimed its intention in 

filming was to spark ‘a plain-speaking 
debate involving consumers, politicians, 
regulators and the industry’. And part of 
the solution, in its view, is for CCTV to be 
installed as standard in all slaughterhouses 
in the UK. It believes this will enable vets 
to monitor the stunning and slaughter 
process, encouraging best practice and 
help with training and retraining.

But is it necessary? UK slaughterhouses 
are already subject to strict regulations and 
slaughtermen must be fully trained  
and licensed, with a comprehensive 
understanding of animal welfare legislation 
before they can practise. With the current 
regulations also stipulating that a vet and  
a meat inspector must be present on  
site when animals are being slaughtered, 
can CCTV do any more to guarantee  
animal welfare?

Food Standards Agency Chief Executive 
Tim Smith thinks so. He says: ‘The 
slaughtermen we have suspended 
performed their duties satisfactorily when 
watched by an FSA vet, but the footage 
shows some appalling actions when they 
are not being observed. The solution  
would seem to lie in more observation, 
whether by management in person, CCTV 
or additional FSA vets or inspectors.’ 

While current legislation does not 
require slaughterhouse operators to install 
CCTV, Smith confirms that, ‘the FSA does 
support its use in abattoirs. We are 
working with the meat industry to 
encourage voluntary CCTV installation as 
best practice and we would encourage 
retailers to consider whether they should 
make it a requirement of their suppliers.’

The RSPCA, Compassion in World 
Farming and the Soil Association are also 
calling for CCTV to become obligatory in  
all slaughterhouses. About half of the 
RSPCA’s Freedom Food-approved 
abattoirs already have CCTV installed and 
the charity will soon be making CCTV 

mandatory in all RSPCA welfare standards. 
‘We believe this is an important step 
forward,’ says John Avizenius, Deputy 
Head of the RSPCA Farm Animal Science 
Department. ‘CCTV not only acts as a 
preventative measure, but also allows 
proper evidence to be collected if animal 
welfare is suspected of being 
compromised.’

However, while expressing serious 
concern at the abuses exposed by the 
Animal Aid films, those in the meat industry 
are wary of the mandatory installation of 
CCTV. ‘Good plant operators have nothing 
to hide about their animal welfare practices,’ 
argues Stephen Rossides, Director of the 
British Meat Processors Association. ‘Many 
already use CCTV for training, health and 
safety and security purposes. But we have 
serious concerns about making CCTV 
installation compulsory in the stunning  
and slaughter area.

‘It has not been demonstrated that any 
animal welfare risks justify mandatory 
CCTV as a proportionate, cost-effective 
measure across the whole of the abattoir 
sector,’ says Rossides, pointing out that the 
processing sector is already under severe 
cost pressure. But more importantly, for 
him, ‘there remain as yet unanswered 
questions about who would have access  
to CCTV material and for what purposes’.

But the RSPCA’s John Avizenius 
maintains CCTV could bring some 

unexpected benefits to abattoir owners, 
‘We’re often sent in footage from abattoirs 
which show things which may or may not 
be true. If you’ve got your own CCTV in 
place you can verify whether the footage is 
true or not. If you’ve got nothing to hide 
there shouldn’t be any problem.’

There is one aspect of this issue that all 
involved agree on. ‘Everybody working with 
live animals has a responsibility of care 
towards them: a legal responsibility and an 
ethical responsibility,’ says Kirby. ‘Whether 
Animal Aid had released this footage or 
not, everyone involved shares this 
responsibility and, working together, we 
must ensure that the welfare of animals  
at slaughter remains our top priority.’

The concerns raised by the Animal Aid 
footage have since been discussed at a 
meeting organised by the Veterinary Public 
Health Association (VPHA) and attended 
by the British Meat Processors Association, 
Association of Independent Meat Suppliers, 
Scottish Association of Meat Wholesalers, 
Defra, the FSA Operations Group and the 
Humane Slaughter Association. The 
meeting was observed by the British 
Veterinary Association. 

The group agreed that food business 
operators (FBOs) must have effective 
procedures in place either to constantly 
monitor stunning and slaughter operations, 
or to enable the FBO or his/her animal 
welfare officer to inconspicuously observe 
stunning and slaughter operations at any 
time. Such arrangements may include an 
aperture or window into the stunning area 
or the use of CCTV by the FBO for welfare 
monitoring and management purposes.  

Further information 
For more on Animal Aid go to: 
animalaid.org.uk
For more on the RSPCA go to:  
rspca.org.uk/home
The VPHA press release is at:  
www.bva.co.uk/newsroom/2115.aspx  

 14:32   10/06/10      FSA

Tim Smith, FSA Chief Executive

‘We are working with 
the meat industry to 
encourage voluntary 
CCTV installation as  
best practice’
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meat

Putting it all  
in context

Weighing up the issues: from left,
Jen Elford, Ed Bedington, Tim Lang,
John Mercer and Duncan Williamson

Meat safety? Meat hygiene? Meat standards? Are we sidestepping an equally 
important issue if we fail to also discuss sustainability? 

Jen Elford from the Vegetarian Society, Meat Trades Journal editor Ed Bedington, 
Duncan Williamson from the WWF and John Mercer from the National 
Farmers’ Union discuss the wider implications of meat production at a Bite 
roundtable facilitated by Professor Tim Lang. Initial position statements from 
the participants can be found on the following pages

productionsustainability
environment

future markets
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Ed Bedington,  
Editor, Meat Trades Journal

evidence

collaborationbenefitsbalance
Tim: What I’d like to do at the beginning 
is tease out some of the big issues. You’ve 
all tried to give very nuanced positions in 
your opening statements, but what is the 
big issue? Jen, let me start with you.

Jen: I would say it centres on people’s 
expectations in their current diet and our 
over-consumption of meat. There’s been 
something like a four-fold rise since 1961. 
We, in developed countries, are taking far 
more than our fair share of the nutrition 
that meat has to offer. So there is a huge 
potential for a reduction in meat to just 
create some space in terms of where  
we move to next.  

Ed: I think the difficulty is that most 
of the calls to reduce meat consumption 
are coming from the vegetarian sector and 
the environmentalist lobbying area, and 
meat producers see it very much as a 
direct attack. 

They feel somewhat under siege, 
backed into a corner rather than being 
part of a sensible debate about not just 
meat consumption but also about using 
technology to improve production. You  
see a lot of studies taken out of context 
and quoted back at the industry. At the 
World Meat Congress two years ago, one 
of the authors of the UN’s ‘Livestock’s 
Long Shadow’ report, stood up and said 
that he was finding it very difficult that 
their report was constantly being misused, 
misquoted, taken out of context and used 
as a case for saying we should reduce 
when in actual fact he said what we need 
to do is intensify certain [areas of]  
livestock production. 

Duncan: We see sustainable diet as 
being key to looking at the consumption 
issue. We’ve been looking at diet for the 
simple reason that people are eating too 

much meat and dairy, but also consuming 
other products as well. But we’re not 
looking just at consumption. We think 
there is quite a big production side that 
needs to be looked at, and one we’re 
focusing on at the moment is livestock 
feed – because selecting the right feed 
potentially has some huge possible 
benefits – and looking at carbon 
sequestration in the landscapes. But 
you’ve also got the impact of soy, and the 
Brazilian Cerrado [region] being destroyed 
to grow soy for livestock.

John: I think the biggest issue for us 
going forward is we want to see a balanced 
debate. Farmers want recognition of the 

benefits of livestock production. We want 
the Government and the public to 
recognise that we’re going to have to 
increase food production by 50% by  
2030 [and] there is going to be far more 
demand for protein and meat. 

Recognising that, we take the issue  
very seriously, putting in steps to try and 
mitigate and reduce emissions, 
environmental impact, and to have a  
more rounded debate. 

Tim: And you don’t think you can get 
ample proteins from other sources?

John: You can get protein from other 
sources but then you’re pushing the 
problem away. We’ve got to remember 

The sustainability debate is too often 
hijacked by single interest pressure 
groups, looking towards some kind of 
distorted, naïve utopia where cows, 
chickens and sheep are allowed to roam 
the countryside, free from fear of the 
slaughterman’s knife.

The same people who utter the  
words sustainability in one breath,  
will be talking about cutting out meat 
consumption with the other. To me,  
that’s hardly in the spirit of sustainability. 

Surely sustainability is about balance 
– in relation to meat we should be 
looking at how we can continue to 
produce a valuable product which 
carries a large number of benefits, 
without causing harm and damage to the 
environment that surrounds us.

Whether that is achieved through 

technology, consumer behaviour  
or industry practices is up for  
discussion, and that is where energies 
should be focused, not simply forcing  
an industry into a corner through blind 
rhetoric, bad or outdated science and 
half truths. 

Too often information is taken out  
of context and used to bash the meat 
sector, and this simply creates a negative 
environment which hold us back from 
seeking a practical and sensible solution.

In my experience, being backed into a 
corner usually only has one effect, those 
in the corner are forced to fight back. 

We don’t need a fight, we need calm, 
sensible, evidence-backed discussion 
and collaboration to arrive at a solution 
that suits everyone – industry, 
consumers and the planet.
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A 10% reduction in beef production would 
lead to a decline in turnover of £273 million, 
with the loss of 1,300 jobs.’
John Mercer
National Farmers’ Union

at the end of the day we’re talking 
about the UK, which is ideally suited to 
grass production; 80% of the UK is 
farmland, of that a large percentage is 
grassland. It’s got limited other uses.  
Let’s continue to utilise our grasslands  
but let’s make it efficient for livestock 
production. By closing down and going to 
vegetarianism all we’re doing is pushing 
the problem overseas to other countries. 

Tim: Do you think this is resolvable? 
Is it something that’s just going to be a 
fight forevermore? Is it going to be part  
of the landscape of food policy? 

Jen: I think it’s resolvable if things are 
able to shift around. It’s a bit like one of 
the puzzles where you’re trying to put the 
teddy bear back into place, there is one 
gap, you’ve got to make a gap and move 
everything around to make it fit properly in 
the picture. It’s about how meat can 
perhaps be reduced in a way that then 
frees up land to get a better cycle where 
farmers are still very much part of it… at 
the heart of it. They’ve got to be completely 
in the centre in terms of shifting from 
perhaps more or less meat and dairy 
production over to perhaps an arable 
system. If we were able to reduce meat 
consumption by 50% – that would free up 
enough arable land to actually halve direct 
consumption within the UK. That still gives 
farmers an absolutely central role. 

Tim: John, you hear it from a 
spokeswoman for the Vegetarian Society; 
there is a great future for farming if you 
can farm differently.

John: I can understand what you’re 
saying, but I’m from a family of sheep and 
beef farmers in the west of Wales. That 
land has no other use – you can never do 
arable there. The only thing it’s suitable for 
is grassland, and it’s good at grassland 
production. 

Tim: Trees?
Ed: You can’t eat trees though, can you?
Tim: You can sequester carbon.
John: Well, grassland is a great carbon 

sink anyway. And they estimate that, I 
think, a 10% reduction in beef production 
would lead to a decline in turnover for 

Every major report on the issue of 
climate change has emphasised the 
need to reduce our reliance on meat.

Animal protein is not necessary for 
good health, and industrial livestock 
farming has given the UK such a  
taste for cheap meat that protein  
and saturated fat intakes exceed  
the World Health Organization’s 
recommended levels.  

Stock-free farming is achieving 90% 
emissions gains when compared with 
conventional farming. Yet cultural 
preferences for meat prevail and the 
meat industry’s plans are to maintain,  
not reduce, productivity. 

The narrative of sustainable meat 
suggests a happy conflation of science, 
consumer preference, environmental 
gains and improved animal welfare.  
Further examination, however, reveals 
some worrying contradictions.  

Disagreement within the meat industry 
over the apparently sustainable aspects 
of organic production is reflected in 

EBLEX’s plans [The organisation for the 
English beef and sheep industry] to rely 
on raising feeding levels and reproductive 
output, but their own research shows 
industry is far from ready to deliver.  

On the issue of lowering animal 
welfare, evidence shows poultry 
production is more sustainable with 
greater intensification of livestock 
farming. Ruminants’ impact is much 
discussed, but the difficulties posed  
by monogastric animals’ dependency  
on grain have yet to make it to the  
policy table.

Meat is an unnecessary and 
damaging commodity, while plant  
protein already sustains nearly two 
million people in the UK and many  
more worldwide. 

Rather than discuss the relative  
gains and losses of different production 
methods, shouldn’t we place a public 
re-evaluation of the role of meat in  
our diet at the heart of the  
sustainability debate?

Jen Elford,  
Vegetarian Society

ROUND THE TABLE
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downstream and upstream industries of 
£273 million, with the loss of 1,300 jobs. 
We’ve got a multiplier of 1.5 in the south 
west alone, which means that for every 
100 jobs in agriculture there are another 
50 that rely directly on it. Livestock in 
many areas, especially the hill and upland 
areas, is the bedrock of the community. 
Everywhere farmers will rely on it, farmers’ 
sons work within the industry, and 
daughters. We’d hate to see the social 
fabric, the economy and the potential to 
produce, disrupted or compromised in  
any way… It’s not as though the industry  
is putting its head in the sand. We’re 
recognising we need to put measures in 
place, we’ve got roadmaps that have  
been produced… There is the industry 
greenhouse gas action plan as well we’re 
involved with. There are all these different 
things that we’re trying to get our heads 
around.

Ed: The roadmap is a start. It’s not the 
solution but it’s a step in the right 
direction. Vegetarians have to accept that 
people want to eat meat. Meat has 
benefits for the diet. Unless you have an 
acceptance that meat does play a role you 
can’t have agreement on that side, and the 
meat industry as well has to accept that 

simply chasing volume for volume’s sake  
is a negative, it’s not a good policy. At the 
moment we’re talking about: ‘The farmers 
should be doing this, the farmers should 
be doing that.’ The farmers don’t dictate to 
the consumer, the supermarkets dictate to 
the consumer. So unless you can get the 
supermarkets to actually agree to 
moderate their marketing policies, which 
are purely based around chasing volume, 
you’re never going to take consumers with 
you. We [the Meat Trades Journal] had a 
debate a while back in which we asked 
industry: ‘Would you be prepared to 
accept a reduction in meat consumption 
with the return of higher prices, better 
value, better money into your pocket?’ 
Unfortunately all of them said no, they’d 
rather keep the volume. They’ve got to 
have throughput because the margins are 
so small, supplying the supermarkets.  
It’s the only way they’ll make money.

Tim: That’s a very important view. 
Duncan, do you think that culturally we  
are out of touch with some of these 
complicated issues, and that unless 
people like you and your organisation  
listen to this economic issue we won’t be 
able to get any resolution? 

Duncan: We actually agree completely 

with that. I think the retailers have a very 
strong role to play. The retailers are saying 
they respond to consumer demand. We 
actually don’t accept that argument 100%. 
Retailers decide what’s at eye level, they 
decide what the promotions are and 
they’re the ones who try to drive down the 
margins to keep the costs low.

Tim: But they don’t create the desire 
for meat. Why is it that meat eating 
cultures, the moment they get money and 
can leave poverty, start consuming more 
meat and dairy? 

Duncan: It partly goes down to the 
marketing – what promotions are going on. 
A lot of promotions are meat based. And if 
you’re pushing ‘buy one get one free’ on 
chicken or [some other meat] people are 
going to start buying it and eating more. 
And yes, we admit people do like meat. 
People love it. And as a source of protein 
it’s superb, particularly for some countries. 
We just think that people eat a bit too 
much at the moment. 

Tim: There is a global picture, but we 
shouldn’t just confuse and conflate the role 
of meat in Malawi for example, which is a 
meat based culture – or in Botswana, 
where animals and cattle are wealth –  
with de-ruralised London where people 

low ground
moral

middle ground
ambiguous

high ground
moral

Will sheep farmers have to ‘take to 
the hills’ if they are to continue 
farming sustainably?
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very difficult to say: ‘Industry, stop 
producing it,’ because that doesn’t solve 
the problem. You’re still going to have 
farmers and processors and producers in 
Brazil bringing it into this country because 
consumers will still want to eat it. You don’t 
want to absolve the industry of all 
responsibility. They’ve got to accept that 
there are limits, but if they stop [producing 
and selling meat] someone else will step 
in. It’s economics again. If there is a 
demand there somebody will supply it. You 
can say to John: ‘We’ve got an over-supply 
in this country, under-supply in India, why 

have no connection with the 
countryside at all and no engagement.  
So are we talking about reducing meat 
consumption in a rich country such as 
Britain, as a priority, as opposed to  
telling Malawi what to do?

Duncan: We advocate contraction and 
convergence. We think that in the 
developed world we have to eat less meat, 
we have to eat less dairy. In the developing 
world we absolutely support people eating 
more meat. It’s a brilliant source of protein 
– for some people the only source of 
protein. The World Health Organization 
recommends 35kg of meat per person  
per year. In England we’re eating 80kg.  
In the US they’re eating 120kg. You’ve  
got some developing nations where  
they’re eating about 10kg. 

Tim: John, if that is the case, Duncan 
is not saying to you: ‘Don’t produce.’  
He’s saying: ‘British people, don’t eat it.’ 
So actually the potential there is for you  
to export.

John: ‘It’s coming back to a matter 
of choice. I’m not sure we are over-
consuming. It’s a matter of choice for 
people who do choose to eat meat as  
part of a balanced diet – a healthy diet, 
combined with exercise. 

Tim: Is there a notion of over-
consumption that you’re prepared to 
accept, Ed? 

Ed: I think the industry is in a position 
where they do not want to accept that 
there is a point of over-consumption.  
At the moment you’re talking about a 
business, and the business exists to sell  
to people. If people are prepared to buy 
[meat], and keep buying it, then that’s not 
necessarily the industry’s fault. Again, it’s 

don’t you supply India?’ But how is John 
going to be able to supply at reasonable 
prices when you’ve got countries in South 
America that can produce it at far lower  
cost? It’s economics; you can’t get away  
from that. 

John: The UK can’t compete with the likes 
of Brazil and other South American countries 
on beef production, economies of scale, the 
areas of farming, the staffing – the whole 
thing. They just can’t compete. But what we 
can do in this country, I keep coming back  
to this, is produce very efficiently for the 
circumstances we have in the UK.

The British livestock industry produces 
meat of the finest quality to some of the 
highest welfare standards in the world. 
Our meat and dairy products make an 
important contribution to a healthy 
balanced diet and to our food security.  

Livestock farming brings a host of 
other benefits; biodiversity and the 
environment, rural communities and  
their economies. It plays a vital role in 
maintaining some of our most beautiful 
landscapes and, importantly, utilises  
land that has limited alternative uses  
but is ideally suited to growing grass  
to produce food.

The environmental impact of red meat 
production is a complex issue and one 
that should not be avoided. We believe 
we can produce red meat and dairy 
products more efficiently than at present, 
with a lower environmental impact while 

maintaining production. We have  
started out on the journey – the EBLEX 
Beef and Sheep Roadmap shows how 
the sector will make its contribution to 
reducing its greenhouse gas emissions. 

Underpinning all this are farmers,  
and we are rightly immensely proud of 
what we do and the future role we will 
play. In order to meet the challenges  
that lie ahead, we need a sustainable 
industry that includes a fair return  
for what we produce to give us 
confidence to invest for an uncertain 
future as the economic and 
environmental climate changes.  

With greater collaboration along the 
supply chain, and given the correct 
signals, we can achieve the right  
balance and increase production in  
an environmentally sustainable way to  
meet future demand. 

John Mercer,  
National Farmers’ Union
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Tim: What about the suggestion that we 
should have open markets?

Ed: Industry will react and turn around 
and say: ‘Well no.’ Because that will lead to 
no UK industry. They took away marketing 
support in New Zealand and they’re still 
coming to terms with that. You’re seeing 
sheep farmers producing lots of sheep one 
year, then dropping into dairy the next and 
going back and forth, and they’re still 
struggling with that. But John’s farm, 
producing exceptionally high-quality sheep 
in an ethical way, could find a route to 
market in a different way.  

Tim: Maybe this is a point around which 
there could be consensus between you all, 
around the notion of high quality.

John: In the UK we’ve got the consumer, 
who is recognising more and more the 
benefits of British red meat – its quality,  

its high welfare standards, traceability, 
identification, all of these things. And they 
want to support local – and I’m talking 
local on the scale of Britain. Obviously, 
with some people, it comes down to price, 
but, all in all, they know what it stands for, 
they know it’s safe, they know it’s 
affordable and they know it’s quality. 

Tim: Let me shift our discussion a bit. 
We’ve had a very complicated, 
sophisticated analysis. Jen, where do you 
think we’re going? 

Jen: I think our fear is that we’re going 
to see intensification, as both Ed and John 
are pointing to. We’re going to see 
intensification as a reaction to the problem 
and that intensification is being built upon 
by our reliance on oil, on fertilisers, and 
certainly isn’t going to drive down 
emissions, which is actually the crux of the 

problem. We’re not looking towards a  
shift in the model, which is the hallmark  
of sustainability. 

Tim: Do you mean eating meat as a 
model of consumption?

Jen: I mean in terms of the basic root of 
the system. If we’re managing soils better 
for example, if we’re having more carbon 
sequestration but we’re also reducing our 
reliance on fertilisers. There are several 
levels on which one could attack that kind 
of problem.

Tim: It sounds to me that you’re 
painting a picture for 2020 of a highly 
rational, civilised citizenship which is doing 
the right thing?

Jen: That could be one hope for us, yes 
certainly. 

Ed: I think in 2020 we could still be 
sitting here saying the same thing. You’ve 
got a society that is [driven by] instant 
gratification. We’re told we’re consumers 
first and foremost. We’re encouraged to 
spend money, we’re encouraged to buy 
whatever we want whenever we want it.  
If you start telling people to cut back will 
they do it? Not without a fight. 

Tim: There is the beginning of what I 
call soft advice. 

Ed: You’ve got ‘5-a-day’ haven’t you? 
You’ve got things like that. You’ve got 
people saying you must eat more fruit  
and veg.

Tim: Do you think this is a slippery 
slope?

Ed: I don’t know if it’s a slippery slope, 
but do we need a Government to step in 
and control food more? Is rationing the 
answer? No. Because you’re not going to 
achieve any long-term change in  
consumer behaviour. If we’re saying 

We’re encouraged to buy whatever we want 
whenever we want it. If you start telling people 
to cut back will they? Not without a fight.’
Ed Bedington
Editor, Meat Trades Journal
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dietchoice

The marketplace is absolutely crucial 
because essentially it’s a consumer issue and 
that is played out in the supermarkets.’
Jen Elford
Vegetarian Society

culture
tomorrow

that, then we’re accepting that meat 
is basically the cause of all ills in climate 
change. Personally I think it’s part of the 
problem and it needs to be addressed,  
but it is not the fundamental problem.  
If you switched off meat now, would that 
save the environment? No. You see the 
aeroplanes going overhead and you see 
the Americans with their cars doing two 
miles to the gallon. We need to look at  
the wider picture. 

Tim: What’s the WWF vision for 2020?
Duncan: People are starting to be 

reconnected with where their food comes 
from. Maybe ideally a slight move away 
from processed foods back to ‘real food’… 
a move towards more local and seasonal 
food. The kind of things in 2020 we’d also 
like to see more generally are people 
looking more at wellbeing as a way of 

judging their quality of life. Sustainable 
diets, meat reduction, what people are 
eating, the food system, it is getting talked 
about more. I think there is going to be a 
reconnection with the food system.

Tim: In a sense you’re all agreeing on 
this – that something has gone wrong. 
You’re disagreeing about what it is exactly 
that’s gone wrong, but agree we need to 
try and sort out something to shift culture, 
and production, in a different direction. 

Duncan: ‘Choice’ is the great god, but in 
2020 we’re going to be seeing the effects 
of climate change. It is going to be 
impacting on some of the nations that 
produce food. We’re going to have a drier 
UK, the south east is going to have very 
dry summers, it’s going to have wet 
winters. We’re going to have issues with 
water supply and fresh water. And all of 

these issues are going to change how we 
grow food. We’re, almost by necessity, 
going to have to re-address how we grow 
the crops – whether we feed them to 
livestock or feed them to ourselves. It 
doesn’t seem sustainable in the long term 
to just keep making more meat, more 
meat, more meat. The world is going to 
run out of resources. 

John: I think 2020 is very hard to 
predict. Whatever happens, farmers are 
adaptable. I think the vision should be one 
of ‘reconnection’ between the public and 
farmers, and the countryside and the food 
they produce. I totally endorse that. Since 
1990 we’ve seen a reduction in methane 
and nitrous oxide emissions coming 
through. I’d like to see that continue.  
I think our ability, as a livestock sector,  
to embrace some of the production 
efficiencies will on the one hand make us 
a more profitable sector and on the other 
hand also reduce emissions, so it’s 
two-fold. I’d like to see that continuing,  
and recognition of agriculture as a solution 
to the problem, not as part of the problem. 

Tim: Let’s bring it back to the present 
now. Jen, what’s the politics of meat  
right now: new Government, new times, 
financial constraint? Consumers want 
cheaper meat. This means the  
Vegetarian Society is going to be 
hopelessly on the margins. 

Jen: I think we need to push for a 
higher profile for meat reduction and 
vegetarianism. I think there is a lot of 
weightiness around vegetarianism and 
identity as a personal badge or even a 
whole lifestyle commitment. Whereas, in 
fact, we are just talking about what we  
eat as a very ordinary, everyday thing.  

On the one hand and on the other: 
Professor Tim Lang draws out some 
of the key issues in the debate

ROUND THE TABLE
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It doesn’t have to necessarily come with 
some of those more constraining notions 
that people need to be of a certain ilk  
and have a certain sort of outlook on life.  
I think that we should turn some of these 
things on their head and try to be far less 
divisive in the way that we conduct this 
dialogue. One of the jobs for my society is 
to paint a different picture, not a moralistic 
picture but a very pragmatic picture. Any 
individual can make that journey, and it’s 
surprising who does, in fact. I think the 
marketplace is absolutely crucial because 
essentially it’s a consumer issue and that 
is played out in the supermarkets, it’s 
played out in our media, it’s played out in 
the way that we perceive things. 

Ed: I think there are two issues 
surrounding the economic environment 
that we’re in at the moment, with austerity 
and cost cutting. Government could, 
technically, say: ‘We haven’t got the  
money to sort this out, it’s capitalism and 
it’s consumers – let the market sort it out.’ 
Alternatively, getting reductions of climate 
change gases revolves around efficiency. 
That effectively means saving money.  
So the Government could go the other  
way and say: ‘What could we do to get 
some savings here?’ Are green policies  
the right way to try and push through 
some of those? So it could go either way. 

Tim: John – Government could just 
leave it to the dynamics of farmers’ 
negotiations with the powerful 
supermarkets. And if they don’t meet  
the right price, well supermarkets will  
get meat from Brazil, process it in  
[British] factories, stamp: ‘Made in Britain’ 
on it and put a Union Jack on it. Your 
members will get paid for planting trees. 

Who cares? Why does it matter? 
John: I hope the Government will 

recognise all the other benefits of red meat 
production – to the economy, to society 
– all the different arguments that come 
forward. Hopefully, there will be some help 
towards research and development which 
is key for production efficiencies going 
forward. Genetic improvements, 
developments in forage, feeding forage all 
these different things. 

Tim: But my understanding is that 
supermarkets are actually driving that; 
driving through their supply chains 

greenhouse gas emission reduction 
programmes. Then there’s the role of  
the Climate Change Act, setting climate 
change emission-reduction targets. 

John: It illustrates that everybody takes 
it seriously. Retailers are putting these 
things in place and farmers are reacting  
to all these different initiatives and drives, 
but we’ve got to keep them realistic and 
achievable. We’re on the front foot in terms 
of the industry greenhouse gas action 
plan. We’re looking at nutrient 
management plans, at more efficient  
use of fertilisers. Retail is doing the 

WWF is looking at the whole food  
system and how change needs to  
happen to tackle climate change and 
protect biodiversity. 

We are not looking in terms of vegan 
verses omnivore, but at a sustainable 
system over an unsustainable one.

If the food industry is to make a 
proportional contribution to the Climate 
Change Act’s legally binding 80% cuts  
in UK emissions by 2050, then emissions 
from UK food need to be cut by 70%  
by 2050. Changes in production, 
technology and consumption are needed 
to meet this target, the sooner and deeper 
the production and technological 
changes, the smaller the change in 
consumption required – there is not one 
‘fix all’. We welcome EBLEX’s roadmap as 
a starting point, though its target to cut 
emissions by 11% by 2020 is well within 

the realms of technical possibilities.
Food consumption is responsible for 

around 20% of the UK’s total estimated 
consumption emissions. When land use 
change is included – for instance, 
deforestation in South America to grow 
feed or raise livestock – food’s 
contribution rises to 30%, and livestock  
is a hotspot. The changes in consumption 
will include a move towards eating less 
meat and dairy, more local and seasonal 
produce and a move away from 
heavily-processed food. 

Our One Planet Food Programme  
has an emphasis on retailer and industry 
engagement. The programme 
incorporates the whole food chain.  
The aim is to radically reduce the key 
environmental impacts of the food that  
is eaten in the UK, be it produced  
locally or globally.

Duncan Williamson,  
WWF

protection
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same. People may not think that’s 
fast enough but we are doing it and we  
are trying to go forward. 

Tim: The word ‘sustainability’ is 
bandied around endlessly in this debate. 
Do you see a coming together of the 
environmental arguments, the health 
arguments and the efficiency arguments? 
Are your members getting up in the 
morning and thinking: ‘Sustainability is 
what I’m about?’

John: What they want is recognition for 
what they do. They want a fair return for 
what they produce in the marketplace. 
Sustainability and all these things – they 
may not be doing it consciously, but 
subconsciously that’s where they’re  
driving forward.

Tim: The new Government has come in 
and said it wants to focus on delivery, not 
on aspiration. Duncan, where do you think 
the arguments are going to be around that?

Duncan: We’d like there to be more 
deliverables, more practical action. We’d 
like there to be some kind of roadmap 
that’s actually a realistic roadmap which is 
tackling all the issues, whether it’s water or 
meat or meat and dairy, they all need to be 
there. We’d also like to see the food 
division looking further afield than just in 
the UK, whether it’s looking at the Borneo 
forest, looking down in Brazil, particularly 
at soy production. We can’t just look at the 
UK, because the UK is part of a global 
system and we import loads of food. 

John: We’re not self-sufficient. We’re 
80% beef self-sufficient. Our worry is at 
the moment we’ve got the European Union 
reopening negotiations with the Mercosur 
trading block – Argentina, Paraguay, 
Uruguay, Brazil – and we’ve got real 

concerns on that about the future, but 
that’s for another day.

Tim: I think it is entirely relevant. 
I think we’ve not thought enough about  
the hard politics of meat and dairy. Part  
of me thinks this will get decided by trade 
talks, actually.

John: I think you have to be very careful 
to see that food that does come into the 
EU is to the same standards, same 
welfare, traceability, identification 
standards, but also you have to look at the 
environmental impact. We’ve seen great 
rafts of areas of the rainforest being 
destroyed for livestock production. 

Tim: Standards are going to be a key 
political issue – who sets the standards, 
how are they set? The academic argument 
is that we’ve now got three systems of 
standards: consumer expectations, hard 
contracts and specifications laid down  
by the retailers, and then Government 
standards as a parallel system. Do you  
see that tension between those three 
different sets of standards as being a  
key issue in the short term now?

Ed: At the end of the day, the ones 
that really have the impact are the retailer 
driven standards. They set their 
specifications, they make their demands 
on their suppliers. But you’re also 
forgetting there is a fourth standard –  
that of overseas production. If you are 
subscribing to Government standards, 
retail standards and your own 
organisation’s standards, and you’re seeing 
other countries producing at a much lower 
standard, at a much cheaper rate, it’s 
going to be an issue. 

Tim: Twenty years ago the debate about 
meat was all around food safety. Has the 
Food Standards Agency resolved the food 
safety problems associated with meat?

Jen: Quite possibly. 
Tim: And that doesn’t seem to get the 

publicity in the public agenda that it did  
20 years ago.

Jen: Yes. 
Tim: On that happy note, shall we call 

it a day? 

It doesn’t seem sustainable in the long 
term to just keep making more meat, 
more meat, more meat. The world is 
going to run out of resources.’
Duncan Williamson
WWF

next
big steps

ROUND THE TABLE
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Encouraging results  
from red meat survey

A UK-wide survey of fresh red meat 
has shown very low levels of major 
foodborne pathogens to be present on red meat on retail 
sale in the UK. This survey looked at the extent to which 
people might be exposed to foodborne pathogens through 
the handling of red meat in their kitchen. Nearly 6,000 
meat samples, including beef, lamb, and pork, were 
tested for a range of bacteria including campylobacter, 
salmonella, E. coli and Listeria monocytogenes.

Relatively few samples of red meat tested 
positive for campylobacter, salmonella or E. coli 
O157; the prevalence for these organisms was 
0.36%, 0.24% and 0.02% respectively. Samples 
testing positive for Listeria monocytogenes 
were higher at 3.17%.

 
Contamination rates varied according to the  
type of meat tested, with campylobacter 
more frequent on lamb and pork  
than on beef. 

Salmonella was found most often on 
pork, and E. coli O157 found only on beef 
(see box on prevalence by meat type). 

The red meat survey was a large and complex 
survey that will help the Agency build a more 
accurate picture of the microbiological contamination 
of red meat sold in the UK and better inform food 
safety policy. The Agency will use the information 

gathered to assess the effectiveness of 
hygiene controls across the food chain: 
throughout production and processing up 
to the point of sale to the consumer. 

The results will also be used to inform the Agency’s 
Foodborne Disease Strategy work, including  
the most appropriate food hygiene advice to 
provide to consumers. The data will contribute to 
any future work on risk assessment and modelling of 
the transfer of micro-organisms from meat to the 
kitchen environment.

Prevalence figures by meat type:
Beef – 0.13% positive for campylobacter, 0.18% positive 
for salmonella, 0.03% positive for E. coli O157 and 3.42% 
positive for Listeria monocytogenes.
Lamb – 0.92% positive for campylobacter, 3.8% positive 
for Listeria monocytogenes and no positive samples for 
salmonella or E. coli O157.
Pork – 0.46% positive for campylobacter, 0.51% positive 
for salmonella and 2.66% positive for Listeria 
monocytogenes. No positive samples for E. coli O157.

Liz Redmond, Veterinary 
Director and head  
of food hygiene policy at the Food Standards 
Agency, said: ‘The low prevalence of campylobacter 
and salmonella on red meat is reassuring, particularly 
given the findings of the our recent chicken survey, 
published in October last year, which shows that 
poultry meat is more frequently contaminated with 
these organisms. While the results of the red meat 
survey should reassure consumers, it remains 
important for consumers to practise good food 
hygiene when handling all types of meat and to take 
particular care with poultry meat.’

SIzzLING STATS

Further information
The Red Meat Survey is available in full at:  
www.food.gov.uk/science/surveillance/
fsisbranch2010/fsis0210
For details on the survey contact  
Adam Hardgrave, tel: 020 7276 8957;  
email: adam.hardgrave@foodstandards.gsi.gov.uk
For the FSA’s consumer advice on handling raw  
meat and poultry, go to:  
www.eatwell.gov.uk/keepingfoodsafe/germwatch/




