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CHAPTER 4

Pest Control and Ecology

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

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

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

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

4.1  Ecological SciEncE and thE StatE

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

In Britain, the arrival of myxomatosis was also seen by scientists as ‘an 
extraordinary opportunity for fundamental ecological research’—academ-
ics with relevant interests rapidly obtained government funding, while 
MAFF further invested in ICD.50 Scientists investigated the ecology and 
behaviour of rabbits, transmission, effects upon agriculture and land-
scapes, and methods for ‘rabbit control’. Frank Fenner visited the UK and 
met with MAFF’s scientists, creating a long-standing international col-
laboration.51 Thompson and his colleagues rapidly concluded that it 
would not be possible to contain the spread of myxomatosis and argued 
that the consequent decimation of rabbits would be good for agriculture, 
meriting further research. Responding to public concerns over animal 
welfare, they presented a simple, standardised technique for killing infected 

 A. CASSIDY



129

rabbits—‘gassing’ them underground via the application of a new product 
called ‘Cymag’ (sodium cyanide powder, which generates hydrogen cya-
nide gas on contact with moisture in the air).52 This made it possible for 
MAFF to fashion a policy acceptable to all sides of the debate. A 
‘Myxomatosis Advisory Committee’ was appointed (comprising key 
experts and organisations), which consulted with all interests involved in 
the rabbit debate. The Committee concluded that myxomatosis could not 
be ‘stamped out’ and should instead be left to run its course. They recom-
mended a policy of ‘mopping up’: culling surviving rabbits, further reduc-
ing their numbers and thereby addressing the pest problem.53 Government 
acted swiftly, passing a second ‘Pests Act’ in 1954, creating legal require-
ments for landowners to cull rabbits and providing subsidies for gassing 
equipment to do so. While a resulting network of ‘rabbit clearance societ-
ies’ was established with enthusiasm, ultimately neither rabbits nor myx-
oma were eradicated.

Myxomatosis created further resources and legitimacy for ICL’s 
research at a time when post-war productivity agendas were losing their 
immediate urgency. It advanced Harry Thompson’s career, expanding his 
department within MAFF and making his scientific reputation—the 
group published a series of several high-profile journal articles about myx-
omatosis54 and two major monographs on the ecology and behaviour of 
rabbits.55 As Thompson’s career blossomed, he worked with British mam-
mal biologists to form the Mammal Society of the British Isles, still an 
important meeting space for professional and ‘amateur’ field biologists. 
The founder members included Thompson, Harry Southern (also of 
Elton’s group at Oxford), ex-ICL colleague Peter Crowcroft, toxicologist 
Alistair Worden and badger naturalist Ernest Neal.56 This foundational 
group links PICL directly into British networks of mammal ecology and 
natural history. It also reveals a more unexpected connection—with the 
Universities Federation for Animal Welfare (UFAW), a science-based cam-
paign group. As well as being an enthusiastic naturalist, Alistair Worden 
was a significant figure in laboratory animal research. He founded the 
Huntingdon Research Centre (now Huntington Life Sciences) in 
Cambridge and was editor of the first edition of UFAW’s highly influential 
Handbook, providing guidance for ethical research practice in animal 
research.57 While UFAW are best known for their work with laboratory 
scientists, they were also involved with farm animal welfare and pest con-
trol from early in their existence.58 Between them, myxomatosis and the 
founding of the Mammal Society made the connections between ecology, 

4 PEST CONTROL AND ECOLOGY 



130

ethology, natural history and the new science of animal welfare directly 
traceable, if not more widely understood.59

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

4.3  dEFining and rEdEFining thE badgEr

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Consolidating Field Ecology in MAFF. As discussed in Chap. 3, instead 
of calming the growing criticisms of MAFF’s culling policy as anticipated, 
the Zuckerman report opened up a wider public controversy over badger/
bTB in the early 1980s. The harshest scientific critiques of the report’s 
conclusions had come from the Mammal Society and academic biologists 
and ecologists, including Kruuk, Macdonald and Harris. Given 
Zuckerman’s long-standing negative opinions of field biology, his dis-
missal of their submitted evidence and the ensuing hostile public, dispute 
between Zuckerman and the ecologists makes more sense.114 Despite this, 
Zuckerman spoke highly of the Woodchester scientists and supported 
PICL’s badger research, recommending the expansion of the work in his 
report. He appears to have been unaware of (or unwilling to acknowl-
edge) the deep interpenetration of professional field biology with ‘natural 
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history’; the theoretical and practical connections between field ecology, 
epidemiology and animal welfare that had been forged by myxomatosis; or 
the developing collaborations between PICL and academics like Harris. It 
seems that Zuckerman had not only missed a ‘sea-change’ in science–soci-
ety relationships (as evidenced by his surprise at the public controversy), 
but also within his own discipline of zoology.115

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

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

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

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

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

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

4.4  Managing badgErS through SciEntiFic carE

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

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

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