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Title of Proposal

Application for Bovine Spongiform Encephalopathy (BSE) Negligible Risk (NR) status for Northern Ireland (Cattle)
1.
BACKGROUND
1.1 The World Organisation for Animal Health (OIE) classifies the BSE risk status of the cattle population of a country on the basis of a risk assessment and other criteria. The three categories of risk are; BSE Negligible Risk (NR), BSE Controlled Risk (CR) and undetermined BSE risk (UR).   
1.2 At the Standing Committee on Plant, Animals Food and Feed (SCoPAFF) on 17 March 2015, the Commission agreed proposals to relax Specified Risk Material (SRM) controls for Members States which have NR status. This brings EU rules more in line with the OIE requirements for non - EU countries.
1.3 The change means that for Member States which have NR status:-
· bovine material composed of those tissues at greatest risk of carrying potentially infective material (skull, brain, eyes and spinal cord of animals over 12 months of age) is still classified as SRM;
· all other bovine tissues would be able to enter food and feed chains; this includes the last 4 metres of the small intestine, the tonsils, vertebral column, mesentery and caecum.
1.4 Under requirements defined by the OIE and EC  Regulation No. 999/2001 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 22 May 2001 laying down the rules for the prevention, control and eradication of certain transmissible spongiform encephalopathies, a country or region can apply for BSE NR status provided they have

· a surveillance programme in place to detect BSEs;
· the date of birth of any positive classical BSE case was at least 11 years previous;
· a control strategy in place for positive cases, SRM and feed.
1.5 The red meat industry has lobbied the Department to consider making an application to the OIE to have Northern Ireland classified as BSE NR status on a regionalised basis. Industry’s view is that having BSE NR status would benefit their businesses, paving the way for a significant relaxation of SRM controls and thus a reduction in disposal costs here.  It is also perceived that having BSE NR status for Northern Ireland would provide an improved global image which would offer commercial benefits in terms of gaining entry into new markets. This has also been supported by wider industry.  

1.6 The European Commission has laid down strict rules to protect animal and public health from the risk of BSE. These include the removal, handling and disposal of SRM, strict controls on animal feed and a requirement to test certain categories of animal for BSE. These are considered to be essential public and animal health protection measures and controls for consumers. The Food Standards Agency is the competent authority responsible for SRM controls. The Department of Agriculture and Rural Development is the competent authority responsible for animal feed and disease surveillance in the form of BSE testing.
1.7 Officials from the Department of Agriculture and Rural Development have discussed the implications of Northern Ireland applying for BSE NR status with the Food Standards Agency (FSA) and the industry. The FSA has confirmed that they have no objection to DARD making the application but if BSE NR status is achieved, the FSA must be satisfied that all of the appropriate food safety controls are in place. 

What is the issue under consideration? Why is government intervention necessary?

1.8 The Department is carrying out a 12 week consultation to seek views/comments on an application for BSE NR status for Northern Ireland.
1.9 The Department has been lobbied by industry to consider applying now for BSE NR Status on a regionalised basis for Northern Ireland. Industry view having BSE NR status would provide an improved global image, which would offer a trade advantage in terms of gaining entry into new markets and pave the way for the significant relaxation in SRM controls and thus a reduction in disposal costs here. They perceive a trade advantage as they believe that some non - EU countries may consider countries with a BSE NR status having a higher health status than those with CR status.
1.10 As part of the consultation process an Impact Assessment will consider the sectors affected and the costs and benefits of obtaining BSE NR status.

What is the policy objective?

1.11 The policy objective is to ensure the supporting evidence and the implications this proposal will have for Northern Ireland are fully explored in order that an informed decision can be made in relation to a BSE NR status application.
2.
POLICY OPTIONS
2.1 
Option 1 – “Do nothing”.  
· This option means that Northern Ireland would continue to be classified as BSE Controlled Risk.
2.2 Option 2 – Wait until an overall UK application is made.
· This option means that Northern Ireland would continue to be classified as BSE Controlled Risk and form part of an overall UK application.  At this stage it is considered this could not be before 2020 at the earliest.
2.3 Option 3 – Make a joint application with Scotland.

· The Scottish Government is also in a position to apply for BSE NR status now on a regionalised basis and are engaging with their industry representatives to consider a suitable case. There is nothing to suggest that a combined application would be more likely to succeed, and officials consider that a separate NI application is likely to be stronger. 
2.4 Option 4 – Consider making an application to the OIE to have Northern Ireland classified as BSE Negligible Risk. 

· Northern Ireland currently meets the criteria to apply for BSE NR status on a regionalised basis.
· Industry see BSE NR status as giving a improved global disease free image and believe that this would provide commercial benefits in terms of gaining entry into new markets and expanding current markets especially where limited access exists. They also see this as paving the way for a significant relaxation of SRM controls and thus a reduction in disposal costs in Northern Ireland.
· The Industry view is that attaining BSE NR status would give Northern Ireland industry a trade advantage ahead of the rest of the UK and reduce disposal costs here.

· To date, no country has been granted BSE NR status on a regionalised basis.

Will the status be reviewed? 

2.5 If BSE NR status is achieved it will be subject to ongoing monitoring by the FSA, the Department, the OIE and the EU Commission.
3. 
IMPLICATIONS TO BE CONSIDERED 
Trade: 
3.1
Domestic Retail Trade
The effect of achieving NR status on the domestic consumer is difficult to quantify. It can be argued that, on one hand, animals being slaughtered are of a higher health status compared to animals in CR status countries (ROI and GB), however on the other it could be suggested that in NR status countries there is a reduction in controls over SRM. The responses to the consultation document will provide an insight into how this is viewed by the consumer and the retail trade, but at this stage, we cannot determine the costs or benefits to the domestic trade.
3.2
International Trade
In recent years, the European beef market has been hindered by poor demand and stagnant prices. Traditional European markets have been heavily subdued by the closure of the Russian market and the value of some cuts and edible offals are now so low on the European market that they are making their way into pet food manufacture or being exported to South America for corned beef production. 
Industry have reported concerns across the island of Ireland that with extra cattle due to come to market in 2016 and 2017 (through increased calf registrations and beef cattle on the ground) beef market prices in the UK and EU will come under even more pressure than they are now without realistic alternative market outlets for their products.

If we achieve BSE NR status for Northern Ireland, there will be a need to re-negotiate a number of UK export health certificates with the various authorities of the importing countries to add or reword existing clauses. Negotiation on certificates to access new priority markets could become more complex in the event that NI, as a region of the UK, achieves NR status while other regions of the UK remain CR.  This additional complexity will require reprioritisation of resources.  This may slow the pace of red meat negotiations and impact on market access resourcing across other sectors. These negotiations will be taken forward by Defra, who lead on international trade. While the Department will assist Defra, the speed of the re-negotiation process will depend on factors outwith our control i.e. support from the other devolved administrations, Defra and the engagement by non- EU countries.  DARD have engaged at both official and Ministerial level to seek Defra support.  It is important to note that it is not possible to predict whether a non-EU country will accept NR regionalisation status based on the OIE classification.  
Sectors affected: Beef Industry, Producers, and Government.
Costs: There would be resource costs to the Department, Defra, the Foreign and Commonwealth Office and non – EU countries to re-negotiate and agree export certificates. There is no direct cost to industry in making an application (other than meeting the €9000 application fee), however, there would be cost implications should trade be disrupted where export conditions need to be re-negotiated.
Benefits: It is argued that Northern Ireland’s reputation as being a disease free region would be enhanced should NR status be achieved and this would provide a much stronger basis from which to develop a customer base in parts of the world where consumer opinion is highly sensitive to BSE. Where limited access exists, there would also be commercial benefits in dealing with customers in markets that already exist with the removal of restrictions or clauses currently in place.
In terms of the value of market opportunities, it is difficult to put an exact figure on what might be achievable if Northern Ireland had full market access to all significant meat importing countries around the world. The meat exporters have given what they believe to be a conservative estimate; that the greater market access could be worth over £12 million annually to the beef industry

With adverse exchange rates and weak European demand heavily impacting on Northern Ireland meat exporters, direct access to China has been estimated to be worth an additional £18 per head, and USA an additional £10-£15 per head (excluding manufacturing beef) at today’s prices. 
It is important to take a balanced view of the impact that the BSE NR may have on trade negotiations. Achievement of NR status is likely to benefit our industry’s reputation however it is not possible to predict whether this status will expedite trade negotiations to any significant degree. Multiple factors, including but not solely animal health status, influence market access negotiations. 
The UK has made good headway in 2015 in accessing new beef markets, such as Thailand and Canada, and also re-negotiating better terms in existing markets such as Hong Kong. We secured these markets and better trading terms whilst we had a Controlled Risk status and this should serve to reassure our industry that presently there is no evidence that our BSE status is holding us back. It is very difficult to quantify the positive impact a different BSE status may have on our efforts.
3.3 Operational/Disposal implications  
The proposed change from CR to NR status would mean reclassification of the SRM tissues. There would be a considerable reduction in the volume of tissues designated as SRM with only the brain, skull, eyes, and spinal cord remaining as SRM, thereby reducing the quantity of material going for disposal by rendering.
The other significant type of material taken into rendering plants is fallen stock, which in practice has to be processed through a Category 1 line.  

Currently there are two Category 1 (high risk) rendering plants in NI. In the event of attaining NR status, the quantity of fallen stock will remain relatively constant, but the potential significant reduction in volumes of Category 1 material, (which industry has indicated that could be approximately a 60% reduction), may mean that it would not be economically viable to sustain two Category 1 rendering plants in Northern Ireland; this would lead to additional disposal and transport costs across a range of livestock and meat establishment sectors.
The owners of the North’s two major rendering plants have also recently indicated that, in their view, the possibility that obtaining BSE NR status would result in a reduction in rendering capacity in Northern Ireland, should not be used a  justification for not applying. They argue that the industry is changing in any event and the rendering sector is already adjusting to market pressures.  They are actively seeking alternative methods of raising revenues with the effect that there may be a reduction in Category 1 capacity, irrespective of whether or not we obtain NR status.
Sectors affected: Industry, Government, and Public
Costs: There will be a cost to the Renderers through loss of throughput material as there is less SRM to be disposed off (but this would be off-set by the revenue gained as both current Renderers are associated with Meat Plants).
If there is a reduction in Cat 1 rendering capacity, there may be increased disposal costs to livestock producers and meat establishments due to reduced competition and increased transport costs. 

Benefits: Approximately 417,000 cattle were slaughtered in Northern Ireland during 2014 (110,000 were over 30 months at slaughter). Based on these figures, LMC estimate that there could be approximately £1.2m savings per year on disposal costs, this is assuming that all this material is utilised as food, or as category 3 material.
By removing products from the SRM list there may be an opportunity to generate new revenue streams. For example, there may be the potential for the use of intestines for sausage casings and intestinal fat to go into the food chain. There are no available figures to quantify this argument.

3.4 Controls for NR & CR Animals 
If Northern Ireland were to attain BSE NR status, beef establishments would be required to maintain additional/separate controls for the slaughter of animals from those regions with BSE CR status so that all their SRM could be disposed of correctly. Separation of meat from CR and NR regions will be verified by DARD on behalf of the FSA).
Industry advise that factories already operate robust systems for the batching of animals of different jurisdictions or category and having animals of differing BSE risk origins coming into their premises should not present any difficulties for meeting regulatory controls in this area. It is important from a public health perspective that the appropriate controls remain in place to ensure the continued removal, storage and disposal of SRM in accordance with the EU TSE Regulations. Ongoing controls such as inspections and audits by DARD Veterinary Services will continue in beef establishments.
Sectors affected: Meat Plants, Consumers, Government.
Costs: Limited costs to meat plants and there may be a requirement for some additional veterinary service resource during the initial set-up. This resource is likely to include liaison with food business operators, increased level of supervision, training and awareness time.
There is also a risk that the perceived advantages conferred by BSE NR status, together with any additional costs incurred by industry in batching animals separately, could depress prices for cattle from different jurisdictions e.g. mixed origin cattle.
Benefits: Minimal.
3.5 Loss of BSE NR Status – Publicity, Recall of Meat, Effects

It would not be unexpected to get a positive BSE case in the future as BSE can occur on a sporadic basis. That is why we continue our surveillance programme and to remove and destroy the risk materials from bovine animals.

The nature of BSE cases, both in terms of occurrence and the date of birth of the BSE case, means that there could arise a situation where NR status is lost. This could generate considerable public concern and negative publicity.
There is also the probability that in such a scenario both food and feed may need to be recalled, which brings with it the expense and disruption caused to hard won contracts, as well as the financial losses involved.

Also there may be significant implications for exports to non – EU countries which have agreed terms to trade based on a NR status. As well as losses for the exporters it would again require re-negotiation of export conditions and may even mean the loss of some important markets which were gained as a result of obtaining NR status, or as a result of the negative publicity which would occur if we had a BSE positive case. 
Sectors affected: Consumers, Meat Exporters, and Government.
Costs: Cost for both the Industry and Department to re-call food and feed. Industry will also have a financial loss with the disruption to NR contracts. Depending on the quantities involved, this process could prove time consuming and bear a significant cost to businesses.
Benefits: Nil. 

3.6 Rendering Capacity in the event of a disease outbreak

As stated, there is the risk that with the reduction in the quantity of SRM for disposal, one of the two rendering plants may change their business use therefore the rendering capacity in Northern Ireland may reduce. This reduced capacity, loss of competition and a potential for increase in cost of disposal in a disease emergency situation such as Foot-and-Mouth Disease, would be of concern to the Department. 
Sectors affected: Renderers, Farmers, Government.
Costs: There is a mutual agreement between the Department and DAFM to facilitate cross border movement of non-infected animal by-products for rendering during a disease outbreak, however there will still be an increased cost to the Department for the disposal of infected material in the North if there is reduced rendering capacity. Other disposal options are summarised below, however, these are likely to generate adverse publicity.
Rendering – To render animal carcases could cost approximately £160 - £180 per tonne. Although rendering has the advantage of being a relatively clean and controlled disposal option, the material must be taken from the infected premises to the rendering plant necessitating transport through ‘clean’ areas to access this service. Rendering cannot be used to process the litter and manure from the infected premises in an outbreak of Avian Influenza.
Incineration – Incineration could cost approximately £100 - £120 per tonne. Incineration is clean and controlled however the limited capacity in NI is a major disadvantage.

Burial / Burning – Under the Animal By-products legislation certain material may be disposed of by burning or burial on site in the event of a disease outbreak if the competent authority rejects transport to the nearest incineration or processing plant because of the danger of propagation of health risks or in the case of a widespread outbreak of an epizootic disease leads to a lack of capacity at such plants.
On-farm burial has the advantage that disease would not move from the infected premises and is relatively quick and easy for small numbers of carcases. There are a number of disadvantages including environmental considerations, suitable land to allow burial, local farmer and public objections and cost. 

The burial of animal by-products on the sites referred to in Article 19(1)(a), (b), (c) and (e) of Regulation (EC) No 1069/2009 must be carried out to ensure that they are buried:
· in such a way that carnivorous or omnivorous animals cannot gain access to them;
· in an authorised landfill or in another site without endangering human health and using processes or methods which do not harm the environment, in particular when they could result in risks to water, air, soil and plants and animals, or through noise or odours.

It is estimated the cost to excavate and refill a burial pit is in the region of £40 per tonne. 
Material can also be buried at a commercial or stand alone land fill site which is approved to accept such substances and where the environment has been given consideration. Feasibility work on this option was carried out in 2014 looking at a requirement to dispose of approximately 500 tonnes per day of carcases and by-product, but VS has concerns whether the waste water treatment plants utilised by the landfill sites would be able to cope with the leachate generated by these carcasses. These concerns will be considered in a project commissioned by VS to determine the consequences of any loss of rendering capacity. 
The burning of animal by-products on the sites referred to in Article 19(1)(b), (c) and (e) of Regulation (EC) No 1069/2009 must be carried out in such a way to ensure that they are burnt:
· on a properly constructed pyre and the animal by-products reduced to ash;
· without endangering human health;
· without using processes or methods which could harm the environment, in particular when they could result in risks to water, air, soil and plants and animals or through noise or odours;
Pyres are constructed on railway sleepers, coal and straw bales with diesel use as an accelerant initially, and is a tried and tested method of disposing large numbers of animal carcases. The disadvantages include the environment unacceptability, finding a suitable location, local public objections and cost. It is estimated to cost £220 per tonne to dispose in this manner.

Benefits: Nil.
4.
 
BENEFITS TO GOVERNMENT DEPARTMENTS

4.1 
There will be no direct benefits to Government departments.
4.2 If Northern Ireland is granted NR status classification, it may have an influence on other devolved administrations deciding to apply for BSE NR status. DARD will also be able to share experiences and lessons learned with other devolved administrations should they also decide to make an application for BSE NR status. 

5.
 
COMPETITION

5.1 

There is a risk that due to the decrease in SRM for disposal, one of the rendering plants may close. This would reduce the competition for the disposal of SRM and fallen stock and therefore may increase the cost of disposal. 
6.
 
ADMINISTRATIVE BURDENS

6.1
Any impact upon existing administrative burdens would be too small to quantify.

7.
 
EQUALITY AND GENDER IMPACT

7.1
The proposal has been subjected to an equality screening exercise and has been screened out. Therefore, the proposal does not have any equality or gender impacts.  

8.
 
IMPACT TEST - STAKEHOLDERS

8.1 
Key stakeholders have been consulted at a stakeholder engagement event and are fully supportive of the proposed application. A formal written public consultation exercise is being held to gauge the wider Industry views on the impact of the proposed application.  
9.
 
IMPACT TESTS NOT ALREADY REFERRED TO

9.1 
Legal Aid - No increase anticipated.
9.2 Sustainable Development - The proposed application would be in accordance with the shared UK principles of sustainable development.

9.3 
Carbon Impact Assessment –This has been considered and it has  been determined that operating under BSE Negligible Risk status per se should have a negligible effect on carbon emissions. 
9.4 Other Environmental Issues - The nature and scale of production, marketing and disposal is likely to remain similar to the current situation. With the change to BSE Negligible Risk status there would be minimal implications in relation to climate change, waste management, landscapes, water and floods, habitat and wildlife or noise pollution. However in the event of an epizootic disease outbreak there may be issues with the disposal of diseased animals which could be detrimental to the environment, these issues have been considered and highlighted at 3.5 above. DARD Veterinary Service will commission a project to evaluate the consequences of any loss of rendering capacity, and work towards putting contingency arrangements in place.
9.5 
Health Impact Assessment - The Foods Standards Agency indicated that they had no objection to an application as long as the appropriate controls continued in place, these being TSE testing, removal of SRM and the feed ban. Any diluting of these controls would give FSA concern.
9.6 
Human Rights - The proposal to apply for BSE Negligible Risk status is consistent with the Human Rights Act 1998.
9.7 Rural Proofing - The majority of producers and many of the suppliers are based in rural areas and the proposal to apply for BSE Negligible Risk status is designed to facilitate their activities by gaining entry into new markets and expanding current markets especially where limited access exists.
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