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News

Public health concerns are grow-
ing across the United Kingdom
over the disposal of animals culled
in the foot and mouth outbreak.
With smoke from nearby pyres
drifting daily over many village
communities, fears of an increase
in respiratory illness have com-
pounded existing anxieties about
the risk of decaying carcasses con-
taminating drinking water sup-
plies and the toxic effects of
excessive exposure to disinfectant.

Several health alerts have
been reported. In Dumfries and
Galloway air quality tests were
ordered after Annandale and
Eskdale Council for Voluntary
Service claimed that bitumen, red
diesel, and coal were being used
in pyres for slaughtered animals
and could cause health problems
for the local population. 

At Tow Law in County
Durham 900 sheep and cattle
buried in a disused quarry were
dug up again after the Environ-
ment Agency warned that pollut-
ed material could filter through
gravel beds into a spring supply-
ing water to local farms. 

A mass incineration of carcass-
es at Tern Hill airfield in Shrop-
shire was postponed after
protesters threatened legal action,
and a pyre in Cumbria with 200
cows waiting to be burned was dis-
mantled after fears for the health
of local villagers.

Dr Lesley Morrison, of the
Teviot Medical Practice, Hawick,
near the Scottish border, is just a

few miles away from a con-
firmed case of foot and mouth
disease and sites of mass slaugh-
ter. She says concerns are
mounting in her area about the
public health implications of the
outbreak: “Smoke from the
burning pyres is toxic, and
countless people in rural com-
munities are being exposed to it
on a daily basis. Vast volumes of
disinfectant are running off into
our water. What will we be
drinking in a few weeks’ time?”

More than 1000 cases of foot
and mouth disease have been
reported since February, and one
million animals have either been
culled already or are earmarked
for culling. The government’s
chief scientist Professor David
King suggests that the worst of
the outbreak may be over. The
Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries
and Food (MAFF) is working
closely with the Environment
Agency to minimise any impact
on public health.

The agency’s preferred
method of disposal is rendering,
but, because of the number of
animals involved, carcasses are
also being incinerated at licensed
incinerators, buried at licensed
landfill sites, and buried or burnt
on land assessed as suitable by
the Environment Agency. 

The agency is also helping
local councils carry out risk
assessments and air quality mea-
surements. This includes giving
advice on using MAFF approved

biodegradable disinfectant and
how to dispose of unusable milk.

Because of the backlog of car-
casses, many still lie decomposing
on farms, causing a distressing
reminder to affected farmers.
Indeed, anxiety and depression

among farmers is one of the
main public health concerns 
arising from the outbreak.

Counselling and advice is available
from the Rural Stress Information
Network on 024 7641 2916.
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Doctors may access the latest
information on antibiotics and
their proper use from a free, peer
reviewed database provided 
on the internet by Johns 
Hopkins Medical Institutions.

The Antibiotic Guide (ABX
Guide), which is available at
www.hopkins-abxguide.org, was
launched as a result of 
rising worldwide concerns over 
antibiotic resistance and the

inappropriate use of antibiotics.
It offers diagnostic criteria and

drug options and is continually
updated to reflect the best avail-
able information. Emergency
alerts, such as drug recalls, will be
available immediately. Informa-
tion on more than 160 drugs and
more than 140 diseases treated by
both specialists and primary care
physicians is featured. 

Walter Atha, director of
the project, says its strength
is that the Johns Hopkins
specialists are teachers and
researchers as well as clini-
cians and are thus aware
of the need for information
to be absolutely accurate and
based on the best scientific
evidence, not anecdote or
convenience.

Antibiotics database launched
David Spurgeon Quebec
125


