TRAINING OF AUXILIARIES IN E.U. MEMBER STATES

(MEAT HYGIENE INSPECTORS/MEAT TECHNICIANS)

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

PART I - RECOMMENDATIONS

FINAL REPORT - DECEMBER 2003 

1.
All fifteen EU Member States were written to and all replied and participated except for Greece.

2.
In Continental Europe, a number of countries do not train or employ Auxiliaries for mainly historical, cultural and economic reasons;  e.g. a tradition of full veterinary inspection, and/or a surplus of veterinary graduates, or too small an industry.  These countries are Austria, Belgium, (Greece ?), Italy and Luxembourg.

3.
In other EU Member States, there is a varying amount of training in accordance with supply and demand and all the courses claim to meet the requirements of the current EU Directives.  Provision of courses varies, firstly the short intensive type of theoretical course lasting only a few weeks, held at a Further Education College, with substantial veterinary involvement and backed up by practical experience, which is typified by Finland, and possibly Northern Ireland within the UK.  The Irish Republic trains Technical Agricultural Officers who are employed for support duties, but not inspection.  A number of larger countries have developed permanent training at centres of excellence, such as, the Danish Meat Training College at Roskilde, the French training centre at Corbas, Lyon, and in the Netherlands training is carried out by the Utrecht University Veterinary Faculty.

4.
To some extent, there has been a lack of emphasis on Auxiliary training in recent years because of the EU requirement for full-time veterinary supervision.

5.
Internal discussions about the future of training are taking place but there is a tendency to ‘wait and see’ what Brussels will require before making detailed plans and commitments.

6.
A number of countries such as Denmark and Spain (Catalunya) have fairly advanced plans for extended courses, but are awaiting developments from the EU.

7.
It has been convenient and cost-effective to attempt to supplement the Udall RCVS Trust Report on Veterinary Public Health Training as there is a degree of overlap between VPH and Auxiliary Training.

8.
For that reason, other Scandinavian countries (as well as Denmark) and also Italy were visited and will be reported on.  Visits and meetings were held in Denmark, Finland, France, Ireland, Italy, Netherlands, Portugal, Spain, Sweden and the UK.

9.
Some specific recommendations with regard to rationalisation and improvement of Auxiliary training in the UK will be made, listed separately.
10.
Further specific recommendations with regard to VPH training in the UK and in Europe will be made and these will also be listed separately.  

11.
Specific recommendations with regard to the revision of the Veterinary Surgeons’ Act, where it impacts on Veterinary Public Health, will also be listed separately.

12.
A specific recommendation with regard to funding in Scotland will be made - see APPENDIX ‘A’.

13.
A specific recommendation with regard to both Veterinary and Medical Public Health service delivery will again be listed separately - see APPENDIX ‘B’.

14.
Comments will be made on the functional structure of the Meat Hygiene Service in Britain (UK Section - see APPENDIX ‘C’).

15.
Comments will be made on the House of Commons Environment, Food and Rural Affairs Committee (EFRA Com.) report on the availability of and demand for farm animal veterinary services (APPENDIX ‘D’).

16.
Comments will also be made on the DEFRA ministerial decision that the State Veterinary Service should leave core DEFRA and become a Next Steps executive agency (APPENDIX ‘E’).

17.
All the above Recommendations are to be found in Part I of this Report whist Part II contains my personal Opinion and Conclusions.

Part III - From Austria through to the UK (country by country reports).

Norman W. Leslie, B.A., M.V.B., M.R.C.V.S.
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CAVEAT:  The opinions and recommendations expressed are those of the author alone and are not necessarily those of the Veterinary Public Health Association or any other organisation.

RECOMMENDATIONS - DECEMBER 2003

It is beyond the remit of this Report to make recommendations which directly effect the internal arrangements of other EU Member States.

UNITED KINGDOM (GREAT BRITAIN AND NORTHERN IRELAND):
1.
Although Further Education Colleges are in competition with each other, some attempt should be made to standardise the Log Book System of checking on the practical experience gained by students on extramural placement training.

2.
Training Colleges should rapidly develop informal, leading to formal, working arrangements with the appropriate University Faculties of Veterinary Medicine, as already exemplified by the Glasgow (Scotland) arrangements.

3.
Present funding arrangements discriminate unfairly against Glasgow in Scotland and attempts should be made to correct this anomaly (detailed reasons will follow in the UK section of the report see Appendix ‘A’).  

4.
The awarding bodies, (REHIS in Scotland and RSH for England and Wales) should harmonise and rationalise their syllabus and examinations as soon as possible.

5.
The CIEH syllabus and examination for EHOs should also be harmonised with those of REHIS and RSH.

6.
The RCVS MUST FULLY INVOLVE ITSELF with the syllabus, examinations, listing and registration of Auxiliaries in Britain as it already does in Northern Ireland.  This will involve detailed discussions between the RCVS, CIEH, REHIS and RSH.  This is a necessary development in view of the role of the OVS as the Team Leader in the Meat Hygiene Service and the practical working relationships between OVs, MHIs and MTs which follow there from and potentially in other areas as well.

7.
VETERINARY SUPERVISION should be meaningful and carefully defined, NOT like the over centralised, bureaucratic and disastrous example set by MAFF/DEFRA, Page Street with an insufficient number of distant Animal Health Office branches and a lack of middle management and well-trained staff.  As a Government Agency, the Meat Hygiene Service at York must never be allowed to do this.  The Centre must support the Regions and the Regions must support the Centre.

8.
With regard to CPD training for Auxiliaries, for Senior MHIs only, the RCVS Certificate/Diploma should have an additional Module added in Communication Skills and Leadership as soon as possible.  

9.
As the Meat Hygiene Service becomes more established, it should identify its Human Resource Training needs in the longer term so that Fast Track Courses will be phased out, other than in exceptional circumstances.  Modular training may be necessary for Plant staff, together with Modular re-training for existing Auxiliaries.

10.
Under the forthcoming EU Hygiene Regulations IF plant staff are to be permitted to take the place of Official Auxiliaries, their training must always be FULLY EQUIVALENT in all respects NOT simply trained for one or more specific tasks within the plant.  Qualified staff should be officially listed and should have similar career opportunities as Official Auxiliaries.  This means that sectors of the industry should look ahead and should start training staff NOW if they wish to be seriously involved.

11.
In the longer term, training requirements will become both longer and more intensive which, in turn should lead to some rationalisation within the training industry, and the opportunity to develop one or more centres of excellence within the UK.

12.
In this regard, further detailed research will be required but I believe that as one of the major EU nations involved in Auxiliary training, there is sufficient scope for future investment and the development of two centres of excellence for training in Britain.  It is likely that one of these would be at Glasgow, serving Scotland and the other would be either Salford University College, Manchester OR Harper Adams University College, Shropshire:  serving England and Wales.  Northern Ireland also should develop its own Centre of Excellence, hopefully in collaboration with the Republic of Ireland.

13.
Also in the longer term, consideration should be given to the development of a Europe-wide qualification for Auxiliaries.  This will involve discussions between the Awarding Bodies of the UK, those of other Member States, the RCVS, Federation of Veterinarians of Europe and the European Commission.  This could also be facilitated by setting up cultural exchange schemes between different Member States. 

14.
Although not in EU legislation, for maritime nations in particular, the inclusion of fish and sea food inspection training should be considered.  Portugal is at present the only member state which includes this aspect.  This is likely to become of increasing importance as wild fish stocks continue to decline and farmed fish supplies increase.

15.
The forthcoming REVISION OF THE VETERINARY SURGEONS ACT presents the opportunity to recognise the roles of Auxiliaries and other paraprofessionals in addition to veterinary nurses who are already well established.  Therefore, there should be places allotted on RCVS COUNCIL for ELECTED nominees from the Authorised Meat Inspectors Association, from the Chartered Institute of Environmental Health, the Royal Pharmaceutical Society, the Health Protection Agency, the Trading Standards Institute and possibly other bodies as well.

16.
DELIVERY OF BOTH VETERINARY AND HUMAN MEDICAL PUBLIC HEALTH SERVICES.  There is a strong case for INTEGRATION of these services at all levels.  This occurs to a varying degree in continental Europe, but the ITALIAN model is worthy of detailed examination (see the Italy section of the Report - Appendix ‘B’).  THE REPUBLIC OF IRELAND also has integrated Zoonosis Committees based on the eight Regional Health Boards where medical, veterinary, environmental and other disciplines work closely together under the aegis of the Food Standards Authority of Ireland.
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OFFICIAL VETERINARY SURGEON - TRAINING IN THE U.K. AND EUROPE:
1.
As well as continuous assessment, there should be both a written and practical examination at the end of the OVs Course and this should include an element of Communication Skills, after appropriate training.

2.
As the ultimate employer, the Meat Hygiene Service in the UK should insist on Language Proficiency by oral and written test before designation for OVs.  This should also apply to other Member States when foreign nationals are to be employed.

3.
CPD Training for OVs should include Communication and Leadership Skills.

VETERINARY PUBLIC HEALTH TRAINING IN U.K. AND EUROPE:
1.
The Heads of Veterinary Schools (HOVs) should urgently pursue their self-imposed programme of improvement of V.P.H. training at British veterinary schools, as reported and recommended to the RCVS Education Committee in October 2001, with a commitment to full implementation within five years (October 2006).

2.
Heads of all European veterinary schools should also commit themselves to collaboration and implementation of VPH training improvement, if they have not already done so.

3.
The EAEVE/FVE Education Committee should have similar powers of visitation, approval AND SANCTIONS which the RCVS already possesses.

CPD TRAINING FOR STATE VETERINARIANS:
A recent report from the Environment Food and Rural Affairs Committee (EFRA.Com.) of the House of Commons exposed the fact that neither DEFRA nor the competition commission had any idea of the economics of rural veterinary practice (Ref.  Veterinary Record 1st November p.542).  This serious omission in policy-making could in part be rectified by introducing compulsory CPD for all State Veterinarians of DVM Grade and above, in particular, those based in Page Street HQ.  This must take place in rural veterinary practices and it should also apply in more general terms to their administrative counterparts.  It is absolutely essential that policy-making is reconnected with the economic and social realities of every-day rural life in Britain.

EUROPEAN INSPECTION COSTS AND CHARGES:
1.
The Charging Directive is out of date and in need of revision.

2.
The differentials allowed between Member States charging policies are too wide.

3.
The EU Commission must redefine and distinguish between costs incurred by the State (public health and food safety) and costs incurred by the industry (food quality), and hidden subsidies should be exposed.

4.
In a global context, we should compare the EU charging system with that of the United States of America, of Canada and also that of Australia and New Zealand.  In the USA most of the inspection costs are borne by Government as a Public Health responsibility.

5.
It is understood that some of these issues will be addressed in the ongoing Brussels negotiations on the revision of Hygiene Regulations.

NOTE:
This is not an exhaustive or final list and may be subject to change.

Norman W. Leslie, B.A., M.V.B., M.R.C.V.S.
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APPENDIX ‘A’
FUNDING OF COURSES:
In England and Wales the Learning and Skills Council (LSC) distribute central funds through its Local Offices to Colleges of Further Education.  Funding per student is based on Guided Learning Hours of tuition which are set by individual Colleges in accordance with the syllabus requirements of the awarding body (RSH and CIEH)

Funding examples in 2003 are £1,706 per annum per student for 300 Guided Learning Hours (GLH) (banded 300 - 329 hours).  This includes a partly assured fee element of £328.00 which is paid (sponsored) by the Meat Hygiene Service.  If there were 500 Guided Learning Hours (banded 400 - 509) the figure would be £2,964 including £570.00 of assumed fee funding (sponsored).

In Scotland, the Scottish Further Education Funding Council (SFEFC), a non-departmental Government body, is responsible for the distribution of funding to Further and Higher Education Colleges.

The calculation of funding has a different methodology:
The basic unit is the WSUM = Weighted Student Unit of Measurement which equals 40 Programmed Learning Hours.  There is a Standard price per WSUM (including notional fee income) for 2003-04 of £164.12.  Subjects taught are banded in 18 different Programme Groups ranging from Agriculture, Horticulture and Animal Care which has the highest weighting of 1.5232 down to Social Studies and Language which has the lowest weighting of 0.7434.  These weightings reflect the recurrent expenses which Colleges incur for the provision of the different types of Courses, and the weighting for Catering and Food is 1.1757, which is applied to Auxiliary (Meat Hygiene Inspectors) training at the Glasgow College of Food Technology.

Thus, examples at present are :-
300 Programmed Learning Hours (PLH) = 7.5 WSUM - weighted 1.1757 in the Catering and Food Group = £1,447.20 per annum per student, 500 P.L.H. = 12.5 WSUMs = £2,412 per annum per student.  

The practical effect of this is that the Glasgow College of Food Technology is unable to compete (tender) for Courses to the Meat Hygiene Service on equal terms with the English Colleges and has run no Courses for about two years.  This is an anomaly which discriminates against Glasgow and against Scotland within the UK.  A different approach to the problem might be to transfer the Auxiliary training courses to the Veterinary Faculty of the University and to use outside lecturers from the GCFT as and when appropriate.

RECOMMENDATION:
This disparity should be removed for the following reasons :-
1.
GCFT is the only training College in Scotland.

2.
GCFT has an excellent working relationship with the Glasgow University Faculty of Veterinary Medicine.

3.
Auxiliary training is more closely related to Products of Animal Origin than of Food and Catering in general terms.

4.
Agriculture and particularly livestock farming are of greater importance in the Scottish economy.

5.
The red meat sector contributes over 6.5% of Scotland’s GDP or £3.5 billion to Scotland’s economy, giving both direct and indirect employment to at least 40,000 people.

6.
There are minor but important differences in Scottish legislation to that of England and Wales.

If the Programme Group Weighting for Auxiliary (Meat Hygiene Inspectors) training were to be altered to that of Agriculture, Horticulture and Animal Care (Weighted 1.5232) the example figures would change as follows :-

300 PLH = 7.5 WSUM x £249.99 = £1,874.90 per annum per student.

500 PLH = 12.5 WSUM x £249.99 = £2,412 per annum per student.

This would have the effect of tipping the balance slightly in favour of Glasgow and Scotland and it would, of course, be a political and economic decision which the Scottish and UK authorities would have to make.

7.
A better approach to the problem might be to transfer the Auxiliary training courses to the University Veterinary Faculty and to use external Lecturers from the GCFT and other sources as and when appropriate, as well as changing the Programme Group Weighting.

Norman W. Leslie, B.A., M.V.B., M.R.C.V.S.
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APPENDIX ‘B’

VETERINARY AND MEDICAL PUBLIC HEALTH INFRASTRUCTURE:

In Italy there is an impressive veterinary public health infrastructure.  

There is a network of Regional Laboratories called IZPS (Istituto Zooprofilatico Sperimentale) with parallel employment of both veterinary and medical graduates and paraprofessionals at all levels, in every case responsible to the (human) Ministry of Health.  The primary function of these laboratories is that of diagnosis of infectious diseases and to provide support mechanisms for both human and veterinary practitioners.

The Republic of Ireland also has an infrastructure of veterinary, medical, environmental and other disciplines working together under the Food Standards Authority of Ireland.

In the Republic of Ireland there are eight Zoonosis Committees based on each of the Regional Health Board areas.

The first of these originated voluntarily in Cork City and County in response to a food-borne outbreak of disease in the early 1990s.  The successful collaboration of the various specialists of different disciplines resulted in a decision to continue this local liaison.

When the Food Standards Authority of Ireland was established a year before the United Kingdom FSA, it was decided to spread the idea nationally and this resulted in the establishment of the eight Zoonosis Committees attached to the eight Regional Health Boards.  Membership is variable but typically comprises the following :-

· Chief Medical Public Health Specialist for the area

· Chief Medical Public Health Specialist for the FSAI

· Medical Representative from the National Disease Surveillance Centre

· Country Veterinary Officer for County or City Councils in the area.

· Superintending Veterinary Inspectors from DAF District Offices and from DAF Public Health Inspection Services in the area.

· Principal and Senior EHOs for the area.

· Area DAF Research Laboratory representative(s)

· Central Meat Control Laboratory representative(s)

· Public Analyst Laboratory representative(s)

Norman W. Leslie, B.A., M.V.B., M.R.C.V.S.
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APPENDIX ‘C’ 

FUNCTIONAL STRUCTURE OF THE MEAT HYGIENE SERVICE IN BRITAIN:

1.
BACKGROUND:
The Meat Hygiene Service was formed in 1995 as an executive agency of MAFF, but it transferred its responsibility to the Food Standards Agency when that body became a functional reality in April 2000.

Out of a total of about 450 Local Authorities, over 300 District Council Environmental Health Departments had previously been responsible for meat hygiene inspection and enforcement.  In 1995, key staff were recruited from the Meat Hygiene Division of MAFF and from Local Authorities in order to form the management structure of the new service.  These consisted mainly of a small number of veterinarians and EHOs (Environmental Health Officers) based at the York Headquarters, and at each of the Regional Offices.  In addition to these, home-based Area Resource Managers (ARMs) were also appointed, mainly from the ranks of former Senior Meat (Hygiene) Inspectors.  Their main task was to ensure the smooth delivery of staff and support services at local level.  Everything had to be in place for a smooth changeover on one weekend in March/April 1995.  Local inspection staff continued to work at the same meat plants with a new chain of support and command from new employers.

There was a heated debate in Parliament around this time as the Environmental Health and Local Authority lobby campaigned vigorously to retain control.

A Chief Executive (CEO) and an Operations Director were appointed on five year contracts as well as a Deputy OD.  The CEO had a background in Contract Management and Tender Service delivery from Belfast, Northern Ireland where experience as an achiever in performance delivery often against reluctant compliance suited him admirably for the task.  The Operations Director was an Irish-Australian with impeccable technical ability whilst the Deputy OD was a former Contract OVS with a wide and varied experience.

The deep-rooted political opposition to the MHS continued for some time, focusing on personalities which, unfortunately, caused the Operations Director to resign his post and return to Australia within a year.  He was then replaced by the Deputy Head veterinarian of the Meat Hygiene Division of MAFF.  Thus, after a very prolonged gestation and a somewhat difficult labour period, the new Meat Hygiene Service in Britain was born.

2.
EARLY CHALLENGES:
These fell into two separate but related categories :-

2.1
INTERNAL:

Meat Hygiene Inspectors from the former Local Authorities had been re-employed on their existing terms and conditions which varied considerably although there had been national guidelines.  Harmonisation or equalisation of these conditions of service did not always meet with universal approval, and although considerable progress has been made, in some instances the matter is still ongoing.  At the same time, there were the usual challenges encountered by the management structure of a new national organisation in order to create a cohesive and efficient functional unit.

2.2
EXTERNAL:

As well as the foregoing internal problems, the new MHS had to deal with several major animal disease crises in rapid succession.  These were BSE in cattle concurrently with CJD in humans, followed by Classical Swine Fever (CSF) in East Anglia in the latter half of 2000, followed almost immediately by the national epizootic of FMD in 2001.  

In cattle and in humans, BSE/CJD created the additional duties of the removal of Specified Risk Material (SRM) and of Over Thirty Month (OTM) cattle from the human food chain.  This resulted in the need for additional Auxiliary staff (Meat Technicians) to supervise these activities.  In its turn, Classical Swine Fever, although confined to pig meat plants, created the need for increased vigilance at ante-mortem inspection, and difficulties caused by movement restrictions, together with the slaughter of over-aged and over-weight pigs.  Lastly, the bombshell epizootic of FMD in 2001, firstly resulted in the closure of all abattoirs and markets for one week for all cattle, sheep and pigs in Britain.  This was followed by strict controls on animal movements direct to slaughter, increased vigilance at ante-mortem inspection, and rigorous supervision of cleansing and disinfection (C. & .D.) of animal transport.  Normal patterns of trade and marketing were suspended for most of 2001, with a considerable and lasting knock-on effect on many collection centres, markets and abattoirs.  As the epizootic of FMD drew to a close (last Infected Premises recorded on 30th September) towards the end of 2001;  and in early 2002, Britain was declared officially free from FMD, then normal trading and slaughter patterns gradually resumed on a limited area basis.

DEFRA (formerly MAFF) maintained a 20 day national movement restriction until 1st August 2003, despite heated and vigorous lobbying from all sections of the industry, although the veterinary profession was divided on the issue (according to species interest) and this then relaxed to a six day movement restriction on 1st August 2003.

However, the ongoing repercussions meant that the Meat Hygiene Service, the meat (slaughtering) industry, the livestock production and marketing industry, and lastly the State Veterinary Service will never be the same again.

3.
THE NEW EVOLVING STRUCTURE:

All the foregoing crises both created the need for and delayed the implementation of necessary changes in the evolution of a national organisation which is still less than ten years old.  The Chief Executive’s five year contract (1994 - 1999) was renewed, but he left at the end of 2000 as he had won an open competition for a similar post with the Rural Payments Agency which is responsible for the payment of all the many and various subsidies to farmers under the CAP.  The current CEO’s background is in agriculture and his style of management is more consultative although he is dedicated to organisational improvement.  For reasons previously explained, the five year contract of the Operations Director did not coincide with that of the CEO.  The OD also did not seek renewal of the contract but instead relocated into core DEFRA in order to head up the Transmissible Spongiform Encephalopathy (TSE) Unit in London, a much more purely scientific post.  The deputy OD took over the functions, but as the job specification kept changing with altering circumstances and challenges, the post was not officially advertised for some time and the new appointment was not made until September 2002 - by which time it had evolved into that of Veterinary and Technical Director.

The early political opposition gradually subsided and became focussed on perceived excessive regulation and on costs to the industry.  Costs had risen steeply due to the insistence by Brussels on full-time veterinary attendance, which had not been at first implemented by the British Government until threatened with infraction procedures by Brussels.  It also became apparent that Britain was one of only two Member States basing its charges on full cost recovery rather than on a headage rate per species inspected.  This resulted in higher costs to smaller local abattoirs compared with larger integrated meat plants and the British industry as a whole compared to the rest of Europe.  In response to sustained lobbying, the Government set up two inquiries, in each case requested by Nick Brown, then Minister of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food.  

The first was the Pooley Report (Robin Pooley, OBE - December 1999).  This was critical of what was perceived as an excessive compliance and enforcement culture, and famously declared that ‘the industry would be led, but not driven !’  Pooley also recommended that Senior Meat Hygiene Inspectors should be given advanced training so that they could replace many of the functions of the OV, except perhaps for ante-mortem inspections and certification.  This was accepted in principle by both MAFF and the RCVS, but the Government decided to delay any action until the outcome of the Brussels negotiations on the new Hygiene regulations became known.  

The second inquiry was chaired by Colin MacLean, a veterinarian and former head of the Meat and Livestock Commission.  The MacLean Report was a detailed analysis of the charging regime in Britain and other Member States.  It recommended that abattoirs should have the option to choose headage rates of payment if they wished.  This principle was accepted by the Government and it resulted in a fairer distribution of costs throughout the industry, as the former regime had discriminated unfairly against the smaller local abattoirs, by favouring the larger integrated meat plants which had economies of scale with lower unit costs.  It also permitted the British meat industry to compete on a more equal basis with the rest of Europe.

In addition to Pooley and MacLean, an Efficiency Review was also carried out by DeLoitte and Touche (Management Consultants and Accountants) into the workings of the MHS.  Its Report of May 2001 was critical of the role of Contract OVs recommending the employment of more full-time OVs, as well as various structural management changes.

4.
FUNCTIONAL AND MANAGEMENT REORGANISATION:


The MHS is rapidly becoming a very different organisation to that originally conceived in 1995.  Changes are taking place both at Headquarters, Regional Offices and at Area level.


This is a measured response of evolutionary change to the various challenges previously discussed.  It is being phased in both at the Centre and in the Regions.  For descriptive purposes, it is convenient to divide the changes into those at operational service delivery level and those at management and policy function level, although of course they are interlinked and interactive.

4.1
Operational Service Delivery:

In addition to plant based SMHIs, the new post of Enhanced or Area Senior MHI has been created in some Regions.  These are responsible for teams of MHIs in groups of adjacent plants and they have taken on some of the responsibilities of the former Area Resource Managers.  In their turn, ARMs have become Area Managers who are best described as Mini-Regional Directors.  On the veterinary side, the former Principal OVs (POVs) have become Regional Veterinary Advisors who no longer visit plants on a regular basis, but have been given responsibility for providing veterinary advice to Regional Directors and OV Contractors.  A pilot project to increase the number of salaried, full-time OVs has also been carried out in the South and West Region and in the Wales Region and there are also up to ten salaried full-time OVs scattered in other regions, thus reducing slightly the overall number of Contract OVs.  The aim of this is intended to reduce staff turnover and to create more opportunities for OV specialisation, leading to improvement in both quality of service delivery and career structure.  

All these changes are designed to improve the level of service delivery and local decision-making together with the creation of some career structure at Area and Regional Level.

4.2
Management and Policy Function:

Beneath the level of CEO, three new Directorates have been created.  These are :-

i)
Veterinary and Technical Directorate

ii)
Operations Directorate

iii)
Corporate Services Directorate


Their new roles filter down from Headquarters through the Regions to Area level.  At each level in all of the above changes, appropriate training has been given, mainly in communication and leadership skills.


Until recently, computer-based communication (IT) systems have been limited to Headquarters and to Regional Offices and have been used mainly for management and financial purposes.  The new post of IT Director is ensuring the introduction of computer systems into all the major meat plants.  This is intended to reduce the dependence on paper-based systems and to speed up the flow of information to and from the meat plants.  It will enable and improve the collection of disease data and will be compatible with DEFRA’s planned surveillance system, to be called RADAR (Rapid Analysis and Detection of Animal-related Risk).

5.
MY PERSONAL IMPRESSIONS AS A RETIRED CONTRACT O.V.S:

I have been outside the system now for over six years, but like to remain in touch with current developments.  Reading the Annual Reports of the MHS creates a strong impression of an adaptable and efficient organisation well placed to achieve service delivery according to the demands of the FSA, the public and the industry.  The current or latest Annual Report is perhaps slightly more transparent and less upbeat than earlier versions.  

Early expectations were perhaps too high, with a subsequent decline in morale.


Morale improved again following a change in leadership style, however, prolonged uncertainty about the future to be imposed by new Hygiene Regulations from Brussels has resulted yet again in a lowering of staff morale.  Most of the foregoing is good positive comment which everyone likes to hear.  

The downside, however, is that there are continuing tensions and a persistent underlying subculture of ‘Them and Us’ which has been largely inherited from the Local Authorities, but which the MHS has so far failed to address thoroughly.  These tendencies are both unproductive and divisive, and detract from the overall efficiency of the organisation.  They should neither be ignored nor exaggerated;  but recognised and dealt with in a positive and appropriate manner.  Higher management is aware of these problems, but it is sometimes difficult to hit moving targets which are often non-specific.  There are tensions between the ground troops of MHIs, SMHIs and the Enhanced or Area SMHIs.  Tensions also exist between Contract OVs and employed OVs, where in the former case lack of job security coupled with high turnover can result in poor performance.  It can take many years of experience to produce and retain a high quality OV.
6.
RECOMMENDATIONS:
6.1
The roles of Enhanced or Area SMHIs and of Regional Veterinary Advisors (RVAs - formerly POVs) are crucial to the present and future success of the organisation.  Their positions enable them to play an intermediary role between all plant-based staff and both Regional and HQ management.  They have an important bridge-building function and are the vital human and personal links in the organisational chain.  Further training in Communication and Leadership Skills should be considered, together with short periods of secondment.  This should take place both in the plant-based working environment and in Regional and HQ Offices in order to gain management and organisational experience.  There is also a need for short-term secondment by veterinarians from the SVS Field Service and from the Veterinary Laboratories Agency.  Whilst further specialisation should be encouraged, much of the veterinary profession is becoming blinkered and is losing its broad outlook.

6.2
Both OVs and Auxiliaries who have been inactive for three years or more must undergo some form of revalidation before re-employment.

6.3
In disadvantaged areas, the parameters of tendering for Contract OVs should be altered to favour the beneficial effect on the rural economy of integrated veterinary services (clinical practice combined with meat hygiene and active surveillance, or other Government or Local Authority work).

Norman W. Leslie, B.A., M.V.B., M.R.C.V.S.
55 Cambridge Avenue

Marton-in-Cleveland

Middlesbrough

TS7 8EG

Tel/Fax No. (01642) 316510
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APPENDIX ‘D’

EFRA COM REPORT ON VETS AND VETERINARY SERVICES:

This refers to the Report by the House of Commons Committee on Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (EFRA Com) into Vets and Veterinary Services published in October 2003.  These Parliamentary Committees are appointed by the House of Commons and they are non-governmental and cross-party in membership.  There are a number of different permanent Committees which independently investigate and report on various aspects of British public and economic life.

The EFRA.Com Report has come to its own conclusions and made its own recommendations which DEFRA should consider both carefully and urgently.  If eleven farmers are leaving the industry daily, how many veterinary practices are limiting their services to small/companion animal clients per month.  The RCVS and BVA should be able to collect and publish statistics on this.  It is disappointing that DEFRA should find it necessary to defer action until after it has consulted with over 700 Stakeholders, is that really necessary when most of the answers are already known ?

My comments on the Report are as follows :-

1.
The Committee was composed of eighteen M.Ps. of whom fifteen were English, one Scottish, one Northern Irish and there were none from Wales.

2.
The Report referred to England and Wales only, but it should logically have included Scotland and also the larger off-shore islands of the British mainland.

3.
Although politically part of the United Kingdom, Northern Ireland represents a special case, with markedly different social and economic conditions from the British mainland.  Northern Ireland’s land frontier with the Irish Republic means that many of the livestock biosecurity criteria and farming conditions in the Province have more in common with its Republican neighbour than with the rest of Britain.  Any similar Report for Northern Ireland would presumably have to involve the elected Members of the still suspended Northern Ireland Assembly, together with those at Westminster who are currently responsible for Northern Ireland administration.

4.
The EFRA. Com Report exposed the fact that neither DEFRA nor the Competition Commission had any idea of the economics of rural veterinary practice.  This is an extremely serious admission and requires a very steep and urgent learning curve to correct this appalling and calamitous deficiency.

5.
At this point, it must be widely recognised that DEFRA and its myriad departments and agencies (like its predecessor, MAFF),  although possessing and applying some good intentions, has overall become part of the problem, and will continue to be so;  unless the radical restructuring proposed in the Haskins Report is allowed to take place.

6.
All Page Street State Veterinarians and Administrators should be urgently required to take compulsory CPD by regularly and frequently visiting Animal Health Divisional Offices and rural veterinary practices together with livestock production and marketing enterprises.  Information flow and learning expertise must be fully re-established in all directions.  ‘The Centre must support the Regions and the Regions must support the Centre’, as mentioned in another section of this Report.

There appear to be a number of fundamental problems from which many others flow, as follows :-

1.
The overwhelming need to ensure that an epidemic (epizootic) similar to FMD 2001 never happens again.  This is not something on which 100% delivery can be guaranteed but we are looking at risk-reduction strategies.  Society in a developed Western democracy will not accept a repeat of the widespread mayhem that occurred in 2001.

2.
The need to reconnect the upper ranks of the State Veterinary Service with the realities of rural livestock farming and rural veterinary practice has already been referred to.

3.
COMPULSORY LICENSING of livestock keepers has been suggested.  This would identify numbers, species and location of animals.  Licenses could be refused or terminated in proven cases of neglect, cruelty or gross breaches of biosecurity.  Future disease outbreaks would be easier to control and the scheme could be implemented by an extension of the BCMS (British Cattle Movement System) to cover all species.  There would have to be built-in safeguards to control bureaucracy, costs, and abuse.  

4.
COMPULSORY REGISTRATION would be a much better option.  If 98% of the human population consider it normal practice to register with a GP and up to 60% of the human population are regular clients of a dentist, why not something similar for animals ?  The overwhelming advantage would be to place the veterinary practice in its rightful place at the centre of the animal world !  Local knowledge of husbandry systems, animal movements, and marketing strategies could then supplement and influence both regional and national decision-making in a positive and natural way.

NATIONAL COMPULSORY REGISTRATION OF LIVESTOCK KEEPERS/ OWNERS:

1.
This could be phased in according to month and year of birth of the livestock owners/keepers and also on a regional basis.

2.
A reasonable annual fee (not a stealth tax) would be payable to the veterinary practice of choice.  This would be based on species and numbers kept.

3.
Veterinary practices should be responsible for keeping all records and to inform the State Veterinary Service and Trading Standards of any material changes which the owner/keeper would have to keep updated.  Veterinary practices should be encouraged to adopt a standardised form of computerised record keeping with software compatible with that of DEFRA and of the Meat Hygiene Service.

4.
Veterinary practices would have to produce a minimum or basic Annual Health Plan, subject to independent verification or audit.

5.
The Government through DEFRA should be committed to meeting 60% of the cost, which should be viewed as a worthwhile investment in National Biosecurity.

6.
There should be an option to choose a six monthly Health Plan, in which case the owner/keeper would meet 50% of the cost, whilst the Government’s costs would reduce to 33% or less if a quarterly Health Plan were requested.

7.
Livestock owners/keepers would continue to be fully responsible for the health and welfare of their animals, and so would have to continue to bear the full cost of any services provided outside this scheme.

8.
This outline Compulsory Registration Scheme would become a part of the Government’s proposed Animal Health and Welfare Strategy.

9.
There should be positive cost benefits in Animal Health, Welfare and Productivity and in National Biosecurity from such a strategy, with potential risk reduction in both Veterinary and Human Public Health dimensions.

10.
In cases of proven gross neglect, cruelty or breaches of biosecurity such as unauthorised movements, livestock owners/keepers should be banned/barred from keeping animals indefinitely, as well as any other penalties which the Courts may apply.

11.
Veterinary practices should be able to opt in or out of provision of services for various broad categories of species, and should continue to provide EMERGENCY FIRST-AID 24 hour cover for those species only.


When EMERGENCY FIRST-AID is requested for a species not normally covered by the veterinary practice, there should be suitable user-friendly referral arrangements to a practice which does provide the required service.  These arrangements should be suitable and adequate in terms of real time, distance and affordability;  and they should be independently verifiable. 

12.
Special arrangements would have to be made for certain categories of both animal and owner/keeper such as guide dogs for disabled, deaf and blind persons.  Animal re-homing charities, boarding establishments, Local Authorities and the Police would also qualify for special arrangements.  Wildlife would also constitute a special category.

Finally, with regard to COMPULSORY REGISTRATION it must be made emphatically clear that in no way should anyone be under the illusion that this may constitute the first steps towards a National Animal Health Service.  Its purpose is merely to provide a safety net in the interest not only of the individual animal and its owner/keeper, and of herds or flocks with their owners and/or keepers, but also that of NATIONAL BIOSECURITY, PUBLIC HEALTH and FOOD SAFETY.
Although examples have been taken from human medicine and dentistry, there is no way that the veterinary profession would wish to become attached to any government of any political persuasion.  This would be regarded as the ultimate ‘kiss of death’ for veterinary medicine in the United Kingdom.

Norman W. Leslie, B.A., M.V.B., M.R.C.V.S.
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APPENDIX ‘E’

STATE VETERINARY SERVICE TO BECOME A NEXT STEPS AGENCY:

The Ministerial decision in principle that the State Veterinary Service (SVS) should become a Next Steps Agency is to be welcomed as a once in a lifetime opportunity to change the culture of the Field Service and to free it from the dead and stultifying hand of excessive State control.  

There is a lack of clarity in the mind of the general public with regards to the functions of the State Veterinary Service.  Where does the distinction between advice and enforcement lie ?  What is the relative role of the central Government SVS operated through local Animal Health Offices and that of Local Authority’s Trading Standards Offices operating at County Council level and Environmental Health Departments operating at District Council level ?  What is the relationship between the SVS and the newly reorganised Health Protection Agency ?  The boundaries appear to be indistinct and muddied and the lack of clarity results in confusion, which should be resolved by a public information campaign.  

Almost every other discipline in Veterinary Medicine has advanced, often spectacularly, in the last twenty years.  In general terms, however, State Veterinary Medicine has regressed and the tragic results are all too obvious to see.  Veterinarians employed by the State have little to show for their efforts.  In days long gone by, Divisional Veterinary Officers were like country Bank Managers who carried an air of respect and authority in the rural community and an attempt should be made to regain that lost ground in the light of modern developments.  

The SVS Field Service should not be afraid to blow its own trumpet and to assume a higher profile both within the veterinary profession and in the minds of the general public.  In the longer term, this should enhance both educational and career opportunities for State veterinarians.  I regret the negative reaction of the BVA to the announcement and the somewhat less negative views expressed in BVA Council.  

My personal views are as follows :-

1.
Input to policy from the workforce in the field rarely exists.  Policy-makers in Page Street simply do not take notice of any comments from any source so it can not get worse, it can only improve.  Central decision-making is more often based on political expediency than on veterinary realities.  Stakeholders meetings are better than consultation at deliberately ultra-short notice, but they are still often an expensive farce. 

2.
The break-up of the DEFRA monolith is to be welcomed.  The whole purpose of the Haskins Report is to separate a central policy-making core DEFRA, from the various Agencies which have to ensure local delivery.  In that way, responsibilities become more clearly defined and there is less overlap and buck-passing.  There is already plenty of development of policies by those without a full knowledge or understanding of local and regional situations.

3.
Policy translation into effective action is already cumbersome.  Again, it cannot get worse, it can only improve.

4.
Staff grading and salaries should not be a future problem.  We only get what we pay for.

5.
Cost-effectiveness should be welcomed, as openness and transparency must improve efficiency.

6.
Relocation from central London should not be a problem, as the cost of housing and commuting in a suitable location would be substantially less, for example at Worcester, Lancaster or Penrith.

7.
BVA’s thinking has been largely conditioned by several decades of negative interaction with the State Veterinary Service.  It is now time to look ahead at the possibilities, rather than at past failures.

8.
The over-zealous application of the Official Secrets Act has created a climate of fear and a culture which inhibits local decision-making in favour of over-centralised control which is often against the public interest.  It is difficult to see what the real purpose of the OSA is in relation to service delivery of animal, human and environmental public health.  Lip-service is paid to open Government and whistle-blowing, but when it actually happens, there is usually an epidemic of Ministerial panic and cover-up.  The normal rules of confidentiality should be sufficient except in cases where policy decisions are concerned;  and in Defence, Communications and Finance.

9.
This archaic and draconian legislation, enacted in the early 20th Century under threat of foreign invasion displaying a 19th Century mentality, has little real application in the 21st Century and is long overdue for an intensive review.  Britain cannot legitimately criticise oppressive and tyrannical regimes such as those of Iraq, North Vietnam, Syria and Zimbabwe whilst these domestic reforms remain untouched (overdue).

10.
The Official Secrets Act is scarcely compatible with the UK’s membership of the European Union and the United Nations or indeed with Human Rights legislation.

11.
It would appear that the Data Protection Act is being misused in a similar way.  It obstructs the genuine and legitimate seeking of information by reputable bodies, whilst failing to protect us all from the avalanche of junk mail, cold-calling, e-mail and internet abuse and many other sources of menace and nuisance to private citizens.  It has recently been indirectly responsible for several tragic deaths, for example Soham and others.

12.
In the public interest, the Freedom of Information Act must be brought fully onto the Statute Book at the earliest opportunity.

BACKGROUND TO THE HASKIN’S REPORT:
Commissioned by Margaret Beckett, Minister of State for DEFRA, but presumably in response to prompting by PM Tony Blair.  Mrs Beckett’s background at Health/Trade & Industry is largely unknown but it is abundantly clear that both she and Lord Whitty have a very poor knowledge of agriculture in general and livestock farming in particular.  She presides over a Department which is too large and unwieldy and is in many respects dysfunctional, although good work is done by some dedicated individuals.  

Lord Whitty represents DEFRA in the House of Lords, where his background in economics also bears little relationship to the realities of rural agriculture and livestock farming.

By contrast, Lord Haskins’ past record as Chairman of Northern Foods (from 1986 - 2002) has been one of outstanding commercial and organisational success and his talents as a trouble-shooter are well recognised.  He has also been Chairman of Express Dairies (1998 - 2002) and been involved with Better Regulations Task Force (1997 - 2002).  It is, therefore, hoped that his report will be implemented fully and not watered down by political correctness and by ‘Whitehall-speak’.

VISION FOR THE FUTURE OF THE SVS:
1.
Page Street Headquarters:

There will always be a need for a small number of ‘veterinary advisors to the Government’ employed by core DEFRA and based in Page Street.  These should be as few in number as is consistent with efficiency.  Compulsory CPD should be enforced in the form of regular visits to Regional Headquarters and Animal Health Divisional Offices and also to leading veterinary practices and livestock production and marketing enterprises.

2.
Field Service based on Animal Health Divisional Offices:

The Headquarters and Chief Executive should be based away from central London, possibly at Stoneleigh, Warwickshire, in order to follow the example of the National Farmers Union and other agriculture-related organisations.  If agriculture can communicate from the Midlands to London, then surely it is possible for the SVS to do that also.  Cost savings should be considerable and efficiency could easily be sustained, given the correct management structure.  This is a very good opportunity to decentralise a national service based in London, and consideration should also be given to other locations such as Worcester, Lancaster or Penrith.

Although the relationship between the Food Standards Agency (policy) and the Meat Hygiene Service (delivery) based in York appears to be a good example, which does not suffer major structural and management problems, the ability of the SVS to react rapidly to emergencies must not be compromised in any way.

As a Next Steps Agency, the Field Service will remain the core Agency for execution of SVS policy, however, it will become more independent from DEFRA’s Page Street Headquarters and be enabled to forge closer links with other local decentralised Agencies such as the Health Protection Agency, Local Authorities, NFU County branches, Young Farmers Association branches and many other locally based, devolved institutions.

In other words, the local ‘Ministry Vet’ should have a more proactive educational and persuasive role in the local community whilst retaining all the required powers of enforcement whenever necessary.  The link with DEFRA, Page Street Headquarters should be at DVM level and above.  To quote from another section of this Report ‘The Centre must support the Regions, and the Regions must support the Centre’.

A further step to consider might be the creation of Executive Veterinary Departments within some County Councils and Unitary Authorities, replacing where appropriate the Animal Health Divisional Office in order to avoid duplication.  This might enhance career opportunities at DVM level and create an element of competition in service delivery.  It might also provide enhanced opportunities for co-operation with Environmental Health and Health Protection Agencies.

The FMD epidemic of 2001 demonstrated major problems of communication both within the SVS and with outside bodies, such as Local Authorities.  It also demonstrated major problems of management and a lack of adequately trained staff at all levels, but particularly at DVM level of middle management.

After the mid-term review of the CAP, a clearer picture of livestock production in Britain should begin to emerge.  At that stage, there should be a review of the location and number of Animal Health Divisional Offices and staffing levels.  The disastrous effects of the Lebrecht Review of 1994 should be reversed, as SVS Divisions are clearly too large and unwieldy, neither do they coincide with Local Authority boundaries, which has been an additional source of confusion

Most importantly, the number of DVM grade officers needs to be increased, together with additional management, leadership and communication training where appropriate.  Training, whenever possible, should be carried out by reputable outside organisations and should be independently validated and verifiable.  In addition, there should be compulsory CPD for all SVS Officers, which should be interchangeable with their practicing colleagues.  It is essential and mandatory that State veterinarians must reconnect with the social and economic realities of rural life.  It is also essential that State veterinarians should reconnect with their practice colleagues, particularly in the realm of production animal practice.  Additional training should be encouraged, for example, the RCVS Certificate and Diploma in State Veterinary Medicine and also courses in livestock farming and management and external MBA courses (Master of Business Administration).  ANIMAL HEALTH OFFICERS should be listed by the RCVS and should also receive independently validated and verifiable training.

Unlike many other BVA Divisions, the Association of State Veterinary Officers is fairly inactive and moribund and there is no fundamental reason why this should be so.  The ASVO should be a great deal stronger in numbers and influence both inside and outside the SVS, and it should hold joint meetings with other BVA Divisions whenever possible.

According to Animal Health and Welfare Minister, Ben Bradshaw, “The aim of the review is to ensure that the SVS continues/begins to provide a first rate service to back up the Animal Health and Welfare Strategy and that it is organised to deliver services in the most effective and efficient way possible”.
This was a reality 25 years ago and it could be again.

RECOMMENDATION:
Take a close look at the organisation and structure of both the Danish and the Netherlands veterinary services.

Norman W. Leslie, B.A., M.V.B., M.R.C.V.S.
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