
  24 years ago this week John Gummer (now Lord Deben) took one of the most controversial 

decisions in UK agricultural history, he signed the 1992 Sheep Scab (Revocation) Order taking it off 

the list of notifiable diseases. Why he did so has long been disputed, according to the Guardian he 

has since offered two different reasons but MAFF papers from the time released for the first time 

last week provide a new insight.   

  Sheep scab is a cruel condition affecting flocks since Biblical times, if left untreated they virtually 

itch themselves to death. It spread by the sheep scab mite and was made a notifiable disease in the 

UK in 1869. By compulsory treatment or destruction of infected animals coupled with health checks 

on imports it was eradicated in GB by 1952, however after 20 scab-free years a lapse in border 

controls at Birkenhead in 1972 let the mites back in and they have been here ever since.  

  From 1972-92 there was an average of about 73 cases/year but after denotification it soon spiralled 

out of control, 254 cases in 1993, 597 in 1994 and by 1995 over 3,000 - more than the combined 

total of the last 50 years. By 2010 about 14,000 flocks were believed to be affected (being non-

notifiable it hard to be certain when and where outbreaks occur) and it was put back on the list of 

notifiable diseases in Scotland, though not yet in England and Wales but probably should be. 

  So why this decision which contributed greatly to the suffering of sheep? 

  The announcement was made with minimum of fuss by Nichols Soames in a written answer to a  

parliamentary question and no explanation given, just a statement saying "sheep scab is a disease 

which can be readily controlled at the individual farm level" and out of 105,000 sheep holdings in 

Great Britain there were 116 infected flocks (about 0.1%). Lord Deben is reported to have since 

offered two different explanation: one in public implying 'attempts at eradication were costing too 

much Ministry time and money, the other to Lord Tyler in private saying it was 'to protect the health 

of farmers and farmworkers'.  

  Sheep scab was effectively eradicated in GB in the first half of the last century by compulsory 

dipping under police supervision so when it reappeared the same approach was adopted, dipping 

was again made compulsory in 1976. However the big difference this time (and no-one bothered to 

tell farmers this) is that the chemicals now used were far more toxic. Rather than arsenic and 

sulphur, not pleasant but didn't necessitate much protective clothing, they were replaced by 

organochlorines and organophosphates. Organochlorines were banned in 1984 because of the way 

they accumulate in the environment and today OPs are the only sheep dips left on the market. They 

leave little detectable residue but are serious nerve agents and more harmful to the user to any 

product they had ever used before.  

  We now know OPs cannot be handled safely without the sort of nitrile protective suits not available 

at the time, ordinary rubber gloves offer little resistance though the main route of exposure was 

probably through inhalation. OPs had a devastating impact on the sheep-farming community acting 

as BBC's Panorama later put it like a chemical scythe sweeping across the land. Extrapolating from 

data in  HSE's 1992 survey  (published for the first time this year following a Freedom of Information 

request from us) it seems over 20,000 were affected; some died, some regained health and many 

are still somewhere in-between.  This was all because of Ministry orders carried out under Ministry 

supervision and the big question is: back in June 1992 how much of all this did the Minister actually 

know?  

http://legislation.data.gov.uk/uksi/1992/1361/made/data.htm
http://www.theguardian.com/environment/2016/jun/01/mps-call-for-release-of-key-documents-connected-to-farm-poisoning?CMP=share_btn_tw
http://www.sheepdipsufferers.uk/archives/advice%20to%20Minister.pdf
http://www.sheepdipsufferers.uk/archives/advice%20to%20Minister.pdf
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ssi/2010/419/pdfs/ssi_20100419_en.pdf
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ssi/2010/419/pdfs/ssi_20100419_en.pdf
http://hansard.millbanksystems.com/written_answers/1992/jun/08/sheep-scab
http://hansard.millbanksystems.com/written_answers/1992/jun/08/sheep-scab
http://www.britishpathe.com/video/sheep-dipping-north-wales-1
http://www.britishpathe.com/video/sheep-dipping-issue-title-rolling-stones
http://www.hse.gov.uk/pubns/ais41.pdf
http://www.bbcactivevideoforlearning.com/1/TitleDetails.aspx?TitleID=619
http://www.sheepdipsufferers.uk/Report%20on%20the%201992%20SPN%20-%20Facilities%20and%20equipment%20used%20in%20Sheep%20Dipping.pdf


  Well from reading  that MAFF briefing  probably not a lot. He was told that in 1991 there were 174 

reports of ill-health (at that time he would not have seen the results which found for every 3 reports 

received there were 157 unreported cases). He was told there was growing discontent with 

compulsory dipping and 28% of farmers not filling in their dipping declarations and "interested 

organisations are virtually unanimous in agreeing that current arrangements are not working". 

Probably the most surprising thing he read was  "the NFU have privately expressed the view that 

they see little sense or logic in pursuing a control policy for sheep scab".  

  Reading this for the first time will probably come as a surprise to most NFU members. Just a few 

weeks earlier the Union had seemed fully committed to eradication pressing MAFF to tighten up 

controls - which they did - and the thing that had puzzled Ministry watchers for years is why did 

MAFF do a sudden reverse ferret against the wishes of NFU  and against the advice of government's 

chief vet? Conservative governments don't usually do that without good reason and it was long 

suspected that reason was the results from MAFF-funded blood testing of sheep dippers at Guys 

Hospital Poisons Unit in autumn 1991 which revealed beyond doubt high levels of OP poisoning, 

however this offers another possible explanation.   

 The reason behind NFU thinking is mentioned elsewhere in those papers. Under EU trade 

regulations there was no way to prevent imports of sheep from Ireland, the source of the original 

outbreak and  imports were then 110,000 head per year. If we did manage to eradicate scab in 

Britain without effective border controls on the numbers coming in the disease may soon be back.   

(Brexiters take heart); however those same trade terms meant there was no legal way to prevent 

our important export trade in lamb from a scab-ridden UK to mainland Europe (Brexiters beware).  

  If MAFF simply denotified scab just to save the Ministry time and expense then did Lord Deben 

privately tell peers otherwise? Well it is possible he was just trying to be sympathetic to those 

affected and wanted his decision viewed as an act of compassionate Conservatism rather than a 

Tory budget cut regardless of consequences for welfare; however more likely their Lordships may 

simply have been talking about a different thing.  

 As Minister John Gummer had to make three decisions; whether or not to stop compulsory dipping, 

whether or not to denotify sheep scab and whether or not to ban OPs altogether. It is probably the 

last of these to which possible legal action from chemical manufacturers could have persuaded him 

otherwise. Simply taking the compulsion out of dipping because people were being affected seems 

little reason for chemical manufactures to sue the government (though acknowledging it may have 

caused farmers to sue both).  

  After much deliberation (documented here) there was no moratorium on OP dips. Instead strict 

new safety guidelines were introduced in April 1993 and a certificate of competence required to 

purchase the product from April 1995. When the MAFF became aware of the results of those Guys 

hospital blood tests is the subject of an ongoing question from EFRA and being watched with great 

interest by ourselves.   
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