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The Society for General Microbiology, founded in 1945, is an independent professional scientific body 
dedicated to promoting the ‘art and science’ of microbiology. It has now established itself as one of the 
two major societies in the world in its field, with some 5500 members in the UK and abroad. 
 
General Comments 
 
1. This document is aimed at explaining the situations in which so-called “firebreak slaughter” [i.e. 

slaughtering healthy animals in a buffer zone around disease outbreaks] of “poultry”, which is 
empowered under the Avian influenza and Newcastle disease (England and Wales) Order 2003, 
would be employed. 

 
2. Avian influenza and Newcastle disease (England and Wales) Order 2003 was introduced because it 

was realised that in Great Britain there were no powers for the imposition of “firebreak” slaughter, 
nor to enter premises to take samples, nor to impose a ‘vaccinate to kill’ policy and yet these 
powers proved necessary in the control of the highly pathogenic avian influenza [HPAI] outbreak in 
the Netherlands and would be needed to implement contingency plans should widespread outbreaks 
of HPAI or Newcastle disease occur in Great Britain. 

 
3. The document explains how decisions to implement the powers taken in the Avian influenza and 

Newcastle disease (England and Wales) Order 2003 would be reached and how appeals against 
such pre-emptive slaughter would be dealt with. Clearly the DEFRA officials have learnt from 
problems during the foot-and-mouth disease (FMD) crisis and what they suggest is practicable and 
sensible. 

 
Specific Comments 
 
4. At section three, the document deals with the factors that will be taken into account in reaching a 

decision to use “firebreak” slaughter. The example given “to protect areas of dense poultry 
population” is likely to be the overriding concern, especially due to the spread of avian influenza in 
outbreaks in densely populated poultry areas in Italy and the Netherlands in recent years. To 
understand better how and where these powers are likely to implemented it would be useful to 
define “areas of dense poultry population” and their current broad geographical location in Great 
Britain. 

 
5. The document, when dealing with the issues of slaughter etc, mentions only “poultry” and farming, 

but the public may be far more concerned over the possible slaughter of pet or hobby birds. The 
Avian influenza and Newcastle disease (England and Wales) Order 2003 would also give the same 
powers to slaughter these as “poultry” in the Diseases of Poultry Order 1994 and the Diseases of 
Poultry (England) Order 2003 extends the definition of poultry in section 87 (4) of the Animal 



Health Act 1981 to include all birds. In the Netherlands all pet and hobby birds within the buffer 
zones were slaughtered and this caused serious sociological problems and the probable illegal 
movement of such birds out of the area, with the concomitant risk of spread of the virus. The 
document should include some explanation of how pet/hobby birds, and possibly other types of bird 
such as racing pigeons, in the “firebreak” zone will be dealt with. 

 
About the SGM 
Society membership is largely from universities, research institutions, health and veterinary services, 
government bodies and industry. The Society has a strong international following, with 25% of 
membership coming from outside the UK from some 60 countries. 
 
The Society is a ‘broad church’; its members are active in a wide range of aspects of microbiology, 
including medical and veterinary fields, environmental, agricultural and plant microbiology, food, 
water and industrial microbiology. Many members have specialized expertise in fields allied to 
microbiology, including biochemistry, molecular biology and genetics. The Society’s membership 
includes distinguished, internationally-recognised experts in almost all fields of microbiology. 
 
Among its activities the Society publishes four high quality, widely-read research journals 
(Microbiology, Journal of Medical Microbiology, Journal of General Virology and Journal of 
Systematic and Evolutionary Microbiology). It also publishes a highly respected quarterly magazine, 
Microbiology Today, of considerable general educational value. Each year the Society holds two major 
scientific meetings attended by up to 1500 microbiologists and covering a wide range of aspects of 
microbiology and virology research. 
 
The governing Council of the SGM has a strong commitment to improving awareness of the critically 
important role of microbiology in many aspects of human health, wealth and welfare. It has in this 
connection recently initiated a ‘Microbiology Awareness Campaign’ aimed at providing information to 
the government, decision makers, education authorities, media and the public of the major contribution 
of microbiology to society. 
 
An issue of major concern to the Society is the national shortage of experienced microbiologists, 
particularly in the field of clinical microbiology and in industry. To attempt to improve this situation 
long-term, the Society runs an active educational programme focused on encouraging the teaching of 
microbiology in university and college courses and in the school curriculum, including primary 
schools. Some 320 schools are corporate members of SGM. 
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