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I do not pretend to have read all 16 volumes of Lord
Phillips’ Report. I am not ashamed. Like most others –
all but a few, a very few, I suspect – I have read chunks of
it and this brings me to the point.

Whoever asked Lord Phillips to produce 16 (yes, 16!)
often indigestible volumes at a cost – wait for it – of £27
million? Heavens above, £27 million could have been
spent in other ways – not least in trying to help farmers
facing bankruptcy.

Herein lies the trouble. Distinguished judges of 
the High Court – and Lord Phillips is extremely
distinguished – give way to the temptation to wallow in
their subject, producing a learned treatise. What the
country and the farming community really needed was a
few clear guidelines as to future action, not a ponderous 
21/2 year inquiry, which seems to have been overtaken by
events in Europe and the realization that Britain is not 
so unique, after all, in relation to BSE.

Phillips goes on and on about ‘the growing public suspicion
and dissatisfaction that important information was not being
shared and discussed openly’ and that this led to ‘a public
feeling of betrayal’ when a possible link to human health
was announced in the House of Commons, when
Stephen Dorrell and Douglas Hogg made their
statements. Well, well! Hindsight is a wonderful thing.
Some would argue that it is hugely to my discredit, but
the brutal truth is that my concern was about gratuitous
damage to the British farming community, which had,
heaven knows, and has, enough problems to worry
about. Governments should not create panic, at least,
until such time as all the facts are in their possession. I
had sympathy for John Gummer, though less for his use
of his daughter being photographed guzzling a meat
burger!

What has Phillips achieved, that would not have been
achieved had he not reported? Zilch, I suspect.

When I first heard that Lord Phillips had been made
chairman of a committee to inquire into BSE/CJD, I
thought ‘he’ll be quick, sensible and decisive,
expeditious in asking the right questions of the right
people! He’ll know a lot of the background, and is
exactly the right guy to cross-examine my friend, Bob
(now Professor) Will, of the Neuropathogenesis Unit of
the Western General Hospital in Edinburgh, and other
researchers in the field.’ Will had been an enormous

success in putting his concerns to 129 West Lothian
farmers and butchers, at a meeting I organized at
Oatridge Agricultural College in 1996.
Imagine my consternation when I discovered that it was
a Baron Phillips of Worth Matravers. ‘But, David’s title
is surely of Ellesmere!’ Wrong one. It had never occurred
to me that it was not David Phillips, ex-chairman of the
Advisory Board for the Research Councils, sometime
Professor of Molecular Biophysics in Oxford, and a
member of the Lords Select Committee on Science and
Technology as Lord Phillips of Ellesmere.

Had it indeed been he, we would have got, if not notes 
on the back of a proverbial envelope, at least a succinct
constructive plan for action, in one-tenth of the time, 
at one-hundredth of the cost.

As the fond son-in-law of a judge who sat in the High
Court and the Court of Appeal for a third of a century, I
say for pity’s sake, keep the lawyers out of inquiries,
which, if we must have them, should be expeditiously
conducted by scientists.
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