Badger culling in England : The Randomised
Badger
Culling
in the UK
Badger Culling
Trial (RBCT)
Badgers can act as a wildlife reservoir for Mycobacterium bovis, the bacterium which causes
tuberculosis (TB) in cattle. TB was first identified in badgers in the UK in 1971. Since then a range
of culling strategies have been employed with the aim of controlling the disease, including a large
field experiment called the Randomised Badger Culling Trial (RBCT) or ‘Krebs trial’.

Badger culling 1970s – 1990s
Initial government-led culling in England starting in 1975,
involving gassing badger setts, but this was stopped in 1982,
partly on welfare grounds [1]. This was then replaced by cage
trapping as part of the ‘clean ring’ strategy (1982-86), then by
the ‘interim’ strategy (1986-96), where badgers were culled on
individual affected farms. Uncertainties over the effects of
culling, and rising TB incidence in cattle led to the suspension of
culling in 1996 and the commissioning of the RBCT.

The RBCT – Randomised Badger Culling Trial (1998 – 2005)
The trial consisted of 30 randomly selected 100 km2 areas arranged in ten triplets, with each of the
three areas in each triplet assigned a different treatment [1] (see below). Badgers were cage trapped
and culled by government employees and analyses were conducted to investigate changes in cattle
TB incidence.

* All figures are changes relative to control areas without culling (with 95% confidence intervals)

What effect does culling have on badger populations?
Proactive culling in the RBCT resulted in large reductions (approximately 70%) in badger numbers and
levels of badger activity [6], resulting in fewer infected animals overall. However, research from the RBCT
and other areas has shown that culling badgers also results in changes in badger behaviour and
disease patterns, often termed the ‘perturbation effect’. This effect may help explain the increase in TB
in cattle in areas subjected to reactive culling, and the 2km buffer surrounding proactive cull areas.

Conclusions from the RBCT
• Reactive (localised) badger culling focused around cattle TB breakdowns will likely result in increases
in TB in cattle.
• Proactive (large scale) badger culling can lead to overall reductions in TB in cattle, but reductions
may be modest and may take time (several years) to achieve.
• Culling can lead to increases in TB in cattle around the edges of cull areas. Hard borders around cull
areas (the sea / large rivers etc.) could reduce this effect. Larger areas (with small edges relative to
their size) will also mean that any increase in TB in cattle is small relative to decreases inside areas.
• Culling can reduce the number of infected badgers in an area, but it will also likely lead to increased
disease spread in the remaining badger population.

Where can I find more information?
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