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ACTUALITY OF EUROSTAR 

 

NORTHAM: This evening File on 4 heads to Europe to find out how 

much, or how little, has changed twelve months on from the horsemeat scandal. 

 

ACTUALITY OF ANNOUNCEMENT 

 

ANNOUNCER: Welcome in Brussels … 

 

NORTHAM: We have the first interview with the head of the EU’s 

new Food Fraud Unit, which has found dozens of leads suggesting a continuing problem. 

 

ANNOUNCER: We wish you a very pleasant evening … 

 

GARAU: There are very many cases.  We do have at least forty 

strands of investigation for the substitution of horsemeat to beef. 

 

NORTHAM: A new case has found horses which had been used in 

pharmaceutical production being sold illegally for food. It’s believed to be at least as 

catastrophic as the case last year, now called Horsegate. 
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ACTUALITY AT SOUTHAMPTON PORT 

 

NORTHAM: And how reliable is Britain’s network of protection 

against food health hazards and food fraud?  File on 4 visits one of Britain’s busiest ports to 

ask if we are still vulnerable. 

 

WESTACOTT: I know how much we sample, but I also know how much 

we don’t sample, and there’s a big gap.  Are all the things we don’t have to sample safe?  I 

couldn’t tell you. 

 

SIGNATURE TUNE 

 

ACTUALITY IN SOUTHAMPTON 

 

NORTHAM: It’s 8 o’clock in the morning and the Port Health 

inspectors are starting work here in the immense, busy docks area of Southampton. Their 

offices are set between a forest of tall cranes and several small mountains of containers which 

have arrived from all over the world. The health inspectors are our first line of defence for food 

coming to Britain from outside the European Union. Southampton is one of a continent-wide 

network of ports monitoring food as it comes in. Once through here, products can be moved 

freely around the EU. So the checks matter. 

 

FERRIS: What we are expecting to find in here is pink wild 

Pacific salmon from Canada. 

 

NORTHAM: In tins? 

 

FERRIS: In cans yes, so I’ll open up a package here. 

 

NORTHAM: It looks like something you’d find on a supermarket 

shelf. 

 

FERRIS: In every supermarket probably. 
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NORTHAM: A container has been brought to one of the doorways at 

the back of the building for fish inspector, Liam Ferris, to check. 

  

FERRIS: Skinless and boneless wild Pacific pink salmon. 

 

NORTHAM: At least that’s what it says it is.  You’ve got to check if it 

really is. 

 

FERRIS: Yes, of course. Now we get high levels of this product 

coming in, so we don’t open every tin product from each container. I check the health 

certificate and the paperwork to make sure everything is as it should be. And yes, that 

product’s satisfactory. 

 

NORTHAM: And what weight of salmon is in this container? 

 

FERRIS: You’re talking about nearly twelve tons. 1,160 trays. 

Now again there’s 36 in each tray so that’s 37,000 of those. And then of the other product, you 

have 1,867 trays, which again in each tray has 36.  So it’s a vast number. 

 

NORTHAM: My maths isn’t good enough. 

 

FERRIS: No, neither’s mine! 

 

NORTHAM: Millions of tons of food come in through Southampton 

every year.  Not every container even gets opened by the inspectors. They have lists of food 

products which have to be sampled on a random basis, compiled from instructions to the team 

leader, Sandra Westacott. 

 

WESTACOTT: We have lists on our whiteboards of the things we must 

do. They are the things, the lists that the European Union require us to sample. These lists are 

developed as a result of surveillance, inspections in maybe other parts of the European 

Community. 
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NORTHAM: So there’s this list up on the wall here, for example.  

Number one: Bangladesh Fishery.  Vet residues. 

 

WESTACOTT: That list …. 

 

NORTHAM: Number 2: pouched food, packaging integrity.  Number 

3: lamb and beef DNA testing. 

 

WESTACOTT: Uh huh.  That list is the list of products that we will 

sample this year and the funding for that sampling - it’s sort of more random sampling, non-

statutory sampling - is provided by the Food Standards Agency. The other list is a list that is 

developed from the European Commission and they are real issues that the other European 

member states have picked up through their inspections and sampling. So we are required … 

they are statutory samples. 

 

NORTHAM: So if we look at that list, fresh chilli peppers, okra, 

aubergines and bitter melons, and the list goes on. 

 

WESTACOTT: And on and on.  The list changes every so often, every 

few months as more intelligence comes in. 

 

ACTUALITY WITH CONTAINER 

 

FERRIS: Open the container for me. 

 

NORTHAM: Can you give any idea of how robust this system is?  

You’re clearly not going to tell me you catch everything suspect that’s coming through, but can 

you give me any idea of how good your checks are in terms of how much they catch? 

 

WESTACOTT: I just can’t be certain. I know what we sample, I know 

how much we sample. But I also know how much we don’t sample and there’s a big gap. Are 

all the things that we don’t have to sample safe? I couldn’t tell you. 
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NORTHAM: So an inspection system like this, relying largely on 

documentation backed up by random testing of some foods, is far from watertight - as became 

clear in a case just over a year ago involving chicken brought in through a different British 

port. 

 

NELLANY: I have no doubt that had this consignment been supplied 

on to the sandwich trade, that we would have been dealing with a potentially large scale 

outbreak of salmonella food poisoning in the UK at that time. 

 

NORTHAM: Dolores Nellany, the Food Safety Manager for Dudley in 

the West Midlands, received an urgent alert from officials in Northern Ireland, who had 

evidence of salmonella bacteria in chicken which had been supplied to sandwich producers 

from a cold store in her borough.  

 

NELLANY: We found widespread contamination by salmonella 

bacteria.  We found this in 17 out of 23 of the one-ton batches. 

 

NORTHAM: 17 out of 23 batches? 

 

NELLANY: Yes. 

 

NORTHAM: So 17 tons were riddled with salmonella? 

 

NELLANY: Yes. Some had a few isolates of salmonella, but some 

were multiple sub-samples of salmonella so it was widespread contamination. 

 

NORTHAM: This infected chicken, from a factory in China, had got 

past the random checks of health inspectors at the port it was brought in through. 

Was there anything about the paperwork with this import from China which would have 

indicated a problem to you? 

 

NELLANY: No, the import documents were completely satisfactory, 

the product had been made in an EU-approved factory. 
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NORTHAM: In China? 

 

NELLANY: In China, yes. Imported into the UK through the legal 

channels. It arrived with health certification and a certificate to say that it had tested negative 

for salmonella.  It came from an EU-approved plant, which has to have in place exactly the 

same measures in terms of food hygiene and food safety as any food production plant in the 

UK or Europe. So clearly it should not have arrived contaminated. 

 

NORTHAM: And was there anything fraudulent about all those 

documents allegedly showing its authenticity? 

 

NELLANY: No, there was nothing fraudulent in relation to the 

documentation. 

 

NORTHAM: So the paperwork was all in order, it came from an EU-

approved factory in China and yet 17 out of 23 tons had salmonella in? 

 

NELLANY: Yes, that’s the case. 

 

NORTHAM: In all, 40 tons of chicken were found in Dudley and went 

to destruction, thanks to the diligent manager of the sandwich business in Northern Ireland. 

Britain may have one of the best food safety regimes in the world, as is often claimed. But 

inspectors can’t test everything we eat and frequently rely on the watchfulness of members of 

the trade - and the public. 

 

ACTUALITY IN TAKEAWAY 

 

SERVER: Yes, please? 

 

NORTHAM: Can I have two pieces of chicken and chips, please? 

 

SERVER: £3.49, please.  Thank you. 

 

NORTHAM: Thank you.  Bye now. 
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SERVER: Bye bye. 

 

ACTUALITY IN BRISTOL 

 

NORTHAM: On a busy street in Eastville, to the north east of Bristol 

city centre, is a long row of shops and takeaways. And here on the corner by the traffic lights is 

a fast food shop front. It was here that a customer bought a chicken drumstick, which set off a 

16 month long investigation covering a 60 mile radius and thousands of tons of illegally 

produced meat. 

 

EXTRACT FROM VIDEO 

 

MAN: … while the police check the occupants of the building 

and we’re now going to enter the premises.  Entering via the rear …. 

 

NORTHAM: Now what are we looking at here? 

 

MELICAN: This is a video that was taken on the day. The hygiene 

conditions generally were poor. 

 

NORTHAM: The customer of the takeaway complained to the city’s 

environmental health team that the drumstick had a curved piece of wire about an inch long 

stuck under the batter, which fortunately was spotted before it could be swallowed.  

Investigators led by the Principal Officer, Simon Melican, were satisfied that it hadn’t come 

from the takeaway in Eastville, and the trail soon led to Hamza Poultry - an illegal, unlicensed 

factory and company offices in Bristol, which were then raided. 

 

MELICAN: The floor in here looks like it’s had a coat of paint, it’s 

all peeling off. There’s nowhere to sterilise any knives. And there’s bits of inappropriate 

clothing, like the cloth gloves and bits of overall, bits of car tyres lying around in this area. 

 

NORTHAM: And what’s this on the video here?  These are two fairly 

gruesome toilets.  Bare plaster walls.  There’s a washing machine – not presumably used as a 

washing machine. 



-  8 - 

MELICAN: Neither of the washing machines could actually be used 

for the intended purposes, but they are being used as equipment stores. 

 

NORTHAM: Oh, and there’s a sink with … is that a cold water tap? 

 

MELICAN: With a single cold water supply. 

 

EXTRACT FROM VIDEO 

 

MAN: One tap, the water is cold. 

 

NORTHAM: Cleanliness didn’t seem to be top of their list of 

priorities. 

 

MELICAN: No.  Everywhere you look, they’re in need of a thorough 

clean. The premises had formerly been used as a textile plant and that was their explanation for 

the fact that most of their cleaning cloths were actually Y-fronts, underpants. And those were 

dotted all around the factory with blood stains and grimy marks. 

 

NORTHAM: What did you think overall when you realised the state of 

this place? 

 

MELICAN: Well, overall I was shocked that anyone would try and 

run a cutting plant for raw meat in these sorts of conditions. 

 

NORTHAM: It wasn’t only the lack of even basic hygiene which 

troubled Simon Melican. The raid also revealed attempts to get round official certifications. 

 

EXTRACT FROM VIDEO 

 

MAN: The lid of the box is labelled Halal Chicken with an 

address in the Republic of Ireland. 

 

NORTHAM: Now this is a box that shows they were actually buying 

chicken in from a proper supplier? 
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MELICAN: Yes all of the investigations we did looked into where 

this meat had come from and they all checked out as being bona fide companies. 

 

NORTHAM: But once Hamza Poultry had cut the chickens up, they 

simply put pieces back in the original packaging, which had the proper EU health marks and so 

looked as if it came from an approved plant. 

Were you able to estimate how much chicken they were processing? 

 

MELICAN: From the delivery notes, we think that the average 

amount of chicken that they were processing a week was between 20 and 30 tons. 

 

NORTHAM: 20 and 30 tons a week? 

 

MELICAN: A week. 

 

NORTHAM: That’s a thousand something tons a year. 

 

MELICAN: That’s right. 

 

NORTHAM: How many years were they operating? 

 

MELICAN: We think about two years. 

 

NORTHAM: Which means that at least 4,000 tons of chicken went out 

of the illegal factory before it was closed down. Three months ago, the manager of the factory, 

Kamran Ajaib, was given a 12 month suspended prison sentence. Others suspected to be 

involved in the operation have never been caught.  If there’s little room for complacency about 

our protection from unsafe food, the past year has brought to light an area of equal public 

concern - the woeful inadequacy of our defences against a different but related crime - food 

fraud.  

 

EXTRACT FROM NEWS REPORT 
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SAVIDGE: BBC News at Six O’clock.  This is Vaughan Savidge.  

An Irish meat processor is recalling ten million burgers from supermarkets, because of fears 

they could contain horsemeat …. 

 

REPORTER: The discovery was made by Irish food safety people, a 

total of 27 burger products were analysed.  Ten of them contained traces of horse DNA. 

 

CAMERON: This is a completely unacceptable state of affairs.  

Retailers have to be responsible for what they sell and where it has come from. 

 

NORTHAM: The scandal which surfaced in January last year was a 

textbook case of fraud - a cheap item sold under the pretence that it was something worth more. 

Horsemeat passed off as beef. It led to nationwide recalls of ready meals from a range of 

supermarkets and fast-food restaurants. And a substantial drop in consumer confidence.  But 

was the problem much worse than ever became public?  A year ago, from the Labour front 

bench, Mary Creagh attacked the Government’s handling of what became known as Horsegate.  

She’s continued to examine the details, and two weeks ago had a Parliamentary question on the 

number of horses slaughtered in Britain each year. The Government’s reply only increases her 

concern. 

 

CREAGH:  The number of horses slaughtered in Britain has halved 

over the past year, so what that tells you is probably 50% of the horses that were being 

slaughtered in 2010, 2011, 2012 were destined for some sort of criminal meat trade.   

 

NORTHAM: You’ve got this from Parliamentary questions.  What are 

the figures for the peak of horse slaughter and what it’s returned to now? 

 

CREAGH: So 2009, there were 5,100 horses slaughtered.  2010 - 

8,854.  2011 - 9,011, 2012 - 9,400 and that has now gone back to 4,505.  I am in no doubt that 

they were entering the food chain and being passed off as beef. 

 

NORTHAM: So what is the lesson from Horsegate? How did it 

happen?  The answer is this: elements in the food industry cynically and systematically duped 

British consumers in pursuit of profit, and the Government and the Food Standards Agency 
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NORTHAM cont: were flat-footed and ineffective in their response. Those 

were the conclusions of the Parliamentary Select Committee, which investigated the case. 

Its chair, the Conservative MP Anne McIntosh, doesn’t shrink from criticising officials and her 

own party colleagues for not putting matters right quickly. 

  

MCINTOSH: They failed to respond initially to the eye of the storm.  I 

think there is a concern that they were running a little bit round like blue arsed flies without 

knowing what to do, and I think we do need a system where they have a front person - not a 

technical director, but a front person going out and taking responsibility for the decision, really 

getting to grips with what industry should be doing and giving a very positive message of 

reassurance to the consumer. 

 

NORTHAM: And we don’t have that at the moment? 

 

MCINTOSH: I believe that all the evidence points to the fact that … 

and indeed their own internal report that they drafted concluded that they needed to do better 

working within the local council structure and also to work better with Food Standards 

agencies in other countries. 

 

NORTHAM: The fundamental failing in tackling the horsemeat crisis, 

identified by the Select Committee, is that the established system to deal with food safety - 

threats to health – has loopholes and is ill-equipped to deal with food fraud. This is largely 

because it is so fragmented.  Port health officials check imports, local authority Environmental 

Health and Trading Standards staff carry out inspections of food premises, the Food Standards 

Agency gives them national support and sends its own hygiene inspectors into meat plants. The 

National Audit Office examined this patchwork and published its findings in October.  Sian 

Jones, the Audit Manager responsible for a damning report, concludes that the coalition 

Government actually made a complicated system even worse when it reorganised food 

standards monitoring, introducing new elements of confusion to no good purpose. 

  

JONES: What’s happened since then is that those responsibilities 

have become confused.  People that we’ve spoken to found they were confused as to who they 

had to go to on matters of food policy, you’ve got food safety being looked after by the Food 

Standards Agency, food authenticity being looked after by the Department for Environment, 
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JONES cont:  Food & Rural Affairs, and food nutrition and labelling 

being looked after by the Department of  Health. 

 

NORTHAM: And this created, you say, confusion with no obvious 

benefit. 

 

JONES: That’s what the report found.  We found that in the early 

stage of the horsemeat incident, local authority members were often confused as to who they 

needed to go to for advice. 

 

NORTHAM: The National Audit Office also criticises arrangements 

for intelligence-sharing among local authority inspectors and from them up to the Food 

Standards Agency. 

 

JONES: There are twelve different databases that can be used to 

store intelligence for information.  Now only four of those databases can be interrogated for 

analytical data at any one time. In addition to that, only a third of local authorities record their 

tests on central databases, and retailers and the industry aren’t obliged to share data on food 

fraud testing with the Food Standards Agency. Now all this adds up to a very fragmented 

intelligence picture, which doesn’t really assist the Agency in drawing together an accurate 

picture of what’s going on out there.  I think what we found really was that the intelligence 

systems can be interrogated, that the data is there, but having them separated across different 

databases and indeed, having the responsibility split across two different entities, makes it more 

difficult for the Agency then to form that coherent response that it needs in order to respond to 

incidents like this in the future. 

 

NORTHAM: We would have liked to put this to the Food Standards 

Agency and the Government for reply. But the Agency and the Secretary of State, Owen 

Paterson, weren’t available for interview by File on 4.  The Food Standards Agency did send us 

a statement pointing to increased funding for food sampling, cooperation with Europol and 

added unannounced inspections among measures the Government has taken over the past year. 

The Government also commissioned a thorough review of the integrity and assurance of 

Britain’s food supply networks.  Its author, Professor Chris Elliott of Queens University, 

Belfast, soon identified what went wrong in the case of horsemeat.  
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ELLIOTT: The key lesson was in relation to the development of 

very complicated, very complex international supply chains that they had been developed very 

much on a basis of trust and paper-based audit systems.  Trust was just not appropriate and the 

paper-based supply auditing was not rigorous enough to detect fraud. 

 

NORTHAM: Your view seems to be that Britain needs a flying squad 

to deal with food fraud, on the model that Denmark has. 

 

ELLIOTT: When I looked at how different countries across the 

world deal with issues of food fraud, the answer is not many of them have really got systems in 

place to cope with it. And one of the few exceptions we found was in Denmark, and that was 

triggered by a particular fraud that was perpetrated in their own food industry, and it was based 

on that incident that the Danes developed this very, very rigorous food crime unit. 

 

NORTHAM: And we don’t have one? 

 

ELLIOTT: Not as yet, but, I mean, it is one of my major 

recommendations is that this is the direction that the UK should be going in. 

 

NORTHAM: One step which has not been taken in Britain is to punish 

any of the people involved in the horsemeat scandal.  Nobody here has been prosecuted for any 

offence in connection with the fraud.  There have been convictions in other parts of Europe, 

including one which is believed to be highly significant in The Netherlands. But in the UK, 

nobody. It’s a record which leaves the chair of the Select Committee, Anne McIntosh MP, 

puzzled. 

 

MCINTOSH: This is deeply disappointing.  We understood from 

Owen Paterson and the then Farm Minister, David Heath, that the perpetrators of this crime 

would feel the full force of the law.  I quite understand that it’s a complicated food supply 

chain that they’re looking at.  It was a massive fraud, it was across the European Union.  But 

this type of fraud in this instance, if you’ll forgive me saying, the horse will have bolted and I 

think it’s very difficult to go back through the food chain and identify it. To me, the fact that no 

prosecutions have been brought, it’s because the City of London police, who are used to 

coordinating fraud investigations, are not used to examining fraud of food. 
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NORTHAM: This is a point City of London police - which acts as the 

national fraud investigation centre - seems to accept.  In a statement to File on 4, the force says: 

 

READER IN STUDIO: This is an extremely challenging investigation which 

includes criminal forensic examination that has never been done before.  We continue to work 

closely with the Food Standards Agency and UK police forces to determine whether horsemeat 

being used in a range of meat products was a deliberate and co-ordinated criminal activity. 

 

ACTUALITY ON EUROSTAR 

 

NORTHAM: The horsemeat scandal showed how quickly the trail of a 

food fraud can spread geographically.  The European Union introduced a range of precautions 

intended to make sure that no similar shock could happen again.  But how effective has the EU 

been? I’m on the train to Brussels to find out. 

 

ACTUALITY OF ANNOUNCEMENT 

 

ANNOUNCER: For taxis and the Metro, please use the main exit situated 

at the front of the train. 

 

NORTHAM: At the heart of euro-political Brussels is a large building 

housing the EU officials who deal with health matters and consumer affairs.   

When it realised that its enforcement mechanisms were geared to deal only with food safety, 

leaving a large gap for food fraud, the European Commission set up a new anti-fraud team of 

experts from all 28 member countries. Under the Head of Enforcement for Food, Carmen 

Garau, it began work last July. She has given her first interview on food fraud to File on 4. And 

in her view, the dedicated fraud unit came not a moment too soon. 

 

GARAU: After the last year events in the … after the horsemeat 

crisis, we realised that one of the main problems in enforcing food legislation across Europe 

and tackling food fraud across Europe was the fact that member states were not using to the full 

the instruments and the tools for administrative cooperation across borders. 
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NORTHAM: You mean the criminals were working across borders, 

but the enforcement agencies, particularly the EU enforcement agencies, were not? 

 

GARAU: Precisely.  They were, but to an extent they could not 

address all the aspects of the new forms of food fraud, the organised ones, the widespread one. 

 

NORTHAM: And nobody had noticed this before? 

 

GARAU: The horsemeat crisis was really a new thing.  The scale 

of it, it was an unknown thing, it had never happened before.  We had had … 

 

NORTHAM: At least it had never been discovered before. 

 

GARAU: Or never been discovered before, but clearly it has 

become apparent that this can happen and this can happen more and more in future because 

fraud has become technologically advanced, they know the legislation and they know the 

loopholes in the legislation, they know how to bypass and how to avoid controls in some cases, 

so we do need to organise ourselves to address that sort of phenomenon. 

 

NORTHAM: Over the past six months, Carmen Garau’s network has 

investigated major cases of food fraud involving criminals operating across national borders.  

 

GARAU: The network has handled some twenty very different 

types of cases, from the addition of water to increase the weight of a product to the substitution 

of the species.  This is the typical case of the horsemeat. But we do also have a case where beef 

was sold as mutton. Species substitution in fish is very frequently reported. 

 

NORTHAM: You mean people sell something as cod when actually 

it’s an inferior fish? 

 

GARAU: Yes.   

 

NORTHAM: You mentioned substitution of meat.  Have you come 

across other horsemeat cases? 
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GARAU: There are very many cases. We do count forty-

something reports to the rapid alert system, which is the system which has collected all the 

information on all the cases, so we do have at least 40 strands of investigation for the 

substitution of horsemeat to beef. 

 

NORTHAM: And that’s just one of the twenty cases you’re looking 

at? 

 

GARAU: Yes, this is just one. 

 

NORTHAM: But even the EU’s increased vigilance didn’t spot a new 

horsemeat scandal that emerged last month. It has attracted little attention in Britain, but 

investigators believe it is at least as significant in scale as Horsegate was a year ago.  It began 

in mid-December in southern France. 

 

LOZANO: We were told that there would be a raid by the 

gendarmerie that would be aimed at arresting those people and taking the opportunity for 

seizing for instance documents and also for seizing carcasses in abattoirs, because at that point 

I think it is important to stress that the gendarmes had not seized suspected carcasses because 

they didn’t want to make the dealers aware of the investigation that was going on. 

 

NORTHAM: The Bureau Chief of Agence France-Presse in Toulouse, 

Laurent Lozano, covered a series of police raids on abattoirs, meat dealers and vets, following 

the trail of horsemeat which was unfit for consumption. 

 

LOZANO: This investigation revealed that at least for a couple of 

years, horses were bought from pharmaceutical centres, but also from private owners and also 

from equestrian clubs, and that those horses that were actually not suitable for consumption 

were put on the market and ended up on the consumers’ plates. 

 

NORTHAM: So these were horses which were not supposed to be 

eaten? 
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LOZANO: They were not supposed to be eaten according to the 

French legislation, which specifies that horses that are used for testing are not suitable for 

consumption. 

 

NORTHAM: What quantity of horsemeat was involved in this 

operation? 

 

LOZANO: The prosecutor in Marseilles mentions a figure of two 

hundred horses, but two hundred horses that were identified as being smuggled on the market. 

The prosecutor in Marseille also says that there might be a lot more.  

 

NORTHAM: The pharmaceutical company which had sold the horses, 

Sanofi Pasteur, had previously used them to produce serums. Scientists inject the horses against 

tetanus, rabies or snake-bites and then harvest the anti-bodies that flood their bloodstreams.  

The company condemned the subsequent fraudulent sale of these horses and is assisting the 

investigation.  In a statement to File on 4, it says: 

 

READER IN STUDIO: Horses are used by Sanofi Pasteur for the production of 

lifesaving serums. On average, horses stay on our premises for three years. In good health at 

the end of this period, they are sold to equestrian centres, veterinary schools and professionals. 

Even though they represent no danger, as a precautionary measure, Sanofi Pasteur always 

informs buyers that these horses must not be used in the food industry.   

 

NORTHAM: But these horses were later sold on to end up as food - 

and not only locally. 

 

ACTUALITY IN BRUSSELS 

 

NORTHAM: As evidence of the pharmaceutical horsemeat fraud 

spread outwards from a slaughterhouse in France, the French food authorities sent out an alert. 

It was received here in the heart of Brussels, in a shining modern office block opposite the 

city’s botanical gardens. This is the headquarters of the Belgian Federal Agency for the Safety 

of the Food Chain. It contains a dedicated anti-fraud unit, which was set up in the wake of the 

BSE crisis in the late 1990s when infected cattle from Britain were sold with forged 
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NORTHAM cont: documentation in defiance of a Europe-wide ban. The 

latest scandal involving horses used in vaccine development arrived here four weeks ago - a 

couple of days before Christmas. 

 

GILLIS: We have got a warning with the rapid alert system, it’s a 

system is going on in Europe, that the different countries alert when there is a problem and on 

based of that, we have got the information that this meat was coming to Belgium.  And then 

our agency was going to this firm to do the traceability of this meat.  Where is it coming from 

and where is the meat going to? 

 

NORTHAM: The head of the Belgian food fraud unit, Walter Gillis, 

took up the investigation. 

 

GILLIS: 17 and a half tons of meat was coming from France to 

Belgian company, who is one of the only companies in Belgium who are trading in horsemeat. 

 

NORTHAM: What did you find? 

 

GILLIS: That this meat was transformed in a lot of 80 tons of 

horsemeat. 

 

NORTHAM: So there’s 17 and a half tons went into a lot totalling 80 

tons … 

 

GILLIS: 80 tons, yes. 

 

NORTHAM: … of horsemeat? 

 

GILLIS: Of horsemeat, yes. 

 

NORTHAM: Do you know which countries it had been distributed to? 

 

GILLIS: There was an amount of this meat was going back to 

France like as fresh meat.  Fresh meat also to the Netherlands and there was one ton of this 

meat was yet consumed in this period in Belgium. 



-  19 - 

NORTHAM: So this was a truly international operation? 

 

GILLIS: Yes. 

 

NORTHAM: Premises in northern Spain were also raided, and this 

horsemeat trail has led to Sweden too. Walter Gillis fears that most of the horses had already 

been eaten by the time the fraud was discovered. If this is, as investigators have told us, a case 

which is at least as extensive as Horsegate, then what does its emergence tell us about the 

adequacy of Europe’s response to the weaknesses revealed a year ago?  The European 

Commissioner for Health and Consumer Affairs is the former Deputy Prime Minister of Malta, 

Tonio Borg.  He is not feeling apologetic. 

We thought the various governments and the European Union were on top of this, were getting 

to grips with it, and then we find out about these horses from a pharmaceutical company.  How 

can it possibly have happened? 

 

BORG: This is a market of 500 million people, yeah?  So don’t 

expect that everything will move according to perfection. I mean, if someone wants to do 

fraudulent labelling, there is a law which prohibits it, but how can you know exactly when and 

how it’s going to happen? What is important is that it is detected, because otherwise if we 

create a fuss each time it’s detected, we won’t have detection anymore because people won’t 

report.  See? So the fact that it is detected means that the system is working. You have to 

examine all the other cases where there is no presence of extraneous matter inside the food 

chain and where the system has worked, so I mean, one hasn’t to become - how shall I put it? - 

One should not expect that violations in the future will not take place. 

 

NORTHAM: So there will be further horsemeat scandals? 

 

BORG: Can you say that today no one is stealing right now in 

Brussels something, in spite of the fact that there is a law? 

 

NORTHAM: It’s going to happen. 

 

BORG: If you were to ask me, will it happen again, I mean, it 

would be irresponsible to say no, it will never happen again, because next year you will come 

or in five years’ time and tell me it has happened again. 
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NORTHAM: Commissioner Borg told us that he wants a new round of 

unannounced inspections at food premises across the EU. He said they will be complete by 

July of this year and he will publish the results in full.  We wanted to know what the official 

reviewer of Britain’s food integrity makes of this evidence of another large international 

horsemeat scandal in Europe.  Professor Chris Elliott has studied the details with a sense of 

inevitability. 

 

ELLIOTT: Was I surprised?  No, because wherever there is money 

to be made in the substitution of high value goods for low value goods, it will happen, and it 

will continue to happen until there are rigorous measures in place to detect it, to prevent it 

happening.  And if it does happen, there has to be systems where those people who perpetrate 

the crime are penalised. 

 

NORTHAM: And if the Government and the Food Standards Agency 

disagree with you or just dither and don’t do anything, what’s the consequence? 

 

ELLIOTT: The consequences of doing nothing are that we will have 

another horsemeat type scandal.  It might not be for six months, a year or two years, but it will 

happen.   

 

NORTHAM: Professor Elliott’s final report will be published, we’ve 

been promised, in early spring this year.  So we have only a few weeks to wait before we learn 

how much urgency the Government in Westminster is prepared to bring to the question of 

reform.  We’d have liked to hear the plans of the Secretary of State, Owen Paterson, but he 

wouldn’t be interviewed for this programme. 
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