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Defra acknowledge that the skin test is not perfect (2018)



Defra acknowledge that the skin test is not perfect (2025)



The Actiphage® Test

• Actiphage test shown to be able to detect M. bovis in blood samples

Actiphage test Detection of 
M. bovis DNA

Isolation of White 
Blood cells 



Commercialisation process 

Patent 
process 

started 2014

Seed 
funding 

2017 (£60K)

Angel 
investment 

2018 (£400K)

Method shown to be able to 
detect bovine TB in cattle

News of trial of 
bovine TB test hit 
the headlines

Discussions with 
regulators

New 
applications 
developed



Barriers to developing new tests and understanding

• Under the Tuberculosis in Animals (England) Order 2021 
legislation it is illegal to test samples from any animal that 
has given a positive test result using the standard skin 
test (SICCT) until after it has been slaughtered

• Approval from the Secretary of State is required to test 
animals using alternative tests to compare results with 
the SICCT



Porter’s 5 forces: Bovine TB vs Human TB business case
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CONCLUSION (2022): FOCUS ON Human TB

• Skin test 
(SICCT) £4/cow 
(vs £30/cow)

• No DEFRA TPP
• Market Highly 

regulated

• WHO TPP
• Highly 

regulated but 
not legally 
constrained

• Sputum
• X ray
• Clinical signs

No other test detects LTBI



Do current TB testing regulations support innovation?

UoN Centre for Food Policy and Foresight Intern

Method: 
 Reviewed UK legislation governing bovine TB testing 

 Analysed Defra, APHA and GOV.UK guidance 

 Compared TB testing frameworks in England, Ireland, France, 
Belgium, Australia and New Zealand 

 Reviewed scientific literature



Results at a glance

Outbreak ResponseDiagnostic FlexibilityTB StatusCountry

Movement ban, slaughter of reactors, 
whole-herd retesting, tracing.

Statutory skin test dominant. Ancillary tests 
tightly controlled. Non-validated tests require 

approval.
Endemic (HRA)England

Movement ban, slaughter, short-
interval retesting, wildlife 

intervention.

Skin + routine ancillary blood tests in 
breakdowns. Active wildlife measures.

EndemicIreland

Rapid restriction, slaughter, 
tracing, regional containment.

Risk-based testing. Supplementary tools in 
outbreaks.

OTFFrance

Restriction, slaughter, tracing, regional 
surveillance.

Risk-based surveillance. Targeted follow-up 
testing.

OTFBelgium

Quarantine, whole-herd 
testing, slaughter, tracing.

Intensive testing during eradication campaign. 
Strong enforcement.

TB-free (eradicated)Australia

Restriction, slaughter, intensive 
retesting, wildlife control.

Risk-based zoning. Integrated cattle + wildlife 
control.

Mostly TB-free (zoned)New Zealand

No legal 
constraints on 
comparative

research using 
new tests



Results & Implications

• We found that….
 Current legislation creates barriers to testing novel diagnostics in the field in 

UK

 England, Wales and NI research is concentrated within government-
affiliated organisations

 Comparator countries adopt more flexible approaches to supplementary 
testing

Clear that existing legislation may unintentionally slow 
research and innovation



Policy Recommendations

• Amend laws relating to bovine TB testing of cattle to allow testing of 
naturally infected animals for research purposes  
o Allow testing of SICCT-positive animals prior to slaughter for comparative 

studies  

o All research/non-validated test results relating to bovine TB in cattle must be 
shared with the Defra and APHA  

• Allow farmers to use a range of tests to try and identify residual infection 
in herds  
o No mandatory slaughter but test results must be reported to Defra and 

APHA  

o All test results must be declared before animal movements 

• Data sharing will support surveillance and understanding of 
epidemiology and disease progression of bovine TB in the UK  
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