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AMERICAS BUSINESS NEWS 
MAD COW HITS THE U.S.

1 
See full coverage2 of the 
first case of mad-cow 
disease in the U.S.

 

Ranchers Are Fearful
Crisis Means Borders 
Will Stay Closed

By TAMSIN CARLISLE 
Staff Reporter of THE WALL STREET JOURNAL

CALGARY, Alberta -- Just as Canada's ranchers were hoping for the return of their largest buyer, the U.
S., mad-cow struck again. Now some fear a mass cull of the herd.

"It's devastating. Thoughts roll through my mind of the 1930s' dust bowl said Will Irvine, a cattle buyer 
with the Alberta cattle auction house Calgary Stockyards Ltd.

Because the Washington state Holstein found last week to have been infected with mad-cow disease 
apparently came from Canada, the U.S. isn't likely to lift its ban on imports of live Canadian cattle 
anytime soon. That ban dates back to May, when a Black Angus cross here in Alberta was found to be 
carrying bovine spongiform encephalopathy, or BSE. The fatal, brain-wasting ailment, widely known as 
mad-cow disease, is believed to be transmissible to humans in a variant form.

Ranchers must now find a way to stay afloat without the buyer that accounts for about 80% of Canada's 
exported beef, a portion valued at 1.8 billion Canadian dollars (US$1.38 billion) a year. The U.S. 
annually imports some C$3.6 billion in beef and cattle from Canada.

"For a lot of livestock people, the value of their herd was their equity and their retirement fund. Now 
that's gone," said Jack Hayden, who raises beef cattle in the north of Alberta, Canada's biggest beef-
producing province. He predicts a springtime rash of farm foreclosures and business bankruptcy 
situations if the U.S. doesn't reopen its border to Canadian cattle.
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Calgary Stockyards' Mr. Irvine sees the possibility of mass culls, particularly of cattle at least 30 months 
old, which are likelier to be infected with BSE and for which there is now no North American market. 
Culls would be needed if Canada has to reduce its herd by about 50%, because of the expense of 
maintaining the cattle over the winter.

Trevor McCrae, a rancher from the Canadian mad cow's suspected birth farm, near Baldwinton, 
Saskatchewan, says that even if the U.S. case turns out not to have originated in Canada, the domestic U.
S. cattle market will soon be glutted as other countries close their borders to U.S. beef and cattle 
imports. "All that is going to do is back their animals up, and that will back us up even further. Next 
month will be really uncertain," he said.

The U.S. began lifting its ban on packaged Canadian beef in August and was expected to announce a 
complete end to the ban possibly early next year. Now, Canadian beef officials are left to hope that the 
U.S. was wrong in identifying the infected Washington cow as having come from Canada. On Saturday, 
Canada's agriculture minister, Robert Speller, described that designation by the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture as "premature."

Canadian officials say they don't suspect a link between the recently diagnosed BSE case in the U.S. and 
the Canadian case in May. The U.S. case involves a dairy cow, while the Alberta cow diagnosed with 
BSE was a beef cow.

Still, the two recent BSE cases may be just the tip of the iceberg. "We've said all along that, from the 
fact we have found one case, and based on what we know scientifically about the disease, finding other 
cases is a probability," Canadian Food Inspection Agency spokesman Mark Van Dusen said in an 
interview Sunday.

Indeed, many scientists believe that too few cows are being tested in both countries. "I despair of how 
many wake-up calls it will take" before regulators impose more-stringent testing for "downer" cows -- 
those unable to walk at the slaughterhouse and therefore likelier than the average cow to have BSE, said 
David Westaway, a professor at the University of Toronto's Center for Research in Neurodegenerative 
Diseases.

Officially, the U.S. came to Canada's defense. "This doesn't mean that BSE is widespread in Canada," 
said USDA spokesman Eduardo Curlett. "The Canadians did a thorough investigation, and their BSE 
case seems to have been isolated."

In Alberta, farm cash receipts for the first nine months of the year plunged by nearly 17%, or more than 
C$1 billion, to C$5.1 billion, compared with the same period in 2002. Canadian government economists 
blamed dwindling receipts from cattle sales, which fell to their lowest levels since 1996, for the 
meltdown. The only bright spot for the industry has been the response of Canadian consumers, whose 
appetite for beef remains hearty.

--Elena Cherney contributed to this article.
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