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a  b  s  t  r  a  c  t

The  way  that  an economist  and  an animal  health  professional  use  economics  differs  and  creates  frustra-
tions.  The  economist  is in  search  of  optimizing  resource  allocation  in  the  management  of  animal  health
and  disease  problems  with  metrics  associated  with  the  productivity  of key  societal  resources  of  labour
and capital.  The  animal  health  professional  have  a strong  belief  that  productivity  can  be improved  with
the  removal  of  pathogens.  These  differences  restrict  how  well  economics  is used in animal  health,  and
the  question  posed  is  whether  this  matters.  The  paper  explores  the  question  by looking  at the  chang-
ing  role  of  animals  in society  and  the  associated  change  of the animal  health  professional’s  activities.  It
then  questions  if  the  current  allocation  of  scarce  resources  for animal  health  are adequately  allocated
for  societies  and  whether  currently  available  data  are  sufficient  for  good  allocation.  A  rapid  review  of
the data  on  disease  impacts  –  production  losses  and  costs  of  human  reaction  –  indicate  that  the  data  are
sparse  collected  in different  times  and  geographical  regions.  This  limits  what  can  be  understood  on the
productivity  of  the economic  resources  used  for animal  health  and this  needs  to  be  addressed  with  more
systematic  collection  of data  on disease  losses  and  costs  of  animal  health  systems.  Ideally  such  a  process
should  learn  lessons  from  the  way  that  human  health  has  made  estimates  of the  burden  of diseases  and
their  capture  of data  on  the costs  of  human  health  systems.  Once  available  data  on  the  global  burden  of
animal  diseases  and  the  costs  of animal  health  systems  would  allow  assessments  of  individual  disease
management  processes  and the  productivity  of  wider  productivity  change.  This utopia  should  be  aimed
at if animal  health  is to  continue  to attract and  maintain  adequate  resources.

© 2016  Elsevier  B.V.  All  rights  reserved.

1. Introduction

A strict definition of economics would be the study of the use
of scare resources with competing demands. The starting point when
using an economic approach would be to develop an understanding
of the allocation of resources in the system of interest, in order to:

• Describe current allocation of resources;
• Determine if the allocation is optimal; and
• Assess if the reallocation will lead to a situation closer to opti-

mality.

Within this analytical framework it should be recognised that
at the time of any assessment there is a given set of technologies.
This does not negate that there may  well be better technologies
available that are yet to be discovered, and government policy and
powerful companies influence that discovery. An economic analy-
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sis also needs to have a given set of prices for the resources used
and produced, which could be set by the market through supply and
demand with many buyers and sellers who have good information
in a timely manner. However, it is very likely the prices will be
influenced by government policy and/or sheer power by dominant
buyers and/or sellers of the resources. An aspect often overlooked
is the institutional environment, which include the rules laid down
by society for any transaction or process, be it consumption or pro-
duction, and include the enforcement of these rules. This powerful
combination of rules and enforcement influence the measure of
optimality that is held so dear in economics.

Economics in the way described does not have a context, it cuts
across all things that society is involved in. The stepwise process
of looking at an aspect of society from an economic perspective
does not universally occur when using economics for animal health
issues. At a policy level it is common that animal health specialists
define the boundary of the system, and frequently this relates to the
biology of specific diseases. In the extreme this is formalised as a list
such as notifiable diseases, accompanied by societal strategies to
manage a disease or a group of diseases. The animal health specialist
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Fig. 1. Differences between an economic and an animal health approach.

defines the disease list and the process of managing the diseases
without reference to economic context or impact. The economist is
brought in to justify the focus on this disease either to determine
the impact assessment of the disease and/or to determine if the
strategy is economically profitable. Fig. 1 contrasts the approach of
the economist and the animal health specialist.

The differences in approach are characterized by an:

1. Economic approach adding value through a search for optimality
(Häsler (2011) for a discussion on the economics of surveillance);
and

2. Animal health approach adding value through advocacy.

The distinctions indicated are not black and white, and there
will always be grey areas, but differences do exist and they cre-
ate frustrations. The economists are looking for ways in which
overall productivity can be modified and improved, whereas the
animal health professionals are convinced that productivity can be
improved by removing pathogens of animals and improving health
and welfare of those animals. Part of the difficulty is the defini-
tion of productivity, those familiar with literature in agricultural
economics recognize that it is not a simple matter of measuring a
limited number of outputs divided by a limited number of inputs,
yet economists often use figures that relate to returns to labour
or capital input. These productivity measures are not ones used in
either animal health or in animal production, the latter tends to use
proxies such as production per animal or land unit for capital, but
rarely are returns per labour unit derived or used (Nix, 2016).

If productivity can be agreed there are also differences of opinion
on what is optimal. Those familiar with McInerney’s work (1996)
will understand that a point of economic optimality may  exist in
the allocation of resources for animal disease management which
would allow a level of disease to persist. McInerney controversially
stated that animal health is an economic problem not a technical
one, his view has some merit, yet it fails to understand that the
underlying relationship between disease losses and control costs
are set by technical solutions and the economic optimality is influ-
enced by the technical relationship (Doll and Orazem, 1984; Boehlje
and Eidman, 1984). In this setting animal health professionals are
constantly searching for technologies and approaches that lead to

removal of pathogens, so they are influencing the technical rela-
tionship and modifying it.

The fact that there is a difference between economic and animal
health approaches can lead to frustrations, but does this matter?
A pragmatic approach to animal health with minimal use of eco-
nomics in many cases has worked with diseases such as rinderpest
with its global eradication, and a number of diseases that have been
eliminated from large populations of animals. In addition the ani-
mal  health status of populations under the control of people has
improved markedly.

The question this paper sets to answer is whether there is a
need for a shift in how we  do business with regards animal health.
It will explore this through thinking about change – animal popu-
lations, their health status and societal responses to animal health
challenges. It will initially look at the changing role of animals in
society, and then discuss how the health and health systems for our
animals have responded. Within this context the paper will explore
what would be needed from a data collection and analysis perspec-
tive to improve overall management of disease and animal health
issues in the future. The conclusions will reflect on the education,
research and policy challenges to achieve positive change. Overall
the paper will present arguments on the need for data capture and
analysis systems that allow prioritisation.

2. Material and methods

The paper is a thought piece based on the author’s experiences
of living and working as a dairy farmer’s son followed by 25 years of
working in livestock development and animal health issues. Dur-
ing the professional period he has worked in academia in the UK,
for a governmental development agency in Bolivia, an international
organization at a global level which was  challenged by an animal
health crisis, and he has been involved throughout this time in giv-
ing strategic advice at national, regional and international levels.
More recently the approaches that the author has used have broad-
ened to look beyond the farm level and think of the sector and the
societal impacts with particularly reference to the use of methods
such as value chain analysis to capture the complexity of the food
system (Rushton, 2009; Taylor and Rushton, 2011). Throughout the
author’s experience there has been a strong feeling of frustrations
of vets with economists and economists with vets, and this spurned
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