
 
 

C H A P T E R  7 . 4 .  
 

U S A  C O M M E N T S  
 

K I L L I N G  O F  F A R M E D  F I S H   
F O R  D I S E A S E  C O N T R O L  P U R P O S E S  

Article 7.4.1. 

Scope 

These recommendations are based on the premise that a decision to kill the farmed fish for disease 
control purposes has been made, and address the need to ensure the welfare of the farmed fish until they 
are dead.  

The stunning and killing of fish for human consumption is covered in Chapter 7.3. 

The killing death culling of individual farmed fish, in the course of farming operations (i.e. sorting, 
grading, or background morbidity) is out of the scope of this chapter. 

Account should also be taken of the guidance given in the following chapters in the Aquatic Code: Chapter 
4.4. Contingency Planning, Chapter 4.6. Handling, Disposal and Treatment of Aquatic Animal Waste, 
Chapter 5.4. Control of Aquatic Animal Health Risks Associated with Transport, Chapter 7.2. Welfare of 
Farmed Fish during Transport and Chapter 7.3. Welfare Aspects of Stunning and Killing of Farmed Fish 
for Human Consumption. 

Article 7.4.2. 

General principles  

1. Contingency plans for disease control should be in place at a national level and should contain details 
of disease control strategies, managerial structure, and operational procedures. Fish welfare 
considerations should be addressed within contingency plans for disease control (refer to Chapter 
4.4.). 

2. Depending on the situation, emergency killing of fish may be carried out on site or after fish are 
transported to an approved killing facility.  

2. The killing method should be selected taking into consideration fish welfare and biosecurity 
requirements as well as safety of the personnel.  

3. When fish are killed for disease control purposes, methods used should result in immediate death or 
immediate loss of consciousness lasting until death; when loss of consciousness is not immediate, 
induction of unconsciousness should be non-aversive or the least aversive possible and should not 
cause avoidable anxiety, pain, distress or suffering in fish. 

2. Depending on the situation, emergency killing of fish may be carried out on site or after fish are 
transported to an approved killing facility. 



4. The methods described in Chapter 7.3. can also be used for disease control purposes. 
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5. Some of the methods recommended for disease control purposes (e.g. anaesthetic overdose, 
maceration) may render the fish unsuitable for human consumption, and this should be specified in 
the contingency plan. Fish not suitable for human consumption may be killed by specific methods 
(e.g. chemical, mechanical.  

4. Fish suitable for human consumption should be killed following according to the provisions 
provided in Chapter 7.3. Welfare aspects of stunning and killing of farmed fish for human 
consumption. 

6. Depending on the situation, emergency killing of fish may be carried out on site or after fish are 
transported to an approved killing facility. 

Article 7.4.3. 

Operational guidelines for affected premises 

The following principles should apply when killing fish: 

1. Operational procedures should be adapted to the specific operating circumstances on the premises 
and should address biosecurity and fish welfare specific to the disease of concern. 

 

 

2. Killing of fish should be carried out without delay by appropriately qualified personnel with all due 
consideration made to increased biosecurity protocols. 

3. The hHandling of fish should be kept to a minimum to avoid stress and minimised to prevent spread 
of disease.and when done, it This should be done in accordance with the Articles described below. 

4. Methods used to kill the fish should result in immediate death or loss of consciousness lasting until 
death. Methods used to kill the fish should render them unconscious until death or kill them in the 
shortest time possible in the circumstances, and should not cause avoidable pain or distress. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5. There should be continuous monitoring of the procedures to ensure they are consistently effective 
with regard to biosecurity and fish welfare. 

6. Standard operating procedures (SOP’s) should be available and followed at the premises.  

Article 7.4.4. 

Rationale : Allowing fish, which are intended to be killed for disease control purposes, to regain 
consciousness prior to being killed is contrary to the intent of OIE welfare standards. 

Also, the scientific evidence that fish are subject to pain is unclear.  Fish do not have a neocortex, so it 
is not thought that they can experience pain in a manner equivalent to that of mammals.  Therefore, 
the United States requests the scientific evidence the OIE relies on to base its decision to include 
references to pain in this chapter before it is adopted.    

Rationale : The reason for and value of this added phrase is not clear. 



Operational guidelines for affected premises  

A protocol plan for the killing of fish on affected premises due for to disease control issues purposes 
should be developed by the operator and approved by the Competent Authority, taking into consideration 
fish welfare and biosecurity requirements as well as safety of the personnel and should include 
consideration of:  

Considerations should include: 

1. minimising handling and movement of fish; 

2. species, number, age, size of fish to be killed; 

3. methods for killing the fish; 

4. availability of pharmacological substances anaesthetic agents chemicals/equipment needed to kill the 
fish suitable to kill the fish; 

5.  equipment needed to kill the fish; 

6. biosecurity issues; 

6. any legal issues that may be involved, for example, (e.g. the dispensation and oversight of use of 
anaesthetic pharmacological substances agents suitable for killing fish by a veterinarian) controlled 
drugs or chemicals;  

7. presence of other nearby aquaculture premises; 

8. disposal of killed fish (in accordance with Chapter 4.6.). 

 

 

 

Article 7.4.54. 

Competencies and responsibilites of the operational team 

The operational team is responsible for the planning, implementation of, and reporting from on the killing 
of the fish. 

1. Team leader 

a) Competencies 

i) ability to assess fish welfare, especially relating to the effectiveness of the stunning and 
killing techniques selected and utilised in the fish killing operations, to detect and correct 
any deficiencies;  

ii) ability to assess biosecurity risks and mitigation measures being applied to prevent spread 
of disease-causing agents; 

 

 

Rationale: Many anaesthetic agents are only available through veterinarians. The prescribing veterinarian, 
therefore, should be the one to be involved in the process of supplying anesthetic agents and associated 
advice on their use. 

Rationale: It is the spread of pathogens, not disease caused by pathogens, that is the 
risk. 



iii) skills to manage all activities on premises and deliver outcome on time; 

iv) awareness of the emotional impact on fish farmers, team members and general public; 

v) effective communication skills. 

b) Responsibilities 

i) determine most appropriate killing method(s) to ensure that the fish are killed without 
avoidable pain and distress which balance while balancing biosecurity considerations; 

ii) plan overall operations on the affected premises; 

iii) determine and address requirements for fish welfare, operator safety and biosecurity; 

iv) organise, brief and manage a team of people to facilitate killing of the relevant fish in 
accordance with national contingency plans for disease control;  

v) determine logistics required; 

vi) monitor operations to ensure that fish welfare, operator safety and biosecurity 
requirements are met; 

vii) report upwards on progress and problems; 

viii) provide a written report summarising the killing, practices utilised in the operation and 
their effect on aquatic animal fish welfare and subsequent biosecurity outcomes. The report 
should be archived and be accessible for a period of time defined by the Competent Authority; 

ix) review on-site facilities in terms of their appropriateness for mass destruction. 

2. On-farmsite personnel responsible for killing of fish 

a) Competencies 

i) specific knowledge of fish, and their behaviour and environment; 

ii) trained and competent in fish handling, stunning and killing procedures; 

iii) trained and competent in the operation and maintenance of equipment.   

b) Responsibilities 

i) ensure humane killing of fish through effective stunning and killing techniques; 

ii) assist team leader as required; 

iii) design and construct temporary fish handling facilities, when required. 

Article 7.4.65. 

Chemical Pharmacological kKilling methods by an overdose of an anaesthetic agent 

This Article refers to killing methods using an overdose of an anaesthetics agent. 

1. Use of chemicals pharmacological substances anaesthetic agents 



a) Chemicals Pharmacological substances Anaesthetic agents used for killing fish should kill the 
fish effectively, not merely have an anaesthetic effect; 

b) when using such chemicals pharmacological substances anaesthetic agents, the operating 
personnel should ensure that the solution has the correct concentration for the water in which it 
is to be administered, and that sea water of appropriate quality for the species and life stage of 
fish is used for marine fish species and freshwater for freshwater species; 

 

 

 

 

 

 

c) fish should be kept in the pharmacological substance anaesthetic solution chemical solution 
until they are dead. Fish that are merely anaesthetised should be killed before they regain 
consciousness by another method such as bleeding, decapitation or another appropriate killing 
method. 

2. Advantages 

a) Large numbers of fish may be killed in one batch; 

b) handling is not required until fish are anaesthetised or euthanized;  

c) use of chemicals pharmacological substances anaesthetic agents is a non-invasive technique and 
thus reduces minimises biosecurity risks. 

3. Disadvantages 

a) mMay need to be followed by killing if fish are only anaesthetised; 

 

 

 

b) some chemicals pharmacological substances anaesthetic agents  may induce a transient aversive 
panic reaction in the fish; 

c) care is essential in the preparation and provision of treated water, and in the disposal of water 
and/or fish carcasses that have been treated with anaesthetic agents anaesthetic agents 
pharmacological substances. 

Article 7.4.76. 

Mechanical killing methods 

The following mechanical killing methods should only be used for killing fish following stunning. 

1. Decapitation 

Rationale : To minimise the distress caused to aquatic animals during induction of anaesthesia, 
the fish should be maintained in water of appropriate quality (salinity, temperature, oxygen 
saturation, pH, hardness etc) for their size, life stage, etc. The efficacy of some anaesthetic agents 
may be affected by differing water quality parameters, and some agents may significantly alter the 
water quality (eg. pH) which may in turn cause distress to the animals concerned. These factors 
must be taken into account when selecting and using the appropriate agent for the particular 
circumstances. 

Rationale : Article 7.4.5.1.c states that fish should be kept in the anaesthetic solution until they are dead.  
Therefore, it follows, that killing the fish by some other means is unnecessary, making this 
‘disadvantage’ moot. 



a) Decapitation, using a sharp device such as a guillotine or knife should only be used if the 
technique is designed to ensure immediate loss of consciousness without the possibility of 
recovery, may be used for killing fish but only following anaesthesia;  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

b) the required equipment should be kept in good working order;  

c) contamination of the working area by blood due to bleeding and, body fluids and other organic 
material may present a biosecurity risk and is the major disadvantage of this method.  

2. Maceration 

a) Maceration by a mechanical device with rotating blades or projections causes immediate 
fragmentation and death in newly hatched fish and embryonated eggs, as well as 
fertilised/unfertilised eggs of fish. It is a suitable method for the processing of such material. The 
procedure results in rapid death and a large number of eggs/newly hatched fry can be killed 
quickly; 

b) maceration requires specialised equipment which should be kept in good working order. The 
rate of introducing material into the device should be such that the cutting blades continue to 
rotate at their fully functional rate and that they do not fall below the defined critical speed 
defined by the manufacturer; 

c) large fish should be introduced head first into the device; 

dc) contamination of the working area by blood due to bleeding and, body fluids and other organic 
material may present a biosecurity risk and is the major disadvantage of this method. 

 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - -  

    text deleted 

Rationale: Retention of consciousness for a period of time following decapitation has been 
demonstrated for some poikilothermic animals. The AVMA’s Guidelines on Euthanasia (2007) state 
that “Because the central nervous system of reptiles, fish, and amphibians is tolerant to hypoxic and 
hypotensive conditions, decapitation must be followed by pithing’. These guidelines are available at 
www.avma.org/issues/animal_welfare/euthanasia.pdf 

For example, refer to Section 2.1.5 of Recommendations for euthanasia of experimental animals: Part 1: 
Working Party report to the EU. Laboratory Animals (1996) 30, 293-316. Verheijen, F. J. and Flight, W. 
F. G. (1997), Decapitation and brining: experimental tests show that after these commercial methods 
for slaughtering eel Anguilla anguilla (L.), death is not instantaneous. Aquaculture Research, 28: 361–
366. 

http://www.avma.org/issues/animal_welfare/euthanasia.pdf

