
Mr Matthias Brinkmann
Ambassador and Head of Delegation

Delegation of the European Union to Canada
150 Metcalfe Street, Suite 1900

Ottawa, Ontario
Canada K2P 1P1 

24/01/2011

Subject: Protection of Horses During Stunning and Slaughter and Canadian Horse Meat 
Traceability

  Dear Mr Ambassador,

Between 2010 and 2011, the Canadian Horse Defence Coalition (CHDC) released several ex-
posés revealing how horses are slaughtered in three of four horse slaughterhouses authorized to 
export to the European Union.

The CHDC denounces the failures of the slaughter system and non-compliance of stunning 
practices with European and Canadian regulations. A set of documents obtained by CHDC also 
casts serious doubts on the traceability of the industry, including the detection of prohibited subs-
tances in the meat.

Therefore, we believe it is urgent to examine the need to suspend the imports of horse meat 
from Canada.

Findings at the slaughterhouse Les Viandes de la Petite-Nation, 
Saint-André-Avellin, Quebec

On the 13 and 14 of July, 2011, cameras fixed above the stunning box at Les Viandes de la 
Petite-Nation filmed the stunning of 150 horses with a captive bolt pistol. The examination of the 
stunning of these 150 horses reveals the following concerns:

> More than 40% of horses incorrectly stunned after the first shots. The shots were often not ac-
curate. The horses were not stunned properly, showing signs of consciousness such as remaining 
standing or sitting, shaking their heads and vocalizing. Up to 11 attempts were made to stun one of 
the horses, whose agony lasted more than 4 minutes (horse 33, July 13). Seven horses were not 
shot a second time although the first shot had failed.
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> Over 80% of horses showing signs of panic: trembling knees, loss of balance or collapse.

> 14% of horses vocalizing. Some horses whinnied even after receiving a shot from the captive 
bolt pistol.

> A flawed stunning box design: the horses must step down into the box, which is inclined to 
make moving the stunned animals to the slaughter line easier. The box is higher with respect to 
the employee in charge of stunning horses, making access to animals more difficult, and creating 
a flawed trajectory angle which should be from above the horses’ heads.

Veterinarian inspectors of the Canadian agency regulating slaughter were shown not interve-
ning when problems occurred. During the two days stunning was filmed, the time spent by the ve-
terinarian inspector watching the stunning box was no longer than three and a half minutes (which 
included time spent while the box was empty).

From the angle of the camera, another operator is seen holding in his hand a second captive 
bolt pistol used in the bleed out room: based on the sight of blood covering the instrument when he 
re-enters the stun box room, the CHDC believes it is very likely that the second gun is used to try 
to stun horses who have already been bled on the slaughter line.

Findings at the slaughter plants Viandes Richelieu (Massueville, Quebec)  
and Bouvry Exports (Fort MacLeod, Alberta) 

On February 18 and 22, 2010, respectively, a fixed camera filmed continuous slaughter of 
horses in the two largest slaughter plants of horses in Canada: Viandes Richelieu and Bouvry 
Exports.

In both facilities, stunning is done with .22 rifle gun shots. The film exposes the following:

> On the slaughter line, 2 horses revived after being suspended by the leg in the bleeding 
area. 

> A first shot is ineffective in at least 5 to 7% of cases. The time between the shots delivered to 
the same animal (17 seconds on average and up to 4 minutes) unnecessarily prolongs the suffe-
ring of horses.

> Most shots are taken at a distance that makes reaching the correct and accurate placement 
at the front of the horse unlikely; this difficulty is reinforced by the state of agitation of the horses in 
the stun box and their rapid head movements. 

> At Richelieu, handling of horses is particularly brutal.  Horses are whipped up to 15 times and 
receive numerous electric shocks in an attempt to make them move. One of the horses received 
shocks on the head more than 40 times.

These practices violate numerous requirements of the Directive 93/119/EC, which applies to 
slaughterhouses in third countries authorized to export to the EU:

Article 2 
 5.  stunning: any process which, when applied to an animal, causes immediate loss of cons-
ciousness which lasts until death;

Article 6
1. Instruments, restraint and other equipment and installations used for stunning or killing must
be designed, constructed, maintained and used in such a way as to achieve rapid and effective 
stunning or killing in accordance with the provisions of this Directive. The competent authority 
shall check that the instruments, restraint and other equipment used for stunning or killing com-
ply with the above principles and shall check regularly to ensure that they are in a good state of 
repair and will allow the aforementioned objective to be attained.



Article 7 
No person shall engage in the movement, lairaging, restraint, stunning, slaughter or killing of 
animals unless he has the knowledge and skill necessary to perform the tasks humanely and 
efficiently, in accordance with the requirements of this Directive.
The competent authority shall ensure that persons employed for slaughtering possess the ne-
cessary skill, ability and professional knowledge.

ANNEX A – Requirements for the movement and lairaging of animals in slaughterhouses
II. 3.3. Animals must be moved with care. Passageways must be so constructed as to minimize 
the risk of injury to animals, and so arranged as to exploit their gregarious tendencies. Instru-
ments intended for guiding animals must be used solely for that purpose, and only for short pe-
riods. Instruments which administer electric shocks may be used only for adult bovine animals 
and pigs which refuse to move, provided that the shocks last no more than two seconds, are 
adequately spaced out and that the animals have room ahead of them in which to move. Such 
shocks may be applied only to the muscles of the hindquarters.  

Traceability: Incomplete Information Documents  
and Ineffective Screening of Banned Substances

In the report of an inspection visit conducted from November 23 to December 6, 2010 at a num-
ber of horse slaughterhouses in Canada, the European Food and Veterinary Office (FVO) reports: 
«Since August 2010, horses destined to slaughter must be accompanied by a statement signed 
by the last owner, identifying the horse, indicating medical treatments administered over the last 
six months and confirming that no growth promoter was used. The majority of horses slaughtered 
for export to the EU are imported directly from the United States and this requirement is also appli-
cable to them. The imported horses were accompanied by a declaration signed by the last owner. 
However, no official guarantee was requested from the authorities of the United States regarding 
verification and reliability of the statements.»

The investigation conducted at the St. André-Avellin slaughterhouse six months after the FVO 
inspection shows that the situation has not changed. The Equine Information Documents (EIDs) 
provided to the slaughterhouse present many shortcomings: illegible contacts of the last owners, 
telephone number of the dealer provided in place of the number of the last owner, or description of 
animals differing from the accompanying pictures.

The medical history of horses destined to slaughter is based on the statements of the last owner 
and limited to six months. Some substances, such as phenylbutazone, are subject to a permanent 
ban for animals intended for human consumption. Thus, a look back at only the last six months is 
ineffective.

It is known that many horses (including race horses) are treated during their lives with phenyl-
butazone, an inexpensive anti-inflammatory, which can cause aplastic anemia and other ailments 
in humans who ingest it through the consumption of  animal products. A study published in 20101 in 
the scientific journal Food and Chemical Toxicology, and monitoring 18 American race horses sent 
to slaughter, found that all had received phenylbutazone in their lives. The study’s authors believe 
that the methods currently employed in slaughterhouses cannot ensure the absence of phenybuta-
zone in meat, and are concerned that, within the sole scope of this study, 4 tons of non-compliant 
meat has probably been sold.

1. Association of phenylbutazone usage with horses bought for slaughter: a public health risk, 2010  
http://www.horseprotection.it/docs/phenylbutazone.pdf 



In view of this information, it appears that two audits conducted by the European Food and 
Veterinary in 2007 and 2010, followed by recommendations, failed to lead to the enforcement of 
the minimum regulatory requirements of the European Union in Canadian horse slaughter plants. 
As a result, we urge you to take steps now to protect horses at the time of stunning and slaughter, 
as well as the health of consumers in the European territory, by ordering the suspension of agree-
ments for export with Canadian horses slaughter plants.

In the meantime, please accept, Mr Ambassador, the expression of our highest consideration.

Antoine Comiti Sinikka Crosland 
Président Executive Director 
Association L214 Canadian Horse Defence Coalition

CC : Mr Andrea Gavinelli, Head of the Animal Welfare Unit at the European Commission, and 
Mr John Dalli, European Commissioner for Health and Consumer Policy.

Investigations reports :

Petite-Nation :  
http://canadianhorsedefencecoalition.files.wordpress.com/2011/12/pasture-to-plate.pdf  
(88 pages)

Bouvry : 
http://www.defendhorsescanada.org/footageindexbouvryfinal.pdf  
(44 pages)

Richelieu : 
http://www.defendhorsescanada.org/footageindexrichelieufinal.pdf  
(23 pages)

Vidéos des enquêtes : 
http://www.l214.com/chevaux/enquete-canada/videos-2010-2011

Rapport de l’OAV (2010) : 
http://ec.europa.eu/food/fvo/rep_details_en.cfm?rep_id=2764

Association of phenylbutazone usage with horses bought for slaughter: a public health risk, 2010  
http://www.horseprotection.it/docs/phenylbutazone.pdf 


