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Nothing is being done 
to protect animals in 
slaughterhouses, TRUE 
or FALSE?

FALSE
Initially focused on the notion of food hygiene, the laws governing 
slaughterhouse operations have gradually incorporated the issue of 
animal protection throughout the slaughter process. Improving this 
protection relies on staff training and changes in practices.
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KEEP IN MIND





In France, animals are protected, including in slaughterhouses.

In French slaughterhouses, "animal protection" is the relevant 
terminology, not "welfare".

Regulations call for appropriate equipment, trained personnel, daily 
checks and increased penalties in the event of violations.



The creation of slaughterhouses in the 19th century and their industrialization have 
gradually distanced citizens from the reality of animal slaughtering Nowadays, the 
vast majority of consumers are unaware of the conditions under which the animals 
they eat are being slaughtered. They are also unaware of the regulations governing 
slaughter, particularly those concerning animal protection[1].

"Animal protection" refers to standards designed to prevent animal suffering 
and abuse. In the slaughterhouse, where animals are put to death, this term is 
preferred to "animal welfare", which expresses a sustainable state involving a 
positive mental state.

Did you know?

Moreover, cases of mistreatment reported by the media following investigations 
carried out by abolitionist associations are often the only information available to the 
public, fuelling both mistrust and disconnection from the reality of slaughter 
conditions.

What are the existing regulations protecting animals in slaughterhouses? How are 
they being enforced? The Chaire bien-être animal team explains it all in this article!

Let’s start with a brief history of slaughterhouses. Next, we’ll have a look at how 
regulations govern all stages of animal slaughter. Finally, we’ll see how government 
services monitor compliance with these regulations and ensure animal protection in 
slaughterhouses.
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📌 Please note,

The history of slaughterhouses in France

In France, Napoleon I’s imperial decree of 
February 9, 1810, instituted the first abattoirs, 
which opened in 1818, right in the heart of 
Paris. The concentration in a single location of 
what were known at the time as “tueries 
individuelles” (“individual killing places”) serves 
both a sanitary and a moral purpose.

The former aims to improve meat safety control and reduce the nuisance caused by 
waste disposal. The latter is designed to protect the public from the spectacle of 
animals being killed for human consumption. Until then, livestock was killed by the 
butchers themselves, in spaces adjoining their stalls and opening onto the street. 
These ” tueries individuelles” served both as annexes to the meat cutting plant and 
as sewers. However, according to some historians and philosophers such as 
Montaigne and Kant, acts of violence perpetrated against animals lead to increased 
levels of violence between humans themselves[2].

Due to resistance on the butchers’ part, the development of slaughterhouses was 
slow in France. In 1938, more than a century after their creation, there were just 
about 1,781 abattoirs in France, while some 30,000 “tueries individuelles” still 
existed. The 1941 ban on these places brought the number of abattoirs to 3,327 by 
1948[3].

In 2021, France only counted 240 slaughterhouses producing 3.7 million 
tons of meat (dressed weight) per year (in order of importance: pigs, cattle, 
sheep and goats, horses)[4]. There are also over 600 registered poultry and 
rabbit slaughterhouses, of which only about one hundred have significant 
activity (over 500 tons per year), according to FranceAgriMer[5]. In 2021, they 
produced 1.1 million tons of poultry[6].
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In the 1980s, taking into account the animal’s point of view led to considerable 
changes in infrastructure, particularly in the United States A pioneer in this field, 
Temple Grandin, a professor in the Department of Animal Sciences at the 
University of Colorado, used the fact that cattle naturally move in groups along 
curves to design wide, curved circuits for slaughterhouses, facilitating the 
movement of cattle without constraint: animal protection is improved and 
slaughterhouse performance is enhanced.

Developments in ethology and the growing pressure exerted by society have led 
slaughterhouses – which were initially designed to protect human sensitivity – to 
make animal sensitivity a priority as well.

Slaughterhouse operators' animal 
protection obligations
After presenting the general rules that apply to slaughterhouse operations in the 
European Union, we’ll take a closer look at the issue of stunning prior to bleeding 
and the training of slaughterhouse personnel.

European regulatory framework[7]

At the EU level, Regulation (EC) N°1099/2009 is the framework for the protection 
of farm animals at the time of killing. It is based on the following basic principle: 
“animals must be spared avoidable pain, distress or suffering at every stage of 
the killing process“.

4



The key provisions of Council Regulation (EC) no. 1099/2009 came into force in 
January 2013 and were clarified and translated into French law[8]. They state the 
following:
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According to regulation (EC) N°1099/2009, the use of instruments which 
administer electric shocks, commonly known as electroshocking, is to be 
avoided whenever possible. These can only be used to stimulate adult cattle and 
pigs that refuse to move when they have room to do so. The animals subjected 
to them must not show any particular weakness. Shocks may only be applied to 
the muscles of the hindquarters, must not last longer than 1 second, and must 
be suitably spaced. Finally, they must not be repeated if the animal does not 
react [13].

Did you know?

Pre-bleeding stunning management

Stunning prior to bleeding is required by law. This aims to render the animal 
unconscious, i.e. insensitive to stimuli from its environment or body. As animals of 
the species in question are capable of both positive and negative emotions, 
unconsciousness prevents them from experiencing pain and fear during the killing 
process[14].

There are three main methods of stunning used in slaughterhouses: mechanical, 
electrical and gas stunning.

The animal must be kept in a state of deep unconsciousness and insensibility until 
death[15]. To monitor the animal’s state of unconsciousness, each operator uses a 
combination of indicators[16].
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📌 What about slaughter without stunning?

It should be noted that certain behavioral manifestations, while visually impressive, 
do not necessarily reflect a state of consciousness on the part of the animal: this is 
the case, for example, with non-oriented reflex movements of the limbs and head 
in cattle.

In any case, doubt must benefit the animal: the presence of a single sign suggestive 
of a risk of consciousness must lead to a second immediate stunning.

In addition to permanent and systematic control, additional random control – 
supervised by the Animal Protection Officer (APO) – is carried out through 
sampling.

Certain religious slaughtering practices, notably those of Jews and Muslims, are 
incompatible with stunning prior to bleeding. In these cases, animals can be 
slaughtered without having been rendered unconscious beforehand.

Although there is no official position from religious authorities on this subject, post-
slaughter stunning, known as “relief”, is sometimes practiced to limit the animal’s 
suffering.

In France, ritual slaughter must take place in slaughterhouses[17]. These must 
comply with the following requirements[18] :

• Have an authorization issued by the departmental prefect;
• Personnel must be trained in the specificities of slaughter without stunning 

(see part III);
• Have commercial orders for ritual slaughter requiring the use of this 

derogation and proving the number of animals concerned;
• Ritual slaughter must be done by licensed personnel authorized by approved 

religious bodies.
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📌 What you need to know!

Operator training
The way animals are handled has a major impact on their protection. 
According to the EFSA, (European Food Safety Authority), the main threats 
to animal protection are directly linked to a lack of staff skills or training, 
resulting in inappropriate handling and poorly designed facilities[19].

To guarantee a minimum level of training for slaughterhouse 
operators, regulation (EC) N°1099/2009 requires them to hold a Certificate of 
Competence relevant to the operations they perform: handling and care of 
animals, or killing with or without prior stunning (in French, CCPA or 
Certificat de Compétence “Protection des Animaux dans le cadre de leur mise à 
mort”). The APO must hold a Certificate of Competence for all categories of 
activity in the facility in which he or she is employed.

Regardless of the considered certificate, the training program focuses on three 
areas[20]:

• Animal knowledge (behavior, physiology, consciousness, sensitivity) and the
fundamental principles determining favorable interaction between operator
and animal in common practice,

• Knowledge of regulations determining conduct in everyday situations,

• Technical gesture knowledge.

Training lasts a minimum of 7 hours for operators and 14 hours for APOs, with 
an additional day of training specific to APO missions. Upon successful 
completion of the individual end-of-training assessment, the issued certificate of 
competence is valid for 5 years.

In 2022, all categories considered, there were 29,982 candidates for the 
CCPA: 29,762 passed the assessment, i.e. 99.27%[21].

Only certain training organizations can provide CCPA preparation training. They 
must be accredited by the French Ministry of Agriculture and Food Sovereignty, 
following a rigorous analysis of the offered training[22]. This accreditation is valid 
for 5 years.

The list of organizations authorized to provide CCPA training can be consulted 
here. It is updated regularly.
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Official control of animal protection in 
slaughterhouses
After explaining the role of veterinary inspection services within slaughterhouses, 
we’ll look at how inspection has been impacted by media coverage of recent 
cases of animal mistreatment in slaughterhouses.

Operator training
Slaughterhouses’ production activity is subjected to the official inspection 
service’s permanent presence in the facility: this model is a French exception. 
Each facility must therefore house a veterinary inspection service (SVI), made up 
of one or more official veterinarians backed up by official auxiliaries. These state 
agents are part of the services of the Directions Départementales de la 
Protection des Populations (DDPP).

The only exception is poultry and rabbit slaughterhouses, where the inspection 
system was reformed in 2012[23] therefore authorizing slaughterhouse staff to 
take part in inspections. Previously trained for this purpose by bodies authorized 
by the Ministry of Agriculture, staff are placed under the control and 
responsibility of the SVI who, even if not present on a permanent basis, assess 
their work regularly.

To ensure compliance with animal protection regulations, the SVI carries out 
three different types of inspections: systematic, regular and annual[24].

Systematic controls

Each animal is subjected to a mandatory ante-mortem inspection (AMI) before 
slaughter by the SVI[25]. For rabbits and poultry, inspection may not be carried 
out on all animals, but may be limited to a representative sample from each 
breeding site. This inspection must be carried out within 24 hours of the animals’ 
arrival at the slaughterhouse, and less than 24 hours before slaughter.

This stage enables to identify any animal that should be excluded from human 
consumption, and to prioritize slaughter: a stressed animal with dangerous 
behavior, or an animal showing signs of weakness following transport, will be 
given priority for slaughter. It is also an opportunity to detect any violations that 
may have been committed, during the animal’s breeding or transport to the 
slaughterhouse.
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📌 What you need to know!

Regular checks
SVI presence at stunning and killing stations is not permanent. The various 
stations in the slaughterhouse are inspected regularly and without notice 
throughout the year. The number and frequency of these inspections depend on 
the guidelines laid down at the beginning of the year by the Ministry of 
Agriculture, and on the results of previous inspections.

Annual inspections

At least once a year, the veterinary inspection service schedules a full animal 
protection inspection of the slaughterhouse. On this occasion, all slaughter lines, 
all species and categories of animals slaughtered, and all slaughter methods are 
inspected.

In 2019, 1,500 inspectors carried out official checks in French 
slaughterhouses[26].

Despite this solid regulatory foundation, there are sometimes abuses in certain 
establishments, regularly highlighted by animal protection associations. In March 
2016, association L214 released images of mistreatment and even acts of cruelty 
perpetrated against animals in several French slaughterhouses. However, some 
images that the public may find shocking do not necessarily indicate non-
compliance: for example, animals on the bleeding rail showing reflex movements 
despite being in a state of deep unconsciousness.

However, the publication of these videos has led to a number of actions on the 
part of public authorities, listed below.

For a carcass to be stamped as fit for consumption, it must have:
• A favorable AMI state (animal correctly identified, clean and healthy);
• A favorable PMI state (carcass healthy and safe);
• Been slaughtered in compliance with regulations (particularly in terms of

animal protection).

Did you know?
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Consequences of media coverage of slaughterhouse 
mistreatment for official controls

Audits of all French slaughterhouses: immediately 
after the videos were published, the then Minister of 
Agriculture, Stéphane Le Foll, asked prefects to carry out 
an animal protection inspection of all French 
slaughterhouses – 259 establishments at the time – 
within one month. The audit, published in May 2016, 
reported that[27] :

• 69% of plants had a satisfactory (20%) to acceptable (49%) level of animal
protection control; the level of risk control was judged insufficient in 31% of
cases; the most serious non-conformities led to immediate action, up to and
including shutdown of operations: this concerned 19 slaughter lines, i.e. less
than 5% of all inspected lines;

• Progress was to be made in terms of staff training and internal control of the
effectiveness of animal protection measures, as operators were not always
able to prove all taken animal protection measures.

• Progress was still needed in terms of staff training and internal control of the
effectiveness of animal protection measures, as operators were not always
able to prove all taken animal protection measures.

📌One Health/One Welfare

The “One Health” or “One Welfare” concept also applies to slaughterhouses, 
where working conditions can be difficult. A 2003 study[28] on the working 
conditions in slaughterhouses in Brittany revealed that 89% of men and 92% 
of women had suffered from a musculoskeletal disorder (MSD) in the 
previous twelve months. This constant pain, which can cause irreversible 
impairments, undoubtedly has an impact on the quality of animal handling. 
What’s more, the daily confrontation with the violence of killing animals 
leads 40% of men and 45% of women to declare that their work is 
psychologically demanding.
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Creation of a commission of inquiry into slaughter 
conditions: chaired by MP Olivier Falorni, this 
parliamentary commission of inquiry set out to assess 
abattoirs’ slaughter conditions. To this end, it held some 
forty hearings with industry players and carried out field 
visits, some of them unannounced.

The report contains 65 proposals for changing practices to improve animal 
protection during the sensitive slaughter process. Some of these measures were 
quickly taken up and implemented, notably the creation of an ethics committee 
and the introduction of a video surveillance experiment.

Creation of a Comité national d’éthique des 
abattoirs (CNEAb): this was set up in 2017 after the 
Minister of Agriculture and Food Sovereignty[29] had 
seized the Conseil national de l’alimentation (CNA). This 
independent advisory body is a tool to support public 
decision-making. It is also tasked with issuing opinions for 
decision-makers and various players in the food industry.

Video surveillance experimentation: the so-
called “Egalim” law, enacted in 2018, 
incorporated the implementation of a video 
surveillance system within slaughterhouses in a 
voluntary and experimental framework, for a period 
of two years[30].

The evaluation report on this experiment, published in June 2021, indicates that 
only five slaughterhouses have volunteered. However, the conclusions are 
unanimous: “They are unanimously satisfied with the system, which they find 
useful and practical. No one wants to abolish it “. The authors of the report 
conclude “the video inspection system is a tool for progress, helping to reduce 
non-conformity in animal protection control procedures in slaughterhouses“[31].
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Although not part of this scheme, many other French slaughterhouses 
are experimenting with or using video surveillance, including for 
increasing their level of animal protection control.

CECILE BOURGUET, DOCTOR IN ETHOLOGY AND STRESS PHYSIOLOGY

The presence of video surveillance systems in certain live animal handling areas 
is required to obtain levels A and B of the Animal Welfare Label. This label, 
based on a set of indicators assessing the entire life of the animal from birth to 
slaughter, currently only concerns broilers[32].

Did you know?

Creation of the mistreatment in slaughterhouses 
offense: the Egalim law extends the offence of 
mistreatment in the course of a professional activity to 
slaughterhouses and doubles the penalties incurred[33].

From now on: ” Any person operating […] a slaughterhouse […] who mistreats or 
allows mistreatment of animals in his/her care without necessity is liable to one 
year’s imprisonment and a €15,000 fine” (article L215-11 of the French Rural and 
Maritime Fishing Code).

In addition, individuals responsible for mistreatment of animals are also liable to 
the additional penalties of being banned, permanently or otherwise, from owning 
an animal and from exercising, either permanently or temporarily (in the latter case 
for a period not exceeding five years) a professional or social activity involving 
animals.

📌Infringements specific to slaughterhouse operations

Failure to immobilize animals prior to stunning, bleeding or suspending a 
conscious animal, or performing ritual slaughter without having been 
authorized to do so, constitutes a 4th-class contravention punishable by a 
€750 fine ((article R215-8 of the French Rural and Maritime Fishing Code).).

As the increase in control pressure is limited by the shortage of staff in the 
veterinary services[34], these new devices are an important complement to animal 
protection controls in slaughterhouses.
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Conclusion
The entry into force of European regulations ten years ago has led to greater 
consideration being given to animals in the special context of slaughterhouses: 
standardized operating procedures, the presence of an Animal Protection Officer, 
compulsory training for all operators, and so on.

However, several acts of mistreatment that occurred in slaughterhouses and were 
publicized in the media led lawmakers to change national regulations too, notably by 
creating the offence of mistreatment in a slaughterhouse.

To minimize the physical and psychological suffering of animals in 
slaughterhouses, in addition to exemplary sanctions, regulations and operator 
training must evolve simultaneously to take into account new knowledge resulting 
from research into animal behavior and sensitivity.

In short

Article reviewed and corrected by Cécile Bourguet, PhD in ethology and stress physiology, head of the 
Bureau Etudes et Travaux de Recherche en Ethologie et Bien-être Animal (ETRE), author of several 

scientific publications on the subject of animal protection in slaughterhouses.
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