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19th November 2021 the UK Government recognises crustaceans and 
cephalopod molluscs as sentient.

recognised under the scope of the Animal Welfare (Sentience) Bill. 
decision was directly influenced by a report by the London School of Economics 
and Political Science.

8th April 2022 the Bill passed the final stage in Parliament meaning 
that only Royal Assent is required now for it to become law.

28th April 2022 the Bill received Royal assent and is now the Animal 
Welfare (Sentience) Act [1].

[1] https://www.gov.uk/government/news/animal-health-and-welfare-bills-receive-royal-assent



codes of best practice
ensuring that stress to these animals is minimised.

existing industry practices will not be 
affected and there will be no direct impact on shellfish catching or in 
restaurant kitchens.

Although there are already many areas of the supply chain thought to 
already achieve best practice, it is possible that in the future, some parts 
of the crustacean supply chain will need to adapt their practices.

The seafood industry is now taking proactive action to develop guidance 
for seafood businesses to help protect the welfare of shellfish across the 
supply chain.



1. See what is successfully being done elsewhere in the world. 
o studying how other countries have adapted their practices to account for sentiency and/or high 

welfare in crustaceans;
o
owhat can be adapted into a UK guide/code

2.

o consideration is also given to the use of Guidance and Codes of Practice by the courts.
o aim is to help understand the way each option can be used in order to help decide the most 

practicable solution for the UK.

3. Determining stakeholder interest
4. Mapping out the plan for Phase 2

Phase 1 



Findings: What other countries do

Thirteen countries/regions were studied that:
either export crustaceans to the UK
import crustaceans from UK
are competitors for the UK in the crustacean industry,
or are known to have crustacean welfare systems in place. 

The most common system for controlling crustacean welfare in the supply cain is via a formal, 
governmentally imposed measure such as an Animal Welfare Act and associated regulations (7/13 
countries).

Formal nationwide controls: New Zealand, Switzerland, Austria and Norway.
Provincial/state formal controls: parts of Italy, Australia and Canada.

Informal, NGO or industry recommended guidelines also exist (3/13 countries):
Informal guidelines: parts of Australia and Canada and for part of the New Zealand industry.

The USA and the EU (EU as a bloc), and including France, Spain and Portugal do not recognise crustaceans 
as animals under their animal welfare acts and there are no controls over welfare, despatch or handling.



Country

Animal welfare system for decapods

Informal best 
practice system

National 
governmental 

legislation

Provincial/State 
governmental 

legislation

New Zealand

Australia

Switzerland

Norway

EU (as a whole)

Austria

Italy

Spain

Portugal

France

Canada

USA

China

Summary of best-practice guidance 
for key countries that the UK either 
exports crustaceans to, imports 
crustaceans from, are competitors for 
the UK in the crustacean industry, or 
are known to have crustacean welfare 
systems in place.



Green tick  = governmental regulation/legislation
Blue tick = voluntary best practice guidance
Red X = practice is forbidden under governmental regulations
Blue X = practice is forbidden under voluntary guidance

All best practice is not 
equal!
Although formal controls 
are the most common 
(either national or 
provincial), they are not 
always the most thorough 
or helpful.
Can see that the most 
comprehensive are the 
Australian guidelines 
(informal), or in the Swiss 
regulations (formal)

summary of accepted 
and prohibited methods of 
holding, handling, transport 
and despatch for countries 
where controls appear



Of the 13 countries studied, only 7 have some measure of best practice in place for 
crustaceans.

despatch or pre-
anaesthetisation before despatch but does not explain further how this is achieved.

Making a total of 3 countries that have detailed measures in place, that cover the 
key procedures (pre-despatch and despatch) we are interested in to develop a UK 
guidance system. These countries are:

Australia (informal guidance, provincial guidance),

Switzerland (formal guidance),

New Zealand (informal guidance, formal guidance).



Australian RSPCA guidance.
o Comprehensive
o Clear and non-technical
o Diagrams to aid in mechanical         

despatch
o

methods recommended
o Backed by science, providing a list of 

references at the end

Swiss guidance 
o Comprehensive 
o Details methods for pre-despatch 

and despatch
o Spread across three (or more!) 

different legislative documents 
o Strong focus on electrical stunning 

with other methods mentioned 
briefly and without emphasis.



Country

Animal welfare system for decapods
Handling 

procedures 
defined

Pre-despatch 
procedures 

defined 

Despatch 
procedures 

defined

New Zealand P    I

Australia I I

Switzerland N N N

Norway

Austria

Italy

Canada P

In the 7 countries that have best 
practice recommendations for 
crustaceans, are specific procedures to 
achieve handling, pre-despatch and 
despatch stated in any form of 
guidance?

= no
N = yes in formal national guidance
P = yes in provincial/state guidance
I = yes in informal guidance



Whilst there are consistent themes throughout the different forms of 
guidance, especially concerning the need to render the animal insensible 
before despatch, there is no one-size-fits-all approach. 

The most prominent of the common themes is to render the animal 
insensible before despatch:

The three main ways to achieve this appear to be either (1) electrical stunning, (2) a 
seawater ice slurry, (3) spiking or slicing through the main nerve centres as 
appropriate to the species (which also accomplishes despatch at the same time). 

There are also common themes in terms of practices that are not 
recommended for despatch, which could also be brought into UK 
guidance: 

These include (1) boiling alive without first rendering the crustacean insensible, (2) 
immersing in an inappropriate salinity, (3) dismembering while alive, (4) death by 
asphyxiation (aerial exposure/drowning/CO2 exposure), (5) microwaving.



There are also some contradictions between countries in their best practice 
recommendations.
oCooling down the crustacean in air in a freezer as a stunning/anaesthesia method is 

not a recommended practice in Switzerland but it is in New Zealand. 

oNew Zealand (informal) guidelines also recommend an anaesthetic agent for inducing 
insensibility, whereas the Australian RSPCA guidance (informal) does not. 

oAustralian RSPCA guidance recommends that a longitudinal cut without prior 
insensibility is an appropriate method of swift despatch for certain species, whereas 
in Switzerland (formal) this is not permitted. The same occurs for spiking the nerve 
centres of certain species. 

Whilst these contradictions are in the minimum, and overall there are many 
more common themes between countries it shows that there is not a 
one-size-fits-all approach.



What lessons can we learn for the UK?

Switzerland has one of the most comprehensive legislations of those studied, 
yet has a reliance on electrical stunning.

This could impose a financial burden on businesses.

Other countries including Australia and New Zealand, instead recommend (in 
addition to electrical stunning) a seawater ice slurry to induce an anaesthetic-
like effect.

This is potentially a more affordable option, especially for smaller operators.

In developing UK based guidelines, it is important that a range of appropriate 
techniques both for rendering a crustacean insensible, as well as for despatch 
are provided. This will allow businesses to make choices that provide high 
welfare, whilst also remaining practically achievable and financially affordable.



Different sectors of the industry may need different rules for achieving the best 
welfare.
oe.g. a vessel out at sea catching several tonnes over several days will need different best 

practice recommendations to a restaurant kitchen
oThis is something that is lacking from best practice guidance in other countries. 

The Swiss system, is thorough in its provisions for crustacean welfare, but not 
necessarily the best model for a UK best practice system.
oSwitzerland is a landlocked nation
oHas no crustacean fishing fleet and no crustacean fishing industry.

A better model for the UK, (large marine catching sector and much of catch 
exported), could be New Zealand, Australia or Canada. 
Whilst the Swiss system may not be the best model for UK needs, it has some 
useful aspects e.g.:
oAnimal consignments given priority at checkpoints and can only be detained for health or 

protection purposes. 
oThis would be an interesting point to try to emphasise in future UK welfare guidelines, 

especially considering the well publicised hold-ups with shellfish consignments at ports due 



Visibility of any guidance produced is also an important factor to consider. 

In cases where no informal (industry-led / NGO-led) guidance could be 
found for the countries studied, this does not mean no informal guidance 
exists, but if there is any it is not widely promoted or easily found online via 
a search engine. 

This could be considered a failing of the guidance. 

Successful guidelines need to be readily available to ensure easy uptake. 

Whether it be something free (e.g. the Australian RSPCA best practice 

informal best practice system needs visibility. 

Lack of visibility is something than any future UK system must avoid. 
promoted actively, easily accessible e.g. a website, clear and straightforward.



How has the industry reacted to welfare 
rules changes elsewhere?

New Zealand rock lobster industry - when the New Zealand government imposed new 
formal regulations to control how crustaceans are rendered insensible before despatch, 
one of the key factors that ensured the changes were well received was they involved 
using a saltwater ice slurry as a pre-despatch anaesthetic/stunning technique and that 
electrical stunning was not forced upon the industry. The cost to purchase electro 
stunning apparatus would have been prohibitive to many operators.

Nova Scotia (Canada) lobster industry  - when new rules were introduced 7 years ago 
they were not well received by industry. The Provincial Government at the time imposed 
the regulations without any input to the process from industry. It took a couple of years 
for industry to make peace with the new regulations which was helped by making the 
compulsory course that was required as part of the regulations, free for the first few years.



Legal standing of welfare guidance definitions
terminology, do not have a defined 
meaning and can be used flexibly. 

Instead approaches have been 
considered based on

(1) mandatory requirements i.e. a 
government regulation
(2) assurance, standards and compliance 
schemes
(3) voluntary schemes.

Pros and cons exist for each 
approach.

Too early/too little knowledge to 
choose an approach at this point in 
time.
Further investigation is required in 
Phase 2 of this project

Summary of possible best 
practice options 

Approach Mechanism Notes
Statutory or
non-statutory 
guidance

Development of guidance or 
code of practice by an 
appropriate national authority 
with industry input.

Feasible approach (?)

Would require a ministerial request to an industry body 
(e.g. Seafish) in order to progress. Specific requirements 
for the publication of such a document still needs to be 
ascertained.

Voluntary 
guidance

Industry-led development of 
guidance or code of practice. 
Would require formation of a 
stakeholder working group and 
could have potential oversight 
by enforcement authorities.

Feasible approach (?)

Legitimacy would be aided by BSI accreditation (but not 
mandatory). The mechanisms and costs of this will need 
to be ascertained.

Compliance, 
standards or 
assurance 
schemes

Approach 1: Development of 
SSC or industry body code 
covering animal welfare 
standards.

Feasible approach (?)

This approach would lead to a group of stakeholders 
that agree to operate or apply a higher standard than 
others. There may be no obvious benefit for members.

Approach 2: Developed and 
delivered through an industry 
body, providing a USP through 
use of logos.

Likely unfeasible approach (?)

This would require a fully auditable system in order to 
avoid issues associated with competition law. Process is 
onerous and expensive. Unclear how willing industry 
would be prepared to pay for certification and how 
much difference this will make to value of the product.



Stakeholder (initial) consultation

o to gauge the general feeling in the industry about having guidelines developed
o the willingness to be actively involved in the development of the guidelines once Phase 2 of this project 

commences. 

Project was also promoted at several crustacean group meetings via the Shellfish Association of 
Great Britain and Seafish, as well as being publicised (with contact details) in the media, 
reaching an even wider audience.

Overwhelmingly positive response with almost all wanting to participate
single negative response was from one individual who declined because they were not involved with 
the frontline of the sector any more and thought their colleagues would be better placed to help.

Some stakeholders also provided some initial thoughts on the topic of crustacean welfare. 



Planning for Phase 2

The industry can be separated into the following 
broad sectors.

1. catching (creel/pot caught)
2. fishing (trawl caught)
3. wholesalers, shore storage and holding
4. processors
5. Exporters/ importers and live transport
6. catering
7. retail
8. home consumers 

These sectors are separated based on differing 
processes for how they work with decapods. 
Therefore it would be valuable if sector-specific 
guidance is created, possibly using the above 
groupings.

From the review of guidance types in other 
countries, the concise, reader-friendly guides are the 
easiest to understand.

Keep guidance succinct, reader-friendly, and focused on 
each individual sector. 

Also create a guideline for home consumers as a 
simple advice sheet on at-home-despatch that they 
could download from e.g. the SAGB, Seafish or other 
appropriate website.

Would then be possible to combine individual guidance 
into a larger single document with chapters for each 
sector, if appropriate.



Suggested that the following relevant stakeholder groups 
be invited to form the working groups/expert panels that 
will create the best practice documents.

1. vessel operators

2. wholesalers, holding and processing facility operators

3. chefs / restaurants

4. retailers

5. sentience experts &/or welfare organisations e.g. RSPCA
6. Defra/government

7. shellfish organisations/groups

8. project board/team

Suggested that each panel consist of representatives from 
the relevant sector (from points 1 to 4 as appropriate), plus 
other relevant stakeholders (points 5 to 8). 



Stakeholders invited to form panels round table approach

Panels will discuss options and produce the best practice 
recommendations.

Stakeholders not invited to panels will be asked for feedback on the 
recommendations.

In parallel, further discussions will take place about the form the 
guidelines should take with input from e.g. Defra, industry, welfare orgs 
etc.

visibility also has a part to play in accessibility (and possibly success) -
important for the panels to consider how the guides will be promoted.

The guidelines created will be put into the chosen format

Review exercise e.g. soft/light review after 12 months followed by a 
thorough review after 2 years suggested.

Guidelines should be updated if there be any major changes to crustacean 
welfare requirements that become law or recommended by clear-cut 
science in the meantime. 



1. a suitable guideline can be developed for the UK, led by industry.

2. must ensure welfare is achieved throughout the supply chain, whilst remaining both financially and procedurally achievable for large and 
small businesses.

3. whilst varying degrees of guidance exist, thorough guidance is present only for a minority of countries three out of thirteen studied.

4. several options exist for the form guidance can take, from formal governmental controls, through semi-formal standards and assurance 
schemes, to informal industry-led or NGO-led guidance.

5. formal legislation is the most common type of best practice guidance, but it is not necessarily the most robust and helpful.

6. whilst welfare is highly important, measures chosen to control welfare in the supply chain also need to be appropriate and achievable by all 
aspects of the industry.

7. different sectors of the industry will need different rules for achieving the best welfare.

8. a successful guidance needs to be visible and accessible. Any future system, especially if informal, must promoted actively and have an 
online presence.

9. successful guidance needs to be simple to understand and follow, and written in non-technical language whilst also being backed by 
scientific evidence.

10. stakeholder panels using a round-table approach could be a great way to create guidance that meets the above needs.

Summary



THANK YOU

For more information or to get involved please contact:

Katie Smyth (smyth.katie@gmail.com)
David Jarrad at SAGB (admin@shellfish.org.uk)
Oscar Wilkie at Seafish (seafish@seafish.co.uk)   

KAT I E  SM YT H PHD
Marine scientist

+14 years experience

Fisheries / Aquaculture / Ecology / Physiology / Risk 
Assessment

Numerous projects on crab, lobster and shrimp

Independent no bias or ties
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