Appendix W-IV___Euthanasia Operational Guidelines

Summarized from:

National Animal Health Emergency Management System Guidelines

U.S. Department of Agriculture Operational Guidelines


Euthanasia is the practice of putting animals to death in the quickest, safest, and most humane way possible. Euthanasia is practiced during a major disease outbreak to help prevent the spread of disease through the eradication of infected animals or animals that have had contact with infected animals. Qualified personnel with the proper training, skills, and experience are essential. Choosing the proper euthanization method for the type of animals and situation is essential for the humane treatment of animals and the prevention of disease spread.


Euthanasia Personnel: The Euthanasia Unit Leader, based in the Incident Command System, plans and conducts all euthanasia activities in consultation with the Operation Section Chief and the Incident Commander. Each Euthanasia Team that works at multiple sites is lead by a Team Manager; ideally this Team Manager is a veterinarian. The Euthanasia Team Members are individuals who have training and experience with the species to be euthanized. 


Euthanasia Team Safety: The team should be fully briefed about the nature of the disease and hazards associated with it. The Team Manager briefs the owner of the animals and premises employees. The Team coordinates closely with teams from other units to ensure safety. Specific safety precautions are explained before the team enters the premises and all Personal Protective Equipment is provided. Other safety factors are: the size and weight of the animals, temperament of the species, the animal’s familiarity with humans, and methods and equipment available for animal restraint. 


General Considerations: Central to successful euthanasia are factors such as using humane methods, gaining public support, documenting the use of controlled substances, and minimizing personnel and owner stress. Minimizing the animal’s pain and stress are very important to the public perception of humaneness. The media may be helpful in raising public awareness of the necessity of the euthanasia activities for disease eradication. Cooperation with the Animal Welfare Unit of the Incident Command System and other Animal Welfare Organizations is very important. Information should be provided to them on a proactive basis. Proper documentation and tracking of substances used for euthanasia is necessary to make sure the substances are being used properly. Stress of personnel must be considered, as this can be a difficult and stressful process. Team managers must observe personnel for signs of stress and take appropriate action. It is recommended that the owner and family leave the premises, if they choose to stay, give them a complete explanation of what to expect. Also refer them to Community Mental Health Facilities if they desire.


Selecting a Method of Euthanasia: The selection of an appropriate euthanasia method for a given situation involves the consideration of a number of criteria. In general, the method selected must be appropriate to the species involved and implemented according to current professional standards. Some general issues to consider are:

· Species and size of animals, environment where the animals are maintained.

· Degree of animal restraint required and the availability of specialized equipment.

· Public acceptance of the euthanization method and hazards to the environment.

· Risk of spreading the disease agent as a result of the euthanasia method used.

· Possible use of the animal carcass after euthanization and if tissue samples are needed.

· Availability of personnel with the needed training, skills, and experience to implement it.

· The method ensures public safety and protects the public from having to view the activity.

· The site of the activities does not harm other property or uninfected animals.

· The extent to which the method induces loss of consciousness and death in the animal quickly with minimal pain and distress.

· The methods availability and reliability, along with the safety of personnel.

· The method must also be practical for the number of animals to be euthanized. 

Methods of Mass Euthanasia: Physical methods are an appropriate and often preferred method of mass euthanasia. The physical methods include: penetrating captive bolt, gunshot, and electrocution. Chemical methods are injectable euthanasia agents that are recognized as an effective and humane killer. These include but are not limited to: Fatal-Plus, Somlethol, and Potassium Chloride. The gas methods are effective but sufficient equipment and airtight enclosures are needed, these are popular with poultry because of their small size. Gas methods include: Carbon dioxide, Carbon monoxide, Nitrogen, and Argon. Adjunct measures are strongly recommended with certain methods to ensure death and prevent the possibility of an animal that is only stunned from regaining consciousness. This measure is the cutting of the carotid artery and the animal then bleeding to death.

Penetrating Captive Bolt: This is a gun like device that is placed against the skull of the animal and when fired a rod in the gun is forced into the skull and into the brain tissue. The rod is attached to the gun and taken out when the skull is penetrated. This is usually fatal, but it is strongly recommended that an adjunct measure be administered to ensure death. This method is practical for numerous animals, and is especially useful for animals over 200 pounds.

Gunshot: The gunshot is often the method of choice. The caliber, projectile, and propellant load should be appropriate for the species. Full metal jacket ammunition should never be used. Muzzle energy charts should be used to determine the appropriate caliber and type of ammunition for the type of animal. 300 foot-pounds of force for animals up to 400 pounds and 1000 foot-pounds of force for animals over 400 pounds.

Electrocution: This is a two-step process that passes electricity through the brain and stunning the animal. The second step passes electricity through the body and stops the heart. This method is very dangerous to personnel and requires special equipment.

Injectable Agents: The syringe and needle are perceived as being more refined and humane than the physical methods mentioned above. This method should be the method of choice if the owners are present and the animals to be euthanized are family pets. These agents require a specific dose per pound given over a specified length of time to ensure animal comfort, and require proper animal restraint because of the length of time to inject them for larger animals. A qualified person must be present to check to make sure the animal has died.

Gas Methods: These methods include putting the animal or animals in airtight chambers and overwhelming the animals with the gas selected. Carbon dioxide has been used extensively in commercial slaughter houses. Carbon monoxide has had mixed success and is very dangerous to personnel. The concentration of the gas must be high enough in the chamber to produce asphyxiation. Another drawl back is the length of time the animals must be left in the gas to ensure death.

Adjunct Measures: This measure is the cutting of the carotid artery by inserting a knife in the neck and cutting outward, thus the animal bleeding to death.

Sequence of Euthanasia Activities: The sequence takes into account the risk of disease spread. The animals are euthanized in descending order of priority as follows:

· Animals with the greatest propensity to shed the disease agent.

· Animals showing clinical signs of the disease of concern.

· Animals that have had contact with the diseased animals.

· Animals that are especially susceptible to the disease of concern.

Animal Handling and Restraint: The animals should be handled as calmly, quietly, and as gently as possible. This helps minimize the animal’s pain and distress during the process. Ensure there are an adequate number of personnel available for restraining the animal before removing it from its housing. Animals that cannot be safely handled should be euthanized in their housing and removed immediately before stiffness sets in for ease of handling.

Euthanasia of Domestic Bovine (Cattle): Three methods of euthanasia are recommended for domesticated breeds of bovine. These methods are penetrating captive bolt with an adjunct measure to ensure death, gunshot, and electrocution. 

Euthanasia of Domestic Sheep and Goats: Four methods of euthanasia are recommended for sheep and goats. These methods are penetrating captive bolt with an adjunct measure to ensure death, gunshot, electrocution, and carbon dioxide for sheep only.

Euthanasia of Equine (horses): Two methods of euthanasia are recommended for horses, mules, and other equines. These methods are penetrating captive bolt with an adjunct measure to ensure death and gunshot.

Euthanasia of Swine (pigs): Four methods of euthanasia are recommended for breeds of swine. These methods are penetrating captive bolt with an adjunct measure to ensure death, gunshot, electrocution, and carbon dioxide. 

Euthanasia of Poultry and Birds: There are no guidelines or recommended methods for the euthanasia of poultry and birds. However, it should be conducted in accordance with good commercial practices. The methods available are injectable agents, carbon dioxide, cervical dislocation, decapitation, electrocution, and gunshot.

Euthanasia of Captive Ruminants, Wild, Exotic, and Zoo Animals: Consultation of expert handlers is recommended for the specific type of animal that is being euthanized. 

