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Dear Duncan 
 
Mislabelling of horse meat in beef products 

On behalf of Scottish Ministers, and further to my letter of 25th January, I am writing to 

update you on the situation concerning the contamination of processed beef products with 

horse DNA, the ongoing investigation being carried out by the Food Standards Agency 

(FSA), and actions being taken in Scotland. 

I am focussing this letter on the issues relating to the contamination of beef products with 

significant quantities of horse meat, but I wish to assure you that Scottish Government will 

continue to work closely with the FSA to ensure that the issue of trace contamination 

between meat products, for example where there is very low levels of carry-over between 

processing lines, is resolved.   

Summary of key developments 

There have been a number of significant developments since my previous letter and this 

matter has now become a very fluid situation, with new strands to the incident emerging on a 

daily basis.  Therefore this update reflects the situation at the time of writing. 

 In Scotland, given our respective interests, I have been working closely with Richard 

Lochhead, Cabinet Secretary for Rural Affairs and the Environment and we have 

been having daily discussions with the FSA.  We have been in close contact with both 

the Westminster Government and the Governments in Wales and Northern Ireland.  

All of these regular channels of communication will be maintained throughout the 

incident. 
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 In addition both the Scottish Government and the FSA have been working closely with 

the Scottish industry to ensure that everything is being done to continue to protect 

public health and maintain consumer confidence in Scotland. 

 A number of instances of horse DNA have now been identified in a range of 

processed meat products on sale in a number of member states throughout Europe.  

This incident therefore extends much further than Scotland. 

 At present there has been no horse DNA found in products manufactured in Scotland, 

but at the request of Scottish Ministers, Food Standards Agency in Scotland (FSAS) 

has initiated a programme of inspections to every approved processed meat 

establishments in Scotland, the vast majority of these will have been carried out by 

February 22nd. In addition a UK- wide meat authenticity survey including samples from 

Scottish businesses has been initiated.   

 The Food Standards Agency has been leading on the investigations throughout the 

UK, but given the wider issues of consumer confidence in meat products and 

concerns over risks to public health, Ministers have been closely involved in the 

ongoing investigations.    

 I would wish to reiterate that, at this stage, we are dealing with a serious issue of mis-

labelling and meat substitution  

 The FSA have today announced the presence of Phenylbutazone (‘bute’) in horse 

carcasses tested in January and February.  This has not entered the human food 

chain in the UK.  Advice from Sir Harry Burns, the Chief Medical Officer for Scotland, 

is that the risk to human health is likely to be very low.  This is consistent with the 

advice provided by the UK’s Chief Medical Officer. 

 Given the importance of this matter, Richard Lochhead will be making a statement to 

Parliament on Tuesday 19th February. 

I enclose an Annex which contains further background information and information on what 

is happening at a UK level. 

Specific Action in Scotland 

In addition to the work underway across the UK, the Scottish Government also asked the 

Food Standards Agency in Scotland (FSAS) to take specific targeted action in Scotland, 

requesting inspections of premises that manufacture processed meat products to establish 

the steps in place to ensure the proper composition and labelling of these products and also 

to look at the adequacy of the relevant legislation. 

The FSAS worked closely with all Scottish Food Authorities to develop a targeted inspection 

protocol for use in visits to all 229 approved premises that manufacture processed meat 

products in Scotland.  The inspections, which have already started and are progressing well 

(almost 30% are already completed), are looking specifically at the controls in place to avoid 

contamination or carry-over with meat from other species of animals and to ensure that 

products are correctly labelled.  It is estimated that the vast majority (90%) of this work will 

be completed by 22nd February.  As part of these inspections, the inspectors will take 



Taigh Naomh Anndrais,  Rathad Regent, Dùn Èideann  EH1 3DG 

St Andrew’s House, Regent Road, Edinburgh  EH1 3DG 

www.scotland.gov.uk 
  

 

samples for DNA testing if there are indications of non-compliance with food standards and 

labelling law.  Any samples taken during these inspections would augment the UK wide 

authenticity survey outlined above. 

To supplement these investigations, FSAS is currently carrying out a desktop data gathering 

exercise, collating data on food standards controls from 12 Scottish local authorities. FSAS 

will use the findings of this work to carry out audits of local authority food standards controls 

to ensure their effectiveness. 

FSAS has written to Scottish Government Directorates who have responsibility for public 

sector catering (e.g. schools, prisons, hospitals), outlining that the actions described above 

will encompass businesses that supply public sector catering establishments. We will work 

across Government in Scotland to ensure the public bodies have rigorous procurement 

procedures in place to ensure the food they are providing is safe and of the quality and 

standard as it is labelled.   

The FSA has been reviewing the adequacy of the existing legislation in this area and is 

currently consulting on the implementation of new EU wide labelling rules.  I am meeting with 

senior FSA officials on 19th February to discuss the scope for supplementing these EU rules 

with domestic law if required and where flexibility exists in EU law.  

I attended a meeting chaired by Richard Lochhead on Monday 11th February between 

Scottish Ministers, FSAS, Local Authorities, representatives from the Environmental Health 

profession and representatives from the food industry in Scotland regarding the incident.   

The meeting allowed those present to discuss the situation and in particular, be updated on 

the food standards inspections in all approved meat processing facilities in Scotland.  The 

meeting was positive and productive and all present committed to continue to work closely 

together to ensure our food businesses are compliant with food standards requirements and 

that consumers are not misled about the food they purchase. 

Richard Lochhead will be writing along similar lines to the Convenor of the Rural Affairs, 

Climate Change and Environment Committee. 

 

 

 

MICHAEL MATHESON 
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ANNEX – Additional information 

BACKGROUND 

Further to the initial notification from the Food Safety Authority of Ireland (FSAI) concerning 

the presence of horse and pig DNA found in samples of food taken as part of a survey, the 

FSA has been notified of further instances of contamination or possible contamination of 

meat products.  

On 7th February, Findus foods recalled a beef lasagne product after their French supplier 

Comigel, raised concerns about the authenticity of the meat used in the lasagne.  Findus 

conducted its own tests and confirmed that the meat content of the beef lasagne products 

which they had recalled had tested positive for more than 60% horse meat.  The implicated 

Findus products were distributed to the main UK supermarkets and smaller convenience 

stores.   

On 8th February Aldi contacted the FSA to advise that they were withdrawing products from 

their Italian range of ready meals which had been supplied by the same French supplier 

Comigel.  Their tests subsequently identified similar levels of contamination with horse DNA. 

FSA issued a Product Recall Information notice on Friday 8th February, withdrawing all batch 

codes of Findus own brand Beef Lasagne due to detection of horse meat in some of the 

products and a similar Product Recall Information notice was issued for the Aldi products on 

Saturday 9th February. 

The FSA have assured me that at this stage there is no evidence to suggest that any of the 

incidents identified so far are a food safety risk.  

With respect to the Findus lasagne incident, the FSA has ordered Findus to test the lasagne 

for the presence of phenylbutazone , and these results will be known soon. 

On Tuesday 12th February, as part of its ongoing investigation, the FSA and police entered 

two meat premises, one in West Yorkshire and the other in West Wales.  The FSA 

established that the West Yorkshire licensed slaughterhouse had supplied horse carcases to 

the processing establishment in Aberystwyth.  As a consequence of these visits the FSA and 

the police are investigating how meat products purporting to be beef for kebabs and burgers, 

were sold when they were in fact horse. 

The FSA suspended operations at both of the plants, detained all meat found and seized all 

relevant paperwork, including customer lists to support further investigations.  

 

On 14th February the Food Standards Agency announced the presence of phenylbutazone 

(bute) in horses slaughtered in the UK for human consumption in the export market.  They 

checked 206 horse carcasses between 30 January 2013 and 7 February 2013. Of these, 

eight tested positive for the drug. 



Taigh Naomh Anndrais,  Rathad Regent, Dùn Èideann  EH1 3DG 

St Andrew’s House, Regent Road, Edinburgh  EH1 3DG 

www.scotland.gov.uk 
  

 

Of these eight: 

 Six were sent to France and may have entered the food chain. They were slaughtered 

by LJ Potter Partners at Stillman’s (Somerset) Ltd, Taunton. 

 The remaining two did not leave the slaughterhouse in the UK (High Peak Meat 

Exports Ltd, Nantwich) and have now been disposed of in accordance with EU rules. 

As a result of this finding, the Chief Medical Officer Dr Harry Burns issued the following 

statement:   

“The positive samples show minute traces of Phenylbutazone compared to the normal dose 

which used to be given to humans.  Even the sample with the highest trace is still at a level 

many hundred times lower than those previously used in humans on a daily basis.  

Furthermore, even at the much higher level previously given to humans, serious adverse 

reactions were rare and usually associated with prolonged exposure.  It is, therefore, my 

view that the risk to human health is likely to be very low.  However, no level of this drug in 

the human food chain can be tolerated. I am, therefore, reassured by the action the FSA is 

taking to ensure this is the case.” 

Horse meat is not a risk in itself. However, if horses have illegally got into the food chain, 

they may contain phenylbutazone (bute), which is used as a painkiller and anti-inflammatory 

agent in veterinary practice.  In the past bute was also used in humans for various joint 

conditions, however, in rare cases it was found to cause serious side effects – a blood 

disorder called aplastic anaemia. Licenses for most of the uses of phenylbutazone in 

humans were removed, and it only remains a treatment option for some people who suffer 

from a certain type of arthritis.  Because of the previous side-effects in human cases treated 

with phenylbutazone, animals treated with it are not allowed into the food chain. Levels of 

phenylbutazone reported in previous FSA testing of contaminated meat are at least a 

thousand times less than the amount that used to be given to humans when phenylbutazone 

was a medicine.  This suggests that even if someone has eaten products which contain 

horse meat contaminated with phenylbutazone, the risk of damage to health is very low. 

FSA INVESTIGATIONS 

The FSA have advised me that the evidence of cases of significant amounts of horsemeat, in 

burgers and lasagne products originating from elsewhere in Europe, and their most recent 

investigations with respect to kebabs and burgers in the UK, points to either gross 

negligence or deliberate adulteration of the food chain.  The FSA continues to work closely 

both in Scotland and across the UK with other Government Departments, local authorities, 

and other public bodies with respect to the ongoing investigations into these incidents, and 

FSA is also working actively with authorities in the other countries involved.  With respect to 

the products where the horsemeat originated in other countries, the FSA has been 

discussing with the Irish Authorities new lines of enquiry and has been in contact with 

authorities in Ireland, France and Poland.  With respect to the Findus own brand lasagne 

products, FSA is investigating the supply chain in relation to these products with 

Luxembourg and France and issued a RASFF (Rapid Alert System for Food and Feed) 

notification to the EU commission on Friday 8th February.  FSA officials have also met with 

the Metropolitan Police, given the suspicion of wider fraud and advised them of the current 
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investigation.  Contact has also been made with the French investigation authorities and 

Europol. 

The FSA’s investigation continues to focus on food sold in the UK, regardless of its country 

of origin.  These investigations have already been useful in identifying the significant issues 

arising from the food businesses in West Yorkshire and West Wales. 

Given the most recent information indicating a more widespread problem, the FSA has 

asked the food industry to urgently carry out its own testing.  In addition to industry testing, a 

range of government official control samples have been initiated. 

 A UK- wide authenticity survey looking at the presence of undeclared equine and 

porcine DNA in processed products. 

 Additional targeted samples, which will be taken in Scotland should suspicions arise 

during the food standards inspections being carried out. 

 Samples for the presence of the phenylbutazone, should horse DNA be found to help 

evaluate any possible public health risks.      

The UK-wide study on authenticity commenced last week looking at the presence of 

undeclared equine (and porcine) DNA in processed beef products on sale in the UK.  It 

includes samples from wholesale and catering suppliers, as well as catering outlets and 

retailers and businesses supplying schools and hospitals.  Samples are being taken from a 

range of fresh, chilled and frozen beef products. A total of 224 formal samples, (which would 

allow, if necessary, enforcement action to be taken) are being obtained by 28 Local 

Authorities across the UK.  In Scotland the City of Edinburgh and Stirling councils are 

involved in the survey.  Sampling is almost completed in Edinburgh and is ongoing in Stirling. 

Results will be published in early April and a standardised sampling and testing system 

meeting accredited standards and tests has been developed.   

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 


