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Dear Duncan 
 
Thank you for your letter of 27 February seeking further information on the measures that 
are in place to assess the risks to public health as a result of unknown meat ingredients 
entering the human food chain. 
 
With regard to horsemeat, the key health issue relates to the presence of phenylbutazone 
(‘bute’) in horse carcasses.  Whilst the Chief Medical Officer’s advice is clear that any risk to 
human health is likely to be very low, bute should not enter the food chain.  For that reason, 
following the identification of undeclared horsemeat in the food chain, the FSA introduced a 
UK-wide policy of 100% positive release.  This means that any slaughterhouses approved to 
handle horse – of which there are none in Scotland – are only permitted to release 
carcasses for distribution upon a confirmed negative test for bute. 
 
There are clear protocols in place to ensure the integrity of the food chain.  Meat for human 
consumption should be produced from healthy animals in approved slaughterhouses. “Food 
chain information”, which should contain information about animal health on farm and any 
veterinary treatment, should accompany animals to slaughter, and meat should originate 
from animals that have passed ante-mortem and post-mortem inspection.  
 
Thereafter, it is necessary that meat is handled hygienically and that the cold chain is 
maintained.  For those reasons, horsemeat produced in approved slaughterhouses in line 
with hygiene controls, and subsequently handled appropriately would not be considered any 
greater risk than any other type of meat. Current hygiene rules apply across the EU. 
 
The enforcement of these protocols is also prescribed in EU law.  The whole meat inspection 
regime is geared towards the relevant competent authority, usually local authorities or the 
FSA, verifying Food Business Operators (FBO) compliance. 
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So whilst the responsibility for producing safe food rests with the FBO, there is a prescriptive 
set of official controls to verify this, involving vets and meat inspectors in slaughterhouses. 
 
I hope this is helpful. 
 
 
 
 
 

MICHAEL MATHESON 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


