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19.    Introduction 
The correct removal, handling, staining and disposal of specified risk material (SRM) in 
slaughterhouses and cutting plants is necessary to ensure that public health and animal health is 
protected from the possible risks associated with transmissible spongiform encephalopathies 
(TSEs) in cattle, sheep and goats.  Procedures that minimise the risk of TSE infectivity entering 
the food chain must be in place. 

For example: 

 Complete removal, staining and proper disposal of SRM.  

 Washing hands after handling SRM, and between handling SRM and handling the carcase. 

 The use of leak-proof, properly lidded SRM storage and transport. 

 Documented procedures at intake of cutting plants for ensuring the identification of carcases 
or wholesale cuts from over 30 months that require vertebral column removal. 
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19.1.    Specified risk material (SRM) 
Specified risk material (SRM) is those parts of cattle, sheep and goats that are most likely to pose 
a risk of infectivity if the animal from which it comes from was infected with a transmissible 
spongiform encephalopathy (TSE) disease.  It is essential, therefore, that it is removed from both 
the human and animal food chains and destroyed. 
 
19.2.    SRM parts of cattle, sheep and goats  
The parts classified as SRM are set out in point 1 of Annex V of EC Regulation 999/2001 (as 
amended).  This Regulation is directly applicable in the UK and is administered and enforced 
through: 

 England – The Transmissible Spongiform Encephalopathies (England) Regulations 2010 (as 
amended) (SI No. 2010/801) 

 Scotland – The Transmissible Spongiform Encephalopathies (Scotland) Regulations 2010 
(SSI No. 2010/177)  

 Wales – 'The Transmissible Spongiform Encephalopathies (Wales) Regulation 2008 (SI No. 
2008/3154) (W.282) 

 Northern Ireland – 'The Transmissible Spongiform Encephalopathies Regulations (Northern 
Ireland) 2008 (SR No. 2008/508) 
 

The following material is currently designated as SRM in accordance with point 1 of Annex V of 
EC Regulation 999/2001 (as amended): 

Cattle 

 All ages – the tonsils, the last four metres of small intestine, the caecum, and the mesentery. 

 Over 12 months – skull excluding the mandible but including the brains and eyes, and spinal 
cord. 

 Over 30 months – vertebral column, excluding the vertebrae of the tail, the spinous and 
transverse processes of the cervical, thoracic and lumbar vertebrae, the median sacral crest 
and the wings of the sacrum, but including the dorsal root ganglia. 

Sheep and goats 

 All ages – the spleen and the ileum. 

 Over 12 months (or have a permanent incisor erupted) – skull including the brains and 
eyes, tonsils, spinal cord. 
 

Care must be taken to maintain awareness of any changes, including definitions, as they arise.  
The Agency will advise Food Business Operators (FBOs) in writing in advance of changes and 
explain what businesses need to do to comply.  It is important that all FBOs read and retain such 
correspondence. 
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(recognised by FSA Operations) to prevent contamination of head meat with central nervous 
system (CNS) tissue.  

 Include at least the following provisions: 

 Harvesting is to take place in a dedicated area, physically separated from the other parts 
of the slaughter line. 

 Where heads are removed from the conveyor or hooks before harvesting head meat, 
seal the frontal shot hole and foramen magnum with an impermeable and durable 
stopper.  

 Where the brainstem is sampled for laboratory testing for BSE, seal the foramen magnum 
immediately after that sampling. 

 Do not harvest head meat from heads where the eyes are damaged or lost immediately 
prior to, or after slaughter, or which are otherwise damaged in a way which might result in 
contamination of the head with central nervous tissue. 

 Do not harvest head meat from heads that have not been sealed properly as above. 

 Central Nervous System (CNS) testing. 

 Tongue is not regarded as head meat so the cross-contamination control system and CNS 
sampling plan specified in point 8 of Annex V do not apply to its harvest.  Nor is this control 
system applicable to the harvesting of cheek meat in the slaughterhouse if performed without 
removing the bovine head from the conveyor or hooks. 
 

B2. to B4. Good practice 

Heads must not be despatched to any other premises in the UK, for the purpose of head meat 
harvesting.  Whole heads may only be despatched to another Member State (MS) if an agreement 
to do so exists with the competent authority in the receiving MS. 

Produce a protocol for removal of head meat.  This should take into account the specific 
requirements set out in Regulation 999/2001 outlined above.  Describe contamination prevention 
measures and CNS testing requirements in the protocol that includes: 

 the point on the slaughter line from which the head is removed 

 where the head is to be removed to if meat is not intended to be removed immediately or if the 
line speed is faster than the speed at which meat can be removed from each individual head. 
Heads awaiting removal of meat should be held on a rack and not together in a container. 

 where CNS sampling is to be undertaken, this should be situated in an area separate from the 
slaughterline 

 only trained personnel to undertake sampling 

 the equipment and practices to be used in taking the sample so as to prevent contamination of 
meat with CNS material 

 the action to be taken if, during head meat removal, either of the bungs or eyes become 
dislodged.  The protocol should indicate that heads must be disposed of and the table and 
equipment used for harvesting to be thoroughly cleaned before work is undertaken on any 
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further heads. 

 the sampling regime including method and frequency, see ‘Annex 1.’ 

 where harvested meat is to be collected 

 procedures covering disposal of heads 

 cleaning and disinfection regimes during harvesting and at the end of the day, in compliance 
with hygiene legislation 

Captive bolts – where captive bolt stunning is used, plug the captive bolt hole to prevent leakage 
of SRM (fragments of CNS tissue) during handling and dressing. 

Exercise care and take all appropriate hygiene precautions when detaching heads. 

Flaying – ensure skinning is complete when bovine heads are flayed. 

Inspection point – the head inspection point should be situated close to the place where the head 
is detached from the carcase. Transport the head to this point in a manner that is hygienic and 
minimises the potential for cross-contamination of meat or surroundings with SRM. 

Bovine brains and eyes – bovine brains and eyes must only be removed for permitted use (such 
as instructional, diagnostic or research purposes) and must not cause contamination to meat 
intended for human consumption.  

Horns – cattle horns are not SRM so can be harvested.  However the cornual process of the 
frontal bone is SRM in cattle over 12 months of age as it is part of the skull.  Care must be taken 
not to break into the cranial cavity during horn removal. 
 

B2. to B4. Compliance regarding conditions for removing head meat in cutting plants 

 Follow all relevant head meat removal conditions for cutting plants. 
 

B2. to B4. Good practice 

The following conditions are to be complied with: 

1. The heads intended for transport to the cutting plant shall be suspended on a rack during the 
storing period and the transport from the slaughterhouse to the cutting plant. 

2. The frontal shot hole and the foramen magnum shall be properly sealed with an impermeable 
and durable stopper before being moved from the conveyor or hooks to the racks. Where the 
brainstem is sampled for laboratory testing for BSE, the foramen magnum shall be sealed 
immediately after that sampling.   

3. The heads which have not been properly sealed in accordance with point 2, where the eyes 
are damaged or lost immediately prior to or after slaughter or which were otherwise damaged 
in a way which might result in contamination of the head meat with central nervous tissue shall 
be excluded from transport to the specifically authorised cutting plants. 

4. A sampling plan for the slaughterhouse using an appropriate laboratory test to detect central 
nervous system tissue shall be in place to verify the proper implementation of the measures to 
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C1. to C4. Compliance regarding SRM removal 

 All bovine SRM, except vertebral column and SRM contained in or attached to offal, must be 
removed from the carcase in the slaughterhouse, as soon as practicable after slaughter and 
before post mortem inspection.  

 All SRM contained in or attached to offal must be consigned to an appropriate area of the 
slaughterhouse and removed as soon as is reasonably practicable after post mortem 
inspection. 

 
C1. to C4. Good practice 

Present carcases for inspection only after all appropriate SRM has been removed. 

Should any of the SRM be diseased and adherent to the carcase, local arrangements should be 
made with the OV on the course of action. 

Remove intestines from the duodenum to the rectum and mesentery completely and hygienically 
from the carcase and present for inspection.  Carry out total separation of the last four metres of 
small intestine, the caecum and the mesentery (including mesenteric fat) from any other green 
offal not disposed as in the gut room.  The last four metres of small Intestine, the caecum and the 
mesentery (including mesenteric fat) are categorised as SRM and must be placed immediately in 
an SRM bin and subsequently stained without undue delay – see ‘E’.  

Spinal cord – is SRM in bovine animals over 12 months at slaughter. Remove spinal cord from 
bovine carcases using a designated tool or knife to remove the meninges, fat and debris from the 
spinal canal so that no fragments of spinal cord can remain in the spinal canal.  Cauda equina is 
not SRM. These are the nerves at the tail end of the spinal cord that run through the sacrum. 

Comply with the following requirements: 

 Ensure spinal cord and meninges do not come into contact with the floor or other surfaces of 
the slaughterhouse.  

 Cover chain mail gloves with rubber gloves. 

 Change protective clothing as often as necessary to minimise cross-contamination.  

 Wash hands frequently. 

 Use clean, sterilised tools for each carcase. 

 Wash hands and sterilise tools after removal of SRM from each carcase. 

 Where cleavers are used, the operative should examine the carcase for fragments of SRM 
and trim any bone spicules and dispose of them as SRM. 

 Where bone dust is removed from the cut surface of the vertebral column using a low pressure 
warm water wash, the washings must be prevented from contaminating the slaughter hall or 
other carcases. 
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for contact details.   

Comply with the following requirements:  

 Carry out random checks of carcases for spinal cord and inform the FSA if any is found.  

 Maintain effective separation of carcases containing SRM and those not containing SRM at all 
times. 

 Ideally, carry out de-boning in a single batch on a dedicated line. 

 It is best practice to clean after each batch has been processed.  Clean and disinfect after 
each day’s production in compliance with food hygiene legislation. 

 Hold carcases in a separate secure chiller or on separate dedicated rails. 

 Make sure that SRM is removed by staff adopting the necessary hygiene measures to avoid 
the risk of cross-contamination (avoid touching the carcase with hands or implements that 
have been used to remove, or have come into contact with, SRM without washing / cleaning in 
between). 

 After removal from the carcase, handle SRM so that there is no contact with any other animal 
material. 

Staining and disposal – following removal, the vertebral column must be stained and sent for 
disposal as SRM Category 1 ABP – see ‘E’. 
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 All SRM contained in or attached to offal must be consigned to an appropriate area of the 
slaughterhouse and removed as soon as is reasonably practicable after post mortem 
inspection. 
 

D1. and D2. Good practice 

FBO age checks 

In consultation with the OV, establish a system of age checking.  Options include: 

 Ante-mortem checks – some batches of spring lambs are clearly identifiable at ante-mortem 
inspection. 

 Post mortem dentition checks – possibly at point of head removal where done manually. 

 Treat all carcases as from animals with one or more permanent incisor erupted. 

Present carcases for inspection only after all appropriate SRM has been removed.  See SRM list 
at ’19.2.’.  

Should any of the SRM be diseased and adherent to the carcase, local arrangements should be 
made with the OV on the course of action. 

Skull, including brain and eyes, and tonsils 

The skull, including brain and eyes, and tonsils are SRM in sheep and goats over 12 months or 
with one or more permanent incisors erupted through the gum. 

 Horns – if horns are to be removed, do this carefully without breaking into the cranial cavity to 
prevent contamination of the horns by central nervous system tissue.  Such removal must 
occur before the head is detached from the carcase. 

 Heads – exercise care and all hygienic precautions when detaching the head to avoid SRM 
contamination of the carcase, adjacent carcases and the environment. 

 Head meat – recovery of head meat from sheep and goats over 12 months of age must only 
occur at the slaughterhouse where appropriate facilities exist and the operation can be carried 
out hygienically. 

If tongue or cheek meat is to be removed for human consumption, flay the head first.  Then 
remove the meat taking care not to contaminate the meat with brain or tonsil material.  
Remove any remaining visible traces of brain or tonsil.  

 Staining and disposal – after head meat has been recovered, stain the remainder of the 
head and dispose of it as SRM Category 1 ABP – see ‘E’. 

Spleen 

Spleen is SRM in sheep and goats of all ages. 

Spleens must be removed completely and, wherever possible, whole.  Ideally, separation of the 
spleen from green offal should take place in the slaughter hall.  Make sure individual spleens are 
presented to FSA / FSS staff for inspection and that these remain correlated with relevant 
carcases until post mortem inspection is completed.  
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Annex 1.  Head meat sampling plan19  
 
Regime (i) 

Week 1 

1-200 heads / day 

On a daily basis, for every 50 heads the following samples should be taken: 

 One sample from head (left or right cheek) prior to removal of head 
meat20. 

 One sample of meat harvested from the head21. 

>200 heads / day 

On a daily basis, for every 100 heads the following samples should be 
taken: 

 One sample from head (left or right cheek) prior to removal of head 
meat22. 

 One sample of meat harvested from the head23. 

The samples need not be from the same head within the batch of 50 or 100. 

Results – if all results negative the following Regime (ii) can be followed for Week 2.  If positive 
results obtained, repeat Regime (i) until negative results obtained. 

 
Regime (ii) 

Week 2 

Every 100 heads 

On a weekly basis, for every 100 heads the following samples should be 
taken: 

 One sample from head (left or right cheek) prior to removal of head 
meat22. 

 One sample of meat harvested from the head23. 

The samples need not be from the same head within a batch of 100.  The batch can straddle more 
than one day. 

Results – if all negative results, the following Regime (iii) can be followed. If positive results 
obtained, repeat Regime (i) until negative results obtained then repeat Regime (ii) until negative 
results obtained before proceeding to Regime (iii). 
  

                                                           
19 See ‘B2. to B4. Head CNS sampling plan’. 
20 Where a sample is to be taken from the left or right cheek it should be ensured that material from the surface of 
the cheek is included in the sample. 
21 Where head meat is to be sampled from an individual head after removal from the head, the meat should be 
collected separately and the sample taken prior to the meat from that head being placed in the larger container 
holding meat from all heads. 
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Regime (iii) 

Week 3 

1 – 300 / week 

Over a fortnight the following samples should be taken. 

 One sample from head (left or right cheek) prior to removal of head 
meat22. 

 One sample of meat harvested from the head23. 

The samples need not be from the same head and need not be taken the 
same day over a fortnight. 

>300 / week 

Over a fortnight the following samples should be taken (two samples each 
of):  

 A sample from head (left or right cheek) prior to removal of head meat22. 

 Meat harvested from the head23. 

The four samples need not be taken from the same head.  All four samples 
may not be from the one head. 

Results – if positive results received, revert to Regime (ii). If negative results then obtained revert 
back to regime (iii) or if positive results obtained, revert to Regime (i) until negative results 
obtained; then follow Regime (ii) until negative results obtained before moving back to Regime (iii). 
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