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Subject: Petition No 0071/2021 by P.O.S. (Spanish) on horsemeat imports into the EU

1. Summary of petition

The petitioner calls for food safety for European consumers to be improved by banning 
horsemeat imports from countries outside the European Union (EU). In particular, horsemeat 
imported from Argentina, as the conditions under which the animals are slaughtered in 
Argentina do not meet EU requirements. Horses suffer permanent mistreatment there before 
being slaughtered for commercial purposes.

2. Admissibility

Declared admissible on 12 May 2021. Information requested from Commission under Rule 
227(6).

3. Commission reply, received on 3 August 2021

The Commission's observations

Imports of horsemeat are only authorised from third countries and establishments that apply 
food safety and animal health and welfare standards at the time of slaughter that are at least 
equivalent to those applied in the European Union. 

The Commission’s Directorate General for Health and Food Safety (DG SANTE) carries out 
regular controls (audits) including in third countries exporting horsemeat to the EU, to verify 
that national authorities ensure that exporting operators meet the EU standards. This verification 
systematically includes compliance with animal welfare standards, to the extent that these apply 
to third countries. The reports of these audits are publicly available at 
https://ec.europa.eu/food/audits-analysis/audit_reports/index.cfm.

https://ec.europa.eu/food/audits-analysis/audit_reports/index.cfm
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As indicated by the petitioner, the audits in the countries exporting horsemeat to the EU, 
including Argentina, identified certain deficiencies. However, specifically in respect of animal 
welfare, the audits found that EU rules at the time of slaughter were correctly applied. 
Nonetheless, the audits also identified certain deficiencies in the assembly centres in Argentina 
and Uruguay. On all of the identified points, the audit reports contain specific recommendations 
to the authorities to correct these.

DG SANTE carefully assesses whether the corrective actions proposed by the national 
authorities are adequate, and follows their effective implementation. This follow-up involves 
in many cases another on-the-spot audit. In the event that the actions are not adequate, the 
Commission can take further actions where appropriate, to ensure that the EU legislation is 
respected, and import requirements fulfilled. Those actions are taken in line with EU legislation 
and, in the case of third countries, also in line with the EU’s international obligations within the 
World Trade Organisation (WTO). 

Concerning the audits conducted in countries exporting horsemeat to the EU and the 
deficiencies identified, the Commission audit service requested the implementation of 
corrective measures to ensure that horsemeat imports from these countries comply with EU 
import requirements. The respective competent authorities of these countries provided 
guarantees that the Commission considered adequate. Under these circumstances and as far as 
the EU import requirements are met, there is no legal basis of banning imports of horsemeat 
from these countries. 

It is also important to indicate that the WTO Sanitary and Phytosanitary Agreement does not 
cover directly animal welfare. This falls under the rules of the General Agreement on Tariffs 
and Trade (GATT) and importing parties are limited in what they can impose on imports in 
terms of animal welfare requirements going beyond those laid down in international standards 
(in particular the standards of the World Organisation for Animal Health (OIE)). 

This is why the EU is actively working on a bilateral basis with third countries to promote its 
animal welfare standards, in particular by including cooperation chapters on animal welfare in 
bilateral agreements with third countries, including with Argentina, Australia and Canada. In 
addition, as a follow-up to the Farm to Fork Strategy1, the EU intends to propose to its trading 
partners a specific chapter on Sustainability of Food Systems which, will articulate the 
commitment of the Parties to cooperate not only in the area of animal welfare, but also on other 
aspects intrinsically linked to a sustainable production system in the agri-food sector. Finally, 
the Commission continues working at multilateral level and, together with Member States, 
participates actively in the elaboration and revision of OIE animal welfare standards with a 
view to further upgrade those standards.

Conclusion

The Commission does not envisage banning imports of horsemeat from third countries since it 
considers, following its audits, that the relevant competent authorities provided adequate 
guarantees to ensure compliance with EU import requirements.

1 Farm to Fork Strategy (europa.eu)

https://ec.europa.eu/food/horizontal-topics/farm-fork-strategy_en

