January 30, 2025

Panel on Animal Depopulation

American Veterinary Medical Association
1931 North Meacham Road, Suite 10
Schaumburg, IL 60173-4360

Re:  Comments on Draft AVMA Guidelines for the Depopulation of Animals
Dear Members of the AVMA Depopulation Panel and Working Groups:

As veterinarians and veterinary students who take our profession’s duty to lead in matters of
animal welfare seriously, we appreciate the invitation to comment on the AVMA’s draft
Guidelines for the Depopulation of Animals.

We recognize and support several improvements in this updated edition, including the addition of
higher-welfare, nitrogen-based depopulation methods for poultry and pigs in “Tier 1 (formerly
“preferred methods™). These practical, scalable methods, including nitrogen whole-house gassing
and high-expansion nitrogen-filled foam, result in rapid loss of consciousness without pain and
with little or no distress.! We also support the Guidelines’emphasis on planning and
preparedness,? particularly in agricultural settings, where tens of millions of animals are
depopulated each year.34°

Importantly, however, we urge the AVMA to revise the draft Guidelines by reclassifying the
following three depopulation methods to Tier 3: (1) ventilation shutdown plus heat and humidity
(VSD+); (2) water-based foam for pigs and other livestock; and (3) manual blunt force trauma
for pigs. As discussed in more detail below, Tier 3 is fitting because these methods result in poor
animal welfare and should be considered only when higher tier methods are unavailable and
doing nothing is likely to result in “significantly more animal suffering than that associated with

the depopulation method.”®

I. VSD+

VSD+ as a depopulation method must be described as “not recommended” for any species and
its use in poultry must be downgraded from Tier 2 to Tier 3. As defined by the Guidelines, Tier 2
is reserved for methods for which there is “moderate to limited evidence available to demonstrate
rapid loss of consciousness,” or which “have other constraints that do not support their
prioritization to Tier 1.7 Tier 3 methods, by contrast, are those for which there is “limited to no
evidence to support their use,” or for which the “evidence may be contrary to good animal
welfare.”® VSD+ fits squarely within the Tier 3 definition because available evidence indicates it

causes severe, prolonged suffering and should, therefore, be used only as a final recourse. %19
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As described in the Guidelines, VSD+ involves killing birds through hyperthermia, or heatstroke,
by shutting down the ventilation in a poultry house, sealing it, and injecting heat or heat
combined with humidity until temperatures inside the house reach 120—128°F.1! According to the

Guidelines, these temperatures are “painful for the birds,”*?

and time to death is prolonged,
ranging from 53 minutes in controlled laboratory settings to over 300 minutes under simulated
field conditions.*® Further, even after several hours, VSD+ frequently fails to kill every bird.
According to the U.S. Department of Agriculture, 74% of layer hen houses employing VSD+
report survivors, whose subsequent killing via a secondary depopulation may take up to five
days.' Thus, there is substantial evidence that using VSD+ to depopulate poultry is “contrary to
good animal welfare,” should be used only in rare circumstances, and should therefore be

designated a Tier 3 method that is not recommended for use in any species.
II. Water-Based Foam for Pigs and Other Livestock

Water-based foam as a depopulation method for pigs, cattle, sheep, and goats should also be
downgraded to Tier 3. It is currently identified as Tier 1 for pigs and Tier 2 for other species.
According to the Guidelines, Tier 1 methods “are supported by multiple sources of evidence
suggesting that they result in rapid loss of consciousness and optimize animal welfare
outcomes.”*® Available evidence regarding the use of water-based foam, however, suggests the
opposite because welfare is severely compromised when death occurs via obstruction of the
airway.'®!” The expert Panel on Animal Health and Welfare of the European Food Safety
Authority (EFSA) has found that water-based foam should not be used because it is “highly
painful” and, as a “method designed to cause occlusion of the trachea,” is “equivalent to death by
drowning or suffocation.”*81%20 The AVMA’s 2020 Guidelines for the Euthanasia of Animals list
both asphyxiation and drowning as methods that are “unacceptable as primary methods of
euthanasia,” noting specifically that drowning is “inhumane.”?

In addition, the United Kingdom’s governmental Animal Welfare Committee states that water-
based foam should not be used for killing animals, noting that “[w]elfare concerns arise from this
mode of action which is equivalent to drowning or suffocation . . . neither of which are
recognised as humane under European legislation nor the 2018 World Organisation for Animal
Health guidelines on the killing of animals for disease control purposes.”?? Further, even
precautions such as ensuring the foam level rapidly rises to two times the pig’s head height do
not decrease the average time to unconsciousness much below three minutes from the start of
foaming?*?*—a relatively long period for animals to suffer pain, respiratory distress, fear,
anxiety, and helplessness. There is thus significant evidence that using water-based foam to
depopulate pigs is “contrary to good animal welfare.” For this reason, and because of the
availability of other practical, scalable, higher-welfare methods,?>?%?" the use of water-based
foam should also be designated a Tier 3 method.



III. Manual Blunt Force Trauma for Pigs

Manual blunt force trauma for pigs should likewise be removed from Tier 1, described as “not
recommended” for killing large numbers of animals, and reassigned to Tier 3. The Guidelines
recognize that this method is not appropriate for adult pigs?®; however, even for piglets, this
method should be used only as a last resort during depopulation.

Manual blunt force trauma is typically performed “by striking the animal’s head with a hammer”
or “swinging the young animal against the floor or a wall.”?®3° While this method of killing may
result in instantaneous loss of consciousness when performed perfectly, it carries a high risk of
negative animal welfare outcomes because: (1) a high level of skill is required to perform it
properly; (2) it can lead to prolonged and significant pain and distress when performed
imperfectly; and (3) operators are highly prone to fatigue.3--3232 The AVMA’s Euthanasia
Guidelines explain that “[f]atigue can lead to inconsistency in application, creating humane
concerns about its efficacious application to large numbers of animals.”3* As a result, “the AVMA
encourages those using manually applied blunt force trauma to the head as a euthanasia method

to actively search for alternate approaches.”*

Research has found that determining consciousness can be difficult when manual blunt force
trauma is used as a killing method. Thus, piglets killed by this method often receive repeated
blows—even under controlled research conditions.®® The EFSA notes that, because this method
of killing is “prone to error . . . the probability of achieving an immediate and humane killing in
all cases is low.”*” In recognition that incomplete concussion leads to “pain and fear,” the EFSA’s
expert animal welfare panel does not recommend manual blunt force trauma as an on-farm
killing method.® In the European Union, this method is not permitted to be used routinely, but

only “where there are no other methods available.”3?

In addition to its impact on animals, performing manual blunt force trauma on a large number of
animals, as in the context of depopulation, carries unacceptable risks to the psychological well-
being of operators.*® Under E.U. regulations, no one is permitted to kill more than 70 animals per
day by this method.** Accordingly, to protect both animal and human welfare, manual blunt force
trauma should be designated a Tier 3 method.

Thank you for considering our comments.*

* Signed by 868 veterinarians and veterinary students from 44 different states and 36
different veterinary colleges. Of those who signed the letter, 504 are members of the American
Veterinary Medical Association. This comment letter, along with the names and other relevant
information (including license and AVMA numbers) of the signers, has been submitted through
the AVMA's portal for accepting comments on its draft Guidelines for the Depopulation of
Animals.
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