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A Robust Systema.c Approach to Humane Handling 
 
This factsheet is intended to provide general informa4on and should not be construed as providing legal 
advice. It should not be cited or relied upon as legal authority. State laws also vary, and the laws 
discussed in this factsheet may differ from state to state. For advice on how these issues might apply to 
your individual situa4on, consult an a?orney.*  
 

Why is There a Need to Comply with Humane Handling? 

 In 1958, the Humane Slaughter Act (HMSA) set forth the goal to prevent “needless 
suffering” in slaughtering livestock which “results in safer and beFer working condiGons . . . ; 
brings about improvement of products . . . ; and produces other benefits for producers, 
processors, and consumers . . . .”1 This Act was amended in 1978 to give the United States 
Department of Agriculture (USDA) “the authority to inspect slaughterhouses for compliance 
with HMSA and to penalize violators.”2 

The Federal Meat InspecGon Act (FMIA) gave the Secretary of Agriculture the ability to 
enforce the HMSA by appoinGng inspectors to examine “the method by which [livestock] are 
slaughtered and handled” to prevent any inhumane slaughtering.3 

Under the authority of HMSA and FMIA, the USDA enacted 
9 C.F.R. Part 313 which regulates the humane handling and 
slaughter of livestock and is enforced by the Food Safety and 
InspecGon Service (FSIS) of the USDA.4 

 To ensure compliance with 9 C.F.R. Part 313, FSIS 
inspectors conduct periodic inspecGons on the humane handling 
pracGces of slaughter faciliGes using the humane handling 
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1 7 U.S.C. §1901. 
2 FSIS Compliance Guide for a Systema7c Approach to the Humane Handling of Livestock, Food Safety and 
Inspec;on Service, USDA, 4 (2013). 
3 21 U.S.C. §603(b). 
4 FSIS Compliance Guide for a Systema7c Approach to the Humane Handling of Livestock, Food Safety and 
Inspec;on Service, USDA, 4 (2013). 
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acGviGes tracking system categories (HATS) as a guide for determining inhumane handling in 
different situaGons.5 The nine HATS categories include: 

1) Inclement weather,  
2) Truck unloading,  
3) Water and feed availability,  
4) Ante-mortem inspecGon, 
5) Suspect and disabled,  
6) Electric prod/alternaGve object use,  
7) Slips and falls,  
8) Stunning effecGveness, and 
9) Conscious animals on the rail.6 

 To best comply with humane handling regulaGons, faciliGes may create a robust 
systemaGc approach plan built around the nine HATS categories. 

 
What is a Robust Systema0c Approach? 

To evaluate and maintain compliance with humane handling requirements, faciliGes may 
implement a Robust SystemaGc Approach (RSA). An RSA is a wriFen humane handling program 
that implements the four elements of a systemaGc approach to humane handling and slaughter 
along with three addiGonal requirements.7 The purpose of an RSA is to help faciliGes create a 
documented, proacGve approach to compliance with 9 C.F.R. Part 313 requirements for humane 
handling and slaughter.8 Although an RSA is not a regulatory requirement, FSIS will consider if     
a facility has an RSA when determining if an enforcement acGon is necessary acer an egregious 
inhumane handling incident.9 
 

The four elements of a systemaGc approach are to: 

1) “Conduct an iniGal assessment of where, and under what circumstances, 
livestock may experience excitement, discomfort, or accidental injury while 
being handled in connecGon with slaughter, and where, and under what 
circumstances, stunning problems may occur;” 

 
5 FSIS Direc7ve 6900.2 Revision 3, Humane Handling and Slaughter of Livestock, Food Safety and Inspec;on Service, 
USDA, 6 (2020). 
6 Id. at 8-12. 
7 Rebecca Thistlethwaite, Guidance and Outreach to Small and Very Small Meat Processors, Food Safety and 
Inspec;on Service, USDA, 31 (2020). 
8 FSIS Compliance Guide for a Systema7c Approach to the Humane Handling of Livestock, Food Safety and 
Inspec;on Service, USDA, 4 (2013).  
9 Id. at 5. Note: In the event of any noncompliance, whether egregious or not, an inspector will issue an NR at a 
minimum. FSIS Direc7ve 6900.2 Revision 3, Humane Handling and Slaughter of Livestock, Food Safety and 
Inspec;on Service, USDA, 14 (2020). 

https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/media_file/2021-03/6900.2.pdf
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/media_file/2021-03/6900.2.pdf
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/media_file/2021-03/6900.2.pdf
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/import/Comp-Guide-Systematic-Approach-Humane-Handling-Livestock.pdf
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/import/Comp-Guide-Systematic-Approach-Humane-Handling-Livestock.pdf
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/import/Comp-Guide-Systematic-Approach-Humane-Handling-Livestock.pdf
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/media_file/2021-03/6900.2.pdf
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/media_file/2021-03/6900.2.pdf
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2) “Design faciliGes and implement pracGces that will minimize excitement, 
discomfort and accidental injury to livestock;” 

3) “Evaluate periodically the handling methods . . . to ensure those methods 
minimize excitement, discomfort, or accidental injury and evaluate those 
stunning methods periodically to ensure that all livestock are rendered 
insensible to pain by a single blow;” and 

4) “Respond to the evaluaGons . . . by addressing problems immediately and by 
improving those pracGces and modifying faciliGes when necessary to 
minimize excitement, discomfort, and accidental injury to livestock.”10 

To implement the four elements of a systemaGc approach, the RSA must have: 

1) WriFen procedures that explain the facility’s compliance with FSIS 
regulaGons; 

2) WriFen records that document the above elements, acGons, and compliance 
efforts; and 

3) Allow the RSA to be reviewed by FSIS.11 

 
Why Have a Robust Systema0c Approach? 

 A facility will benefit from implemenGng an RSA because an RSA guides the facility into 
implemenGng a documented, systemaGc, preventaGve approach to humane handling pracGces 
to the highest of standards. The RSA is reviewed and approved by FSIS to verify the 
establishment complies with humane handling requirements.12 As stated above, an RSA is not 
required by federal regulaGon. However, a facility will benefit from implemenGng an RSA by 
seeing more favorable outcomes in the event of a potenGal enforcement acGon for an 
inhumane handling incident if the RSA is followed and documentaGon is current.13 
Noncompliance with an RSA will not result in a noncompliance record (NR) unless that acGon 
violates humane handling regulaGons.14 However, FSIS does consider whether a facility has an 
RSA when there is a potenGal enforcement acGon for an egregious inhumane handling 
incident.15 

 
10 FSIS Direc7ve 6900.2 Revision 3, Humane Handling and Slaughter of Livestock, Food Safety and Inspec;on 
Service, USDA, 4 (2020). 
11 FSIS Compliance Guide for a Systema7c Approach to the Humane Handling of Livestock, Food Safety and 
Inspec;on Service, USDA, 7 (2013). 
12 FSIS Direc7ve 6900.2 Revision 3, Humane Handling and Slaughter of Livestock, Food Safety and Inspec;on 
Service, USDA, 4 (2020). 
13 FSIS Compliance Guide for a Systema7c Approach to the Humane Handling of Livestock, Food Safety and 
Inspec;on Service, USDA, 5 (2013). 
14 FSIS Direc7ve 6900.2 Revision 3, Humane Handling and Slaughter of Livestock, Food Safety and Inspec;on 
Service, USDA, 4 (2020). 
15 FSIS Compliance Guide for a Systema7c Approach to the Humane Handling of Livestock, Food Safety and 
Inspec;on Service, USDA, 5 (2013). 

https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/media_file/2021-03/6900.2.pdf
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/media_file/2021-03/6900.2.pdf
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/import/Comp-Guide-Systematic-Approach-Humane-Handling-Livestock.pdf
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/import/Comp-Guide-Systematic-Approach-Humane-Handling-Livestock.pdf
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/media_file/2021-03/6900.2.pdf
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/media_file/2021-03/6900.2.pdf
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/import/Comp-Guide-Systematic-Approach-Humane-Handling-Livestock.pdf
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/import/Comp-Guide-Systematic-Approach-Humane-Handling-Livestock.pdf
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/media_file/2021-03/6900.2.pdf
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/media_file/2021-03/6900.2.pdf
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/import/Comp-Guide-Systematic-Approach-Humane-Handling-Livestock.pdf
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/import/Comp-Guide-Systematic-Approach-Humane-Handling-Livestock.pdf
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 In the event of an egregious inhumane handling violaGon, inspectors have regulatory 
discreGon and can recommend a lesser enforcement acGon for faciliGes with an implemented 
RSA, such as issuing a noGce of intended enforcement (NOIE) instead of a noGce of suspension 
(NOS).16 FaciliGes with an RSA will be recommended to receive an NOIE by the inspector in 
charge so long as the six factors in FSIS DirecGve 6900.2 are saGsfied, which are described 
below.17 

Non-egregious noncompliance within any of the HATS categories will result in the facility 
receiving an NR.18 Recently updated in 2020, FSIS DirecGve 6900.2 considers a missed stun with 
an immediate, successful second stun as a non-egregious violaGon.19 Instead of being issued an 
NOS, faciliGes now can be issued an NR to avoid shutdown.20 

 Why should a facility have an RSA if FSIS inspectors have broad discreGon in what 
enforcement acGon they select? FaciliGes with an RSA are more likely to saGsfy the six factors in 
FSIS DirecGve 6900.2 which guides FSIS inspectors on the steps to take in the event of an 
egregious inhumane slaughtering incident. FSIS inspectors look to six factors when determining 
what type of enforcement acGon to issue: 

1) Does the facility have an RSA? 
2) Can the facility show documentaGon proving it has effecGvely implemented 

the RSA? 
3) Does the facility have a history of humane handling noncompliance (look at 

the number of NRs)? 
4) Does the facility have recent humane handling enforcement acGons? 
5) Will a suspension prevent further inhumane handling? 
6) Is the egregious violaGon an extraordinary circumstance in a well-funcGoning 

system?21 

 A facility with an RSA is more likely to be issued an NOIE instead of an NOS than a facility 
without an implemented RSA.22 Being issued an NOIE versus an NOS has impacjul implicaGons 
for small or very small (SVS) faciliGes. An NOIE allows the facility to conGnue harvest operaGons 

 
16FSIS Direc7ve 6900.2 Revision 3, Humane Handling and Slaughter of Livestock, Food Safety and Inspec;on Service, 
USDA, 17-18 (2020). 
Note: However, an FSIS inspector has the discre;on to issue a NOS “without prior no;ce” if the viola;on is 
egregious enough which will shut down facility opera;ons. FSIS Direc7ve 6900.2 Revision 3, Humane Handling and 
Slaughter of Livestock, Food Safety and Inspec;on Service, USDA, 20 (2020). 
17 FSIS Direc7ve 6900.2 Revision 3, Humane Handling and Slaughter of Livestock, Food Safety and Inspec;on 
Service, USDA, 17-18 (2020). 
18Id. at 14. 
19 Id. at 16. 
20 Rebecca Thistlethwaite, Guidance and Outreach to Small and Very Small Meat Processors, Food Safety and 
Inspec;on Service, USDA, 31 (2020). 
21 FSIS Direc7ve 6900.2 Revision 3, Humane Handling and Slaughter of Livestock, Food Safety and Inspec;on 
Service, USDA, 17-18 (2020). 
22 Id. 

https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/media_file/2021-03/6900.2.pdf
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/media_file/2021-03/6900.2.pdf
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/media_file/2021-03/6900.2.pdf
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/media_file/2021-03/6900.2.pdf
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/media_file/2021-03/6900.2.pdf
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/media_file/2021-03/6900.2.pdf
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/media_file/2021-03/6900.2.pdf
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/media_file/2021-03/6900.2.pdf
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/media_file/2021-03/6900.2.pdf
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/media_file/2021-03/6900.2.pdf
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/media_file/2021-03/6900.2.pdf
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while implemenGng immediate correcGve acGons, whereas an NOS suspends all harvest 
operaGons unGl correcGve acGons are approved by FSIS authoriGes and implemented. The 
median number of days of suspension for small and very small faciliGes was two and three days 
respecGvely between 2007 and 2019.23 Based on the median number of days of suspension, 
many SVS faciliGes issued an NOIE are able to meet compliance requirements before the NOIE 
escalates into an NOS, which would shut down producGon. 
   
Viola0ons and the Implica0ons to an RSA 

 Egregious violaGons or observaGons that a facility is not in compliance with the RSA can 
impact the RSA’s status. An egregious inhumane handling violaGon is “an act or condiGon that 
results in severe harm to animals . . . .”24 Some examples of egregious violaGons include but are 
not limited to: 

1) Culng or skinning conscious animals,  
2) “Excessive beaGng” of disabled animals,  
3) Dragging conscious animals,  
4) Animals falling to the ground off semi-trailers due to inadequate unloading 

ramps, 
5) Running over conscious animals with equipment,  
6) Allowing stunned animals to regain consciousness,  
7) Failure to immediately make an animal unconscious acer failing the iniGal 

stun,  
8) MulGple failed stun aFempts by: 

a) Failing to take immediate correcGve measures,  
b) Failing “to adequately restrain an animal,”  
c) Failing “to use adequate stunning methods,”  
d) Insufficient operator training or inexperience, or 
e) Prolonging “discomfort and excitement of the animal” by failing to 

render it unconscious acer taking correcGve measures 
9) “Dismembering conscious animals,” 
10) Leaving disabled animals exposed to harsh climate, or 
11) Other “unnecessary pain and suffering to animals. . . .”25  

A facility that commits an egregious inhumane handling violaGon will no longer be 
considered to have an RSA. AlternaGvely, inspectors can also observe and determine that a 

 
23 Rebecca Thistlethwaite, Guidance and Outreach to Small and Very Small Meat Processors, Food Safety and 
Inspec;on Service, USDA, 28 (2020). 
24 FSIS Direc7ve 6900.2 Revision 3, Humane Handling and Slaughter of Livestock, Food Safety and Inspec;on 
Service, USDA, 2 (2020). 
25 Id. at 2-3. 

https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/media_file/2021-03/6900.2.pdf
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/media_file/2021-03/6900.2.pdf
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/media_file/2021-03/6900.2.pdf
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facility is not following their RSA, at which point they will communicate that the facility no 
longer has a valid RSA unGl the deviaGons are corrected.26 

To regain compliance, the facility must take correcGve acGon and review the RSA to 
determine if the RSA is robust.27 

What Should Be Included in a Robust Systema0c Approach? 

 As stated earlier, an RSA must include the four elements, or steps, of a systemaGc 
approach by implemenGng the elements into wriFen procedures, wriFen records, and FSIS’s 
review of the plan. 

 The first step to creaGng an RSA requires an iniGal assessment of what should be 
included in an RSA. This assessment should include informaGon about areas or equipment that 
could cause noncompliance, proper handling procedures, stunning procedures and equipment 
that will prevent a missed or ineffecGve stun, and whether the assessment has been 
documented in wriGng.28 The assessment can include a checklist, flow chart, or narraGve form.29 
The assessment should cover all the facility’s humane handling and slaughter pracGces, 
equipment, maintenance, training, and faciliGes.30 FSIS has a sample assessment in its 
Compliance Guide.31 

 The second step addresses the facility’s design and handling pracGces and expectaGons. 
InformaGon related to handling pracGces, facility designs, standard operaGng procedures, 
handling training programs, refresher handling training programs, stunning device procedures 
and maintenance, and whether there is documentaGon of this informaGon should be added to 
the wriFen RSA.32 

 The third step is necessary to idenGfy the wriFen procedures to evaluate whether the 
RSA is being effecGvely implemented. These wriFen procedures should include methods to 
assess areas trafficked by animals to ensure they are in safe, operable condiGon, “in-house 
humane handling audits” using industry-accepted pracGces, “third-party humane handling 
audits” that are reviewed by facility management, monitoring and assessment of stunning 

 
26 Id. at 7. 
27 Id. at 5 & 7. 
28 Id. at 27. 
29 Id. 
30 FSIS Compliance Guide for a Systema7c Approach to the Humane Handling of Livestock, Food Safety and 
Inspec;on Service, USDA, 5 (2013). 
31 FSIS Compliance Guide for a Systema7c Approach to the Humane Handling of Livestock, Food Safety and 
Inspec;on Service, USDA (2013). 
32 FSIS Direc7ve 6900.2 Revision 3, Humane Handling and Slaughter of Livestock, Food Safety and Inspec;on 
Service, USDA, 28 (2020). 

https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/media_file/2021-03/6900.2.pdf
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/media_file/2021-03/6900.2.pdf
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/media_file/2021-03/6900.2.pdf
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/media_file/2021-03/6900.2.pdf
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/import/Comp-Guide-Systematic-Approach-Humane-Handling-Livestock.pdf
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/import/Comp-Guide-Systematic-Approach-Humane-Handling-Livestock.pdf
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/import/Comp-Guide-Systematic-Approach-Humane-Handling-Livestock.pdf
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/import/Comp-Guide-Systematic-Approach-Humane-Handling-Livestock.pdf
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/media_file/2021-03/6900.2.pdf
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/media_file/2021-03/6900.2.pdf
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procedures to ensure animals do not regain consciousness, annual reassessment of the RSA, 
and “a methodology to idenGfy developing trends” in order to solve any problems.33 

 The fourth step must include a wriFen program in order to document compliance or 
correcGve acGons to the RSA. This wriFen program should include animal handling procedures 
in response to any natural disasters or “catastrophic events,” “a method to track changes made 
in handling methods” from problems that were idenGfied during monitoring or an audit, and 
acGons that employees and management take when an unforeseen inhumane handling incident 
occurs.34 

 The informaGon that should be included within the wriFen program for these four steps 
is not an exhausGve list.35 

 To saGsfy the mulGple steps of a systemaGc approach and the addiGonal requirements 
needed for an RSA, a common RSA plan may be formaFed with secGons not limited to the 
following: 

• Business DescripGon36 
• Mission Statement37 
• Animal Handling Procedures/Standard OperaGng Procedure38 such as:  

o Unloading and Holding Procedure 
o Animal Driving PracGce 
o Stunning Procedure 
o Procedures for Determining if an Animal is Unconscious 
o Emergency Plans for Disasters39 
o Monitoring Frequency 
o Equipment Maintenance40 
o CorrecGve AcGon41 

• Assessments and Reassessment of Handling Procedure and Facility (FSIS 
Comp Guide) 

• DocumentaGon of Procedure such as: 

 
33 Id. at 29-30. 
34 Id. at 30. 
35 Id. 
36 FSIS Compliance Guide for a Systema7c Approach to the Humane Handling of Livestock, Food Safety and 
Inspec;on Service, USDA, 18 (2013). 
37 Temple Grandin, Taking a Robust Approach to Humane Slaughter, Meat + Poultry (Dec. 30, 2016). 
38 FSIS Compliance Guide for a Systema7c Approach to the Humane Handling of Livestock, Food Safety and 
Inspec;on Service, USDA, 18 (2013). 
39 Temple Grandin, Taking a Robust Approach to Humane Slaughter, Meat + Poultry (Dec. 30, 2016). 
40 FSIS Compliance Guide for a Systema7c Approach to the Humane Handling of Livestock, Food Safety and 
Inspec;on Service, USDA, 18 (2013). 
41 Marks Meat, Robust Systema;c Approach to Humane Handling, 13 (2019). 

https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/media_file/2021-03/6900.2.pdf
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/media_file/2021-03/6900.2.pdf
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/media_file/2021-03/6900.2.pdf
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/import/Comp-Guide-Systematic-Approach-Humane-Handling-Livestock.pdf
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/import/Comp-Guide-Systematic-Approach-Humane-Handling-Livestock.pdf
https://www.meatpoultry.com/articles/15604-taking-a-robust-approach-to-humane-slaughter
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/import/Comp-Guide-Systematic-Approach-Humane-Handling-Livestock.pdf
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/import/Comp-Guide-Systematic-Approach-Humane-Handling-Livestock.pdf
https://www.meatpoultry.com/articles/15604-taking-a-robust-approach-to-humane-slaughter
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/import/Comp-Guide-Systematic-Approach-Humane-Handling-Livestock.pdf
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/import/Comp-Guide-Systematic-Approach-Humane-Handling-Livestock.pdf
https://www.nichemeatprocessing.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/Robust-Systematic-Approach-to-Humane-Handling-Draft-revised-03.12.18.docx
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o VerificaGon of Plan ImplementaGon42 
o Training Records43

 
Addi0onal Tips and Resources for a Robust Systema0c Approach 
 

Each facility needs its own custom RSA and should not copy an example RSA word for 
word.44 When iniGally developing an RSA, these resources are a good starGng point to ensure 
the plan saGsfies the humane handling requirements of 9 C.F.R. Part 313: 

• FSIS DirecGve 6900.2 Revision 3, Humane Handling and Slaughter of 
Livestock, Food Safety and InspecGon Service, USDA (2020). 

• FSIS Compliance Guide for a Systema7c Approach to the Humane Handling of 
Livestock, Food Safety and InspecGon Service, USDA (2013). 

• Humane Handling InsGtute, University of Wisconsin-River Falls (2024).  

For SVS faciliGes, start by reviewing and wriGng out exisGng humane handling pracGces 
and make the RSA as simple as possible.45 Formalng RSA procedure secGons corresponding to 
the nine HATS categories is a great starGng point to saGsfy the elements necessary for an RSA.46 
Determine what observaGons and verificaGon acGviGes and subsequent documentaGon will be 
used as evidence to support the wriFen procedures. Also, consider the examples of 
noncompliance within the nine HATS categories described in FSIS DirecGve 6900.2 to 
understand what potenGal inhumane handling violaGons look like when formulaGng an RSA. A 
facility can also include citaGons to sources used to create an RSA.47 Once the RSA is finalized, 
an FSIS inspector must review and declare the establishment is operaGng under an RSA, and the 
approval should be provided to the establishment in wriGng, at minimum via a Memorandum of 
Interview (MOI), provided by the frontline supervisor (FLS) or public health veterinarian (PHV).48 

Record maintenance is required to ensure that the facility stays compliant with its RSA 
and that any potenGal problems are idenGfied before a violaGon. Some examples of records to 
keep include: 

• Records demonstraGng RSA implementaGon, most commonly via regularly 
documented in-plant humane handling, stunning/sensibility audits; 

 
42 FSIS Compliance Guide for a Systema7c Approach to the Humane Handling of Livestock, Food Safety and 
Inspec;on Service, USDA, 18 (2013). 
43 Temple Grandin, Taking a Robust Approach to Humane Slaughter, Meat + Poultry (Dec. 30, 2016). 
44 Id. 
45 Sallee J. Dixson, Crea7ng an Individualized Robust Systema7c Approach, Food Safety and Inspec;on Service, 
USDA (2019). 
46 Marks Meat, Robust Systema7c Approach to Humane Handling, 1 (2019). 
47 Id. at 15. 
48 FSIS Direc7ve 6900.2 Revision 3, Humane Handling and Slaughter of Livestock, Food Safety and Inspec;on 
Service, USDA, 4 (2020). 

https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/media_file/2021-03/6900.2.pdf
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/media_file/2021-03/6900.2.pdf
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/import/Comp-Guide-Systematic-Approach-Humane-Handling-Livestock.pdf
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/import/Comp-Guide-Systematic-Approach-Humane-Handling-Livestock.pdf
https://www.uwrf.edu/continuing-education/humane-handling-institute
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/import/Comp-Guide-Systematic-Approach-Humane-Handling-Livestock.pdf
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/import/Comp-Guide-Systematic-Approach-Humane-Handling-Livestock.pdf
https://www.meatpoultry.com/articles/15604-taking-a-robust-approach-to-humane-slaughter
https://www.meatpoultry.com/articles/15604-taking-a-robust-approach-to-humane-slaughter
https://www.nichemeatprocessing.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/20190926_OSUwebinar_CreatingRSAplanfinal-Dixson.pptx
https://www.nichemeatprocessing.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/20190926_OSUwebinar_CreatingRSAplanfinal-Dixson.pptx
https://www.nichemeatprocessing.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/Robust-Systematic-Approach-to-Humane-Handling-Draft-revised-03.12.18.docx
https://www.nichemeatprocessing.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/Robust-Systematic-Approach-to-Humane-Handling-Draft-revised-03.12.18.docx
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/media_file/2021-03/6900.2.pdf
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/media_file/2021-03/6900.2.pdf
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• Records demonstraGng the RSA prevents potenGal noncompliance;  
• Records of correcGve acGons taken when failing to implement the RSA or 

failing to prevent noncompliance;49 and  
• Stunning equipment and facility maintenance records.50 

Separate procedures for stunning methods of parGcular species or maturity states within 
species should be considered and wriFen when necessary.51 In 2021, of 62 humane handling 
enforcement acGons, “51 (82.3%) was related to stunning.”52 This staGsGc is important to 
consider when cracing training and backup stunning procedures in an RSA. For example, if an 
electrical stun is going to be a backup, electrocuGon concerns must be taken into account.53 

Thus, an RSA may also include human safety procedures such as requiring rubber-lined floors 
and employees to wear rubber boots and gloves.54 

Facility harvest personnel should be trained in how to idenGfy unconscious animals from 
an effecGve stun. When assessing the unconsciousness of an animal, signs of unconsciousness 
include: 

• Head dangling from a flaccid neck or head hanging straight down; 
• Tongue hanging straight down; 
• Eyelids wide open with pupils dilated and eyes appearing black at a distance; 
• No rhythmic breathing; or 
• No vocalizaGon.55 

 An ineffecGve stun may result in an animal regaining consciousness. Some signs an 
animal is regaining consciousness acer an ineffecGve stun include: 

• VocalizaGon; 
• Rhythmic breathing; 
• Eye (corneal) reflex when the eye is touched (not applicable in electrically 

stunned animals); 
• Eye reflex when the eye is touched; 

 
49 Sallee J. Dixson, Crea7ng an Individualized Robust Systema7c Approach, Food Safety and Inspec;on Service, 
USDA (2019). 
50 FSIS Direc7ve 6900.2 Revision 3, Humane Handling and Slaughter of Livestock, Food Safety and Inspec;on 
Service, USDA, 28 (2020). 
51 Marks Meat, Robust Systema7c Approach to Humane Handling, 6 (2019). 
52 Kurt D. Vogel, Emphasis Should Focus on Training Personnel and Improving Restraint, The Na;onal Provisioner 
(Oct. 26, 2022). 
53 Niche Meat Processor Assistance Network, NMPAN Live Humane Handling Q&A with the Humane Handling 
Ins7tute, YouTube (Oct. 26, 2023). 
54 Id. 
55 Humane Handling Verifica7on for Livestock and Good Commercial Prac7ces for Poultry, Food Safety and 
Inspec;on Service, USDA, 12 (2021). 

https://www.nichemeatprocessing.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/20190926_OSUwebinar_CreatingRSAplanfinal-Dixson.pptx
https://www.nichemeatprocessing.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/20190926_OSUwebinar_CreatingRSAplanfinal-Dixson.pptx
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/media_file/2021-03/6900.2.pdf
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/media_file/2021-03/6900.2.pdf
https://www.nichemeatprocessing.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/Robust-Systematic-Approach-to-Humane-Handling-Draft-revised-03.12.18.docx
https://www.provisioneronline.com/articles/113615-proper-stunning-reduces-humane-handling-enforcement-actions
https://www.provisioneronline.com/articles/113615-proper-stunning-reduces-humane-handling-enforcement-actions
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WQVEQsV0SLc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WQVEQsV0SLc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WQVEQsV0SLc
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/media_file/2021-11/21_IM_Humane-Handling-GCP-10012021.pdf
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/media_file/2021-11/21_IM_Humane-Handling-GCP-10012021.pdf
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• Spontaneous natural eye blinking without being touched in the eye or eye 
area (not applicable in electrically stunned animals); or 

• Tense and moving tongue or lips.56 

Finally, a facility should review and reassess the RSA and related records at least annually 
or when significant process or equipment changes occur, whichever is more frequent, to ensure 
that the RSA remains robust.57 

Other helpful addiGonal resources: 

• Rebecca Thistlethwaite, Guidance and Outreach to Small and Very Small 
Meat Processors, Food Safety and InspecGon Service, USDA (2020). 

• Temple Grandin, Taking a Robust Approach to Humane Slaughter, Meat + 
Poultry (Dec. 30, 2016). 

• 9 C.F.R. § 313 (1979). 
• Humane Handling and Slaughter Requirements and the Merits of a 

Systema7c Approach to Meet Such Requirements, Food Safety and InspecGon 
Service, USDA (2004). 

• Niche Meat Processor Assistance Network, NMPAN Live Humane Handling 
Q&A with the Humane Handling Ins7tute, YouTube (Oct. 26, 2023). 

• Marks Meat, Robust Systema7c Approach to Humane Handling (2019). 
• No7ce of Intended Enforcement LeMer from FSIS to Est. M47248, Food Safety 

and InspecGon Service, USDA (2024).
• Sallee J. Dixson, Crea7ng an Individualized Robust Systema7c Approach, Food 

Safety and InspecGon Service, USDA (2019). 
• Kurt D. Vogel, Emphasis Should Focus on Training Personnel and Improving 

Restraint, The NaGonal Provisioner (Oct. 26, 2022). 
• Humane Handling and Slaughter Requirements and the Merits of a 

Systema7c Approach to Meet Such Requirements, Food Safety and InspecGon 
Service, USDA (2004). 

 

 

 

 

 

 
56 Id. 
57 Sallee J. Dixson, Crea7ng an Individualized Robust Systema7c Approach, Food Safety and Inspec;on Service, 
USDA (2019). 

https://www.meatpoultry.com/articles/15604-taking-a-robust-approach-to-humane-slaughter
https://www.meatpoultry.com/articles/15604-taking-a-robust-approach-to-humane-slaughter
https://www.ecfr.gov/current/title-9/chapter-III/subchapter-A/part-313
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2004/09/09/04-20431/humane-handling-and-slaughter-requirements-and-the-merits-of-a-systematic-approach-to-meet-such
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2004/09/09/04-20431/humane-handling-and-slaughter-requirements-and-the-merits-of-a-systematic-approach-to-meet-such
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2004/09/09/04-20431/humane-handling-and-slaughter-requirements-and-the-merits-of-a-systematic-approach-to-meet-such
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WQVEQsV0SLc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WQVEQsV0SLc
https://www.nichemeatprocessing.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/Robust-Systematic-Approach-to-Humane-Handling-Draft-revised-03.12.18.docx
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/media_file/documents/M47248-NOIE-03072024.pdf
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/media_file/documents/M47248-NOIE-03072024.pdf
https://www.nichemeatprocessing.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/20190926_OSUwebinar_CreatingRSAplanfinal-Dixson.pptx
https://www.nichemeatprocessing.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/20190926_OSUwebinar_CreatingRSAplanfinal-Dixson.pptx
https://www.provisioneronline.com/articles/113615-proper-stunning-reduces-humane-handling-enforcement-actions
https://www.provisioneronline.com/articles/113615-proper-stunning-reduces-humane-handling-enforcement-actions
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/media_file/2021-11/21_IM_Humane-Handling-GCP-10012021.pdf
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/media_file/2021-11/21_IM_Humane-Handling-GCP-10012021.pdf
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/media_file/2021-11/21_IM_Humane-Handling-GCP-10012021.pdf
https://www.fsis.usda.gov/sites/default/files/media_file/2021-11/21_IM_Humane-Handling-GCP-10012021.pdf
https://www.nichemeatprocessing.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/20190926_OSUwebinar_CreatingRSAplanfinal-Dixson.pptx
https://www.nichemeatprocessing.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/20190926_OSUwebinar_CreatingRSAplanfinal-Dixson.pptx
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