




Feedback Rock Lobster Commercial Slaughter – Seafood NZ 

12 October 2015 

Good afternoon to all 

I have had a few days to canvass views from across the rock lobster supply chain and the responses 
have been mixed other than on one topic.  The undoubted consensus is “please be careful” when 
contemplating any transition to a regulatory environment. 

The live lobster business is principally about keeping lobsters alive.  All animal welfare concerns are 
properly addressed as a consequence, and in the absence of a formal regulatory framework. The 
feedback I have received indicates that the very clear preference is to avoid a regulatory framework 
in order to allow for the greatest flexibility in handling and transportation of lobsters and always 
within the scope of the existing COP. 

Lobster processors do not ‘slaughter’ large quantities of product and when they do slaughter any 
they follow the standards in the long established and routinely reviewed COP. 

In 2014 less than 0.5% of total production was processed to tails.  So approximately 13.5 tonnes of 
live lobsters slaughtered.  Slaughter is a side-line or by-product of our core business. 

• One area of concern is that regulations should not constrain the techniques for rendering
lobsters insensible.  The current minimum standard 22e (iii) allows for lobsters that are already
insensible (moribund) to be killed (tailed) without having to chill or electrically stun them.  One
processor indicated that drowning in fresh water is also a viable option and one used widely in
the Australian lobster industry.  Others would argue that a fresh water treatment has potential
to reduce product quality but there is no argument that it is effective in rendering lobsters
insensible.

• Then concerns as to what constitutes ‘insensible’ in the context of a regulatory framework.  Is
there a physical ‘test’ – necessarily a visual inspection – which determines that particular status
of a lobster?  Will that ‘test’ be transferred to regulation?

• Then to concerns over extent of liability.  It is crucial that animal welfare responsibility not be
extended beyond the effective control of the producer/processor/LFR/exporter, which generally
is considered to be when a container of live lobsters is accepted by the LFR; when a polybin of
live lobsters is handed over to a domestic customer; or when the plane carrying a shipment of
live lobsters touches down in Asia or elsewhere; although LFRs/processors/exporters cannot
exert control over the lobster shipments once they have been delivered to airports in New
Zealand.

That pretty much summarises the initial feedback.  I greatly appreciate that you have already made a 
commitment to ‘getting it right’ and will be seeking further technical advice.  As noted above there is 
a very strong feeling across the major industry participants that the current code and associated 
standards are more than adequate; are routinely observed; and that animal welfare concerns are 
well met by the lobster industry as a matter of course. 

It seems to me that the interest in regulating arises from agency concerns over the manner in which 
lobsters are allegedly offered for sale in restaurants here in New Zealand.  A notorious Seven Sharp 
video clip elicited an almost immediate response from MPI in Auckland for example.   
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In my view the state of the lobster served in the restaurant was deliberately misrepresented by the 
complainant at the time.  But even if you do not agree with that view it seems to me that a very 
simple response would be a domestic food service industry regulation which creates an offence 
where lobsters are handled other than in accordance with the current code and associated 
standards i.e. they need to be dispatched before being served – or before being cooked and served. 

Very keen to talk some more about these issues and will work in with your availability over the next 
few weeks if you are running to any self-imposed deadline. 

Kind regards 

 

 

5 October 2015 

Hi  

Thanks for the information sent today. 

I have copied the relevant details to industry personnel with long experience in live lobster handling 
and exporting and have asked for written feedback before Wednesday afternoon this week.  I am 
confident we will get sufficient response to your questions which I have highlighted.  I expect #’s 2, 3 
and 4 to be no problem. 

I personally have some hesitation in regards to the wording of #1 as it converts to regulation.  We 
(industry) use the term ‘to dispatch a rock lobster before consumption’ and to do that we 
recommend that live lobsters be placed in a freezer/chiller until all physical movement is observed 
to have ended – which occurs before the lobster begins to freeze.   

If those instructions are followed then a lobster is reliably dead – we have killed it prior to further 
preparation and consumption.  ‘From chill to kill’ is a continuous process not a two stage one.  
Whereas #1 implies that there is a reliable measure of “insensible” as opposed to dead. 

Or am I being too pedantic? 

Kind regards 

  

NZ Rock Lobster Industry Council 

Private Bag 24-901 

Wellington 6142 

New Zealand 

 <lobster@seafood.co.nz> 
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Introduction 

The following submission is made on behalf of The Royal New Zealand Society for 

the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (RNZSPCA). 

The RNZSPCA is the preeminent animal welfare and advocacy organisation in New 

Zealand. We have been in existence for over 130 years with a supporter base 

representing many tens of thousands of New Zealanders across the nation. 

The organisation includes 46 Animal Welfare Centres across New Zealand and over 

80 inspectors appointed under the Animal Welfare Act 1999. 

The RNZSPCA welcomes the opportunity to make a submission on the humane 

killing of aquatic invertebrates (including crustaceans)  

 

RNZSPCA position  

The RNZSPCA believes that aquatic invertebrates (which include crabs, rock 

lobsters and crayfish) farmed or caught for food should be treated humanely at all 

times. Therefore, the animal must not be caused any pain or distress during killing 

and only methods that humanely render the animal insensible before the animal is 

killed should be used. 

The current techniques generally used to stun and/or kill aquatic invertebrates 

including freezing, boiling, gassing with carbon dioxide, or “drowning” in fresh water 

are inhumane and cause considerable pain and distress to the animal. In addition, 

there is a lack of evidence that chilling in air or on ice renders crustaceans insensible 

without distress. Our organisation considers it vital to utilise up to date scientific 

information and technologies that can provide a humane death to these animals. 

In addition, the RNZSPCA opposes the selling and transportation of live aquatic 

invertebrates to be killed in people’s homes as the standard methods for transporting 

aquatic invertebrates and the limited slaughter methods available in most homes are 

likely to cause the animals to suffer.  

RE
LE

AS
ED

 U
ND

ER
 T

HE
 O

FF
IC

IA
L 

IN
FO

RM
AT

IO
N 

AC
T 

19
82



 
 

Page 4 of 12 
RNZSPCA submission on the humane killing of aquatic invertebrates 

Literature review and assessment 

 

Background 

There is extensive and robust evidence to demonstrate the sentience of aquatic 

invertebrates; these animals have been shown to experience both positive and 

negative emotions, including pain and distress (Yue, 2008; Elwood & Adams, 2015; 

Elwood et al., 2015; Vervaecke et al., 2015). Treatment of aquatic invertebrates 

should reflect this and be as humane as possible. Therefore, whenever possible, 

precautions should be taken against causing aquatic invertebrates pain and distress. 

Invertebrates, including aquatic invertebrates such as crustaceans, do not have a 

centralised nervous system. Therefore, these animals are not killed immediately if 

only one discrete area, such as the brain, is destroyed. Methods of killing and/or 

stunning aquatic invertebrates that were once thought to be humane have now been 

shown to cause distress and/or pain to the animals. 

 

Humane killing of aquatic invertebrates 

Aquatic invertebrates do not have a centralised nervous system, and so they do not 

die immediately upon destruction of the brain (Neil, 2010). Therefore, in order to 

ensure a humane death for the animal, immediate interruption of the animal’s entire 

nervous system function is necessary to effectively stun or kill the aquatic 

invertebrate (Mood, 2014). It is difficult to physically destroy the nervous system of 

aquatic invertebrates quickly and effectively as many species have a diffuse nervous 

system (Gardner, 2004; Yue, 2008).  

To achieve this a 2-step procedure similar to that recommended for euthanasia of 

aquatic invertebrates should be utilised; first the aquatic invertebrate should be 

humanely rendered insensible and only then should the animal be mechanically killed 

with a method that irreparably mutilates the brain or major ganglia (American 

Veterinary Medical Association, 2013).  
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Rendering the aquatic invertebrate insensible  

The only method that has been proven to result in the immediate loss of 

consciousness (within one second) of aquatic invertebrates is the use of a humane 

electrical stunning device (such as the Crustastun™) (Neil, 2010; Neil, 2012; Neil & 

Thompson, 2012; Fregin & Bickmeyer, 2016).  

Research also suggests that a suitable and appropriately used food-grade 

anaesthetic (such as AQUI-S, a clove oil-based product that has been approved for 

use in New Zealand (AQUI-S, n.d.)) can be used to humanely render the animal 

unconscious before killing, although this may take several minutes it does not cause 

distress  (Gardner, 1997).  This product does not affect the safety of the aquatic 

invertebrate for human consumption since AQUI-S is of food-grade and can be 

consumed by humans without ill effects. This product can be administered by 

immersion of the aquatic invertebrate in a suitable dilution of the product in either salt 

or fresh water depending on the species of aquatic invertebrate (i.e. fresh water 

aquatic invertebrates should be aneasthetised in fresh water and salt water aquatic 

invertebrates in salt water to prevent osmotic shock and distress). Immersion has 

found to be an effective route of administration to aquatic invertebrates of such 

products for anaesthesia and euthanasia purposes (Murray, 2006a; Murray, 2006b; 

Waterstrat & Pinkham, 2005). 

Aquatic invertebrates should never be gutted, filleted, frozen or subjected to any 

other form of processing whilst still conscious. It is not humane to boil aquatic 

invertebrates alive (The Panel on Animal Health and Welfare, 2005). In addition, 

boiling, gassing with carbon dioxide, or “drowning” in fresh water are not considered 

to be humane methods of stunning or killing aquatic invertebrates (Gardner, 1997; 

Roth & Øines, 2010). 

Although chilling in air or on ice has previously been recommended as a humane 

method of stunning aquatic invertebrates, an increasing body of evidence suggests 

that this is not a humane. Chilling has been criticised as it exposes the animal to 

conditions it was normally avoid because they cause discomfort and in addition 

chilling is slow and inconsistent (Gardner, 2004). Chilling aquatic invertebrates in air 
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is likely to cause additional stress through exposure to air, which has been 

demonstrated to be stressful to crabs and lobsters through measurements of 

physiological and immune responses during live transport (Fotedar & Evans, 2011). 

The previous suggestions that chilling is an effective method of rendering an aquatic 

invertebrate insensible is based on the animals that have been subjected to chilling 

not showing behavioural signs of distress, such as thrashing and autotomy, rather 

than physiological indicators of distress (Yue, 2008). Recent evidence demonstrates 

that the nervous system of crustaceans continues to function even at extremely low 

temperatures (Tang et al., 2010; Marder, 2011, Tang et al., 2012). It can be inferred 

that chilling only reduces the animal’s basal metabolic rate and induces a state of 

stiffness that is similar to paralysis but the animals are still able to compute sensory 

information (Fregin & Bickmeyer, 2016). 

Chilling on ice has been shown to be ineffective in stunning edible crab and 

Australian giant crab (temperate species) (Gardner, 1997; Roth & Øines, 2010). 

Recent research on crayfish and lobster demonstrated that chilling was ineffective at 

providing effective anaesthesia for crayfish; responses to external stimuli were still 

detectable after chilling (Fregin & Bickmeyer, 2016). The welfare effect of chilling on 

aquatic invertebrates is also important in transport, since most crustaceans destined 

for live markets are chilled prior to transport (Fotedar & Evans, 2011). 

It is particularly important that aquatic invertebrates are not chilled and then boiled as 

research has shown that the animals remain conscious during boiling for at least 3 

minutes (Roth & Øines, 2010).  

 

Humanely killing the insensible aquatic invertebrate 

Once the aquatic invertebrate has been rendered insensible, a mechanical method of 

killing that destroys the animal’s chain of ganglia (their central nervous system) 

needs to immediately follow (Mood, 2014). This method will differ depending on the 

species of aquatic invertebrate: 
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 Crabs: The two main nerve centres of the animal must be destroyed. Both are 

located on the central line of the body, one at the front of the animal under a 

shallow depression in the shell and the other towards the rear of the animal (this 

nerve centre may have a small hole over it). The destruction of the nerve centres 

can be achieve by lifting the tail flap of the crab and inserting a knife, or pithing 

instrument, completely through the hind nerve centre, then rapidly through the 

front nerve centre through the shallow depression at the front of the body, or the 

top shell of the crab can be removed and both front and hind nerve centres 

rapidly destroyed using a knife or pithing instrument. 

 

 Rock lobster and crayfish: Lobsters and crayfish have a chain of nerve centres 

(ganglia) running down the midline of their body. These nerve centres should be 

destroyed by rapidly cutting through the midline of the animal longitudinally with a 

large sharp knife. This should take 10 seconds or less. 

(Johnston & Jungalwalla n.d.; Tuckwell, 2006)  

 

A humane electrical stunning device or anaesthetic can also be used to humanely kill 

the aquatic invertebrates outright if used for long enough and at a high enough 

voltage/concentration. A suitable and appropriately used food-grade anaesthetic 

(such as AQUI-S) can also be used to kill the animal if used at a high enough 

concentration and for sufficient time. However, in most cases it is preferable to stun 

and then effectively kill the animal mechanically once it is unconscious (Roth & 

Grimsbø, 2013; Sparrey, 2005). 

In addition, recent evidence suggests that crayfish and lobster still show a central 

nervous system electrophysiological response to boiling (although only minor 

response) after effective stunning (Fregin & Bickmeyer, 2016). This indicates that the 

animals should be mechanically killed before boiling, even if they have been stunned 

appropriately. 

The evidence suggests that most commercial methods of killing aquatic invertebrates 

will cause considerable suffering to the animals. Spiking, splitting and high pressure 
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killing of conscious animals provide a much shorter slaughter process so may seem 

to be less inhumane. However, since they are neither immediate nor likely to be 

distress-free (Mood, 2014), these methods are not considered humane and the 

RNZSPCA does not advocate their use. 

 

Conclusion 

The RNZSPCA agrees that crabs, rock lobsters and crayfish should all be required to 

be humanely rendered insensible prior to being killed. In fact, the Society would 

contend that the regulation should extend to all aquatic invertebrates and fish, not 

just crabs, rock lobsters and crayfish. 

The RNZSPCA is concerned that the proposed regulation that includes the provision 

that crabs, rock lobsters and crayfish must be ‘chilled to 4°C or less, or be electrically 

stunned, or be otherwise rendered insensible before being killed’ includes a method 

(chilling) that is slow, inconsistent and may cause distress to the animal. In addition, 

the inclusion of ‘otherwise rendered insensible’ is non-specific and does not require 

that this method should be humane. The most humane method available is 

appropriate electrical stunning and this should be used in preference to other 

methods. An alternative method that may be more practical and accessible for small 

operations or non-commercial slaughter of aquatic invertebrates is use of the food-

grade anaesthetic AQUI-S. This product is already being used in aquaculture and in 

export of lobsters from New Zealand, is readily available and practical to use and 

inexpensive. Further details can be provided if desired. 

The RNZSPCA urges the New Zealand government to modify the proposed 

regulation to ensure that ineffective stunning methods that will cause the suffering of 

aquatic invertebrates are not included. Only methods known to be humane should be 

included for rendering the animals insensible before killing; these are limited to 

appropriate electrical stunning (using a Crustastun device) or anaethetising using 

AQUI-S. In addition, the regulation should include acceptable species specific 

methods of killing of insensible aquatic invertebrates. In order to cover the possibility 

that other humane methods of stunning and killing may become available over time, 
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the following could also be included in the regulation: other methods of stunning and 

killing can be used for aquatic invertebrates if there is independent evidence that the 

method kills or renders the animal insensible in a distress and pain-free manner 

demonstrated on the species it will be used on and based on the measurement of 

physiological and immune responses rather than solely behavioural indicators. 
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Comments on RNZSPCA’s submission – Humane Killing of Crustaceans 

Literature Review & Assessment 
Agree with the RNZSPCA in this section. NAWAC and MPI also consider certain aquatic invertebrates 
to be sentient. They are included as ‘animals’ in the Act and therefore a humane death is required, 
which can be achieved by a 2-step process of causing the animal to be insensible and then killing the 
animal.  

Rendering the aquatic invertebrate insensible 
Most points in this section are supported by MPI and NAWAC’s previous work, and do not conflict 
with the proposed regulation, with the exception of the RNZSPCA’s recommendation that chilling 
should be removed as an option for making the animal insensible. 

The Minimum Standard 22(e) Commercial Slaughter Code of Welfare states that before being killed, 
crabs, rock lobsters and crayfish have to be chilled to 4 degrees or less, electrically stunned, or 
otherwise insensible before they are killed.  

The Minimum Standard is supported by a paper cited in the code report which states that chilling 
helps to reduce nerve function and metabolic activity (Lowe and Gregory, 1999) and an operational 
research report (Lowe and Gregory, 1998)  

The Animal Health and Welfare S (AHAW) Panel of the European Food Safety Authority (Anonymous 
2005) and the RSPCA Australia consider the following methods to be acceptable: 

• CrustastunTM (electrical stunning in water bath)
• Chilling in an ice slurry not recommended for temperate marine species that are adapted to

colder temperatures)
• Chilling in air (for large crustaceans adapted to very cold temperatures)

RSPCA Australia notes that further research is needed to fully understand the effects of different 
chilling methods on crustacean welfare. 

AQUI-S (isoeuganol) is excluded from the above list due to concerns that it is not food grade, but the 
product is approved within New Zealand for use in food fish1. AQUI-S is generally supported as an 
effective method to induce insensibility or death, depending on dose (Gardner, 1997; Fishcount UK). 

An HSUS report (Yue 2008) states that chilling is commonly believed to be effective based on 
behavioural signs, but that the amount of time required to render crustaceans insensible varies 
“depending on size, species, metabolic state, and the rate of chilling”. Gardner (1997 & 2004) states 
that chilling appears to be very effective and few signs of distress are shown, but the technique is 

1 http://www.aqui-s.com/78-aqui-s/24-joomla 

Minimum Standard 22(e) 

Crabs, rock lobsters and crayfish must either: 

(i) have been chilled to 4 ⁰C or less at the time they are killed; or 
(ii) have been electrically stunned before they are killed; or 
(iii) be otherwise insensible before they are killed. 
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slow and inconsistent. For example, in one experiment Australian Giant Crabs (Pseudocarcinus gigas) 
were unaffected after 14 hours in 5°C  and 2°C  degree temperatures, and only experienced mild 
paralysis at -1.5⁰C (Gardner 1997). In another species (Cancer pagarus) it took 10 minutes for crabs 
to begin to lose behavioural responses at 0°C, but freezer temperatures of -37⁰ led to autotomy 
(dropping limbs), a sign of distress, at some stage before death occurred in 30-40 minutes (Roth & 
Oines). 

The papers cited by RNZSPCA to show that the nervous systems of crustaceans can still function at 
low temperatures (Tang et al., 2010; Marder, 2011; Tang et al., 2012) support the idea that 
crustaceans already adapted to low temperatures may react differently to cooler temperatures, as 
suggested by the Australia RSPCA guidelines (“Chilling in ice slurry not recommended for temperate 
marine species that are adapted to colder temperatures”). 

The authors in one paper cited by the RNZSPCA recorded nerve responsiveness to external stimuli 
even after chilling although no behavioural responses were displayed (Fregin and Bickmeyer, 2016)., 
It is also true that nociceptive signals can be detected via EEG in unconscious mammals and humans 
(Murrell & Johnson 2006).Further, the species used were not from New Zealand, and the authors 
noted that other species adapted to different temperatures may react differently.  The study is 
recent and I cannot find other studies that have repeated the process that support the findings.  

Humanely killing the insensible aquatic invertebrate 
Agree with the SPCA’s points in this section.  

However, the proposed regulation is not intended to regulate killing methods. It solely describes a 
requirement to make the animal insensible.   

Conclusion 
The RNZSPCA submitted that chilling crustaceans is not humane – however, chilling could be 
included in a regulation if it allows for different temperatures and chilling times for different species. 
For example, the regulation could simply require insensibility (potential signs of insensibility are 
described in the code of welfare and listed in Appendix 1). This outcome-based wording can be 
supported by the code of welfare and guidance, for example the general information section for 
Minimum Standard 22 states that live crustaceans that are chilled ‘eventually’ become insensible 
and explains that live crustaceans that are reduced in temperature until no movement occurs on 
handling can be further processed.  

The RNZSPCA points out that chilling and then boiling is unacceptable, which is supported by the 
literature. If chilling is kept in the regulation then we recommend it needs to be specified that any 
killing method done after chilling should be quick (e.g. pithing, spiking, splitting) and not involve 
warming up the crustacean. 

Effective chilling techniques vary according to species and their adaptations. There is only limited 
evidence to support that crustaceans continue to feel pain while chilled. However, it will be difficult 
to specify a specific temperature or amount of time to chill a crustacean that is universally effective 
for all species covered by animal welfare regulations. 
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APPENDIX 1: Potential signs of insensibility  
The following signs of insensibility and stress have been suggested by the RSPCA Australia, and others 
could also be considered (below). 

Signs of insensibility 

• no resistance to handling – for example, the abdomen or tail can be easily extended
or manipulated, and the outer mouthparts can be moved without resistance

• no control of limb movement
• no eye reactions when the shell is tapped
• no reaction when touched around the mouthparts.

Sign of stress 

• thrashing
• autotomy (casting off body parts, such as limbs)

There are several criteria for assessing insensibility/death in decapod crustaceans that have been 
used in research, which may also be useful in a commercial setting.  

Cowing et al (2015) took full anaesthesia to be present when there was no response to stimuli (these 
included touching a plastic pipette to the rostrum and antennae) when the animal was placed in 
lateral recumbency. Any animal showing responses to stimulation or righting attempts when placed 
into lateral recumbency, would, by extrapolation, still be alive and sensible. In addition to touching 
the rostrum and antennae, the test procedure could be extended to include a greater number of test 
responses. For example, Simon et al (2016) considered the absence of appendage movements and 
mandibular movements as a sign of death, while Harris and Ulmestrand (2004) categorised lobsters 
as moribund/dead when the animals did not show any reflexes (including leg motion, leg retraction 
and maxilliped motion) nor any scaphognatite activity. In addition, some of the reflex actions 
suggested by Stoner (2012) for the assessment of vitality in lobsters may be useful for assessing 
sensibility, or lack thereof. These include leg retraction, leg extension, pleopod motion, mouth 
closure, antenna response, eye turgor, eye retraction and chela closure. 

Indeed, Roth and Øines (2010) suggest that, as decapods have limited peripheral neurons for 
synaptic responses between sensory and motor fibres and synapses are mostly located centrally in 
the CNS (citing Laverack 1988), there is reason to believe that a physical response towards tactile 
stimuli is a reliable indicator of intact ganglia rather than merely a reflex. This would support the use 
of reflex responses in the assessment of sensibility/death in crustaceans. 
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3. New Zealand produces 2800 tonnes and exports approximately 2600 tonnes of rock lobsters in every 

season.  Currently, annual export receipts are valued in excess of $300 million.   

 

4. The rock lobster industry has a strong interest in animal welfare – the value of the industry is based on 

producing the highest quality product for domestic and export markets.  It is important to the industry 

that regulations replacing the long established Welfare Codes do not impede or compromise industry 

best practice in the capture, handling, holding and transportation of rock lobsters. 

 

5. The NZ RLIC has constrained this submission to Part B of the MPI Discussion Paper 2016/12, specifically 
the proposed wording: 

 
10.2(12) Crabs, rock lobster, and crayfish – Insensible before being killed. 

 
“Crabs, rock lobster, and crayfish that are captured but not imminently destroyed, must be chilled to 4 

deg. C or less, or be electrically stunned, or be otherwise rendered insensible before being killed”.  

 

6. Given that the proposal in the Discussion Paper is only a description of the intent of the regulation and 

not necessarily the final text, the NZ RLIC considers that the wording can be simplified in order to best 

achieve the intended welfare objective.  The current Code of Welfare provides specific guidance as to 

how the primary objective might be achieved but it is not necessary in our view for the regulation to 

specify the means by which lobsters can be rendered insensible. 

 

7. We request that in drafting the final regulation that the scope and intent is clear and unambiguous – 
that the regulation should only apply to crabs  rock lobsters, and crayfish that have been held alive in 
captivity prior to being killed for further processing or consumption.  

 

8. Our recommended wording for 10.2(12) is as follows: 
 

Crabs, rock lobsters, and crayfish that are not immediately destroyed at time of capture must be 

rendered insensible before being killed. 

 
9. That wording gets to the heart of the welfare issue.  It does not matter what means are used, the 

baseline requirement is that subsequent to being landed, lobsters are rendered insensible before being 
killed.  The inherent flex bility as to method ensures that already-established slaughter protocols can be 
maintained and that deviation from industry best practice can be prosecuted if required. 

 

Yours sincerely 

 

NZ Rock Lobster Industry Council 

 
Executive Officer 
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What is the most humane way to kill crustaceans for

human consumption?

This article is also available for download as a PDF - RSPCA Humane killing of crustaceans

Crustaceans show responses consistent with signs of pain and distress.

1 6

 They also

have the cognitive capacity to remember, and learn to avoid, unpleasant stimuli.

7 9

 As a

result, RSPCA Australia considers that crustaceans should be captured, handled,

transported, stored and killed humanely. This applies to all crustaceans, including

crayfish, lobsters, crabs, Moreton Bay bugs and yabbies, whether the animal is to be

eaten raw (sashimi) or cooked.

Killing involves loss of sensibility (ability to feel pain), followed by death. For killing to be

humane, either:

the animal experiences an immediate loss of sensibility, or

if loss of sensibility is not immediate, insensibility is induced without discomfort or pain.

Insensibility should persist until death intervenes.

A variety of methods are used to capture, hold, kill and process crustaceans. The methods used

depend on the species involved, the scale of the processing operation (commercial or

noncommercial) and the end product. In each case, crustaceans should be killed by the most

humane method.

The legal status of crustaceans in Australia varies between different states and territories. In

New South Wales, Victoria, the Northern Territory and the Australian Capital Territory,

crustaceans are protected under the relevant animal welfare legislation (in some states, this only

applies to crustaceans intended for human consumption). Penalties may apply if crustaceans are

not treated humanely.

Skills and experience required

RSPCA Australia does not recommend that live crustaceans for human consumption are made

available for purchase by the general public. Instead, they should be humanely killed by trained

and competent personnel before purchase.

Training should include how to:

appropriately handle and care for live crustaceans to minimise stress and suffering
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Splitting involves rapidly cutting through the centre-line of the head, thorax (chest) and

abdomen with a large, sharp knife. Cutting must occur along the longitudinal midline

(lengthways) to destroy all the nerve centres (Figure 2).

Figure 2 View of lobster from above (or below), showing line of cut for lobster splitting
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AW Compliance for OIA18-0215
Complaints relating to Rock Lobster or Crayfish 
for the 5 year period 1 January 2013 to 31 December 2017

ID Provincial Region Source Grade Complaint Complaint Synopsis Outcome Status

10524 Auckland Public 3 Ill Treatment
Live crayfish served in restaurant - unsure how it was dispatched, possibly 
inhumane

Education Letter Closed

11049 Gisborne Public 3 Ill Treatment Crayfish placed alive in boiling water Education Letter Closed

1257 Christchurch Public 3
Unhygienic Living 
Conditions

Crayfish overcrowded and in dirty tank at seafood restaurant
No Animal Welfare Issue 
(Complaint Unsubstantiated)

Closed

1679 Auckland Public 3 Ill Treatment Crayfish not insensible before being killed
No Animal Welfare Issue 
(Complaint Unsubstantiated)

Closed
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