	[image: Εικόνα που περιέχει γραφικά, γραμματοσειρά, γραφιστική

Το περιεχόμενο που δημιουργείται από τεχνολογία AI ενδέχεται να είναι εσφαλμένο.]
	EU Reference Centre for Animal Welfare Aqua
	Questions to EURCAW
Q2E-Aqua-2026-001
28 July 2026
	[image: Εικόνα που περιέχει στιγμιότυπο οθόνης, σύμβολο, Μπλε Majorelle, γραφικά

Περιγραφή που δημιουργήθηκε αυτόματα]


	
Question to EURCAW-Aqua:	Place European eels alive on ice
Question received: 23 April 2026
Question answered: 28 July 2026
EURCAW-Aqua received the following query from an NCA in one of the Member States.
Information and background context provided by the solicitor
Regional competent authorities have observed that certain retail merchants place European eels alive on ice before the killing for sale (they remain alive but in a kind of state of lethargy). All with the purpose of keeping them less active, due to the ease of manipulation (they are also sometimes kept in tanks, as I have mentioned but they are difficult to handle here because they are very active, sometimes jumping out of the fish tanks, and they are also very slippery.)
Question
EURCAW-Aqua received the following question from a welfare competent authority in one of the Member States:
"Regional competent authorities have observed that certain retail merchants place European eels alive on ice before the killing for sale (they remain alive but in a kind of state of lethargy). All with the purpose of keeping them less active, due to the ease of manipulation (they are also sometimes kept in tanks, as I have mentioned but they are difficult to handle here because they are very active, sometimes jumping out of the fish tanks, and they are also very slippery.). We would like to gather your opinion regarding the practice keeping them in ice"

Experts from EURCAW-Aqua wrote a reply. The EURCAW secretariat did the final editing. 
For queries: info@eurcawaqua.eu 
Answer
This case appears to concern primarily wild-caught fish species that are kept alive at retail level before sales. It therefore falls outside the current priority scope of EURCAW-Aqua, which presently focuses on farmed fish and crustacean species of economic importance for European aquaculture. Nevertheless, EURCAW-Aqua can provide a welfare-oriented scientific opinion because European eel (Anguilla anguilla) is also farmed in parts of Europe and species-specific welfare concerns associated with its handling, stunning and killing are well recognised. EFSA has also published species-specific scientific advice on the welfare of farmed eel during stunning and killing.

We understand that live eels are still occasionally sold in fish markets in some regions of Spain, including the Valencia region, as part of a local tradition, although this practice appears to be declining in favour of eels that have already been killed and processed. When assessing this practice, the distinctive anatomy and physiology of European eel must be considered. This species possesses several physiological adaptations that enable it to survive temporarily in very small volumes of water or even out of water, provided that its skin remains moist and the ambient temperature is sufficiently low.  

The main physiological characteristics are as follows:
1. Significant cutaneous respiration. The skin of the European eel is highly vascularised and covered by a thick mucus layer that facilitates gas exchange. Under normoxic aquatic conditions, approximately 30-35% of the total oxygen uptake may occur through the skin, and this contribution can increase under hypoxic conditions. This capacity is substantially greater than in most teleost fish.
2. Ability to survive in small volumes of water. Owing partly to this substantial cutaneous gas exchange, live eels can be held temporarily in relatively small volumes of freshwater, provided that if they remain fully submerged and that suitable water quality, dissolved oxygen and temperature are maintained. A large water column is not necessary, but the available space must allow all animals to remain covered by water without excessive crowding.
3. Tolerance to temporary emersion. European eels can survive for several hours, and under some conditions, considerably longer, out of water when humidity is high and the skin remains moist. During this period, oxygen uptake continues through the skin and, to a lesser extent, across the moist gill surfaces. However, this ability represents an adaptation for natural overland movements and short-term environmental exposure rather than a good welfare practice for routine husbandry.
Reduced metabolic rate at low temperature. Lower temperatures reduce metabolic rate and can therefore prolong survival during temporary storage and transport. This helps explain why live eels can survive for several days in cool water and relatively small water volumes, if water quality remains adequate. However, reduced activity at low temperature is not, by itself, evidence of unconsciousness or acceptable welfare.

These adaptations explain why very large volumes of water may not be necessary for the short-term holding of live eels. They do not remove the need for appropriate aquatic holding conditions or justify keeping conscious eels directly on ice.

The key welfare point is that placing live eels directly on ice must not be regarded as a humane stunning or killing method. The animals may become less active or appear lethargic, but this does not demonstrate that they are unconscious or insensible. An experimental work of Lambooij et al (2002) on farmed European eel showed that live chilling in ice water may induce stress responses, escape attempts, irregular heart rate and incomplete stunning in some individuals; from an animal welfare point of view, live chilling was therefore not recommended as a stunning method.

Accordingly, keeping conscious eels directly on ice is unacceptable as a routine handling or holding practice. Direct contact with ice may also damage the skin and its protective mucus layer, both of which are particularly important for respiration, osmoregulation and protection against injury and infection. While still conscious, eels may therefore be exposed to prolonged stress, cold shock, respiratory compromise, injury and pain.

For killing, the method should be acute, immediate and irreversible. The eel should not simply be placed alive on ice until it becomes lethargic and then subjected to cutting, evisceration or other dressing procedures. Under Article 3(1) of Regulation (EC) No 1099/2009, animals, including fish, must be spared any avoidable pain, distress or suffering during killing and related operations. In its species-specific opinion on farmed European eel, EFSA did not recommend the use of ice, salt or ammonia to immobilise conscious eels and concluded that, based on the available scientific evidence, no method other than electrical stunning could be recommended (EFSA, 2009). Accordingly, eels should be effectively electrically stunned before any potentially painful cutting, evisceration or dressing procedure, and an appropriate killing step should follow without delay to prevent recovery of consciousness. This should be carried out by a person with the necessary knowledge and practical competence.

Recommendations
1. Do not place live, conscious eels directly on ice. Their ability to survive out of water, or their reduced activity at low temperature, must not be interpreted as evidence of acceptable welfare or effective stunning.
2. Provide appropriate short-term aquatic holding conditions. Eels should be kept fully submerged in cool, clean, well-oxygenated water of suitable quality and at a stable, species-appropriate temperature. Stocking density and water volume should be sufficient to prevent excessive crowding and to maintain water quality. Tanks should have a secure, well-fitting lid or mesh cover to prevent escape while allowing safe inspection and access.
3. Effectively stun and kill the eel before sale or dressing. The eel should not be cut, decapitated, eviscerated or otherwise dressed while conscious. Based on EFSA’s species-specific assessment, effective electrical stunning is the only method that can currently be recommended for eels. Stunning should be followed without delay by an appropriate killing procedure that prevents recovery of consciousness before any further processing.
4. Ensure operator competence and verify unconsciousness and death. Personnel responsible for stunning and killing eels should have the necessary knowledge and practical competence to apply the procedure correctly, to recognise signs of consciousness or sensibility, and to confirm death before dressing or sale. 

Conclusion
In our scientific opinion, live eels should not be displayed or offered for sale unless the establishment can maintain them in suitable aquatic holding facilities until they are effectively stunned and killed using a species-appropriate method. The facilities should maintain adequate water quality, dissolved oxygen and a stable, appropriately cool temperature. All animals should be fully submerged without excessive crowding to protect the skin and mucus layer and prevent escape attempts. The precise requirements should be determined through a site-specific welfare assessment and any applicable national regulation. Apparent lethargy on ice is not evidence of unconsciousness and does not make direct storage of live eels on ice acceptable.
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