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Dear Duncan 
 
 
On behalf of Scottish Ministers I am writing to update you on the situation concerning the 
contamination of processed beef products with horse and pig DNA, the investigation being 
carried out by the Food Standards Agency (FSA), and actions being taken in Scotland 
 
BACKGROUND 
 
On 14 January the FSA were informed that the Food Safety Authority of Ireland (FSAI) had 
completed a survey into the composition of burgers and other meat products. The results of 
the survey were published the following day and confirmed that of the 27 beef burgers tested 
10 contained horse DNA and 23 tested positive for pig DNA.   Of the 10 beef burgers that 
tested positive for horse DNA 9 contained only very low levels.  However in one of the beef 
burgers the level of horse DNA was much higher, and was equivalent to 29% of the meat 
content of the burger being horse.   
 
The implicated products with trace levels were produced by two processing plants (Liffey 
Meats and ABP Silvercrest Foods) in the Republic of Ireland (RoI) and one plant (ABP 
Dalepak Hambleton) in the UK.  The product that contained a higher level of horse DNA was 
produced at ABP Silvercrest Foods in RoI.  No products from Scottish processing plants 
were implicated in the survey. 
 
Implicated products from the Irish plants were on retail sale in Tesco, Dunnes store, Lidl and 
Aldi in RoI, and Tesco stores in the UK. Implicated products produced by Dalepak were 
supplied to Iceland in Ireland and in the UK. These retailers quickly withdrew implicated 
products from sale as a precaution. Other major retailers have also decided on commercial 
grounds to remove products from sale from these suppliers.  
 
The burgers that tested positive for horse DNA were tested by FSAI for the presence of 
phenylbutazone, a commonly used medicine in horses that is not allowed in the food chain, 
and all of the results were negative. Considering this information, and the fact that the risk 
from microbiological contamination is minimal as the implicated products were frozen and 
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would be cooked before consumption, the FSA have stated that, on the basis of the 
evidence available, the implicated products pose no risk to public health.  
 
Nevertheless, it is unacceptable for consumers to be misled in this way. It is it an offence for 
a food business to label or present food in a false or misleading way. The Food Labelling 
Regulations 1996 set minimum requirements for food labelling, including the need for a list of 
ingredients which with respect to any meat ingredient has to indicate the animal species of 
meat. Intentionally added ingredients must be listed.  However, should a food contain traces 
of a substance that was not intentionally included as an ingredient, and the producer has 
applied due diligence to prevent unintentional ingredients being incorporated, there is no 
requirement for this to be declared as a food ingredient. Ultimately it is the responsibility of 
food businesses to ensure that the food they sell is labelled correctly and that consumers 
aren’t misled. 
 
FSA INVESTIGATION 
 
On 16 January the UK Government asked the FSA to launch an urgent investigation in 
response to the FSAI findings. The FSA held a scoping meeting with industry and these 
discussions informed the FSA’s action plan for the investigation.  The FSA is implementing 
the UK plan in conjunction with other Government departments, local authorities and the 
food industry.  The plan is: 
 

i. To continue the urgent review of the traceability of the food products identified in 
FSAI’s survey.  The FSA published an up-date on the investigation on its website on 
18 January. 

 
ii. To explore further, in conjunction with FSAI, the methodology used for the survey to 

understand more clearly the factors that may have led to the low level cases of cross-
contamination.  

 
iii. To consider, with relevant local authorities and FSAI, whether any legal action is 

appropriate following the investigation. 
 
iv. To work with the Defra, the devolved rural affairs departments and local authorities on 

a UK-wide study of food authenticity in processed meat products.  
 
 
OTHER ACTION BY FSA  
 
The Cabinet Secretary for Rural Affairs and the Environment has asked the FSA in Scotland 
to take action. FSA will ask each local authority in Scotland to visit all premises in their 
jurisdiction that manufacture processed meat products, to establish what controls are in 
place to avoid carry-over with meat from other species of animals, and to ensure that 
products are correctly labelled.   

The FSA will supplement these investigations with audits of local authority controls on food 
standards, to assure the effectiveness of controls.  

The Cabinet Secretary has also asked the FSA to look at relevant legislation in this area.   
The FSA in Scotland is already consulting on legislation to implement a major package of EU 
food labelling law, with the objective of providing clearer and more transparent food labelling 
to the consumer.  
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As part of its action plan outlined above, FSA has initiated a UK-wide survey of food 
authenticity of processed meat products, and this will include sampling in Scotland.   
 
I will of course keep you updated of any future developments. 
 
The Cabinet Secretary for Rural Affairs and the Environment is writing along similar lines to 
the Convenor of the Rural Affairs, Climate Change and Environment Committee. 
 
 

 
 
 
 

MICHAEL MATHESON 

 
 
 

 


