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Conditions:  
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LAB_009 Euthanasia - Decapitation in Mice and Rats 

 
I. OBJECTIVE 

To promote safe and humane euthanasia on mice and rats via decapitation, as per Clause 3.3.45 of the 
Australian Code for the care and use of animals for scientific purposes. 

 
NB: The use of (*) indicates this statement is dependent on the facility procedures  
NB: The use of (**) indicates this statement is dependent on AEC Approvals 
 
II. COMMENTS / RECOMMENDATIONS 

• Consideration must be taken as to the potential for stressful auditory, visual or olfactory stimuli that may be 
perceived by other animals. Efforts must be made to isolate these potential stressors:  

 Euthanasia or laboratory rodents should only occur in “terminal procedure rooms”(*), 
 Biosafety cabinets or fume hoods should be used for the procedure wherever possible, 
 Ensure the area is cleaned prior to use, and between animals, 
 Different species (i.e. rats and mice) should not be euthanised in the same area at the same time. 

• In pups, this procedure is generally considered the most reliable (and thus humane) means of euthanasia. 
• In adults, although decapitation is often considered aesthetically unpleasant, when performed correctly, this 

procedure should be considered comparable to cervical dislocation in terms of welfare impact to the animal.  
• The procedure varies depending on the animals age, therefore this document is divided into 2 parts: 

 Part A: Neonatal Mice and Rats (P0 – P10) – for animals less than 10 days old 
 Part B: Mice and Rats (>P10) – for all animals greater than 10 days old 

 
Part A: Neonatal Mice and Rats (P0 – P10) 

III. EQUIPMENT 
• PPE*  

Although PPE is facility dependent, minimum expectations include: disposable gloves, clean log-sleeved 
laboratory gown, hair bonnet, eye protection, face mask, closed in shoes.  

• Scissors – sharp, appropriate brand and model 
• Cadaver bag 

 

IV. PREPARATION OF EQUIPMENT 
1. Scissors must have sharp blades and must have recently proven that they are fit for purpose (by prior use on 

cadavers). Scissors must be cleaned of debris between animals – this helps to reduce stress in rodents being 
handled, and helps to maintain good working order of the scissors.  

 
V. PROCEDURE 

1. Place neonate on the prepared surface 
2. Immobilise the neonate using the least dominant hand  
3. Gently position the opened scissors around the neck, behind the head 
4. In one swift and controlled action cut through the neck, separating the body from the head  
5. Place the remains into the cadaver bag, and dispose of the bag* 
6. Clean the surface and scissors 
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Part B: Mice and Rats (>P10) 

VI. EQUIPMENT 
• PPE*  

Although PPE is facility dependent, minimum expectations include: disposable gloves, clean log-sleeved 
laboratory gown, hair bonnet, eye protection, face mask, closed in shoes.  

• Guillotine 
• Guillotine restrain device (e.g. Decapicone©) – appropriately sized for the animal 
• Cadaver bag 

 

VII. PREPARATION OF EQUIPMENT 
1. Guillotines must have sharp blades and must have recently proven that they are fit for purpose (by prior use 

on cadavers). Guillotines must be cleaned of debris between animals – this helps to reduce stress in rodents 
being handled, and helps to maintain good working order of the guillotine.  

 
VIII. PROCEDURE 

1. Gently but securely restrain the rodent within the guillotine restraint device.  
2. Place the head of the animal through the diamond shaped blade opening, with the path of the blade directed 

at the animal’s neck.  
Ensure you maintain a secure grip of the animal (by the base of the tail) and ensure that your fingers are not 
within the path of the blade. 

3. Firmly and swiftly depress the guillotine lever, ensuring the complete decapitation occurs in a quick single cut. 
4. Place the remains into the cadaver bag, and dispose of the bag* 
5. Clean the surfaces and guillotine. 

 
IX. REFERENCE INFORMATION 
 
Training reference 

As indicated within the conditions of all UQ SOPs, personnel are required to be competent in any procedure they 
perform with animals for scientific purposes (or under the direct supervision of a person who is competent). In this 
procedure it is particularly important when establishing a person’s competency that their training commences with 
cadavers and identifies that the trainee is a) able to repeatedly achieve complete decapitation, as well as b) 
appropriately prepare equipment (e.g. performing the technique in a biosafety cabinet of fume hood to isolate 
other animals from the procedure and thoroughly cleaning of equipment between animals). 
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