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CODE OF PRACTICE 
 

TATTOOING 
 

Issued by Environmental Services 
Maldon District Council 
Princes Road 
Maldon 
Essex 
CM9 5DL 
 

1. INTRODUCTION 
 
The Code of Practice is intended to explain the implementation and operation of the byelaws 
relating to tattooing. 
 
The purpose of the Code is not only to provide guidance to compliance with the byelaws, but 
also to include advice on those matters of practice which are essential in achieving high 
standards of hygiene and safety. The Code is not legally binding, but when enforcing the 
byelaws the Local Authority will be using those guidelines in determining whether the byelaws 
are being contravened. 
 
The tattooist and his assistants must have received sufficient and adequate training in the 
practice of hygiene and safety in connection with their work. Incorrect hygienic procedures can 
result in damage to the health of both the operator and the client. This is particularly relevant to 
the risk of contracting Hepatitis B (see Appendix A). 

 
2. PREMISES 

 
2.1 Constructional Standards 
 

The operation should be carried out in premises, rooms or areas which must be clean and 
capable of being kept clean. The room or area must not be used for any other purpose than 
tattooing. 

 
All structural surfaces including ceilings, walls, floors, doors and windows etc. must be of a 
smooth impervious surface thus rendering them readily cleansable. Surfaces should 
preferably be of light reflective colours. Wallpaper should not be used unless it is of the 
durable, washable type. 

 
2.2 Washing Facilities 
 

A wash hand basin fitted with elbow taps and a good supply of hot and cold water and with 
proper connection to the drainage system   is essential. It should be located within the 
close proximity of the workroom, and kept clean.  

 
Suitable soap (i.e. in a liquid form with the bactericidal properties) and a nailbrush must be 
available, readily accessible and maintained. Hand drying facilities may include hot air 
blowers or disposable paper towels. Individual cotton towels are not suitable. 

 
2.3 Ventilation 

 
There shall be provided suitable and sufficient means of ventilation. 
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2.4 Lighting 
 

There shall be provided suitable and sufficient artificial lighting to an overall standard of 500 
lux. 

 
2.5 Smoking 
 

There shall be a notice clearly stating “No Smoking” and the operator shall refrain from 
smoking and take steps to prevent clients smoking within the work areas. 

 
2.6 Sanitary Accommodation  

 
Readily accessible and adequate sanitary accommodation must be provided and maintained 
on the premises. Such facilities must be kept clean and made available. 
A wash hand basin with adequate hot and cold water, soap and nailbrush should be in close 
proximity. Drying facilities must also be provided. 

 
3. FIXTURES AND FITTINGS 

 
3.1 Storage 

 
Adequate storage must be provided for all items used in connection with tattooing i.e. 
protective clothing, paper towels, instruments etc. Such storage facilities must have smooth 
impervious surfaces, be kept clean and in good repair so as to minimise the risk of 
contamination. 

 
3.2 Table Tops and Work Surfaces 

 
All table tops, shelves and other work surfaces must have smooth impervious surfaces 
enabling effective cleaning. They must be maintained in good repair and kept clean with the 
frequent use of a suitable disinfectant (see Appendix B). 
Stainless steel, melamine and glass are considered suitable surfaces, but must be covered 
with clean disposable paper for each client. 

 
3.3 Couches and Chairs   
 

The surface of any couch or chair must be of such materials e.g. vinyl to enable effective 
cleaning, and must be in good repair and kept clean. These should be covered with clean 
disposable paper for each client. Fabric chairs or couches must not be used. 

 
3.4 Waste Receptacles 

 
All waste material and litter (except for needles and other “sharps”) shall be placed in a 
suitable receptacle lined with a sealable leak proof plastic bag and a close fitting lid. 

 
4. METHOD FOR TATTOOING 
 
4.1 Recommended Equipment 

 
Autoclave (see Appendix B) 
Ultrasonic cleaner 
Alcohol impregnated swabs (pre-packed) 
Disposable razors 
Vaseline/petroleum jelly 
Autoclavable metal syringe, (not required if vaseline is in tubes) 
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Disposable wooden spatula 
Autoclavable stainless steel needles 
Paper tissues, towels and cups 
Disinfectant and detergent (see Appendix B) 
Autoclavable forceps 
Autoclavable stainless steel kidney dishes 
Sharps disposable box for needles 
Disposable capsules for pigment 
Wide bore glass or metal tubes in a rack for holding assembled machines 
Sterile gauze and tape for covering tattoos. 

4.2 Shaving and Cleaning of Skin 
 

The area of skin to be tattooed should be cleaned with soap and water using a clean 
paper towel for each client. It should then be swabbed with an alcohol based 
impregnated swab. 

 
A disposable razor, used once for each customer, is recommended. It should then be 
discarded. 
 
N.B. If the skin is infected or covered with a rash it should not be tattooed. Tattoos 
should be avoided within 6 inches of any irritated area. 

  
4.3 Skin Lubrication       

 
Most tattooists first smear the area to be tattooed with vaseline. If vaseline is taken from 
a jar with fingers, contamination is likely; therefore vaseline in tubes is preferable. 
Alternatively an autoclaved metal syringe may also be used if it is filled using a 
disposable wooden spatula. 
 
Whether a tube of vaseline is used, or a metal syringe, the opening must not touch the 
customer’s skin. The vaseline should be squirted onto a piece of clean gauze which is 
then used to smear it over the customer’s skin. 

 
4.4 Preparation and Use of Tattoo Equipment    

 
4.4.1. Resterilisable stainless steel needles are recommended. They must be 

ultrasonically cleaned and autoclaved between clients.  If chromium plated, needles 
should be used once only then discarded. 
 

4.4.2. The number of needles needed for one day should be soldered onto the stainless 
steel rods with lead free solder in advance of the day’s work. 

 
4.4.3. The soldered rods and needles should be placed in a paper cup and treated 

ultrasonically to remove flux residue, dust and any organic matter. The paper cup 
should contain spirit, or hot water and detergent and be disposed of after one use. 

 
4.4.4. Needles and rods should then be sterilised in an autoclave (see Appendix B), 

ensuring that there is no vaseline, lubricating jelly, glycerine, oil or grease on any 
part of them. 

 
4.4.5. Needles must not be tested on the tattooist’s skin before use on the client.         

 
4.4.6. Tubes (holders for the rods) must also be sterilised in the autoclave along with 

syringe, forceps and other instruments. 
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4.4.7. Motors or frames cannot be sterilised and they should be damp wiped with a 
suitable disinfectant (see Appendix B). 

 
4.4.8. After being sterilised, needles and rods may be left in the closed autoclave until 

required for use. Some may be fixed to tubes and motors in readiness, but the 
needle ends must then be stored in wide-bore empty tubes, so that the needles do 
not touch the sides. Once used, a needle must not be returned to the storage tubes 
– they are only for storing unused and sterilised needles. These tubes must be 
sterilised every day. 

 
4.4.9. Sterile forceps should be used for handling sterile needles and rods. These 

should be resterilised in the autoclave with each new batch of needles. 
 

4.5 Use of Pigment  
 

Because needles are repeatedly dipped into pigments, virus from blood and serum may 
contaminate these pigments. It is most important that fresh pigments in fresh containers 
are used for each customer. 

 
4.5.1. Put as much of each pigment as is likely to be needed for one customer into 

clean capsules. 
 

4.5.2. Disposable capsules for dyes should be used, one set for each customer. Non 
disposable containers are not recommended, as they would require sterilisation 
after each customer. 

 
4.5.3. Capsules should be firmly placed in holders while in use to prevent the possibility 

of spillage. 
 

4.5.4. Only as many pigment capsules as are needed for each client should be placed 
together in a holder, otherwise splashing may cause     contamination of an empty 
capsule. 

 
4.6 Cleansing of Equipment  

 
4.6.1. Needles, rods and tubes must be disengaged from the Motor and placed in an 

autoclavable dish e.g. stainless steel kidney dish.  At the end of the session the 
needles are burned off by flaming the soldered joints. Disposable needles must be 
disinfected then thrown away. Sterilisable needles must be used once only, on one 
client, then must be sterilised. Sterilisable needles plus all rods must be cleaned 
ultrasonically then autoclaved. Ultrasonic treatment alone is not adequate. 

 
4.6.2. Pigment capsules must be disposed of after each customer. 

 
4.6.3. Forceps must be autoclaved between sessions. 

 
4.6.4. Tubes must be autoclaved between sessions.  
 

4.7 Disposal 
 
All waste matter excluding needles e.g. paper towels, tissue, pigment capsules etc. must 
be disinfected and then placed in a sealable, leak-proof plastic bag (see 3.4). 
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Disposable needles must be disinfected then placed in a “sharps disposal” box for 
needles, such as is used in hospitals. The box must be clearly marked “DANGER - 
DISCARDED NEEDLES”. 

 
Disinfectants may be poured down the sink and flushed with running water. 

 
The preferred means of disposal of all discarded items and materials is incineration. 
Advice of the local Environmental Health Officer must be sought about final disposal of 
the sealed bags and the “sharps” boxes, which must not be allowed to enter the public 
refuse disposal system. 

 
 
5. AFTER CARE 
 
The tattooed area should be covered with sterile non-stick gauze, which is sellotaped to the 
skin. Gauze permits ventilation and aids healing. Antibiotic or antiseptic creams should not be 
used except under a doctor’s supervision when infection has occurred. 

 
Written guidance to each client regarding after care is recommended. (See Appendix C). 
 
6. HYGIENIC PROCEDURE FOR TATTOOISTS  
 
This step by step procedure is based on all the previous directions. 
 

6.1 Before each Session  
 

Solder new needles onto rods. 
Use ultrasound on needles and rods. Dispose of cup in plastic-lined bin. 
Autoclave needles, rods, tubes and a pair of forceps in a stainless steel dish. Leave in 
autoclave until ready for use. 
Clean down table surfaces with disinfectant (see Appendix B). 

 
6.2 Before Tattooing 

   
Wash and dry hands. 
Place large fresh paper towel on table surface. Place tissue or gauze for dabbing tattoo 
area on towel. 
Clean skin with spirit swab. Shave skin. Place razor in “sharps” box. 
If transfer is to be used, do this now. 
Arrange required number of pigment capsules firmly in holder. Fill with pigment. 
Smear with Vaseline on area with wooden spatula or gauze. Throw away spatula or 
gauze. 
Attach sterilised needles to tubes and motors and begin tattooing. 
Needles attached to motors must not be returned to holding tubes once tattooing has 
commenced. 

 
6.3 After Tattooing             

 
Disengage needles, rods and tubes from motor and place in kidney dish designated for 
dirty instruments. 
Place used capsules and remaining pigment into plastic lined bin. 
Sellotape gauze to tattooed area. 
Remove all paper, swabs, tissues etc. used on customer and place in plastic lined bin.                  
Damp wipe motor with disinfectant (See Appendix B). 
Clean down table surfaces (See Appendix B). 
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Begin again at 6.2. 
    

6.4 At End of Session 
 

Take dirty dish containing used needles etc. to basin and wash with hot water and 
detergent. Take Care! 
Wash forceps and capsule holders. 
Burn off needles if they are not being reused and place in “sharps” box. 
Ultrasound reusable needles, rods, tubes and forceps. 
Autoclave needles, rods, tubes and forceps. 

 
 
7. HEALTH AND PERSONAL HYGIENE                  
 

7.1 General Cleanliness 
 

All protective clothing must either be of a material that allows it to be cleaned between 
customers i.e. plastic or/disposable and a new one used for each customer or/washable 
and a clean one used for each customers. 
 
Remember that the best way of avoiding cross infection is to ensure that disposable 
equipment is used wherever possible. 
 

7.2 Health of the Operator 
 
Operators must ensure that their own health does not in any way endanger the health of 
their clients and if in any doubt should seek medical advice. 
 
7.2.1. Personal Hygiene 
 
Observance of a high standard of personal hygiene is essential. Hands should be 
frequently washed, but especially before and after each client. Nails should be kept clean 
and cut short. All cuts and wounds must be washed and dressed with a waterproof 
dressing immediately. The operator should wear the above mentioned protective 
clothing, and refrain from drinking, smoking and eating on the premises. 
 
7.2.2. Personal Health 
 
An operator who is suffering from an infectious disease can transmit germs to his client 
in various ways, including through breaks in the skin. Consult your GP immediately about 
any personal illness that may be of an infectious nature, and ensure that he knows that 
you are in the practice of tattooing. 
 
7.2.3. Health of the Client 
 
It is essential to ensure that the part of the body to be treated is clean and free from any 
cuts or wounds or skin infection. it is also   essential to enquire as to whether the client 
has a history of, or is currently suffering from infective hepatitis (jaundice). It is not 
advisable to operate on a client who has had jaundice or who you believe has a history 
of drug abuse, unless (with permission) his GP has been consulted. 

 
8. REMOVAL OF TATTOOS  
 
The removal of tattoos is an operation which is likely to give rise to complications. Persons 
requiring the removal of a tattoo should be advised to consult their GP. 
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9. REGISTER OF CLIENTS 
 
It is advisable to keep records in a suitable register of the name and address of any client, and 
the date of tattooing. 

 
This should be made available on request to authorised officers of the District Council. This is 
most important in an investigation of an outbreak of infective hepatitis (jaundice). Because it has 
such a long incubation period, operatives will not be able to remember such details without an 
accurate record. A lack of this information will hinder the proper investigation of any cross 
infection related to hepatitis B. 

 
The source of an outbreak of disease needs to be quickly identified, and in most cases the 
tattooist will be able to carry on normal business after producing records. The alternative would 
be a long investigation taking up much of the operative’s time. 

 
On routine visits to tattooists’ premises the Environmental Health Officer will wish to see records 
to confirm that the required information is being recorded. Individuals’ personal records will be 
treated with the usual professional confidentiality. 

 
In the case of tattooing of youngsters, the stated age must also be recorded in accordance with 
the Tattooing of Minors Act 1969, and details of this Act shall be displayed. 
 
10. HEALTH AND SAFETY AT WORK 
 
Tattooists must comply with the provisions of the Health and Safety At Work Act 1974. This 
places a duty upon them to ensure that, so far as is reasonably practicable, their undertaking is 
carried out in such a way that the health of both clients and employees is not affected. With 
regard to this, particular attention is drawn to the following:-     
 

10.1 All floors, passages and stairs shall be of sound construction, properly maintained and 
kept free of obstruction and of any substance likely to cause people to slip. 

 
A substantial handrail and adequate lighting shall be provided on every staircase. 
 

10.2 All electrical installations should be in accordance with Institution of Electrical Engineers 
Regulations for the Electrical Equipment of Buildings. 
 
All installations and portable appliances shall be subject to regular examination. 
 
Care should be taken to keep cables short to prevent the risk of tripping. 
 

10.3 All dangerous parts of machinery must be guarded. All machinery should be subject to 
regular inspections and preventive maintenance. 
 

10.4 Where 5 or more persons are employed it is the duty of every employer to prepare and 
regularly revise a written statement of his general policy towards the health and safety of 
his employees. The statement must also contain details of the organisation and 
arrangements for implementing the policy. The policy must be brought to the attention of 
all employees. 
 

10.5 First-Aid facilities must be available for staff and clients. The necessary facilities will be 
determined by the First-Aid Regulations. 

 
APPENDIX A – INFECTIVE HEPATITIS 
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Viral hepatitis (jaundice) is caused by different viruses of which hepatitis are the commonest. 
 
Hepatitis A 
 
Hepatitis A is normally transmitted by the faecal-oral route in the same way as most of the 
infections which cause food poisoning. It has an incubation period of about 4 weeks and is a 
common infection in conditions of poor sanitation and overcrowding. However, infected shellfish 
can also be a cause of the infection. 
 
Hepatitis B 
 
Hepatitis B is also known as serum hepatitis as various body fluids such as saliva, urine etc. 
have been implicated in the spread of infection. However it now appears that it is mainly related 
to blood. 
 
Hepatitis B virus is spread through the blood either by penetrating the skin with infected needles 
or by contact with broken skin from contaminated apparatus or surfaces. Its incubation period is 
6 weeks – 6 months. 
 
It must be regarded as an occupational hazard by tattooists, as apparently healthy people may 
be symptomless carriers of the virus. The tattooist may also be exposed to people who are 
incubating the disease but who are not yet ill, or displaying symptoms. This is the reason that 
tattooists must be aware of the risks and thus take every precaution against contracting the 
disease and/or passing it on to the next customer. 
High standards of hygiene and safety will greatly reduce the incidence of Hepatitis B. 
 
APPENDIX B – STERILISATION AND DISINFECTION 
 
Disinfection 
 
This is the reduction in numbers of microbes to levels where bacterial infection will probably not 
occur. Therefore disinfectants    perform a useful function if used intelligently where sterilisation 
is not possible e.g. on skin or table tops. However, care must be taken to ensure that no organic 
matter or dust is adhering to the object to be disinfected, as this will seriously affect the potency 
of the disinfectant. All instruments and surfaces must be physically clean before disinfectant is 
used. 
 
It must also be noted that time is also an important factor during disinfecting. For most types at 
least half an hour’s soak is required. 
 
Disinfectants 
 
Two disinfectants frequently used are hypochlorite and glutaraldehyde. It is better to familiarise 
oneself with only one or two disinfectants, and the above 2 will cover most uses required, except 
that a spirit/alcohol solution may be used for the skin. 
 
Hypochlorite can corrode metals, but can be used for any other surfaces. Glutaraldehyde is non-
corrosive on metals, so is ideal for that use. Hypochlorite must be made up daily and 
glutaraldehyde weekly. Manufacturers’ instructions must be adhered to regarding concentration. 
 
Here is a table simplifying the above information:- 
 

Agent Preparation Uses 

            Hypochlorite Make up daily Wiping and cleaning all 
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(Chloros, domestos) materials, except metal.  
Corrosive to skin. 

Glutaraldehyde 
(Cidex) 

Make up weekly Wiping and cleaning all 
materials, including metal 

70% Spirit/alcohol Do not dilute Surfaces and skin 

 
 
Sterilisation 
 
This is the complete removal of all microbes, and must be carried out on the following 
equipment:- 
 
Reusable needles 
Rods 
Tubes 
Forceps 
Sterilisable capsule holders 
“Dirty” kidney dish 
Metal syringes 
 
The most efficient and reliable form of sterilisation is heat, moist heat being far more efficient 
than dry heat. For this reason, only moist heat sterilisation is recommended. 
It is necessary to understand that both time and temperature are important in reaching 
sterilisation. Once the required temperature is reached the instruments must be held at that 
temperature for a minimum time (see table). 
    Temperature (ºC) *Holding Time (Mins) 
 
Moist Heat     121   15 
(autoclave)     126   10 
     134    3  
*The holding time is the time for which the entire load must be held at the required temperature. 

 
Unfortunately, to reach the required temperatures, steam has to be maintained under pressure. 
An autoclave is the instrument designed to do this. They are quick and efficient and, with the 
automatic models, there is no need to time the process. 

 
Instruments which require sterilisation have to be scrupulously clean to allow the steam to reach 
the instrument. For this reason, ultrasonic cleaning prior to sterilisation is recommended. 

 
The only reliable autoclaves are as follows:- 
 
Model 1 74/4 (0231)                         Little Sister/Merlin 
Dent and Hellyer                               Surgical Equipment Supplies Ltd 
Walworth Road                                 Westfields Road 
Andover                                             London W3 0RB 
Hants SP10 5AA 
 
Unfortunately they are expensive, but they can be rented more cheaply. 

 
APPENDIX C – AFTER CARE OF TATTOOS 

 
Keep tattoo covered for 3-6 hours. Remove dressing and wash thoroughly. Pat dry with a clean 
towel.  Do not redress. 

 
Wash tattoo twice daily until healed. Do not apply creams or Vaseline. 
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Do not pick at scab. 

 
Do not swim in chlorinated or salt water until healed. 

 
Do not get tattoo contaminated with dirt, grease, oil, paint or cement. 

 
APPENDIX D – INFORMATION AND ADVICE 
Information and advice on tattooing are available from:- 
 
Environment Services  British Tattoo Artists Federation European TattooArtistsAssoc 
Maldon District Council 30 King Street    793 The Gallowgate 
Princes Road   Fenton     Glasgow 
Maldon    Stoke on Trent 
Essex    Staffordshire 
CM9 5DL    


