August 26, 2004

Docket No. 04-047-1

Regulatory Analysis and Development, PPD, APHIS

Station 3C71, 4700 River Road, Unit 118

Riverdale, MD 20737-1238. 

regulations@aphis.usda.gov
Re: Docket No. 04-047-1, Advanced Notice Proposed Rule Making on Animal Identification

To Whom It May Concern:

The Iowa Farm Bureau Federation, representing more than 152,000 member families in Iowa, appreciates the opportunity to provide these comments regarding the establishment of rules that would strengthen the bio-security and animal disease protection programs in the United States through implementation of a national animal identification program.

Our organization has been very supportive of an animal identification effort for many years.  We have been very involved in a variety of groups that share the goals of preserving our country’s high standards of animal health, and ensuring a 48-hour traceback in the event of a disease outbreak.

We have several concerns that we believe must be addressed as implementation plans are developed and rules promulgated regarding a national animal identification program.  At the top of the list are three primary concerns.  These are: ensuring confidentiality of the data, minimizing any potential market disruptions that would occur as a result of animal identification requirements, and avoiding burdensome costs to producers or the industry that would impair the competitiveness of the U.S. livestock and meat industries.  In addition to these concerns, we would also note that producers are desirous that any new identification system be made as compatible as possible with existing programs such as the scrapie and psuedorabies eradication programs. 

We certainly appreciate the stepwise approach USDA and its industry partners have taken in developing the USAIP framework.  By phasing in a mandatory program, we can develop a system that will have integrity, operate efficiently, and maintain domestic and export markets.  To make this happen, and to have the support of the producers, we have to ensure the information involved in a national animal identification effort remain confidential and NOT be subject to the Freedom of Information Act.  As a matter of Farmland Security and National Security, we simply cannot afford to have this information available to potential bio-terrorists and activists.  For USDA to have our support on this program, it has to be completely confidential with access strictly controlled to those who have need of the information in the event of a disease outbreak.

Our members are also concerned about potential market disruptions on two fronts.  The first one is the speed of the system.  The rhythm of a dairy heifer, feeder calf or lamb sale will be severely disrupted if animals coming through the ring are not identified properly, the readers can’t handle the capacity, or the system “goes down.”  We certainly realize there will be growing pains in this effort, but we cannot emphasize enough the need for the system to be designed to operate “at the speed of commerce” and for the rules to accommodate the needs of commerce.

The second concern in this area relates to packers or markets use of readers.  We need to emphasize that these systems need to be seamless and employ universal technology backbones so that the equipment used by all packers and markets can read the identifier.  We cannot accept rules that would allow a scenario where a producer is locked out of a market, because the technology chosen by a packer is incompatible with identification devices authorized by the rules.

Lastly, we need to ensure this system be cost-effective and not economically burdensome to producers.  An RFID tag is likely to cost a cattle producer less than $3.00.  It can double-tag an animal and provide a very high retention rate for identification.  Affordable readers are available for about $150.  These costs are not burdensome for most cattle producers.  However, the technology that will work in cattle will not necessarily work for sheep, swine or other species.  A tag that is “affordable” for an animal with $1,000 of value may be quite expensive is required in an animal with $100 of value.  The rules need to take into account species differences and the ability of technology to work in various identification tag formats.  Implementation of a national animal identification system for livestock in the sheep, lamb and goat sector should not be duplicative of the National Scrapie Eradication Program identification requirements. A seamless transition to another system should be planned and announced well ahead of time with supplies available through well-organized distribution channels.

We are also concerned about the costs to the “folks down the line.”  Packers, sale barns, and marketing points could potentially be required to make significant investments in infrastructure.  It’s our belief that these costs are usually not passed on to the consumer, but rather back to the producer in the form of lower prices.  We would rather see some financial assistance, grants, or other programs put into place to help put these expensive, quick-read technologies in place.  The ultimate benefactors of a national animal identification program are consumers who get affordable, wholesome meats and animal products.  It is only appropriate the public assists with the implementation costs of this program.

Thank you again for the time today to present these brief comments.

Sincerely,

David A. Miller

Director, Commodity Services

Iowa Farm Bureau Federation

