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September 13, 2004

Dr. Anne Goodman

Supervisory Staff officer

Regionalization Evaluation Services

National Center for Import and Export

VS, APHIS

4700 River Road, Unit 38

Riverdale, MD 20737-1231

Dear Dr. Goodman:

The U.S. Department of Agriculture has issued an Advance Notice of Proposed Rulemaking (ANPR) soliciting comment on whether the National Animal Identification System (NAIS or animal ID system) should be voluntary or mandatory and to which species it should apply.

Representatives of the American horse industry appreciate the opportunity to submit these comments on the ANPR through the Equine Species Working Group.  This group includes representatives of over thirty equine associations, state veterinarians and other service providers to the horse industry.  (A list of members of the ESWG is attached.)  Through the ESWG, the horse industry is evaluating the overall plan, its benefits and costs to the horse industry, and determining how the industry can develop standards for equine identification that would fit into the system and help the industry.

U.S. Horse Industry

The horse industry is a very diverse industry that supports a wide variety of activities in all regions of the country.  It combines the rural activities of breeding, training, maintaining and riding horses with the more urban activities of racing and showing horses.

According to The Economic Impact of the Horse Industry in the United States, a study done by Barents Group for the American Horse Council, the equine industry has a $112 billion economic impact on the U.S., supports 1.4 million jobs, involves 7 million Americans and 6.9 million horses, over 70% of which are involved in showing and recreation.

One characteristic of horses not common to other livestock is how often they move, intrastate, interstate and internationally.  There are nearly two-hundred racing venues in the U.S. open year-round.  Tens of thousands of horse shows and other competitions, large and small, sanctioned and informal, are held throughout the U.S. each year.  These activities involve the daily movement of thousands of horses.

Hundreds of thousands of Americans ride horses every week, sometimes close to home and sometimes in other states or regions.  In most cases, this requires the horses to be transported to the location.

Horses are long-lived and often very valuable.  The size, diversity and unique structure of the horse industry present some unique issues in developing a national equine identification system.  The ESWG is working its way through these issues now.

National Animal Identification System

While much of the ANPR deals specifically with import regulations, surveillance, testing, feed restrictions, and other actions taken by the Secretaries of the Department of Agriculture and Health & Human Services following the detection of BSE in an imported dairy cow in Washington State in December 2003, a portion deals with animal identification and traceability under the NAIS and how this system can protect U.S. animals from diseases and their economic effects.

The ANPR notes that the primary purpose for a national animal ID system is to address animal health emergencies.  In essence, a national ID system would require the documentation of the following information for disease control:

An identification number for each “premises” involved.

An identification number for each animal or lot of animals that is part of the system.

Location, time and date stamp so that animals could be “traced” in the event of a major disease outbreak.

General Principles In the ANPR

Since the Equine Species Working Group is determining how the horse industry might fit within the NAIS, it will take this opportunity to comment on the general issues expressed by USDA in the ANPR.

The ANPR states that USDA is initially moving forward on the NAIS on a “voluntary basis, to integrate the various types of animal identification programs that currently exist in the United States, and then will scale up to the national level, to include those producers and animals that are not currently in an animal identification program.”

When fully implemented the animal identification system calls for the ability to trace back and trace forward animals potentially exposed to a disease of concern within 48 hours of detection.  The ANPR states that “USDA recognizes the need to be able to ensure that data provided by producers is protected and that all components of the system are in place and have been tested before making the system mandatory.”

The ESWG supports the general principles set forth by USDA.

We would like to emphasize that a very important concern to the horse industry is the confidentiality of any data collected pursuant to a national animal ID system and the access to such data.  The confidentiality, protection and safety of such data is critical to the industry and a fundamental basis for any support of a national animal ID system.  Data collected should only be made available when there is a disease emergency and information on movement is necessary to trace the animals affected, or potentially affected, by a disease outbreak.  Without confidence that any data collected is secure, and accessible only to individuals who need it under limited circumstances, the industry cannot support a national animal ID system.

USDA sets out in the ANPR several key objectives for a national identification system.  The ESWG supports each of these objectives, with the following additional comments.  According to USDA, such a system should:

Allow producers the flexibility to use current systems or adopt new ones.

There are various forms of identification used in the horse industry now, including tattoos, brands, DNA, blood-typing, micro-chipping and others.  All are valid and all must be available for use.  But at some point in the future, standards may be recommended by a particular species and as animals come into the system they can be identified with then-existing technology creating a system that will evolve into a standard system naturally.

Be technology neutral so that existing technologies and new ones can be utilized.

Build upon national data standards to ensure that a uniform and compatible system evolves.

There may be some confusion regarding what USDA means by “technology neutral.”  We suggest that USDA specifically clarify what it means and intends by this concept.  If it means that USDA will propose uniform national data standards for identification, that service providers and the industry can work toward, we can support that principle.  But any system must allow the technology a species requires and be flexible enough so that new processes may be developed.

Allow producers to be able to use it with systems that respond to market incentives.

Any national ID system should respond to the specific and individual needs of the species involved.  There is no “one-size-fits-all” system.

Not unduly increase the role and size of the federal government.

We support the concept that the national animal ID system should not unduly increase the role and size of the federal government.  But it seems likely that any new federal system will eventually require federal funding and additional employees.  Since this program is intended to protect American agriculture from diseases, some potentially spread by those intending to disrupt the U.S. industry, federal funds will have to be appropriated for the effort.  Since disease control is of national import and under the supervision of the federal government, the major portion of any funding should be provided by the federal government as part of the federal budget.  While there may be some cost-sharing required, if this program proves more expensive than the benefits it provides to the horse industry that will make it even more difficult to institute.

Specific Comments Sought

In the ANPR, USDA invites comment on questions about the NAIS:

When and under what circumstances should the program transition from voluntary to mandatory?

This is a very difficult question to answer at this time.  With so many questions outstanding regarding the national animal ID system, it is almost speculative to predict when a program should transition from a voluntary to a mandated system.  Nonetheless, making any animal ID system mandatory should only be considered after confidentiality is ensured, a consensus on the national standards formed, and technology and procedures tested, implemented and found successful.  Making a system mandatory for any species before that species can comply with it will cause irreparable harm to this effort.

Even when a system is in place and working, we suggest that the there be a transition period from voluntary to mandatory and that any requirements be phased-in for different livestock sectors as proposed by species working groups, including the ESWG.

What species should be covered, both initially and in the longer term?  Specifically, should the initial emphasis be on cattle or also cover other species?  If so, which?  Which species should be covered by the program when it is fully implemented?  What priority should be given to including different species?

All species subject to USDA oversight should eventually be covered by a national animal ID system, including horses.  But the initial focus should be on food animals.  Because of the scope of the required system, other animals, such as horses and animals that come into contact with and can pose a disease threat to food animals, can be included in the longer-term as the system proves workable.  The application of the  system to each species should be pursuant to a timetable laid out by the various species working groups.

The Equine Species Working Group appreciates the opportunity to provide these comments to the USDA and looks forward to working with the Department in this important effort to protect American agriculture from diseases and their effects.  If you have any questions, please contact us.

Sincerely,

Dan Fick

Marvin Beeman, DVM

Amy W. Mann

Co-Chairs – ESWG
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