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Equine Identification and the Horse Industry

February 23, 2003, Washington, D.C. - The issue of a national horse identification system has been discussed in various corners of the horse industry for years, but it wasn’t until the American Horse Council’s 2002 convention that the issue made its way to the industry’s national attention.   

Its sudden rise to importance resulted from a distinct change in the direction of the discussion over equine ID.  These discussions had moved away from a focus on monitoring the options available for identifying horses, such as use of lip tattoos, freeze branding, or electronic ID chips, to one of emphasizing the need for a national identification system using electronic chips and a national alpha-numeric system.  Supporters of a national identification system maintain that it would benefit the industry making it possible to trace where horses had been in case of a disease outbreak, to prevent horse theft, to help in emergency situations and benefit international trade.

The horse industry as a whole had never been asked to consider the merit of establishing a national alpha-numeric identification system for horses.  Yet, at a symposium on equine identification systems, held in July, 2002, there was a clear message that a national ID system for horses was being pushed, and pushed hard, at the industry.  It became quite clear at the July meeting that the industry organizations held a strong sentiment that adequate input is needed to determine if a need for such a national system exists.  The industry also insisted that any discussion steer clear of endorsing any specific modality for identification.

A focus group of industry representatives was formed as a result of the July symposium.  This group met in January, 2003 with the purpose of looking at whether the potential benefits of a national identification system outweighed the costs and difficulty of instituting one.  That meeting reiterated the feeling in the industry that there is a need for more specific information as to why a national identification system for horses would benefit the industry.

The issue of animal identification is not unique to the horse industry.  Many other species are grappling with the questions of a national animal identification system.  The National Institute for Animal Agriculture (NIAA) has had a committee on animal identification for the purpose of tackling these issues for many years but the horse industry was not particularly involved.  Recently, in October, 2002, the NIAA established a subcommittee of its animal identification committee to focus on equine identification.  AHC staff member Amy Mann has been named chair of the subcommittee.  

As the national trade association representing the horse industry in Washington, D.C., the American Horse Council works daily to represent equine interests and investments. Organized in 1969, the AHC promotes and protects the industry by communicating with Congress, federal agencies, the media and the industry on behalf of all horse related interests each and every day. 
     

