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House Agriculture Subcommittee Holds Hearing on Animal ID

July 27, 2004, Washington, D.C. – The Livestock Subcommittee of the House Agriculture Committee held a hearing on July 22, 2004 to review the status of the Department of Agriculture's National Animal Identification System.

Subcommittee Chairman Robin Hayes (R-NC) opened the hearing by stating that a national animal ID system is important, but should be voluntary.  He said that some livestock producers had suggested there has been a lack of communication between USDA and the livestock industry since Secretary Veneman announced that USDA was stepping up its efforts to initiate the system.

Congressman Mike Ross (D-AR), the ranking Democrat on the Subcommittee, agreed that a national ID system is “important.  We need to get on with it.”    He urged USDA to “make this a priority and move faster.”  But Representative Ross disagreed with Chairman Hayes and questioned whether a system that was voluntary could ever be successful.

Congressman Colin Peterson (D-MN) also was “concerned that we are not moving quick enough.  I also am not sure a voluntary program is going to get us there fast enough.”

USDA Witnesses

Dr. John Clifford, Deputy Administrator, Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service, USDA, testified on behalf of the Department.  He was accompanied by Neil Hammerschmidt, Coordinator, National Animal Identification System, Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service, USDA.

Dr. Clifford said that the increasing number of animal disease outbreaks around the world over the last 10 years and the BSE-positive cow in Washington “have intensified public interest in putting in place a national animal identification program to protect animal health….  A strong U.S. identification system is a necessary component of our nation’s agricultural infrastructure.”

Although it is supporting a national ID system, Dr. Clifford pointed out that the Department is approaching the project with concern.  “First, we don’t want to burden producers with multiple numbers, processes, or requirements.  Second, there is no ‘one size fits all’ technology.  Rather than focus on a specific technology, the USDA will focus on the design of the identification system.  Then the market will determine which technologies will meet the needs of the system.  Third, the NAIS should be built on national data standards to ensure that a uniform system evolves.  Fourth, the system should be built without unduly increasing the role and size of the government.  Both public and private funding will be required.”

Dr. Clifford noted that collecting and reporting animal movement information to establish a “travel record” of each animal’s life is “an enormous undertaking.”  “Initially, the program will be implemented on a voluntary basis, but we may eventually require premise and animal identification.  The U.S. cattle population is our first priority, although the system will eventually focus on all livestock within the represented industries.”

Dr. Clifford noted that in 2004 USDA hoped to establish the Premises Identification System.  Then, “in 2005 USDA plans on further developing the animal identification system so that it provides efficient collection of animal movement data.”

Dr. Clifford said that USDA is aware of livestock producers’ concerns about the confidentiality of information collected in the system and “is taking them very seriously.”

Several Members of the Subcommittee questioned whether a voluntary system would work.  Dr. Clifford said that the system will initially be voluntary, “but once we have uniformity and a foundation to the system, then we can consider making it mandatory after a rulemaking for public comment.”

Chairman Hayes concluded the hearing by noting that the Subcommittee will continue discussions with the USDA as the program develops and will retain oversight over implementation of the national ID system.
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