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National Identification System for Horses Debated at AHC Meeting

October 23, 2003, Washington, D.C. – Various livestock groups have been debating the issues surrounding the initiation of an enhanced national animal identification system for over a decade.  Some species are well on their way to instituting a national system that will permit animals and their movement to be traced back within 48 hours.  But the concept of a national ID system for horses has been discussed at industry meetings only over the last few years.

Speakers from the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) and equine organizations continued the discussion at the recent AHC Annual Meeting in Washington, DC.  While no consensus on the need for a national ID system for horses was reached, it was apparent that there is an interest in the industry’s continuing to explore the pros-and-cons of such a system.

USDA Spokesperson

Dr. Valerie Ragan, Assistant Deputy Administrator, Veterinary Services, U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA), provided an overview on the status and rationale for the development of a national animal identification system.  Dr. Ragan noted that the overriding rationale for a national ID system is “to protect the national herd, not only against emergency disease incursions, but also against routine domestic diseases to get them under better control.”

A foreign disease could be introduced into the U.S., either accidentally or possible intentionally, she noted.  “Being able to isolate the animals exposed and documenting where they have been would be extremely important in limiting the effects on the U.S. of any disease introduction,” Dr. Ragan said.

In response to this concern, the National Institute for Animal Agriculture (NIAA) organized an Animal Identification Task Force some years ago and it has prepared an initial work plan for different species group.  The long-term objective of the plan is “to be able to identify all premises and all animals that have had contact with a disease of concern within 48 hours.  Now it takes anywhere from a few days to several months,”  Dr. Ragan noted.

Dr. Ragan noted that plans are progressing rapidly at this point in the other livestock sectors.  The focus is “on cattle and swine at the present time because those species are at the highest risks for disease situations.  We are not developing an equine identification system, we are not even there yet,” Dr. Ragan said.

Dr. Ragan recognized there is a lot of concern about who will have access to what data and that is justified.  “We are trying to build onto systems already in place and kept by producers.  But we don’t need all information in those systems, only key pieces of information that will allow us to track an animal in case of a disease outbreak.  For example, production records will not be made available to USDA.”

Dr. Ragan noted that there are plans “to expand into other sectors, like equine and aquaculture.  Nothing is mandatory at this stage.  We must have a system in place that is tried, and tested and proven and there is a reason for it before it might be made mandatory,” she concluded.  “We will be developing this and we encourage you to look at this effort and decide if you want to join in.  We are happy to work with you if you do.”

Roundtable Discussion

Following the presentation by Dr. Ragan, there was a discussion of a national equine ID system by representatives of several equine organizations.

Dan Fick, Executive Vice President of the Jockey Club, suggested that for any program to work “the owner is key.  You need to know the owner to locate a horse and where it has been.”  He suggested that if the various breed registries are being asked to support a national ID program several questions have to be answered.  “Who would pay for it?  What is the overriding benefit that would entice people to fund this system?  Who will manage the database?  Who will be responsible for keeping track of the backyard or grade horses that are not registered?  What about the horses sold without papers?  These questions must be addressed if the purpose of the system is to keep track of all horses” Fick said.

Ky Mortensen, Director of Industry Relations for the American Association of Equine Practitioners, spoke next.  Mortensen reviewed the history of this issue and the involvement of the equine industry in it.  He described the Equine Identification Symposium in Chicago in July 2002 and noted that “no consensus for a national identification system came out of that meeting, in part he thought, because the breed registries there felt the idea was being pushed by interests outside the industry.”  He also noted that a second industry meeting was held in Dallas in January.

“Neither meeting produced a consensus on this issue for the industry,” he said.  “If a need and benefit can be established to the satisfaction of enough organizations, then the industry can move forward on the various issues still to be resolved, including standardization, access to data, privacy, cost, funding and how to deal with unregistered horses.”  Mortensen suggested the industry should look at this system and decide if it has value.  The key is being able to tap into existing systems in case of an emerging disease.  The industry needs to be prepared to deal with any circumstances that would limit our ability to move our horses.”

Jim Gowen of the Thoroughbred Racing Protective Bureau (TRPB) spoke next.  The TRPB is the investigative arm of North American racetracks and administers the application and inspection of tattoos used to identify all horses racing at the facilities.  “About 27,000 race horses are tattooed annually,” he noted.

“I will take the opposing view on national ID,” said Gowen.  He noted that the TRPB has participated in conferences and discussions regarding this broad area for over a year and has heard from some federal and state officials that the system is supported by “the horse industry.”  The term has been used regularly by supporters, “but too loosely given the breadth of those involved in the industry, the different types and uses of horses.  Who is calling for and promoting this idea?  It seems to us that at this point it is being pushed by an ad hoc group of individuals with equine business interests who can hardly be called representatives of the industry,” he suggested.

“In short, we see no compelling reason for a national ID system for horses.  We see no reason to expend further energies on this issue.  But we realize that others have a different view.  For this reason, we believe that any continuing discussions should be within the horse industry itself.  Once this is done, a clearer picture may emerge as to how important National ID actually is,” Gowen concluded.

Duane McPherson of the American Miniature Horse Association (AMHA) said the association registers and identifies horses similarly to how other breed registries.  AMHA has a “voluntary micro-chip program, but it is not well-used.”  We have been looking at this issue and the passport requirements of the European Union for some time.  More miniature horses are now being sold in Europe, the Southern Hemisphere and the Asian Pacific.  “We have to deal with this issue if we want to continue to sell horses overseas.”

Ward Stutz of the American Quarter Horse Association spoke next.  The AQHA “has some of the same concerns about this program as have already been mentioned,” he said.  Stutz suggested that “there must be consensus in the industry for a need for a national program if it is to move forward.  More discussion is necessary, but any system must be affordable, easily administered and error free.  The toughest part of initiating a system will be administering it and identifying grade horses and getting them into any database.”  Stutz also felt that further discussion on this issue “should be held within the horse industry groups.”  

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. 
     

