ESWG COMMENTS ON USDA PROPOSAL ON ANIMAL ID PLAN

Introduction
In July, 2004, the U.S. Department of Agriculture 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.

An ANPR is a process through which federal agencies solicit public comments on a proposed federal action.  Comments received are then used to develop any rule that may be proposed.  In this case, there would be an opportunity to comment again on any final rule proposed.

The Equine Species Working Group (ESWG) submitted comments on the ANPR.   The ESWG 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.  This group includes representatives of over thirty equine associations, state veterinarians and other service providers to the horse industry.  (See other sections of this Briefing Book for information about the ESWG.)

Equine Species Working Group Comments

Unique Industry and Animal.  The ESWG comments noted that the horse industry is very diverse and 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.  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.  All 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.

National Animal Identification System.  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 ANPR Supported.  The ESWG supported the general principles set forth by USDA with respect to the NAIS.  The comments supported USDA 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 scale up to the national level, to include those producers and animals that are not currently in an animal identification program.”

Confidentiality of Data Collected.  The ESWG emphasized 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 to state and federal officials 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 horse industry cannot support a national animal ID system.

Objectives.  The comments also noted that any system must allow producers the flexibility to use current systems or adopt new ones; be technology neutral so that existing technologies and new ones can be utilized; and build upon national data standards to ensure that a uniform and compatible system evolves.

The ESWG comments also asked USDA to explain what it means and intends by “technology neutral.”  Any system must allow the technology a species requires and be flexible enough so that new processes may be developed.

Role of Government.  The ESWG supported the concept that the national animal ID system should not unduly increase the role and size of the federal government.  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.  Specific Comments Sought

Voluntary versus Mandatory.  Although the ESWG comments felt it was almost speculative to predict when a program should transition from a voluntary to a mandated system, they concluded that 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.

Species Covered by NAIS.  In response to the question of what species should be covered, both initially and in the longer term, the ESWG felt that while all species subject to USDA oversight should eventually be covered by a national animal ID system, including horses, the initial focus should be on food animals.  The application of the  system to each species should be pursuant to a timetable laid out by the various species working groups.

