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Chairman Scott, Ranking Member Neugebauer, and Members of the Subcommittee, my name is Bill Nutt and I am a cattle producer from Cedartown, Georgia.  I am President-elect of the Georgia Cattlemen’s Association and a member of the National Cattlemen’s Beef Association’s (NCBA) Cattle Health and Well-Being Committee.  I appreciate the opportunity to testify today on my use of animal identification.  

I will start by stating that NCBA’s policy supports a voluntary, market-driven approach to animal ID.  The cattle industry recognizes the need for an animal identification plan that is an effective disease surveillance and monitoring tool which serves the needs of America’s cattle producers.  Enabling state and federal animal health officials to respond rapidly and effectively to animal health emergencies, such as foreign animal disease outbreaks, is important in protecting our national herd, and NCBA has encouraged cattle producers to register their premises and participate in an animal ID program.  
Our industry has serious reservations, though, about a mandatory animal ID program.  One of the significant concerns is the confidentiality of producer information that would be held in a USDA database.  All data on producers, their land and premises, and their cattle is extremely sensitive, and in many cases proprietary.  This is not the type of information that is meant for public disclosure.  The release of that information would expose producers to additional liability and risk.  The location of their operation could open them up to protests by activist groups at their front gate.  The location and number of their cattle could be used against them by competitors or potential buyers.
USDA does not have a good track record when it comes to information confidentiality.  As recently as 2007, USDA had problems with FSA leaking producers’ social security numbers through their website.  If USDA cannot guarantee the security of something as important as social security numbers, how are we to expect them to safeguard our animal ID information?  More importantly, it has yet to be shown that USDA can prevent the animal ID database information from being released to a Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) request.
Animal identification, animal movement, and premises registration information should be held in a secure location and protected from disclosure.  In addition, the information should only be accessed by the appropriate state and federal agencies in the event of a Secretary of Agriculture declared animal health emergency.  
In the meantime, NCBA supports voluntary adoption of individual animal identification programs that support genetic improvement, source verification, and disease surveillance.  In addition, the private sector should have a central role in providing identification solutions that fit the varying needs of America’s cattle producers.  The private sector should be utilized to provide ISO-compliant identification devices and data collection systems, distribution of system components, and associated hardware and system certification. The private sector should also provide the various software elements required to make the animal ID system work by tracking premise-to-premise animal movements during each animal’s lifetime so as to provide a responsive trace-back capability in the event of a declared animal health emergency.  The private sector involvement will enable and allow competitive market forces to benefit producers and industry while maintaining the objectives of the National Animal Identification System (NAIS).  
I would like to explain to you how I utilize voluntary, market-driven animal identification in my own operation.   I am one of many smaller producers in the beef industry.  I have found that cooperative efforts with other producers enables my operation to be responsive to the ever-changing beef market demands, that when responded to, can enhance our success in serving these markets profitably.  
For many years I have produced high quality beef cattle that I raise in Georgia, ship to Iowa cooperatively with other producers for custom feeding by another small farmer-feeder group, and then, still within the cooperative effort, sell the finished carcasses in Omaha.  I have found no better way for producers of quality beef to receive the full value of the cattle we so carefully bred, developed, and raised for the markets we target.  

I maintain lifetime data on all my animals starting on the day they are born on my operations, and in the case of purchased animals, when they enter my herd.  The record and tracking systems I use provide, among other things, source and age verification capability that qualifies the beef produced to be sold in premium markets that require source/age, genetic, and other certifications that result in my customers paying premiums for these certifications.  Age and source verification alone can add $40 to $80 premiums for finished beef.
The data collection and management system used on my operation is simple.  Cattle raised on my premises are recorded and tracked beginning on the day they are born.  Each animal is processed and tagged in the pasture and pertinent information (eg: tag number, date of birth, sire, dam, birth-weight, etc.) is entered in permanent field record books.  The data is then put into a computerized system.  Pertinent individual animal data is subsequently added into the record system during the time each animal is in my system.  When animals are shipped to Iowa feedlots, the feedlot system picks up tracking and follows each animal through harvest and subsequent carcass sales.  I receive periodic status and performance reports during the feeding process, and when each feedlot pen is closed out, comprehensive records of each animal are provided back to me.  

This feedback data, combined with the information collected prior to shipment, forms the basis for careful on-going total herd management to meet my business plan objectives.  It enables me to monitor the effectiveness of my genetic development efforts and other key management objectives.  This system relies on a unique animal identity for tracking but does not require Electronic ID (EID) tags to function.  Visual ear tags have worked for many years and continue to function satisfactorily.  However, additional use of market-driven, commercially available ISO compliant EIDs correlated to the visual tags is becoming more widely utilized in facilitating individual animal identification in mass processing.  Our current systems handle the addition of commercially available visual tag-correlated EIDs with no problems today and will continue to do so in the future, barring unforeseen complications from ill advised regulatory agencies.   
While my system has been developed on my operation based on commercially available software which I have tailored to my needs, a number of similar animal identification and tracking systems exist and can be used.  Commercial systems are available, and many beef breed associations have tagging systems available to identify, promote, and market cattle based on their particular genetics.  Other sources, such as the Southeastern Livestock Network - a regional multi-state cooperative producer group, have available data management systems that collect and process the individual animal data in ways that add value to producers.  
These validated systems are all private sector, market driven, and voluntarily applied based on efficient business management principals.  Traceability is provided, and since the private systems are not subject to FOIA, data confidentiality is not an issue!
Our systems currently work effectively in response to competitive market driven forces.  These systems were developed, and work well, under the concepts of the voluntary NAIS cooperatively developed by industry and involved agencies.  I am very concerned, however, about the effects of the latest USDA proposals and initiatives.  Moving to mandatory animal ID will change our system from a flexible, market-driven approach to a rigid bureaucratic system that gets in the way of good business management of our operations and adds additional risks and potential liabilities. 
According to APHIS, the proposed rule entitled USDA APHIS "Official Animal Identification Numbering Systems" is the next step in developing a nationally integrated, modern animal disease response system and is intended to create greater standardization and uniformity of official numbering systems and ear tags used in both official animal disease programs and the National Animal Identification System (NAIS).
 
While it would not technically require the use of the animal identification number (AIN), the rule would require that when AINs are used, only those numbers beginning with the 840 prefix will be recognized as official for use. This will be effective for all AIN tags applied to animals one year or more after the date of the finalization of this proposed rule. It would also remove the current Premises Identification Number (PIN) format that uses the State postal abbreviation and proposes to create a single national seven-character alphanumeric code format.
 
In addition, the rule would create new requirements for official ear tags and going forward, official ear tags used in animal disease programs could only be issued to registered premises that have PINs. All official ear tags would be required to bear the U.S. shield and the use of the shield will be allowed only on official identification devices approved by APHIS.

A good example of my concerns is the apparent fixation within USDA to control and track movements of official APHIS EID tags and the proposed rule mandating “840” tags as the only acceptable tags.  This will further restrict the distribution of these tags, thus making it more and more difficult and expensive for the beef industry to have ready access to the EIDs.  Consider the following; for an EID to work within the system, it is mandatory that each EID comply with recognized ISO technical specifications that apply worldwide.  The 840 EIDs comply, as do numerous other functionally equivalent EIDs that are widely available and widely used. Incidentally, 840 refers to the first three digits in the standardized multi-digit number sets that provide a unique numeric identifier for each EID in accordance with International standards. Currently, the initial three digit set is used as a country or as an EID manufacturer’s code.

In reality, valid ISO compliant EID’s in the production and distribution systems, in my supply cabinet, or anywhere else prior to their being attached to an individual animal and the number/animal/premise data entered into a database, have absolutely no practical significance to any animal tracking system!  Until these conditions are met, the EIDs are nothing more than tiny, uniquely identified electronic devices encased in plastic.  
It is extremely difficult to categorize efforts to track and control production and distribution of the EIDs as a “value added” function.  Rather, these bureaucratic efforts simply add additional and unnecessary costs throughout the system by impeding competitive production and distribution, thus resulting in increased costs and aggravation to producers which in turn will discourage producer support and participation.  Should this occur, the tracking systems’ software must continue (as they do now) to be capable of recognizing that U.S. operations will probably always operate with multiple initial digit sets.
The issue of premises registration is also of some concern.  The APHIS proposal seeks to change the current, state-by-state system into a uniform, national system.  We ask APHIS to look at the impact on producers, like me, who have already registered premises to determine the economic impact of having to change to a uniform system.  This change cannot but additional economic burdens on cattle producers.  
In conclusion, I hope you see how a voluntary, market-driven animal identification system can work for producers, and why we are against a mandatory system.  The lack of effort to protect producer data or ensure private sector involvement are just many reasons why we cannot support a mandatory system.  
