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August 23, 2006

NIAA ID committee and NAIS
Good afternoon, my name is Robert Fourdraine and I currently serve as the chairman of the NIAA Animal Identification and Information Systems committee.  This committee consists of numerous representatives across the entire animal agriculture industry and has been actively involved in discussion of animal identification and its uses for over 10 years.  

I’d like to clarify that animal identification is not a new concept, disease eradication programs, vaccination programs, breed registration programs, branding programs, and varying herd management recording systems have all used different forms of animal identification devices, and numbering systems for several decades, some dating as far back as 100 years.  

The broadest and most comprehensive example of wide-spread animal identification includes the system in which livestock owners vaccinated all their calves with each calf subsequently being tagged with a orange steel metal eartag that included a unique official animal identification number.  The allocation of each eartag to a farm was recorded by a licensed veterinarian on a paper form containing the farm address, contact name and the animal ID numbers.  This system served as the foundational backbone of the animal disease traceback system upon which we have relied over the past 30 years.

Although many identification systems exist today, the relative absence of uniformity and reduction of participation in some programs have reduced the number of traceable animals.  It should be noted that the recent reduction in participation stems directly from successful eradication of diseases on several fronts which wouldn’t have been possible without individual animal traceability.   Meanwhile, the system we still have in place today possesses shortfalls – namely the lack of a comprehensive system to trace animals back to the premises of origin in an expedient manner and establish connectedness among all potentially exposed animals along the way.  That limits animal health officials to respond in a timely manner.  And time is of the essence when trying to prevent proliferation of disease.

Discussions surrounding development of a national animal identification system have included input of hundreds of individual producers and trade group representatives.  The common goal:  response to an animal disease outbreak with identification of the source premises and any exposed animals within a 48 hour period.  That ability is critical to the health of the national livestock herd, maintaining the safest food system in the world and limiting potential impact upon livestock owners, industry and the consumers. 

Discussions about developing a national animal identification system are not new and certainly are not unique to the United States.  Most Western European countries, Canada, Australia and several South American countries have implemented systems that are in place today. Over the years the NIAA animal identification committee members have seen presentations on various systems that are in place across the world and have used other countries experiences and lessons learned to provide recommendations to USDA to build a US system that must live up to the following requirements.  A national animal identification system needs to be flexible, allow existing systems to be grandfathered in, be simple, cost effective, and livestock owners need to be assured that the limited information for this program can only be used for disease traceback purposes.  Livestock owners that wish to use animal ID for other purposes such as livestock marketing, certification programs, or participate in value added programs would do so at their own free will and this information would be kept outside of NAIS.  Successful implementation of a national animal identification system that would meet the 48-hour disease traceback goal would neither require every animal to be individually identified or every movement be recorded.  It also would not require electronic identification for all types of livestock.  

NIAA’s Animal Identification Committee recognizes the various production systems in place today and differing reasons for livestock owners to raise livestock.  However, development of such system which responds quickly to an animal disease outbreak will serve to benefit all.  Issues such as confidentiality, cost, technology, and database infra-structure are still to be resolved. NIAA, its board, its staff, and the ID committee will work closely with all concerned to resolve these and other issues which may arise.  We will do so through events such as ID/INFO EXPO. We urge other groups and individuals to join the discussions and assist in providing recommendations to the USDA.

