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Questions 

Response from John Clifford, D.V.M., Deputy Administrator for Veterinary 
Services and Chief Veterinarian, Animal and Plant Health Inspection 
Service, U.S. Department of Agriculture 

Questions Submitted by Hon. Walt Minnick a Representative in Congress from Idaho 
Question 1. Dr. Clifford, you testified that there are challenges associated with 

protecting producers’ privacy in the development and implementation of a national 
identification system. What authority does the Department of Agriculture have to 
protect this sensitive information and how can we safeguard this information from 
being subject to the Freedom of Information Act if the program is mandated? 

Answer. USDA takes National Animal Identification System (NAIS) privacy issues 
very seriously. In developing NAIS standards, we intentionally limited the type and 
quantity of information collected and maintained by the Federal government. This 
is the most effective step we can take in order to help protect producer privacy. 

USDA generally treats producer information as confidential. The Freedom of In-
formation Act (FOIA) does, however, compel us to release information that is not 
subject to a FOIA exemption. To date, USDA has applied FOIA exemptions to with-
hold NAIS producer information when requested, and will continue to apply appro-
priate exemptions to protect personal information and confidential business informa-
tion provided by NAIS participants, consistent with law and the Administration’s 
recently announced policies regarding FOIA. 

Question 2. If the NAIS were made mandatory, would backyard poultry flocks and 
every single animal be required to participate? 

Answer. To be successful, NAIS must include animals moving in commerce be-
cause of their potential to spread disease. If NAIS were made mandatory, we would 
not requirelbut certainly encouragelproducers keeping backyard poultry flocks 
and other animals not moving in commerce to participate. At a minimum, we would 
strongly encourage these producers to register their premises, since animal disease 
does not discriminate on the basis of herd or flock operation size or whether a pro-
ducer sells animals commercially or raises them for personal use. With premises 
registration information, we can proactively contact these producers early on in a 
disease situation, so that they can take steps to protect their animals. 

The three bovine spongiform encephalopathy (BSE) tracebacks in the United 
States are important examples of why we need a high participation rate of animals 
in commerce. In tracing back these three cows, we ran into a number of dead ends 
and in multiple cases, we just could not trace back an animal to its herd of origin, 
which is key in properly investigating BSE cases. Having these premises and ani-
mals identified would have benefitted the government and producers tremendously, 
allowing a more swift and targeted response and use of resources. 

Question 3. With respect to premises registration, beef cattle premises have shown 
to be the most difficult to register, while the dairy cattle, poultry, swine, sheep, and 
goat markets have had a much greater participation in the registration effort. What 
do you think accounts for this disparity? 

Answer. Various groups within the beef cattle industry have voiced a number of 
concerns with NAIS that we believe contribute to their low participation rate, cur-
rently estimated at 25%. One of the greatest concerns we have heard is with the 
costs associated with a mandatory NAIS. Over 90 percent of the industry costs for 
such a system would be associated with the cattle sector. This is largely due to the 
individual animal identification required, whereas swine, sheep, goats, and poultry 
can often be sufficiently traced using premises and group lot identification. Addi-
tionally, cattle typically move more times during their lifespan than other livestock 
species. 

Concerns have also been raised about the use of producer information. Some have 
concerns that their information will be released and used to their detriment, such 
as for liability purposes related to food safety tracebacks, as we move forward with 
this critical program. 

We believe strongly that we must work collaboratively with industry to address 
their concerns and move forward with an effective NAISlwhether it be a manda-
tory or voluntary system. In fact, on April 15, 2009, the Secretary held a roundtable 
with stakeholders representing the full spectrum of views on NAIS. This meeting 
kicked off a larger listening tour to gather feedback on concerns and, more impor-
tantly, to identify potential solutions to help USDA and the U.S. livestock sector 
move forward with the program. 

Question 4. What studies have been done demonstrating that NAIS will reduce 
the occurrence or scope of animal disease outbreaks? 

Answer. I would first like to clarify that the purpose of NAIS is not to reduce the 
occurrence of an animal disease outbreak, but rather, to reduce the scope of disease 
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spread by increasing traceability and thereby allowing for a swifter and more pre-
cise response. Several studies have looked at foreign animal disease outbreaks and 
their resulting effects, and have found that a quicker response equates to a signifi-
cant decrease in negative effects from an outbreak. I will briefly discuss a few of 
these studies. 

In a study that examined the impacts of a hypothetical foot-and-mouth disease 
outbreak in California, researchers found that a shorter traceback time is key to re-
ducing the scope of a disease, as indicated by the study’s finding that in its simula-
tion, ‘‘a one-week delay in starting depopulation could increase the proportion of in-
fected premises from 18% to more than 90%.’’ 1 An additional study cited ‘‘prompt 
identification and elimination of affected herds’’ as a major factor influencing eradi-
cation of an outbreak of foot-and-mouth disease. 2 A more recent study that exam-
ined the value of traceability in a hypothetical foot-and-mouth disease outbreak in 
Kansas found that ‘‘as the level of surveillance and ability to trace cattle increases, 
the number of animals that have to be destroyed and related costs decrease.’’ 3 

These studies highlight the need for enhanced traceability, which can be achieved 
through increased participation in NAIS. The more quickly we can identify what 
animals and operations may be affected, the faster we will be able to find exposed 
animals and take the necessary steps to contain the disease. Conversely, the longer 
the process takes, the more a contagious disease can spread, potentially increasing 
the number of herds and animals involved. And, in the case of diseases like BSE 
that are not contagious, the longer it takes to provide definitive information about 
the extent of the disease, the longer we will see decreased consumer confidence and 
negative trade impacts. This would lead to more cost for producers, longer commerce 
interruptions with added cost to consumers, and more disruptions to communities 
and industries connected to livestock production. 

We also see significant opportunities to reduce the scope of domestic disease with-
in our animal health programs. For example, of the 199 positive cases of bovine tu-
berculosis identified in the United States between late 2003 and early 2008, over 
84 percent of the animals did not have official USDA individual identification. As 
a result, USDA and state investigative teams spent substantially more time and 
money conducting tracebacks, including an expanded scope of an investigation to 
identify suspect and exposed animals. Additionally, the average time spent con-
ducting a traceback involving 27 recent bovine tuberculosis investigations was 199 
days. This is simply not acceptable. 

We can see the potential value added by enhancing traceability when we compare 
recent tuberculosis tracebacks of U.S. versus Canadian cows. Since 2006, we have 
completed 44 investigations of bovine tuberculosis positive animals. The average 
length of time to complete these investigations was 186 days. However, the average 
investigation time for two cattle that originated in Canada, which has a mandatory 
animal identification system, was only 19.5 days. Canada’s unique numbering 
standard, tied to a unique premises identification, is consistent with our proposed 
standards for advancing traceability in the United States. Incorporation of these 
standards into livestock commerce will provide USDA with the readily-accessible, 
accurate information required to expedite disease control efforts. 

Question 5. What analysis has been conducted of current tracking capabilities? 
For example, what is the average tracking time for individual animals? For cases 
that have taken longer than average, what reason(s) have been identified for the 
slower response? 

Answer. USDA examines animal disease surveillance data, animal health program 
data, and actual animal disease investigations to analyze our current traceback ca-
pabilities. Current traceability in the poultry, swine, and sheep industries is high. 
However, we have consistently found that in the beef cattle industry, tracebacks 
take longer, cannot always be completed, and result in longer delays and greater 
costs to producers because of the industry’s low traceability level. Traceback time 
varies depending on each unique situation, and is greatly affected by the availability 
of records, which can vary widely. Additionally, as disease risk lessens, fewer people 
participate in USDA’s existing eradication programs. This means that fewer animals 
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are identified and can be traced if there is a disease event. Below are some exam-
ples: 

Bovine Spongiform Encephalopathy (BSE) 09
Surveillance data from July 2007 through January 2009 indicated that of 
72,869 primarily adult cattle, only 39% (28,558) were identified with an official 
USDA metal ear tag. Official USDA animal identification tags are individually 
unique nationally and provide the opportunity to also associate a point of first 
tagging, allowing for a faster traceback.
Bovine Brucellosis 09
USDA official brucellosis calfhood vaccination requires the attachment of a 
USDA official animal identification tag, which provides a primary means of 
identifying cattle for traceability purposes. Program data for calendar year 2008 
indicates that slightly more than 3.7 million heifer calves were vaccinated, out 
of over 20 million heifers that were eligible (based on USDA National Agricul-
tural Statistics Service data). Therefore, only 18.5% of eligible heifers for brucel-
losis vaccination were identified with nationally unique, USDA official animal 
identification. 

Question 6. What analysis has been done to determine the specific data that 
would be important during a disease outbreak, and the potential for error or delay 
due to excessively large databases? 

Answer. USDA determined what data is needed during a disease outbreak based 
on widely agreed upon veterinary epidemiological principles, the agency’s experience 
responding to animal diseases, and stakeholder input. It is generally understood 
within veterinary epidemiology that it is vital to have data that would identify an 
animal’s origin and movements. 4 Examination of USDA’s previous experience in re-
sponding to animal disease events, including review of epidemiological investigation 
reports, supports that assertion. Our analysis defined what is needed to identify, 
contain, and eradicate livestock disease. This includes (1) the animal’s identity, (2) 
where it originated, (3) what other farms it was on, (4) what other animals it had 
contact with, (5) what other farms are in the vicinity of the affected farms, and (6) 
the timeframe in which those contacts took place. 

The NAIS Information Technology (IT) systems were built specifically to provide 
this vital information to animal health officials quickly and easily when a disease 
event arises. They were also designed to be able to function effectively in the event 
of a major outbreak. The systems have a full back-up site, are tested regularly to 
ensure performance level, and are updated as enhancements become available. 

The problem USDA faced at the outset of development of NAIS was not that of 
an excessively large database, but rather that there were multiple disparate sys-
tems, coupled with traceback data that was contained on paper records stored in 
file cabinets at numerous locations across the country. USDA has effectively used 
a number of large databases for a variety of its programs and thus has experience 
in developing and maintaining them successfully. USDA is confident that the IT 
system built to support NAIS, while encompassing large databases, is being care-
fully managed to provide available and secure traceability information when needed. 

Question 7. What analysis has been done of the unintended consequences of 
NAIS? For example, what plans have been developed to address non-compliance and 
the risks posed by animals that are being kept illegally? 

Answer. NAIS is currently a voluntary program; therefore, non-compliance is not 
an issue. However, in order for the program to be successful, participation must ex-
ceed the critical mass level of participation estimated by USDA to be 70 percent of 
the animals in a specific species/sector identified and traceable to their premises of 
origin. If we did not exceed this threshold, we would not be able to significantly im-
prove traceability. 

In a mandatory system, USDA would likely develop a gradual enforcement 
scheme and detect non-compliance as animals moved in commerce. In each instance, 
we would assess the risk of that movement involving animals that were not offi-
cially identified, work to communicate the importance of complying with the regula-
tions to those responsible for the movement, and, when necessary, assess penalties 
commensurate with the risk. 
Questions Submitted by Hon. K. Michael Conaway a Representative in Congress from 

Texas 
Question 1. What is the basis for the design of NAIS? Specifically, why does 

USDA repeatedly state that 48-hour traceback is ‘‘optimal’’ and that the program 
needs to include every animal? Both claims run contrary to sound epidemiology and 
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5 based upon USDA APHIS National Animal Health Monitoring System (NAHMS) data (Beef 
2007–08 and Dairy 2007 studies).

risk analysis. Diseases have incubation times from a few hours to a few yearslone 
approach does not fit all. And risk analysis would dictate that we focus our re-
sources on high risk facilities (which typically mean high density). 

Answer. A working group of epidemiologists, producers, market operators, harvest 
facility operators and other stakeholders determined that a 48-hour time frame 
would satisfy all sectors of the livestock production chain. Yes, incubation time and 
infectivity vary among diseases; however, we must have a system capable of han-
dling the worst case scenario. This worst case scenario is a foot-and-mouth disease 
outbreak, which has an incubation time of 24–36 hours. To develop the 48-hour goal, 
we coupled this with the likelihood that 100% of the needed data would not be avail-
able electronically and would require some manual tracing. 

It is important to remember that 48 hours is the goal, developed by experts in 
this field, to obtain all traceback informationlbut not to complete all disease 
tracebacks. For example, it takes 72 hours just to complete a screening test for bo-
vine tuberculosis. But, it is essential to locate potentially exposed animals to help 
keep the disease from spreading should confirmatory results come back positive. 

From my perspective, I agree that high density, intensively managed livestock 
populations pose a greater risk for disease amplification; however, animal disease 
can strike operations of all sizes and we must be prepared for that risk. USDA does 
not believe that every animal should be included in NAISlthe key is that NAIS 
must include all animals moving in commerce because of their potential to spread 
disease. And beyond that, additional premises registration and identification of 
lower priority operations and animals only serve to make the system stronger.

Question 2. What are the costs of NAIS? In the cost-benefit analysis for COOL, 
USDA included the following: labor, training, modification of existing record-keep-
ing, software programming, computer hardware, impacts on operations’ efficiency, 
and more. Yet, when asked about NAIS, USDA makes it sound like it’s nothing 
more than the cost of the tag. 

Answer. NAIS costs include program management by veterinarians, information 
specialists, statisticians and others; outreach; animal identification (identification 
devices and labor, applicators, etc.); data collection (market readers, slaughter read-
ers, field readers, data collection labor); and the development and maintenance of 
the information system itself. Once NAIS is implemented, there will still be ongoing 
costs. The system is comprised of components that will have to be rebuilt, replaced, 
or updated over time (e.g., as the livestock population turns over, new ID tags will 
need to be purchased; as new technologies become available, computers, applicators, 
and readers will need to be replaced; etc.). Data from the Kansas State University 
benefit-cost analysis released by USDA on April 29, 2009, show that annual esti-
mated costs for implementing NAIS today throughout the livestock (food animal) in-
dustries could range from roughly $143 million for a bookend approach with 90 per-
cent participation, to $228 million for full pre-harvest traceability with 100 percent 
participation, with other options falling in between. 

Because over 90 percent of the industry costs for a fully implemented system 
would be associated with the cattle industry, I would like to briefly discuss their 
costs. As the program currently stands, for most U. S. cattle operations, the cost 
to identify animals with NAIS-compliant tags/devices is a choice of alternatives and 
price comparisons with tags that are already being used, and most often, not the 
imposed implementation of a totally new system of tagging. Data show that in the 
U. S. cattle industry, 79.1 percent of all beef cows and 97.4 percent of all dairy cows 
are identified individually with some form of animal identification 5. NAIS-compli-
ant, USDA official animal identification tags are available as traditional visual tags 
as well as RFID tags/devices. They are very similar to the existing tags being used 
by the producers, where often only the numbering system is different. Actual costs 
depend upon the producer’s choice of which tag works best for their operation. Over-
all, the costs for NAIS roughly translate into less than one-half percent of the retail 
value of U.S. beef products. 

Question 3. There are serious ethical concerns in how NAIS has been developed. 
The USDA’s working groups were initially drawn from the working groups estab-
lished by the National Institute for Animal Agriculture (NIAA). The NIAA is an in-
dustry trade organization, and the members of the working groups included many 
companies who stood to profit directly from the implementation of NAIS, such as 
tag manufacturers and database management companies. Even some of the non-
profit organizationslsuch as Farm Bureau and Jockey Clublhave subsidiaries or 
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ties to companies that manage databases. These conflicts of interest have never 
been addressed. 

Answer. I do not believe that we took ethical missteps in the development and 
implementation of the NAIS. The National Animal Identification Development Team 
was initiated by USDA at the request of the United States Animal Health Associa-
tion, an organization of state and federal animal health officials, producers, and 
livestock industry organizations. The steering Committee and working groups were 
selected under the direction of USDA, not NIAA. The participants are experts on 
these issues, and it was essential that we develop the program using their expertise. 

Nearly 400 individuals representing over 200 stakeholder organizations helped de-
velop the initial plan, which was called the United States Animal Identification Plan 
(USAIP). There was a concerted effort to include large and small producers, live-
stock markets, harvest facilities, renderers, academia, producer organizations, breed 
organizations, state and Federal animal health agencies, tribal organizations, tech-
nology providers (tags, readers, integrators), data service providers, transportation 
(trucking industry), and grower alliances, cooperatives, and other organizations not 
necessarily affiliated with a national organization. 

Inclusion of companies and organizations directly involved in the animal identi-
fication or data collection business was not seen to be a conflict of interest. Their 
expertise was valuable, but certainly not the only source of information. 

The USAIP was only one set of recommendations that the agency considered in 
developing the National Animal Identification System (NAIS). Public input from lis-
tening sessions across the country was also considered. The numerous comments re-
ceived from email and website postings were as well. And Secretary Vilsack has em-
phasized his desire to seek additional input as we continue with NAIS implementa-
tion. 
Question Submitted by Hon. David Scott a Representative in Congress from Georgia 

Question 1. The GAO reported in July 2007 that the Department had major areas 
that would hinder USDA’s ability to implement NAIS effectively, what has the 
USDA done to cover these issues: 

A. USDA has not prioritized the implementation of NAIS by species or other 
criteria. Instead, the agency is implementing NAIS for numerous species simul-
taneously, causing federal, state, industry resources to be allocated widely, rath-
er than being focused on the species of greatest concern.
B. USDA has not developed a plan to integrate NAIS with preexisting USDA 
and state animal ID requirements. As a result, producers are generally discour-
aged from investing in new ID devices for NAIS.
C. USDA has not clearly defined a time frame for rapid trace back possibly 
slowing response and causing greater economic losses.
D. USDA does not require potentially critical information to be recorded, such 
as species or age in the NAIS databases.

Answer. USDA appreciates the review conducted by GAO and has addressed all 
recommendations. I will outline progress on each of the four issues you specifically 
mentioned below. 

A. APHIS has prioritized the implementation of NAIS by species and other cri-
teria. USDA’s A Business Plan to Advance Animal Disease Traceability specifically 
addresses prioritization of NAIS implementation by species. NAIS should be imple-
mented in a way that addresses the unique attributes of different species/industry 
sector and the way animals are raised and processed. In addition, we need to con-
sider that animal diseases are not always species-specific. For example, foot-and-
mouth disease (FMD) was first diagnosed in swine in the United Kingdom outbreak 
in 2001 but soon affected cattle and sheep. Therefore, APHIS recognizes that NAIS 
must be inclusive for all livestock and poultry while prioritizing efforts that will ad-
dress the species with the greatest void in traceability. 

Species were grouped into two tiers, and within each tier, ranked as low, medium, 
or high priority. The level of priority reflects the emphasis each species and each 
sector will be given in implementing the strategies and actions of the business plan. 
The specific prioritization of species can be found on pages 14–25 of the business 
plan, which is available at: http://animalid.aphis.usda.gov/nais/naislibrary/docu-
ments/planslreports/TraceabilityBusinessPlan%20Ver%201.0%20Sept%202008.pdf. 

B. USDA has taken a number of steps to integrate NAIS with preexisting USDA 
and State animal identification requirements and encourage the use of new identi-
fication devices through ongoing actions defined in the business plan on pages 26–
27. For example, the National Poultry Improvement Plan (NPIP) supplements NAIS 
with locations of poultry breeder flocks, resulting in traceability estimated at more 
than 95 percent. Additionally, an estimated 95 percent of sheep flocks can be traced 
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back to the flock of origin due to the identification provided by USDA’s scrapie 
eradication surveillance program. 

APHIS issued regulations to establish the premises identification number (PIN) 
as a standard for identifying locations that manage and/or hold livestock, with a 
final rule on July 18, 2007 (72 FR 39301–39307). The regulations also established 
the animal identification number (AIN) as an official numbering system for all dis-
ease program activities (bovine tuberculosis, brucellosis, scrapie, etc.) to uniquely 
identify locations across all disease programs. Additionally, APHIS published an in-
terim rule on September 18, 2008, which reserves the 840 number for U.S.-born ani-
mals (73 FR 54059–54063). 

A. On December 22, 2008, we issued Veterinary Services (VS) Memorandum No. 
575.19 to explain our policy for the use of the PIN in the administration of animal 
disease program activities. Specifically, the use of the PIN format is being estab-
lished as the standard for all disease programs to ensure the locations are uniquely 
identified across all disease programs. 

On January 13, 2009, we published a proposed rule (74 FR 1634–1643) to make 
the 840 number the only version of the AIN, establish the NAIS seven-character 
PIN as the sole standard, and have a standardized PIN for all premises that use 
USDA official animal identification. 

USDA and states are incorporating electronic data capture and reporting into ex-
isting animal health programs and information systems. This effort in mobile infor-
mation management for field collection of animal identification data, whether chute-
side with producers or at surveillance points such as harvest facilities or livestock 
markets, is expanding. Examples include the electronic bovine tuberculosis testing 
system, electronic brucellosis system for vaccination and testing, and the electronic 
scrapie tracing system. 

C. The September 2008 traceability business plan provides timelines with per-
formance measure objectives to advance tracing capabilities for each species. Tables 
outlining these timelines are found on pages 59–60 of the business plan. 

D. With regard to requiring potentially critical information to be recorded, such 
as species or age, in the NAIS databases, APHIS has discussed this issue exten-
sively with stakeholders through the species working groups and in collaboration 
with industry. Participants identified the minimum data elements that must be ob-
tained to conduct a traceback investigation. APHIS incorporated these data ele-
ments into NAIS through the requirements of the animal tracking databases. 

Other data elements, such as species, date of birth, and gender, are often con-
tained in information systems maintained by service providers in animal agriculture 
and may be provided when necessary. Requiring additional information for an ani-
mal record to be considered a ‘‘qualifying’’ record, however, must be closely evalu-
ated so as not to exclude otherwise valuable information. 

Through development of animal tracking databases, APHIS has established a 
process to ensure that any consideration of expanding data elements is done in col-
laboration with the species working groups and through the recommendation of the 
NAIS Subcommittee. Experience with the animal tracking databases as they come 
on line with the Animal Trace Processing System will allow APHIS to document the 
availability of necessary information. 

APHIS is studying the information available through the animal tracking data-
bases to determine if additional required fields are necessary or if the data main-
tained in the systems are adequate without requiring additional data elements. Ad-
ditionally, such findings and potential recommendations will be discussed with the 
species working groups. If changes are warranted, APHIS will revise the NAIS pro-
gram standards and repost them in July 2009. 
Question Submitted by Hon. Frank Kratovil, Jr. a Representative in Congress from 

Maryland 
Question 1. Is it fair to say that you bring to the table substantial insight into 

the cost and benefit of this system? If so, can it be an effective system if it is not 
mandatory? 

Answer Yes, I do believe that I have substantial insight due to decades of experi-
ence in protecting animal health and think it is important to examine the costs of 
our animal health programs and compare those to the potential benefits. The NAIS 
system can only be effective with strong participation that exceeds the critical mass 
level estimated by USDA to be 70 percent of the animals in a specific species/sector 
identified and traceable to their premises of origin. If we do not exceed this thresh-
old, we will not be able to significantly improve traceability. In other words, this 
important system simply won’t work. It is essential that we have an effective 
NAISlwhether it is voluntary or mandatorylin order to more quickly and pre-
cisely respond to animal disease outbreaks. 
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To examine the costs and benefits of various forms of a National Animal Identi-
fication System, we sought the help of outside experts. A team from Kansas State 
University, Montana State University, Colorado State University, and Michigan 
State University carried out this analysis. The analysis studies the benefits and 
costs of all components of NAIS across all industry/species sectors. The analysis 
sought to determine the overall distribution of the system’s benefits and costs 
among producers of various-sized herds, marketing firms, processors, consumers, 
and state and federal government agencies. USDA provided the analysis to the 
Committee on April 29, 2009. 

I recognize that cost is a significant concern for everyone with an interest in the 
NAIS. We know accountability is essential to assure the American public that the 
Federal government is making the best and most efficient choices when it comes to 
their tax dollars. We understand that NAIS implementation is not cheap; data from 
the Kansas State University cost-benefit analysis show that annual estimated costs 
for implementing NAIS today throughout the livestock (food animal) industries 
could range from roughly $143 million for a bookend approach with 90 percent par-
ticipation, to $228 million for full pre-harvest traceability with 100 percent partici-
pation, with other options falling in between. But we must compare this with the 
estimated billions of dollars in losses we would suffer from an FMD outbreak. And, 
although significant, the costs for implementing NAIS in the cattle sector roughly 
translate into less than one-half percent of the retail value of U.S. beef products. 

We are committed to being transparent and providing information about the bene-
fits and costs of NAIS. On April 15, 2009, the Secretary held a roundtable with 
stakeholders representing the full spectrum of views on NAIS. This meeting kicked 
off a larger listening tour to gather feedback on concernslincluding producer 
costsland, more importantly, to identify potential solutions to help USDA and the 
U.S. livestock sector move forward with the program. We look forward to a produc-
tive discussion on these issues.

Æ
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