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MR. JIM ROGERS:  “Hello, everyone.  I want to thank you all for joining us today.  We will be providing a brief update on the animal identification plan currently under works.


“I'd like to introduce the Under Secretary for Marketing and Regulatory Programs, Mr. Bill Hawks.  And I will turn the call over to him at this time, after which we will have a short question and answer session.


“Mr. Hawks.


SEC. HAWKS:  “Okay, thank you, Jim.  


“I certainly want to welcome all of you to this call today.  As most of you know we have been working on an animal identification plan here at USDA in conjunction with a lot of interested parties over a number of years now, and most recently back in, I think it was in January, Secretary Veneman asked the chief informational officer, our chief economist and our general counsel to work with us on this plan.


“Obviously our goals were consistent with what had been set out for a number of years.  We want to be able to track animals within a 48-hour time period.  It's very important for disease control purposes to do that.  We want to know where the animals have been.


“But this group actually set out some criteria for us to work with.  Several of our goals are to create an effective, uniform and consistent system; to allow producers flexibility to build upon the plans that USAIP had done; to remain technology-neutral; ensure the system would allow the producers the ability to gain additional information from this plan.


“So with those goals in mind, we have actually gone, and now the program is transferred to APHIS, which we have, Ron DeHaven is of course our new APHIS administrator.  We have Valerie Ragan who is working on that.  So we are, if you will, we are in the implementation phase of this system now.


“We have subsequently received $18.8 million apportionment out of CCC funds to start this process.  The initial phases of this process will be, we will actually be evaluating the systems that we've already invested in to see those that we can scale up and possibly could be used for the premise allocator as well as the national repository.  We will be entering into cooperative agreements with states with tribes in the near future to look at additional systems out there.  We will be looking at regional systems as well.


“The President's budget for '05 has $33 million in it.  And as I said, we've got the $18.8 million to start this system now.  And so we have consistently said that it's important for us to have this information for disease control.  We also understand that there's a concern about privacy and how we protect this information.  And we have been working with the General Counsel's Office to assure us and everyone out there that we will be able to protect that confidentiality as long as we are in a voluntary system. 


“And we've also said that we do not intend to move to anything other than a voluntary system until we ensure that we protect that confidentiality.


“We hope to be issuing premise IDs within, later this year.  And hopefully or shortly thereafter we will be able to issue additional individual identifications; as well as we hope to be working with multiple species.


“That is a pretty broad overview of what we are doing now.  I'd like to reemphasize the fact that we are in the implementation phase of this.  I'd like to reiterate the fact that USAIP has done an extremely good job.  I'd also like to point out the fact that our chief informational officer Scott Charbo, our general counsel Nancy Bryson, and our chief economist Keith Collins have done an excellent job in outlining this framework for us.


“But we are prepared to roll up our sleeves and get this implemented.


“Jim, with that, I'm going to stop and see what questions we have.


MR. ROGERS:  “All right.  We're going to go ahead and open the lines up for questions at this time.  Mr. Hawks will be available of course to answer these questions.  We also have with us Dr. Ron DeHaven, the administrator of the Animal Plant Health Inspection Service, who can also address questions on this issue.


“Operator, if you would open up those lines?


OPERATOR:  “Thank you.  And at this time if you would like to ask a question you may press * followed by 1 on your touchtone phone.  You'll be announced by name prior to asking your question.  To withdraw your question, please press *2.


“Your first question comes from Sally Schuff, and please state your organization.


SALLY SCHUFF:  “Sally Schuff with Feedstuffs.


“My question is, when you say you are moving into the implementation phase, exactly what does that mean?  Will the premise numbering begin immediately, or what delineates the implementation phase?


SEC. HAWKS:  “Sally, what we will be doing is that as you're aware we've got several systems that we have invested in out there that are actually doing some premise allocations now.  We will, the immediate task will be to evaluate those systems and see what their capabilities are to see if they have the ability to scale up to potentially become the temporary or even the permanent allocator system and maybe even the repository.


“So -- as well as doing those additional cooperative agreements to test other systems.  I think I've pointed out this is, we intend to be technology-neutral here.  Animal agriculture is not the same in Alabama as it is in Washington or California or Florida or Maine.  So we've got to be very cognizant of those and address all of those concerns.




“Short answer to your question is, we hope to be issuing premise identifications later this year.


MR. ROGERS:  “Next question, please.


OPERATOR:  “Thank you.  Your next question comes from Chuck Abbott, and please state your organization?


CHUCK ABBOTT (Reuters):  “Hi.  I'm Chuck Abbott with Reuters.


“Under Secretary, you have, as you said, $18.8 million.  The U.S. Animal Identification Plan, as estimated, costs $73 million for the first year of implementing an animal ID plan nationwide.  Are you expecting other people to put up money?  Have other people volunteered to put up money?


“As a corollary, if you only have $18.8 million, how much can you really achieve out of that first year?


SEC. HAWKS:  “We think it's very important to allocate those resources wisely.  There has been a lot of different estimates of what this would cost.  We are test-driving, if you will, a lot of the systems.  We think the $18.8 million, $12 million of that is to actually go into the cooperative agreements.


“A fairly good chunk of that will go into evaluating the systems that we've already invested in to see what their capabilities are from a pure technological standpoint.


“But we think this $18.8 million is adequate to move us forward.  I guess anyone could argue that you could spend a lot more money, but I don't know that you could spend a lot more money and spend it wisely in this particular venue now.


MR. ROGERS:  “Next question, please?


OPERATOR:  “Thank you.  Your next question comes from Daniel Goldstein.  And please state your organization.


DANIEL GOLDSTEIN:  “Hi.  Dan Goldstein with Bloomberg News.


“Secretary Hawks, just a couple of questions.  Number one, has the cost estimate stayed the same?  I think it was around $470 million.  I'm wondering if you've adjusted that or made any different evaluation.


“And the second thing is, how many premises do you plan to get issued this year, if you can?


SEC. HAWKS:  “Okay.  Let me address the issue of the cost estimates first.  I think what you're referring to is that estimate was probably over a number of years-- I think probably five or six years that you're referring to there.  As I pointed out, we've got $18.8 million in CCC funding now.  We've requested $33 million in the President's budget for '05.  So I think there is not that many discrepancies if you will in what we are spending.


“Obviously it is our expectation that this will be a cooperative project that the U.S. government is not and should not pay for every bit of this-- because as I said we're looking for systems that will get additional, the producers will get additional information and get benefit out of this.


“So our actual estimate of spending was based somewhat on the USAIP plan as well.


“Okay.  Number of premises.  I was about to forget it.  The number of premises, I cannot give you an absolute number.  I guess I would just have to say that we would hope to be able to allocate as many premises as possible as we move into this implementation phase as soon as possible.


MR. ROGERS:  “Next question, please?


OPERATOR:  “Thank you.  Your next question comes from Mike McGinnis.  Please state your organization.


MIKE MCGINNIS:  “Yeah, hi.  Mike McGinnis of DTN.


“And Under Secretary, my question is, when you talk about systems could you explain exactly what you mean by what a system is?  Is it a computer, is it a reader, or can you exactly explain to me what that is?


SEC. HAWKS:  “I tell you what I'm going to do.  I'm going to ask Ron DeHaven -- who has probably got a lot more expertise on the actual systems and operations of them -- to respond to that one.


“Ron?


DR. RON DEHAVEN:  “Thank you, Secretary Hawks.


“We have been funding over the past several years a number of pilot projects on animal identification.  Some of them are with specific producer groups, especially in the dairy arena.  Some of them have been specific to a particular type of technology such as the radio frequency ID chip or microchip.  So there's a number of different technologies -- RFD or Radio Frequency ID is one of them.  There are other technologies out there such as retinal scanning, DNA testing, just a number of different technologies upon which those different systems would be based.


“So part of this initial phase will be to evaluate some of the pilot projects that we've had and their ability to go into a national program, and then the majority of the monies -- I think about two-thirds of the monies that have been apportioned out of the $18 million will go towards cooperative agreements to evaluate some additional systems.


“We would envision those cooperative agreements being with state agencies cooperating with producer groups, perhaps cooperating with other organizations that would have a system in place or a concept for a system, and then these monies would be used to fund additional pilots-- at the end of which then we would be able to evaluate all of them and determine which one or ones could be taken national.  And then we would start to develop one or more of those systems into regional and eventually national systems.


“So it's-- a system, per se, would be the specific type of technology, the means of capturing the information through that technology into a central database.


“The other part of this would be, as Mr. Hawks indicated, our agricultural systems in different parts of the country vary dramatically.  So does it vary with species.  So part of these pilots would be to look at and see what works with one species of animal versus another.




“Some species of animal such as livestock cattle typically move individually; whereas, other species like swine will typically move in lots.  And so a system that might work for one species wouldn't work for others, so we'll be evaluating these different systems as they might be applicable to different species.


MR. ROGERS:  “Next question, please?


OPERATOR:  “Thank you.  Your next question comes from Bill Tomson.   And please state your organization.


BILL TOMSON (Oster Dow Jones):  “Yeah, hi.  This is Bill Tomson, Oster Dow Jones.


“Mr. Hawks, back in March you said USDA favored a voluntary program.  And, but you mentioned a mandatory one today.  And I believe Mr. Collins mentioned it needing to be mandatory a couple weeks ago.  Is that where you're headed?


SEC. HAWKS:  “I think what I said, Bill, was that we are doing a voluntary system.  I talked about the concerns with confidentiality of data.  I talked about the fact that our attorney had said that as long as we are running a voluntary program that we don't have the concerns with confidentiality of data.  And I think what I said was that we would ensure that confidentiality of data was protected before we moved forward to a mandatory system.


“But if I gave the impression that we were advocating a mandatory system, that was certainly in error, and I would like to correct that right now on the record.


MR. ROGERS:  “Next question, please?


OPERATOR:  “Thank you.  Your next question comes from Jim Phillips.  And please state your organization.


JIM PHILLIPS (Progressive Farmer Magazine):  “Yeah.  This is Jim Phillips at Progressive Farmer Magazine.


“Mr. Hawks, does USDA currently have authority to establish a mandatory system in the animal ID, or must you wait for one of the bills that are currently proposed in Congress to be passed for that mandatory authority?


SEC. HAWKS:  “Yeah.  If you weren’t such a good person I'd answer you real curtly and say, yes, we do.  But since how you're such a great guy I'm going to go ahead and tell you why.


“The Animal Health Protection Act gives us broad authority to take measures that will address animal health issues and with-- a very easy read of that is we do have the authority to address the animal ID system in a mandatory fashion if we so chose.


MR. ROGERS:  “Next question, please.


OPERATOR:  “Thank you.  Your next question comes from Lori Struve, and please state your organization.


LORI STRUVE (Brownfield Network):  “Yes.  Lori Struve with the Brownfield Network.


“My question is, are you looking at implementing this, are you going species by species with the different systems?  And if so, which species are you thinking to start with?  Or are you going to start with all of them at the same time?


SEC. HAWKS:  “Well, I think obviously there's a lot more concern associated around the opening.  But the fact of the matter is, we want to look at all species as we move forward but recognizing the issue with bovine is probably the more pressing one.  But I think it's only prudent for us to be looking at all species because we have issues with poultry, with swine, as well as bovine.


MR. ROGERS:  “Next question, please?


OPERATOR:  “Thank you.  Your next question comes from Sara Rowen.  And please state your organization.


SARA ROWEN (Western Livestock Journal):  “Yes.  This is Sara Rowen with the Western Livestock Journal.


“Mr. DeHaven, I think you answered this a moment ago, but I just want to clarify.  Is it safe to say that you see more than one technology being used across the country and producers will have several choices?  


“And then also, Mr. Hawks, the implementation phase, do you have a timeline on that?  And then, what can producers expect?


DR. DEHAVEN:  "This is Dr. DeHaven.  As to the different technologies, part of this initial effort and the cooperative agreements is to evaluate the different technologies and how they might work under different scenarios, different marketing scenarios as well as with different species.


“And so I think it's safe to say that we would be very likely looking at multiple technologies, and part of this evaluation phase early on is to find out which technologies might work best with which species.


“Mr. Hawks indicated that while the initial focus will be on cattle and perhaps swine, we can probably safely say that what works for good identification in cattle probably is going to be something different when we get into aquaculture and poultry.


“So I think it's safe to say that we need to look at multiple technologies.  The plan that we put out is technology-neutral, but indeed that's what we'll be evaluating over the next several months.


SEC. HAWKS:  “Okay.  And with regard to phases and what the producers can be expecting, as I said we intend to move forward with actually allocating premises later this year.  Obviously we will be evaluating the cooperative agreements that we are going to be putting in place, and we have a rough time after that.  We anticipate within 30 days or so we will have all the criteria out for the evaluation on that, and then another 45 days after that we anticipate being ready to award those cooperative agreements.


“So we think it's very important to move this forward, but it would be inappropriate to say that we would have everything in place before we have an opportunity to evaluate these additional agreements.




“But I think we have also got to continue our dialog with producers.  We don't have all the answers right now.  That's what we are hopefully--we will be getting continued input from the group that's been working on this for a number of years as well as all producers.  So one of my messages here is, we need the producers' help.  We need all of the livestock organizations' help to move this forward.


“We do not have all the answers today, but we are certainly looking for that dialog to attempt to get as many of those answers as we possibly can.


MR. ROGERS:  “Operator, we have time for two more questions, please.


OPERATOR:  “Thank you.  Your next question comes from Florence Olson, and please state your organization.


FLORENCE OLSON (Federal Computer Week):  “Yes.  Federal Computer Week.


“I had two questions.  The cooperative agreements, the money for those agreements is to be spent on pilots.  Is that correct?  Just looking at how the existing systems are working.


“And the second question is, could you say anything at this early point about what the database structure might look like? States, the national data repositories might look like?


SEC. HAWKS:  “Well, we're all laughing around the table here.  And as to what they may look like, I am not the one to answer that question as to what it would look like.


“Ron, do you want to take a shot at it?


DR. DEHAVEN:  “Let me take a stab at that and what the humor was around here is what the national database is going to look like.  It's going to be big.  We're talking about 100 million animals potentially at the end of the day when we have a fully functional system.  So it will be a large database, and of course every year there's a pretty big turnover in terms of the numbers of animals that would have to be inputted on an annual basis into the system.


“I mentioned that the majority of the money -- I think about two-thirds of it -- will be going towards the cooperative agreements that will enable us to evaluate the different systems that are out there.  But also much of the money will be going towards building that initial infrastructure for this database.  We don't have the information technology technical people around here, but in essence we know regardless of what the technology is there's going to be certain bits of information that we will need to have in that national repository for us to be able to trace animals for disease purposes.


“Feeding into that national repository then, we would envision a number of systems at the state or producer organization level so that at the point of input, whether that be on the farm, ranch or livestock market, you have that initial input going into a state level database.  And then periodically, daily or weekly, you have information then going into the national repository and only going into the national repository that information that we need for animal disease tracking purposes.


“So at the producer level there might be production records and a lot of other information.


“While we will be building a national repository or infrastructure there, it doesn't require a lot of additional systems in that at each, at the level of each state there are already systems in place that we think can be adapted to be able to take on the animal identification information and then to download into this national level repository.


“So we've got state and producer level systems out there.  We would tap into those, modify them or build an interface between those systems and a national repository.  So some of the monies will again go towards starting to build the architecture for that national system.


MR. ROGERS:  “Operator, we'll take the final question, please.


OPERATOR:  “Thank you.  Our final question comes from Jackie Baker.  And please state your organization.


JACKIE BAKER (Farm Progress):  “Hi.  This is Jackie Baker from Farm Progress.


“And right after December 23rd, Secretary Veneman had said she was going to try to speed up the implementation of the animal identification, not necessarily speed up but try to get it in as soon as possible.  Is the timeliness in the USAP about as quick as you can?  And, you know, two years from now do you think that everything will be mandatory and everything implemented, or long-term where do you see this?


SEC. HAWKS:  “Well, I think we've gotten that question some several times, and Secretary Veneman did say that we need this system in place as soon as possible.  But I think when you look at the complexity of what we are doing, the complexity of the livestock industry around the country, we are moving what I like to say in particular with, in the framework of government that we are moving extremely fast in this.  Secretary Veneman is certainly committed to moving forward.  We are committed to moving as quickly as we possibly can.


“But we also want to make certain that we are doing it correctly, that we are doing the right thing.  So to pick one technology and say that we can have it implemented in 90 days, 60 days, as some have suggested, would probably be the inappropriate thing to do.


“As a matter of fact, right now there are a lot of identification systems out there that we can use.  But this system that we are talking about is one that would be able to allow us to track these animals back in a 48-hour time period.


“So a lot of what we're talking about here is taking existing structure, as Ron said, that's in place to be able to do this and do it rather quickly.


“But we at USDA, Secretary Veneman  remains committed to moving forward as quickly as we possibly can but making certain that we make the correct decisions along the way.


MR. ROGERS:  “That concludes the question and answer portion of this call.  I'd like to thank everyone who joined us today.  For the latest information and updates, always keep an eye on our website at www.usda.gov or www.aphis.usda.gov.


“Thanks again, and have a nice afternoon.


OPERATOR:  “Thank you.  This does complete today's conference call.  We thank you for your participation.”
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