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Thank you, Bill (Northey).  It’s good to be back in Iowa.  I’ve been looking forward to getting together with you tonight.
I want to focus briefly on three related topics this evening—proposals for the farm bill, the National Animal Identification System and avian influenza, particularly as a potential AI outbreak could affect egg producers.
2007 Farm Bill
As we look toward the next farm bill, I hope you won’t be lured by extension talk.  We need farm bill reform.  We need balanced food, feed and energy policy.  We need a farm bill that will enhance that.  Agriculture will be ill served by those who are now lobbying for no change and a simple extension.

NAIS
Let me turn now to NAIS.  As you know, NAIS is a voluntary program designed to safeguard animal health.  It has been—and will continue to be—one of Secretary Johann’s top priorities.  
Animal ID moves beyond USDA programs that concentrate on eradicating or controlling individual diseases.  It’s a partnership effort among USDA, state and local officials, producers and industry to enable us to quickly address disease outbreaks.  Our ultimate goal is a 48-hour traceback capability.  
NAIS offers comprehensive, state-of-the-art solutions that will work more effectively than the system we have now.  I want to make clear that NAIS is not so much something new as it is an updated, modernized and integrated approach to animal identification and tracing.  
With vertical integration in the commercial poultry industry, we can already account for groups of poultry throughout the production chain, so you’re ahead of the other species.  In fact, we can account for more than 95 percent of the poultry production premises through industry records.  
The National Poultry Improvement Plan is our primary vehicle for traceability for commercial producers.  Taking the next step, we are developing a Memorandum of Understanding covering USDA, state officials and the poultry industry to ensure traceback capability within 48 hours.  We expect to be ready to sign it within months.
However, locating and tracking backyard flocks remains an issue of paramount disease concern in the U.S.  That’s why NAIS is so important.  And why we are encouraging everyone who owns livestock or poultry to participate.
Not knowing where all the birds are can be a serious and costly problem.  The key to safeguarding poultry and egg producers is to get everyone involved in NAIS.  
The first step is for everyone to register their premises.  We need to know where the birds are so that if a problem arises we can notify everyone who maintains a flock.
Today, we have more than 416,000 premises registered nationwide out of an estimated 1.4 million.  That’s more than double the 170,000 premises registered in Australia and more than the premises registered in Canada—and both of these countries have mandatory systems.

Iowa has made good progress.  Bill (Northey), we’ve noticed an uptick since you took office.  You have more than 19,000 premises registered of some 47,000—that’s 41%.  But there are still a lot of producers—and many with backyard flocks or a horse or two—that we need to reach.

Registration is free and quick—and it enables us to alert you when an outbreak occurs.  It’s a strategy to safeguard your own flock and protect your neighbors as well.  If you have not yet registered, please do so.  And encourage your neighbors to sign up as well.
Building Markets
I think it’s clear to those of us in this room that NAIS will better enable us to safeguard animal and poultry health in the U.S.  That’s the purpose first and foremost—protecting flocks and herds and preserving the livelihoods of producers.    
But there are other benefits as well.  Knowing we can pinpoint problems and address them should a disease outbreak occur builds confidence in the health and wholesomeness of U.S. meat and poultry products.  
Further, the animal ID program enables us to meet the international obligations we face in the world market.  Having the system in place will smooth the way for our exports.

Avian Influenza
Before I address the question of egg movement during an AI outbreak, I want to just briefly mention what we’re doing to avert an outbreak.  
USDA has a four-pronged effort to combat AI:

1. Keeping the threat offshore by aiding affected nations through the International Partnership on Avian and Pandemic Influenza.  We’re also working through the United Nations’ Food and Agriculture Organization and the World Organization for Animal Health (OIE).

2. Conducting a pro-active messaging campaign—“Biosecurity for the Birds” to educate the public as well as poultry owners about AI.

3. Partnering with states and other federal agencies—to conduct an aggressive surveillance program focusing on wild birds, the live bird marketing system, backyard flocks and commercial poultry operations, testing at slaughter and

4. Executing AI response plans—when necessary.

Specifically, we’re continuing our efforts to keep AI from entering the U.S. through trade by: 

· restricting imports of poultry, unprocessed poultry products and hatching eggs from AI-affected countries;

· stressing the importance of inspection of passenger baggage with the Department of Homeland Security; and 

· monitoring domestic commercial markets for illegally smuggled poultry and poultry products.

We’d like to eliminate the virulent strain of AI at its source—in poultry abroad—and we’re working with other countries to do this.  
Domestically, in June, we completed a National Avian Influenza Surveillance Plan that leverages all the ongoing surveillance data streams and attempts to identify and address any gaps in surveillance.  We’ve also bolstered our efforts to reduce the risk of mutation when low pathogenic avian influenza is identified here in the U.S.  

As you know, a year ago, APHIS expanded the National Poultry Improvement Program to provide 100 percent indemnity for commercial poultry operations—not just breeders—when H5 and H7 low pathogenic avian influenza are found—provided the operations participate in the active surveillance part of NPIP.  
This expansion supports our goal of eradicating these AI subtypes because they can potentially mutate into highly pathogenic AI.  Further, international animal health standards now require countries to report all H5 and H7 detections, and this change helps us do that.

Egg Movement During an AI Outbreak
Let’s move now to the question that I know most concerns you.  What happens to eggs when an avian influenza outbreak occurs?  Will all movement be stopped?  
Can some products move to market?  Which ones and under what conditions?
Well, the decision on egg movement will be made by the federal and state officials in the Incident Command based on the risk assessment planning and operational capability.  Obviously, USDA’s primary goal is to contain and eradicate the virus, using best practices and countermeasures to avoid spreading AI.  This means quarantine, enforcement of movement restrictions and depopulation of all infected, exposed or potentially infected birds with proper disposal of carcasses and rigorous cleaning and disinfection of farms and surveillance around affected flocks.

As you know, the disease spreads from infected birds to healthy birds by direct contact.  The spread of AI between poultry premises almost always follows the movement of contaminated people and equipment.  
The concern with eggs is that AI can also be found on the outer surfaces of egg shells and can infect the inside of the egg also.  So, contaminated or infected eggs are a potential source of avian influenza transmission.  And movements of contaminated personnel and equipment also are a potential source.
Thus, during an outbreak of HPAI, the movement of poultry and eggs from uninvolved flocks is covered by a permit system.  Quarantines and permit systems are described in each state’s animal health emergency response plan.  
I know UEP has also developed a response plan—with help from the Centers for Epidemiology and Animal Health on the risk assessment.  This is very forward-looking and a great start.  I commend you for taking the initiative to develop this.  

I really appreciate all the time, effort and thought that the industry has given to pre-planning.
It’s clear you’re taking the threat of AI seriously, and that’s wise.  It’s also way beyond what any other industry has done.  What you’ve produced is definitely headed in the right direction, and we’d like to work with you further.  
As you know, when a disease incident occurs, everything shuts down.  We need to reduce the time it takes to get products moving again—especially in a situation where producers are far removed from the control area.  
We’ve been working with the University of Minnesota to develop a process that would facilitate product movement in the event of an HPAI outbreak.  It makes sense to develop model risk assessments before an outbreak occurs, and we appreciate the work the industry has done.  Having pre-set plans can reduce the time needed to establish a permit and movement program during a disease outbreak.  
At the same time, implementing a permit and movement system with risk assessments is challenging—for human resources and laboratory resources.  
Also, the permit and movement surveillance recommendations for a control area, or movements out of a control area, may need measures in addition to dead bird surveillance.  That’s an aspect of the UEP plan we need to work further on.

In addition, re-starting movement within 48 to 72 hours is an ambitious goal.  
I’m concerned that this tight timeframe may be very difficult to achieve.  Look at what’s happening with FMD in the U.K., for example.  But we certainly support the concept of working on and improving plans to enable low-risk products to move more quickly.  

Pre-planning and pre-positioning can make a huge difference.  However, it’s important to recognize that adopting a proposed risk assessment methodology would not constitute a pre-approved permit to move poultry and products within a control area during an outbreak.

Also, we all understand that what happens in real life may not conform to the scenarios envisioned in planning.  It can quickly get messy.  So, adjustments have to be made.  
While we know that planning will put us a step ahead when an incident occurs, we can’t offer any up-front guarantees that a plan will exactly match reality.  Further, as I mentioned, the final responsibility for decisions on egg movement rests with the Incident Command, based on the risk assessment planning and operational capability.  
Making those decisions is never easy or simple.  Decisions will require the combined approval of local, state and federal authorities, including the state veterinarians, APHIS, the Food and Drug Administration and the Food Safety and Inspection Service.
In short, the UEP plan is a big step forward, but it still needs some finetuning.  And our scientists at APHIS want to work with the industry to ensure that we are all better prepared to address an AI outbreak.  We expect to be in touch with UEP in the next few weeks to formalize ways to work together.
Conclusion
In closing, one of our primary goals at USDA is to safeguard U.S. agriculture, to protect our livestock and poultry producers from foreign animal diseases.  As I noted tonight, NAIS is one of the tools to help us and help you.  Please make use of it and encourage your neighbors to do so as well.
In addition, we have a solid strategy in place to protect against avian influenza.  But we can do more, by working with the industry to be prepared so we can reduce the time it takes to get low-risk products moving during an outbreak.  And we are looking forward to partnering with you to develop a practical, realistic advance plan for this.
