Dear NOSB members, 

I welcome and support the Livestock Committee's initiative to strengthen the organic standards for improved animal welfare.  Clear, concise and quantitative standards to support animal welfare are long overdue, and I urge the NOSB to work diligently toward stronger regulations.  

While the recommendations will clearly result in improved animal welfare on organic operations, some weaknesses in the proposal should be addressed before recommendations are finalized and forwarded to the Secretary of Agriculture.  

I believe that organic producers and other stakeholders should have the opportunity to review the recommendations and share input.  The Livestock Committee shared their recommendations with the public on September 14, and comments are due October 19 -- giving the public little over a month to review the proposal and provide input (the tight timeframe did not allow for adequate two-way communications within the community or communication with farmers without e-mail access).  Moreover, while the Livestock Committee consulted with experts on animal welfare and visited several organic farm operations, the Committee did not solicit input from organic farmers and ranchers. 

Since any change in the organic standards will likely affect all organic livestock producers, we request a stronger collaboration between the NOSB and all organic stakeholders.  We encourage the NOSB to vote on the recommendations only after input from organic stakeholders has been requested, reviewed and incorporated where appropriate.  That being said, I would respectfully request that this input be solicited and incorporated on an expedited basis, with a finalized proposal ready to be voted on at the next NOSB meeting.

Improvements needed in the recommendations include, but are not limited to: 

1. The minority opinion that dairy cows should not be milked more than two times per day should be included into the recommendations.  Milking three times per day, an integral element in high-production operations, causes unnecessary stress, health problems and substantially shortens the animal’s life.  As the minority opinion pointed out, this shortened life span and unnecessary stress "are too high a price for her to pay on an organic dairy."
2. Factors other than space requirements must be considered to ensure meaningful outdoor access, such as adequate entry/exit popholes (doors) for chickens.  There are currently poultry houses that have one or two doors for tens of thousands of chickens; even if these operations were to offer the required outdoor space per bird, this would be meaningless without adequate entry/exit doors.  I suggest that the Board review and consider the European organic standards' pophole requirements: "at least 4 m per 100 m2 area of the house available to the birds."  Moreover, the current recommendations for outdoor access for poultry includes the phrase "or other exercise area," which could be interpreted by industrial-scale producers as a concrete porch, or other inappropriate and unsatisfactory alternatives.  I urge the NOSB to delete this phrase from the recommendations.  The recommendation should read: "Poultry reared in houses shall have complete access to water and pasture or open-air runs subject to the species, weather, parasites, predators, and ground conditions, and shall have such access for a minimum of one third of their life."
3. Transportation, euthanasia and slaughter requirements should be considered and incorporated.  The current recommendations are silent on all three issues.  Organic consumers expect animal welfare to apply to the full life span of the animal.

· Transportation:  Standards should specify acceptable conditions during transport, including stops for food, water and rest, etc. 

· Euthanasia of sick or injured birds:  Certain methods of euthanasia, such as suffocation, blows to the head with blunt instruments and crushing the neck with pliers or burdizzo clamps should be prohibited.   

· Slaughter:  Certain regulations for slaughterhouses should be specified, such as stunning chickens prior to slaughter (with a possible exception for on-farm slaughter).  

The draft proposal being forwarded by the livestock committee is very specific, as it should be, and there might very well be other areas of emphasis that should be addressed based on producer input.  A community-wide discussion of these recommendations has not yet taken place.

If advice and suggestions are solicited from all stakeholders, it may very well lead to additional revisions and additions to the recommendations that will result in stronger recommendations.  Moreover, it will provide the Board with a clearer picture of what the organic community supports in terms of strengthened animal welfare standards.  

Again, I applaud the NOSB Livestock Committee for taking this initiative.  Thank you for considering my comments. 

Name and Farm Name, if applicable
