
Statement of the

UNITED EGG PRODUCERS

Before the

SUBCOMMITTEE ON LIVESTOCK, DAIRY, AND POULTRY

COMMITTEE ON AGRICULTURE

U.S. HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES
May 8, 2007
Good morning, Mr. Chairman and members of the subcommittee.  My name is Gene Gregory and I am the president of United Egg Producers.  I have worked for UEP for the past 25 years.  Earlier in my career I was in the egg business, working for Corn Belt Hatcheries in Central Illinois for more than 20 years, with 10 years of that time spent as general manager.  We owned breeder flocks and laying hens, and also operated two feed mills and a poultry house construction company.  
About UEP

I appreciate the opportunity to testify on behalf of UEP at this important hearing.  About 90% of all the eggs in the United States are produced by UEP members.  We are a farm cooperative, and in addition to performing all the functions of a trade association, we also administer a program of animal husbandry standards called the UEP Certified Program, which I will discuss later in my testimony.  In addition, we negotiate and conclude export sales through our subsidiary, U.S. Egg Marketers, as well as providing egg trading, access to insurance and other services.
UEP prides itself on being a forward-looking, proactive organization.  When our members see a trend in society or government that will affect our entire industry, we work hard to develop an industry strategy for acting, not reacting.  Right now, for example, UEP members are cooperating with the Environmental Protection Agency in a major study that will measure air emissions in order to form a sound basis for environmental policy decisions.  Through our management of the Egg Nutrition Center, UEP has joined with other groups in providing up-to-date information to the public on highly pathogenic avian influenza.

The Egg Industry and Animal Welfare

We approach animal welfare with the same spirit of proactive leadership.  Let me say unequivocally that the well-being of farm animals is a legitimate topic of public interest.  We are fortunate that a significant amount of scientific research has been carried out on this subject in the last few years.  Animal welfare is of increasing importance to our customers in food retailing and food service, and to their customers, American consumers.

Unfortunately, animal welfare also seems to be a subject that lends itself to emotion, unsubstantiated allegations and extremist tactics.  It is also sometimes hard to know where concern for animal welfare ends and opposition to the very existence of animal agriculture begins.  Later in my testimony, I will cite some quotations from animal rights activists that illustrate this point.
If we reduce animal husbandry standards to emotion, or subjective views of what “feels right,” we will base the care of animals on nothing more than opinion and endless argument.  That is not good enough.

A Science-Based Approach

Instead, we need to use science to develop and implement standards for animal care.  That is why, in the late 1990s, UEP commissioned an unpaid scientific advisory committee to review the animal welfare standards we had at the time and advise us about science-based changes we should make.
The chair of that committee, then and now, was Dr. Jeffrey Armstrong.  Then he was head of the animal science department at Purdue University, and he is now dean of the College of Agriculture and Natural Resources at Michigan State University.  Dr. Armstrong is an expert on animal welfare and he brought together nine other scientists and experts in the fields of animal welfare and well-being from a variety of academic institutions, government and the American Humane Association.  To ensure its objectivity, the committee did not include any producers as members.

The scientific committee recommended significant changes in egg production practices.  UEP accepted the recommendations and today about 85% of our industry has implemented them.  This has not come without cost.  For example, one of the most important recommendations was to increase the amount of space for each bird in caged production systems, with the increase in space ranging from 26%-40%.  When this recommendation is followed, the total number of birds in a henhouse will fall and total egg output will decline (though individual bird productivity may be enhanced).  Thus, producers’ fixed costs for each unit of output increase.  
Dr. Armstrong has written and spoken extensively about UEP’s adoption of scientific guidelines.  On behalf of the entire committee, he has said, “We believe these guidelines set the baseline for humane care.”  He also adds:  “With consummate professionalism and a commitment to science-based research findings, the United Egg Producers have worked diligently to move their members to full adoption of the guidelines.”  Coming from as distinguished a scientist as Dr. Armstrong, this praise means a great deal to us at UEP.

As the years have gone by, the scientific committee has made a number of additional recommendations.  UEP has never rejected a recommendation by the committee – a remarkable track record that reflects our industry’s determination to follow the best available science.

The UEP Certified Program

The committee’s recommendations became what is now the UEP Certified Program.  This program features a trademarked seal approved by the Federal Trade Commission and the U.S. Department of Agriculture that producers can place on their egg cartons if they adhere to the UEP Certified guidelines.   

We do not simply take a producer’s word that he or she is in compliance.  Every participating producer is subject to an annual third-party audit.  Most of these are conducted by the USDA’s Agricultural Marketing Service for a fee, and others by Validus Services, LLC.  This arm’s-length audit process assures our customers that they can rely on the UEP Certified seal.  
If a producer wants to be part of the UEP Certified Program, all of that producer’s operations must conform to our animal care standards.  We do not allow producers to enroll some of their production in our program and violate our guidelines in other areas of their business.  Our members have consistently felt that animal husbandry is a commitment on our part to give appropriate care to all our flocks, not just some.  
We are proud of our guidelines and we are happy to discuss them with anyone.  They are public and anyone who wants to read them can do so at http://www.uepcertified.com/docs/2006_UEPanimal_welfare_guidelines.pdf
Choices for Consumers

Our guidelines primarily deal with caged production because over 95% of laying hens in the United States and more than 90% worldwide are housed in cages.  However, we are in favor of consumers having choices – including cage-free, free-range and organic eggs.  These “specialty” eggs are a growing category, though still very small compared to the total egg market.  Some UEP members produce these and other types of specialty eggs.

We do vigorously dispute the proposition that only free-range or cage-free production is humane.  We disagree with that view, and so does our scientific advisory committee.  Caged housing systems protect birds from predators and diseases such as highly pathogenic avian influenza.  Cage systems also may reduce pecking and other aggressive behavior, including cannibalism.  The way eggs are handled in cage systems may also reduce the chance that the outside of the egg will be contaminated with feces, offering a food-safety benefit. Cage-free systems have some advantages, such as allowing greater latitude for birds to engage in behaviors like scratching or dust-bathing.  

In the current system, consumers do have a range of choices, and a small but growing number have decided to pay the premium price for cage-free, free-range or organic eggs.  These types of eggs are substantially more expensive to produce and retail stores charge more for them.  In round numbers, if a dozen conventionally-produced eggs sell for a little more than $1, you can expect to pay around $2.50 for cage-free eggs and well over $3 for organic eggs.  

The Price of Restricting Choices

As long as consumers are free to make their own choices, we have confidence that the marketplace will provide a reliable supply of eggs, which are a low-cost protein source and an excellent source of choline, among many other nutritional benefits.  But if consumers’ choices are restricted, as some animal-rights activists would like to do, the consequence will be higher food costs for low-income Americans and a greater strain on our land resources.

For example, in the hypothetical case where all U.S. production had to be free-range, given current price relationships, consumers would have to pay an additional $4.65 billion every year for eggs.  And making some reasonable assumptions about the amount of land required for free-range production systems, we would need to find additional land resources roughly the size of the state of Delaware just to produce the same amount of eggs we do now.  I am not sure where that land would come from.

I fully understand that the members of this subcommittee want to preserve consumer choices rather than take them away.  Egg producers appreciate that.  But we also know that some activist groups are less concerned with choice or practicality, and are simply against animal agriculture, period.  That is their privilege.  But I hope this subcommittee will stoutly resist their demands.
Activist Demands

There are, frankly, no steps our industry could take – short of all declaring bankruptcy and leaving our farms – that would satisfy some of the activist groups.  UEP has been a target for these groups, even as we have tried to implement the best scientifically-based guidelines for the care of laying hens.  Some of the activist groups have promoted, condoned or participated in break-ins at egg farms and other poultry and livestock operations.  Congress passed legislation last year to deal with this kind of criminal activity, and we thank you for that.

Many activists regard animal agriculture as fundamentally illegitimate and believe people should be vegetarians or vegans.  The web site of the Humane Society of the United States has this to say:  “Each one of us can help prevent animals from suffering in factory farms simply by choosing vegetarian options. It's never been easier to replace animal products with readily available vegetarian alternatives.”

People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals makes it clear that it is not just so-called “factory farming” that they oppose – it is all of animal agriculture.  “From the ‘free-range’ hen who smells fresh air for the first time on her way to the slaughterhouse to the ‘humanely raised’ dairy cow whose male calf is taken from her and sold to veal farmers, all animals who are raised for food suffer,” PETA writes. “The only truly humane option is to choose vegan alternatives to meat, eggs, and dairy products.”
I am glad that you will hear from several activist groups today.  I believe this is a perfect forum for them to say to you that they will not condone breaking the law, they will not glorify or support those who do break the law, and they will not provide financial or other assistance to organizations that advocate breaking the law or engage in unfair intimidation tactics.  If they will give you this assurance, I commend them.  If they will not do so, I would wonder why.

Let Science and the Market Work

UEP asks the members of this subcommittee to help us educate your colleagues about the importance of animal agriculture and the short-sightedness of passing poorly-though-out legislation that would harm our industries.  In just one week, egg producers from all over the nation will be in Washington, and we will talk about the UEP Certified Program in every Congressional office we visit, whether the Member’s district is rural or urban.  We hope this educational outreach will help you to help us.

For we do need your help.  We need your support to leave production methods and consumer choices to science and the marketplace, not the dictates of government.  We ask you to resist amendments to the 2007 farm bill that would harm animal agriculture, including efforts to set new and arbitrary standards for federal procurement.  It is not necessary for the government to set standards for animal welfare for our industry because we have already done this ourselves, voluntarily and in cooperation with our customers, and in accordance with the best available science.
Conclusion

The U.S. livestock, poultry and dairy industries account for half of U.S. agriculture.  We are the largest source of demand for most of the other half.  We provide our fellow citizens with a safe, nutritious and reliable source of meat, milk and eggs.  We are proud of what we do.
I have only talked about the egg industry because that is what I know.  Other livestock industries have also been proactive and have similar stories to tell.  I believe you will find common themes in what all of us have to say.

Animal welfare standards should be based on science, not emotion or politics.

We are trying our best to do a good job of caring for our animals and providing high-quality products to our customers.
The marketplace is the appropriate place to establish science-based standards that will allow consumers to make their own choices.

Mr. Chairman, that concludes my testimony.  I will be happy to respond to your questions at the appropriate time.
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