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            Mr. Chairman, members of the Committee, my name is Paxton Ramsey.  I am the fourth of five generations on my family’s ranch in South Texas, where we raise cattle and horses.  I am honored to be here today, on behalf of the American rancher, to reaffirm the importance of animal welfare to our industry.  
As a rancher, the care and well-being of my livestock is top priority.  My cattle and horses depend on me to take care of them, and I depend on them for my livelihood.  Ranchers are the original proponents of animal care and welfare because we understand the moral obligation that comes with being a steward of our animals.  We spend everyday living off the land, working with our livestock - and it is our passion.

Each morning on ranches across the country, cowboys are feeding, grooming, shoeing horses, and putting orphan calves on a nurse cow as they meet and prioritize their duties for the day.  A plan is devised and each departs for the day in a dirty pickup with a pair of fencing pliers, a sandwich, medicine, and a fresh horse in the trailer.  Our goal is to be thorough and efficient as we check and handle our portion of the livestock, with animal welfare and profitability in mind.  A man once told me that ranching is an art that is handled in a business like way.  Poorly tended animals will drive a ranch out of business – a ranch that the world is counting on to feed them.  
Cattlemen have long recognized the need to properly care for their livestock.  This long-standing commitment to the health and welfare of our animals is probably not something we talk about enough in public because it is not something that we have to make a conscious decision to pursue.  Good care of our animals is second nature to us.  It is not something we do because it is popular or newsworthy.  We do it because these animals depend on us and we cannot fail them.  
Allow me to take you a few miles off the highway…where a young man has been working since well before we all ate breakfast this morning to locate a sick calf.  He and his horse have just exhibited harmony as he has roped this calf and given the appropriate shots needed to prevent initial signs of pneumonia from progressing.  Picture the heat, the thorns, the dust, and the effort to get through rough country just to doctor one little ol’ calf that neither you nor I will ever know about if he dies.  Is it really worth all of the work, risk, and danger?  How about if the market value of that calf is at an all time low?  Is it worth doing when no one will ever know if you turn your back and ride away?  You bet it is!  That is because that young man promised his forefathers and his children that he would.  Being a good steward is the job he asked for and his integrity and the welfare of his animals are not to be compromised.  
Taking good care of our livestock is not just about doing the right thing; it also makes good business sense.  It is well recognized by our entire industry that it is in everyone’s best interest – from producer to packer – to handle animals humanely.  Sound animal husbandry practices – based on generations of research and practical experience – are known to impact the well-being of cattle, individual animal health, and herd productivity.  A stressed animal that goes to market produces a substandard product.  An animal that was raised without proper management practices will not produce high quality meat.  It is therefore inexplicable for any producer working day in and out to raise a quality animal not to practice good animal care.  
The direct correlation between profitability and animal care has been recognized within our industry for years.  Along the way we have worked with USDA, land grant universities, the agriculture extension service, veterinarians, animal scientists, and amongst ourselves to determine the affects of handling and care on livestock.  We then worked to develop new processes, procedures, and equipment that alleviate those variables and improve animal welfare.  
The National Cattlemen’s Beef Association (NCBA) has long taken its role in animal welfare seriously.  As the trade association for America’s cattlemen, we have a role to help educate and train our members in the proper care and handling of livestock.  These discussions began at the grassroots level and have involved the expertise of all entities associated with our business.  Producer-led initiatives include NCBA’s Beef Quality Assurance (BQA) Program and the cattle industry’s “Guidelines for the Care and Handling of Cattle.”  


Created in 1987, BQA unites animal scientists, veterinarians, feed suppliers, animal health companies, packers, and retailers with producers.  The BQA program provides guidelines for livestock care and handling, nutrition, and veterinary treatment.  Cattlemen become certified when they meet criteria for quality and beef production set forth in the BQA guidelines.  Producers also undergo continuous training to remain certified.  This emphasis on education helps producers identify the day-to-day on-farm management practices that influence the production of safe, wholesome beef.  BQA incorporates current Food and Drug Administration (FDA), Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), and United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) regulations, as well as Hazard Analysis Critical Control Point (HACCP) principles.  Today, BQA influences more than ninety percent of U.S. cattle.    

The BQA “Producer Code of Cattle Care” states that beef cattle producers take pride in their responsibility to provide proper care to cattle on their farms and ranches.  It gives the following guidelines for cattle producers:

· Provide adequate food, water and care to protect cattle health and well-being.

· Provide disease prevention practices to protect herd health, including access to veterinary care.

· Provide facilities that allow safe, humane, and efficient movement and/or restraint of livestock. 

· Use humane methods to euthanize sick or injured livestock and dispose of them properly.

· Provide personnel with training to properly handle and care for cattle.

· Make timely observations of livestock to ensure basic needs are being met.

· Provide transportation that avoids undue stress caused by overcrowding, excess time in transit, or improper handling during loading and unloading.

· Keep updated on advancements and changes in the industry to make decisions based on sound production practices and consideration to animal well-being.
· Do not tolerate those people or practices which willfully mistreat animals.

Ranchers take pride in their responsibility to provide proper care for their cattle, which are produced using a variety of management systems in very diverse geographic and ecological locations across the United States.  As such, there is not one specific set of production practices that can be recommended for all cattle producers to implement.  Personal experience, training, and professional judgment are key factors in providing proper animal care.   In general, though, there are many basic factors that yield a safe and healthy environment for our cattle.  These factors are covered in the cattle industry’s “Guidelines for the Care and Handling of Cattle” which were developed in 2003 as an expansion of the Code.  Developed through the interaction of animal health experts and cattle producers, these guidelines are a comprehensive set of best practices for every aspect of cattle production.  Some of the best practices include low-stress cattle handling, effective shelter and housing, careful loading and transportation, and tips on reducing heat stress.  

The first, and probably most important, is to ensure that our cattle have access to an adequate supply of nutrients.  Adequate and proper feed, minerals, vitamins, and water are the basis for the survival and welfare of livestock.  Nutrient requirements vary according to age, sex, weight, body condition, stage of production, and their environment, but cattlemen know their ranches better than anybody else and can manage their feed supplies to ensure that their cattle are well feed and watered.
Ranch facilities such as fences, shoots, and barns are another critical component of animal welfare.  Maintaining them and keeping them in good working condition helps to provide efficient movement and reduce stress when working cattle.  Equipment to help restrain cattle is generally needed on most beef cattle operations.  Cattlemen work hard to ensure that this equipment allows for quick and secure restraint in order to minimize stress or injury to the animal or the operator.  In addition, it is imperative that the equipment allow for the quick release of the animal upon completion of the procedure.  When working and processing cattle, we do so in a way that minimizes stress, reduces injuries, and puts the cattle back out into the pasture as quick as possible.  
Mitigation of environmental factors also improves animal welfare.  Beef cattle are produced in a variety of production settings, from pasture and range, to dry lot and monitored facilities.  Moreover, cattle can adapt to a wide range of natural conditions and artificial environments.  When behavioral and physiological characteristics of cattle are matched to local conditions, beef cattle thrive in virtually any environment in the United States without artificial shelter.  However, during extreme weather conditions, cattle should have access to well-drained resting areas and/or natural or constructed shelter.

Keeping cattle healthy is another important step in the proper treatment of cattle.  Most ranchers have a herd health program that addresses the prevention and treatment of disease.  These programs will vary depending upon the type of operation and diseases prevalent in a particular region of the United States.   Many consult with their veterinarian or county extension agent to establish effective herd health programs.  Procedures such as vaccination, castration, dehorning, and branding are components of a healthy animal, a healthy herd, and a healthy business.  Cattlemen work hard to ensure that these procedures are done with the right equipment and in a way that minimizes stress on the animal.   
The movement of cattle to and from farms, ranches, feedlots, and marketing facilities is another important aspect of beef cattle production.  Proper handling and transportation are important for the safety and welfare of the animals being moved.  When loading and unloading cattle, we move them as quietly and patiently as possible to prevent stress and/or injury.  This is practiced from the rancher all the way to the packing plant.
These are just a few of the factors we take into consideration as we care for our livestock, and as you can see, animal welfare is a top priority every single day for us.  Cattlemen have long recognized the need to properly care for their livestock.  Not only is proper care and handling something we practice, it is also regulated by state and Federal laws.  As such, we look forward to working with Congress to ensure that state and Federal agencies such as APHIS have all of the resources they need for inspection of regulated facilities that handle livestock.  In addition, we think it is crucial for local, state, and Federal governments to prosecute those who willingly mistreat their animals and break these laws.  
Years of practical experience have shaped the practices that my family, and ranching families across the country, use to provide humane care of our livestock.  It is not just something we talk about, it is something we do everyday.  It is too easy these days to point the finger and make accusations, but it is hard to actually find solutions.  We do not apologize for raising cattle for food, instead we find those solutions, put them in practice, teach our children the ways to properly care for animals, and move on to produce the highest quality beef in the world.  As I mentioned earlier, nobody else is looking out for the welfare of our animals more than we are because it is an integral part of ensuring our industry remains healthy and vibrant…just like our cattle. 
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