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December 16, 2008

Richard H. Mathews, Chief
Standards Development and Review Branch, National Organic Program
Transportation and Marketing Programs
USDA–AMS–TMP–NOP, 1400

Independence Ave., SW., Room 4008–So., Ag Stop 0268 

Washington, DC 20250
Re: docket number AMS–TM–06–0198; TM–05–14.

Dear Mr. Matthews: 

Please accept the following comments regarding the USDA’s proposed rule on the standards for cattle raised under the organic label. On behalf of our 200,000 members and supporters, Farm Sanctuary strongly urges the following provisions for the USDA’s proposed organic grazing standards: 
· Stricter grazing and outdoor access requirements for cows raised on organic certified facilities – specifically, that cows have access to pasture for at least half of the year;
· Prohibition on keeping calves, including those under six months old, isolated in individual crates.  
Farm Sanctuary is concerned, as is much of the public, that the current “organic” label for dairy and other livestock products is not reflective of the public’s expectations for organic products. Particularly, denying cows access to outdoors and pasture for grazing and confining their calves within isolation crates contradicts the concept of organic. Currently, it is estimated that 30 to 40% of all organic dairies are actually large Concentrated Animal Feeding Operations (CAFOs), otherwise known as factory farms, which engage in these practices.  

We strongly support the aforementioned, more stringent proposed rules for organic dairy cows for the following reasons: 

Animal Health

Although many dairy CAFOs may be certified as “organic,” these operations in no way provide a natural living environment for the animals they confine. Preventing calves from nursing from their mothers and isolating them in small crates is psychologically and physically stressful for the animals. As herd animals, calves and cows have an innate drive to closely associate with others of their species. At the very least, calves should be permitted group housing, in order to mitigate the physical and psychological stresses following forced separation from their mothers, which can precipitate physical ailments. 
Adult cattle likewise have specific requirements to ensure their good health, which cannot be met adequately without certain stipulations. Cattle are natural ruminants who have evolved to graze and obtain nutrition by eating grasses. Forcing an unnatural, grain-based diet on dairy cows – as is done in many CAFO, feedlot-type dairies – is unhealthy for the animals. As ruminants, cattle are adapted to use forage because of microbes in their rumen. They are able to digest and metabolize plant fiber, and then ferment it to form the volatile fatty acids and microbial proteins that they can then digest and use.
Because of their specific grazing adaptations, they grow and reproduce well on pasture alone. However, in recent decades, unnatural confinement systems that rely on concentrated feeds have become the norm. This is due to the drive by intensive, industrialized production to push animals to produce more than would naturally be done on a pasture system and because of the expansion of large dairies into geographical areas without adequate pastureland. 

Producers that choose to set up operations in climatically unsuitable areas should not be given an exemption from the organic standards for pastureland. Inclement weather or landscaping that does not allow for pasturing is not an excuse to weaken the grazing requirements in organic standards.

While many farmers and ranchers are beginning to move away from the energy-intensive, grain-fed feedlot operations that have dominated American livestock production in recent decades, adequate access to pasture still remains a problem for much of the beef and dairy industry. The resultant compromised animal health in turn affects the health of people who consume products from animals raised in unnatural environments.  

Links to Human Health

Because grain is not the natural diet of ruminant animals such as cattle, it is not easily digested. When undigested grain reaches the animal’s colon, it ferments, creating acidic conditions in which acid-resistant E. coli 0157:H7 begin to thrive.
 This form of the bacteria can survive human stomach acids that ordinarily destroy food-borne bacteria.

Researchers at Cornell University found that beef cattle eating grain diets common in commercial feedlots had 1 million acid-resistant E. coli per gram of feces. Manure from dairy cattle fed only 60% grain had substantial E. coli as well. 

In contrast, cattle fed grass or hay for just five days had virtually no E. coli 0157, only acid-sensitive strains easily destroyed by an “acid shock” designed to mimic conditions in a human stomach. 
 The acid-resistant E. coli that proliferate in the intestines of grain-fed cattle can contaminate not only the carcasses of these animals at slaughter, but also low-growing crops such as onions, spinach, lettuce and other produce that may be growing on adjacent fields. This contamination can be dangerous, even deadly, to consumers.
Producer Benefits

While some producers may resist raising animals on natural, grass-based pastureland owing to the push for increased production and the logistical difficulties in providing pasture during periods of inclement weather, many pasture-based dairy producers contend that they can reap profits because of the efficiency of relying on the natural systems of nutrient cycling, biological pest controls, and perennial pasture productivity.

Further, the single major operational expense for the modern livestock industry in most parts of the U.S. is the cost of supplemental feed. However, in temperate regions of the U.S. that allow for a lengthy grazing season, supplementation feed should not be necessary, thereby saving producers money. 
Well-managed pastures can be highly digestible with protein concentrations approaching 25%. These pastures can supply the nutrients needed to raise dairy cows, whether lactating or not. Inclement weather or landscaping that does not allow for pasturing is not an excuse to weaken the organic standards for pastureland. 
In summary 

Cows have naturally evolved to graze, and organic standards should reflect this by stipulating that organic meat and dairy products come from cows who have spent most of their lives on pastureland, consuming their natural diet of grasses and forage. Allowing livestock and dairy producers to circumvent a meaningful organic pasture rule will render the “organic” label disingenuous and duplicitous, and it will allow large scale factory farms to continue to deceive consumers by charging more money for mislabeled products that result from unhealthy and inhumane conditions. 
The organic label on meat and dairy products should reflect the public’s higher expectations of organic products. Thank you for taking the time to review the comments of Farm Sanctuary with regard to the USDA’s proposed organic standards. 
Sincerely,
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Gene Baur, President and Co-founder

Farm Sanctuary
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