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December 10, 2008

Mr. Richard H. Mathews

Chief, Standards Development and Review Branch

National Organic Program, Transportation and Marketing Programs

USDA-AMS-TMP-NOP

1400 Independence Ave., S.W. Room 4008-So. Ag Stop 0268

Washington, DC 20250

RE: Docket Number: AMS-TM-06-0198; TM-05-14
Dear Mr. Mathews:
Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the proposed regulations for organic livestock management, and for soliciting feedback from the industry prior to publishing a final rule.  We are writing to offer our concerns and remarks on the National Organic Program Access to Pasture (Livestock) Proposed Rule, published on Oct. 24, 2008 at 73 Fed. Reg. 63584.  We are dairy consultants with a firm in Blue Springs, Mississippi. We provide nutritional and management services to both conventional and organic dairy operations.  Our accounts range in size from 50 cows to over 10,000, and are located from Florida to Colorado.  We work with dairies that are total confinement operations and total pasture operations, and everything in between.  It is due to this wide range of experiences that we feel obligated to voice our beliefs on this matter.   
With the proposed rule changes in the NOP Access to Pasture regulations, dry lots and any form of temporary confinement in organic livestock operations would be prohibited.  Ruminant animals will have to “graze” to acquire 30% of their dry matter intake during the “growing season.” This is defined as “the period of time between the average date of the last killing frost in the spring to the first killing frost in the fall or early winter.”  These two limitations alone, would in all likelihood, eliminate 100 percent of our firm’s current organic clients, and discourage some of our southeastern clients that are considering organic farming from converting. 
Impact on individual operations and geographical locations
The elimination of dry lot and free stall production would put an end to the most efficient means of producing high quality-products.  While there are a lot of emotional concerns related to total confinement versus total pasture, my experiences over the last 20 years of dairy management and consulting – as well as industry research – has shown little evidence of one being advantageous over the other.  Either style, well managed in the correct environment can be both profitable and animal friendly.  In certain environments one may have an extreme advantage over the other.  During favorable weather and growing conditions, there is little doubt cows are more comfortable and healthy on pasture.  However, during times of extreme weather (i.e. heat stress or excess rain) there is NO DOUBT animal health, welfare and production are greatly improved by WELL MANAGED housing and year-round outdoor access. 

This can easily be determined by measuring Somatic Cell Counts (SCC) in milk from well managed herds during times of stress.  Cows that are protected during rainy periods and times of heat stress will have much lower SCC than cows left to deal with the elements.  The US still has a limitation of 750,000/ml while our European counterparts have upper limits of 400,000/ml.  By eliminating means to obtain these lower levels we are not only sacrificing cow health, we could be limiting future markets.

It would be very short sighted for the USDA to impose such broad limitations on the entire country.  There are too many geographical and environmental differences from region to region.  A livestock producer in the southeast could easily get 50% of dry matter intake from winter annual grass from January to early March but struggle to get 15% during August due to drought and heat stress.  This scenario would be entirely opposite for a producer in Minnesota.   In this case, the producer in the southeast would not meet the 30% dry matter from grazing during the “Growing Season,” by definition, and could not qualify as “Organic”.  The Minnesota producer would have no violation of the regulation during the January to March period while he could be feeding 100% of dry matter from stored feed because it is not during the growing season.

These regulations allow nothing for times of weather exceptions during the “Growing season.”  If a producer encounters an extreme drought in the middle of the growing season, he may not be able to supply the 30% dry matter from pasture.

Impact on entire Organic Market
The last point we would like to mention is probably the most important point.  Consider the effect this will have on the average consumer of organic products.  If you look to The Columbia Encyclopedia; the definition for “organic food” is – “food raised without chemicals and processed without additives.” Synthetic fertilizers, pesticides and antibiotics may not be used in raising organic foods and the use of irradiation, biotechnology and sewer-sludge fertilizer is also banned.  We believe – and the vast majority of research studies conducted on organic consumption conclude – this is what the average organic consumer expects.  While some may have concerns as to the amount of time livestock spend on pasture, most are concerned about what is in the food. 

If we eliminate a portion of the organic livestock production segment with these limitations, we will have an overall negative impact on the ability to meet growing consumer demand.  If supply is reduced, cost will increase and consumption will decline.  By removing livestock producers from the supply chain, you will also eventually remove suppliers of organic feeds and farm services, due to decreased opportunities for sales of their products and services.  This will, in turn, raise cost and reduce margins for the producers remaining, forcing more of them out of production. 

The end results will be: the average working class mom that wants to provide her family with wholesome organic food will not be able to, due to the increase in price and lack of availability.  We will turn the pages back on organic food supply to one just for the wealthy upper class.

We would ask that you consider the above information and not implement constraints that would unduly limit production from certain types of operations or geographical areas of our country and greatly limit organic food supply.
Thank you for your consideration,



Don Shumaker and Scott Hardin
 
7713 Highway 9 North, Blue Springs, MS  38828
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