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Good morning Chairman Boswell, Congressman Hayes and members of the Subcommittee.  Thank you for the opportunity to participate in today’s hearing on the advances of animal health with the livestock and poultry industry.  My name is Dr. Michael Rybolt and I am the Director for Scientific and Regulatory Affairs for the National Turkey Federation and staff the Federation’s Turkey Health and Welfare Committee.  NTF, which represents more than 98% of the U.S. turkey industry, greatly appreciates the opportunity to provide comments on the advances in animal health within the U.S. turkey industry.
In the United States, turkeys are raised on small farms of an average size around 227 acres.  There have been many advances in turkey production that have allowed the industry to produce a larger volume of safe, wholesome product more efficiently.  These advances allowed the industry to raise more than 260 million turkeys in 2007, with an average live weight per bird at 28 pounds.  After processing, this yielded nearly 6 billion pounds of turkey products for human consumption.   By contrast, in 1970, the industry only raised 105 million birds, with an average live weight of 17 pounds, which provided 1.5 billion pounds of product for human consumption.  
The advances the industry has made in the last 30-plus years has been driven by science and the dedication of turkey industry experts with the goal to produce the safest, highest quality, nutritious products at an affordable price. In order to meet that goal, maintaining the health and well being of the turkey flocks is paramount.  The industry accomplishes this through a variety of means, including raising the birds in environmentally controlled houses or barns, increased biosecurity on farms, various animal health monitoring programs, the use of vaccination programs, and using approved animal drugs or antimicrobials.  All of these tools are important for the industry and when used together help the industry meet its goal.
Arguably, one of the most significant advances in the turkey industry that has played an essential role in improving the health of turkeys flocks is the use of environmentally controlled houses or barns.  Raising birds indoors helps protect them from predatory wildlife and inclement weather.  This in turn not only prevents the birds from becoming prey but also reduces the risk of the flocks being exposed to disease agents.  Raising turkeys indoors also creates a less stressful environment for the birds, which research from the University of Minnesota has demonstrated leads to better production.  A well-treated turkey will grow to its full potential and provide consumers with a low-fat and high-protein source.
Likewise, increased biosecurity is also important to mitigate exposure of the flocks to potential disease causing agents.  By limiting access to only authorized personnel and/or ensuring proper sanitation of footwear and clothing, strict biosecurity is essential to maintain the health and well being of our birds.  Biosecurity programs have been implemented for many years and are continually updated and strengthened as needed, taking into account the latest scientific data.

Additionally, the turkey industry has made significant advances in the animal disease monitoring arena.  Various programs exist that have benefited the industry and allowed for increase production gains.  Such programs include the USDA National Poultry Improvement Plan.  The use of these programs has allowed the industry to monitor for various diseases and to control and eradicate them before they spread, thereby allowing for increased livability and more food for human consumption.
Unfortunately, like humans, turkeys occasionally will become ill and will require medication.  For some diseases, the industry has the ability to use prophylactic programs; however, there are also times when a flocks needs to be treated with antimicrobials for controlling bacterial diseases.  Use of antimicrobials for disease control, prevention and treatment is necessary for the health and welfare of the turkey flocks.  

To raise turkeys without antibiotics would increase the incidence of illness in turkey flocks.  This would result in a decrease in density or an increase in the amount of land needed to raise the additional turkeys needed to meet the consumer demand.  This would also lead to decreased livability, an anticipated 10% reduction in gain per day and a decrease of 0.05% in feed conversion.  

To compensate for the higher illness rate and resulting decrease in feed conversion and to meet the growing needs of the consuming public, an additional 175,500 tons of feed would be required for the turkey industry.  This increase in feed requirement would equate to about 3.7 million bushels of corn and 1.7 million bushels of soybeans, for the turkey industry alone.  In order to fill this need, there would need to be either more acreage placed into crop production or an increase in crop yield.  

Obviously, there is an economic impact with the increased feed requirement.  However, there is also an environmental impact.  The decrease in feed conversion leads to less efficiency in digestion and utilization of nutrients, and this ultimately results in an increase in manure.
With regard to antibiotic use, each turkey veterinarian follows a set of prudent use guidelines that were adopted in 1998 by the American Veterinary Medical Association in conjunction with FDA and CDC for prescribing and administering antimicrobials to the turkey flocks.  Additionally, the turkey flocks that are treated are also required to undergo a withdrawal period prior to processing to ensure all the antimicrobial has been eliminated from the birds, ensuring the consumer is not indirectly exposed to the antimicrobials.  The USDA Food Safety Inspection Service also maintains a monitoring program that test for antibiotic residues levels in turkey meat to ensure the industry is following the required withdrawal period.  Current USDA data indicates that 99.9% of samples are free of unsafe residues.
The tools discussed previously have allowed the turkey industry to make significant improvements in turkey health over the past decades, which have allowed for the increase in production in a more efficient manner.  Without these tools, the industry would not be in a position to supply nearly 6 billion pounds of safe, wholesome, nutritious turkey products for human consumption.  If the industry was not able to maintain its current status, there would without a doubt be decreases in production and an increase in production cost, which would inevitably be passed on to the consumer.  
The increased costs to raise turkeys without antibiotics are real.  One can quickly see the impact on cost to the consumer by walking into a grocery store and looking at the price comparison between two similar products, one that is antibiotic free and the other that is not.  Today, at retail outlets here in the DC market, a conventionally raised whole turkey costs $1.29 per pound.  A similar whole turkey that was produced from antibiotic-free birds costs $2.29 per pound.  With the average consumer purchasing a 15 pound whole bird, that is a $15 increase in the grocery bill.  This increase cost to the consumer is a result of the more advanced production practices.  While some consumers are willing and able to afford the increased cost, not all Americans have that luxury.
Mr. Chairman and other members of the subcommittee, again, let me thank you for allowing the National Turkey Federation the opportunity to provide this testimony today.  The number one goal of the U.S. turkey industry is to provide safe, wholesome, nutritious quality products at an affordable cost to the consumer.  All the advances discussed previously have allowed the industry to meet this goal.  Thank you very much and I will be happy to answer any questions.
