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Mr. Chairman and members of the subcommittee, thank you very much for the opportunity to testify today.  My name is Blair Van Zetten and I am a proud member of Iowa’s egg industry.  We are the nation’s number-one egg-producing state.  My company, Oskaloosa Foods, produces liquid, frozen and dried egg products for the food industry.  
About one-third of all the eggs produced in the United States are destined for further processing.  In many cases, these eggs will become ingredients in a broad range of foods, bringing high-quality protein and other nutritional advantages as well as a number of functional properties that make the foods better and more convenient.

I am a member of United Egg Producers (UEP), as are the producers of about 98% of the nation’s eggs.  I am also a member of the Further Processors Division of United Egg Association (UEA).  Animal health is a critical concern for both of these organizations.

Our industry pays a great deal of attention to animal health for several reasons.

· As producers, we care about the welfare of the birds under our care.

· Healthier birds are more productive and animal health is directly related to our ability to stay in business as producers.

· Good animal health leads to a better, safer, more affordable product for our ultimate customer, the consumer.

I am proud to say that UEP and UEA’s Further Processor Division have taken a leadership role in animal health.  Here are just a few examples of what we and our industry have been doing in recent years:

· We supported the development of USDA’s Low-Pathogenic Avian Influenza Program – a voluntary effort through the National Poultry Improvement Plan to prevent, control and indemnify LPAI throughout the poultry industry.  We participated in the original design of this program as private-sector participants in NPIP, and worked with the Department of Agriculture and Congress to develop regulations for the program and secure adequate funding.  Virtually all of our membership participates in this program.
· Fortunately, the highly pathogenic Asian H5N1 strain of avian influenza has never been found in North America, not even among wild birds, much less domesticated poultry.  However, we all know that we have a responsibility to guard against this threat to both animal and human health.  We have worked with respected academic and veterinary experts to develop procedures for the safe movement of eggs and egg products into and out of quarantine zones in the event of an outbreak of highly pathogenic avian influenza.  We’ve presented our findings and recommendations to USDA veterinary experts and worked closely with them to ensure the maximum protection for both human and animal health.  Just this week UEP, in conjunction with USDA and other animal health officials, hosted a national conference to advance an egg industry program that will assure the containment of highly pathogenic avian influenza should it be found anywhere in the United States and the continuity of the nation’s egg supply in such an event.
· We have worked to encourage all egg producers to register their premises under USDA’s voluntary National Animal Identification System.  If there is a disease outbreak, it is critical for USDA and public health authorities to be able to locate and contact all producers in the affected area as soon as possible.  The NAIS will make this easier, and minimize the time during which producers’ ability to market their products is restricted.

· Nearly all egg producers have implemented quality assurance programs on their farms, either through state programs or as part of programs designed by their own companies or their customers.  These quality assurance programs are primarily aimed at preventing Salmonella Enteritidis, but they also provide important benefits for animal health because of the way they are designed.  In particular, producers enforce strict biosecurity programs, control for disease vectors like rodents, and take other steps that not only help bird health but have human health benefits as well.

· As part of our quality assurance and animal health programs, we routinely vaccinate for various infectious diseases or foodborne pathogens.  Early in a bird’s life – often on the first day of age – we administer vaccines for respiratory diseases such as Newcastle disease and infectious bronchitis; and immunosuppressive diseases such as Marek’s disease and infectious bursal disease.  Some producers also vaccinate for Salmonella Enteritidis.  These vaccines may be live, inactivated or a combination, depending on the disease and the producer’s own management practices.  We encourage support for USDA’s biologics division, which has been understaffed, to improve the development and timeliness of vaccine availability.
Nowadays, we often get questions about antibiotics.  Antibiotics aren’t considered a food safety issue for eggs.  Low levels of antibiotics are occasionally used to prevent or treat disease and ensure the health of laying hens, just as for humans.  Very few antibiotics are permitted in commercial layers by regulations, and there is an economic incentive not to use them due to the additional cost.  Because so few antibiotics are used, and are used to such a small degree, they aren’t likely to contribute to the problem of antibiotic resistance. 
In our own operations, we use antibiotics only to treat diseases.  Examples of some antibiotics that might be used in our industry would be tylosin to treat mycoplasma infections, chlortetracycline to treat E. coli respiratory infections, and bacitracin to treat necrotic enteritis and other enteric diseases.

Through careful and appropriate regulation, the animal agriculture industry’s ability to use antibiotics when necessary can and should be preserved.  As a relatively small industry, we are a less lucrative market for veterinary drug makers than other, larger segments of animal agriculture.  Therefore, we are sensitive to whether the drug makers have incentives to develop new products.  
It is important to us that the regulation of antibiotics be based on sound science, not emotions, politics or the popular press.  We think science is the best basis on which to make highly technical public policy decisions.  It is critical that regulators, in this case the Food and Drug Administration, have adequate resources to do their jobs efficiently and thoroughly, and we hope Congress will continue to address FDA’s resource needs.

Beyond the availability of veterinary products, it is also important that Congress find more resources for research in animal health issues.  The work that our scientists do provides many benefits to the public and to our industry.  As just one example, USDA’s Agricultural Research Service demonstrated conclusively that the low-pathogenic avian influenza virus is inactivated through pasteurization, a process that all processed egg products undergo.  Not only did this work give important reassurance to consumers, and inform industry practice, but it has also been enormously helpful to us in communicating to our overseas trading partners the safety of our products.  Unfortunately, the funding for agricultural research has been stagnant for many years.  There are many reasons to increase this research, but one of them is surely to advance animal health:  That will improve the welfare of the animals under our care, and also benefit consumers.

Mr. Chairman, I thank the subcommittee for its oversight in these matters, and will be happy to try and answer any questions you may have.
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