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Washington, D.C. 20250-0001

From: Steven P. Mahrt
700 Cavanaugh Lane
Petaluma, CA 94952

Dear NOSB.

lama dedicated certified organic egg producer since 1996. I have also been

raising free roaming laying hens since 1983. As a caretaker of these hens, I am

concerned by the recent NOSH livestock committee recommendation that requires

outdoor access. The first publication of the rules seemed to allow for organic egg

production to occur in cages. Included in the 250,000 responses to the first

release of the organic rules was that livestock including organic laying hens not

be kept in cages. The simplest way to achieve this was require access to outdoors.

My personal communications with our organic consumers through our web site,

or in person, has validated that fmding. However, when I explained to our

organic consumers that while we let the laying hens run and exhibit nonnal

chicken behavior, we don't want them to go outside because it is not humane,

environmentally sound nor does it provide for adequate food safety. Once

provided the explanation, our consumers appreciated the thoughtfulness of our

systematic approach to all aspects of organic egg production. Our sales have

continued to increase. The intent of the regulation for outdoor access is to ensure

that poultry is not be raised in cages. Freedom of movement and the ability to

exhibit natural behavior is an important part of the organic system. A properly



Humane Treatment:

the West Coast lost millions of chickens due to Exotic Newcastle disease. This was

traced back to exotic birds brought in from South America. In the 80' s the USDA

Influenza from migratory water fowl. With both of these cases the U.S.D.A

increasing the opportunities of these diseases or others reappearing because of the

increased exposure to wild fowl in an open system? During the 9()'s Salmonella

exposure from rodents changed the way consumers looked at the once safe egg.

In every instance, these diseases were brought on by contamination of a domestic

Vaccines have helped control some of thehen by wild or natural vectors.

diseases, but they are most effective when combined with a rigorous bio-security

program with an emphasis on exclusion.



Outdoor access creates a parasite load that will compromise the immune system

create much suffering and leave the bird venerable to a host of other debilitating

diseases.

immune system has developed. A proper vaccination program is the organic

farms number one tool to maintain a healthy flock. On our farm the pullet

(young chicken) receives her last vaccination at 14 weeks. This proposed rule

unknown vectors before her immune system can mature. Fire weeks of age may

be appropriate for a broiler hen because they have lived 70% of their useful life.

In comparison a laying type chicken would be almost 75 weeks old at the same

stage in her life.

Many layer fanns in the U.S. now have a HACCP program to ensure the health

of both the chickens as well as the consumer. On my fann one of our goals is to





is now a nitrate zone. All wells must now be cased down to 100 feet deep so that

nitrate contaminated water will not filter into the well. Nitrates are problem

because they interfere with oxygen absorption particularly in young children. My

house is on an old chicken ranch and we buy bottled water because our water has

12 ppm nitrates and safe drinking is less than 5 ppm.

As the demand for organic eggs grows, faml and house sizes will grow. This is a

natural by-product of success. One of the natural tendencies of a hen is the desire

to be near to the area where they sleep at night. This habit tends to keep the hens

close to the houses which concentrates their manure in a specific area. This is true

for large scale farms as well as small ones. Also, many traditional agricultural

areas are beginning to share the land with their suburban counter parts who are

less interested in the dus4 feathers, and flies that will not be accepted, understood

or allowed. During a big wind storm in Petalurna ,when the feathers were

blowing allover, many termed this "Petaluma snow". This would be undesirable

to the average home owner in the new century. Escaped chickens, while cute to

some make a mess of one's patio. Containing the chickens would be a requirement

with a fenced area which includes wire over its top in all but the most rural areas.



Summary and Recommendations

erosion, while endangering human health with Salmonella disease.

recognizing the many stated exceptions. This is a difficult issue to resolve because

that ground water remains clear it may also work. The problem is that scenario




