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 Thesupportersof mandatory country-of-origin
labeling of fresh beef in grocery storesand
restaurantsinclude consumers, U.S. beef produc-
ers, and some beef handling firms.

» Thosegroupsthat would beless supportive of
mandatory country-of-origin labeling of fresh
beef in grocery stores and restaurantsinclude
most restaurants, chain or franchised meat
handling firmsand the federal agenciescharged
with enforcing compliance with thelabeling
reguirement.

Introduction

The country-of-origin labeling of agricultural
products at theretail level has become ahighly
controversial issue, especialy at thenational level. A
number of states have, through theyears, established
country-of-origin or import labeling lawsfor different
agricultural products. With minor exceptions, many of
these state |aws have been rescinded or are not now
enforced.

In 1981, L ouisiana passed acountry-of-origin
labeling law for fresh beef sold infood storesand, in
1982, an official hearing onthelaw wascalled by the
USDA. Resistanceto the law was expressed by
USDA representatives, citing some constitutionality
problems. The Louisiana Department of Agriculture
and Forestry didn’t compl ete the rules and regul ations
under which thelaw would be enforced. Therefore,
the law essentially becamenull and void.

In 1998, the U.S. Congress considered and nearly
enacted into law amandatory country-of-origin
labeling bill for fresh meats at theretail grocery level.
Largeincreasesinliveslaughter cattleimportsfrom
Canadaand large supplies of domestic beef caused
beef pricing problems, increasing interest inthebill.
Opponentsto thislegislation stressed two major
problemswith the proposed law: (1) high costs of
enforcing compliance with thelabeling law were
expected and (2) negative responses of other countries
to such areguirement were expected. These countries
would likely arguethat thelaw wasanon tariff trade
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barrier. Supporting the law werethe National
Cattlemen’ sBeef Association (NCBA) and itsmany
state affiliates, including the L ouisiana Cattlemen’s
Association (LCA).

Experimental Approach

Louisiana Research. Shortly after both the
NCBA and the L CA passed annual resolutionscalling
for the enactment of state and/or federal country-of-
originlabeling legislation for fresh beef, LSU
AgCenter researcherssurveyed asample of Louisiana
meat processors, meat whol esalers, specialized meat
markets, food stores and restaurants to ascertain their
opinionstoward the mandatory country-of-origin
labeling of fresh or frozen beef. Phone surveyswere
conducted in early 1999. No previous estimates of the
preferences of beef handling firmstoward mandatory
country-of-origin labeling of fresh beef had been
found at the national or state levels. Several months
later, amail survey of 2,000 L ouisiana households
was conducted to ascertain consumer acceptance or
rejection of amandatory country-of-origin labeling
law for fresh beef in food storesand food service
outlets. An earlier (1998) survey of 1,000 U.S.
households, conducted by Wirthlin Worldwide, had
found that 76% of househol ds approved of the
mandatory country-of-origin labeling of fresh beef in
food stores and food service outlets.

Results and Discussion

Handling Firm Results. Responding to the meat
handler phone survey were 48 restaurants, 66 grocery
retailers, and 18 other typesof firms. About 82
percent of thesefirmsapproved of thelabeling
requirement, with restaurant respondents expressing
lower support than the other types of firms. Firmsthat
were members of chains (franchises) or that had
experience handling imported beef also wereless
inclined to approve of thelabel. Individualswith the
attitude that the law would represent only another
exampleof government interferencewith thefree
market were negative. Firmsthat believed their
customerswould react positively tothelabel were
generally positivetothelabel.

When thefirm wasasked if it could recover the
costs of complying with amandatory country-of-
originlabeling law by increasing the prices of beef to
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buyers, 53% replied yes, 29% said no, and there-
maining 18% were uncertain.

Household Responses. About 18.3% of the
surveyed househol ds responded to the mail survey.
Nearly 93% of the respondents approved of amanda-
tory country-of-originlabel on all fresh or frozen beef
sold in grocery stores, and 88% of respondents
wanted restaurantsto identify the source of the beef
served to customers. Eighty-six percent of the house-
holdsrated U.S.-produced beef as superior toim-
ported meat; the remaining 14% rated them as being
equal (Tablel). Individualswho reacted more posi-
tively to thelabel being required in grocery stores
werethosewho had ageneral preferencefor U.S.-
produced over imported durable goods, rated U.S.-
produced beef as superior toimported beef, and had
no relationship with farming.

Of the respondents choosing to requirethelabel’ s
usein restaurants: 54% indicated they would eat only
U.S. produced beef in restaurants serving imported
beef, 31% indicated they would boycott restaurants
serving imported beef, 5% percent reported they
would patronize exclusively restaurants serving
imported beef, and 10% indicated they would follow
another strategy (Table1). Individualswho reacted
more negatively to thelabel being required in restau-
rantsweremales, ol der respondents, single household
heads and househol dswith children. Individualswho
reacted more positively to thelabel being requiredin
restaurantswere those who had ageneral preference
for U.S.-produced over imported durable goods and
thosewho rated U.S.- produced beef over imported
beef. Males reacted more negatively to the label being
required in restaurantsthan did females.

The Future. In 1999, the L ouisiana L egislature
passed animport labeling law for fresh meat sold in
Louisianagrocery stores. Thiswas after the LSU
AgCenter study had beeninitiated. Thelaw was
scheduled to take effect January 1, 2000; however, as
thisarticlewasbeing prepared, therulesand regula-
tionsrequired to implement the law had not been
established by the L ouisiana Department of Agricul-
tureand Forestry. A spokesman for the Weightsand
Measures Division of the Department, whichis
responsiblefor creating the rulesand regulations,
indicated that the constitutionality of thelaw isbeing
researched by Division lawyersand that any further
action asto itsimplementation awaitsthe lawyers
ruling.

In September 2000, the NCBA,, in cooperation
with the American Farm Bureau Federation, the
American Meat Ingtitute, and the Food Marketing
Institute, requested that the USDA establish avolun-

tary certification program to enable U.S. cattle
producersto contributeto the value of retail beef
products. Specifically, they requested that the USDA
prepare regul ationsto create a processfor certifying a
product labeled “ Beef: Madeinthe USA.” Beef
gualifying for thislabel must originatefrom cattle
that areraised and fed aminimum of 100 daysand
processed within the United States. Beef producers
and processors who want to make process verification
marketing claimsunder the“Beef: Madeinthe USA”
program must devel op awritten certification system
that requires cattle feeders, beef packers, and retailers
to maintain adequate systems and recordsto qualify
for thisvoluntary program. Several U.S. supermarket
chains (including Albertson’s, Safeway and Wal-
Mart) expressed an interest in this program. The costs
would be passed on to the consumer in higher beef
prices. The USDA hasnot yet responded formally to
the petition.

Where arewetoday relativeto federal legislation
on the country-of-origin labeling of fresh beef in
grocery storesor restaurants? All studiesindicate a
positive response by most consumersto the manda-
tory labeling of fresh beef astoitsoriginingrocery
stores. Consumer support for restaurant labeling is
somewhat less enthusiastic. Thewillingness of
consumersto pay the costsincurred by handler firms
to maintain theidentity of the source of fresh beef as
it movesthrough the marketing systemisless posi-
tive. Most respondentsto the L SU AgCenter con-
sumer survey left the question of funding the label
unanswered. The assumption of most consumersis
that the marketing system would bear thelabeling
costs.

Beef handling firmslook upon thedecisionto
label or not |abel fresh beef asto originin the same
way they look at other economic decisions: Will the
label expand the demand for fresh beef in my store
(restaurant)? History has shown that thesefirms have
answered this question negatively in the past because
there has been no movement to voluntarily label fresh
beef by source. Chainsmorelikely to useimported
beef (thoselocated closeto Canada, in particular)
would bevery hesitant to voluntarily label the source
of the beef they were selling.

Theplayersthat arelikely to continueto resist the
mandatory country-of-origin labeling of fresh beef in
food stores and restaurants arethe USDA and other
state or federal agenciesthat would be charged with
the responsibility to enforce compliance with the
label requirement. It may behoovethe U.S. beef
industry to show that these compliance costs would
below, because the existence of the law would likely
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resultinall imported beef being soldinafew selected purchasing. Any increaseintheincidence of BSE

locationswhere the demand for imported foodsis, in (Mad Cow Disease) in Europe or other countries
general, high. Or the beef industry needsto show that eligibleto export beef to the United States could
consumers could be expected to fund the costs of the increasethe consumers’ willingnessto fund the
label to help ensurethe safety of the beef they were country-of-origin labeling of fresh beef.

Table 1. Reasonsfor consumersrating United States (US) beef superior or equal toimported beef and for
restaurantsbeingrequired tolabel, 1999.

Reason Percentage
US Beef Rated Superior to Imported Beef 86.0
Concern with purity of imported beef 185
Concern with safety of imported beef 21.3
Concern with imported beef carrying disease 191
US beef of higher quality 41.1
US Beef Rated Equal to Imported Beef 14.0
US and imported beef often mixed 239
Both US and imported beef of equal quality 13.0
USGov't assureswhol esomeness of both 63.0
Restaurant Beef Should be Labeled by Country-of-Origin 87.9
Won't patronize restaurants handling imported beef 31.0
Will eat only US beef on the menu 54.2
Would patronize restaurants handling imported beef 5.3
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