Frequently Asked Questions about

Country of Origin Labeling (COOL)

and the Implications for the Beef Industry§
Based on information available March 18, 2003.

1) What is COOL and what is the legal basis for COOL?

Country of Origin Labeling (COOL) was included in the 2002 Farm Bill (PL 107-171), which amends the Agricultural Marketing Act of 1946.  Subtitle D of the Act states: “a retailer of a covered commodity shall inform consumers, at the final point of sale of the covered commodity to consumers, of the country of origin of the covered commodity”.

COOL will be administered by the Agricultural Marketing Service of the U.S. Department of Agriculture.

2) When will COOL become mandatory?

Not later than September 30, 2004, USDA is required to issue guidelines for implementation and (COOL) “shall apply to the retail sale of a covered commodity beginning September 30, 2004” (Subtitle D).  The USDA has issued voluntary COOL guidelines, but no retailers have implemented them.

3) What products are covered under COOL?

COOL applies to:


Whole muscle and ground product of beef, pork and lamb;


Seafood (wild and farm-raised fish and shell fish);


Perishable Commodities (Fresh/frozen fruits and vegetables);


Peanuts.

Processed products are excluded.

4) Are all final consumer markets included for covered commodities?

COOL does not apply to foodservice establishments (e.g. restaurants, hotels, convention centers, hospitals, nursing homes, etc.), and butcher shops and retailers with annual sales less than $230,000.  For supermarkets, COOL will apply to fresh or frozen whole muscle and ground meats but will not apply to deli foods; canned or cooked products; and fresh or frozen processed products.

5) What is considered to be a processed product under COOL?

Under current USDA guidelines, processed products are taken to be combinations of raw products that produce a materially different product or a commodity that is altered by the addition of other ingredients or by further processing (e.g. cooking or curing) to produce a different product.  Grinding a product to produce ground beef, pork or lamb is not sufficient to exclude it from COOL provisions.

6) How will beef products be labeled under COOL?

Whole muscle beef products will be labeled in one of the following general ways:

- PRODUCT OF USA: only if the animal was born, raised and processed in the U.S.

- MIXED ORIGIN: for example, “from animals born and raised in country x and processed in the USA” or “from animals born in country x, raised and processed in the USA”.

· IMPORTED: for example, “product of country x”.

U.S. and mixed origin products must provide detail with respect to production stages including where the animal was born, country or countries in which the animal was raised and the country in which the animal was processed.  Imported product must be labeled at the point of importation regarding the country from which the product is imported.  Imported product does not require information about production systems or other countries of production prior to importation.

Ground or commingled product must identify product as above for each source and must 

list each source in descending order of prominence.

Although slaughter, fabrication and grinding of meat does not constitute processing for purposes of the exclusion of processed products under COOL, USDA will permit the term processing instead of slaughter on COOL labels, as in the examples above, fearing negative consumer reaction to the term “slaughter”

7) What are the responsibilities of retailers under COOL?

Retailers must provide information about the country of origin for all covered commodities.  This is information that retailers would not normally have and must be provided by suppliers. Records must be maintained on all sales for two years.  USDA may require a “verifiable recordkeeping audit trail” to ensure compliance.  Retailers may be subject to a $10,000 fine “per violation” for willful violation of COOL.  

8) What are the responsibilities of suppliers?

Subtitle D states that “Any person engaged in the business of supplying a covered commodity to a retailer shall provide information to the retailer regarding country of origin of the covered commodity.”  In other words, records will be required at every stage of production and processing to verify country of origin.  Because liability starts at the retail level and moves upstream in the marketing chain (back to animal producers), each step of the marketing system will logically shift the risk of information provided by suppliers to those suppliers.  Retailers, processors and others in the marketing chain have already indicated the intention of requiring contract provisions to ensure that records are in place.  Additionally, buyers at all levels may require indemnity clauses (also known as “hold harmless” clauses), which will transfer the liability of incorrect or unverifiable labeling information to the supplier.  Third party verification of recordkeeping may be required by buyers.

9) What is meant by “verifiable recordkeeping audit trail”?

Precise recordkeeping requirements are unclear at this time.  The Act specifically forbids the USDA from mandating an animal identification system to meet COOL provisions. However, depending on how retailers, processors and others in the marketing system interpret the liability of COOL violations, individual animal ID may be required to meet contractual terms for suppliers.  

While individual animal ID may not be required to meet COOL requirements, current USDA guidelines indicate that a product labeled as PRODUCT OF USA must be traceable from birth to one or more U.S. producers.  Under current USDA voluntary guidelines, self-certification at any stage of production or processing is not sufficient to verify country of origin.  Self-certification is simply a supplier telling a buyer (or signing a statement) that the livestock or product was born, raised and processed in the U.S. and can thus be labeled as USA product, without the accompanying records to verify or certify that the statement is true. Third party verification of recordkeeping may be required by buyers.

10) Will third party verification of records be required?

It is not clear at this time that third party verification of records will be required or who would provide such verification.  However, under the model of other existing voluntary certification programs (not related to COOL), USDA provides advisory audits to verify compliance with certification requirements.  These audits are performed on a user fee basis.

11) What records will be required for cattle producers?

Precise recordkeeping requirements are unclear at this time.  Short of individual lifetime animal identification, producers at every level of production should maintain, at a minimum, clear records on all animal purchases and sales, which identify the dates; animal number and description; where the animal was born,and the names of all animal suppliers and buyers.  Cow-calf producers should maintain cowherd and calf birth records; sales records, including dates; animal number and description; and the names of all animal buyers.  Current USDA guidelines indicate that domestic retail product labels must clearly identify the location of production (birth and raised) and processing facilities of covered products.

12) How does COOL affect food safety?

COOL is not related to food safety.  COOL is a labeling program administered by the Agricultural Marketing Service (AMS).  COOL does not change who can supply products or the process or standards of animal and food inspection in the U.S. market. Meat inspection will continue to be provided by the Food Safety and Inspection service (FSIS) and animal health programs will continue to be administered by the Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service (APHIS).  With respect to imported products, COOL does not change the process for animal or product inspection or the standards for food importation into the U.S.  Since COOL excludes food service and processed products, it clearly was not intended to serve any role with respect to food safety.

13) How does COOL affect the grading, classification or quality of beef products?

COOL is not related to grading or quality standards of meat products.  COOL does not change meat grading or have any impact on whether or not domestic or imported products are graded under the voluntary grading system.  Meat grading services are provided by a different branch of the Agricultural Marketing Service (AMS).

14)  What are the potential benefits of COOL?

Some consumers appear to care about the origin of food products and may be willing to pay a premium for food identified as to country of origin.  For a larger set of consumers, country of origin may be taken as a food safety issue and studies indicate that while a majority of consumers are willing to pay a premium for food safety, country of origin, in isolation from food safety concerns, is of relatively little additional value.  

It should be noted that USDA offers a voluntary source verification program as a part of the process verification program of AMS (since 1995).  Although source verification is included in some of the process verified programs (principally those attempting to develop a regional brand identification), none are solely directed at source verification.  Under the 2002 Farm Bill, COOL is offered as a voluntary program until September 30, 2004 when it will become mandatory.   To date no one has adopted the voluntary COOL program.  This indicates that firms do not perceive sufficient market benefits to incur the costs associated with this program.

15) Who will bear the costs associated with COOL?

COOL will increase marketing costs in the beef industry.  The amount of additional cost is hotly debated at this time and may depend critically on decisions about implementation details yet to be decided.  There is every indication that the costs will be significant.  As in any market situation, the general impact of increased marketing costs will be borne in part by consumers as higher retail prices and in part by producers as lower farm prices and/or increased production costs.  In the extremely complex beef industry consisting of many different products and final markets, as well as a complicated set of production and marketing sectors, it is extremely difficult to say how these increased marketing costs will be distributed among consumers and producer sectors. The costs will be shared, but probably not equally, by all sectors of the industry.

§ Prepared by Derrell S. Peel, Department of Agricultural Economics in collaboration with Clem Ward, Department of Agricultural Economics; Dave Lalman, Department of Animal Science; and Don Gill, Department of Animal Science. All are faculty at Oklahoma State University.
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