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Dairy Cattle Identification
Practices in the United
States, 2007
In 2007, the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s National
Animal Health Monitoring System (NAHMS) conducted
the Dairy 2007 study. The study collected data on dairy
health and management practices from 17 of the
Nation’s major dairy States.1 These States represented
79.5 percent of U.S. dairy operations and 82.5 percent of
U.S. dairy cows. One of the goals of the Dairy 2007
study was to collect information on dairy cattle
identification (ID) practices and to evaluate the use of
standardized premises and animal ID methods
consistent with the National Animal Identification System
(NAIS). NAIS is a State-Federal-Industry partnership
designed to help producers and animal-health officials
respond quickly and effectively to animal-disease events
in the United States.
During the Dairy 2007 study, dairy producers were
asked about the methods they used to identify individual
cows (each cow has its own unique ID) as well as the
methods used to identify cows that belong to their herds
(all cows have the same ID). Producers were provided a
2
list of possible methods for uniquely identifying their
herds or individual cattle and given the option to report
forms of ID not listed. More than one ID method could
have been used on the same cow. For example, if an
electronic ear tag was used, both the ear tag and
electronic ID were reported. Similarly, if a collar and
branding were used, both methods were reported.

Individual ID
Almost all cows (97.4 percent) had some form of
individual ID. Ear tags were the primary method of
individual animal ID used on 94.0 percent of cows,
followed by branding and collars (13.2 and 10.3 percent
of cows, respectively). Electronic ID was used for 9.0
percent of cows and on only 4.1 percent of operations.
The majority of operations (93.0 percent) uniquely
identified at least some of their cows. Most operations
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States/Regions
West: California, Idaho, New Mexico, Texas, and Washington
East: Indiana, Iowa, Kentucky, Michigan, Minnesota, Missouri, New
York, Ohio, Pennsylvania, Vermont, Virginia and Wisconsin
_______________________
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(86.5 percent) used ear tags for individual cow ID,
followed distantly by photographs or sketches (13.3
percent) and collars (12.7 percent). Even though
branding was used to identify over 13 percent of cows,
only 4.4 percent of operations used branding to ID
individual cows (table 1).
Table 1. Percentage of Operations and Percentage of
Cows, by Type of Individual Animal ID Used on at
Least Some Cows
Percent
Operations
86.5

ID Type
Ear tags (all kinds)

Percent
Cows
94.0

Collars

12.7

10.3

Photograph or sketch

13.3

4.4

4.4

13.2

7.7

8.5

3.0

2.9

4.1

9.0

7.7

4.7

93.0

97.4

Branding (all methods)
Tattoo (other than tattoo
for brucellosis)
Leg bands
Electronic (pedometers,
bar code, RFD, etc.)
Other
Any ID

On operations that used individual animal ID,
evaluating milk production was the primary reason for
using animal ID on 38.1 percent of operations, and
evaluating genetic improvements was the primary
reason on 30.4 percent of operations. Evaluating animal
health was the primary reason for using individual animal
ID on 8.8 percent of operations, and a small percentage
of producers (1.6 percent) reported using animal ID to
allow for disease or residue traceback. However, over
one-fifth of operations (21.1 percent) reported “other”
primary reasons, and many of these operations reported
that the listed choices (evaluating milk production,
evaluating animal health, disease or residue tracking,
and evaluating genetic improvements) were all primary
reasons.

Ear tags, collars, photographs or sketches, branding, tattoo, leg

bands, electronic ID (pedometers, bar code, RFD).
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Herd ID
Compared to individual cow ID, a much lower
percentage of cows (54.0 percent) had herd ID. Also,
only about one-third of operations (36.4 percent) used
herd ID on at least some cows. As with individual ID, ear
tags were the predominant ID used; however, almost
one-fifth of cows (18.7) were branded as a form of herd
ID (table 2).
Table 2. Percentage of Operations and Percentage of
Cows, by Type of Herd Identification Used on at
Least Some Cows
Percent
Operations
34.5

Percent
Cows
41.0

Collars

2.8

2.9

Branding (all methods)
Tattoo (other than tattoo
for brucellosis)
Electronic (pedometers,
bar code, RFD, etc.)
Other

3.1

18.7

2.5

4.6

1.8

3.9

2.0

1.7

36.4

54.0

ID Type
Ear tags (all kinds)

Any identification

Participation in NAIS
Although nationally NAIS is a voluntary program,
three States (IN, MI, WI) required participation at the
time the study questionnaire was administered (January
1-31, 2007). Dairy 2007 study results show that 46.7
percent of dairy operations had been assigned a unique
premises ID by their State Department of Agriculture as
part of the NAIS program. A slightly higher percentage of
small and medium operations had unique premises ID
compared to large operations.3 Also, a higher
percentage of operations in the East region (49.1
percent) had a unique premises ID compared with
operations in the West region (16.5 percent).
Once an operation has been assigned a unique
premises ID by its State Department of Agriculture, it can
obtain officially-recognized individual animal ID, as
outlined by the U.S. Animal Identification Number (AIN)
guidelines. The percentages of dairy operations that had
implemented an individual ID system using AIN
guidelines ranged from 7.0 percent of small operations
to 12.5 percent of large operations (table 3).
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Table 3. Percentage of Operations that had
Implemented an Individual Animal ID System
or Technology that Utilizes AIN Guidelines, by
Herd Size

Small
(Fewer
than 100)

Percent Operations
Herd Size (Number of Cows)
Large
(500
Medium
All
(100-499)
or More)
Operations

Percent
7.0

Percent
9.6

Percent
12.5

Percent
7.8

Of the 46.7 percent of operations assigned a unique
premises ID, 16.8 percent had implemented an
individual ID system using AIN guidelines. A higher
percentage of large operations with a unique premises
ID (38.2 percent) were using an individual ID system
compared with medium and small operations (19.8 and
14.8 percent, respectively) [table 4].
Table 4. For Operations that had a Unique Premises
ID Assigned, Percentage of Operations that had
Implemented an Individual Animal ID System that
Utilizes AIN Guidelines, by Herd size
Percent Operations
Herd Size (Number of Cows)
Small
Large
(Fewer
(500 or
Medium
All
than 100)
More)
(100-499)
Operations
Percent
14.8

Percent
19.8

Percent
38.2

Percent
16.8

For more information, contact:
USDA:APHIS:VS:CEAH
NRRC Building B, M.S. 2E7
2150 Centre Avenue
Fort Collins, CO 80526-8117
970.494.7000
E-mail: NAHMS@aphis.usda.gov
http://www.aphis.usda.gov/nahms
#N509.1107
The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) prohibits discrimination in
all its programs and activities on the basis of race, color, national
origin, age, disability, and where applicable, sex, marital status, familial
status, parental status, religion, sexual orientation, genetic information,
political beliefs, reprisal, or because all or part of an individual’s income
is derived from any public assistance program. (Not all prohibited
bases apply to all programs.) Persons with disabilities who require
alternative means for communication of program information (Braille,
large print, audiotape, etc.) should contact USDA’s TARGET Center at
(202) 720–2600 (voice and TDD). To file a complaint of discrimination,
write to USDA, Director, Office of Civil Rights, 1400 Independence
Avenue, S.W., Washington, D.C. 20250–9410, or call (800) 795–3272
(voice) or (202) 720–6382 (TDD). USDA is an equal opportunity
provider and employer.

Herd size is based on January 1, 2007, cow inventory. Small herds
are those with fewer than 100 cows, medium herds are those with 100
to 499 cows, and large herds are those with 500 or more cows.
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