
Country-of-Origin Labeling (COOL)
 

Background

The Country-of-Origin Labeling law, first passed in 2002 and then expanded in 2008 
and 2014, mandates that muscle cuts of meat, fresh and frozen fruits and vegetables, 
nuts, farm-raised and wild fish, shellfish and ginseng sold at retail must contain a label 
informing consumers about the country where the product was sourced.

At least since the 1890s, U.S. laws have required imports to carry labels so that 
consumers know the country of origin. Agricultural products had been excluded from 
this requirement until 2002. Before the first label was placed on any cut of beef, the law 
was challenged in U.S. courts and the World Trade Organization (WTO). The U.S. has 
prevailed in domestic courts despite numerous challenges from the meatpackers. The 
WTO decision is expected no sooner than May 18, 2015. 

We ask that Congress make no legislative changes and allow for the completion of 
the WTO dispute process.

Even in the event the U.S. is found in noncompliance by the WTO Appellate Body, Canada 
and Mexico must prove harm. A recent study by Dr. Bob Taylor of Auburn University 
found no harm to Canada or Mexico’s cattle industry could be attributed to COOL. 

Consumers want to know

Over 10 years of polling data demonstrates that consumers overwhelmingly support 
COOL. The latest poll from Consumer Federation of America in May of 2013 found that 
90 percent of consumers agree that food sellers should be required to indicate on the 
label the country of origin of fresh meat they sell. Consumer support spans across all 
states and congressional districts.

Producers want to tell them 

Local food is a growing trend. Farmers and ranchers know that people are demanding 
more and more information about their food. Mandatory COOL allows farmers and 
ranchers the ability to market their products with pride because the label has integrity.  

Maintain U.S. sovereignty 

It is unprecedented for Congress to intervene in the WTO process before we have 
exhausted all options to maintain U.S. sovereignty. The U.S. has a right to inform 
consumers about where their food comes from. 
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COOL Study
The Canadian government claims the costs of implementation of Country-of-Origin Labeling (COOL) have 
reduced Canada’s export market access to the United States by $1.4 billion annually. A recent study by Dr. 
Robert Taylor, of Auburn University, finds COOL had no significant effect on Canada’s export market for 
beef. 

Dr. Taylor’s study used Mandatory Price Reporting (MPR) data, which is made publicly available 
by the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA), and spans from four years prior to COOL 
implementation, to six years since. The study done for the Canadian Cattlemen’s Association (CCA) used 
data not publicly available provided to them by CCA. Dr. Taylor’s study concluded:

• COOL has not had a significant negative effect on the price paid for imported slaughter cattle 
relative to comparable domestic cattle. In fact, the fed cattle price basis declined after the law went 
into effect. The price basis is lower in the six years since implementation of COOL than it was the 
preceding four years, meaning that Canadian average prices have moved closer to prices paid for 
slaughter steers and heifers of domestic origin. Price differences are not consistent with packers’ 
claim that segregation costs are high, as this would be reflected in a more negative basis. 

• COOL did not negatively impact imports of slaughter cattle. Qualitative and econometric analysis of 
MPR and monthly trade and price data cast considerable doubt on assertions that COOL negatively 
affected imports of slaughter cattle. Failure to recognize the effects of imported and domestic captive 
supplies of slaughter cattle and beef demand uncertainty, along with other factors, played a larger 
role in reduced import demand than acknowledged in previous studies.

• USDA monthly data on imports of 400-700 lb. cattle did not show COOL having a significant negative 
effect of imports of feeder cattle from either Canada or Mexico relative to placements in U.S. 
feedlots.

In real terms (adjusted for inflation), the basis declined more that the nominal numbers above show.

The full report is available at: www.nfu.org/images/COOLReport1132015Final.pdf
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Consumers Overwhelmingly Support Country of Origin Labeling 
 

 
Poll Year Question Response  
Fresh Trends 2002 Percent who feel that fresh 

produce items, packages or 
displays should be labeled to 
identify country of origin 

86% 

National Farmers 
Union 

2004 Do you think food should be 
labeled with country of origin 
information? 

82% Yes 

Public Citizen 2005 Do you favor or oppose 
requiring the meat, seafood, 
produce and grocery industries 
to include on food labels the 
name of the country where the 
food is grown or produced? 

85% Favor  

Food & Water Watch March 2007 Should the food industry be 
required to provide [country of 
origin] information, or should 
the food industry be allowed to 
decide on their own? 

82% Required 

Consumers Union July 2007 Imported foods should be 
labeled by the country of 
origin. 

92% Agree 

Zogby August 2007 Consumers have a right to 
know the country of origin of 
the foods they purchase. 

94% Agree 

Consumers Union November 
2008 

Country-of-origin labeling for 
products should always be 
available at point of purchase. 
 

95% Agree 

Consumers Union October 
2010 

Consumers would prefer to 
have a country of origin label 
on the meat that they buy. 

93% Agree 

Consumer Federation 
of America 

May 2013 Food sellers should be required 
to indicate on the package label 
the country of origin of fresh 
meat they sell. 
 
Food sellers should be required 
to indicate on the package label 
the country or countries in 
which animals were born, 
raised and processed.   

90% Agree 
 
 
 
 
87% Agree 
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