
 
 
 
 
Mandatory Country of Origin Labeling 
 
Issue 
As a result of the negative decision in a World Trade Organization (WTO) case brought by Canada and 
Mexico, Congress in 2016 acted to remove beef and pork from the Mandatory Country of Origin Labeling 
(MCOOL) program and preserved the program for other agricultural products. Some organizations continue to 
push for MCOOL on beef and pork. Using the COVID-19 pandemic and the resulting responses as an 
opportunity, there has been an increased push, especially on social media, to encourage Congress to enact 
MCOOL on beef and pork again. These efforts do not acknowledge the reality of the situation. If Congress 
were to enact MCOOL on beef and pork, this would ultimately harm the beef and pork market because the 
resulting tariffs could limit American beef and pork on the world market. 
 
Background  
 

 
 
MCOOL provisions were enacted in the 2002 Farm Bill. After several delays, the final implementation rule took 
effect on March 16, 2009. The MCOOL rule required most retail food stores to inform consumers about the 
country of origin of fresh fruits and vegetables, fish, shellfish, peanuts, pecans, macadamia nuts, ginseng, and 
ground and muscle cuts of beef, pork, lamb, chicken, and goat. 
 
Before the MCOOL provisions went into effect, Canada and Mexico held consultations with the United States. 
Despite these consultations the United States, Canada, and Mexico were unable to resolve their differences 
resulting in Canada and Mexico requesting the establishment of a WTO dispute settlement panel in October 
2009.  
 
The WTO panel in November 2011 concluded some features of United States’ MCOOL discriminated against 
foreign livestock and were not consistent with the United States’ WTO obligations. The United States is 



required by our trade agreements to follow WTO obligations. The United States, Canada, and Mexico all 
appealed the panel’s finding but ultimately the United States was left with a compliance deadline of May 23, 
2013. In order to meet the deadline, USDA issued a revised MCOOL rule requiring labels show where each 
production step (born, raised, slaughtered) occurred and prohibited the commingling of muscle-cut meat from 
different origins. 
 
Despite the labeling changes, Canada and Mexico still found MCOOL to be discriminatory against foreign 
cattle and hogs, as did a WTO compliance panel. A United States appeal of the compliance panel report 
proved unsuccessful, leading Canada and Mexico to request arbitration proceedings. In December 2015, the 
arbitration panel granted a retaliation level for Canada at US$781 million and for Mexico at US$228 million. 
Following this finding, on December 18, 2015, the Consolidated Appropriations Act passed by Congress 
repealed MCOOL for muscle cuts of beef and pork and ground beef and pork. After the repeal by Congress, 
USDA halted enforcement of MCOOL for beef and pork. Finally, on March 2, 2016, USDA amended the 
MCOOL regulations to reflect the repeal of the MCOOL law for muscle cuts of beef and pork and ground beef 
and pork. 
 
While repealed for muscle cuts of beef and pork and ground beef and pork in 2016, MCOOL remains in place 
for fresh fruits and vegetables, fish, shellfish, peanuts, pecans, macadamia nuts, ginseng, and ground and 
muscle cuts of lamb, chicken, and goat. Despite the hope MCOOL would make consumers more likely to 
purchase United States produced goods, trade data suggests consumer demand for imported goods remains 
high. For example, imports of fresh fruits and vegetables were 56% higher in 2019 than 2009, despite the 
presence of a strong United States industry and increasing “buy local” trends. 
 
The 2014 Farm Bill required USDA to quantify the market impacts of MCOOL. USDA assigned the research to 
a team of agricultural economists from Kansas State University and the University of Missouri. The report 
released in 2015 found no evidence of meat demand increases for MCOOL-covered products but found 
considerable evidence of increased compliance costs. Ultimately, the report found MCOOL cost the meat 
industry and consumers billions. 
 
Further analysis on this issue can be found at www.tnfarmbureau.org/mandatory-country-of-origin-labeling 
 
Even with these facts, some organizations continue to push for MCOOL on beef and pork. Using the COVID-
19 pandemic and the resulting responses as an opportunity, there has been an increased push, especially on 
social media, to encourage Congress to enact MCOOL on beef and pork again. These efforts do not 
acknowledge the reality of the situation. If Congress were to enact MCOOL on beef and pork, this would 
ultimately harm the beef and pork market because the resulting tariffs could limit American beef and pork on 
the world market. 
 
Questions 
1. Would the increased costs to the industry and lack of compliance with the WTO decision be worth 

Congress pursuing MCOOL for beef and pork products? 
2. Do you and farmers in your community understand and believe in Farm Bureau’s position of supporting 

voluntary Country of Origin Labeling (COOL) which meets WTO requirements?  
3. How can Farm Bureau help producers and consumers understand the results of the US pursuing MCOOL 

for beef and pork products? 
 
TFBF Policy 
 
Farm Policy (Partial)  
A national farm policy should contain the following concepts: 

• Compliance with World Trade Organization (WTO) agreements. 
 

https://www.tnfarmbureau.org/mandatory-country-of-origin-labeling


Food Safety (Partial) 
Imported agricultural food products should meet the same sanitary and quality standards as domestic products 
and should be labeled by country of origin. 
 
AFBF Policy  
 
344/Labeling (Partial)  
3. We support voluntary Country of Origin Labeling (COOL) that conforms with COOL parameters and meets 
WTO requirements.  
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