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History

• Beginning in the 1960s, USDA offered a Carcass Data Collection Service 
using a USDA shield ear tag and unique number

• Tags were purchased for a nominal fee and when the carcasses were 
graded, the owner (or breed association) received the data

• This carcass data was instrumental in the early designed sire evaluation 
programs to create carcass merit EBVs and later EPD

• Data included hot carcass weight, ribeye area, fat thickness, KPH, lean and 
bone maturity, marbling score, and USDA Quality and Yield Grades

• Data return varied from 0 to 100% but averaged about 50%



Carcass Data Collection

• Breed associations standardize slaughter age from 12 to 24 months

• Weaned calves or yearlings are fed to their logical slaughter potential
• Yearlings gain and grade better and less susceptible to getting sick

• Breeders have to be able to defer income and incur feeding expense
• Shipping, processing, yardage, treatment, interest, and possibly deads

• Feeders have to understand that the owners want carcass data
• Data collectors (university or plant) need to be notified in advance
• Cattle need to be uniquely identified for data collectors for kill order

• Processing plant has to be “on board” with the process
• Plants may offer to share camera data as well (or instead of)

• Data needs to be transcribed and sent to the owner or breed association quickly

• Works well if CG are large enough and genetic relationships exist



Carcass Data Collected

• Hot carcass weight

• Ribeye area

• Fat thickness

• KPH fat (est.)

• Lean maturity

• Bone maturity

• Marbling score

• Carcass blemishes



Advantages of Actual Carcass Data Collection

• Establish accurate kill order with animal ID (tags, brands, RFID)

• Record issues in harvesting – bruises, injection site or bruise trim, liver 
abscesses, lung scores, carcass weights, over 30 months, etc.

• Precise data collection, 10ths an inch or square inch (FT, MS or maturity)

• Photograph (with plant permission) ribeyes or carcasses for client

• Collect data on other traits (hump height)

• Document carcass problems – blood splash, callous ribeye, advanced 
maturity, dark cutters, yellow fat, extreme trim 

• Collect samples for tenderness evaluation (WBSF) – w/ plant permission 



Problems with Actual Carcass Data Collection

• Delayed income, added expense and risk

• Contemporary groups

• Few university of Extension feeding 
programs

• Need a feedyard that will feed small 
groups

• Variations in feeding programs

• Timely harvest

• Knowledge of marketing arrangement

• Access to beef processor to allow data 
collection

• Data submission by collector to owner 
(or breed association)



Ultrasound Carcass Merit

• Ultrasound of live animals for 
indicators of carcass merit is well 
established in practice

• Relatively inexpensive (compared to 
collection of actual carcass data)

• Ultrasound guidelines have been in 
place for many years in BIF and 
adopted by most breed associations

• Equipment for collecting and 
software for interpreting images are 
standardized

• As a tool for selection, it has a wider 
reception within the beef industry 
than EPD



Scan Results from Lab



Uploading Scan Results



Challenges of Ultrasound Scans

• Lack of understanding of the requirements (age, CG) to collect scans 
for use in selection and EPD

• There is still confusion in breeder interpretation of IMF

• Timeliness of reporting from scanners to the labs for interpretation

• Chute side interpretation – standardized evaluation and nonreporting

• Similar issues of number of head and expense in scanning but much 
less so than in actual data collection

• Not actual carcass data – how can it be evaluated with it?
• Need more carcass data from scanned animals



Carcass Cameras

• In plant, instrument grading was 
approved by USDA, REA and FT 
in 2007, and MS in 2013.

• Fast, accurate, do not require a 
3rd party presence to collect data

• Does require a plant ID (kill 
order) to establish animal 
identity

• Most plants will share their data 
when included in the planning 
process



Remote Grading Pilot for Beef Program (2024)

• Two 8Mb digital photos of best REA 
and chine (for maturity) with carcass 
identification (including weight)

• Upload to a password protected web 
account  for evaluation by AMS USDA 
grader 

• Only FSIS or CIS inspected beef plants, 
4 – 8 weeks

• Data returned to plant, 24 hours
• Not cheap (minimum $3000 initially, 

$114/hour for interpretation) 
LP_RGP_CostConsideration.pdf 
(usda.gov)

https://www.ams.usda.gov/sites/default/files/media/LP_RGP_CostConsideration.pdf
https://www.ams.usda.gov/sites/default/files/media/LP_RGP_CostConsideration.pdf


Carcass Data Collection

• All breeds should place some emphasis on carcass merit traits, 
especially to aid in removing undesirable outliers

• Actual carcass data is difficult and expensive to collect but is more 
accurate in the genetic sense

• Ultrasound carcass data is very economical to collect and very useful 
to select cattle for further evaluation as breeding animals or feeders

• Ultrasound data should be validated with carcass data in a breed

• Both can be used to increase selection response effectively and 
should be used concordantly


	Slide 1: Successes, Problems, and Opportunities: Data collection to improve carcass merit
	Slide 2: History
	Slide 3: Carcass Data Collection
	Slide 4: Carcass Data Collected
	Slide 5: Advantages of Actual Carcass Data Collection
	Slide 6: Problems with Actual Carcass Data Collection
	Slide 7: Ultrasound Carcass Merit
	Slide 8: Scan Results from Lab
	Slide 9: Uploading Scan Results
	Slide 10: Challenges of Ultrasound Scans
	Slide 11: Carcass Cameras
	Slide 12: Remote Grading Pilot for Beef Program (2024)
	Slide 13: Carcass Data Collection

