
Lawrence Yates 
Standardization Branch 

Quality Assessment Division 
Livestock, Poultry & Seed Program 

United States Department of Agriculture 
 





 The Office of the Inspector General and employees 
noted that the standards need to be updated to 
reflect how grades are assessed today  

 Examples do not reflect today’s carcasses  
 Stakeholders have presented limited studies that 

question the placement of B maturity carcasses and 
the relation of ribeye area to yield grade 

 It was deemed prudent to request comments to 
assess any consensus of need before moving ahead 
with the needed administrative revisions  



 Designed to provide the basis for uniformity in 
reporting and marketing of beef carcasses 
 

 Promulgated by the Secretary of Agriculture on  
June 3, 1926 
 

 Over the years, changes were made to: 
 Meet the needs of producers and buyers 
 Reflect research regarding effects on palatability 
 Meet the need for ensuring the uniformity of grade 

assessment 
 



1939 
 Single standards for the grading of steer, heifer and cow beef with 

similar inherent quality characteristics 
 Grade terms Medium, Common, and Low Cutter became 

Commercial, Utility, and Canner 

1941 
 Grade terminology was established for all beef:  Prime, Choice, 

Good, Commercial, Utility, Cutter and Canner 

1949 
 Elimination of fat color 

1950 
 Prime and Choice were combined into the Prime grade, the Good 

grade was renamed Choice, and the Commercial grade was divided 
into the Good grade and the Commercial Grade. 



1956 
 Commercial grade was divided into the Standard (young) and 

Commercial (mature) grades 

1965 
 Less emphasis was placed on the changes in maturity in the 

younger grades 
 Carcasses were to be ribbed before grading 
 Yield Grade standards were adopted similar to the 1962 trial system 

1973 
 Separated quality grades for young beef from young bulls 
 Created the Bullock grade and stag grades were eliminated 

1975 
 Marbling requirement reduced to the same minimum degree 

throughout the youngest maturity group for a given grade and 
eliminated conformation 

 Required all carcasses to be both quality and yield graded 



1980 
 Required carcasses to be ribbed at least 10 minutes before 

grading and carcasses would be graded in the location where 
they were slaughtered 

1987 
 Good grade was changed to Select 
1989 
 Grades were "uncoupled" allowing for either quality and/or 

yield grading 
1996 
 Marbling level for Choice was changed to minimum Modest 

throughout B maturity and the Select grade was limited to A 
maturity 



 Code of Federal Regulations, Title 7 Part 36 
 Any revision should reflect the broad interest of 

individuals and the industry 
 Based on sound technical and marketing information 
 In cooperation with interested parties: 
 Determine the need for revised standards; 
 Collect technical, marketing, or other appropriate data; 
 Conduct research regarding possible revisions as appropriate; 

and, 
 Review all collected information, research and analyses 



If it is determined that revisions are warranted, then: 
 A Notice will be published in the Federal Register 
 News release issued 
 At least a 60 day comment period 
 All comments will become part of the public record 
 Based on the comments received, on grading, 

marketing, and other technical factors, and any other 
relevant information, AMS will decide whether the 
proposed revisions should be implemented 



 The grading system is important in the marketing of 
both cattle and beef 

 Extensive industry input and consensus is needed 
since a change could dramatically impact markets 

 Significant changes in production, management and 
grade assessment have occurred in the last 18 years; 
does this need to be addressed? 
 
 



Administrative revisions 
 Administrative revisions will not impact the 

current grade standards 
 Reflect current grading practices and 

technologies 
 Update examples to reflect current carcass 

weights and factors 

 Potential structural revisions 
 Beef yield grade standard 
 Carcass maturity 



21 comments received 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

8 Comments strongly recommended USDA base any 
revisions on strong science and abundant data  

Organizations 11
Companies 6
Individuals 3
Foreign Entity 1



 AFT - Adjusted Fat Thickness 
 KPH - Kidney, Pelvic and Heart Fat 
 HCW - Hot Carcass Weight 
 REA - Ribeye Area 

 

YG = 2.5 + 2.5 x AFT + 0.2 x KPH + 0.0038 x HCW - 0.32 x REA 





Data from 434,381 carcasses collected between 1992 - 2006 



HCW < 800 lbs 
 Have larger REA than predicted by the YG Equation 

 
HCW > 800 lbs 
 Have smaller REA than predicted by the YG Equation 

 
417 to 741 lbs 
 Calculated YG lower by 0.1 to 0.2 units than expected 

 
833 to 1,100 lbs 
 Calculated YG higher by 0.1 to 0.5 units than expected 

 



Organizations 
Producer 4 Y 
Processor - 
Academic 3 Y 
Marketing 1 Y 

Companies 
Packing 3 Y 
Consulting - 
Other 1 Y 

Individuals 
Producer 1 N 

12 Supportive, 1 Not 



Weekly Livestock Slaughter (head)* 563,000 
Average Dressed Weight (HCW)* 820 
Average KPH 2.30% 
KPH Fat Produced in 1 Week (lbs) 10,618,180 

1 Comment, 2 through discussions 

2011 Beef Quality Audit, Average YG 2.9, KPH of 2.3% 
1997 U.S. Standards for Carcass Beef 

YG 2 Example, 800 lbs, KPH 3.5% 
YG 3 Example, 800 lbs, KPH 4.5% 

* USDA Market News: Estimated Weekly Meat Production Under Federal Inspection, Jan. 30, 2015 





Dentition would allow beef producers to 
determine the age of their cattle prior to 
slaughter 

Aid USDA meat graders in grouping cattle into 
less variable age categories 
 

2 Studies involving 12,400 carcasses 





 A and B-C maturity carcasses from grain-fed cattle 
have similar longissimus muscle sensory attributes 
and shear force measurements when classified as less 
than 30 mo old at the time of slaughter 

 Findings do not support the current use of skeletal 
and lean maturity characteristics to reflect age-
associated tenderness differences in this 
subpopulation of cattle. 



Organizations 
Producer 4 Y 
Processor - 
Academic 3 Y, 1 N 
Marketing 1 Y 

Companies 
Packing 3 Y 
Consulting - 
Other - 

Individuals 
Producer 1 Y 

12 Supportive, 1 Not 



 Instrument Grading 
 5 Use more or in all Plants 
 2 Marbling 

 Tenderness 
 2 Supportive 

 Meat Yield rather than Yield Grade 
 3 Supportive 

 Grass Fed 
 4 Supportive 
 2 Not 
 2 Separate 

 
8 Comments strongly recommended USDA 
base any revisions on strong science and 

abundant data  
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