Selecting Animals for Carcass Quality 
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Carcass evaluation provides cattle breeders with an invaluable comparative assessment of their livestock’s carcass merit, genetic strength, and edible meat value. This evaluation can assist in the selection of stock for carcass competition, evaluation of stockers and finishers, and assessing animals for retention in the breeding program. Success means a premium price for all livestock produced on the property. In selecting animals for carcass competition, the basic requirements for a high scoring carcass are minimum bone, maximum muscle and optimum fat content. The animal which will most closely conform to these requirements would be a stocky animal with a wide broad back. Body depth is also an advantage. Large framed animals should not be selected for on the hoof competitions as they generally do not score well because they do not carry enough back-fat or intramuscular fat. 
When assessing muscle in a live animal, the best tool available to the modern farmer is Ultra-sound, however many smaller farms cannot justify the expense so how does one do it on the hoof? How was it done 20 years ago? How was it done in the 1700’s ? When assessing an animal position yourself directly behind the animal. The butt should be broad and thick with the same thickness carried through to the tops of the shoulder blades. The shoulder blades should be well set apart. Assessing the eye muscle can be done easily be depriving the animal of food overnight and checking the relative position of the hollow in each flank. A small eye muscle is indicated by the hollow being high on the animal’s side, as this means the loin will be shallow and the bone sharply defined. A deep loin which is not clearly defined means the animal is usually wider across the back and its hollows set lower down the side. The depth and fullness of the loin can be easily felt by pushing the thumb into the hollow. It is actually the much sought after T-bone steaks that can be felt. It is the muscle development or lack of it above and below the level fleshed animals a ridge along the backbone while heavily muscled lean animals show a furrow or channel. By considering the depth of loin together with the width between the shoulder blades, a much better assessment of either muscle can be obtained. However, even experienced cattlemen have difficulty in accurately assessing the eye muscle, which is why most errors by farmers of live cattle occur in assessing eye muscle.
Only the eye muscle is assessed in appraising the carcass on the hoof as it is the most valuable and the muscle to muscle ratio in any carcass remains constant, whether the carcass is in good or poor condition. In other words, if one muscle is large and well developed, all the other muscles will be similarly developed. A good indication of grossly over fat animals can be seen in the forearm or shin, as this does not lay down fat like the rest of the body. The forearm or shin is the first bulge above the knee and just below the shoulder, when looking from the front of the animal. It has been shown that the meat to bone ratio of carcass can be assessed fairly accurately by dissecting and measuring the meat to bone ratio of the shin. The butt or hindquarters of the animal should be wide with the thurl joints and pins set high and wide. The hook bones should be set lower and narrower, not at all prominent or difficult to feel. The butt should appear rounded rather than square from behind. A slightly oval circle should be formed by taking a line across the top of the rump around the sides and across just above the hooks. Generally, the tail setting is slightly higher as a smooth, well rounded tail setting is often heavily filled around the base with fat. If a animal is of the right type, its muscles will form bulges on the top of the rump and over the flank when walking. This is an excellent indication but the animal must be well muscled. 
 Finishing off an animal for hoof and carcass competitions is not a straight forward task. Top animals are bred not fed. The ideal fat cover is important and needs skilful assessment. Correct nutrition can provide the right finish. However, it will not improve the muscle score. In fact, too heavy feeding on high energy forage is more likely to ruin the ultimate carcass result than improve it. When assessing fat cover on a live animal, the difference between muscle and fat should be remembered. Muscle or meat is firm to touch and not soft, it may bulge when the animal walks but it should not flop or shake. Obvious signs of an over fat animal are large briskets or lumps either side of the tail. Such signs should be looked for well in advance of a competition, so that finishing can be controlled and not overdone. Another sign concerns the area directly behind the shoulder and under the eye muscle. This area will appear firm on a store animal. But, as the animal fattens, it will soften and fill with fat. 
The first indications of fat will be under the eye muscle, then under the outside flap of the flank, and finally on the brisket or either side of the tail. The brisket should be set back between the front legs and covered in folds of loose skin. Animals, which have started to put on fat in these areas and have softened markedly under the eye muscle, should be considered a proper finish.

I hope this has helped explain what I look for when prepping an animal for show or sale.  In my experience even the best cattlemen cannot fully look past condition, and for that matter neither can the ultrasound.  Remember top cattle are bred, not fed. If the right animals are selected the finishing becomes quite simple. I have described what I like in an animal. My opinion has been formulated by learning from others and I continue to learn everyday. I recommend surrounding yourself with knowledgeable, experienced, successful cattlemen and learning from them. As you gain experience your own eye will develop and your successes and failures will mold your selection criteria as it has mine. Always remember to look at the big picture, carcass quality is hugely important but still only one piece of the puzzle.
