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Cooperation promises to take the often competitive
arena of beef cattle performance analysis to new 

levels. But is it soon enough?   By Holly Foster

If you ask Cornell’s John Pollak, the
beef industry has historically car-
ried most of the burden when it
comes to genetic evaluations. “We

estimate the investment in EPD produc-
tion and research made by the U.S. beef
industry since 1990 to be about
$350,000 per year with no direct federal
support,” says Pollak. “Compare that
with the $1.5 million worth of federal
funding provided to the USDA Animal
Improvement Laboratory in Beltsville,
Md., that provides genetic evaluations
for the dairy industry.”

That kind of financial support, and a
centralized program for all breeds, has
put dairy’s genetic evaluation program
on a much faster track than those for the
beef industry. The Australian genetic
evaluation system, which has already
taken some business away from this
country, also enjoys a large amount of
government funding. It all makes for a

pretty unfair playing field. 
The U.S. cattle evaluation program,

described as fragile by many industry
participants, has been a balancing act—
juggling efforts to help the beef industry
adjust its genetic programs.

Historically, genetic progress has
relied on a partnership between the 
various breed associations and several
landgrant universities. The associations
contract the universities to conduct
research and develop trait analyses. The
task of disseminating that information
falls mostly to the breed associations.

That relationship made sense for a
long time—the universities needed large
data sets to conduct research, and the
breed associations could provide them.
But then it turned into a competition of
sorts, with one breed and its associated
university developing a new trait, and
everyone else scrambling to catch up.

In addition, the universities’ animal

breeding programs seemed to be side-
tracked. Time and resources that should
have been devoted to research and
exploring advances in genetic evaluation
often took a back seat to the production
and dissemination of data.

That challenge led to the forma-
tion of the National Beef Cattle
Evaluation Consortium in 1999 by the
four universities conducting the evalua-
tions: Colorado State University, Cornell
University, Iowa State University and 
the University of Georgia. Lead faculty
members sit on the consortium board,
and John Pollak serves as the director.
An industry advisory board, composed of
10 representatives from industry stake-
holder groups—such as the Beef
Improvement Federation, the National
Cattlemen’s Beef Association and the
U.S. Beef Breeds Council—helps estab-
lish priorities. �
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Everyone involved hopes that the
consortium will allow the four universi-
ties to consolidate resources and reduce
duplication in research. In addition, the
added grant money will help alleviate
pressure on the industry to fund exten-
sive research programs.  

Bob Hough, executive secretary for
the Red Angus Association of America,
says that the financial support from
breed associations has been necessary.
“We rely on predictions based on popu-
lation genetics. Our answers cannot be
determined from a test tube, at least not
yet, and never fully. But it’s that kind of
research that attracts the dollars, so it
has been up to the industry to fund the
genetic evaluation programs.” 

“We really think that there is a lot 
of duplication of efforts and that the
infrastructure for national cattle evalua-
tions in this country is fragile at best,”
says Pollak. 

In 1999, when Dave Nichols, a seed-
stock producer from Iowa, presented to
National Cattlemen’s Beef Association
(NCBA) the resolution that helped get
the consortium started, he voiced many
of the concerns shared by industry and
academia: “There are nine scientists at
the four universities who have the
expertise and experience necessary to
provide the industry with EPDs,” he
said. “The average age of these scientists
is 50 years old. I know of no other $30
billion industry that would rely on such a
fragile system to provide it with one of its
most important tools.”

Now two years into the proj-
ect, Nichols is pleased with the
progress. “As budget crunches
begin to affect universities, it
will become impossible to main-
tain the same level of research,”
he says. “When the consortium
was established, each entity was
working on its own individual
improvements to genetic evalua-
tion. The consortium has allowed
them to combine their efforts.”

Those who work within the
system have seen progress also.
“I am amazed at how far we have
come in the last two years,” says
Mark Enns, assistant professor
in animal breeding and genetics
at Colorado State. “The spirit of

cooperation among the universities is at
an all-time high due to the consortium.” 

But some have adopted a wait-and-
see attitude. Kent Anderson, executive
vice president for the North American
Limousin Foundation (NALF), says, “To
be honest, I don’t know if we are in the
consortium far enough to know if it will
truly deliver. It certainly holds promise,
but the jury is still out.” 

From firsthand experience, Anderson
knows the need for additional dollars
and manpower to add to the currently
limited pool. “The intellectual talent
[capable of doing this research] is cer-
tainly limited. That is why the dollars for
research are needed to fund those pro-
grams and attract students.” 

The shortage of human resources to
churn out summaries of performance
data has been one of the largest frustra-
tions for breed associations and seed-
stock producers.

“Five days is data, seven days is his-
tory,” says Dave Nichols. “As we include
data from ultrasound, actual carcass data
from large numbers of commercial cat-
tle—and, in the future, incorporate more
genetic information—into EPDs, univer-
sities with their current resources will be
overwhelmed with the amount of data

they have to process.”
Anderson worries about the workload,

as well. “The universities are simply
busy,” he says. The University of Georgia
currently conducts most of the genetic
analyses for the Limousin breed, but
“they are working with several other
breeds and already have a lot of clients
to satisfy. Our challenge, as a breed asso-
ciation, is to turn around a lot of data,
very quickly, twice a year. We try to get
the maximum amount of information
from our breeders and wait until the last
possible moment to cut off submissions.” 

That is why NALF went to Colorado
State University to generate carcass
EPDs, as well as predictors for stayabil-
ity, docility and, by next year, calving
ease. “For the sake of time, it was natu-
ral to seek another institution to handle
carcass data and some of these other
traits,” says Anderson. “But I do wish
there were more options in terms of
research, development and output.” 

The only other program that can 
really compete with the U.S. national
cattle evaluation system is Australia’s
Breedplan. When the American Here-
ford Association was looking to stream-
line and find a way to save its member-
ship money,  the Aussies made the best
offer, according to Executive Vice
President Craig Huffhines. 

In 1998, the association began look-
ing for a method to update its registry
and membership accounting systems to
make them Y2K compatible. “We looked
at several different options within the
States for a system that could handle the

enormous database and member-
ship requirements of our organi-
zation,” says Huffhines.

He says that Arthur Rickards,
executive director of Agricul-
tural Business Research
Institute (ABRI) in Armidale,
Australia, proposed a registry
system that was “bid far below
any North American offers, and
was operating and proven with
70 different pedigree organiza-
tions around the world, including
several in North America.” 

At that time, the American
and Canadian Hereford associa-
tions had been working jointly to
develop a more advanced genet-
ic evaluation system. “We had

The only other 
program that can 
really compete is

Australia’s Breedplan
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several demands,” adds Huffhines, “and
it was difficult for any of the consortium
universities to deliver what we needed.”
So the group went to the Animal
Genetics and Breeding Unit (AGBU) at
the University of New England in
Armidale to capitalize on what Huffhines
calls a “synergistic relationship between
our registry provider and AGBU.”

The Australian Breedplan genetic
evaluation system serves all breeds of
cattle in that country, in addition to sev-
eral other clients around the world.
Researchers have at their discretion an
extensive amount of government funding
to expand research capabilities.

“The percentage of revenue that
Australia is contributing to research
related to beef cattle is just overwhelm-
ing,” says Nichols. “The Australians are
making a real effort to be a supplier of
high-quality beef, especially for Asia.
That should raise a yellow flag that 
there is competition.” ABRI’s annual
budget is approximately $1.5 million
and shows no signs of decreasing.

“Breedplan has a very impressive
structure, especially when it comes to
taking research to commercialization,”
says Pollak. With the current structure,
that component is absent in the U.S.
“Commercialization is a big problem
here. In the future, we will have to think
about moving away from the universities
as service centers.”

The National Beef Cattle Evaluation
Consortium is working hard to get the
program on a funding level  equal to the
dairy program. The group received
USDA grants of $266,000 in year one
and an additional $343,000 this past
year, which Pollak says allowed the par-
ticipating universities to stabilize cur-
rent staff levels. The amount requested
is $1.8 million per year, more in line
with the dairy program’s level. 

“In the past so much of our funding
has come from industry, namely breed
associations, and as the system was
evolving, that made sense,” says Pollak.
“But because their needs were so target-
ed, we did not have the capabilities or
the resources to explore other areas.
Federal dollars will allow us to look at
topics, such as cattle health and feed
efficiency, that the industry simply could
not fund.” 

� The National Beef Cattle Eval-
uation Consortium (NBCEC) efforts
are currently addressing the following
priorities:
•Incorporation of DNA informa-
tion into the genetic evaluation
system.
•Development of the principle
of Economically Relevant Traits
(ERTs).
•Analysis of data for nonadditive
genetic components of beef
traits.
•Development and use of new
trait genetic evaluations.

Several projects are in the works
or have already been completed to
meet these goals.

The EPD for heifer pregnancy,
developed initially for the Red Angus
Association of America, was partially
funded by NBCEC. Mark Enns, assis-
tant professor in animal breeding and
genetics at Colorado State University,
says that other breeds will be able to
incorporate that research into their
own trait development programs,
rather than trying to develop their
own versions. “This is a great exam-
ple of how the consortium’s efforts
can result in a better allocation of
limited resources and it will lead to
faster development of new genetic
evaluation technologies that will ben-
efit all breeds.”

That cooperation is freeing up
time and money to work on other
projects that allow a greater respon-
siveness to industry needs. 

“We have had a lot of concern
from breed associations about the

drought and how the practice of
early weaning might affect weaning
weight data,” says John Pollak,
NBCEC project director. “With the
greater levels of communication,
Keith Bertrand from the University
of Georgia has taken the lead on this
issue, but all of the breeds, no mat-
ter which university they work with,
will be able to benefit.”

The additional federal funding
has already allowed researchers to
range beyond the traditional trait
development research of the past.
The Commercial Ranch Project is
investigating a system for genetic
selection of commercial bulls based
on progeny testing.

Incorporating some of the latest in
genotyping technology, the pilot proj-
ect conducted at the Bell Ranch in
New Mexico has demonstrated the
benefits of increased selection pres-
sure for economically relevant traits
at the commercial level. A recent
workshop conducted at the Bell
Ranch attracted managers and own-
ers of some of the largest commercial
operations in the country (look for
more information on this project and
the latest in DNA parent identifica-
tion advances in the February 2003
issue of BEEF TODAY).

For more information on the
upcoming workshop on genetic evalu-
ation of commercial bulls to be held
at the King Ranch, March 20-23,
2003, or information on the consor-
tium in general, access their Web site
at www.ansci.cornell.edu /nbcec/.

The NBCEC at workThe NBCEC at work
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