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Unit 5 

The Beef Cattle Industry 
 

 

The value of the beef market in the United 
States in 2024 was around $108 billion and 
the U.S. has been one of the leading 
countries in beef exports, production, and 
consumption. The top producing states for 
cattle and calves are Texas, Nebraska, 
Kansas, California and Oklahoma. A beef 
producer’s income depends on the ability to 
identify cattle breeds and select quality 
animals. For consumers, it is important to 
know as much as possible about the beef 
industry to ensure purchases of beef 
products are wise and cost effective. 
 
 

OBJECTIVES 
 
1. Discuss the history of the beef cattle 

industry and its role today. 
2. Identify major breeds of beef cattle and 

their characteristics. 
3. Identify factors to consider when selecting 

beef cattle for a specific purpose. 
4. Discuss the phases of beef production. 
5. Locate the parts of a beef animal. 
6. Determine the consumer products derived from beef cattle. 
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Before the invention of refrigeration, there was no way to keep meat fresh while it was 
being transported from one area of the country to another. Cattle had to be slaughtered 
near the consumer markets. This gave rise to the great cattle drives. Cattle were 
brought from the range to the market where they were then sold. As refrigerated 
transport in trains (and later refrigerated trucks) became available, the cattle drives were 
discontinued. 

Cattle are raised across the United States, but the modern cattle industry is 
concentrated in the South and Midwest. Because of large areas of grazing land and an 
abundance of crops used to produce feed for the cattle, conditions in these areas are 
best suited to raising cattle. In the past 40 years, consumers have developed a desire 
for leaner beef. Because of this, many different breeds of cattle have been developed 
that better meet this need. Newer breeds that produce a leaner carcass are more 
common today. In addition, cattle breeders will continue to improve breeds to meet 
changes in production conditions. For example, a drastic change in the types of feed 
available could make it more beneficial to switch to raising other types of cattle. 

Hereford, Angus, and Shorthorn breeds were 
predominant in the past. Today there are more 
than 40 breeds of cattle raised for the beef 
industry. Many of these breeds combine Bos 
taurus and Bos indicus types of cattle to make 
use of the best characteristics of both. 
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SAE IDEA: 
Placement 
Work as a beef feedlot 
assistant. 
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THE TEXAS LONGHORN — A SYMBOL OF SURVIVAL 

Like the buffalo, the Texas Longhorn, a romantic symbol of the Old West, was once 
nearly wiped out. However, unlike the buffalo, the Longhorn was not slaughtered and 
hunted, but rather it was almost bred into nonexistence. The Longhorn is the only breed 
naturally adapted to North America. The origin of the breed can be traced to cattle 
brought to Mexico more than 500 years ago by the Spanish. For centuries, they bred 
naturally in Mexico and the southwestern parts of the United States. The breed 
developed strong endurance and resistance to diseases and harsh conditions. 

After the Civil War, cattle breeders began to prefer European-style cattle, and the 
demand for Longhorns began to fade until they were on the brink of extinction. In 1927, 
a federal grant allowed for the purchase and preservation of one of the few remaining 
herds of Longhorns. In the early 1960s, there were about 2,500 in the United States. 
Today, largely because of the high-quality meat and the colorful hides, the demand for 
Texas Longhorn cattle has never been greater. As the only breed supported by federal 
legislation, the Texas Longhorn, along with animals such as the American bison and 
white-tailed deer, is protected on the Wichita Mountains Wildlife Refuge in Oklahoma. 
The refuge, established by Congress in 1901, serves as a sanctuary for cattle 
preserving them as a cultural and historical species. 
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Parts of a Beef Animal 

Beef cattle and dairy cattle are very similar in their body parts; however, the focus on a 
beef animal is to produce meat instead of milk. The most important parts on a beef 
animal for meat production include the loin, quarter, shoulder, brisket, and ribs. Each of 
these parts provides cuts of meat purchased by the consumer. Indicators of fat can be 
found on the ribs, brisket, and tailhead, to name a few. 

Phases of Production 

There are four major phases of beef production: purebred, cow-calf, stocker, and 
feedlot. Some producers may implement more than one phase, while some may focus 
only on a cow-calf or stocker operation. 

Purebred Operations 

A purebred operation is the first phase of production. A purebred animal is one that has 
only the original breed within its bloodlines. If two breeds, such as Angus and Hereford 
are bred, the offspring is considered a crossbred. Different breeds will produce animals 
with different characteristics. For instance, some animals have a smaller or larger 
frame, some are adapted to different climates, and some may grow faster than others. 
This provides producers with animals that have the characteristics they desire
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Consumer Products 

Beef may be what’s for dinner, but that’s not the only use for beef. Beef by-products are 
also in the walls around you, the asphalt in roads, the fluids in cars, and the magazines 
you read. Because of the many uses for beef by-products, 99 percent of the beef animal 
is used. From household items to pharmaceuticals, beef by-products are benefiting 
people in everyday life. 

Household Items 

Many household items use ingredients derived from beef by-products. Stearic acid, 
which is derived from beef fat, is commonly found in cosmetics, soaps, and shampoo. 
Photographic film for cameras is made using a beef by-product. Pet foods and pet toys, 
such as rawhide chews, are often made from beef by-products. Other examples include 
bone china, leather goods, candles, crayons, toothpaste, insecticides, shaving cream, 
fabric softeners, glue, paints, upholstery, and floor wax. 
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Industry and Manufacturing 

You might be amazed at the products that have beef by-products in them. Lubricants, 
cleaners, fertilizers, and printing ink are just a few of these items used in industry. 
Additional examples include hydraulic brake fluid, car polishes and waxes, asphalt, high 
gloss for magazines, molds for plastics, cement blocks, whitener for paper, textiles, and 
drywall. 

Edible Goods 

You may think only of hamburger or steak when you think of beef, but there are many 
edible goods that make use of beef or its byproducts. Beef provides a variety of meat 
cuts which are sometimes ground for uses such as hamburgers. The liver, heart, 
kidneys, and tongue are called variety meats. These are sold at the grocery meat 
counter. Other foods, such as candy, shortening, ice cream, and chewing gum, often 
use a beef by-product as an ingredient. Some other examples are mayonnaise, 
marshmallows, sausage casings, yogurt, head cheese, gelatin, cookies, and shortening. 
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