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The meeting started with station progress reports.  Jim Oltjen discussed research in the modeling of animal growth.  Better modeling of animal viscera development has led to improved prediction of energy needs and fat composition.  Tom Ringkob reported on two projects using computer imaging to evaluate meat quality.  One of the projects involved the objective grading of pork fat color and the other the measuring of marbling of beef carcasses.  The pork-fat-color analysis seems to show that barely and white corn produced whiter pork fat, which is preferred in the Japanese market.  The marbling-measurement study is still in its early stages.

Bill Hahn reported on the new scanner data on meat sales that the USDA has just made available to the public in October of 2002.  Scott Fausti reported on two SDSU-based studies.  The first was part of the SDSU rail-to-ranch study.  A large part of this study was the measurement of the advantages of retained ownership for cow-calf producers.  (Returns were generally positive.)  The study has generated a large amount of data on ranch- and feedlot-level production practices and ending carcass qualities and values.  SDSU plans further analysis of this data; W-1177 members had suggestions for additional analysis.

The second SDSU-based study was a comparison of the prices collected under South Dakota’s Mandatory Pricing Act with the prices reported under the USDA’s voluntary system.  (The SD Act was superceded by a Federal Act.)  The weekly average prices for the mandatory data were, in general, lower than the voluntarily reported prices.  The mandatory prices were cointegrated with the voluntary prices, and shocks in one market were quickly transmitted to the other.

Chris Calkins, Dillon Feuz, and Wendy Umberger presented a joint CO SU/U NE study on consumer preferences and willingness to pay for beef qualities.  They used auctions to compare the values of different steak qualities.  They used steaks of standardized tenderness in their head-to-head comparisons.   U.S. grain-fed beef was strongly preferred by the taste panels.  The panels were willing to pay, on average, a $1.20 premium per pound for the U.S. beef.  U.S. grain-fed beef was also preferred to Canadian beef, and had an average premium of around $0.38 per pound.  They also compared wet verses dry-aged beef.  There was no clear winner in wet-verses-dry comparison for Choice beef and considerable diversity of consumer tastes, with some strongly preferring wet-aged and some dry-aged.  (This diversity of tastes provides some room for niche marketing.)  In the wet-verses-dry aging comparison for Prime beef, wet aging was the clear winner.  They also evaluated the effect of putting a “USA” label on the beef.  The consumers were told that the USA label guaranteed that the beef was born, raised and slaughtered in the United States.  Chicago consumers were willing to pay on average $0.59 more per pound for the USA label beef and Denver consumers paid $1.02.  A significant portion of the consumers would not pay more for the labeled beef.

DeVon Bailey reported on two research projects.  The first dealt with consumer willingness-to-pay and traceability.  The second dealt with red meat certification.  The first bit of research was a cross-national comparison of willingness to pay for meat with special characteristics.   The special characteristics included (1) traceability back to the farm of origin, (2) enhanced food safety, (3) enhanced animal welfare, and (4) all three of the above.  The studies were done on roast beef and ham sandwiches in four countries: the United States, England, Canada, and Japan. Willingness to pay was measured using a second-price auction.  U.S., Canadian, and Japanese results were similar in that food safety had a high positive value, while traceability had a low value.  In England, traceability had the highest value.  In all countries, a large number of the participants put no value on the enhancements, while a smaller number of subjects put a large value on the enhancements.

The second part of the Utah State research compared the credibility of certifying organizations.  They surveyed consumers in the United States and England to see what body was the most credible for certifying food safety, animal welfare, environmental claims, and social claims.  In the United States, the government had the most credibility for certifying food safety.  In the United States, special interest groups had the highest degree of credibility for certifying the other three claims; however, these groups had a negative image with a significant part of the population.  Special interest groups were very credible for certifying welfare, environmental, and social claims in England, with no negative perceptions in significant parts of the populations.  Food retailers were the most credible source of food safety certification in England.

Larry Miller then gave the CSREES report.  He noted that proposals were due shortly; however, the budget situation is uncertain as the Federal Government is operating under a continuing resolution.

The committee then reviewed the objectives and milestones for W-1177 to compare how closely the research was tracking stated objectives and milestones.  Colorado State and Nebraska have major research ongoing in food safety; it is possible that Texas, Iowa, and USDA/ARS have major initiatives as well.  Wyoming and ARS were working on high-pressure treatments, but we had not yet received their annual reports.  In the area of product consistency, improvement and prediction of end quality, Nebraska, California, and Iowa were working on relating production practices and eating experience.  The rail-to-ranch program at SDSU has also collected information that relates production practices and meat outcomes.  Research on meat color is progressing at Nevada and Wyoming.  Research on pricing issues is a major focus at USDA/ERS, SDSA and Nebraska.  It appears that the potential for collaborative work in pricing issues in good and has been improved now that ERS has published scanner data.

Two areas of potential concern were identified.  It appears that less work may be done on the hydrodyne/pressure treatment of meat.  Largely, this lack of work reflects the deficiencies of the technique in commercial application.  (Researchers have been unable to design equipment that can survive repeated use.)  Also, somewhat less has been done on global demand forecasts.  It was noted that this issue was particularly important for the work at USDA/ERS and that more might be presented in the near future.   

The work on willingness to pay for meat qualities has shown the most inter-disciplinary and inter-institutional success.    There is a well-coordinated effort in this area.  Economists have been improving their approaches to the use of experimental auctions.  

The committee is making progress to its near-term milestones.  Scanner data is available on the web more than a year before anticipated.  

The meeting concluded with administrative business.  Warrie J. Means was elected secretary.  Because W-1177 lost its president to retirement, Scott Fausti agreed to compile the annual report.  The meeting for next year is set for January 8-9, 2004.  The location and agenda are open at this time.  Chris Calkins agreed to help Bill Hahn with planning meeting details.  The tentative location is in Nebraska.  It is hoped that the committee will be able to meet with product developers from private industry.

