
1 of 8 
 

I wan           
          
CPA Info # 145        November 2007 
 
Q & A: Grass fed Claim and Process Verification for Meat Products 

Jennifer Dutton 
Center for Profitable Agriculture 

 
 

The new, voluntary standard for the grass fed meat marketing claim for ruminant animals was 
released by United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) in early October 2007. The 
standard went into effect on November 15, 2007. The new standard has raised many questions 
about the claim and process verification of the claim. This information sheet addresses several 
questions that have been raised in regards to the grass fed claim and voluntary process 
verification. 

 
1. What are the criteria that FSIS is looking for when allowing use of grass fed as a 

production claim?  
 
In order to be approved to use the grass fed claim, either by the FSIS or AMS the production 
practices must meet the following minimum requirements: 
 
 Diet is derived solely from forage with the exception of milk prior to weaning 
 May not be fed grain or grain byproducts 
 Have continuous access to pasture during the growing season 
 Crops normally harvested for grain are acceptable feed sources if harvested in the pre-grain 

state 
 Mineral and vitamin supplements are acceptable 

 
2. Can the grass fed claim apply to live animals if the farmer desires it? For example if a 

farmer finishes a steer, can it be marketed as “grass fed,” sold “live,” delivered to 
custom-slaughter facility for the buyer, the buyer then takes possession of the meat after 
processing.  

 
Yes, the voluntary standard applies to ruminant animals and meat that is a produced from 
ruminant animals.  
 

3. What if a farmer raises live animals as “grass fed” and sells them to a “value-added” 
operation that commingles grass fed animals, slaughters them and markets the beef? If 
the value-added marketer asks USDA to verify the meat…how does this impact the 
farmer? 

 
The farmer must be able to provide documentation of the grass fed claim to parties that take 
ownership of the animals after the production stage. The farmer should provide documentation 
that allows traceability of the animal to the “value-added” marketer. The documentation should 
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also include a signed testimonial of production practices used and over which period of time they 
were used. 
 

4. What are process verification points? 
 

Process verification points are processing, handling, service or marketing claims that are made 
by an organization (business, producer etc.) that USDA has certified under the Process Verified 
Program (PVP). The claims can be used for advertising and/or promotional purposes and show 
that the organization has added more value to its product or service or uses practices that are 
beyond normal business activity. Verification points may not be practices that are required by 
law, by the Process Verified Program or a standard under which the industry normally operates. 
 
Additionally, verification points must  
 
 add value to the product or service. 
 be substantive, verifiable and repeatable. 
 be within the scope of the PVP. 
 not be requirements of a regulation, requirements of a Process Verified Program, or a 

standard under which the organization normally operates. 
 

5. What verification points are allowed? Which ones are not allowed? 
 
The following are some examples of verification points that are allowed and that are not allowed.  
 
Allowed 
 
 Source verification, identity preservation, and traceability to specific points within a system 

(i.e. birth, production, feeding etc.) 
 Compliance to a recognized standard that is not otherwise required by industry or regulation 

(i.e. grass fed) 
 A unique production or handling practice 
 A service with a unique characteristic for that type of operation or outside normal business 

practice 
 A quantifiable characteristic (i.e. size, weight, age, or grade) 
 Documentation, monitoring or auditing that is unique to the company and outside normal 

business practice 
 A characteristic, practice or requirement that is specifically requested by a customer or 

consumer 
 
Not Allowed 
 
 Compliance to Good Manufacturing Practices (GMPs) 
 Compliance to Process Verified Program requirements 
 Objectives of the Quality Management System 
 Compliance to industry rules and regulations 
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6. What is the difference in USDA Process Verified and Source Verified? 

 
The USDA Process Verified Program provides suppliers of agricultural products or services the 
opportunity to assure customers of their ability to provide consistent quality products or services. 
USDA Process Verified is limited to programs or portions of programs where specified process 
verified points are supported by a documented quality management system. The specified 
process verified points are identified by the supplier. Process verification ensures processes are 
designed to provide consistent product quality, but does not ensure final product quality. 
 
Suppliers with approved USDA Process Verified Programs are able to make marketing claims 
associated with their process verified points and market themselves as "USDA Process Verified." 
 
Source verified is one possible verification point under the USDA Processed Verified Program. 
In order to be source verified the cattle and records must meet minimum requirements. Cattle can 
be source verified in two different ways; individual animal age verification or group age 
verification. Requirements are shown below.

Individual animal age verification 
 Animals must have unique individual 

identification 
 Records must be sufficient to trace 

animal back to ranch records 
 Records must indicate date of birth and 

accompany each animal through entire 
process 

 
 
 
 

Group age verification 
 All animals within a group and born 

during the same calving season must be 
individually identified 

 Records must indicate actual date of 
birth for the first calf of the group 

 The age of all calves in the group must 
be derived from the actual date of birth 
of the first calf born within the group 

 Records indicating dates when the bulls 
were first allowed access to cows (or AI 
dates) can be used as reinforcement to 
the age of the oldest calf 
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USDA source verification record requirements can be found online at 
http://processverified.usda.gov/RequirementforProductionRecords.pdf.  
 

7. Is USDA Process Verified on the list of claims that requires approval of label claims by 
USDA-Food Safety Inspection Service (FSIS)? 

 
Yes. 
 

8. Does that mean that if the Agricultural Marketing Service (AMS) verifies a process and 
allows the producer to use the Process Verified shield, the producer still has to obtain 
FSIS approval to use the “USDA Process Verified” shield on their label? 

 
Yes, the USDA Process Verified Program does not relieve the supplier of meeting regulatory 
requirements issued by other Federal Departments or USDA Agencies. The purpose of the Audit, 
Review, and Compliance Branch (ARC) of AMS Branch review is to ensure that the shield 
and/or terms are being correctly represented. The FSIS has authority for evaluating and 
approving federally-inspected meat that carries some type of special labeling claim, including 
“USDA Process Verified”.  
For more information about the use of the process verified claim and shield please visit the AMS 
website at http://processverified.usda.gov/shield.htm.  
 
 

9. How are the criteria for FSIS and AMS different? Same? 
 
The purpose of the ARC Branch of AMS review is to ensure that the shield and/or terms are 
being correctly represented. Labels that contain the “USDA Process Verified” shield must meet 
one of the following conditions: 
 
 The specified process verified points are printed immediately adjacent to the USDA Process 

Verified shield. 
 An asterisk referring the consumer to the information panel for further information about the 

specified process verified point is printed with the shield. 
 An asterisk referring the consumer to point of sale information is printed with the shield. In 

this situation, the company must ensure that the point of sale information is readily available 
and within close proximity of the display counter containing the product. 

 
FSIS labeling review will take proof of AMS process auditing and approval as “sufficient 
documentation” for proving that requirements for grass fed claim have been met by the producer. 
Normally, FSIS would require testimonials and operational protocols for label approval. 
 
If the producer chooses not to become process verified by AMS, the minimum requirements 
listed in question #7 must still be met, but in this case, compliance would be approved or denied 
by FSIS. 
 



5 of 8 
 

10. What are the points that AMS will verify? What are the criteria for each of these 
processes? 

 
Verification points are processing, handling, service or marketing claims made by an 
organization, business, or producer. The claims are used for marketing or promotional purposes 
and demonstrate that the organization has added value to its product or service or employs 
practices beyond normal business activity. Verification points may not be practices that are 
required by law, by the Process Verified Program or a standard under which the organization 
usually operates. 
 
Example Verification Points 
 Source, identity preservation and traceability to specific points within a system 
 Adherence to a recognized standard that is not required by industry or regulation 
 Unique production or handling practice 
 Service with a unique characteristic for that type of operation or is outside normal business 

practice 
 Characteristic, practice, or requirement that is specifically requested by a consumer 

 
The specified process verified points are identified by the supplier. AMS verifies that the 
processes are designed to ensure product quality, but does not verify final product quality. The 
PVP must have a documented quality management system in place in order to be process 
verified. Guidelines for developing a quality management manual can be found online at 
http://processverified.usda.gov/1001arc.pdf.  
 
 
Examples of two PVP programs are provided on the following page. It can be seen that verified 
points can vary from PVP to PVP.
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Examples of Approved Process Verified Programs: 
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As can be seen from the examples there are many possible verification points that can be used in 
individual programs as long as there is a documented quality management system in place. 
 

11. How much does it cost to become USDA Process Verified? 
 
The total cost to become process verified can vary depending on how extensive (how many 
process verified points) the proposed process verification program is. The ARC Branch charges 
$108 per hour for verification. Costs incurred would include desk audit of manual, on-site audit, 
and travel expenses. For a small farmer, it is estimated 40 hours worth of auditing for a total cost 
of nearly $5,000. 
 

12. What are some other options that are available to producers who wish to market their 
animals as grass fed and USDA Process Verified? 

 
There are some companies who have become USDA Process Verified who provide an 
“umbrella” program to smaller producers. Essentially, the umbrella company is verified by 
USDA and pays the fees to them. In turn, they will verify smaller producers under their name for 
a fee smaller than USDA. Verification fees vary from company to company, but average in the 
ballpark of $500. Companies or farms that are verified under an “umbrella” company will still 
have to meet USDA standards. Two examples of companies who provide “umbrella” verification 
are IMI Global (www.imiglobal.com) and AgInfoLink (www.aginfolink.com) A complete list of 
approved process verified programs can be found online at http://processverified.usda.gov/. An 
example copy of IMI Global Process Verified Program is included on the following page. 
 
Another option available to producers is to be certified through an organic certifying agent. 
USDA certifies the agent which, in turn, can certify the producer as grass fed. Not all organic 
agents will do this. The AMS website, 
http://www.ams.usda.gov/nop/CertifyingAgents/Accredited.html provides a list of USDA 
accredited certifying agents by state. It should be noted that the producer may NOT use the 
USDA Process Verified shield on their label or any promotional materials using this process.  
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