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RFID tags put under the microscope
RFID tag retention issues are a source of persistent complaints. The 
Canadian Cattle Identification Agency (CCIA) has a quality control process in 
place that producers can use to report tag-related issues when they arise. By 
filling out the CCIA Tag Quality Control form available at www.canadaid.ca, 
producers can assist the CCIA in finding solutions to common tag-related 
problems, including retention issues.
  
Comprised of a dozen questions, the quality control form is aimed at 
narrowing down the potential causes around tag-related complaints. For 
instance, fences, bale twine and bale feeders are all identified risks, as they 
are known to catch tags. Improperly applied tags, often a result of using the 
wrong applicator and/or not following the manufacturer’s instructions, is 
another common root cause of the tag-retention problems producers 
encounter. 

Paul Laronde, the CCIA’s Tag and Technology Manager, said tags that are put in correctly don’t fall out if they don’t get 
snagged on anything. When there are problems, “it’s that sort of collision between cows, tags and the management of 
cattle,” he said.

Sometimes other factors, like exposure to parasiticides or UV rays that deteriorate the plastic, may be at play. No matter 
the case, Laronde said tag retention, defined as any tag loss, is the single biggest complaint he hears from producers. 

All tag-related complaints are managed by Laronde. It’s his job to quantify the complaints and find  solutions for 
tag-retention issues. In addition to dealing with producer complaints, Laronde is involved in various audits of the six 
CCIA-approved tags to ensure the manufacturers are maintaining tag standards and that the tag itself stands up to the 
rigours of a range of environmental exposures. 

All of this information helps the CCIA to build statistics around tag-retention issues. By building these statistics, Laronde 
has more tools to go back to the manufacturer and, where applicable, identify problems with their product and seek 
solutions.

As part of the tag-complaints process, Laronde follows up with producers and asks for samples of the problem tags. 
Due to his background in tag manufacturing and distribution, as well as livestock traceability, he said he can tell a little 
bit about what’s gone wrong from examining the tag. A tag broken in a certain way usually indicates it was snagged and 
broken on bale twine or fencing. 

In other instances, where it’s clear the plastic has deteriorated, that’s a plastics issue and the fault of the tag. Laronde 
brings them to the attention of the manufacturer in the interest of finding a solution. 

All RFID tags get tested against CCIA standards before they are approved. The standards, approved by the CCIA 
board, were last revised in 2006. Laronde said the CCIA is at present reviewing the standards for performance and for 
testing, so the overall quality of the tag improves. The elevated performance standards will include testing the quality of 
the plastic including accelerated aging related to UV and chemical exposure, which wasn’t done before. 

To ensure the current standards are being met, all approved tags undergo an annual audit. This involves purchasing all 
the approved tags and taggers at the retail level and testing them in a lab setting. The tags are tested for electronics, 
physical strength and readability, with the manufacturer paying for the test. 

Once all of these procedural steps are concluded, we would not be surprised if Parliament holds a very short spring 
session to pass the Budget and perhaps introduce legislation on a couple of priority items, then recesses for the 
summer on June 10.
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A separate post-processing audit involves going to a packer and picking up batches of tags that have been retired off 
animals. Laronde goes through the retired tags one at a time, scanning each one to make sure they work. 

Last year, the audit discovered a brand of tag where the cap wore off because the pin was too long. The cap issue 
created a problem because it meant the stud could be pulled out and the tag reapplied to another animal, which is 
against the rules. The post-processing audit enabled Laronde to go to the manufacturer with an identified problem, and 
have them find a solution so they could continue to meet CCIA tag standards.

“I think it shows leadership from us to be able to sit down with a manufacturer and say, we’re watching, here’s what 
we’ve determined, and we need to have a resolution to this,” he said.

The CCIA also has a tag retention trial underway. The goal of the trial is to understand what the tag retention rate is 
across Canada. The trial uses all the CCIA approved tags and a professional group out of community pastures in 
Saskatchewan will be doing the tagging. The trial will be strictly controlled to remove all the variables and will involve a 
statistician to ensure the test is statistically relevant, Laronde said. 

The trial will involve animals from Ontario west, and the group will be tagging calves, the retained animals and steers. 
This means there will be a group monitored for two years and another group monitored for five years or however long 
those animals are around. That will take all the variables out and give baseline retention for cattle in Canada using the 
approved tags.

Of course, the CCIA is looking at the tags themselves. Currently, all approved tags are round with round backs on them. 
The CCIA has gone to manufacturers to encourage them to look at something different. As a result, a couple of new tags 
are being tested that are a different style and look like they might offer some answers to the retention issue, Laronde 
said without divulging design specifics. 

“We’re working to make the situation better,” he said.

Although progress is not going to happen overnight, what is clear is that producers want tags that stay in, period. 
Laronde noted that being offered replacement tags doesn’t really sit well with producers because the time and effort 
involved in retagging an animal is viewed as a drain on production.

“I’m now hearing in situations where there is value-added information, so age verification information attached to that 
tag, there is some value to that in most cases, and when they lose the tag they lose that premium if the packer is offering 
it,” he said.

...continued

Deadline for 2011 ILC Student Program Looms 
Time is running out to take part in the 2011 International Livestock Congress (ILC) student program, which provides 
eligible diploma, bachelor and graduate students with a first-hand look at Canada’s beef cattle industry, its current 
issues and opportunities.

As part of the ILC Congress -- a premier industry event with expert speakers whose analysis, insight and perspective 
bring clarity to the many complex issues that shape Canada’s beef industry -- the ILC student program offers an 
unparalleled opportunity for youth in the beef industry. 

To be held in Calgary August 7-11, 2011 the ILC is hosted by the CCA and the International Stockman’s Educational 
Foundation. The 2011 ILC provides the backdrop for the student program, which offers participants the opportunity to 
meet the leaders of the industry, learn about current issues, network with other students across Canada and the world, 
and potentially meet their future employer. Students have until June 1 to apply for a Travel Bursary to this premier 
event.

Christy Goldhawk, one of 20 agricultural students from Canada and around the world sponsored to attend the 2010 ILC 
student program, said the program provided a number of invaluable experiences. She would “most definitely” 
recommend the ILC student program for both Ag and non-Ag students. 

“It is an excellent opportunity to learn about a major industry in Canada,” she said. “The ILC experience most definitely 
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exceeded my expectations. I had heard excellent recommendations about the program; however the industry connec-
tions that were made and conversations with individuals active within the beef industry and within my areas of interest 
were truly appreciated.”

Goldhawk also valued meeting other young individuals with similar interests in the industry and said that attending the 
ILC student program reinforced her decision to pursue opportunities within the beef industry. 

The 2011 ILC student program is looking for individuals who exhibit leadership qualities and initiative, are business-
oriented, open to learning and sharing ideas, and are passionate about seeing success in the beef industry.  The 
program is offered to diploma, bachelor and graduate students who are looking to be a part of the industry as primary 
producers, service providers and researchers. 

With the June 1 deadline less than a month away, now is the time to sign up for the program. To apply or for information 
go to: http://www.ilccalgary.com/html/student.html
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Cattle have received more than their share of bad press in recent years because of the methane released when they 
chew their cud. But that's only one side of the coin; carbon is also removed from the atmosphere as an indirect result of 
the beef industry. Root growth is a natural form of carbon sequestration. Perennial forages have a more extensive root 
system than annual crops, and the fact that grasslands and pastures are not cultivated means that this carbon stays 
stored in the soil as organic matter. An early BCRC project was designed to study some of the factors that influence the 
amount of greenhouse gas emitted by cattle on pasture, as well as the amount of carbon stored in the soil. Visit 
http://www.cattle.ca/media/file/original/956_Does_pasture_management_affect_the_environment.pdf to read more.

Carbon Capture and Storage. It's Low Tech, and it Works


