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Abstract: Double-muscled syndrome in cattle improves meat tenderness. However, the nature of the proteolytic
processes associated with this phenomenon remains unknown. The aim of this study was to monitor changes in
the activity of cathepsins (B, B + L, D and H) during meat aging and their gradual release from lysosomes to the
cytosol in the longissimus muscle of yearling bulls of two breeds from northern Spain (Asturiana de los Valles
and Asturiana de la Montaña) showing three genotypes for muscular hypertrophy (mh/mh, mh/+ and +/+). The
data showed that the pattern of cathepsin activity during meat aging paralleled variations in tenderness in the
different genotypes studied. Maximal cathepsin D activity and minimal cathepsin H activity were recorded during
meat aging times ranging from 3 to 21 days. The activities of cathepsins B and B + L were lower than that of
cathepsin D at the established time points (3, 7, 14 and 21 days post-slaughter). The role of these enzymes in the
activation of cathepsin D is discussed. All cathepsins showed similar action patterns, with high levels early on in
the aging process and lower levels at later times. This pattern depended on the genotype and was significantly
faster (P ≤ 0.05) in meat from mh/mh animals, intermediate in meat from mh/+ animals and slower in meat from
normal (+/+) animals of both breeds.
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INTRODUCTION
Meat aging is one of the most important processes
for obtaining the most satisfactory degree of meat
tenderness, which is decisive for consumer selection
and acceptability.

The process of meat aging is largely a consequence
of enzymatic degradation of key myofibrillar and
cytoskeletal proteins that, under in vivo conditions,
maintain the structural integrity of myofibrils.1 Thus
their destruction causes disintegration of the Z disc,2

loss of transversal alignment of sarcomeres and
longitudinal splitting of myofibrils;3 as a consequence,
the muscle weakens and the meat becomes tender.

This post mortem process is produced by endoge-
nous proteolytic enzymes in muscle tissue. Two main
proteolytic endogenous systems have been charac-
terised as being responsible for myofibrillar changes
during meat aging: calpains/calpastatins and cathep-
sins/cystatins. The calcium-dependent calpain system
has been described as the main factor responsible for
increasing tenderness in the early (0–24 h) post mortem
period,4–6 because at this stage the pH (neutral) and
temperature (high) of the muscle are favourable for

its activity. Nevertheless, lysosomal cathepsins may be
involved in later tenderisation processes when pH con-
ditions are favourable for acidic enzymes.6 Sentandreu
et al.7 suggested that meat tenderisation may result
from the synergistic, but not necessarily simultaneous,
action of both calpains and cathepsins.

It has been found that this post mortem proteolytic
process varies among species8 and among different
muscle types.9,10 Because of this, the rate and
extent of post mortem proteolysis of key myofibrillar
proteins are a major source of variation in beef
tenderness11 and could be responsible for differences
in tenderisation rate observed among different beef
breeds or genotypes.12,13

Double-muscled syndrome, characterised by excep-
tional muscle development,14 has been described in
several European cattle breeds such as Belgian Blue,
Piamontese and Charolais, as well as in one of the
main cattle breeds in northern Spain, Asturiana de
los Valles. The double-muscled condition is charac-
terised by an increase in muscle mass of about 20%
due to skeletal muscle hyperplasia (an increase in
the number of muscle fibres). This has attracted the
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attention of beef producers because of an improved
carcass performance and better price. Also, meat from
double-muscled animals is more tender15 and has a
low intramuscular fat content16 compared with meat
from animals with a normal muscle configuration.

Double muscling in cattle is the result of an
inactivating mutation in the myostatin gene,17 which
is a negative regulator of muscle mass.18 In the
bovine breed examined here, an 11 bp deletion in
the coding sequence for myostatin causes excessive
muscular growth.17 From the point of view of muscular
hypertrophy (mh), animals can be homozygous
(mh/mh), heterozygous (mh/+) or normal (+/+),
displaying a wide range of muscular development
between the two extremes.

The aim of this study was to establish the courses
of activity of cathepsins (B, B + L, D and H) under
natural post mortem conditions in the longissimus muscle
of yearling bulls of two breeds from northern Spain,
Asturiana de los Valles and Asturiana de la Montaña.
These bulls showed the three possibles genotypes
for muscular hypertrophy (mh/mh, mh/+ and +/+).
Experiments on cathepsin activities were performed on
two types of extract (lysosomal and cytosolic) in order
to monitor the gradual release of these proteolytic
enzymes from lysosomes to the cytosol and thus obtain
information on the differential contribution of both
compartments to the tenderisation process.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
Animals and sampling procedure
Twenty yearling bulls of two local breeds from
northern Spain, Asturiana de los Valles (AV) and
Asturiana de la Montaña (AM), were studied.
Animals of the AV breed were homozygous (mh/mh),
heterozygous (mh/+) or normal (+/+) for muscular
hypertrophy. All animals of the AM breed were normal
(+/+) for muscular hypertrophy owing to the lack of
this genetic modification in this rustic breed. Five
animals (n = 5) showing each genotype were used.

Animals were slaughtered between 14 and
18 months of age at approximately 500 kg live weight.
Calves were managed with their mothers from birth
(winter) to weaning (October). After weaning, the
male calves were fed a concentrate (840 g kg−1 bar-
ley meal, 100 g kg−1 soya meal, 30 g kg−1 fat, 30 g kg−1

minerals, vitamins and oligoelements) and barley straw
ad libitum for about 5 months before slaughter.

Slaughtering was performed in a commercial
abattoir according to a routine procedure. Animal
carcasses were transferred to a cold room at 4 ◦C
within 1 h of slaughter.

At 24 h post-slaughter the left half of the carcass
was quartered by cutting between the fifth and sixth
thoracic vertebrae with a circular saw, as done for
commercial purposes. Immediately, the pH (pH24)
of the longissimus dorsi (LD) muscle of the fifth rib
was determined using a penetration electrode. The
LD muscle was then sliced, vacuum packed and

transported to the laboratory. From each animal, four
80 g samples were obtained for the enzyme assays
and were left to age at 4 ◦C for 3, 7, 14 and 21 days,
while three larger samples (3 cm thick steaks of around
250 g) were obtained for texture analysis and aged
for 7, 14 and 21 days. As an exception, samples of
the homozygous (mh/mh) AV genotype were aged for
3, 7 and 14 days for both the enzyme and texture
analyses, since previous research has indicated that
meat tenderisation is faster in double-muscled yearling
bulls than any other biological type.12,19

After aging, the tissue samples for the enzyme assays
were frozen in liquid nitrogen and stored at −70 ◦C,
while those for the texture tests were stored at −20 ◦C.

Enzyme assays
Isolation of lysosomes
After thawing, lysosomal and cytosolic extracts were
prepared according to the method of Béchet et al.20

with minor modifications.21 Enzyme activities were
examined independently. Samples (5 g of muscle
tissue) were homogenised in 45 mL of homogenisation
buffer (10 mmol L−1 potassium phosphate, pH 7.4,
containing 1 mmol L−1 ethylene diamine tetraacetic
acid (EDTA), 50 mmol L−1 sodium chloride and
250 mmol L−1 sucrose) using a Polytron PT 3000
homogeniser (Kinematica AG, Lucerne, Switzerland)
for 60 s at maximum speed. The homogenate was
centrifuged at 1000 × g for 10 min at 2 ◦C and the
supernatant was subsequently centrifuged at 2500 × g
for 15 min.

The pellet containing the myofibrillar fraction was
discarded and the supernatant containing most of
the intracytoplasmic organelles was centrifuged at
20 000 × g for 20 min at 2 ◦C. The supernatant
(cytosolic extract) and the pellet (lysosomal extract)
were separated and the lysosomal fraction was
resuspended in 3 mL of lysosome buffer (20 mmol L−1

sodium acetate, pH 5.0). Both fractions were aliquoted
and stored at −20 ◦C.

Determination of activities of cathepsins B, B + L,
H and D
The cysteine proteinases cathepsins B, B + L and H
were assayed fluorimetrically (Cytofluor 2350, Mil-
lipore, Bedford, MA, USA) according to the method
of Barret22 with minor modifications.21 An excitation
wavelength of 360 nm and an emission wavelength
of 460 nm were used, with aminomethylcoumarin
(Nmec) solutions as standards. Activities of subforms
were measured on the basis of the following sub-
strates: cathepsin B (EC 3.4.22.1), Z-Arg-Arg-Nmec;
cathepsins B + L (EC 3.4.22.15), Z-Phe-Arg-Nmec
(common substrate); cathepsin H (EC 3.4.22.16),
Arg-NMec. Each unit of proteolytic activity of cathep-
sins B, B + L and H was defined as the amount of
enzyme capable of releasing 1 µmol of Nmec from the
substrate per minute at pH 5.5 and 37 ◦C.21,22

The aspartate proteinase cathepsin D (EC 3.4.23.5)
was assayed spectrophotometrically (Uvikon 930,

J Sci Food Agric 87:192–199 (2007) 193
DOI: 10.1002/jsfa



B Caballero et al.

Kontron Instruments, Milan, Italy) at 280 nm
according to the procedure described by Taka-
hashi and Tang,23 with minor modifications,21 using
haemoglobin as substrate. A unit of proteolytic activ-
ity of cathepsin D was defined as that producing
an increase of 0.01 absorbance units at 280 nm
per minute at pH 3.3 and 37 ◦C measured as
trichloroacetic acid (TCA)-soluble products from
haemoglobin (1 cm light path).23

Protein concentrations were determined as descri-
bed by Bradford24 and the results were expressed as
enzyme milliunits (mU) mg−1 protein for cathepsins
B, B + L and H and as units (U) mg−1 protein for
cathepsin D.

All enzyme measurements were carried out in
triplicate in both lysosomal and cytosolic extracts.

Texture analysis
LD samples (steaks) for texture analysis were thawed
at 4 ◦C for 24 h in their vacuum-packed plastic bags,
cooked at 75 ◦C for 45 min by immersion in a water
bath and then allowed to cool under tap water to
18 ◦C. Samples for the Warner–Bratzler (WB) shear
test were obtained by cutting eight pieces, 1 cm2 in
cross-section, parallel to the longitudinal orientation
of the muscle fibres. These pieces were subjected to
a WB shear blade until they split in an Instron 1011
machine (Instron Limited, High Wycombe, Bucks,
UK). The maximum load (kg) required was recorded.
Results are expressed as the mean WB maximum load
value for each steak.

Statistical analysis
The effect of genotype on the enzyme activities and
WB maximum load for each aging time was analysed
by one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA). The effect
of the aging period on each genotype and cathepsin
activity was analysed by ANOVA with aging time and
animal as fixed factors. When significant, differences
between means were tested by the least significant
difference (LSD) procedure. All statistical analyses
were performed using the SPSS v11.5 program (SPSS,
Inc, Chicago, Illinois, USA).

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Tables 1 and 2 show the enzyme activities of the
cathepsins in the cytosolic and lysosomal extracts
respectively throughout the meat aging period.
Cytosolic and lysosomal cathepsin activities were
considered separately so that we could describe the
distributional changes produced in cathepsin activities
during the course of meat aging in refrigerated
conditions (4 ◦C).

We found that enzyme activity levels were generally
higher in cytosolic extracts (Table 1) than in lysosomal
extracts (Table 2), which could mean that leakage
of enzymes from the lysosomes starts at an early
stage. It is known that, in vivo, cathepsins are largely
restricted to lysosomes.25 However, after slaughter,
muscle pH decreases immediately and lysosomal
membranes weaken and become leaky,26 such that
lysosomal proteinases are gradually released and act
on the myofibrils. In the present study this drop in pH

Table 1. Effect of meat aging time (3, 7, 14 or 21 days) on activity of cathepsins B, B + L, H and D in cytosolic extracts. The activity of each

cathepsin was compared separately for each genotype during the aging process

Genotype

Cathepsin Aging days mh/mh AV mh/+ AV +/+ AV +/+ AM

B 3 1.30b 1.10ab 0.87 1.14b
(mU mg−1 protein) 7 1.34b 1.38bc 0.68 0.78a

14 0.60a 1.64c 0.84 1.14b
21 0.85a 1.01 1.06b

Significance ∗∗∗ ∗∗∗ NS ∗
B + L 3 1.13ab 1.23ab 0.97ab 0.88a
(mU mg−1 protein) 7 1.49b 1.51b 0.75a 1.08a

14 0.81a 2.07c 1.27b 1.88b
21 0.95a 1.34b 1.26a

Significance ∗ ∗∗∗ ∗ ∗
H 3 0.32b 0.48b 0.38c 0.40
(mU mg−1 protein) 7 0.51c 0.36b 0.25b 0.21

14 0.15a 0.32ab 0.08a 0.12
21 0.19a 0.37c 0.35

Significance ∗∗∗ ∗ ∗∗∗ ∗∗∗
D 3 24.74b 13.35a 16.78a 16.70a
(U mg−1 protein) 7 26.30b 21.85b 13.32a 14.63a

14 8.52a 24.91c 17.61a 15.93a
21 10.85a 30.11b 20.54b

Significance ∗∗∗ ∗∗∗ ∗∗∗ ∗

For each cathepsin and genotype, means in columns followed by different letters differed significantly (P < 0.05), whereas the same letter indicates
no significant differences. NS, no significant differences; ∗ significant differences at P < 0.05; ∗∗∗ significant differences at P < 0.001.
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Table 2. Effect of meat aging time (3, 7, 14 or 21 days) on activity of cathepsins B, B + L, H and D in lysosomal extracts. The activity of each

cathepsin was compared separately for each genotype during the aging process

Genotype

Cathepsin Aging days mh/mh AV mh/+ AV +/+ AV +/+ AM

B 3 0.83b 1.03b 0.92c 0.94
(mU mg−1 protein) 7 0.88b 0.86b 0.88bc 0.76

14 0.34a 0.85b 0.69a 0.88
21 0.41a 0.72ab 0.74

Significance ∗∗∗ ∗∗∗ ∗ NS
B + L 3 0.83b 0.75b 0.78 0.89
(mU mg−1 protein) 7 1.21c 1.14c 0.75 1.05

14 0.40a 1.25c 0.91 1.26
21 0.44a 1.01 0.66

Significance ∗∗∗ ∗∗∗ NS NS
H 3 0.32b 0.35b 0.29 0.24a
(mU mg−1 protein) 7 0.45c 0.38b 0.22 0.22a

14 0.14a 0.41b 0.34 0.38b
21 0.16a 0.30 0.29ab

Significance ∗∗∗ ∗∗∗ NS ∗
D 3 3.23 2.06a 2.10a 1.87a
(U mg−1 protein) 7 4.65 3.24b 3.09a 3.53b

14 1.60 3.62b 5.22b 7.41d
21 2.44a 2.89a 4.58c

Significance NS ∗∗ ∗∗ ∗∗∗

For each cathepsin and genotype, means in columns followed by different letters differed significantly (P < 0.05), whereas the same letter indicates
no significant differences. NS, no significant differences; ∗ significant differences at P < 0.05; ∗∗ significant differences at P < 0.01; ∗∗∗ significant
differences at P < 0.001.

differed significantly (P < 0.05) among genotypes, the
final pH (pH24) being significantly lower in meat from
AV yearling bulls with muscular hypertrophy, both in
homozygosis (mh/mh, 5.48) and heterozygosis (mh/+,
5.53), than in meat from normal (+/+) AM animals
(5.67), while meat from normal (+/+) AV yearling
bulls showed an intermediate pH value (5.58). This
could be the result of a greater proportion of fast-
twitch fibres and increased glycolytic metabolism in
the LD muscle of double-muscled animals.16

Changes in the activity of cathepsins during meat
aging showed a similar pattern in the lysosomes
and cytosol, since two complementary processes are
involved: the release of lysosomal proteases to the
cytosol and a consistent breakdown of proteins by
them, producing an increase in cleaning activity in the
cell and enhancing endosomal vesicles, which interact
with lysosomes, giving them new substrates to act
on.27 Furthermore, our results indicated a similar
activity pattern for all enzymes and genotypes, with
increased activity early in the meat aging process
and decreased activity in later periods. However, a
more in-depth analysis of data revealed a significant
effect of genotype on this process. Thus the activity
of cathepsins in the LD muscle of double-muscled
mh/mh animals decreased at 14 days, while this drop
in activity for heterozygous mh/+ bulls was observed
at 21 days. Normal +/+ animals of both breeds did
not show this reduction or the decrease was smaller
than for the other genotypes. All cathepsins in both
types of extract followed this pattern of activity (e.g.
cytosolic cathepsin D showed 32.40% of its maximal

activity in meat of the mh/mh genotype at 14 days vs
43.56% in mh/+ bulls at 21 days; cytosolic cathepsin
B activity was 44.78% in mh/mh meat at 14 days vs
51.83% in mh/+ meat at 21 days). This higher activity
of acidic enzymes at short aging times in meat from
bulls with muscular hypertrophy (mh/mh and mh/+)
than in meat from normal bulls (+/+) may be related
to the differences found among genotypes in muscle
pH recorded at 24 h post mortem.

Furthermore, the faster post mortem acidification of
the LD muscle in animals with muscular hypertrophy
(mh/mh or mh/+) and its positive influence on
cathepsin activities in both lysosomal and cytosolic
extracts affected the tenderisation rate, as shown in
Fig. 1. Meat from AV bulls homozygous mh/mh or
heterozygous mh/+ for muscular hypertrophy showed
a faster tenderisation rate than meat from normal
+/+ AV or AM animals. This produced significant
differences among genotypes in WB shear force values
after long storage times (14 and 21 days; Fig. 1),
indicating that meat from AM bulls was tougher than
meat from AV animals.

These results confirm the importance of cathepsins
as the main proteolytic system in long-term meat aging
under refrigerated conditions. Our data highlight the
significant effect of muscle pH in later stages of the
storage process on the rate of release of cathepsins
from the lysosomes to the cytosol, conditioning meat
toughness. These data are also consistent with previous
data reported by Campo et al.12 and Oliván et al.19

indicating that meat tenderisation was faster in double-
muscled bulls than in other genotypes.
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Figure 1. Warner–Bratzler (WB) shear force recorded in meat samples from four genotypes (ž, (mh/mh) AV; °, (mh/+) AV; �, (+/+) AV; �, (+/+)
AM) during post mortem aging period. Means of WB shear force were compared between genotypes for each time point. Means with different
letters were significantly different at the P < 0.05 level, whereas the same letter indicates no significant differences.

Several studies have shown the importance of
cathepsin activities during late post mortem when the
muscle approaches its final pH.26 Increased activity
of cathepsins B + L in the soluble fraction of
muscle homogenates has been observed after 8 days
of storage of pork longissimus muscle28 and up to
14 days in the pectoralis profundus of cattle.29 Moreover
immunolabelling of cathepsin D has revealed that
this enzyme is present outside the lysosomes after
14 days post mortem storage of beef.29 This is also
consistent with studies performed on ostrich30 and
lamb31 demonstrating that cathepsin activity is related
to meat tenderness from day 1 post mortem until the
end of the characteristic aging period for each type of
meat.

With regard to the relative importance of each
cathepsin in the proteolytic process, levels of enzyme
activity were different for the different cathepsins
examined. Thus cathepsin D showed the highest
activity in both extracts and cathepsin H the lowest,
while cathepsins B and B + L showed relatively low
levels of activity. There are several works indicating
that cathepsins B, L or B + L contribute most to post
mortem proteolysis,9,26 but in most of those studies
the activity of cathepsin D was not assayed. Our
results support the findings of Rico et al.32 in that
cathepsin D was considered to be the most important
proteolytic enzyme in the post mortem proteolysis of
porcine muscle, with a crucial role in changes in
meat texture. Indeed, the role of cathepsin D as a
regulator of cysteine proteases has been suggested.33

The low activity of cystatins as endogenous inhibitors
of cathepsins B, L and H detected in the LD muscle9

seems to support the role of cathepsin D as the main
controller of cysteine protease activity in this muscle.
Hence cathepsin D could be responsible for the low
activity of cathepsins B, L and H observed here.

We observed an increase over time in detectable
cathepsin D activity in cytosolic extracts of
normal genotypes (+/+) of both cattle breeds
(16.8–30.1 U mg−1 protein for AV and 16.7–20.5 U
mg−1 protein for AM; Table 1). This rise was not
produced at the expense of a comparable loss of
lysosomal activity, which was already too low after
14 days (Table 2). Jung et al.34 also observed increased
cathepsin D activity during beef aging even when high
hydrostatic pressure was applied during the matura-
tion process.

Procathepsin D, as a cathepsin D precursor, requires
specific excision by lysosomal cysteine proteases35 to
be active. In addition, some authors9,26 have found
that cathepsins B and B + L exhibit highest activity
post mortem in early maturation periods. Collectively,
these data seem to indicate that cathepsins B and B +
L could work early during the tenderisation process,
not only on specific protein substrates but also in
cathepsin D activation. It is known that cathepsins
can attack contractile proteins at differents strategic
points.36 Thus the specific activation mechanism of
cathepsin D and increased amounts of its substrate
produced by the earlier activity of cathepsins B and
B + L could explain the high activity of cathepsin D
observed here in later maturation periods.

The differences observed in cathepsin D activity
between extracts highlight the particular role of
this enzyme in proteolysis during meat storage.
Our findings suggest some remaining integrity of
a lysosome subpopulation, which may continue to
be partly functional. Previous studies37 demonstrated
that the breakdown of lysosomes is almost complete at
14 days of storage. However, in the present study we
found that even at 21 days post mortem there are entire
lysosomes where cathepsins still seem to function. This
would indicate that some peptide fragments formed as
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Figure 2. Changes in cathepsin B, B + L, H and D activities in cytosolic extracts of meat from four genotypes (�, (mh/mh) AV; �, (mh/+) AV;
, (+/+) AV; , (+/+) AM) during post mortem aging period. Values are shown as mean ± standard error of mean (n = 5). Cathepsin activity

means were compared between genotypes for each time point. Means with different letters were significantly different at the P < 0.05 level,
whereas the same letter indicates no significant differences.

a consequence of post mortem proteolysis will not be
available as substrates for free cytosolic cathepsins.

The activity of cathepsin D in the cytosol showed
different patterns in double-muscled (mh/mh and
mh/+) and normal +/+ animals of both breeds
(Fig. 2). In animals with muscular hypertrophy the
activity of cathepsin D was high at early and medium
storage times (3–7 and 7–14 days in mh/mh and mh/+
animals respectively) and showed a large decrease
after long-term storage (14 and 21 days respectively).
However, in meat from +/+ AV and +/+ AM yearling
bulls, which showed a lower tenderisation rate than
double-muscled animals, as indicated in Fig. 1, there
was a continuous increase in cathepsin D activity in the
cytosol during the aging period. This could indicate
an important role for cathepsin D at the end of the
tenderisation process, which seems to be prolonged
in these genotypes. Moreover, before post mortem
proteolytic activity drops, a continued tenderisation
process in this group of animals will mean that a longer
maturation period will be required to reach the same
level of tenderness as meat from doubled-muscled
animals. Similarly, the trend shown by cathepsin D
in cytosol extracts (Fig. 2) of meat from heterozygous

animals mh/+ to significantly rise (P < 0.05) at 7
and 14 days post mortem and then drop (P < 0.05) at
21 days could explain why the meat of mh/+ animals
showed an intermediate tenderisation rate between
those of doubled-muscled and normal animals.

The activity of cathepsins B, B + L, D and H at
early stages of the aging process (3 and 7 days) was
higher in meat from AV yearling bulls with muscu-
lar hypertrophy (mh/mh and mh/+) than in meat from
normal +/+ AV and AM animals in both extracts (e.g.
cytosolic cathepsin B activity was 1.34 mU mg−1 pro-
tein for mh/mh AV at 7 days vs 0.68 and 0.78 mU mg−1

protein for +/+ AV and +/+ AM respectively), but
significant differences were only attained in the cytoso-
lic compartment (in both compartments for cathepsin
H). This could be related to the lower pH detected in
the LD from these animals at early post mortem stages,
which activates cell membrane breakdown processes
and enhances the release of lysosomal proteases to
the cytosol, as proposed by Berge et al.29 The same
tendency was observed for cathepsins D and H (e.g.
cytosolic cathepsin D activity was 26.30 U mg−1 pro-
tein for mh/mh AV at 7 days vs 13.32 and 14.63 U mg−1

protein for +/+ AV and +/+ AM respectively; Fig. 2),
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Figure 3. Changes in cathepsin B, B + L, H and D activities in lysosomal extracts of meat from four genotypes (�, (mh/mh) AV; �, (mh/+) AV;
, (+/+) AV; , (+/+) AM) during post mortem aging period. Values are shown as mean ± standard error of mean (n = 5). Cathepsin activity

means were compared between genotypes for each time point. Means with different letters were significantly different at the P < 0.05 level,
whereas the same letter indicates no significant differences.

so it seems that the proteolytic process was faster
in the double-muscled animals, producing meat that
was more tender earlier on than meat from the other
genotypes.

Late in the aging process the activity of most
cathepsins (B, B + L and H) decreased in both
the lysosomal and cytosolic compartments (Fig. 2
and Fig. 3), probably owing to increased protein
damage during the post mortem course, which could
affect enzyme efficiency. This decrease was more
pronounced in the double-muscled animals than in
the other genotypes, with the former showing an
activity drop of ∼60% compared with <30% for the
latter. Heterozygous mh/+ AV animals underwent an
intermediate decrease.

In conclusion, our findings suggest that the activity
of cathepsins during the course of long-term meat
aging (3–21 days) parallels the meat tenderisation
process, revealing an essential role for cathepsins as
proteolytic enzymes in long-term meat maturation.
Furthermore, clear differences were detected in the
action patterns of the different cathepsins throughout
the maturation period. Cathepsins B and B + L act
before cathepsin D, which becomes more important

in the later stages of aging (14–21 days). In contrast,
it seems that cathepsin H does not contribute
significantly to the tenderisation process.

The present findings also provide further support for
a link between the tenderisation rate and mutations in
the myostatin gene that lead to muscular hypertrophy.
Faster cathepsin activity was observed in meat from the
LD of homozygous mh/mh double-muscled yearling
bulls than in meat from heterozygous mh/+ animals,
which was in turn faster than the activities recorded
in beef from normal +/+ AV and AM bulls.
However, more work is required to establish the role
of cathepsins in the tenderisation process of meat
from different muscles and from animals subjected to
different production systems. This type of study will
provide further information on the metabolic effects
produced on this endogenous proteolytic system.
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