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Market Indicators . . . February 16, 2015 

Production Prices 

Week Ending 2/14/2015 Last Year Ago Weekly Average ($/Cwt) Last Week Ago Year Ago 
  FI Cattle Slaughter (Thou Hd) 537 540   Live Steer  160.54 160.28 141.89 
  FI Hog Slaughter (Thou Hd) 2222 2095   Dressed Steer 255.15 254.63 224.90 
  FI Sheep Slaughter (Thou Hd) 34 39   Choice Beef Cutout 238.69 241.75 208.83 
  Live Y. Chicken Sl. (Mil Hd) 157.2 160.0   USDA Hide/Offal  14.69 15.09 14.81 

      GA Auction Fdr. Str. (6-7 Cwt.) 220.30 217.05 159.84 

  Slaughter Cattle Live Weight 1360 1335      
  Slaughter Hog Live Weight 287 283   Iowa/S. Minn. Base Hog  58.70 63.10 85.01 
  Slaughter Lamb/Sheep Live Wt. 144 141   Natl. Net Hog Carcass  66.95 70.80 85.88 

      Feeder Pigs (40 Lbs) ($/Head) 67.68 72.74 104.95 
  Beef Production (Mil Pounds) 436.6 432.3   Pork Cutout  72.65 75.26 93.80 

  Pork Production (Mil Pounds) 479.1 445.8      
  Lamb, Mutton Prod. (Mil Lbs.) 2.4 2.7   Lamb Cutout  331.28 341.55 335.93 

           

Previous 6 Wk. Moving Avg.     Corn, Omaha ($/Bu) 3.68 3.74 4.31 
  Total Beef (Mil Lbs) 451.1 460.5   Wheat, Portland ($/Bu) NQ NQ 7.18 
  Total Pork (Mil Lbs) 482.6 459.9   Wheat, Kansas City ($/Bu) 5.63 5.62 6.62 
  Total Lamb, Mutton (Mil Lbs) 2.5 2.7   Soybeans, Cntrl IL ($/Bu) 9.97 9.93 13.60 
       
Source:  Various USDA-AMS reports.  Some data are preliminary. 

 

Trends . . .  2014’s  BEEF  AND  PORK  EXPORTS:  A TALE  OF TWO  HALVES 

USDA-ERS released December data of U.S. meat trade on February 6th. During 2014, tight U.S. cattle and 
hog supplies pushed prices up to record levels for both domestic and international consumers. The first half of 
2014 recorded above year ago levels for both beef and pork exports, then both dropped below year ago 
volumes during the second half of the year.  

On an annual basis, pork exports in 2014 were 3% below total exports in 2013. Looking at the year closer 
however, the first half of 2014 experienced a 7% increase in exports compared to year ago levels but a 13% 
decrease during the second half of the year. The same trend was true on the beef side. January through June 
of 2014 showed a 5% increase in volume of beef exports compared to that same time frame in 2013, but 
during July through December 2014, beef export tonnage was below a year ago every month except in 
September. The second half of the year saw exports 5% below 2013’s. Total beef exports in 2014 were 1% 
below a year earlier.  

On the beef side, feeder and slaughter cattle prices hit their peak in 2014 during the second half of the 
year. Hog prices experienced their peak during the first 
half of the year but Russian bans on first EU pork, then 
U.S. product, made the export market place more 
competitive. Both of these reasons, combined with a 
strengthening dollar and ongoing western port issues 
during late 2014, worked against further increases in U.S. 
export levels.  

Although this does not predict beef and pork export 
trends of 2015, it helps build the story of the international 
environment and export demand. January of 2015 saw 
dramatically increased pork production year-over-year, but 
weekly export data does not yet show an uptick in pork 
exports, leaving more product in the domestic market and 
creating a headwind for hog and pork prices. This is a 



clear example of the importance of the export market to the U.S. hog industry, which exported 22% of U.S. 
pork production in 2014. The U.S. cattle and beef industry is somewhat less dependent on export markets, in 
2014 exports made up 11% of U.S. commercial beef production. However, even with a decreased percentage 
of total production going to exports, the export market still plays a key role in the cattle industry.  
 

MACRO  ECONOMIC  UPDATE:  KEY  JANUARY  DATA 
January labor market trends reflected milder January weather this year. Milder winter weather across most 

parts of the U.S. (except for the Northeast) provided the foundation for the best labor market performance 
since 2012. This January, average hourly work weeks, the metric most vulnerable to bad weather, declined by 
only half an hour from December. In 2014, the decline was 0.8 hours and in 2013 the drop was 0.9. 

Average weekly wages normally decline from December to January, and this year the decline was $3.01. 
In 2014, the decline was $12.67 and in 2013 the decline was $14.97. The minimal decline in weekly wages 
should give a nice boost to the wages and salaries component of personal income, thereby leading to good 
gains in consumer spending. This scenario is already incorporated into the favorable forecast of the U.S. 
economy during the current quarter. For the most part, it’s all about the weather during the balance of this 
quarter. 

U.S. payroll trends during January provided some room for worry. Payrolls declined 2.7 million jobs from 
December 2014 to January 2015; the same decline as a year ago. The mix between service and goods-
producing jobs is the crux of the issue. Service-providing jobs declined 1.9 million in January, versus a 2.0 
million job decline a year ago. Goods-producing jobs meanwhile, declined by 360,000 compared to a 250,000 
job decline in January 2014. Since goods-producing jobs should be more vulnerable to bad weather (outdoors, 
construction, mining, oil exploration, etc.), the better weather would normally be expected to provide a better 
job creation climate. Apparently, not so. 

Importantly, food service and restaurant retail sales in January posted huge year-over-year gains, up 13% 
and the biggest jump in several years. Grocery store sales were 3.7% above 2014’s and similar to the growth 
reported in December. In contrast, retail sales for all businesses were up only 2.8%, with gasoline sales being 
the major factor due to lower overall fuel prices.  

The January reports play very well to the forecast of food sector retail sales that has been in place for a 
while. Total food sector retail sales growth is expected to peak this quarter with gains of a robust 4% to 5% 
above a year ago and finish the year with gains of 1% to 2%. 
 

CATTLE  FEEDING  RETURNS  BACK  INTO  THE  RED 

 Cattle feeding returns in 2014 were the best since 2003. LMIC estimates for feeding-out a 750-pound steer 
in a commercial Southern Plains feedlot incorporating all economic costs of production (including: yardage, 
interest on the feeder animal, normal death loss) showed very positive annual average per steer returns in 
2014. In the summer months of 2014, cattle sold by feedlots recorded profit levels not seen since the fall of 
2003. But that story changed for typical steers sold in December, which lost at least $50.00 per head. The two 
major factors drove closeouts into the red: 1) surging feeder cattle costs as 2014 progressed; and 2) declining 
slaughter steer prices. 

Between January and November of last year the 700-to 800-pound steer price in the Southern Plains 
surged by over $70.00 per cwt. Fed cattle prices dropped from a monthly average of just over $171.00 per cwt. 
in November to about $163.30 in December. Cattle sold in December lost more money than in any month 
since June 2013. 

So far this year, losses on fed cattle sold have increased dramatically. Using total economic costs of 
production, estimated feedlot closeouts posted losses in January and February of nearly $200.00 per steer. 
Those losses are not sustainable and have pressured heavyweight feeder cattle prices. 

Since mid-December, for animals placed into feedlots, lower feeder cattle prices have begun to bring 
breakeven sale prices back into line. However, those breakevens remain well above price levels in the futures 
market. So, expect cattle feeders to remain rather cautious buyers of animals. Overall, feeder cattle prices will 
not repeat 2014’s dramatic upswing this year, but prices for those animals are forecast to remain above a year 
ago into the summer months. In the second half of this year, yearling steer prices are expected to consistently 
post year-on-year declines. Still, for the calendar year, prices should be the second highest ever.    


