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Market Indicators . . . July 25, 2014 

Production Prices 

Week Ending 7/26/2014 Last Year Ago Weekly Average ($/Cwt) Last Week Ago Year Ago 
  FI Cattle Slaughter (Thou Hd) 571 640   Live Steer  162.86 156.05 120.22 
  FI Hog Slaughter (Thou Hd) 1862 1990   Dressed Steer 256.33 246.57 194.32 
  FI Sheep Slaughter (Thou Hd) 39 42   Choice Beef Cutout 253.77 250.15 187.40 
  Live Y. Chicken Sl. (Mil Hd) 157.2 155.9   USDA Hide/Offal  16.18 15.70 14.67 
      GA Auction Fdr. Str. (6-7 Cwt.) 203.62 209.69 133.41 
  Slaughter Cattle Live Weight 1316 1304      
  Slaughter Hog Live Weight 284 271   Iowa/S. Minn. Base Hog  126.29 129.89 99.11 
  Slaughter Lamb/Sheep Live Wt. 136 137   Natl. Net Hog Carcass  125.76 127.54 99.82 
      Feeder Pigs (40 Lbs) ($/Head) 117.97 118.90 53.04 
  Beef Production (Mil Pounds) 457.0 508.0   Pork Cutout  132.91 136.11 99.34 
  Pork Production (Mil Pounds) 397.0 403.5      
  Lamb, Mutton Prod. (Mil Lbs.) 2.6 2.8   Lamb Cutout  326.49 324.46 251.42 
           
Previous 6 Wk. Moving Avg.     Corn, Omaha ($/Bu) 3.42 3.65 5.71 
  Total Beef (Mil Lbs) 459.5 503.4   Wheat, Portland ($/Bu) 6.73 6.66 7.13 
  Total Pork (Mil Lbs) 390.8 401.0   Wheat, Kansas City ($/Bu) 6.38 6.41 6.98 
  Total Lamb, Mutton (Mil Lbs) 2.8 2.9   Soybeans, Cntrl IL ($/Bu) 12.89 12.65 13.95 
       
Source:  Various USDA-AMS reports.  Some data are preliminary. 

 

Trends . . .  MID-SUMMER  PASTURE  AND  RANGE  CONDITIONS 

The summer pasture and grazing season is half over. USDA-NASS weekly crop progress reports 
pasture and range conditions for approximately 26 weeks starting in May and ending late October. The 
latest data reported July 27th is 13 weeks from the first report. The largest contrast between this year 
and last year has been the year-over-year improvement in U.S. range and pasture condition. The five 
year average, which now includes Southern Plains drought in 2012 and the Midwest drought in 2013, 
shows pasture conditions deteriorated quickly from the first of July through October. Rolling back to 
pre-2011, the five year average displays a similar pattern but is less severe. Regardless, past and 
present historical patterns indicate this year is a bit of a pleasant anomaly.   

Nationally, pasture and range conditions have improved since the end of May. Poor and very poor 
conditions have dropped nearly ten percentage points since July 1st. The last two weeks have seen a 
small rise in U.S. poor and very poor conditions, but have only wavered two percentage points since 
the lowest score of the year at 15%. In fact, 15% is the lowest score in over three years. August 2010 
was the last data point registering this low and 2010 was the best pasture and range condition year 
since 1997. It had an annual average very poor and poor rating of 15.9%, compared to 20%-45% 

annual average ratings of all other years for the 
last decade. 

The average over the last 13 weeks is 
18.46% of the U.S. rated as poor or very poor. 
The best conditions are in the Great Plains, 
Corn Belt, Southeast, and Northeast. Corn Belt 
and Northeast states reported only about 5% of 
pasture and range require supplemental 
feeding (i.e. rated poor or very poor). The 
poorest conditions are in the West, where 
nearly 40% of pastures are rated poor to very 
poor.  California and Nevada are contributing 
the most to this figure.  Extreme to exceptional 



drought has spread across over 70% of California and 50% of Nevada. If good weather continues to hold, 
U.S. overall conditions are expected to remain much better than the five year average and especially 
compared to the last three years. 

 
2014  COW-CALF  RETURNS  SURG…START  PLANNING  NOW 

Since the early 1970’s the Livestock Marketing Information Center (LMIC) has estimated cow-calf 
returns over cash costs plus pasture rent based on typical production and marketing practices in the 
Southern Plains but does not include other economic costs like family labor and management. The 
estimates incorporate data and information provided by several USDA agencies. LMIC’s estimates are 
developed for market analysis purposes, actual cow-calf returns will vary considerably, even between 
neighbors.  

A near perfect set of demand and supply circumstances have come together creating record high cattle 
prices. Year-to-date, the number of weekly Federally Inspected cattle slaughtered is 93.9% of 2013’s, and 
as calculated by USDA-ERS the Choice retail beef price was up 12.6% in June compared to a year ago.  

Cow-calf operators are the major beneficiaries of these demand and supply circumstances. For 2014, 
LMIC estimates cow-calf returns around $445.00 per cow, nearly $325 per cow above the prior year. This is 
a new record high, vastly surpassing the previous high in 2004 of about $150.00.  

For cow-calf producers, cash flow planning sooner rather than later is critical. First, project 2014 income 
using realistic sale prices – calves this fall could easily be 25% over 2013’s and cull cows up fully 10%. Then 
use cash flow planning on head to be sold, along with a tax advisor, to look at income tax implications and 
alternatives. Many options exist, and are all very situational dependent. Some examples of these options 
are: invest in or expand the ranch, pay off debt, invest in an Individual Retirement Account (IRA), restock 
cattle herds, build or supplement a savings account for the younger generation’s college fund, implement 
pasture or water improvement programs, transition to an improved or new marketing option such as 
preconditioning calves, or delay cull cow sales until 2015. 

While planning, take a quick look at 2015, too. LMIC estimates 2015 returns will remain large and may 
remain well over $400.00 per cow even if some production costs, like interest, increase. The beef cow 
enterprise in 2014 and probably for several more years will provide a true economic profit, plan now to take 
full advantage. 

 
CATTLE  INVENTORY  TRENDS 
 Nationally, all signs point to this summer being the transition point to U.S. beef cowherd stabilization and 
pouring the foundation for growth in cattle numbers. However, the recently released (Friday July 26

th
) 

USDA-NASS survey-based national data were not clear-cut.  
After eliminating the long-standing mid-year (July 1) U.S. Cattle report in 2013, it was re-instated this 

year due to congressional request. That report provides important insight into broad industry trends and is 
especially important in tracking herd growth and contraction. The recently released report generally showed 
trends as expected compared to 2012 and estimates of numbers for last year, with the exception of heifers. 

As of July 1, the total number of cattle and calves was down – USDA put the two year change at -2.9% 
while LMIC put the one-year drop at 1.3%. The mid-year beef cow count came in at 29.7 million, down from 
the last USDA report, however in terms of head the estimated decline from a year earlier was the smallest 
since 2007. At mid-year the U.S. dairy herd was the largest since 2008. USDA estimated the 2014 calf crop 
as 1% below 2013’s, which was in-line with the reported cowherd as of January 1, 2014. 

As of January 1 of this year, USDA reported that the number of heifers being retained for beef herd 
replacements was above a year ago and to-date data on heifer slaughter, etc., suggest that that planned 
heifer retention could have increased since then. But, the latest USDA report said all heifer sub categories 
weighing over 500 pounds (beef cow replacements, dairy cow replacements, and other heifers) were down 
from two years ago and from estimates for 2013. Several important relationships regarding heifers in the 
mid-year report were confusing. Heifer numbers were apparently impacted more than other categories by 
the survey hiatus in 2013. Those are critical numbers that will await clarification. 

Looking ahead to one year from now, as of July 1, 2015, the USDA Cattle report is expected to show the 
first year-on-year increase in the beef cow count since 2005. Those expectations are based on cow 
slaughter remaining very small relative to the January 1 cowherd inventory numbers. 


