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USDA Cattle on Feed Report for January 

 

The USDA NASS Cattle on Feed report for January was released last Friday.  My take on the 

report is that it was reasonably neutral.  Placements, marketings, and on-feed numbers were 

all well within pre-report estimate ranges and were in fact very close to pre-report averages.  

However, from a price perspective, the market appeared to have considered just how large 

these numbers were and there has been substantial risk covering since the pre-report estimates 

were released mid-last week.  Expectations don’t stay the between when they’re taken and 

when they’re revealed. 

 

Cattle on feed for the slaughter market in the United States for feedlots with capacity of 1,000 

head or more head totaled 11.958 million head on January 1, 2020.  The inventory was 2.3% 

above January 1, 2019.  This is modestly more cattle than were anticipated prior to the report 

but well within the range of estimates by traders and analysts.  Inventories in five of the seven 

states are higher while those in Iowa are essentially level and Nebraska are down from prior 

years.  Further, cattle on feed over 90 days and over 120 days have begun their seasonal climb 

that usually peaks in March.  These two inventories are behind last year’s numbers with the 

aggressive marketings through the last half of last year and cautious placements. 

 

Marketings of fed cattle during December totaled 1.834 million head, 5.3% above the same 

month in the prior year.  These are strong marketings.  Expectations were also for an increase 

of 5.3% above the prior year.  Placements in feedlots during December totaled 1.828 million 

head, 3.5% above the same month of the prior year.  Pre-report expectations were for 

placements to be 3.3% above the prior year.  Again, the actual report estimates aligned very 

closely to what was expected prior to the report. 

 

Beef supplies through the first quarter of 2020 will likely be above the prior year’s quarter 

and it is unlikely fed market prices will see similar strength.  That appears to be what the live 

cattle futures market is communicating.  Beef demand and beef primal cut prices were 

excellent through the fall.  The strength of these market drivers is softening.  February has a 

tendency to be a tough month for downstream margins, slaughter volumes, and any price 

improvements.  The adjustment appears to have started early and just ahead of the report. 

 

The Markets 

 

What do the technicals say?  Live cattle and feeder cattle futures have been in a trading range 

and at resistance levels since early November.  I had anticipated a breakout one way or the 

other.  Up if demand stayed strong and trade news materialized.  Down if the strong moves 

since September were not sustainable and required some form of correction.  Down it is.  This 
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is a clear sell signal.  The market pressed a little over $1/cwt past the resistance formed last 

April as was not able to move any further.  Local support was pressed last Thursday and 

broken today.  Trading volumes since the first full week of January have been very high and 

there was substantial accumulation to open interest.  High volumes imply any signal was 

observed and accumulating open interest implies the change is permanent.  The technicals 

communicate that lots of risk protection were established.  More bad news is that there is not 

much clear support formed during the market up-move from September to November.  A 50% 

correction seems likely.  I expect the market to think about filling today’s gaps.  And I also 

see the potential for substantial volatility until we get closer to spring.  The recent Cattle on 

Feed report wasn’t much of the surprise but the numbers are large and point to issues in the 

first quarter. 

 

 

  Week of Week of Week of 

Data Source: USDA-AMS Market News  1/24/20 1/17/20 1/25/19 

5-Area Fed 

Steer 

all grades, live weight, $/cwt $124.30  $124.03  $123.29  

all grades, dressed weight, $/cwt $198.83  $199.04  $197.22  

Boxed Beef 
Choice Price, 600-900 lb., $/cwt $214.78  $212.58  $216.71  

Choice-Select Spread, $/cwt $2.61  $2.10  $4.96  

700-800 lb. 

Feeder Steer  

Montana 3-market, $/cwt $145.46  -- $142.78  

Nebraska 7-market, $/cwt $152.50  $152.13  $150.84  

Oklahoma 8-market, $/cwt $142.65  $145.49  $141.56  

500-600 lb. 

Feeder Steer  

Montana 3-market, $/cwt $171.45  $178.23  $173.99  

Nebraska 7-market, $/cwt $183.51  $181.32  $182.38  

Oklahoma 8-market, $/cwt $169.81  $168.91  $167.32  

Feed Grains 
Corn, Omaha, NE, $/bu (Thursday) $3.90  $3.72  $3.60  

DDGS, Nebraska, $/ton -- $158.50  $151.00  

 


