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Trends . . . ELEVATED LEVELS OF PORK AND CHICKEN IN COLD STORAGE 
The cold storage report for the month of December 2019 was recently released by USDA. Beef, 

pork, chicken and turkey in cold storage totaled 2.23 billion pounds, up 3.2% from the same month last 
year. Both pork and chicken increased 15.0% and 9.1%, respectively, to 580.9 and 936.4 million 
pounds. While beef declined 2.9% to 481.0 million pounds. 

The elevated levels of pork in cold storage are primarily due to bellies, loins, and hams. For 
December 2019, pork bellies were 65.0 million pounds, up 6.0% from the same month last year while 
pork loins were up 45.6% to 49.7 million pounds. In 2019, both pork bellies and loins were above prior 
year levels for most of the year. Total hams (bone-in and boneless) in cold storage were 85.0 million 
pounds, up 16.2% from last year. The increase in ham stocks is likely due to the slower pace of pork 
shipments to Mexico. U.S. pork shipments to Mexico were 1.4 million pounds through November, down 
13.3% from the same period last year. With China emerging as the top destination for U.S. pork for the 
month of November (156.6 million pounds) pork in cold storage could be product destined for China. 

Total beef in cold storage has been below 
last year’s levels for most of 2019. Beef cuts 
for December were 30.1 million pounds, down 
10.3% from 2018. Beef demand in 2019 was 
stellar and the low beef supplies in cold 
storage supports. This is impressive given 
2019 commercial beef production was a record 
at 27.2 billion pounds (up 1.0%) from 2018. 
Similarly, veal cold storage stocks for 
December were 6.2 million pounds, down 
25.1% year-over-year. Total commercial veal 
production was down 1.5% to 74.6 million 
pounds for 2019 and is likely contributing to 
some of the lower levels in cold storage.  

December chicken leg quarters were 81.6  

Production Prices 
Week Ending 1/25/2020 Last Year Ago Weekly Average ($/Cwt) Last Week Ago Year Ago
  FI Cattle Slaughter (Thou Hd) 647 608  Live Steer 124.28 124.03 123.29
  FI Hog Slaughter (Thou Hd) 2720 2487   Dressed Steer 198.86 199.04 197.22 
  FI Sheep Slaughter (Thou Hd) 37 38  Choice Beef Cutout 214.78 212.58 216.71
  Live Y. Chicken Sl. (Mil Hd) 174.5 167.9  USDA Hide/Offal 9.20 9.19 8.95
    OK City Fdr. Str. (6-7 Cwt.) 150.32 152.11 146.66
  Slaughter Cattle Live Weight 1377 1368  
  Slaughter Hog Live Weight 289 287  Natl. Negotiated Purchase 51.90 51.23 52.02
  Slaughter Lamb/Sheep Live Wt. 128 140   Natl. Net Hog Carcass  65.21 63.79 60.76 
    Feeder Pigs (40 Lbs) ($/Head) 65.45 65.91 71.45
  Beef Production (Mil Pounds) 534.6 498.0  Pork Cutout 78.05 74.82 68.82
  Pork Production (Mil Pounds) 586.7 534.0  
  Lamb, Mutton Prod. (Mil Lbs.) 2.4 2.7  Lamb Cutout 362.03 363.65 337.58
   
Previous 6 Wk. Moving Avg.   Cheddar, 40 lb Block($/lb) 1.89 1.88 1.43
  Total Beef (Mil Lbs) 497.7 478.1        
  Total Pork (Mil Lbs) 540.9 515.9  Corn, Omaha ($/Bu) 3.90 3.72 3.60
  Total Lamb, Mutton (Mil Lbs) 2.4 2.6  Soybeans, Cntrl IL ($/Bu) 9.15 9.29 8.85
   
Source:  Various USDA-AMS reports.  Data are preliminary. 
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million pounds, up 32.8% from last year. Chicken breast meat was up 15.1% from a year ago to 216.7 million 
pounds, some of the highest levels reported. Both chicken leg quarters and breast meat are largely contributing to 
the increase of chicken in cold storage. This is partly due to chicken production being up 3.0% to 43.9 billion 
pounds for 2019. Nearly 50% of U.S. chicken exports each month (January to November 2019) were leg quarters. 
In November 2019, China lifted its ban on U.S. poultry. That same month, 92.8% of U.S. shipments to China were 
leg quarters (about 2.6 million pounds). Part of the increase of chicken and leg quarters in cold storage could 
potentially be product staged for shipment. Official trade statistics for December should provide more information 
about the rise of chicken in cold storage. 
 

HIGHER VOLUMES OF PRIME GRADED CATTLE CONTINUE 
The percent grading prime appears to be continuing to grow in 2020.  The first two weeks of the year showed 

nationally a quarter to half a percent higher than in 2019.  USDA AMS releases a weekly estimated grading 
percent for steers and heifers that tracks these estimates back to 1997.  Last year, prime graded beef was high, 
ranging from 6.86% to 10.47% weekly. The five-year average ranges from 4.35% to 6.80% with the highest 
values in the fourth quarter.  
 Genetic improvement has been on a steady march forward, but in 2018 it seemed supplies outpaced the 
market, as the prime-choice spread dropped when nationally the supply of prime graded beef jumped from 6% in 
2017 to 7.95% in 2018.  In 2019 it continued to move upward, averaging 8.60%.  Regions 1-5 (Regions are listed 
on the report NW_LS196) typically produce the highest percentage of prime beef, ranging from 10.88% to 13.80% 
in the five year average.  In 2019 this region on a weekly average saw 17.03% of carcasses grade prime.  This is 
compared to 3.72% in Region 6, 8.68% in regions 7-8 and 9.20% in regions 9-10.  Region 1-5 also had the 
largest jump in 2017 to 2018 gaining over 3% in that single year, and 2% in region 7-8, while the other two region 
combinations reported increases less than 2%.  Last year the increase in all regions was less than 1%.  
Conversely, the percent grading Select has dropped significantly.  Last year, U.S. Select was 9.13% of carcasses 
compared to the five-year average of 12.23%.  Choice graded beef has also increased volume, although 2019 
levels were similar to the five-year average of 69.36%.   
 The first two weeks of 2020 show even more cattle presented for grading are grading prime. Region 1-5 
showed the second week of the year approaching 20%. These gains in percent grading prime do not appear to be 
the case for all regions though.  Region 6 and Region 9-10 figures are lower than last year in comparative weeks, 
while region 7-8 are showing smaller gains. Heavier cattle weights could be a contributing factor, but within the 
last three years, there seems to be a clear push from cattle feeders to achieve the higher prime grading.  Spreads 
between prime and choice have not been as low as they were in 2018 but have not been maintaining historical 
premiums either. Interest from retailers, such as Costco and now Walmart, to offer prime cuts may be short-lived.  
A U.S. recession and/or contraction in the cattle industry could put pressure on future demand for prime graded 
beef moving forward, if it no longer is price competitive or consumers are watching their wallets. 
 

U.S. DAIRY HERD ADDS COWS BEFORE YEAR-END 
The dairy herd has changed direction once again this year, ending the year with 9.339 million head, 14 

thousand below the prior year. Dairy cows were sent to slaughter at an alarming rate in the first half of 2019, 
hitting records or near record highs in weekly slaughter, regularly.  The herd shrank by 35 thousand head from 
January to August before dairy producers added more cows.  One of the changing fundamentals for dairyman has 
been the comeback in the all milk price. 
 The national all milk price averaged $16.45 per cwt in 2018, marking the fourth consecutive year of milk 
prices below $18 per cwt. In the first half of 2019, milk prices averaged $17.45 per hundredweight. January of 
2019, started the year at $16.40 and by June climbed to $18.10, and November showed a high of $21.00 per cwt. 
November was the highest national milk price since November of 2014.  The last five years have not been kind to 
the dairy industry and the second half of 2019 seemed to breathe life back into forecasts.  Cheese and butter 
prices both surpassed $2.00 per pound and domestic demand for value added dairy products was positive all 
year. The export market was far more mixed. Tariffs on dairy products hurt milk powder exports to China, total 
milk powder exports through November are down 6%. With U.S. prices above world butter prices, butter exports 
suffered and are down 47% through November.  Whey and natural products also faltered, down 21%.  
 Looking ahead, USMCA paved the way for more favorable conditions for the dairy market, particularly in 
Canada.  Tariffs are still in place against the U.S. in China, but domestic demand for dairy products has been a 
bright spot in the last year and will hopefully continue. The dairy herd is not expected to rapidly add cows as it has 
historically. The use of sexed semen and the increase in crossbreeding with beef semen is expected to tighten 
the dairy replacements available at least in the near term. USDA NASS quarterly replacement cow prices are 
already showing signs of higher prices.  This should encourage cows to stay in the herd longer, and slow the fairly 
high cull rate of the last four years.  LMIC is forecasting small herd growth in 2020, with prices averaging higher 
than 2019 built on more favorable export markets and steady domestic demand until late 2020. 


