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Cattle Inventory Lower
Friday was the Cattle report, which conveyed that inventory levels are slightly lower than a
year ago. There were some revisions to prior estimates, but overall the levels were in line with
trade expectations. The main takeaways were the stabilization of inventories, the smaller calf
crop and fewer cattle outside of feedlots. The inventory levels have increased or consolidated
in the plains states, stretching from North Dakota to Texas, with levels generally lower
elsewhere.
The overall inventory on January 1, 2021 was 93.6 million head. For the beef sector, the
number of beef cows was down slightly while the number of beef replacement heifers was up
slightly. Thus, there is no clear expansion or contraction indication. In states with the largest
beef cow numbers, inventory levels are up sharply in Texas and Oklahoma, and lower in
Missouri. The continuing drought conditions in the western United States would just be
starting to be reflected in these numbers. Cow slaughter would be a metric to follow in the
months ahead, especially following calving this spring. For the dairy sector, the opposite is
happening with more cows and fewer replacements. Cow inventory levels were steady in
California and Wisconsin, the states with the largest dairy cow numbers.
The overall number of cattle on feed is up slightly from a year ago. The increase is consistent
with the Cattle on Feed report that had January 1 levels up among large feedlots. The Cattle
report gives the levels that includes small feedlots, those with fewer than 1,000 head. The
total inventory is higher among both categories. Iowa has the largest inventory in smaller
feedlots. Large feedlots there have an inventory level the same as last year, but the small lots
have a lower inventory level.
Nationally, the dry conditions in the western United States may have resulted in the increase
in placements. At the same time, the heifer mix in feedlots is lower than a year ago, a weak
indicator of herd expansion. The number of cattle grazing wheat pastures is higher than last
year, consistent with lower on-feed totals in Texas and Oklahoma. Kansas, in contrast, has a
higher on-feed total.
Back in July, the 2020 calf crop was estimated at 35.8 million head. The current report had
the calf crop sharply lower at 35.1 million head. The smaller supply of calves would be
supportive of all classes of cattle prices moving forward. In the short run the higher
placements level means a smaller supply of feeder cattle outside of feedlots. This should be
supportive of feeder cattle prices for the first half of 2021. The dry conditions in the western
United States may result in cattle moving east. Steady beef cow and replacement totals
suggest a steady calf crop in 2021, which is also supportive of price in the second half of
2021.
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The Markets
The markets finished higher for the week. In the cash trade, fed cattle and boxed beef prices
were higher. Feeder cattle prices were higher across weight classes and locations despite
higher corn prices. Cattle futures prices have mixed last week with live cattle mostly higher
and feeder cattle mostly lower.

all grades, live weight, $/cwt

Week of
1/29/21
$112.44

Week of
1/22/21
$109.23

Week of
1/31/20
$122.04

all grades, dressed weight, $/cwt

$177.56

$172.58

$194.72

Choice Price, 600-900 lb., $/cwt

$230.28

$219.09

$213.26

Choice-Select Spread, $/cwt

$11.06

$10.46

$1.92

Montana 3-market, $/cwt

$138.87

$136.45

$142.27

Nebraska 7-market, $/cwt

$143.88

$140.93

$147.17

Oklahoma 8-market, $/cwt

$134.04

$133.40

$140.74

Montana 3-market, $/cwt

$173.08

$169.64

$170.42

Nebraska 7-market, $/cwt

$172.18

$170.93

$181.60

Oklahoma 8-market, $/cwt

$164.41

$162.01

$164.85

$5.15

$5.04

$3.79

$226.00

$232.00

$149.00

Data Source: USDA-AMS Market News

5-Area Fed
Steer
Boxed Beef
700-800 lb.
Feeder Steer
500-600 lb.
Feeder Steer
Feed Grains

Corn, Omaha, NE, $/bu (Thursday)
DDGS, Nebraska, $/ton
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