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Seasonal Factors 

 

In recent weeks, a sharp increase in fed cattle prices early in 2022 has softened, prompting 

some to ask about the short-run direction for prices. Boxed beef price, a proxy for wholesale 

prices, has fallen since peaking early in the year. In addition, the cost of corn has sharply and 

steadily increased in the past few months. These combine to affect the expected profitability 

of finishing cattle negatively. This has resulted in pulling some cattle forward (or quickening 

the market pace by feedlots). Evidence supporting this includes a slight reduction in cattle on 

feed for over 120 days. Marketing sooner means more beef in the short run with downward 

pressure on prices, but the prospect of higher prices later in the year. 

 

Slaughter weights, so far, seem to contrast with the effect, as they remain high, suggesting 

cattle are not being pulled forward. However, higher fed cattle prices occurred with higher 

corn prices at the start of the year. Therefore, weights will likely be under pressure going 

forward. In addition, the heifer mix on feed on January 1 was up from a year earlier. That is 

showing up in the form of higher heifer slaughter levels. Typically, the heifer slaughter 

weights are lower than steer slaughter weights, so the mix also affects the aggregate 

production amount. The disparity is perhaps showing up a little in the divergence of price 

changes in the nearby and deferred futures prices since the beginning of the year. April 

futures have fallen sharply recently, but the December futures have been relatively steady. 

 

Seasonally, this is the time of year when packers tend to try to have a larger share of cattle 

forward contracted for delivery. As a result, April through June tends to have larger shares 

contracted than other months. As of March 14, 2022, feedlots had contracted 235,000 cattle 

for delivery in April and 139,000 head for June. A year ago at this time of year, there had 

been 271,000 head contracted for April and 170,000 for June. Thus, the contracting pace is 

running behind last year’s levels. In other words, packers do not have as many cattle lined up 

even though short-run supplies of cattle on feed are similar to a year ago. (Last April’s total 

looks like it was corrected or adjusted at some point as it is different in this year’s report). 

 

Higher corn prices have had a few related effects on cattle prices. Corn prices are steeply 

inverted, meaning that nearby prices are much higher than deferred and new-crop prices. 

However, the overall levels are higher regardless of when corn would be bought. Such rallies 

often lead to inquiries about managing price risk. However, this increase has also driven the 

implied volatility higher, especially for old crop corn. Thus, buying a call option on corn has 

become very expensive. The corn volatility has also carried over, directly, into higher 

volatility in feeder cattle in recent weeks. The increase in volatility makes managing feeder 

risk more expensive for buyers and sellers. 
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The Markets 

 

The markets finished higher for the week. In the cash trade, fed cattle and feeder cattle were 

higher. Boxed beef prices were higher and remain above year ago levels. Futures prices were 

higher last week across classes and duration. Corn prices were slightly higher on the cash 

side. For corn futures, the prices were volatile, but mostly steady. Distillers were higher for 

the week. 

 
  

  Week of Week of Week of 

Data Source: USDA-AMS Market News   3/18/22 3/11/22 3/19/21 

5-Area Fed 

Steer  

all grades, live weight, $/cwt $139.10  $138.30  $114.23  

all grades, dressed weight, $/cwt $221.68  $220.11  $181.33  

Boxed Beef 

Choice Price, 600-900 lb., $/cwt $257.34  $253.70  $227.75  

Choice-Select Spread, $/cwt $7.26  $6.41  $9.26  

700-800 lb. 

Feeder Steer  

Montana 3-market, $/cwt $158.69  $155.63  $139.48  

Nebraska 7-market, $/cwt $166.37  $162.23  $146.18  

Oklahoma 8-market, $/cwt $156.38  $153.51  $138.79  

500-600 lb. 

Feeder Steer  

Montana 3-market, $/cwt $201.25  $199.90  $171.06  

Nebraska 7-market, $/cwt $203.47  $203.36  $181.53  

Oklahoma 8-market, $/cwt $192.10  $190.79  $168.40  

Feed Grains 
Corn, Omaha, NE, $/bu (Thursday) $7.17  $7.15  $5.31  

DDGS, Nebraska, $/ton $305.00  $287.00  $225.00  

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 


