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Digging Into the Cattle on Feed Report 

USDA released its May Cattle on Feed report on May 21st.  Placements, marketings, and 

cattle on feed were reported up 127.2, 132.8, and 104.7 percent, respectively.  Placements and 

cattle on feed were higher than the average of the pre-report estimates, but it might not be 

worth much worry given the difficult comparisons to last year and the effects of rising feed 

costs and drought.  It will likely lead to a little pressure on the board. 

 

A couple of things jump out when digging deeper into the report.  While the number of cattle 

on feed were up 4.7 percent over a year ago, they were down 0.7 percent from 2019.  The 

decline in the number on feed from April 1 to May 1 was a little larger than average.  Overall, 

supplies of fed cattle remain plentiful. 

 

While placements were up 27.2 percent from a year ago, they were 1.1 percent smaller than 

2019.  Looking longer term, placements during the first four months this year are 1.9 percent 

smaller than in 2019.  Placements this early in the year largely reflect calves born last year 

and the 2020 estimated calf crop was 1.3 percent smaller than in 2019.  The January 1, 2021 

estimated number of feeder cattle outside feedyards was also slightly smaller than in 2020.   

 

Light weight placements were greater than a year ago, but what portion represent a 

comparison to last year and what were due to drought?  Compared to 2019, lightweight 

placements were up, but heavier placements were down.  So, drought forced placements are 

probably responsible for some of the increased lighter placements in the report.   

 

On balance, the report indicates plenty of cattle available in coming months.  Taking a step 

back suggests that supplies are declining as indicated by the last several cattle inventory 

reports.   

 

Drop Credits Increase 

An overlooked, and admittedly minor, part of the cattle and beef market complex is the drop 

credit, or hides and offals.  The value of the drop credit has consistently risen over the last few 

months.  While it’s value took a hit in the pandemic, the drop credit had been pressured for 

several years prior.  The drop has increased from $10.78 per cwt of live animal at the 

beginning of the year to $13.92 per cwt last week.  That’s the highest value for mid-May since 

2015.  

  

The Markets 

While both Choice and Select cutout values have increased dramatically, the spread between 

the two has increased seasonally.  The spread typically peaks in early summer.  Rains across a 
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large part of Texas have eased drought worries and forced a retreat in the red areas of the 

drought monitor.  The rains have led to higher calf prices across country auction markets.    

  

 

  Week of Week of Week of 

Data Source: USDA-AMS Market News  5/21/21 5/14/21 5/22/20 

5-Area Fed 

Steer 

all grades, live weight, $/cwt $119.72  $119.73  $117.06  

all grades, dressed weight, $/cwt $190.58  $190.49  $183.35  

Boxed Beef 
Choice Price, 600-900 lb., $/cwt $323.14  $314.06  $405.40  

Choice-Select Spread, $/cwt $23.23  $18.78  $19.08  

700-800 lb. 

Feeder Steer  

Montana 3-market, $/cwt $143.28  $139.03  $138.74  

Nebraska 7-market, $/cwt $147.68  $143.03  $140.25  

Oklahoma 8-market, $/cwt $139.03  $138.71  $130.19  

500-600 lb. 

Feeder Steer  

Montana 3-market, $/cwt $176.31  $185.03  $170.38  

Nebraska 7-market, $/cwt $178.74  $172.59  $166.93  

Oklahoma 8-market, $/cwt $163.00  $163.44  $151.20  

Feed Grains 
Corn, Omaha, NE, $/bu (Thursday) $7.01  $7.09  $3.03  

DDGS, Nebraska, $/ton $238.50  $255.00  $134.50  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


