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USDA Cattle on Feed Report for May 

The past several news has seen considerable volatility in cattle and grain markets, and it is 

doubtful the volatility will fall off over the next several weeks.  Repeated storms across the 

upper Midwest has delayed a lot of corn planting that will likely become soybean plantings.  

The immediate forecast shows little prospects of drying out and heating up.  The continuous 

trade-related surprises.  Well, at this point in time, I am less surprised.  I would be surprised 

without the emergence of news or announcement.  And a Cattle on Feed report.  Let’s talk 

about that. 

 

The USDA NASS Cattle on Feed report for May was released last Friday.  For as large as the 

numbers are, it has the potential to be bullish.  Placements in feedlots during April totaled 

1.84 million head, 9 percent above 2018.  During April, placements of cattle weighing less 

than 700 pounds were similar to last year and the prior five, while placements of cattle 

weighing more than 700 pounds were 8% above last year and 11% above the prior five years.  

These are strong placements but prior to report expectations were for this figure to be 13.5% 

above the prior year with a range of 8.6% to 18.9% above the prior year.  Compared to 

expectations then these placements are modest. 

 

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

head or more head totaled 11.8 million head on May 1, 2019.  The inventory was 2 percent 

above May 1, 2018.  This is the highest May 1 inventory since the series began in 1996.  

However, this number is 1% below the prior month.  Further, cattle on feed over 90 days 

declined very slightly and cattle on feed over 120 days are down sharply – over the 200k 

head.  Cattle on feed over 120 days start to decline seasonally during May, this was seen, but 

more sharply than typical.  The report also shows on-feed numbers for Iowa, Minnesota, 

Nebraska, and South Dakota clearly lag last year.  But placements in all those states except 

Minnesota were very aggressive during April.  Cool wet weather is hampering cattle feeding 

as well as corn planting, but on -feed volumes are turning the corner. 

 

Marketings of fed cattle during April totaled 1.93 million head, 7 percent above 2018.  These 

are very strong marketing as well.  Expectations were for increases of 6.6% over the prior 

year with a range of 5.9% to 7.1% so the actual is at the top end of this range.  Feedlots 

marketing aggressively and did not place as strongly as expected during April.  From the 

cattlemen’s perspective, this is exactly what was needed during the prior month – before 

animal slaughter weights begin seasonal increases and beef tonnage availability starts its 

march higher.  We’ll see how the futures and cash markets react through the trading week. 

 

 

 



 2 

The Markets 

What do the technical say?  Live cattle and feeder cattle futures have held steady at support 

planes following the trend breaks and sharp down moves after April 23rd.  JUN sits above 

$109, AUG and OCT sit above $106, and DEC sits above $110.  The late summer and fall 

complex of feeder cattle contracts sit above $142-143.  Both live and feeder cattle are likely 

due to a correction following the rapid move at the end of April and the stalling of that move 

in May.  The recent Cattle on Feed report may be the catalyst to start the correction.  A 32% 

to 50% trade is reasonable but after that, I want to assess trade volumes, domestic demand, 

beef tonnage and likely volumes of completing meat before forming expectations for cattle 

markets post-June. 

 

 

 

  Week of Week of Week of 

Data Source: USDA-AMS Market News  5/24/19 5/17/19 5/25/18 

5-Area Fed 

Steer 

all grades, live weight, $/cwt $115.78  $116.65  $110.06  

all grades, dressed weight, $/cwt $184.79  $185.87  $178.33  

Boxed Beef 
Choice Price, 600-900 lb., $/cwt $220.64  $220.23  $229.34  

Choice-Select Spread, $/cwt $13.56  $11.82  $23.74  

700-800 lb. 

Feeder Steer  

Montana 3-market, $/cwt $144.50  $143.61  $154.00  

Nebraska 7-market, $/cwt $150.86  $140.07  $145.80  

Oklahoma 8-market, $/cwt $140.69  $138.93  $142.00  

500-600 lb. 

Feeder Steer  

Montana 3-market, $/cwt $169.50  $176.74  $178.10  

Nebraska 7-market, $/cwt $174.69  $179.67  $189.15  

Oklahoma 8-market, $/cwt $162.56  $164.86  $162.13  

Feed Grains 
Corn, Omaha, NE, $/bu (Thursday) $3.75  $3.72  $3.84  

DDGS, Nebraska, $/ton $121.00  $114.50  $161.00  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


