July 30, 2019

In The Cattle Markets
Josh Maples, Assistant Professor & Extension Economist
Department of Agricultural Economics, Mississippi State University
Cattle Cycle Dynamics
As covered by David Anderson last week, there were no big surprises in the recent July 1
Cattle Inventory report. The beef cow herd was estimated to be the same as a year ago while
the number of heifers held back for replacements was lower than a year ago. These estimates
were in line with what was expected following the January report.
There has been plenty written about the current cattle cycle topping out and this report was
another piece of evidence supporting that story. The July report marked the fourth consecutive
January or July report that showed less than one percent growth compared to the previous
year. While still not a decline, these modest or flat growth numbers are a contrast to the rapid
growth from 2015-2017.
This is a natural time to look at the longer-view state of the cattle and beef cycle. The July
story from 2017 to 2018 was larger calf crop but fewer heifers retained. The story from 20182019 is a small decline in the calf crop and even fewer heifers retained. The estimated 2019
calf crop of 36.3 million head would be the first calf crop decline (albeit a small decline)
when compared to the previous year since 2014.
Cattle on feed are at record large levels that would be expected at the peak of a cycle.
However, dressed weights have moderated over the past few years and especially in the past
few months which has softened some of the impacts of larger cattle inventories on total beef
production. June marked the ninth consecutive month that federally inspected steer dressed
weights were lower than the previous 5-year monthly average. This is pretty rare given that
dressed weights have been increasing for decades but not too unusual when in the context of
the current cycle. The same streak of declines occurred in 1996-1997 which was the peak of
the 1990-2004 cattle cycle and there was also a similar period in 1984 which was near the
peak of the 1979-1990 cycle.
While it is fairly clear that the cattle numbers have leveled out (at least for now), the story is
different for beef. The natural lags in the cattle and beef sector cause beef production to peak
later than cattle do. Beef production will continue to be bigger for the next few years while
these supplies work through the beef supply chain.
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The Markets

all grades, live weight, $/cwt

Week of
7/26/19
$113.68

Week of
7/19/19
$113.02

Week of
7/27/18
$111.73

all grades, dressed weight, $/cwt

$183.37

$183.00

$176.22

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

$213.09

$213.11

$204.83

Choice-Select Spread, $/cwt

$23.84

$24.14

$6.81

Montana 3-market, $/cwt

--

--

--

Nebraska 7-market, $/cwt

$162.28

$153.60

$167.35

Oklahoma 8-market, $/cwt

$142.04

$142.84

$152.59

Montana 3-market, $/cwt

--

--

--

Nebraska 7-market, $/cwt

$188.12

$178.60

$197.38

Oklahoma 8-market, $/cwt

$158.03

$158.94

$164.88

$4.28

$4.33

$3.45

$149.50

$149.50

$105.00

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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