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Both Can Be True: Strong Demand, Tight Cattle Inventories, and Beef Prices

A lot has been said about beef prices in 2026, and there has been a lot of productive
discussion about what is driving them. Some point to historically tight cattle supplies.
U.S. cattle inventories are at their lowest since the 1950s, and federally inspected cattle
slaughter through May is 1.12 million head below the same period in 2025 and 2.56
million head below 2022, the cyclical peak for the current cattle cycle. Others argue that
exceptionally strong consumer demand is the primary reason why beef prices have
reached record highs. Both explanations are correct, and the market is more nuanced
than either explanation by itself.

Total beef disappearance has declined much less than cattle slaughter would suggest.
According to the Livestock Marketing Information Center (LMIC) balance sheet, total
beef disappearance in 2026 is forecast to be 2.6% below 2025 but still 0.2% above
2022. This reflects two important factors impacting total beef supplies. First, heavier
dressed weights have partially offset lower slaughter numbers by producing more beef
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per animal. Second, larger beef imports have kept total U.S. beef supplies from
plummeting.

Figure 1 helps illustrate why this is important. While total per capita beef consumption
has remained relatively stable over the last several years, ground beef has become an
increasingly larger share of consumption. Ground beef accounted for 47% of per capita
beef consumption in 2022 and is expected to account for 50% in 2026. This shift is not
surprising. Heavier carcass weights produce more fat trim for grinding, and beef imports
have historically been an important source of lean trim for the U.S. beef market. Total
pounds of beef may not have changed much, but the mix of beef products available to
consumers certainly has.

That distinction is important because “beef” is not a single homogeneous product. Beef
is consumed in many different forms, from ground beef to steaks and roasts, and both
at home and away from home. Each of those products has its own supply and demand
fundamentals, which have unquestionably changed the relative price of different beef
products. Looking only at either total beef disappearance or cattle inventories provides
an incomplete discussion.

This is a good example of ceteris non paribus. Historically tight cattle supplies, stronger
production efficiency, larger beef imports, and resilient consumer demand are all
occurring at the same time. That is why record beef prices are not simply the result of
lower cattle numbers or stronger demand. Ultimately, total beef expenditures continue to
increase, which supports higher revenues throughout the U.S. beef industry.

US BEEF CONSUMPTION & Retail Prices
Per Capita, Retail Weight, Annual

Pounds per capita
source: usda-nass, bls, lmic
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The Markets

Week of Week of Week of
6/26/26 6/19/26 6/27/25
i i 259.34 259.63 229.51
5.Area Fed Steer |-2l0rades, live weight, $/cwt $ $ $
all grades, dressed weight, $/cwt $407.75 $407.00 $369.52
Choice Value, 600-900 Ib., $/cwt $396.53 $395.48 $394.19
Boxed Beef
Choice-Select Spread, $/cwt $20.31 $20.01 $13.30
700-800 Ib Montana 3-market, $/cwt $392.41 $398.51 -
Feeder Steer Nebraska 7-market, $/cwt $438.01 $419.95 $354.57
Oklahoma 8-market, $/cwt $390.38 $387.86 $321.69
500-600 Ib Montana 3-market, $/cwt $506.93 $477.11 -
Feeder Steer Nebraska 7-market, $/cwt $521.49 $516.17 $433.62
Oklahoma 8-market, $/cwt $487.76 $467.13 $384.38
4.15 4.18 4.16
Feed Grains Corn, Omaha, NE, $/bu (Thursday) $ $ $
DDGS, Nebraska, $/ton $155.14 $159.57 $143.14

Data Source: USDA-AMS Market News as compiled by LMIC
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Disclaimer: The information provided in this newsletter is intended for educational purposes only. LMIC will not be held liable for
anv decisions made based on the information contained in this publication.
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