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Trends . . . DAIRY COW DECLINE CONTINUES AS 2018 COMES TO A CLOSE 
 The dairy cow herd declined 3,000 head from November to December, the fourth consecutive 
month to register reductions.  The dairy cow population in December was down 49,000 head from a 
year earlier at 9.351 million head.  Milk cow productivity in December reversed a trend in moderating 
output that was seen in October and November, however, as milk per cow in December was up 21 
pounds from the prior December.  This compares with per cow output in October and November that 
was only up 16 pounds per cow from year earlier performance.  Milk production in December was up 
half a percent from December 2017.  For the entire year, milk production was up 0.9% from 2017. 
 No state showed a sharp decline in milk cows from November to December.  Pennsylvania cow 
numbers fell 4,000 head but New York offset some of that reduction with a 2,000 head increase.  
Texas continued to expand it dairy cow population with a 3,000 head increase in December.  This 
amounts to a 27,000 cow increase from twelve months earlier, a 5% increase. Colorado was the only 

other state to show a similar percentage 
increase from a year earlier.  The two 
states with the largest dairy cow 
populations, California and Wisconsin, 
reduced cow numbers by less than one 
percent over the course of 2018. 
 The smaller dairy cow herd at the start of 
2019 points to the possibility of less milk 
production during the first three months of 
2019 than a year ago. The half percent 
increase in milk cow productivity during the 
last quarter of 2018 matched up with a half 
percent decline in milk cows should result 
in milk production during the current 
quarter that is similar to the first quarter of 
2018. LMIC is currently forecasting an 
increase of 0.2%. Dairy cow slaughter has 

Production Prices 
Week Ending 2/23/2019 Last Year Ago Weekly Average ($/Cwt) Last Week Ago Year Ago 
  FI Cattle Slaughter (Thou Hd) 577 575   Live Steer  124.98 124.96 127.95 
  FI Hog Slaughter (Thou Hd) 2512 2392   Dressed Steer 201.00 199.92 204.69 
  FI Sheep Slaughter (Thou Hd) 39 39   Choice Beef Cutout 217.72 216.68 216.53 
  Live Y. Chicken Sl. (Mil Hd) 161.6 163.5   USDA Hide/Offal  9.06 9.03 10.26 
      OK City Fdr. Str. (6-7 Cwt.) 154.30 154.03 165.04 
  Slaughter Cattle Live Weight 1368 1366      
  Slaughter Hog Live Weight 287 286   Iowa/S. Minn. Base Hog  47.78 48.34 64.22 
  Slaughter Lamb/Sheep Live Wt. 138 148   Natl. Net Hog Carcass  57.79 57.73 70.78 
      Feeder Pigs (40 Lbs) ($/Head) 67.32 69.58 85.86 
  Beef Production (Mil Pounds) 474.6 471.9   Pork Cutout  60.38 64.07 79.00 
  Pork Production (Mil Pounds) 537.9 512.1      
  Lamb, Mutton Prod. (Mil Lbs.) 2.7 2.9   Lamb Cutout  330.69 325.90 326.61 
         
Previous 6 Wk. Moving Avg.    Cheddar, 40 lb Block($/lb) 1.47 1.44 1.53 
  Total Beef (Mil Lbs) 496.0 492.6        
  Total Pork (Mil Lbs) 531.5 509.3   Corn, Omaha ($/Bu) 3.70 3.68 3.48 
  Total Lamb, Mutton (Mil Lbs) 2.6 2.7   Soybeans, Cntrl IL ($/Bu) 8.84 8.79 10.20 
       
Source:  Various USDA-AMS reports.  Data are preliminary. 
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remained larger than a year ago in the first few weeks of 2019, however, suggesting that a normal seasonal 
increase in the dairy herd during the first three months of the year may not occur.  If this is the case, milk 
production during the January-March quarter could be less than a year ago. 
 The milk demand side of the market was a disappointment for much of 2018, but fluid milk product sales 
during the last quarter of the year were not down as much from the year prior as in the spring and summer 
quarters.  Fluid milk product sales, on a volume basis, were down 0.9 percent from a year earlier during the 
October-December quarter.  This compares with declines of 3% during the spring and summer quarters.  Fluid 
milk product sales for all of 2018 were down 2% from 2017, similar to the decline that was seen from 2016 to 
2017.  
 
DECEMBER 1 HAY STOCKS DECLINE 
 December 1 hay stocks declined nationally for the third year in a row to 79 million tons, the smallest 
December 1 figure since 2012. Texas inventories were hit the hardest, losing over 2 million tons in inventory 
from last year.  Texas hay inventory lost over 30% the previous December as well, making 2018’s stock number 
the lowest state number since 2011. Wisconsin and Missouri also had significant reductions in stocks of 900 
thousand tons each.  This was the smallest December figure for Missouri since 1983, and Wisconsin dipped 
below 2 million tons, sitting at the lowest value in our dataset back to 1973.Declines in hay inventories were 
widespread through the U.S. with declines seen in the Southern Plains, Southwest, California, upper Midwest 
and Mid-Atlantic States. 
 USDA NASS provided an October forecast for hay this year.  Historically, estimated hay acres are provided 
in the June Acreage report and are unrevised until the final value. This year hay acres were revised in the 
October estimate and offered a large gain in acres expected to be harvested. June Acreage showed a modest 
gain overall in total hay acres from the previous year up 4.3% or adding 2.3 million acres.  The October revision 
showed another boost of 4.5 million acres putting the expected harvested acres 11% above a year ago. The 
final harvested acres finished the year 62 thousand acres over the 2017/18 marketing year. 
 Hay acres harvested are among the more difficult acres to estimate. This year’s price profile also left 
something to puzzle over as hay prices climbed through most of the marketing year.  Since August all hay prices 
have been over $20 per ton higher. The revision of the final hay estimate fits much closer to the yield rumors of 
poor growing conditions in the Southern Plains, Southwest and California.  Given tight inventories and high 
prices, acreage is expected to be higher in 2019/20 marketing year.  Prospective plantings in the last three 
marketing years has overestimated the final harvested acres count, and given the swing between acreage 
estimates this year, it may be difficult to assess the production picture until well into the marketing year. 
 
COLD STORAGE SIMILAR TO YEAR AGO 

USDA-National Agricultural Statistics Service (NASS) released their estimates of food in cold storage 
facilities at the end of 2018 on Friday, about a month later than normal.  For the most part, meat and poultry 
inventories were close to year ago levels, which was slightly less than expected.   
Beef inventories were 2% higher than a year earlier. The 8 million pound increase from a year earlier was 
similar to the year-over-year increase at the start of the quarter (October 1).  Notably, beef inventories stored in 
the form of boneless product were up 3.5% from a year earlier while beef cut inventories were down 20%.  
Pricing on beef sold as cuts, such as loin and rib steaks or roasts were strong in late 2018 and early this year, 
consistent with tight inventories.  Cattle slaughter beginning late last year has run below expectations as 
feedlots struggled with cold, wet feedlot conditions that thwarted efficient weight gains.   

The timing of late 2018 holidays as mid-week events also delayed some slaughter schedules.  This has 
been an issue for pork, chicken and other meat processing industries, also.  Less weekly flow of product moving 
through processing plants probably limited the amount of product moving into freezers temporarily.  The 19 
million pound decline in beef in cold storage during December from the previous month was the biggest 
December decline for beef since 1998. 

Frozen pork inventories ended 2018 up 3% from a year earlier.  Inventories of pork ribs accounted for 
all of the increase and then some.  Total pork in cold storage declined month-over-month during December by 2 
million pounds, the smallest December reduction since an 11 million pound increase in December of 2014. Pork 
rib inventories this December jumped 16 million pounds.  Over the last ten years, December inventories of pork 
ribs have usually increased 5-10 million pounds. 

Frozen inventories of chicken fell below year earlier levels at the end of December for the first time in 
2018.  A 47 million pound decline in inventories during December set a record for that month, modestly 
exceeding a big adjustment in December 2008.  Wing inventories played a big role in the decline, but are still 
higher than a year earlier. 

 


