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Trends . . .  FEMALE BEEF SLAUGHTER SURGES AHEAD 
Year to date slaughter figures for federally inspected released beef cows and heifers have put up 

heavy numbers this year.  Federally inspected heifers are up 7.0% from a year ago in data released 
January through August while beef cow slaughter is up 1.9%.  Combined, this indicates that total 
female beef cow slaughter is up 5.7%. 
 The last week of August heifer slaughter surged to over 200 thousand head, the highest weekly 
figure since June 2011.  The last several weeks of actual heifer slaughter data has been above a year 
ago by over 5% and jumped in the final week of August up 11%. Dressed weights are climbing 
seasonally as well but remain below a year ago.  The climb in heifer slaughter offers a few signposts to 
the general beef cow inventory. The first is that these are likely heifers that didn’t get bred. July’s cattle 
on feed report indicated that animals 900 pounds and heavier jumped 11.5% higher than a year ago.  
The U.S. does not break down each weight group by heifers and steers, but the large volume in the 
slaughter mix coupled with higher heavier placement weights could imply that some of those heavier 

cattle were female replacements that remain 
open.  The breakdown released last quarter, 
showed the number of heifers at 4.5 million 
head, nearly 40% of the on feed mix.  The next 
quarter will be released for October 25.  
 If these high volumes of females continue to 
enter the slaughter mix, beef cows on January 
1 would tally less than a year ago.  
Extrapolating current year to date figures would 
indicate that slaughter is over 40% of the beef 
cows on January 1 last year.  This ratio is 
usually a key indicator to herd transitions and 
implies beef cows on January 1 of next year 
could be down by more than half a percent. 
 

Production Prices 

Week Ending 9/21/2019 Last Year Ago Weekly Average ($/Cwt) Last Week Ago Year Ago 
  FI Cattle Slaughter (Thou Hd) 658 653   Live Steer  101.28 100.07 110.61 
  FI Hog Slaughter (Thou Hd) 2587 2334   Dressed Steer 162.47 159.17 174.65 
  FI Sheep Slaughter (Thou Hd) 37 38   Choice Beef Cutout 218.75 222.61 204.98 
  Live Y. Chicken Sl. (Mil Hd) 173.7 161.8   USDA Hide/Offal  9.05 9.12 9.17 
      OK City Fdr. Str. (6-7 Cwt.) 146.16 138.42 163.55 
  Slaughter Cattle Live Weight 1346 1362      
  Slaughter Hog Live Weight 280 279   Iowa/S. Minn. Base Hog  44.87 47.94 55.88 
  Slaughter Lamb/Sheep Live Wt. 129 136   Natl. Net Hog Carcass  62.43 64.08 61.26 
      Feeder Pigs (40 Lbs) ($/Head) 39.71 38.98 35.25 
  Beef Production (Mil Pounds) 536.6 540.7   Pork Cutout  68.63 71.01 78.02 
  Pork Production (Mil Pounds) 539.8 485.8      
  Lamb, Mutton Prod. (Mil Lbs.) 2.4 2.6   Lamb Cutout  344.58 351.98 334.01 
         
Previous 6 Wk. Moving Avg.     Cheddar, 40 lb Block($/lb) 1.94 1.92 1.69 
  Total Beef (Mil Lbs) 518.9 524.3        
  Total Pork (Mil Lbs) 517.7 496.6   Corn, Omaha ($/Bu) 3.75 3.68 3.12 
  Total Lamb, Mutton (Mil Lbs) 2.4 2.6   Soybeans, Cntrl IL ($/Bu) 8.66 8.67 7.93 
       
Source:  Various USDA-AMS reports.  Data are preliminary. 
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RANGE AND PASTURE CONDITION TRENDS DIVERGE ON REGIONAL BASIS 
 Range and pasture conditions have been some of the best in several decades when evaluated on a 
national basis.  At the national level, pasture and range ratings are compiled weekly by USDA-National 
Agricultural Statistical Service (NASS) for the Lower 48 States over the months from May to October.  
Monthly averages for an index derived from those ratings by LMIC have been at high levels, similar to 
ratings seen in 2010. 

Pasture conditions typically decline as the summer progresses based on hot summer temperatures and 
declining rainfall.  This year, the national pasture and range index has declined by 17% from the June value 
to the current reading for September at mid-month.  The average decline over this span of months during 
the 2010-2018 interval has been 18%.  This suggests that change in pasture conditions during the summer 
months has been close to normal.  As of mid-September, the national pasture and range index value stands 
at 363.  This compares to 336 last year.  The highest September index value was in 2016 at 373 and the low 
was 196 in 2012. 

There are some notable divergences in pasture and range conditions between different regions of the 
country.  The northern half of the US has experienced ample rainfall through most of the summer while the 
southern half has seen precipitation patterns wane as the summer progressed.  The Great Plains, defined 
by the LMIC pasture and range condition analysis as Kansas and Colorado, going north to the Canadian 
border, continues to experience the best summer pasture in several decades.  The current month pasture 
index reading is 430 with the next best September of this decade (2010) at 403.  On average, the index 
usually declines by 18% from June to September but this year the decline has only been 6%. 

The counterweight to the Great Plains has been the Southeast and the Southern Plains.  Pasture 
conditions in the Southern Plains started the summer in possibly the best condition in many decades.  That 
situation changed abruptly in August.  The index fell by 100 points, the biggest July-August decline of the 
current decade.  The current Southern Plain pasture index reading is 314, down from 321 last year and the 
lowest September value since 2013.  The index reached its lowest value of the decade in September 2011 
at 39.  Pasture and range conditions in the Southeastern U.S. for most of this year struggled to hold up to 
generally favorable conditions of 2017 and 2018.  The index for September in the Southeast is at 351, which 
compares to 415 and 397 for the September’s of 2017 and 2018, respectively.  The average decline in the 
pasture condition index from June to September is 10% but this year the decline is 12%. 

DROUGHT CONDITIONS PERSIST IN AUSTRALIA; POTENTIAL FOR U.S. BEEF EXPORTS 
On September 6, 2019, USDA FAS released a Global Agricultural Information Network (GAIN) report on 

Australia’s cattle and hog sectors.  Although the forecast provided is not official USDA statistics, the report 
does provide valuable, boots-on-the-ground, insights into current Australian livestock conditions from 
USDA’s Post based in Canberra.  Australia continues to struggle with drought conditions throughout most of 
the country which has led to a contracting cattle herd size.  The most recent peak of 29.3 million head was in 
2014, but the USDA GAIN report has 2019 pegged at 25.73 million head, while 2020 is slated to further 
decline to 24.48 million head (16.4% decline from 2014) as prolonged drought continues.  USDA’s 2020 
forecast would be the lowest herd size in three decades when in 1989 the herd was 23.94 million head. 

Persistent drought has limited available pasture and on farm feed forcing producers to place more cattle 
into feedlots.  Meat and Livestock Australia (MLA) data shows second quarter cattle on feed at a record of 
1.15 million head.  Through July, Australia is reporting 4.9 million head slaughtered, an increase of 8% over 
the same time period in 2018.  Since April 2018, each month (except November 2018) over 50% of 
Australia’s total slaughter has consisted of cows and heifers.  Typically, when a majority of total slaughter is 
comprised of females this is an indication that the herd is contracting.  Increased cow and heifer slaughter 
has led to a 4% growth in beef production through the first seven months of 2019.  Much of the growth has 
been absorbed by expanding foreign demand, especially in China as they are looking to fill a meat protein 
supply gap left behind by a declining hog herd due to the spread of African Swine Fever (ASF). 

As China’s demand for beef is rising, especially grain feed beef, Australia has been well positioned to fill 
demand.  This is expected to change in 2020 as USDA’s GAIN report is forecasting Australia’s cattle sector 
to start herd rebuilding efforts if weather conditions improve.  Rebuilding efforts will require more females 
causing lower slaughter levels and reduced available beef supplies for export in 2020.  The 2020 forecast for 
Australia beef production and beef exports are 2.1 million MT (10.9% decline over 2019) and 1.4 million MT 
(15.2% decline over 2019) carcass weight basis, respectively.  Australia’s lower exportable beef supplies 
potentially provide an opportunity for U.S. beef to expand market share in key Asian markets such as China, 
Japan, and South Korea.  LMIC is currently forecasting U.S. beef exports to grow 6% in 2020 as ample 
supplies and competitive prices will spur shipments.   


