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In The Cattle Markets 
David P. Anderson, Professor and Extension Economist 

Texas A&M AgriLife Extension Service 
 
More Prime, But Less Choice and Select 
One of the interesting trends in 2019 was the retreat in the number of carcasses grading 
Choice throughout a large portion of the year.  The decline in Choice carcasses, combined 
with lower weights and fewer steers sent to market resulted in some very tight supplies of 
Choice beef and a wide Choice-Select spread through much of the last half of the year.  
Feedlot performance, weather, time on feed, and finished weights can all contribute to 
variation in grading.  Weekly steer and heifer dressed weights are up over 10 pounds 
compared to last year. 
 
So far this year, quality grading is totaling a little more Prime and a little less Select.  Prime 
grading is up almost half a percentage point while Select is down 0.6 percentage points.  The 
average weekly change in Choice grading is up just 0.2 percentage points.   
 
While the national total numbers don’t show much change versus a year ago, regional results 
show much more significant differences.  In the second week of January, 13.9 percent of the 
carcasses in Nebraska graded Prime compared to 11.8 percent the year before.  On average 
this year Prime carcasses are almost 1 percentage point higher than last year.  Choice grading 
is up almost 1.5 percentage points, hitting 75.4 percent Choice in January.  Select grading is 
down a full 2 percentage points this year.  More carcasses are grading Prime and Choice in 
Kansas, while fewer carcasses are grading Select. 
 
The reverse in true in Texas.  Prime grading carcasses are down about 0.8 percentage points, 
averaging 3.3 percent of carcasses graded.  About 64 percent of carcasses have graded Choice 
this year down from almost 69 percent last year.  Select carcasses are up to 30.1 percent from 
about 25 percent last year.   
 
Even with a little more Prime beef on the market compared to last year, the Prime cutout has 
averaged $230.39 per cwt compared to $223.81 for the first 5 weeks of last year.  The Prime-
Branded and Prime-Choice cutout price spreads have averaged $12.74 and $18.50 per cwt, 
compared to $5.89 and $10.20 last year, respectively.   
 
USDA’s next Cattle on Feed report will be published on Friday February 21st.  Early pre-
report estimates include placements that range from below and year ago to as much as 3 
percent above last year.  Marketings are expected to be up at least 1 percent, based on higher 
steer and heifer slaughter, but more fed cattle were imported from Canada in January.  Cattle 
on feed are expected to remain more than 2 percent above a year ago. 
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The Markets 
Most local Texas auctions again report steady to higher calf prices in mid-February.  Fed 
cattle prices have drifted lower with prices breaking below $120 per cwt last week.  It’s not 
unusual for fed cattle prices to slump in February before beginning the Spring rally.  The 
Choice-Select spread has continued to narrow, seasonally, with a daily spread on February 
12th of only $1.01 per cwt.       
 

  Week of Week of Week of 
Data Source: USDA‐AMS Market News  2/14/20 2/7/20 2/15/19 

5-Area Fed 
Steer 

all grades, live weight, $/cwt $118.90  $121.05  $124.96  

all grades, dressed weight, $/cwt $190.27  $193.18  $199.92  

Boxed Beef 
Choice Price, 600-900 lb., $/cwt $207.52  $210.85  $216.68  

Choice-Select Spread, $/cwt $2.91  $4.31  $4.63  

700-800 lb. 
Feeder Steer  

Montana 3-market, $/cwt $143.20  $144.85  $146.13  

Nebraska 7-market, $/cwt $146.04  $147.79  $151.51  

Oklahoma 8-market, $/cwt $137.63  $138.18  $140.56  

500-600 lb. 
Feeder Steer  

Montana 3-market, $/cwt $176.13  $173.28  $181.14  

Nebraska 7-market, $/cwt $175.93  $177.38  $185.72  

Oklahoma 8-market, $/cwt $171.44  $166.53  $172.82  

Feed Grains 
Corn, Omaha, NE, $/bu (Thursday) $3.81  $3.79  $3.68  

DDGS, Nebraska, $/ton $146.50  $148.50  $142.20  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


