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USDA Cattle on Feed Report for March 

 

The USDA NASS Cattle on Feed report for January was released last Friday.  My assessment 

of the report is that it is neutral.  Placements, marketings, and on-feed numbers were all well 

within pre-report estimate ranges and were close to pre-report averages.  However, from a 

price perspective the market appears to be focused on optimism.  Futures are substantially 

above where cash is trading and deferred feeders are strong ignoring the changes to the 

feeding costs. 

 

Cattle on feed for the slaughter market in the United States for feedlots with capacity of 1,000 

head or more head are estimated to total 12.000 million head on March 1, 2021.  The 

inventory was 1.6% above March 1, 2020.  This is only very slightly more cattle than were 

anticipated prior to the report and well within the range of estimates by analysts.  Inventories 

were up in six of the twelve states detailed in the report, lower in five states and the group of 

“other states”, and even with the prior year in Texas.  Further, cattle on feed over 90 days and 

over 120 days have continued their seasonal climb that usually peaks in March.  The 

comparison to last year won’t be too relevant through summer but will be interesting to see if 

the seasonal declines begin next month.  These two inventories are both large compared to 

last year.  I concur with several assessments of the fed cattle market that supplies are front 

loaded. 

 

Marketings of fed cattle during February totaled 1.732 million head, 2.4% below the same 

month in the prior year.  These not too surprising given the market delaying weather events.  

Expectations were for a decrease of 2.6% above the prior year.  Placements in feedlots during 

February totaled 1.684 million head, 1.9% below the same month of the prior year.  Pre-report 

expectations were for placements to be 1.7% above the prior year.  Again, the actual report 

estimates align closely to what was expected prior to the report.  But marketings were a little 

light and placements a little heavy. 

 

My discussions with producers are often heavy with denigration of the futures market, its bad 

impact on the cash market, and that price discovery done in the futures market is rarely a good 

thing.  It would be important to point out how that is not the current situation.  Through much 

of this year the deferred live cattle and feeder cattle were pricing an optimism that is not 

present in the cash market.  Price levels of futures contracts require continued aggressive 

marketings, heavy weekly slaughter volumes – bumping maximum capacities, and a cleaning 

up of the long-fed heavy animals.  The levels require a best-case scenario.  And strong packer 

margins will help the market realize the strong prices anticipated for the summer and fall. 
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The Markets 

 

What do the technicals say?  Live cattle and feeder cattle futures have been in close-to 

textbook quality up trends since May of last year.  The trends were disrupted last October 

with concerns of additional pandemic related shutdowns and with grain market rallies.  But 

the internal trends are persistent for much of the past year.  Resistance plains periodically hold 

and prices retreat, but then the markets move higher.  The trends are persistent in 

communicating higher prices and less aggressive risk management.  And have done so for 

some time.  There is a key reversal – outside day – top in several contracts on last Thursday 

and that implies at least short-term weakness ahead.  The recent Cattle on Feed report wasn’t 

much of the surprise and, while the numbers were large, inventories appear frontloaded and 

the third quarter has the potential to be excellent.  Watch your trend lines and act accordingly. 

 

 

  Week of Week of Week of 

Data Source: USDA-AMS Market News  3/19/21 3/12/21 3/20/20 

5-Area Fed 

Steer 

all grades, live weight, $/cwt $114.23  $113.62  $109.89  

all grades, dressed weight, $/cwt $181.33  $179.32  $173.13  

Boxed Beef 
Choice Price, 600-900 lb., $/cwt $227.75  $227.99  $243.03  

Choice-Select Spread, $/cwt $9.26  $6.57  $9.88  

700-800 lb. 

Feeder Steer  

Montana 3-market, $/cwt $139.48  $144.18  $126.71  

Nebraska 7-market, $/cwt $146.18  $142.90  $136.69  

Oklahoma 8-market, $/cwt $138.79  $136.84  $119.39  

500-600 lb. 

Feeder Steer  

Montana 3-market, $/cwt $171.06  $177.03  $171.10  

Nebraska 7-market, $/cwt $181.53  $177.94  $168.68  

Oklahoma 8-market, $/cwt $168.40  $166.32  $146.68  

Feed Grains 
Corn, Omaha, NE, $/bu (Thursday) $5.31  $5.24  $3.26  

DDGS, Nebraska, $/ton $225.00  $232.50  $169.50  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


