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Trends. . . SHARP  DECLINES  IN  CATTLE  AND  HOG  SLAUGHTER 
The spread of COVID-19 has created disruptions in livestock slaughter facilities. Since the last 

week of March, weekly cattle slaughter has declined 29.5% or about 156,000 head in just two weeks. 
Since the third week of March, hog slaughter has declined 17.0% or about 385,000 head in three 
weeks. Slaughter plant closures due to COVID-19 cases in plant workers are causing major disruptions 
in processing capacity. While there are reports of more plants closing there are indications that some 
plants are slowly coming back online. 

On average weekly cattle slaughter for the first quarter 2020 was 4.6% above the prior year's levels 
at about an average of 634,000 head slaughtered each week. For the last week of March cattle 
slaughter was nearly 685,000 head, up 10.7% from the prior year and the highest weekly slaughter 
level since the last week of June 2011. Since that peak level, weekly slaughter precipitously declined 
7.8% and 16.2% for the first two weeks of April, respectively, to 631.3 and 528.8 million head. 
Slaughter for the weeks of April 18 and 25 are estimated at 502,000 and 469,000 head, respectively, 
which are levels similar to those seen during a holiday week. Closures of beef plants in Greeley, CO, 

Tama, IA, and Souderton, PA during the first part 
of April have contributed to the decreased 
slaughter numbers. The Tama, IA plant reportedly 
opened on April 20 and Greeley, CO plant on April 
24. The ramp up in slaughter at the end of March 
helped fill the surge in consumer demand at retail 
stores, but a sharp decline in foodservice demand 
and looming threats of further plant closures 
continues to create turmoil in the cattle market.  

Through the first quarter of 2020 weekly hog 
slaughter was tracking 6.1% to 11.8% above year-
ago levels with an average weekly slaughter of 
about 2.6 million head. The last two weeks of 
March, weekly hog slaughter was 11.8% and  

Production Prices 
Week Ending 4/25/2020 Last Year Ago Weekly Average ($/Cwt) Last Week Ago Year Ago
  FI Cattle Slaughter (Thou Hd) 469 642  Live Steer 96.95 102.28 126.69
  FI Hog Slaughter (Thou Hd) 1995 2347   Dressed Steer 154.27 157.18 204.58 
  FI Sheep Slaughter (Thou Hd) 30 47  Choice Beef Cutout 272.33 231.58 233.49
  Live Y. Chicken Sl. (Mil Hd) 149.7 158.6  USDA Hide/Offal 6.71 6.99 8.91
    OK City Fdr. Str. (6-7 Cwt.) 141.15 133.36 165.79
  Slaughter Cattle Live Weight 1360 1323  
  Slaughter Hog Live Weight 288 288  Natl. Negotiated Purchase 33.76 34.54 80.44
  Slaughter Lamb/Sheep Live Wt. 135 128   Natl. Net Hog Carcass  54.44 50.74 82.75 
    Feeder Pigs (40 Lbs) ($/Head) 17.66 20.17 96.35
  Beef Production (Mil Pounds) 384.9 512.8  Pork Cutout 72.69 54.81 86.35
  Pork Production (Mil Pounds) 428.6 504.3  
  Lamb, Mutton Prod. (Mil Lbs.) 2.0 3.0  Lamb Cutout 360.75 371.79 335.49
   
Previous 6 Wk. Moving Avg.   Cheddar, 40 lb Block($/lb) 1.39 1.65 1.69
  Total Beef (Mil Lbs) 476.7 507.3        
  Total Pork (Mil Lbs) 529.7 521.8  Corn, Omaha ($/Bu) 3.04 3.02 3.54
  Total Lamb, Mutton (Mil Lbs) 2.2 3.1  Soybeans, Cntrl IL ($/Bu) 8.51 8.48 8.38
   
Source:  Various USDA-AMS reports.  Data are preliminary. 
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9.9% higher than the same week in 2019, respectively, with each week tallying nearly 2.8 million head 
slaughtered. Those are levels typically seen during the fourth quarter of the year. Even the first week of April 
was 4.4% higher than the prior year's level at 2.6 million head slaughtered, but this was 7.4% below the 
previous week. The week of April 11, 2.4 million head were slaughtered, flat with the prior year and 7.0% 
below the previous week. For the weeks of April 18 and 25, slaughter is estimated at just over 2.2 million 
and 2.0 million head, respectively, which would be a 6.2% and 10.8% drop each week. The decline in hog 
slaughter during the first three weeks of April was likely due to plant closures in Columbus Junction, IA, 
Sioux City, SD, and Cudahy, WI. The Columbus Junction, IA plant reportedly reopened on April 21, but 
closures in Worthington, MN, Waterloo, IA, and Rochelle, IL occurred that same week. The large March 
slaughter filled the surge in retail consumer purchases and likely provided a buffer before the plant closures 
that occurred in April. This allowed the industry to adjust hog shipments for processing, further mitigating 
any supply chain disruptions for the time being. 
 

COW-CALF: WHAT TO  PAY  ATTENTION  TO?   
Given the unknowns in the COVID-19 environment in cattle country, what can we monitor for insight and 

planning purposes? Below are four ideas to consider. 
First, carefully monitor the operations forage situation. Importantly, take that to the next levels - looking 

at surrounding areas and states, and nationally. Pasture conditions this year will be critical to regional and 
national marketing flows of calves and yearlings. USDA’s National Agricultural Statistics Service (NASS) will 
begin reporting weekly pasture and range condition updates soon (in the Monday Crop Progress report). 
Many more animals are headed to spring and summer grazing programs than in recent years because of the 
drop in the number of animals being placed into feedlots, a trend that may continue for several months. Poor 
pasture and range conditions could cause bunches of cattle to move into the markets quickly. Further, more 
winter feed will be required if producers that typically don’t hold-over calves into the new calendar year, did 
so in 2020. 

Second, follow the monthly national feedlot placement statistics by NASS, even if you are not feeding 
cattle. An eye on those results provides an indirect look at how cattle feeders are positioning (head they are 
buying and at what weights). It will be a measure of how many more animals are outside of feedlots (still on 
farms and ranches) than last year. 

Third, this year, even solely forage-based operations need to keep an eye on feedstuffs, especially corn. 
Be aware of trends in soybean meal and in hay prices. The two major drivers of calf and yearling price are 
fed animal prices and the cost of gain in a feedlot. Critical will be the number of corn acres planted in the 
Midwestern states. Beginning with planting season, the markets will focus on spring and early summer 
growing conditions. Low feedstuff costs can become a supportive market factor for late summer and early 
fall yearling and calf prices. Drought will do the opposite. 

Fourth, pay attention to the U.S. dairy sector. Is there potential for bursts in cow culling? Dairy producers 
are facing very challenging financial circumstances. One of their options is to cull cows. Depending on 
timing, this could cause already low prices to fall off a cliff. Milk prices and details of any Federal programs 
could be crucial. 

There will be at least several more months of this economic environment, and it could easily stretch into 
2021. Prepare for price volatility. As conditions change, be ready to adjust marketing plans. It is especially 
important to communicate with family, partners, and financial institutions.  
 

BROILER  PRODUCTION  INCREASE  BEGINS  TO  SLOW 
  News articles are beginning to circulate regarding destroying broiler-type eggs, as well as the 
euthanizing of chicks and birds. The combination of lower overall consumption due to the closure of 
foodservice outlets and slaughter plant suspensions has created a profitability environment that warrants 
swiftly reducing production at the hatchery level. Weekly broiler hatchery data has shown steady declines in 
eggs placed and chicks placed. That is a stark contrast to earlier this year. 
  January 2020 weekly egg sets averaged 4.5% growth over 2019, and February increased 3.7%.  Chicks 
placed averaged 3.9% and 3.8% for those same respective months, leading many analysts to believe broiler 
production would put up large production gains in 2020. March egg sets and chicks placed continue to show 
year over year gains of 3% and 2.3%. It wasn't until April that either of those numbers dipped below a year 
ago. Every week in April has posted egg sets and chicks placed at or below a year ago, showing reduction 
measures at the Hatchery level to pull back production. The first three weeks of April have averaged -3% in 
chicks placed and 3% decline in egg sets compared to 2019. 


