MARKETS

Unprecedented

Pondering the next lap.

by Wes Ishmael

of the cattle cycle will surely be remembered as
a doozy.

Nominal prices for all classes of cattle were reaching
beyond orbit at the beginning of the year, driven by
decreasing supply and stellar domestic consumer beef
demand. There were instances of $700 per hundredweight
(cwt.) for flyweight steers, negotiated cash fed cattle prices
were around $233 per cwt. and bred heifers were bringing
$5,000 per head and more. Plus, the highest prices are
likely still ahead.

Snubbed to a different post, estimated cow-calf
returns in 2024 were among the highest in history.
USDA projected average returns above cash operating
costs at $437.74 per head.

“This would be the highest nominal figure since their
data begins in the mid-90s. Adjusted for inflation, this
would be around $70 per cow below the high of 2014 and
around $17 per cow below 2015’s estimates,” explains Will
Secor, Extension livestock economist at the University of
Georgia, in the early January In the Cattle Markets from
the Livestock Marketing Information Center.

Odds favor average cow-calf returns being a step higher
last year and this year.

l E very time in market history is unique, but this turn

Treetop view
Last year began with the smallest beef cow herd since
1951 at 27.9 million head. It had declined 3.9 million head
(12.2%) since 2019. From a cyclical standpoint, the number
of beef cows has declined since the mid-1970s.

USDA’s Cattle report for the beginning of this year
was scheduled for release after this article was written.
Consensus among several livestock economists and market
analysts suggested this year’s beginning beef cow herd
would be similar year over year, perhaps a tic larger. A key

wildcard was aggressiveness of heifer retention through the
second half of last year.

Although various data suggested herd culling had
slowed through late winter with beef cow slaughter and fed
heifer slaughter less year over year, heifer retention for herd
expansion appeared to remain sluggish.

Taking a different view of declining cattle numbers
and keeping in mind the prolonged suspension of feeder
cattle imports from Mexico to the U.S., due to New
World screwworm, November placements in feedlots
with 1,000 head or more capacity were 11.2% less year
over year at 1.6 million head, the fewest since the data
series began in 1996.

The USDA provides one perspective for the road
ahead with its Agricultural Projections to 2035 (Table
1). The organization sees the beef cow inventory growing
2.1 million head (7.5%) from 27.7 million cows at the
beginning of this year to a peak of 29.8 million in
2033. Total cattle inventory increases 3.8 million head
(4.3%) from 86.7 million at the beginning of 2026 to
90.5 million in 2034. The same projections see feeder
steer and fed steer prices decreasing across the time
horizon from a peak this year. Projected prices for feeder
steers (750 to 800 pounds, Oklahoma City) decline
from $363.25 per cwt. this year to $239.36 in 2035.
The weighted average five-area direct FOB live fed steer
price declines from $246 per cwt. this year to $171.59
in 2035.

Of course, nothing mentioned here considers key
factors lurking in the background today and through
the projection period, everything from U.S. cow-
calf producers’ relatively advanced age to the largest
generational transfer of wealth in history to evolution
and potential use of technologies such as gene editing
and artificial intelligence. BA

Table 1 — USDA Projections

2025 2026 2027 2028 2029 2030 2031 2032 2033 2034 2035
Beef cows (million head) 27.86 21.73 28.20 28.62 29.02 2939 29.64 29.79 29.82 29.77 29.65
Total cattle (million head) 86.66 86.70 87.40 87.60 8833 88.92 89.54 90.00 9037 90.45 90.45
Feeder steer price ($/(wt.)1 32247 362.25 35342 349.19 319.06 305.73 287.99 27545 260.90 249.18 23936
Fed steer price (S/cwt.)2 22597 246.00 240.72 238.24 220.13 212.10 201.34 193.68 184.81 177.64 171.59

1700-850 Ibs., Oklahoma City
2Weighted average five-area direct
Source: USDA Agricultural Projections to 2035
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