
Market Tracks
Markets hang tough.

by Wes Ishmael

Cattle markets remained resilient 
through June, absorbing 
volatility and uncertainty 

stemming from an array of outside 
factors, including confirmation of 
New World screwworm in the United 
States, the U.S-Iran war, potential beef 
packing capacity loss and continued 
White House rhetoric about the need 
to lower consumer beef prices.

Tight cattle supplies and strong 
consumer beef demand continue to 
win the day, though, with cattle prices 
maintaining year-over-year gains, albeit 
at a narrowing degree. For instance, 
regional prices for Medium and Large 
No. 1 steers weighing 600-650 pounds 
were 23-25% higher near the end of 
June and weighted average FOB live fed 
steer prices were 13% higher.

USDA’s Economic Research Service 
(ERS) lowered expected feeder steer 
prices a touch for the remainder of 
this year, compared to the previous 
month in the June Livestock, Dairy 
and Poultry Outlook.

Based on recent price data, the 
ERS lowered projected prices by 
$2 in the third and fourth quarters 
to $378 per hundredweight (cwt.) 
and $382, respectively. The forecast 
annual average price also declined $2 
to $375.22. The first-quarter price 
next year was unchanged at $378. 
Price projections are for Medium 
and Large No. 1 steers weighing 
700-800 pounds and selling at 
Oklahoma National Stockyards.

In the June World Agricultural 
Supply and Demand Estimates, the 
ERS left the projected five-area direct 
average fed steer price unchanged for 
the remainder of this year. Forecast 
prices were $252 per cwt. in the 
third quarter and $255 in the fourth 
quarter with an annual average price 
of $250.16. The first-quarter price 
next year was forecast to be $250.

Beef production this year was 
projected to be 109 million pounds 

less than the previous month (-0.4%) 
at 25.4 billion pounds. The total 
would be 565 million pounds less 
(-2.2%) than last year.

Potential consumer price fatigue
Although retail beef prices continue 
churning higher, wholesale beef prices 
were lower year over year at the end of 
June (see Table), lacking the seasonal 
spark typically present during the 
grilling season hallmarks of Memorial 
Day and Independence Day.

Narrow, sometimes negative, daily 
Choice-Select spreads during the spring 
and early summer also prompted plenty 
of pondering. Undoubtedly, supply was 
part of the story with so little Select 
available relative to Choice and higher 
grading carcasses. Consumer economic 
pressure from the U.S.-Iran war likely 
played a role, too.

“Given the recent rise in fuel costs, 
income for other items and weekly 
spending at stores has likely taken a 
hit, which tends to push consumers 
toward more price-sensitive food 
choices and away from higher-priced 
beef items that rely on Choice-level 
marbling,” according to Charley 
Martinez, agricultural economist at the 
University of Tennessee, in the early 
May issue of In the Cattle Markets. 
“As a result, downstream buyers 
have placed less emphasis on quality 
premiums, compressing the spread even 
when supply conditions might otherwise 
support it.” 

Stalwart domestic consumer beef 
demand also may be showing signs of 
wear, based on the latest Meat Demand 
Monitor (MDM).

“Consumer frustrations with 
their finances continue to grow by a 
larger subset of the U.S. population,” 
according to Glynn Tonsor, agricultural 
economist at Kansas State University. 
“Specifically, the latest Meat Demand 
Monitor base report notes 39% of 
U.S. residents indicate their household 

finances are worse than in May of 2025 
— the highest on record for May since 
the MDM series launched in 2020. This 
corresponds with weaker beef demand 
per the MDM for the month of May 
and is a cautionary point regarding the 
broader risk at hand to beef demand’s 
historically strong run that truly 
has been the largest economic force 
underpinning cattle and beef prices.”

At the same time, in the late June 
issue of In the Cattle Markets from 
the Livestock Marketing Information 
Center, Tonsor points out consumers 
have, thankfully, taken news of New 
World screwworm in stride so far.

Beef exports remain challenged
U.S. beef exports continued lower in 
April, according to data released by 
USDA and compiled by the U.S. Meat 
Export Federation (USMEF).

April beef exports totaled 89,783 
metric tons (mt), down 11% year over 
year, while value fell 5% to $780.6 
million. However, April beef exports 
shined on a per-head basis, as export 
value equated to $415.88 per head 
of fed slaughter, up 5% from a year 
ago. While prospects are brightening 
for U.S. beef’s return to the China 
market, April results still reflected a 
near-total lockout.

Beef variety meats were a bright spot 
in April, with exports climbing 20% 
from a year ago to 25,314 mt, led by 
growth to top volume market Mexico, 
valued at $114.7 million (up 40%).

For January through April, beef 
and beef variety meat exports were 
11% below the 2025 pace at 365,138 
mt and declined 5% in value to $3.13 
billion. When excluding China, exports 
were up slightly (+0.3%) in volume and 
increased 7% in value.

“Global demand for U.S. beef has 
proven very resilient, even in the face 
of tight supplies and higher prices,” 
says Dan Halstrom, USMEF president 
and CEO. “But there are certainly 
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Last year
$/cwt.

This year
$/cwt.

Change
$/cwt.

Regional Feeder Steer Prices1

North Central 

600-650 lbs. 389.92 488.54 98.62 (+25.3%)

700-750 lbs. 355.12 441.86 86.74 (+24.4%)

800-850 lbs. 325.73 392.71 66.98 (+20.6%)

South Central

500-550 lbs. 393.60 506.30 112.70 (+28.6%)

600-650 lbs. 361.74 445.14 83.40 (+23.1%)

700-750 lbs. 325.76 399.90 74.14 (+22.8%)

Southeast

400-450 lbs. 403.18 509.13 105.95 (+26.3%)

500-550 lbs. 357.91 459.61 101.70 (+28.4%)

600-650 lbs. 338.72 420.80 82.08 (+24.2%)

CME Feeder Cattle Index2

314.10 371.25 57.15 (+18.2%)

Average Five-area Direct3

Live steer (FOB) 229.51 259.34 29.83 (+13.0%)

Dressed steer (Del) 369.52 407.75 38.23 (+10.3%)

Live heifer (FOB) 228.51 259.32 30.81 (+13.5%)

Dressed heifer (Del) 369.47 407.51 38.04 (+10.3%)

Wholesale Beef Prices4

Choice cutout value 393.94 390.73 -3.21 (-0.8%)

Select cutout value 380.73 370.74 -9.99 (-2.3%)

Byproduct value5 11.62 14.17 2.55 (+21.9%)

Average weekly slaughter 
premiums and discounts6

Prime over Choice 12.67 10.25 -2.42 (-19.1%)

Premium Choice over Choice 4.83 4.84 0.01 (+0.2%)

Select under Choice -15.10 -17.81 2.71 (+17.9%)

Retail beef prices7 ¢/lb. ¢/lb. ¢/lb.

Choice beef Retail value 881.1 1,034.7 153.6 (+17.4%)

All fresh beef Retail value 799.5 951.9 152.4 (+19.1%)

U.S. beef exports8

Value (million $) 824.5 780.6 -43.9 (-5.3%)

Futures prices9

Feeder Cattle Near Oct 306.425 355.575 49.150 (+16.0%)

Live Cattle Near Oct 209.700 234.300 24.600 (+11.7%)

Corn Near Dec  4.334 4.414 0.080 (1.8%)

Crude Oil10 Near Oct 64.73 68.56 3.83 (5.9%)

1AMS National Weekly Feeder & Stocker Cattle 
Summary, 06/22/25 and 06/21/26
2CME Feeder Cattle Index year over year 07/01/2026
3USDA Five-area weekly weighted average direct 
slaughter cattle, year over year, week ending 
06/28/26
4National Weekly Boxed Beef Cutout and Boxed Beef 
Cuts (negotiated, weekly cutout value summary), 
weekly average for weeks ending 07/03/25 and 
07/02/26  
5USDA steer byproduct drop value (FOB central U.S.), 
year over year 07/02/26 
6National Weekly five area direct slaughter cattle 
premiums and discounts, weighted average week of 
06/30/25 and 06/29/26
7Meat Price Spreads, Choice beef values and spreads 
and all fresh beef retail value, USDA ERS; monthly 
values, cents per pound of retail equivalent (May 
2026 year over year)
8U.S. Meat Export Federation data — April 2025 
and 2026
9CME futures, nearby contracts year over year, 
07/02/26 
10WTI-CME, nearby contract, year over year, 07/02/26
11Estimated weekly meat production under federal 
inspection, year to date 06/26/26 year over year

Estimated cattle slaughter year-to-date total11

2025
million head

2026
million head

Change
million head

14.58 13.31 -1.27 (-8.7%)

Estimated beef production year-to-date total11

2025
billion lbs.

2026
billion lbs.

Change
billion lbs.

12.69 11.93 -0.77 (-6.0%)

significant headwinds, including the impact of 
weak currencies in Korea, Japan and Southeast 
Asia, and higher energy prices weighing on 
consumer confidence and disposable income. 
And while we were thrilled to see China renew 
U.S. beef plant registrations following the 
summit meeting between President Trump and 
President Xi, additional obstacles must also be 
addressed before U.S. beef’s presence in China 
rebounds.”  

Hereford.org	 August 2026 |   35


