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More on Cattle Numbers, Beef Production and the 

Future of the Beef Industry 

Derrell S. Peel, Oklahoma State University Extension Livestock Marketing Specialist 

 

A couple of weeks ago I wrote an article talking about the ability of the beef industry to continue current 

levels of beef production without rebuilding the herd.  There are, of course, many factors that affect the 

situation and this article provides a bit more discussion of some of the many factors involved.  It has 

been appropriately and correctly noted that some of the superlatives used by myself and other, such as 

the fact that the current beef cow herd is the smallest since 1963 are relevant only in a broad historical 

context.   

 

Many things have changed and the industry including the fact that the industry is much more efficient 

and cattle are bigger now, resulting in significantly more pounds of beef produced per cow.  Thus, it is 

certainly the case that we do not need to return to any particular herd inventory level compared to 

history.  However, the fact is that we cannot continue to increase or even maintain beef production if 

the cow herd continues to shrink.  I suspect that carcass weights will show little or no upward trend in 



the next decade compared to the last twenty years.  Thus much of the compensation for a declining 

inventory that was offset by increasing carcass weights in the past will not be available going forward. 

 

A more relevant time period is the last twenty years.  The beef cow herd in 2010 was about one million 

head smaller at 31.4 million head than it was in 1990 (32.5 million head).  In the intervening years the 

herd increased to a cyclical peak of 35.2 million head in 1996 to an apparent cyclical low of 32.9 million 

head in 2004 before the market shocks since 2007 pushed the herd down to current levels.  Beef 

production in 2010 is projected at 26.03 billion pounds, 15 percent higher than in 1990 (which had a 

larger beef cow herd), about equal to the level in 1996 at the recent cyclical peak in cattle numbers and 

within 3 percent of the all time annual beef production record of 26.8 billion pounds in 2000. 

 

Beef and cattle trade plays a role in this as well.  However, the relative importance of beef and cattle 

trade, in terms of overall production levels, has not changed much in the past twenty years.  Net beef 

imports have accounted for roughly 4 percent of total beef production since 1990 and have, in fact, 

been smaller at roughly two percent of total annual production in the last three years.  Net live cattle 

imports have averaged less than six percent of total slaughter since 1990 and will be slightly higher than 

that in 2010. While beef and cattle continue to grow in importance in terms of industry value, it does 

not explain our ability to maintain beef production in the face of declining U.S. cattle inventories. 

 

The fact is that we have culled an average of over 11 percent of the beef cow herd each of the past 

three years.  Beef cow slaughter as a percent of the beef cow inventory has averaged 9.3 percent since 

1990 and has only been higher than 11 percent once before since 1990, in 1996.  Measured another 

way, beef cow slaughter has represented more than 10 percent of total cattle slaughter each of the past 

three years.  Again, in the past twenty years, beef cow slaughter has averaged 9.2 percent of total 

slaughter and the only other time that beef cow slaughter was more than 10 percent of total cattle 

slaughter was in 1996.  Another rough measure of slaughter intensity of the beef industry is that total 

slaughter will represent over 94 percent of the 2010 calf crop.  This value has averaged 88.3 percent 

since 1990 and the estimate for 2010 is the highest level over the twenty year period.   

 

The bottom line is that it will not be possible to maintain beef production in coming years if we do not 

rebuild the cow herd and it is also true that we will not be able to rebuild the cow herd without reducing 

slaughter and beef production for at least a two to three year period.  I believe that prices are 

approaching levels that will entice cow-calf producers into some level of herd expansion in the next 

couple of years. Smaller beef production will support higher beef and cattle prices.  Consumers, who 



have for the most part not seen any impacts of this situation thus far, will experience higher beef prices 

in the coming years and this will provide a critical test of beef demand to see how consumers react to 

generally higher beef prices. 

 

Avoid Nitrate Toxicity During First Winter Storm 

Glenn Selk, Oklahoma State University Animal Science Professor Emeritus  

 

Almost as predictable as the coming of the winter season, will be the quickly spread horror story of the 

death of several cows from a herd that was fed "the good hay" for the first time after a snow storm.  

Ranchers that have harvested and stored potentially high nitrate forages such as forage sorghums, 

millets, sudangrass hybrids, and/or johnsongrass, need to be aware (not fearful) of the increased 

possibility of nitrate toxicity.  Especially if the cows are fed this hay for the first time after a severe 

winter storm.  Cattle can adapt (to a limited amount) to nitrate intake over time.  However, cattlemen 

often will feed the higher quality forage sorghum type hays during a stressful, cold, wet winter storm.  

Cows may be especially hungry, because they have not gone out in the pasture grazing during the 

storm.  They may be stressed and slightly weakened by the cold, wet conditions.  This combination of 

events make them even more vulnerable to nitrate toxicity.  

 

The rancher is correct in trying to make available a higher quality forage during severe winter weather in 

an effort to lessen the loss of body weight and body condition due to the effect of the wind chill.  But if 

the forage he provides to the cows is potentially toxic, his best intentions can back fire.  

 

The best approach would be to know ahead of time the concentration of nitrate in the hay.  Contact 

your local County OSU Extension office about hay sampling details.  The OSU Soil, Water, and Forage 

Analytical Lab can test the hay for nitrate content.  If the producer is confident that the hay is very low in 

nitrate content then use of the hay should be safe.  If the nitrate content is unknown, then precautions 

should be taken.  Feeding small amounts of the hay along with other grass hays during the fall and early 

winter days can help to "adapt" the cattle to the potential of nitrate.  This is not a fool-proof  concept.  If 

the hay is quite high in nitrate, it can still be quite dangerous. Diluting the high nitrate feed with other 

feeds can reduce the likelihood of problems.  

 

http://countyext2.okstate.edu/
http://www.soiltesting.okstate.edu/Extn_Pub/F-2589web.pdf
http://www.soiltesting.okstate.edu/index.htm
http://www.soiltesting.okstate.edu/index.htm
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