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Meeting beef demand in 2015

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

Many years of cattle herd liquidation, due to drought and other factors, have left the beef
industry with such low cattle inventories that severe reductions in beef production are

inevitable. Beef production in 2014 is projected to total roughly 24.4 billion pounds, down 5.2
percent from last year and the smallest annual beef production in the U.S. since 1994. Cattle
slaughter through mid-November is down 7.1 percent, including a 3.6 percent decline in steer
slaughter and an 8.3 percent decrease in heifer slaughter. Total steer and heifer slaughter in 2014
is projected to be the smallest since 1968. The industry has offset some of the reduction in cattle
slaughter by increasing carcass weights, with current steer carcass weights at record levels of 906
pounds, up 28 pounds year over year and heifer carcass weights at 829 pounds (down one pound
from the week earlier record level of 830 pounds), and up 23 pounds from last year.

Concerns about beef demand have preoccupied the beef industry for many months and will
continue for months to come as beef production is expected to fall in 2015 and into 2016 pushing
retail prices higher. Steer and heifer slaughter is expected to decrease another two percent in
2015 which, depending on carcass weights, would contribute to another 1 to 1.5 percent decrease
in total beef production. While beef demand in 2014 has been unexpectedly strong, the
challenges will continue for many months. Retail prices have risen significantly in 2014 with
All-Fresh beef prices currently 20 percent higher than year ago levels. Current retail prices
undoubtedly do not fully reflect the impacts of declining beef supplies, even if production
stabilized at current levels. With additional decreases in beef production ahead, the demand
challenges will persist.



The demand challenge is not just one of beef quantity but, perhaps increasingly, one of beef
quality. The question of whether beef consumers will pay ever higher prices for a smaller
quantity of beef will likely depend critically on beef quality. There is a degree of quantity versus
quality tradeoff in the beef industry that may be more critical in the coming months. The
industry in general has, and feedlot and packing companies directly have a strong short run
incentive to mitigate decreased animal numbers with larger carcass weights. Managing for ever
larger animals increases the chances of negative quality impacts. One such measure is quality
grade, which, measured as Choice grading percentage, has remained above year over year levels
through most of 2014 but has dropped close to year ago levels recently as carcass weights have
jumped sharply. Potential quality grade impacts should be monitored carefully in coming
months as efforts to push carcass weights continue.

Increased carcass weights may be directly contributing to demand challenges. Beef carcasses are
so big that extended cooling time is sometimes required to properly chill carcasses and some
packing plants are remodeling to handle larger carcasses. And yet, demand for larger muscle
cuts is not growing. Indeed, concerns about portion size have been raised for a number of

years. These concerns may be particularly important in coming months. Consumers manage
total dollars spent and beef retailers accommodate this with grocery retailers managing package
cost and restaurants managing plate cost as much as possible to minimize the impact of high unit
beef prices. This is increasingly difficult with larger and larger muscle cuts. There are strong
indications that consumers will pay premium prices for beef, but only if quality is premium as
well. Consumers demand a package of beef product attributes that includes marbling,
tenderness, flavor, and product size. Using bigger carcasses in the short term pursuit of beef
quantity at the expensive of middle meat demand is not beneficial for the beef industry.

Plan now for colostrum needs this spring

Glenn Selk, Oklahoma State University Emeritus Extension Animal Scientist

It is not too soon to begin to prepare for the spring calving season. Locating, obtaining, and
storing several doses of colostrum or colostrum replacer will come in handy before the first
heifers start to go into labor. Calves born after a difficult birth are at a high risk of failing to
receive adequate colostrum by natural suckling because of greatly decreased colostrum

intake. Calves that are born to a prolonged stage Il of parturition (delivery through the pelvic
canal) very often suffer from severe respiratory acidosis. Acidotic calves are less efficient at
absorbing colostral immunoglobulins even if artificially fed colostrum. The only disease
protection baby calves will receive is via the passive transfer of antibodies (immunoglobulins)
from the colostrum that they ingest. Therefore effort should be made to provide weak newborn
calves with the best source of colostrum available via bottle suckling or tube feeding.

Natural colostrum is still considered the best source of the immunoglobulins for disease
protection for the calf. If there is still a dairy in your area, the opportunity may exist to obtain
some natural colostrum from newly freshened dairy cows. Avoid obtaining colostrum from
dairies that are known to have had an incidence of “Johnes Disease”.



Fresh colostrum can be stored in 1 quart doses by putting that much (1 quart) in a gallon-size
Ziploc bag. Lay the bags flat to freeze in the freezer. When it is time to thaw the colostrum, it
will be easier and quicker to thaw, compared to 2 quarts or more in a big frozen chunk. The
amount of immunoglobulin ingested is also a major determinant of final blood immunoglobulin
concentration. A practical "rule-of-thumb™ is to feed 5 to 6% of the calf's body weight within the
first 6 hours and repeat the feeding when the calf is about 12 hours old. For an 80 pound calf,
this will equate to approximately 2 quarts of colostrum per feeding. Consequently, if the calf is
quite large (about 100 pounds), then the amount of colostrum will need to be increased
accordingly to 2 % quarts per feeding.

If there is no source of natural colostrum available, purchase a few doses of a commercial
colostrum “replacer”. Colostrum replacers will contain greater than 100 grams of
immunoglobulin per dose. Make certain to read the label before purchasing. Colostrum
replacers may seem expensive, but the high price of calves strongly suggests that every effort to
keep all of them alive is worth the investment.
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