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Cattle market factors to watch in 2015

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

In 2014, cattle and beef prices advanced from (what were then) record levels at the beginning of
the year to a nearly continuous series of record levels throughout the year. Cattle and beef prices
are expected to maintain these levels in 2015, not increasing as much or as fast as in 2014 but
averaging higher than 2014, and are likely to set new record prices seasonally during the year.
For the most part, the same factors we have been watching in 2014 will determine how much
higher cattle and beef prices will push in 2015.

The beef cow herd almost surely began expanding in 2014, though final confirmation will come
in the annual Cattle report due out January 30, 2015. The question is more one of how much
herd rebuilding happened in 2014. An increase of one-half to one percent in the beef cow herd is
expected. Herd expansion is expected to continue in 2015 and for several more years but it is
by no means guaranteed. Severe drought conditions persist in the far west and marginal to
severe drought areas remain in the southern plains and southwest. These areas have the most
potential for herd expansion, having been most depleted during the drought and continued
drought or slow recovery in these areas will limit herd expansion in 2015. Feeder cattle
supplies will continue to tighten into 2015 with a smaller 2014 calf crop, increased heifer
retention and likely less cattle imports from Mexico and Canada. The 2015 calf crop may grow
with limited herd expansion in 2014 but continued heifer retention in 2015 will keep feeder
supplies tight.

Beef production is expected to decrease another 1-2 percent in 2015 following the 5-6 percent
year over year decrease in 2014. Cattle slaughter will likely decrease another 1.5-2.5 percent in
2015 with fewer cows and yearlings in the slaughter mix. Steer and heifer carcass weights will




remain large following the sharp increase in late 2014 and will average higher in 2015 but are
unlikely to increase much above current record levels.

All eyes will continue to be on beef demand in 2015 as further reductions in beef supplies will
push wholesale and retail beef values higher. Beef demand in 2014 was stronger than expected
but additional meat supplies from increased pork and poultry production in 2015 will add
additional pressure to retail beef markets. Retail beef prices are expected to continue increasing
but feedlots and packers will struggle to maintain margins as high feeder and fed cattle prices
will outpace the speed of wholesale and retail price adjustments.

International beef trade plays a role on both the demand and supply sides of the U.S. beef
market. Beef exports are a component of total beef demand, enhancing value by providing
markets for beef products, such as offals, which are undervalued in the U.S. and additional
demand for muscle cuts. In 2014, total beef exports so far are close to year earlier levels
including lower exports to Canada; slightly lower to Japan; but up sharply to Mexico, South
Korea and Hong Kong. Record high U.S. beef prices are rationing export beef demand but only
modest decreases in beef exports are expected in 2015. Beef imports supplement supplies of
specific types of beef in the U.S. market; particularly lean beef for ground beef production to
support the enormous U.S. appetite for hamburger. 2014 year to date beef imports are up sharply
from drought-stricken Australia and up modestly from other major import sources including
Canada, Mexico and New Zealand. Additional increases in beef imports are expected in 2015,
primarily to partially offset continued reductions in lean beef supplies due to reduced cow
slaughter. Continued strength in the U.S. dollar exaggerates the trade impacts due to exchange
rates; making U.S. beef exports more expense and beef imports cheaper thus tending to decrease
beef exports and increase beef imports.

Breeding cows and heifers on wheat pasture

Glenn Selk, Oklahoma State University Emeritus Extension Animal Scientist

Many areas of Oklahoma have grown some wheat pasture for use as winter feed. Some
producers may have questions about the utilization of wheat pasture for growing replacement
heifers or cows before, during, and after their first breeding season. Unsatisfactory breeding
performance has occasionally been anecdotally reported when replacement heifers have been
exposed to bulls or Al while grazing wheat forages. Therefore an Oklahoma State University
study was conducted to compare reproductive performance of heifers grazing wheat pasture
before, and during breeding, with heifers grazing wheat pasture until approximately 3 weeks
before breeding.

In each of two years, 40 spring born Angus and Angus crossbred heifers were placed on wheat
pasture in December and randomly assigned to one of two treatment groups in mid

March. Group one (Wheat Pasture; n=20) remained on wheat pasture (mean crude protein =
26.6 %) through estrus synchronization and fixed-time Al. Group two (Dry Lot; n=20) was
placed in drylot and had free choice access to a corn-based growing ration (11.1% crude protein)
through estrus synchronization and fixed time Al. The heifers were inseminated on about April



5 both years. Heifers were exposed to fertile bulls starting 10 days after fixed time Al for 45
more days. Fixed time Al conception was determined at 32 days after Al by ultrasonography.

The percentage of heifers cycling at the start of estrous synchronization was 75% and 55% for
Wheat Pasture and Dry Lot, respectively. Weights of Dry Lot heifers were slightly heavier than
Wheat Pasture heifers (897 vs. 867 pounds) at the time of Al but were similar at ultrasound (917
vs. 910 pounds). Conception rate to Fixed time Al was similar for Wheat Pasture (54%) and Dry
Lot (43%) and final pregnancy rate was similar for Wheat Pasture (98%) and Dry Lot

(88%). Reproductive performance of heifers grazing wheat pasture during estrus
synchronization and Fixed time Al was similar to heifers consuming a corn-based growing

diet. Source: Bryant and co-workers. 2011. February issue. The Professional Animal Scientist.

Kansas State University looked at grazing wheat pasture, before and during breeding with first
and second calf cows. They compared the fixed time Al and final pregnancy rates for cows on
wheat with cows on native rangeland. Five years of data were summarized in the 2011 KSU
Cattlemen’s Day Report. The Al pregnancy rates were 51.7% and 57.7% for wheat pasture and
rangeland respectively. The final pregnancy rates after a natural breeding clean up breeding
season were very similar at 94.4% and 95.9% respectively. They concluded: “This trial showed
no evidence that the high protein diet of wheat pasture reduces pregnancy rate of beef cows.
However, because timing of the breeding season remained constant, protein content of the diet
may have moderated prior to breeding.” Source: Johnson, S.K. 2011 KSU Cattlemen’s Day
Summary.
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