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

The September Cattle on Feed report showed August placements at 95 percent of last year and the
lowest August placement level in the current cattle on feed data series back to 1996. The placement
total was below pre-report estimates and may provide a bit of short-term boost to markets. However,
lower placements are not providing much help for fed cattle markets. Feedlot placements the past six
months are down 3.5 percent, some 349,000 head less than the same March through August period one
year ago. Despite this, the September 1, 2015 on-feed inventory is up 2.7 percent; 267,000 head more
than September 1, 2014. Although this monthly on-feed total was less than expected, the large
inventory is increasingly a drag on fed cattle markets. What has been a “situation” for several months is
rapidly turning into a “predicament”.

It has been a challenging year for cattle feeders and feedlots have struggled continuously with lousy
margins. The feedlot response to adverse market conditions has been to slow down feedlot turnover,



adding days on feed and increasing fed cattle weights. This has resulted not only in growing feedlot
inventories but a growing supply of extremely heavy cattle. Steer carcass weights for the year to date
into early September were averaging 19 pounds heavier than last year. By the last week of August,
average steer carcass weights were at 906 pounds, equal to the record weights last November. One
week later, moving into September, steer carcass weights jumped to 914 pounds, a new record and up
25 pounds year over year on a weekly basis. Carcass weights often peak seasonally in the fourth quarter
which could push annual average steer carcass weights 20 pounds or more over last year.

Fed cattle prices dropped roughly $4/cwt. last week. After holding between $145 and $150/cwt. for the
summer, the fed market has dropped at least $10/cwt. the past three weeks; pushing the apparent
summer lows into the fall. In addition to the cloud of global macroeconomic uncertainty, the fed market
is increasingly burdened by lots of heavy fed cattle and the additional beef tonnage that goes with them.
Year to date cattle slaughter is still down 6.6 percent but beef production so far this year is down only
4.3 percent with increased carcass weights making up the difference. Last week USDA estimated that
cattle slaughter was about equal (fractionally higher) than the same week last year but weekly beef
production was 3.1 percent higher year over year.

Market signals to pull back fed cattle weights are growing in recent weeks, with incentives such as
increasing discounts for Yield grade 4 and 5 cattle augmenting lower fed prices as penalties for excess
weight. The fed market has turned ugly and the only real fix at this point is to take our lumps; cough up
the heavy cattle; and likely make the market even uglier for a period of time. Anticipated fourth quarter
fed market improvement may be mostly or entirely wiped out if we continue to market excessively
heavy cattle through the remainder of the year. The only real solution is to market our way out of this
predicament. You can’t rely on lower placements to fix the problem; placements are already low and
have been for many months. Moreover, growing feeder supplies indicate that placements will begin
increasing in the coming months. Will abruptly flushing heavy cattle out of feedlots ensure that feedlot
margins turn black in the fourth quarter? The answer is that it is not guaranteed to fix margins but it
seems increasingly clear that failing to do it will ensure that margins remain very red for the remainder
of the year.

Are the bulls ready for the fall breeding season?

Glenn Selk, Oklahoma State University Emeritus Extension Animal Scientist

The fall breeding season is about two months away. If you have not assessed your bull battery recently,
time is running out. Contact your local large animal veterinarian and make arrangements to see that
your bulls of all ages pass a breeding soundness exam. Late summer high temperatures may reduce bull
fertility for several weeks after the weather has moderated. In addition, ask your veterinarian about the
need for a trichomoniasis test. Trichomoniasis is a reproductive disease of cattle that will result in a



large percentage of open cows at preg checking time. If the bulls’ feet need to be trimmed, this would
be an excellent opportunity to get that done as well.

Bulls that do not pass a breeding soundness exam will need to be replaced before the start of breeding.
Purchase the replacement from a production sale or nearby seedstock producer as soon as possible. It
is advantageous to move the bull to his new environment several weeks before breeding. If the bull has
been consuming a high energy, grain-based diet, this will give you time to gradually reduce the grain and
increase the forage intake. The rumen will take some time to adjust to the forage-based diet that he will
consume during the breeding season. A very sudden, steep decline in energy intake could cause a
decrease in bull fertility. Therefore a gradual change over several weeks will produce more positive
results.

Bulls that will be placed together in multi-sire breeding pastures should be penned together for several
weeks before the breeding season begins. Bulls WILL establish a social order. This needs to be settled
before the first of the breeding season. We would prefer that cows are getting bred during the first part
of the breeding season rather than bulls fighting each other.

Bulls are a sizeable investment in most cow-calf operations. Common sense management before the
breeding season can give the best possible return on that investment.
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