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 The US beef cow herd is expected to show strong growth in 
2015 thanks to strong calf prices and, even more importantly, excellent 
pasture condi ons and declining feed costs.  While at the start of the year 
the assump on was that producers would seek to rebuild their herds given 
the strong incen ves in the market, much of that was dependent on the 
ability to keep retained heifers in the herd.  Too o en in the past producers 
would retain heifers only to sell them off later due to the lack of available 
feed.  But this year so far has been a con nua on of what we saw last year 
- ample grass supplies and a strong push to retain females rather than send 
them to the feedlot.  The latest USDA crop progress report showed that for 
week ending July 12, 65% of pastures were in good/excellent condi on.  
This is a 10 point improvement from the previous year and an almost 20 
point improvement from the 10 year average.  In 2012, when drought in 
the Southern Plains forced producers to liquidate a lot of produc ve cows, 
the na onal pasture good/excellent ra ng was a mere 19%, 46 points lower 
than today.  Condi ons in Texas and Oklahoma, which in recent years have 
been greatly affected by drought, show a drama c improvement.  In the 
latest report, 77% of pastures and ranges in Texas and 67% in Oklahoma 
were rated in good/excellent condi on. 
 With plen ful grass, and some of the best calf prices on record, 
there is li le surprise that cow-calf operators are holding on to every cow 
and heifer they can.   We think the second chart to the right is quite telling.  
It shows the ra o of cows/heifers as % of total slaughter.  It is normal for 
the ra o to decline in the summer and be higher in the winter but this year 
the summer decline has been the biggest we have seen in the past 15 years.  
Female slaughter (cows/heifers) in May and June was just 40% of the total, 
well below the levels we saw during the herd rebuilding years in 2005 and 
2006.   Ca le slaughter is lower compared to a year ago and drama cally 
lower than what it was in 2012 and 2013 - this has been largely due to few-
er females in the mix (herd rebuilding/herd preserva on) and to a lesser 
extent because of a smaller calf crop overall.  Consider these numbers:  
Total ca le slaughter for the period May 3 - June 27 was 4.432 million head, 
down 358,290 head (-7.5%) compared to the previous year and down 
705,782 head (13.7%) compared to the same period in 2013.   Female 
slaughter (cow/calf) during May and June in 2015 was 1.823 million head, 
258,198 head (-12.4%) from a year ago and 520,743 head (-22.2%) com-
pared to 2013.  So the decline in female slaughter has accounted for a li le 
over 2/3 of the overall reduc on in US ca le slaughter in May and June of 
this year.  This is what normally expects during herd rebuilding years—if 
anything the reduc on this year has been even more drama c and con-
sistent with the excellent returns cow-calf operators are enjoying at this 

me.   
Implica ons:  Feedlot placements are expected to be low through the sum-
mer, which will con nue to limit the supply of ca le coming to market later 
this year and in early 2016.  
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