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Forage Availability and its Costs 

With spring green-up slowly occurring nationwide, hay production will be starting soon if it has not 
already begun. The droughts that have affected much of the country over the past few years have 
strained forage production and hay stocks. National non-alfalfa hay prices have risen to record highs 
indicating how tight supplies have been on strong demand as producers tried to maintain herds through 
the drought. With drought still impacting nearly half of the US, forage production and availability will be 
closely watched for its impact on the direction of the US beef herd. 

Regardless of what type of pasture is harvested as hay, it’s not cheap to do so. To cut, rake, and bale an 
acre of hay has direct cash costs of approximately $23/acre ($38.40/acre in total costs). Application of 
fertilizer, herbicides, seed, and twine/net wrap are in addition to the machinery costs. While hay yields 
are variable, the direct machinery costs alone are less than $10/ton for a 2.5 ton/acre yield to 
approximately $15/ton for a 1.5 ton/acre yield.  

Non-alfalfa hay yields haven’t increased much in the US since the 1980s, although there is a lot of 
variability in that time frame. The increase in overall non-alfalfa hay production has been more from the 
increased acreage even as the total cattle inventory fell by over 23.5 million head and 8 million fewer 
beef cows. The additional non-alfalfa hay production has led to there being 2.67 tons per US beef cow in 
2013 compared to 1.37 tons per US beef cow in 1980 (1.94 tons/Louisiana beef cow compared 0.86 
tons/Louisiana beef cow in 2013 and 1980, respectively). Even when accounting for an estimated 213 
pound increase in cow weights since the early 1980s and cows consuming 2% of body weight in forage 
daily, the increased hay production per cow results in a significant increase in the number of days of that 
beef cows could be fed hay. In 1980, non-alfalfa hay production could feed the average US beef cow 134 
days compared to approximately 216 days in 2013 (84 days in Louisiana in 1980 and 156 days in 2013). 

The increased hay availability per cow has roughly doubled the machinery costs per beef cow associated 
with hay production. Some hay wastage would be expected that would reduce hay availability per cow, 
but this would result in higher costs per cow associated with hay production. Reducing the storage and 
feeding losses would not only bring down machinery costs despite the initial investment costs but also 
reduce the how much forage is harvested as hay. Focusing on quality over quantity will also result in 
lower supplementation costs. 
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April USDA NASS Cattle on Feed Report summary:  Pre-Report Estimates 
 1,000 head % of Prior Year Avg. Range 
Placed in March   1,795 95.3 101.5 95.0 – 104.5  
Marketed in March 1,660 96.3 96.5 95.0 – 100.5 
On Feed April 1  10,860 99.4 100.5 99.0 – 101.5 
 

This month’s Cattle on Feed report may be viewed as slightly bullish with placements lower than 
expected. The marketings estimate was very close what was expected with the total on feed number 
slightly lower than expected. Aside from Colorado and Nebraska, the major feeding states saw 
placements that were 1% (Iowa) to 11% (Texas) lower than a year ago. Cattle weighing less than 600 
pounds were the only weight group to see a year-on-year increase (3.7%), largely due to increased 
placements in Colorado and Kansas. Placements of cattle weighing 700 to 799 pounds were 13% lower 
than a year ago which has implications for late summer fed cattle marketings. The total number of 
steers on feed was 2.1% higher, heifers were 6% lower, and cows and bulls 29.2% higher at the 
beginning of April. 

Corn futures moved higher during the week. Spillover support from soybeans and wheat provided 
support while export sales continue to suggest export forecasts are too low. However, actual delivery of 
corn for export is still behind what’s been sold. There is some concern about additional rain in the 
forecast combined with less than ideal soil temperatures for planting. That concern is being held in 
check for the time being as the current delay in corn planting can be erased very quickly as seen in 
recent years. 

Live cattle futures moved higher on the week with deferred contract months seeing gains of over $2/cwt 
as the April contract is all but expired. Higher wholesale boxed beef values provided support as well as 
spillover strength from the lean hog market. Feeder cattle contracts were able to move higher with their 
live cattle counterparts despite the rise in corn prices. Higher cash prices provided support combined 
with the live cattle and lean hog markets. 

Cash fed cattle sales were limited this week to Texas which sold $1/cwt lower at $145/cwt than last 
week. Light to moderate demand was observed. 
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*Prices are for Medium and Large 1-2 Steers 
**Mississippi prices are for midpoint of 400-500 and 700-800 steers 
Note zero values in table represent no reported sales for that weight group. 
Source: USDA AMS 

 
Source: USDA AMS 
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Feeder Steer Prices*

Breaking Boning Lean
This Week $91.00 $101.00 $86.00
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Week Ending Friday, April 25, 2014 

 
Table 1.  Futures Prices 

  Live   Feeder       
Month Cattle Change* Cattle Change* Corn Change* 
April  $      145.00  0.80         
May      $     180.00  1.95 507     12 1/4 
June  $      136.78  2.40         
July         512 3/4 12 1/4 
August  $      135.60  2.78  $     184.63  3.22     
September      $     185.13  3.85 509 1/4 11     
October  $      139.68  2.30  $     185.13  4.10     
November      $     184.85  4.17     
December  $      141.78  2.10     506 1/4 9 1/2 
January      $     181.65  3.90     
February  $      142.65  2.20         
March      $     179.30  3.23 514 1/4 9 3/4 

Source: DTN 
* Change is from the previous Friday’s close 
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Week Ending Friday, April 25, 2014 

 
Table 2.  State and National Market Information

 
Source: USDA Agricultural Marketing Service, USDA National Agricultural Statistics Service and Livestock Marketing Information Center 
1 Note the placements numbers are lagged by one week prior to publishing. 

 

 

Commodity This Week Last Week Last Year
5 – Area Fed Steer Price

Live 146.68$          146.93$          128.07$          
Dressed 236.00$          234.63$          203.51$          

Oklahoma City Feeder Cattle Prices
5-5.5 cwt Med and Large #1 221.57$          219.23$          164.33$          
7.5-8 cwt Med and Large #1 181.07$          176.13$          131.88$          

Boxed Beef Cutout Values (weekly average)
600-900 lb Choice cutout 231.91$          224.27$          191.63$          
600-900 lb Select cutout 220.41$          214.06$          184.24$          

U.S. Pork Cutout Value 117.35$          121.74$          86.68$            
Georgia Dock Broilers 108.00$          107.61$          102.97$          
Georgia B/S Breasts 213.00$          213.50$          195.50$          
Georgia Leg Quarters 54.50$            54.50$            55.00$            
Meat production (million lbs)

Beef 462.8 449.6 486.8
Pork 429.9 429.6 445.5

Slaughter (1,000 head)
Cattle 585.0 568.0 625.2
Hogs 1,999              2,002              2,145              
Broilers/Fryers 154,884          150,686          156,152          

Average Dressed Weight
Cattle 793 794 780
Hogs 215 215 208

4/18/2014 4/11/2014 4/19/2013

Poultry Placements (in thousands)1

LA Broiler Egg Sets 3,802              3,832              3,546              
US Broiler Egg Sets 204,550          204,276          200,039          
LA Broiler Chick Placements 3,376              3,359              3,175              
US Broiler Chick Placements 164,210          163,644          166,244          
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