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To Stocker or Not to Stocker? 

With planting of winter forages nearing completion throughout Louisiana, potential returns from winter 
grazing are on the forefront of many producers’ minds. The next page has a table that has been included 
in previous years illustrating the potential returns to retained ownership of weaned calves into early 
next year. Estimated grazing costs are about $0.10/lb higher than a year ago, but cash returns above the 
stocker and cow/calf phases are roughly double compared to a year ago. As a comparison, the returns 
from the stocker and cow/calf phases are approximately $989/head compared to $827/head at 
weaning, a difference of approximately $160/head. 

As was the case last year, and what will likely occur for at least the next couple of years, it’s going to be 
difficult to procure cattle in enough volume or economically that will result in the type of returns 
projected below on the open market. Producers choosing to retain their own cattle may have an 
advantage in that regards. However, stocker production provides plenty of flexibility to design a 
program that will match available resources to the market conditions. The importance of management is 
talked about frequently with regards to stocker production, but given tight supplies of cattle, its relative 
importance may be heightened this year to design a successful program that may not be the traditional 
program discussed. 

For those designing a winter ryegrass based stocker program this year, tight supplies will be faced, but 
also a significant cost differential compared to winter wheat grazing in the Southern Plains. Cost of gain 
estimates for winter wheat are approximately $0.60/lb at this time. Feedlot costs of again are also 
significantly lower than a year ago, but still approximately $0.25/lb greater than estimated winter wheat 
grazing costs. These lower costs of gain suggest that custom winter wheat grazers may be able to pay 
more for calves than those wanting to graze winter ryegrass. In short, there may be more acres available 
for winter grazing of forages than the number of cattle available, providing additional support for calf 
prices in the final few months of this year.   

How much of a seasonal decline in calf prices for the remainder of the year remains to be seen, but signs 
point to less of a decline than most years because of the potential strong demand for calves combined 
with tight supplies. Although projected value of gains are in excess of $1.40/lb as of this writing, the 
difference in returns between the stocker phase and selling as a weaned calf of $160/head may not be a 
great enough incentive for some to engage in a retained ownership strategy. A wait and see approach 
may be appropriate over the next couple of weeks to see if feeder cattle futures can push higher. If that 
occurs, it then becomes a question of if feeder cattle futures increase faster than calf prices. The result 
of faster rising feeder cattle futures than calf prices will result in returns of more than $160/head from 
selling at weaning compared to retaining the calf until April.
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The risk of what prices will be in the spring when a retained ownership strategy ends will always be 
present, but can be managed. Producers that are on the fence between selling at weaning and retaining 
ownership through the stocker phase may want to set a minimum and maximum price threshold that 
would result in a given course of action. One other factor to consider is that cash feeder cattle prices 
have been above nearby feeder cattle futures for much of this year. This is unlikely to change going into 
next year. Even if feeder cattle futures see a drop, cash prices in the Southern Plains likely won’t fall as 
much. This should give producers (and lenders) a little bit of comfort, but risk management strategies 
should be explored to insure that cattle are available to sell and at an acceptable price. 

 Ryegrass grazing (Cash Costs) Ryegrass grazing (All Costs) 
Purchase Price ($240/cwt) $1,228.80 
Beginning Weight 512 lbs 
COG1 $1.10/lb $1.24/lb 
Days in Program 132 days 
ADG 1.92 lbs 
Death Loss 2.00% 
Transportation $39.29/head 
Marketing $15/head 
Ending Weight2 750 lbs 
Selling Price3 $228.17/cwt 
Estimated Stocker Revenue $1,711.28/head 
Total Stocker Costs $316.04/head $347.78/head 
Returns to Stocker Phase $1,390.15/head $1,358.34/head 
Cow/Calf Production Costs4 $402.29/head $609.72/head 
Returns above Cow/Calf Costs $987.86/head $748.62/head 
Returns if Sell at Weaning $826.51/head $619.08/head 

1 Operating note of 4.50%, cash costs of $266.84/head 
2 Includes 2% shrink 
3 Closing price for April feeder cattle contract on Friday plus historical Oklahoma City April basis of $1.07/cwt above futures 
4 $529.34/hd cash costs ($736.77/hd total) minus $127.05/hd in non-calf revenue adjustments from LSU AgCenter enterprise 
budgets 

 
October USDA NASS Cattle on Feed Report summary:  Pre-Report Estimates 
 1,000 head % of Prior Year Avg. Range 
Placed in September  2,007 101.0 101.5 93.0 – 107.0  
Marketed in September  1,683 99.5 99.0 94.0 – 100.0 
On Feed October 1  10,058 99.5 100.0 98.0 – 101.0 
 
The most eye-catching number in this month’s USDA NASS Cattle on Feed report may be the September 
placements number being 1% higher compared to a year ago. Note that this only the third month this 
year when placements have been above a year ago. A large reason why September placements are 
above a year ago is that September 2013 placements were the smallest on record. This year’s placement 
value is the second smallest with the 2012 value being the third smallest. Placements of cattle weighing 
at least 800 pounds was up 8% (57,000 head) compared to a year ago driven by increased placements in 
all states other than Texas while 600-699 pound placements were up 1.5%. There was one extra 
slaughter last month compared to a year ago which accounts for marketings being close to year ago 
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levels. The number of heifers on feed intended for slaughter were down 3.1% with the number of steers 
0.8% higher than a year ago.  

The World Trade Organization has issued a ruling on the complaint brought by Canada and Mexico that 
the U.S. law requiring Country of Origin Labeling results in less favorable treatment for Canadian and 
Mexican livestock than U.S. livestock. However, the WTO panel did find that the law provides U.S. 
consumers with information on the meat’s origin. The U.S. has thirty days to appeal the decision. Any 
retaliation that Canada and Mexico place on U.S. products will not occur until after the appeals 
processes are exhausted. 

Corn futures were about five cents higher on the week for all contract months. Concerns about a slow 
harvest due to rain provided some support for the market as it may have already hit its seasonal low. 
Weather forecasts are calling for favorable conditions in the next week to facilitate harvest.  

Live cattle futures were higher on the week as traders continued to stay bullish on tight supplies even as 
concern about consumer pushback from high beef prices is present. Higher cash fed cattle sales also 
provided momentum for futures during the week. Volatility and concerns about it are present even as 
futures set new records during the week. Feeder cattle futures were back and forth all week but finished 
the week higher except for the nearby October contract. Demand concerns were present even though 
cash prices continue to be above feeder futures. 

Cash fed cattle trade was moderate to active on good demand this week. Live sales were $6/cwt higher 
than last week at $170/cwt for the week. Dressed sales were at $263/cwt to $265/cwt in Iowa and 
Nebraska. 

 

 

 

 
*Prices are for Medium and Large 1-2 Steers 
**Mississippi prices are for midpoint of 700-800 steers 
Note zero values in table represent no reported sales for that weight group. 
Source: USDA AMS 
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Source: USDA AMS 

 

 

 

Table 1.  Futures Prices 

  Live   Feeder       
Month Cattle Change* Cattle Change* Corn Change* 
October  $      168.25  3.20  $     237.90  -0.55     
November      $     234.65  0.50     
December  $      166.90  1.85     353     5     
January      $     228.90  0.77     
February  $      166.55  2.52         
March      $     227.18  0.53 366 3/4 5 1/2 
April  $      164.78  2.72  $     227.10  0.60     
May      $     227.18  0.68 375 1/4 5 1/4 
June  $      154.40  1.65         
July         382 3/4 5 1/4 
August  $      152.55  1.70  $     227.35  0.35     
September      $     226.25  -0.75 390 1/4 5 3/4 

Source: DTN 
* Change is from the previous Friday’s close 

 

Breaking Boning Lean
This Week $102.50 $107.50 $92.50
Last Week $105.00 $107.50 $96.50
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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 168.67$          163.76$          132.23$          
Dressed 263.80$          257.75$          207.77$          

Oklahoma City Feeder Cattle Prices
5-5.5 cwt Med and Large #1 280.36$          283.93$          183.29$          
7.5-8 cwt Med and Large #1 239.05$          241.02$          165.72$          

Boxed Beef Cutout Values (weekly average)
600-900 lb Choice cutout 249.50$          249.26$          200.09$          
600-900 lb Select cutout 234.28$          235.53$          184.13$          

U.S. Pork Cutout Value 102.09$          116.10$          94.65$            
Georgia Dock Broilers 113.00$          113.02$          105.00$          
Georgia B/S Breasts 200.50$          216.50$          193.00$          
Georgia Leg Quarters 52.00$            52.50$            51.50$            
Meat production (million lbs)

Beef 474.2 463.6 496.8
Pork 455.9 465 473.1

Slaughter (1,000 head)
Cattle 576.0 565.0 619.2
Hogs 2,141              2,180              2,260              
Broilers/Fryers 157,447          158,155          157,378          

Average Dressed Weight
Cattle 825 822 804
Hogs 213 213 209

10/17/2014 10/10/2014 10/18/2013

Poultry Placements (in thousands)1

LA Broiler Egg Sets 3,456              3,605              3,486              
US Broiler Egg Sets 195,030          199,005          187,859          
LA Broiler Chick Placements 3,209              3,197              3,234              
US Broiler Chick Placements 165,697          162,757          162,067          
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