
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Cattle Market Seasonality 
 

Summer is here; therefore, it is time to talk about one of my all-time favorite summertime 

subjects: seasonal price patterns in the cattle market.  (The College World Series is also 

interesting, but it is a far less appropriate Market Update topic.)  Why the interest in cattle 

market seasonals?  Well, throughout my entire professional life, at some point – often multiple 

points – in June I have been asked some variation of the question, “What’s the summer low 

going to be for fed cattle prices and when is it going to happen?”   

 

Clearly, this question is predicated on the widely recognized phenomenon of declining fed cattle 

prices from spring to summer.  That phenomenon is, in fact, a pretty reliable feature of the 

market.  Figure 1 shows a weekly seasonal index based on 5-Area weighted average live steer 

prices for the past 20 years (1994-2013).   

 

 
 
Figure 1.  5-Area Weighted Average Fed Steer Price (Live) Seasonal Index: 1994-2013 
Data Source: USDA Agricultural Marketing Service through Livestock Marketing Information Center. 

 

On average, over that period of time, cash fed cattle prices have declined by about 12 percent 

from the spring high to the summer low, with the low typically occurring sometime between 

mid-July and mid-August.   

 

This year so far looks like a bit of an anomaly.  The 5-Area weighted average price dropped to 

$144.39 during the last week of May.  Since then it has rebounded and has averaged just over 

$149 for the past two weeks.  If $144.39 holds as the seasonal low, that will represent a decline 

of only around 5 percent from the high of $152.21 for the last week of March.  That is a smaller 

break than average, but it is not unprecedented.  There have been a couple of years in the past 
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twenty in which the seasonal break was less than 5 percent.  Just last year, the seasonal price 

decline into the summer was just 6.7 percent – not far out of line with this year’s pattern so far.   

 

So is the low in for the year at $144.39?  It could well be.  Relatively small seasonal price breaks 

occurring early in the year are not the norm, but they aren’t unheard of either.  If this year’s tight 

supplies and robust demand are enough to overwhelm normal seasonal tendencies, that shouldn’t 

be too much of a surprise.  In fact, this looks like exactly what the market currently anticipates.  

As I write this on Monday (June 23) afternoon, the August Live Cattle contract is trading at a bit 

over $147/cwt.  With normal basis, this would suggest a cash price between $145 and $146 – a 

buck or so above the current season-to-date low.  So far this year, basis has been considerably 

stronger than normal, suggesting cash prices closer to the $150 mark for mid-summer – well 

above the season-to-date low.   

 

While we’re on the subject of cattle market seasonality, we might as well take a look at feeder 

cattle prices.  Feeder cattle prices have been phenomenally strong this year.  As documentation, I 

offer figure 2, showing weekly Oklahoma City 7-weight feeder steer prices.   

 

 
 
Figure 2.  Weekly Weighted Average Oklahoma City Feeder Steer Prices: 700-800 pound, Medium and Large #1 
Data Source: USDA Agricultural Marketing Service through Livestock Marketing Information Center. 

 

After a very brief leveling-off around Memorial Day, prices over the last couple of weeks have 

continued the onward-and-upward trend that has been in place nearly all year.  Will it last?  If 

you have followed these newsletters of mine for any length of time, you already know that I 

don’t have the answer to that question.  What I can say, though, is that if the run does continue 

much longer, it will be in contradiction of normal seasonal behavior in the feeder steer market.   

Figure 3 shows a weekly seasonal price index for 700-800 pound OKC feeder steers based on the 

past ten years of data (2004-2013).   

 



 

 
 
Figure 3.  Oklahoma City Feeder Steer Price Seasonal Index: 1994-2013 
Data Source: USDA Agricultural Marketing Service through Livestock Marketing Information Center. 

 

Over the past ten years, feeder steer prices have tended to peak at around week 28 before 

stabilizing and then declining through the remainder of the year.  There is a pretty good counter-

seasonal argument to be made this year.  Of course, tight supplies could keep normal seasonal 

pressure from building from that side of the market.  Also, corn prices could continue to erode as 

a potentially record-breaking crop comes into clearer focus, bringing down cost-of-gain 

projections and boosting feeder cattle bids in a highly competitive market.   

 

Right now the market seems to be expecting these factors (along with strong forward projections 

for fed cattle prices) to keep feeder prices knocking around in the $205-$210 range for the rest of 

the year. In short, not much more upside, but also not much of a seasonal decline from here 

either.   

 

Cattle on Feed 
 

Last Friday, the USDA National Agricultural Statistics Service released the latest Cattle on Feed 

report.  Key numbers from that report are summarized in Table 1 below, along with a summary 

of pre-report estimates. 

 

 
 

Key numbers in the report were almost perfectly aligned with average pre-report estimates.  In 

that sense, the report was about as neutral as possible.  It is probably worth noting a couple of 

exceptional points in relation to the numbers in the report.  First, May marketings were the 

lowest figure for that month since this series began in 1996.  While this sounds like a really 

Table 1.  June Cattle on Feed Summary  

 % of Previous 
 1,000 head Year 

May Placements 1,912 93.0 
May Marketings 1,865 95.7 
June 1 On-Feed 10,594 98.4 



 

negative factor, it is important to recognize that inventories are down too.  Considered as a share 

of inventory (or, even better, of front-end supplies) marketings are not out of line with historic 

norms.  Second, a reminder of a point that has been made in this space several times: the on-feed 

inventory number has not been above the prior year level since August 2012, a span of 22 

consecutive months now.   

 

Pork Production Update 
 

Porcine Epidemic Diarrhea virus (PEDv) retains a prominent place in the agriculture-related 

news.  For example, this week Arkansas was added to the list of states submitting a sample 

testing positive for the virus.  This brings the total number of affected states to 31.  It appears, 

though, that farmers and processors have become better at compensating for PEDv losses.  In the 

June World Agricultural Supply and Demand Estimates (WASDE) report, USDA revised their 

pork production estimates up from the prior month for quarters 2 through 4 of this year.  This 

was the second upward revision of the year for the second quarter (following a similar 

adjustment in the May WASDE) and the first upward revision for quarters three and four.  Pork 

production for 2014 is still projected to be down compared to the previous year, but after this 

month’s revisions, that year-on-year decline is now forecast at about 1.5 percent rather than 

about 2.3 percent.   

 

Higher-than-anticipated pork production is largely a function of hog weights.  The Livestock 

Slaughter report released last Friday reported hog slaughter for January through May as being 

down 4 percent compared to the same period in 2014.  This is clearly a substantial drop, as 

would be expected given the pig losses due to PEDv.  On the other hand, over that same time 

period, commercial pork production has only been down by about 1 percent.  The difference is 

heaver slaughter weights.  The Livestock Slaughter report notes that the average market hog live 

weight year-to-date is about 8 pounds heavier than a year ago.   Figure 4 (from the Livestock 

Marketing Information Center) illustrates the rather dramatic change in market hog weights this 

year using dressed weights from federally inspected slaughter.  

 

 
Figure 4.  Weekly Average Barrow and Gilt Dressed Weights: Federally Inspected Slaughter 
Source: Livestock Marketing Information Center based on data from USDA National Agricultural Statistics Service and 

Agricultural Marketing Service. 

 



 

Weights have not only been consistently above year-ago levels, but they have moved higher in 

fairly strong counter-seasonal fashion for the last month or so (though the seasonal decline may 

now be kicking in).  This means of making up production brings up a couple of points.  First, our 

production system is remarkably resilient, and our farmers are amazingly resourceful, 

considering all the management adjustments, large and small, that are implied in the deceptively 

simple graph above.  Second, we (meaning mainly those of you who are producing hogs) should 

approach the market with caution.  Expectations of upcoming production can change more 

quickly than market participants often anticipate.  This adjustment of hog slaughter weights this 

year is a good illustration of how things like that can happen. 
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