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Four Things to Take Home

1
Historically high prices are a DEMAND story
Beef demand index hit a record 138 in 2025 (2000 = 100); 
~87% of the 2024→25 retail price rise traces to demand, not fewer cows

2
Fewer cows ≠ less beef
27.6M beef cows (Jan. 2026, -1%), but fewer placements and cattle fed longer & heavier mute herd headline

3
Record dollars at risk
Cow-calf returns > $950/cow; fed steers sold ~$11/cwt under no-grid feeding breakevens in Sept. 2026

4
Shocks, price discovery & data matter
Border & trade policy, fed cattle cash trade & USDA reporting, and a NASS correction — reliable data matters 
and is ever-evolving
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What's Moved Since Late September

$348
Nov. feeder cattle 
futures, 10/23 close

vs. ~$333 for the Oct. 
contract on 9/23: rally 

resumed after the August 
break

$231
Dec. live cattle futures, 
10/23 close

vs. ~$221 for the Oct. 
contract on 9/23

-12%
Sept. feedlot placements 
vs. 2025

1.78M head; Oct. 1 on feed 
11.37M (-0.4%), with over-

120-day cattle +12%

Ports
Mexican cattle imports 
resuming in stages

Columbus, NM 10/26; 
Nogales, AZ planned 11/30. 

Futures compare different contract months (Oct. vs. Nov./Dec.): read direction, not exact spread. Sources: Brownfield Ag News closing futures (10/23/26); USDA-NASS Cattle on Feed via LMIC (10/23/26); 
Reuters via GV Wire (10/20/26); 9/23 levels from KSU Stocker Field Day deck.
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xXj_nyU
rn9A&feature=youtu.be

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xXj_nyUrn9A&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xXj_nyUrn9A&feature=youtu.be
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xXj_nyUrn9A&feature=youtu.be
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How U.S. Domestic Beef Demand Reaches the Farm Gate

+1% demand
lifts fed cattle prices +1.52% & feeder cattle +2.48%

McKendree, Tonsor, Schroeder & Hendricks (AJAE)

2025 lesson
+8% demand 

= fed +12% & feeders +20%
Every demand tailwind is leveraged: 

feeder $respond more than fed $, and calf prices more still

Demand is NOT per-capita consumption!
Per-capita disappearance = supply ÷ people; by itself it says little about eagerness to buy. 
Demand = the quantity consumers take at each offer price. 
More pounds moving at HIGHER inflation-adjusted prices = demand growth — exactly what 2024 & 
2025 delivered for beef.

The leverage works both ways: 1% demand setback would hit calf values hardest.

Sources: McKendree et al. (AJAE); beefboard.org “What’s Demand Got To Do With It?” (July 2025); KSU Meat Demand Monitor.
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Consumer Signals: Taste Leads; Food Buying Is K-Shaped

KSU Meat Demand Monitor, Sept. 2026: 

Taste, Freshness, Price & Safety anchor protein purchases; 47% rank Price a top-4 factor vs. 22% bottom-4.

Only 18% report improving finances vs. 37% worse. 

The "worse now" group spends ~$54/week away from home vs. ~$94 for "better now"

Source: KSU Meat Demand Monitor, September 2026 (released 10/2/26), agmanager.info/livestock-meat/meat-demand/monthly-meat-demand-monitor-survey-data
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Feedlots: Fewer Cattle Coming In, Cattle Staying Longer
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Cattle on Feed Over 120 Days, U.S. Monthly

Avg. 2020-24 2025 2026

-12%
Sept. placements vs. 2025 
(1.78M head; -18% vs. 2020-
24 avg.)

+12% On feed > 120 days, Oct. 1 
vs. 2025 (5.36M head) 37.8%

Heifers share of cattle on 
feed, Oct. 1 (38.1% a year 
ago)

Data: USDA-NASS Cattle on Feed (Oct. 23, 2026 release), compiled by LMIC; 1,000+ head capacity feedlots.
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Calf & Feeder Prices: Record Levels, Now Running Below 2025
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$413/cwt Calves, latest week: -4% vs. same week 
2025 ($432); ~1.9x the 2020-24 average $354/cwt Feeders, latest week: -5% vs. same week 

2025 ($371); ~1.8x the 2020-24 average

Data: USDA-AMS, Med. & Lrg. #1 steers, Southern Plains, weekly; compiled by LMIC (10/19/26).
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Fed Cattle: Off the Spring Record & Now Under No-Grid Breakeven
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Choice Steer Price vs. Feeding Breakeven, S. Plains, 
Monthly

Steer Price Breakeven Projected Breakeven

$224/cwt Fed steers, latest week: -4% vs. same 
week 2025 ($234); spring peak ~$263 -$11/cwt

Sept. 2026 Choice steer ($221) vs. 
breakeven ($232): ≈ -$158/head on a 
1,450-lb steer

Data: USDA-AMS & USDA-NASS, compiled & analysis by LMIC (10/19/26 & 10/23/26). Projected breakeven (dotted) runs through mid-2027.
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Quarterly Forecasts (LMIC: Oct. 13, 2026)

Data Source:  Livestock Marketing Information Center

% Chg. Average % Chg. Comm'l % Chg.
Year Comm'l from Dressed from Beef from
Quarter Slaughter Year Ago Weight Year Ago Production Year Ago

2026
I 6,885               -8.5 892.9 2.7 6,148                 -6.1
II 6,906               -7.3 891.1 2.8 6,154                 -4.6
III 6,896               -6.0 886.5 2.3 6,113                 -3.9
IV 6,995               -6.6 912.4 2.8 6,383                 -4.0

Year 27,683             -7.1 895.8 2.6 24,798                -4.6
2027

I 6,562               -4.7 913.9 2.4 5,996                 -2.5
II 6,589               -4.6 912.0 2.3 6,009                 -2.4
III 6,588               -4.5 906.8 2.3 5,974                 -2.3
IV 6,671               -4.6 933.6 2.3 6,228                 -2.4

Year 26,409             -4.6 916.6 2.3 24,207                -2.4
2028

I 6,316               -3.7 932.6 2.0 5,891                 -1.8
II 6,339               -3.8 930.7 2.0 5,899                 -1.8
III 6,354               -3.6 925.5 2.1 5,880                 -1.6
IV 6,403               -4.0 952.8 2.1 6,101                 -2.0

Year 25,412             -3.8 935.4 2.1 23,771                -1.8



Quarterly Forecasts (LMIC: Oct. 13, 2026)
Dressed Weights & Imports 

Mitigating Domestic Production Decline

Data Source:  Livestock Marketing Information Center

% Chg. Average % Chg. Comm'l % Chg. % Chg.
Year Comm'l from Dressed from Beef from Per Capita from

Quarter Slaughter Year Ago Weight Year Ago Production Year Ago Consumption Year Ago
(1,000 Head) (Lbs.) (Mil. Lbs.) (Retail Wt.)

2022
Year 34,325          1.4 824               -0.2 28,291          1.2 59.0                 0.1

2023
Year 32,844          -4.3 821               -0.4 26,967          -4.7 57.8                 -2.0

2024
Year 31,830          -3.1 848               3.3 26,984          0.1 59.1                 2.3

2025
Year 29,795          -6.4 873               2.9 26,003          -3.6 59.2                 0.1

2026
Year 27,683          -7.1 896               2.6 24,798          -4.6 59.0                 -0.3

2027
Year 26,409          -4.6 917               2.3 24,207          -2.4 57.3                 -2.8

2028
Year 25,412          -3.8 935               2.1 23,771          -1.8 56.2                 -2.0



Quarterly Forecasts: Cattle (LMIC: Oct. 13, 2026)

Data Source:  Livestock Marketing Information Center

Live Sltr. % Chg.    Feeder Steer Price
Year Steer Price from      Southern Plains
Quarter 5-Mkt Avg Year Ago 7-800# 5-600#

2026
I 238.65                   16.4 381.49                  492.41         
II 255.76                   13.6 382.86                  481.38         
III 230.82                   26.6 359.57                  427.91         
IV 227-229 20.0 357-359 428-430

Year 233-243 6.1 368-372 456-460
2027

I 235-239 -0.7 357-362 452-456
II 240-245 -5.2 368-375 458-463
III 241-247 5.7 381-389 459-466
IV 239-246 6.4 379-388 460-468

Year 237-247 1.7 370-380 455-465
2028

I 241-249 3.4 363-373 454-464
II 243-252 2.1 375-387 458-469
III 245-255 2.5 381-395 461-474
IV 242-253 2.1 377-392 462-477

Year 240-255 2.3 372-387 457-472
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USDA's Response: 
New Regional Cash Cattle Report (Began Oct. 26)
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Kansas Steers/Heifers Sold by Transaction Type, Weekly

Negotiated Negotiated Grid Formula Forward Contract

What USDA announced (Oct. 20)
• One new AMS report aggregating negotiated cash 

trade for CO, TX, NM, OK & KS
• Starts with afternoon reports Mon., Oct. 26
• Uses data packers already submit under LMR: no 

added reporting burden
• Framed as a step under the "Supporting American 

Ranchers" and "Promoting Fair Competition in 
Livestock Markets" Executive Orders

Aggregating restores a published regional cash price (in newly created region) / it does not add cash volume 

Sources: USDA press release 0138.26 (10/20/26); USDA-AMS LMR data compiled by LMIC (Kansas weekly series ends week of 8/17/26 under confidentiality).
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USDA Data Matter: NASS Corrects September Corn Estimates
Oct. 23-24 notices: a September processing error (incorrect acreage weights 
combining irrigated & non-irrigated objective yield samples) affected Kansas & 
Nebraska. Corrected September yield forecasts:

Kansas

119
bu/ac, down 3

Nebraska

182
bu/ac, up 5

U.S.

178.8
bu/ac, up 0.3

• October forecasts were reviewed and are unchanged
• NASS is adding pre-publication checks on acreage weights and objective 

yield calculations

Why it matters
• Reaffirms how much a wide range of 

stakeholders rely on USDA data: 
insurance, lending, marketing, policy, 
research

• Quickly finding, fixing & explaining an 
error builds the trust markets need

• Encourage renewed support & 
appreciation / value the people & 
systems behind the numbers

Sources: USDA-NASS notices, 10/23/26 ("NASS Corrects September 2026 Corn Data; October 2026 Forecasts Unchanged") and 10/24/26 (additional information).
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Want Feeder Cattle Price, Basis, & VOG 
Projections?

Use BeefBasis.com
Salina BACKGROUND Market, as of 10/26/26

10/28/2026 Buy/Retain @ 600 lbs.  
1/13/2027 Sell @ 725 lbs

ADG=1.4

 Expected Buy/Retain Price: $396/cwt 
 Expected Sell Price: $359/cwt
VOG: $185/cwt ($231/head)



Want Feeder Cattle Price, Basis, & VOG 
Projections?

Use BeefBasis.com
Salina SUMMER GRASS Market, as of 10/26/26 

4/7/2027 Buy/Retain @ 725 lbs  
8/18/2027 Sell @ 925 lbs

DOF=133 & ADG=1.5

 Expected Buy/Retain Price: $355/cwt 
 Expected Sell Price: $316/cwt
VOG: $176/cwt ($352/head)
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Cattle Feeding: 24 Years of Volatile Closeouts

$606 / hd
Record 2025 closeout 

Jul-26 +$45

-$523 / hd
(2015)

Long-run average ≈ -$14/hd.
Projected 2026-27 red ink is not 

unusual— but dollars per head at 
risk are ~2x prior cycles because 

placement costs are.

Source: KSU Historical & Projected Kansas Feedlot Net Returns, Figure 1 (10/20/2026); Kansas feedyards, monthly steer closeouts.
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Record Prices = Record Dollars per Head at Risk

≈ $2,480
per head

600-lb steer calf at $413/cwt (S. Plains, 
latest week)

$375–490
per head

a $50–65/cwt feeder futures swing on a 
750-lb feeder (2026 actual)

≈ -$319
per head

Oct. 2026 fed steer, no-grid closeout

• Same % price move = about twice 
the dollars of a decade ago

• Margin, not price level, decides 
repayment

• Price floors (LRP, futures, options) 
deserve a fresh look at these levels

Sources: USDA-AMS weekly prices & LMIC breakeven estimates (10/19-10/23/26); CME Group futures settlements.
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What Could Change the Story: Watch List

Consumer finances
K-shaped economy; only ~18% of MDM respondents 
report improving finances. 
Meat demand rests on employment & incomes.

Trade & border policy
Beef exports down on tight supplies while imports 
grow; tariff uncertainty; staged Mexican cattle import 
reopening (screwworm).

Rebuild timing & size
Heifers still ~38% of cattle on feed; retention squeezes 
feeder supplies first, expands them later; likely a 
lower herd peak (2033?).

Price discovery & data
Negotiated cash (~20% nationally) & new AMS cash 
report; reliable USDA data underpins envy of the 
world & U.S. ag market function
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Take-Home Messages

1
Demand, more than supply, is carrying record prices
and demand leverage cuts both ways: calves and feeders feel it most

2
Fewer cows ≠ less beef
fewer placements, but cattle fed longer & heavier; the rebuild is coming, but slow and partial

3
Record margins and record capital per head
cow-calf profitable; feeding under breakeven; know each client's numbers

4
Record $ at risk
Evolving volatility, policy shocks & price discovery make risk tools and reliable USDA data more valuable
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