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More Beef from District Farms?
We hear the cowpoke’s yell and the beef calf’s bawl more and more 
in the Southeast. New beef cattle herds have been established, 
and cattle numbers have increased markedly in recent years in the 
southeastern states in the Sixth Federal Reserve District, especially in 
Alabama and Mississippi. Twenty years ago the beef cattle inventory 
in District states totaled three million head; now that number has almost 
tripled.

The remarkable expansion in the beef cattle enterprise has been 
highly significant for the District’s economy. For one thing, many 
farmers used land and capital items idled by government restrictions on 
crop plantings to produce beef, and their earnings from cattle offset to 
some extent their reduced receipts from crops. In Alabama, for example, 
income from cotton declined by $79  million from 1948  to 1959 , while

Growth in Beef Cattle on Farms
Sixth  D istrict States and United States

1960 from  1940

No. of Head
(OOO’s) Percent Increase, I960 from 1940 
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Mississippi 1,736

Alabama 1,291

Georgia 1,113

Florida 1,574

Tennessee 963

Louisiana 1,412

Sixth District States 8 ,089

United States 68,536

income from cattle increased by $58  million. Then too, off-farm ac
tivities related to beef marketing and processing brought additional 
income to rural areas. Cattle auctions were established, cattle dealers 
and trucking firms became more active, and meat packing plants grew 
in number and employed more workers.

We cannot say whether future growth in the District’s beef herd will 
outstrip recent growth. Some elements which shaped growth in the past, 
however, will persist and affect trends in the region’s beef industry.

Bases for Past Growth
District farmers have expanded their beef cattle herds in the last twenty 
years in response to a substantial increase in the demand for beef. This 
demand grew rapidly after 1940 , primarily because the population grew
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larger and wealthier. The nation’s population count in
1 9 6 0  was 36  percent greater than in 1940; in District 
states the count in 1 9 6 0  was about 4 0  percent larger. 
Meanwhile, personal income per capita in the nation, 
expressed in 1959  dollars, rose from $ 1 ,2 4 0  to $ 2 ,1 6 6 , 
and incomes in District states also increased sharply. An
nual personal income per capita in Florida, for example, 
rose from $ 1 ,0 6 9  in 1 940 , expressed in 1959  dollars, 
to $ 1 ,9 8 0  in 1959 . Because consumers with high incomes 
eat more and higher-quality beef than those with low in
comes, the demand increased.

Several important developments in the District’s farm 
economy helped farmers to meet the demand for beef. In 
the first place, crop acreage was curtailed, principally 
through restrictions on row crops, and this released land 
for new uses. Many farmers also sold their mules and 
horses, thereby releasing acreage formerly used to produce 
feed for work stock. A sizable portion of these acres were 
converted into pasture for beef cattle.

At the same time, workers left the farms for other jobs, 
which had become more plentiful. Many farmers with 
sufficiently large acreages, therefore, established beef enter
prises because they can be managed with relatively little 
labor. A farmer who invests one hundred hours of labor 
per acre in producing cotton, for example, might invest 
only five hours per acre for maintaining a cattle herd.

Farmers also expanded their beef production because 
they either had or could acquire needed capital. In Ala
bama, for example, farmers’ equities increased 3 2 0  per
cent from 1 9 4 0  to 1955 . The rising equities gave many 
farmers a larger base for borrowing funds to invest in 
pastures, fencing, and brood cattle. Furthermore, some 
farm operators in areas where beef cattle was an attractive 
alternative to cash crops and other farm enterprises, as in 
Alabama’s Black Belt and the Mississippi Delta, had 
sufficiently large land holdings and capital to invest easily 
in cattle.

Capital for investment in beef herds flowed onto 
ranches and farms from financial institutions as well. 
District commercial banks, for instance, had made 7 per
cent of their farm loans outstanding in June 1 9 5 6  for 
purchasing livestock. Farmers also borrowed from the 
Farm Credit Administration and the Farmers Home Ad
ministration and took advantage of special credit facilities 
provided by some state governments. The Georgia legisla
ture, for example, created the Georgia Livestock Develop
ment Authority in 195 3  and empowered it to insure loans 
for livestock farming and pasture improvement. Similar 
legislation was enacted in Mississippi.

Finally, farm scientists and technicians made a large 
fund of knowledge available to farmers who wanted to 
reorganize their farms for beef production. Their efforts 
resulted in better seeds, insect control, feeding systems, 
cultural practices, and soil conservation methods.

Although District farmers have increased their beef 
production sharply in the last twenty years, they do not 
yet supply all the local needs. In Florida, Georgia, and 
Tennessee in 1 955 , for example, cattlemen marketed fewer 
cattle than were slaughtered. The deficit totaled 2 53  
million pounds, according to the United States Department 
of Agriculture. Cattle had to be imported to meet the 
demand. To supply the growing local market, some Dis
trict cattlemen established feed lots for fattening cattle, 
and in turn this enlarged the market for locally produced 
feeder cattle. Nevertheless, high-quality beef for the local 
market is still imported largely from distant areas where 
cattle are fattened on grain.

Limitations
Why hasn’t the District’s beef cattle industry supplied more 
to both national and local markets? To a large degree 
it has been hampered by several adverse physical and 
economic conditions. In the first place, small farms, 
which predominate in many areas of the District, are 
not easily consolidated into units large enough for beef 
enterprises. Often owners of small farms prefer to hold 
their land even if they do not work it. Frequently the farms 
that are available are too scattered to be welded into a beef 
ranch. Beef production also is hampered by poor-qual
ity cattle, by insects and parasites that flourish in the 
District’s mild climate, by characteristic summer and fall 
droughts that severely restrict grazing, and by an in
adequate supply of nutritive feeds.

High costs and low returns are obstacles for District 
beef producers. Beef production in the District is at an 
economic disadvantage, compared with beef in other 
areas and with other farm products in District states. In a 
1958  business summary of ten South Florida cattle ranches * 
prepared by the University of Florida’s Extension Service, 
the average cost for producing beef, exclusive of operator 
labor, was 2 5 .3  cents per pound, and gross receipts aver
aged 2 5 .2  cents per pound. In Montana, on the other 
hand, where the calf crop is larger and the beef yield per 
cow greater, total costs per pound were about half as 
large, according to estimates based on data compiled by 
the USDA. The average ranch income per dollar of invested 
capital on the ten South Florida ranches was only 4  cents; 
on cattle ranches in the intermountain region of the United

Changes in Crop and Pasture Acreage
Six th  D istrict States  

1955 from  1945
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♦Few acres of cotton were harvested in Florida.
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States it was 17 cents. Similar though less onerous com
petition prevails, of course, between beef producers within 
the District.

Finally, the beef enterprise in many places in the Dis
trict does not have any economic advantage over high- 
value cash crops like citrus and vegetables, and price-

Income from Cattle Ranches
United States, 1958

Cattle Ranch Area
Avg. Ranch 

Capital, Jan. 1
Avg. Ranch 

Incom e1

Ranch Income 
Per Dollar 
of Capital

( Dollars)

Intermountain 76 ,550 13,124 0.17

Northern Plains Livestock 72 ,65 0 6 ,4 09 0.09

Southwest 140,660 9 ,242 0.07

South Florida 343 ,020 14,379 0 .04

1 Gross ranch income less operating expenses gives ranch income, which is 
available for paying a return for the capital invested and for operator and 
family labor.

Sources: “Farm Costs and Returns, Commercial Farms by Type, Size, and 
Location,” ARS, USDA, June 1960; “Business Summary, South Florida 
Ranches,” College of Agriculture, University of Florida, 1958.

supported, high-value crops like rice, peanuts, and cot
ton. According to the USDA, cash income for cotton in 
1958  in the southern Piedmont was $ 1 5 9 .3 0  per acre, and 
on large-scale cotton farms in the Mississippi Delta, 
$ 1 6 6 .9 1 . Even if the beef yield per acre in these regions 
were 5 0 0  pounds and brought 25  cents a pound, the 
producers would gross only $ 1 2 5  per acre. On an average 
farm a more probable income would be $ 6 0  per acre. 
Moreover, beef cattle must compete with poultry, hogs, 
and dairy cows for the available feed supply in many 
District communities.

Potentials
Taken overall, the District’s beef enterprise has progressed 
remarkably despite physical and economic obstacles. Does 
a large untapped potential remain for the beef enterprise 
in the Southeast? Can we expect marked expansion in 
beef output?

Several elements underlying the past development 
probably will continue to further growth in beef produc
tion somewhat. First, demand for the region’s beef is 
apt to rise, since a sizable increase in both the nation’s 
and the District’s population and per capita income is 
likely. Also, because the far West is now claiming more 
cattle from range areas east of the Rocky Mountains for 
fattening and slaughter, cattlemen in the Com Belt and 
areas adjacent to the District are turning to the District 
for feeder cattle. This demand already has been reflected 
in local sales. At auctions in South Louisiana in 1958 , for 
example, 4 6  percent of the feeder calves went to Texas, 
25  percent to Oklahoma and Kansas, and 11 percent to 
California and Arizona. Furthermore, because the nation’s 
range land is limited, future expansion in the national 
beef herd may have to occur partly in the District, where 
forage can be grown.

Secondly, District beef producers probably will profit

from possible advances in farm technology. Florida scien
tists say, for example, that sooner or later technicians will 
produce bacteria that live on the roots of grasses and put 
nitrogen into the soil. This could vastly increase the South- 
east’s capacity for producing forage. Furthermore, re
search scientists undoubtedly will discover ways to in
crease com yields and may develop grain sorghums into 
a major southeastern feed crop. Current experiments in 
biological and mechanical methods for tenderizing meat 
and increasing feeding efficiency may revolutionize beef 
feeding processes.

A persistently favorable element for the District’s beef 
enterprise is the improvement in management skill on 
cattle ranches. Highly trained cattlemen, for example, 
are now being hired to operate cattle ranches and feed 
lots in the region. Capital for investment in the beef enter
prise also should become available where cost-price re
lationships are favorable.

Challenges
At least three challenges confronting District beef pro
ducers must be met if the gains in the next twenty years 
are to match those in the past. First, some way must be 
found to cope with the increasing scarcity of land re
quired for economically expanding beef enterprises. Little 
additional land will be available for beef production by 
diverting acreage now used for cash crops unless controls 
become more restrictive. Nor can growers depend on the 
release of much additional acreage from a further decline 
in the number of mules on farms. Ways will have to be 
found, therefore, to develop economic units out of small 
farms and to devise suitable arrangements for renting land 
from owners of both small and large farms.

Secondly, beef producers must meet the challenge of 
establishing more effective programs for producing low- 
cost forage and other feed. There must be better adapted 
grasses for providing forage in the normally dry summer 
and fall months, the yields and quality of com and 
roughage must be raised, and winter feed supplies must 
be accumulated regularly.

Third, cattlemen are challenged to improve the present 
poor quality of beef cattle on farms. Even cattlemen with 
adequate forage may be unable to produce more beef per 
acre unless their cattle are good feed converters.

Relatively few areas in District states appear auto
matically favored for future marked expansion of beef 
cattle herds. Further growth in beef output probably will 
occur in areas such as parts of Mississippi, where land 
holdings are large; South Florida and the Black Belt in 
Alabama, where few profitable alternatives exist for using 
land and where some cattlemen may prefer to produce 
beef while holding their land for higher prices; and South 
Louisiana, where cattle production supplements the in
comes of rice and sugar cane producers.

In other areas of the District, future growth will de
pend heavily upon the initiative and skill with which cattle
men respond to challenges and upon the effectiveness 
of their efforts compared with those of other cattlemen 
competing for the local and national markets.

A r t h u r  H. K a n t n e r
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