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T o  G r e e n e r  P a s t u r e s

by Gene D. Sullivan

Greener pastures are on the Southeastern side of the fence, judging from the 
growth in the beef cattle industry in the Sixth District. Not only have cattle 
numbers increased but the performance of cattle herds has improved rapidly. 
In addition, District gross farm income from cattle and calves, as well as the 
number of animals marketed, has more than doubled since 1950. The increase 
in the number of livestock on farms was not as large, however, indicating that 
most of the growth in the region has come through more efficient production.

Numbers of Cattle

The total number of cattle and calves within the District states has increased 
about 50 percent since 1950. Although this increase is rather moderate by 
some standards, it exceeds the 38-percent rate of growth for the nation 
as a whole during the same period.

The region's growth in total cattle numbers is even more significant 
when it is noted that the number of milk cows in the area declined by 50 
percent during the same period. Veal output, which has come primarily from 
dairy herds in the past, has also dropped sharply. Thus, not only have cattle 
herd sizes in the region increased but their composition has changed markedly 
as well.

The growth in cattle numbers has been fairly uniform throughout the region, 
although individual states show some differences. Cattle populations in 
Georgia and Tennessee changed most perceptibly since 1950. Georgia had 
the fewest number of cattle in 1950, but in the most recent inventory, Louisiana 
occupied the bottom spot. Throughout this 20-year period, Mississippi was 
the most populous cattle state.

Calving Rates

Changes in cattle numbers do not tell the entire story of what has 
happened to the Southeastern cattle industry. Production efficiency has 
improved dramatically. In five of the six District states, the number of 
calves produced per 100 adult cows (calving rate) has increased about 10
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Cattle numbers cycle upward
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percent since 1950. Although Tennessee, the 
exception, experienced little change during this 
period, it is still leading all other states in 
calves produced per cow.

Improved breeding stock has contributed to 
more efficient cattle production in the Southeast. 
The majority of the region's cattle, however, 
still show a predominance of mixed breeding, and 
recent experimental results show that crossbred 
animals outperform purebred cattle. Yet, hybrid
ization cannot substitute for proper care and 
feeding, which in recent years has probably 
done more to improve cattle performance than

has the infusion of higher-quality blood lines.
Though getting better, the efficiency of pro

duction of cattle herds still lags behind the U. S. 
average. Calving rates in each District state fall 
below the national average of 88 percent; Florida 
trails most significantly, with only 73 calves be
ing produced for every 100 adult females. The 
increased fertility of the hybrid offspring has been 
one of the most remarkable benefits of cross
breeding. Florida's calving rates could be further 
improved by widespread adoption of 
crossbreeding.

Increased Marketings

The growth in cattle numbers and more effi
cient production have jointly produced a 200- 
percent increase in the numbers of cattle mar
keted since 1950. In this way, too, the region 
has outpaced the nation's 167-percent growth 
rate during the same period.

Marketings increased considerably in all Dis
trict states, but Louisiana experienced the 
fastest rate of growth. Mississippi, with the 
greatest improvement in calving rate since 1950, 
edged out Tennessee for the lead in the number 
of cattle marketed in 1970.

Prices

Cattle and calf prices in both the District and 
the U. S. have historically followed a cyclical pat
tern that is closely associated with changes 
in cattle numbers. The next illustration shows

Marketings more than double
Millions of cattle
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that the duration of recent cycles, the period from 
one low price period to the next or from one 
peak to the next, has been about 10 years. Since

1930, however, the length of time between 
price changes and corresponding changes in Dis
trict cattle numbers has averaged seven years.1

District prices for both cattle and calves have 
typically lagged behind the U. S. average. The

1The first differences, as well as one-through 10-year 
lags, of U. S. average cattle prices (X\) and calf prices 
(X2) were regressed on the first differences of total 
cattle numbers within the District (Y). The best fit 
(highest r2) was obtained when the first differences of 
U. S. annual cattle prices, lagged by 7 years, were 
regressed on the first differences of District cattle 
numbers. The correlation coefficient (r) of .52 was 
significant at the 7 percent level of probability and was 
twice as high as the equations employing either a 
six- or eight-year lag of price differences.
The relationship between changes in District cattle 
numbers and changes in average calf prices was nearly 
identical to that with average cattle prices (for 
example, r = .50 at seventh lag of first differences 
in calf prices). Thus, changes in District cattle numbers 
were more closely related to changes in U. S. 
average cattle prices seven years earlier than to any 
other period tested.

lower quality of animals produced in this region 
has been a major reason for this price dis
advantage. The mix of animals moving to market 
has also been important, however, particularly 
with respect to differences in cattle prices.
Cattle culled from breeding herds have made up 
a much larger proportion of marketings in the 
Southeast than in the U. S. as a whole. The 
Southeast, for example, has marketed few 
feedlot finished cattle, whereas these relatively 
high-priced animals have influenced U. S. average 
prices quite heavily.

The gap between District and U. S. prices 
has narrowed in recent years, reflecting an im
provement in the quality of beef cattle within the 
region. For example, District calf prices trailed 
U. S. prices by as much as $2.50 per cwt. or 
15 percent in 1954, but the difference had shrunk 
to $.75 per cwt. or 2 percent by 1970. Although 
District calf prices dropped more than U. S. 
prices during periods of downswings, this dif
ference, too, has become less noticeable in 
recent periods.

Several factors, in addition to improvement 
in quality, have probably helped to reduce 
the gap between District and U. S. calf prices.
As a result of looking at meat quality independent 
of animal pedigrees, cattle buyers are becoming 
less discriminative of animals that show mixed 
breeding and varying coat colors. Thus, the hy
brids and grade livestock of the Southeast have 
recently begun to enjoy an improved market.

Some price improvement for feeder calves 
has undoubtedly been caused by the growth of 
the cattle feeding industry within the region and 
in areas adjacent to the Southeast, such as in 
Oklahoma and Texas. Since it is no longer 
necessary to ship calves to the Midwest to reach 
their ultimate destinations, the price paid for 
Southeastern calves has tended to increase by the 
amount of savings in shipping costs.

Cattle prices have not been uniform throughout 
the District. Tennessee calves commanded 
a premium of as much as $3.10 per cwt. in 1953 
over the District's average price, probably because 
of Tennessee's preferred breeds of cattle and 
because of the Volunteer State's proximity to 
the traditional Midwestern cattle-feeding area. 
Relative to the District's average price, Florida 
prices have shown the greatest advance during the 
past two decades. Quality improvement has 
also been most evident in Florida.

Income from Cattle and Calves

The rapid growth in farm income is perhaps the 
best measure of the combined changes in the re
gion's cattle industry. Increasing numbers, 
improved efficiency, and higher-quality animals 
have all contributed to this rapid growth in

District and U. S. calf prices close ranks as 
they swing together
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Southeastern farm income from cattle and calves 
over the past two decades. An industry that 
accounted for $260 million of District gross farm 
income in 1950 (a relatively high price period for 
cattle) produced an income of nearly $1.0 billion 
in 1970.

Although all states have shared in this growth, 
Florida experienced the lion's share, with 
gross cattle income reaching a level 5 times higher 
than in 1950. The cattle industry, however, still 
accounts for no more than 10 percent of total 
farm income in either Florida or Georgia. In all 
other states, cattle produced at least 15 percent 
of farm income and as much as 20 percent in 
Tennessee.

Financing

Supplying credit to livestock farmers has become 
big business for farm lenders in the Southeast. 
Based on data from the latest available farm 
loan survey at commercial banks, the number of 
borrowers classified as meat animal producers 
doubled during the period from 1956 to 1966.
Loans outstanding increased more than 4 
times, from $37.9 million to $150.8 million. Indi
cations are that this growth in bank financing 
of livestock production has continued to gain 
momentum.

The structure of the Southeastern cattle industry 
has undergone changes in the past two decades 
that have made it a more attractive source of 
business to agricultural lenders. Although the

number of all livestock farms has declined, the 
size of the remaining farms has increased rapidly. 
For example, Census figures indicate that, 
from 1950 to 1964, the number of farms with 
cattle herds of 100 animals or more increased 
from 4,000 farms to nearly 20,000 farms, almost a 
five-fold increase. The number of farms with 
herds of 1,000 or more cattle more than doubled 
during this period. Thus, it has been possible 
for lenders to conduct more business with 
customers owning larger farms— which, obviously, 
has been to the liking of bankers, as evidenced 
by the rapid growth in the number as well as the 
amount of livestock loans. With District cattle 
producers numbering about 380,000 in 1964, 
however, and total bank loans to meat animal 
producers numbering less than 25,000 in 1966, 
there can be little doubt that the capacity for 
expansion of livestock financing remains quite 
substantial.

The recent acceptance of beef cattle production 
as a commercial enterprise has required adjust
ments in lending policies and procedures.
Many lenders have been reluctant to base loans 
on anything other than a conservative estimate 
of the value of collateral security. Livestock loans 
have often been patterned after the traditional 
crop production loan that was designed to 
be paid off within one year. Farmers in some 
areas have had difficulty in obtaining beef 
cattle loans that extend beyond this one-year 
period. Stretching the repayment period of a loan 
over the expected productive period of life
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of a brood cow is a practice in livestock lending 
that has been slow to gain acceptance.

A widely used rule of thumb in cattle financing 
has been to lend not more than 50 percent of the 
market value of an animal, or, in other words, 
to require a chattel mortgage on two cows for 
each cow financed. Such a lending policy is 
conservative and easily administered and may 
be appropriate when nearing a position in the 
cattle cycle when a sharp drop in prices is 
anticipated. A more realistic basis for lending, how
ever, concentrates on the potential returns from 
the productive use of an animal in an efficiently 
operated herd or feedlot. Such an approach also 
tends to involve the lender in the management 
of an operation because of his added incentive 
to ensure that the business is successful. Such 
lender participation in farm management de
cisions can be beneficial to both lender and 
borrower.

To become so involved in livestock financing 
requires a level of expertise that some lenders 
have been reluctant to acquire. Nevertheless, 
those who have become knowledgeable of the 
agricultural operations they finance have usually 
been well rewarded for their efforts. Over a period 
of time, borrowing farmers tend to gravitate to 
lenders who can provide the benefits of 
expert advisory services along with the needed 
funds.

The region's beef cattle industry is likely to 
continue to change rapidly in the years ahead. 
The improvement in management techniques, as 
reflected in rising calving rates and increased 
marketings, will continue to raise the productivity 
of Southeastern cattle. The emergence of the 
practice of crossbreeding European and Indian 
breeds of cattle will make available larger numbers 
of productive, high-quality animals that are bet
ter acclimated to the Southeastern environment. 
The market discrimination against cattle of mixed 
breeding will continue to diminish as the in
dustry becomes more aware that the consumer 
pays for high-quality meat and not for the color 
or pedigree of the animal from which it 
originated.

Advancing technology, abundant forages, 
increasing availability of a locally produced grain 
supply, and expanding local demand for meat are 
prime factors that will contribute to the continued 
rapid growth of the Southeastern livestock 
economy. With growth and expansion of capital- 
intensive feedlot operations in the Southeast, 
demand for credit will also continue to expand 
rapidly. Increased competition for the profitable 
business of livestock financing will improve the 
availability of credit to efficient livestock farmers 
as lenders join in the move to greener pastures.*

F u t u r e  T r e n d s
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