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by Gene D. Sullivan 

The major reason for the rapid increase in 
food prices in recent montns has been 
reduced beef production. Before inflation 
of food prices can be significantly reduced, 
meat output must expand. Beef production, 
which usually makes up more than half of 
the meat supply, will not grow materially 
until breeding herds are rebuilt. Recent 
reductions in cow marketings suggest that 
cattle herds have stopped declining and 
may have at last begun to rise, but in-
creased beef supplies are at least three 
years away. In the meantime, solid gains in 
pig numbers promise to raise pork output 
enough to offset the shortfall in beef 
supplies by the end of this year. With 
continuing brisk growth in poultry output, 
total meat supplies should exceed the year-
earlier level by the final quarter of 1979. 

Why Beef Output Declined. In response to 
returns sagging well below production costs 
ever since 1974, farmers have sent their 
breeding stock to market and sharply 
reduceathe i r herds of mature cattle. The 
nation's calf crop, the source of future 
beef supplies, has been reduced each year 
since 1975 and, by 1978, was 15 percent 
below its peak. Nevertheless, the total 
beef supply continued to increase through 
1977 because production was boosted by 
the slaughter of breeding stock. Total 
beef output did not fall significantly 
until late 1978. 

The reductions in cattle numbers were 
somewhat offset in 1977 and 1978 by the 
feeding of more animals to heavier weights 
prior to slaughter. Specifically, more 
calves were fattened in feedlots in lieu 
of being slaughtered at lighter weights 
directly from pasture. In addition, neavv 
marketings of breeding stock continued 
during the early part of 1978. In some 
areas, drought shriveled pastures and 
forced livestock to market. But through-
out the country, a widespread sell-off of 
mature cows continued in spite of a strong 
increase in prices that, by most accounts, 
had returned profitability to the cow-calf 
enterprise for the first time since 1973. 
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Before beef production can increase 
sufficiently to arrest the rise of retail 
prices, herd liquidation must cease and net 
additions must be made to the breeding 
stock, i.e., heifer calves must be with-
held from the market to be used for herd 
replacements. A comparison of the volume 
of animals moving to market with year-
earlier levels could provide an early 
sign that a turnaround in cattle numbers 
has begun. 

Chart I shows the percentage of cows in 
U. S. total cattle slaughter from 1977 
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T A B L E 1 

MARKET INGS OF C A T T L E AND C A L V E S IN 
D ISTR ICT S T A T E S * 

Percent A 
1977 1978 1979 Year Ago 

January-June 1,295 1,457 - +12.6 
July-December 1,885 1,548 - -17.9 
January-April - 808 688 -14.9 

'The sum of marketings reported weekly in Florida, Georgia, Alabama, and Mississippi. 
Source: Federal-State Market News Service 

through March 1979. A substantial reduc-
tion, beginning in the summer of 1978 and 
continuing through the first quarter of 
1979, is evident. 

Weekly marketings of cattle and calves 
within the Southeast provide additional 
insights into intentions of producers within 
this traditional cow-calf area (see Table 1). 
In four reporting states in the Sixth Federal 
Reserve District, marketings began to drop 
below the year-earlier level in early sum-
mer 1978 and have continued to lag year-ago 
levels ever since. 

Monthly slaughter data in the Southeast 
may be even more revealing of breeding inten-
tions, since most of the animals slaughtered 
at local facilities are mature cows rather 
than steers or calves. A significant reduc-
tion in cow slaughter woula be stronger evi-
dence that farmers may, in fact, have begun 
to rebuild cattle herds. Chart 2 shows 
that District cattle slaughter declined in 
1978. By March 1979, slaughter in Georgia 
had dropped to nearly one-half of the 
year-earlier level. Similar declines, 
though not quite so extreme, have been 
evident in otner District states. 

Although reduced marketings and slaugh-
ter are encouraging signs, the evidence 
is not sufficient to determine that herd 
rebuilding has, in fact, begun. Since the 
calf crop nas declined, numbers marketed 
would nave to drop as soon as net herd 
liquidation ceased or even slowed. The 
cattle inventory at year-end 1978 revealed 
that the District's cattle population had 
fallen another 12 percent during the year. 

70 

f \ ' 
CHART 2 

COMMERCIAL C A T T L E S L A U G H T E R , 
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Decreased marketings, at least until that 
time, signified only a slowing in herd 
liquidation. 

Conclusive information as to whether 
herd rebuilding has begun more recently 
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must await the July 1 inventory of cattle 
population. An increase is expected, par-
ticularly in animals held for herd replace-
ment. Even so, higher beef production from 
domestic herds is probably at least three 

s years away. That would be the minimum time 
required to produce a market-ready animal 
from a calf borne by a heifer entering the 
breeding herd this spring. 

Help from Expanded Pork Output. Hog 
production offers the best promise of near-
term expansion of meat output in view of 
the dim prospects for beef. A rise in pork 
output has been expected for some time. 
Surveys of hog producers indicated plans 
for increased production in the fall of 
1977, but that expansion did not occur. 
Subsequent surveys and actual marketings 

t during 1978 revealed that pork production 
was little changed from year-earlier levels 
until moderate growth began to appear in 
the latter part of the year. 

Why pork production did not expand as 
anticipated in 1978 is a matter of some 
conjecture. The fact that Canadian producers 
did increase output at about the same rate 
that U. S. producers had initially intended 
raises doubts as to whether unusual disease 
and cold weather problems, the reasons 
commonly cited, adequately explain the 
shortfall in U. S. output. 

There is reason to believe that U. S. hog 
producers did, in fact, plan to expand 
output as reported but subsequently changed 
their minds. Marketings of sows (mature 
female breeding stock) can be a clue to 
production intentions. During periods of 
planned expansion in hog numbers, pro-
ducers not only retain larger numbers of 
young females for breeding but also may slow 
their marketing of sows. The fastest way 
to increase pig production is to hold a sow 
in the breeding herd longer than normal to 
produce one or more additional litters of 
pigs. Similarly, an unusually heavy rate 
of sow marketings would indicate that pro-
ducers are cutting back production poten-
tial and a reduction in nog numbers is on 
the way. 

During September and October of 1977, 
the number of sows slaughtered declined, 
as shown by Chart 3, but then rose again 
to relatively high levels in November and 

4 December. It would appear that producers 
changed their minds about expansion in late 
1977 and sold the female animals they 
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would have used to expand pork output 
in 1978. 

Sow marketings returned to relatively 
low levels in early 1978, suggesting that 
producers were again planning to expand 
pork output. It was not until trie late 
summer and fall of 1978 (about the minimum 
time required) that actual marketings of 
hogs began to increase. Even then, produc-
tion expansions were relatively moderate, 
amounting to only a one-percent increase 
in pork production for the year as a whole. 
By December, however, the beginnings of a 
bulge in pork output appeared, as produc-
tion of commercial pork rose to 2 percent 
above the same month in 1977. In the 
following month, January of 1979, pork 
output climbed to 9 percent over the year-
ago level. Further, surveys indicated 
that the number of hogs on hand in March 
1979 was 13 percent larger than the year-
earlier count. 

Producers reported plans for a further 
sharp expansion in pig production during 
1979. The pig crop during the winter 
quarter (December 1978-February 1979) was 
17 percent larger than in 1978, ana herdsmen 
anticipated an average increase of about 
20 percent in the number of sows farrowing 
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T A B L E 2 

I N V E N T O R Y O F H O G S A N D P I G S IN T H E F O U R T E E N 
P R I N C I P A L P R O D U C I N G S T A T E S 1 

(thousand head) 

1977 1978 1979 
1979 as Percent of 

1977 1978 

Inventory Number - March 1 
All Hogs and Pigs 
Kept for Breeding 
Market 

Sows Farrowing 
December2 - May 

Pig Crop 
December2 - February 

44,020 44,680 50,511 115 113 
7,003 6,946 8,344 119 120 

37,017 37,734 42,167 114 112 

5,197 5,155 6,2073 119 120 

15,586 15,626 18,260 117 117 

'Georgia, Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, Kansas , Kentucky, Minnesota, Missouri, Nebraska, North Carolina, Ohio, South Dakota, Texas , and Wisconsin. 
D e c e m b e r of preceding year. 
'Intended. 
Source: U. S . Department of Agriculture. 

during the spring and summer quarters (see 
Table 2). 

Hog marketings should average at least 
15 percent above the year-ago level during 
1979, adding 2.0 billion pounds or more to 
total pork output. Such an increase in pork 
supplies would offset the expected decline 
in beef production. 

Poultry Will Expand the Total Meat Supply. 
Production of broilers and turkeys, while 
not included in the red meat supply, is, 
nevertheless, an increasing component of 
the consumer's meat diet. Broiler produc-
tion has been growing rapidly to fill the 
void left by shrinking beef output. Annual 
output was 7 percent, or 650 million 
pounds, larger in 1978 than in 1977. 
Production could grow an additional 
800 million pounds in 1979. 

Turkey production, though a smaller 
proportion of the total meat supply, is 

growing even more rapidly and will probably 
contribute an additional 200 million pounds 
to the total meat supply by year-end. Even 
though poultry traditionally has not been 
a close substitute for red meat, the extra 
supply seems likely to provide an attrac-
tive alternative to expensive beef products 
for grocery store shoppers in 1979. 

In summary, the total meat supply is 
nearly certain to increase in 1979. The 
expansion will provide some relief from 
price pressures that have been building 
with tne contraction in meat output since 
1976. If consumers prove willing to sub-
stitute pork and poultry for beef in 
sufficient auantities during the next two 
years, food price pressures should abate 
considerably. If consumers insist on buying 
beef, however, prices are certain to con-
tinue to rise until larger beef supplies 
can be made avai lable.« 
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