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ANNUAL CATTLE MARKET UPDATE: JANUARY 2026

The purpose of this report is to provide “across-the-board” information about the beef cattle industry as we head
into 2026. Throughout the year, monthly reports will be published highlighting certain sections based on what is
happening at that time of year. The annual report tells the whole story of how inventory levels, prices, cattle on
feed, and other segments are all intertwined and how they affect the Florida producer.

1. INVENTORY

National

On January 30™, 2026, the USDA released the Cattle Inventory Report. All cattle and calves in the U.S. totaled
at 86.2 million head, 0.4 percent below 2025°s January inventory. Cattle inventory has declined by 9 percent
(8.5 million head) since the last cyclical peak in 2019 and is the smallest inventory of cattle in the U.S. since
1951. This year, 2026, will mark year 12 of the current cycle and could possibly be the bottom. But we will not
know for sure if we are finished contracting until the January 2027 Inventory report.

The national beef cow
herd totaled at 27.6
million head, down 1
percent from 2025.
This decline came as a -
slight surprise \gh
considering the sharp
decline seen in beef
cow slaughter in 2025.
Compared to 2014, the
beef cow herd in 2026
is smaller by 1.3
million head or 4.7
percent. The beef cow
herd has declined by 4
million head since the
last peak in 2019 and is
the smallest beef cow
herd since 1961. Dairy
cow numbers increased
by 187,500 head to
bring the 2026 herd to a Iai\:egtock.tﬂsagl‘:eﬁi\r;% Information Center 02/02/26
total of 9.5 million .

head, the largest herd

since 1994.

The number of heifers intended for beef cow replacement increased by 0.9 percent year over year to 4.7 million
head. The number of heifers expected to calve in 2026 also increased by 1.4 percent. These increases allude to
small efforts towards heifer retention, but not a significant shift. These heifers will likely be replacing cull cows
in 2026 which paints a picture of stabilization rather than expansion. The calf crop in 2025 was estimated at
32.9 million head, decreasing by 2 percent or 520,900 head from 2024’s calf crop. This is the smallest calf crop
since 1941 and further confirms tighter supplies heading into 2026.

TOTAL CATTLE JANUARY 1, 2026
(1000 Head)




Beef Cow Inventory
1920-2026

45000
40000
35000
30000
25000
20000
15000
10000

5000

0
1920 1927 1934 19241 1248 1955 19262 1969 1976 1983 1990 19297 2004 2011 2018 2025

& LMIC

Livestock Marketing
~ Information Center

HEIFERS HELD AS BEEF COW REPLACEMENTS
January 1, U.S.

Mil. Head
6.9
6.4
5.9 -

+0.9 %
5.4 A
- I I I I I I I I
4.4 -
1996 1999 2002 2005 2008 2011 2014 2017 2020 2023 2026
Data Source: USDA -NASS C-N-38

01/30/26
Livestock Marketing Information Center



Florida
Florida’s beef cow herd is smaller by 47,000 head since the state’s cyclical peak in 2021 and is smaller by
33,000 head compared to the state’s last cyclical low in 2016. However, in 2025 (to start 2026):

v'total cattle inventory increased by 20,000 head (1.3%) to 1.58 million head
v'beef cow numbers increased by 7,000 head (0.8%) to 872 ,000 head
v'dairy cow numbers increased by 3,000 head (3.1%) to 98,000 head

Following a 3,000-head increase in 2025, Florida beef producers appear to be moving towards herd stabilization
in 2026. Florida now ranks 9" in beef cow numbers compared to 10" in 2025. The number of heifers intended
for beef cow replacements in Florida was unchanged from 2025 at 115,000 head. We did not see an increase in
replacement heifers in 2025 from 2024 either, after seeing a 4 percent decline from 2023 to 2024. So again, it
appears Florida is moving towards stabilization but is still slow in rebuilding through heifer retention. Florida’s
calf crop increased by 1 percent to 780,000 head.

Top 10 States in Terms of Beef Numbers, 2026

Rank State Number of Beef Cows in 2026 % Change from 2025
1 TX 4,045,000 -1%
2 OK 1,966,000 0%
3 MO 1,806,000 -3%
4 NE 1,560,000 -1%
5 SD 1,450,000 0%
6 MT 1,232,000 -2%
7 KS 1,145,000 -7%
8 ND 891,000 2%
9 FL 872,000 1%
10 KY 862,000 -1%
II. PRICES
As of January 301, 2026, Monthly Florida Steer Prices
average prices for 500-545- $/cwt, M&L 1, 2019-2025

pound steers in Florida are 54  $700
percent higher than they were

in January of 2025 and 78 $600
percent higher than January
2024. A series of events
starting in October 2025
triggered negative responses
from the market, but both the $400
futures and cash markets

have since recovered almost ~ $300
fully, while still battling

against uncertainty. Pricesin  g299
2026 are expected to remain
favorable. They may not rise
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Prices for weaned
heifers in Florida (500-
545 1bs) are 64 percent
higher than they were
in the last week of
January 2025 and are
74 percent higher than
January of 2024. The
value of young, female
cattle will continue
rising until we start
expanding as more
producers start
retaining rather than
selling heifers, which
will decrease the
supply of calves being
sold. Since the number
of heifers intended for
beef cow replacement
remained unchanged
from last year in
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Florida, it will be interesting to see if 2026 will be the year producers are start holding more heifers back.
Forage availability, input costs, a heifer’s long-term projected returns, and consumer demand will all be factors

that affect this decision.
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average price spread

from 2023-2025:

$39.36/cwt

As of now, the
steer-heifer spread
has not narrowed
enough to indicate
heifer retention.
As less weaned
heifers enter the
market, their
value will increase
as buyers will still
be looking to fill
loads, causing the
spread to narrow.
Using Oklahoma
City prices,
(Florida data only
available back to
2017), the average
steer-heifer price
spread from 2014-
2016 was
$22.61/cwt. From
2023-2025, the

price spread was $39.36/cwt. In Florida, the spread the week of January 31%, 2026, was $67.43/cwt between
500-600-pound steers and heifers.



Cull cow prices in Florida have increased by 27 percent year-over-year, and by 54 percent since January 2024.
With strong demand for ground beef products along with increased fat trimmings from heavier fed cattle
carcasses, prices for cull cattle have increased as the need for lean trimmings has increased. We saw a large
decline in beef cow slaughter in 2025, likely due to producers wanting one more high-priced calf out of an older
cow. Additionally, liquidation was so heavy over the last several years that there may not have been much left to
cull. Producers will be making the decision this year on if those older cows will be kept for another year or
replaced with younger females.

SLAUGHTER COW PRICES
Southern Plains Auction, 85-90% Lean, Weekly
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IIl. CATTLE ON FEED & CATTLE SLAUGHTER

As of January 1, 2026, the total number of
CATTLE ON FEED

cattle on feed was 13.8 million head,
down 3 percent year over year. A total of

US Total, Monthly

Mil. Head
20.7 million head were placed in feedlots 12.2
in 2025 compared to the 22.2 million 120 |
placed in 2024. A large contributor to
lower placements is due to the closer of 18
the Mexican border. Mexican cattle make 116
up roughly 5 percent (around 1 million 114
head) of placements in the U.S. each year.
In 2025, 228,00 head crossed the border. 1.2
The border closure has certainly 11.0
influenced already tight supplies 10.8

(specifically in Southwest feedlots), but
domestic supplies are expected to
continue tightening.

JAN FEB MAR APR

ea=wAvg. 2020/24

MAY JUN JuL

«es2025

AUG
m 2026

SEP ocT NOV DEC

C-N-10
01/23/26

Data Source: USDA-NASS

Livestock Marketing Information Center


https://mymarketnews.ams.usda.gov/viewReport/1704

Feedlot Placements, 2021-2025 Domestic cattle placements were down
(1,000+ head capacity lots, 1,000 head) 2.3 percent (488,000 head) from 2024 to
2025 compared to being down by 12.9
percent (2.87 million head) from 2014 to
2015. The decline in domestic placements,

specifically heifers, is expected to be
slower in this cycle as the cost of
22237 expanding is higher and forage

availability remains a concern. Marketings
were also down by 5.4 percent in 2025.

20747 This is due to tight supplies as well but
also due to cattle having more days on
feed. Corn is still relatively cheap, so the
value of gain per day (up to a certain live

2021 2022 2023 oY P weight which is roughly 1,463 pounds
currently) is higher than cost of gain.

The percentage of heifers on feed as of

January 1, 2026, was 38.7 percent, up 0.6 HEIFERS ON FEED AS A PERCENT
percent from October and unchanged from Percent OF TOTAL CATTLE ON FEED
last January. Zero heifers from Mexico were 42 U.S., Beginning of Quarter

placed in the fall months leading up to

January 1, 2026, compared to the 145,585 40
head of Mexican heifers placed in the fall of f\ A V‘M
2024 before the closure in December 2024. 38

The takeaway here is that even though the

total number of heifers on feed has declined, * r N

that can likely be attributed to the lack of 34

heifer placements from Mexico in 2025. The '\—/.ﬂ

percentage of heifers on feed indicates that 32

domestic heifers are not being largely

retained as of now. 0 o s e o e o a2 aoe
Data Source: USDA-NASS, Compiled by LMIC 01/28/26

Total cattle slaughter in 2025 was 29.8 Livestock Marketing Information Center

million head, down 6.4 percent (2 million
head) from 2024. Beef cow slaughter declined
sharply by 18 percent in 2025. When looking

at beef cow slaughter relative to 2025 beef BEEF COW SLAUGHTER
cow supplies, the culling rate in 2025 dropped Thou. Head Federally Inspected, Monthly
to 8.4 percent, which alludes to movement 340
toward herd expansion. During the last 320
expansion period, the culling rate dropped to 300
below 8 percent. Additionally, heifer slaughter 280
accounted for 31.1 percent of all cattle 260
slaughter in 2025 compared to 32 percent in 240
2024. During the last expansion, this 220
percentage was in the mid-twenties. While 200
beef cow culling has slowed, the percentage of 180
heifers being harvested will need to drop 160 —— — — — - —
significantly this year to signal signs of heavy @mmAvg. 2019-23 ++++2024 ==2025
retention.
Data Source: USDA -NASS C-5-20
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Heifer Slaughter
as a % of Total Cattle Slaughter
2012-2025
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1V. BEEF PRODUCTON, PRICES & CONSUMER DEMAND

Average dressed weights reached new highs in 2025: 955 pounds for steers (931 in 2024) and 871 pounds for
heifers (848 in 2024). Increased weights in 2024 helped to offset the overall decline in cattle slaughter which
resulted in 2024 beef production being slightly higher than 2023. But in 2025, increased weights were not
enough to offset the overall decline in supplies. Beef production in 2025 declined by 4 percent to 26 billion
pounds. The forecast for 2026 is another 1 percent decline as supplies continue to tighten. A point to make
though is that the industry is producing more beef with less cattle. Average production from a beef cow in 2025
was 928-pounds compared to 840-pounds in 2014 and 800-1bs in 2000.

BEEF PRODUCTION vs. CATTLE INVENTORY
Inventory on January 1, U.S.
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While quantity of beef has

declined, quality and price BEEF GRADED PRIME, CHOICE, AND SELECT
have done the opposite. As As A Percent of Beef Graded, Monthly
of the end of November Percent
2025, beef graded prime e e e e,
increased to 12.03 percent 70% 1 e - : B ’
from 10.86 percent in 2024 60% ]
of all beef graded. In 2025, ]
there were four months 50% 1
when the prime percentage 40% 1
was higher than the select y ]
30%

percentage which has not
historically been the case. 20% 1
Yield grades have also seen

10%

some changes with increases ]

year-over-year in 4s (by 1.4 0%

percent) and 5s (by 1.02

percent). ==-Prime «++-Choice Select

Data Source: USDA -AMS
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The all-fresh retail price for

RETAIL BEEF PRICE beef reached $9.55/Ib in
All Fresh, Monthly December 2025 (up 18%
S Per Pound
10.00 year-over-year) and averaged
$8.84/1b for the year. Tight
9.50 4 supplies are certainly playing
9.00 ] arole in beef prices, but the
] real driver is consumer
8.50 1
] demand. Consumers are
8.00 1 continuously showing their
7.50 ] willingness to pay for high-
quality beef products, despite
7.00 rising prices. In every quarter
6.50 ] of 2025, consumer demand
6.00 ] , , ' ' ' ' ' , , ' ' was higher than the previous
JAN MAR MAY uL sep NOV year. Overall, demand is
@mwAvg. 2019-23 ++-:2024 =——2025 higher than it has been in
decades for beef products.
Data Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics & USDA-ERS ul\;":’s:;s Strong demand for beef
Livestock Marketing Information Center results il’l Strong demand fOI'

cattle. Strong demand for
cattle coupled with tight supplies results in higher cattle prices. Specifically, ground beef demand (roughly 50%
of U.S. consumption) is a strong driver of cull cow prices as lean trimmings are needed to combine with fat
trimmings from fed cattle. Demand for lean trimmings has also played a role in the increase of imports as U.S.
beef imports mainly (not all) consist of lean trimmings from Australia, Brazil, and New Zealand.



V. Management Costs & Profitability Qutlook

The “Agricultural Prices Paid Indexes” graph shows percentage changes in production costs in the U.S.
according to the prices paid by farmers index estimated by USDA. The base year is 2011 (2011=100%). The
prices paid index is a measurement of price change over time. For example, the average annual price index for
feed in 2025 in the U.S was 114.3, meaning feed prices have increased by 14.3 percent since 2011. Average
prices in 2025 for feed, chemicals, and fuels declined compared to 2024 except for fertilizer which increased by
5.2 percent. However, overall input prices are still above where they were pre-pandemic and the Russia-Ukraine
war that began in 2022.

Agricultural Prices Paid Indexes

Annual Averages 2019-2025, 2011 = Base Year(100) EVen Wlth Cattle pI‘lCGS at

170% record-levels, high input prices
are affecting profit margins. On
150% a national basis, average cow-

calf cash costs + land rent were

130% estimated at $1,119 per cow in
2025. Granted, this will likely

110% be closer to the $600-$900
range for Florida and the

90% Southeast. Cash costs do not
include fixed costs

70% (depreciation, loan payments,

II I taxes, etc.), so it is always
0% H important to factor those costs

Feed Fertilizer Chemicals Fuels in as well.
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Maintaining accurate records,

managing input costs, and ESTIMATED AVERAGE COW CALF RETURNS
marketing cattle efficiently to Returns Over Cash Cost (Includes Pasture Rent), Annual

maximize profitability still llsoger Cow
remain top priorities in a high
market. It should also be a 900 |
priority to take advantage of
this opportunity to invest in 700 -
making changes on an
operation that may improve 500 -
future productivity (i.e.,
purchasing scales, improving 300
nutrition programs, investing
in new genetics, etc.). The 100 1
year 2026 is expected to be
-100 A
another favorable year for
cow-calf producers with 300
returns currently estimated at 1998 2000 2002 2004 2006 2008 2010 2012 2014 2016 2018 2020 2022 2024 2026
$882 per cow. Data Source: USDA & LMIC, Compiled by LMIC C-P-66
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Questions, contact Hannah at h.baker@ufl.edu
See this update and other helpful resources online at https://rcrec-ona.ifas.ufl.edu/about/directory/staff/hannah-baker/
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