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The year 2025 has been one of the most active, volatile, 
and memorable periods in recent history for the cattle 

industry—both nationally and here in Alabama. Record-high 
cattle prices, new animal-health concerns, shifts in global 
trade policy, and weather-driven forage challenges all con-
verged to create a year that producers will long remember. 
Yet despite the uncertainty, many operations experienced 
some of the strongest price opportunities in decades.
 
Record Prices and Tight Supplies
The dominant story of 2025 has been exceptional cattle 
prices resulting from historically low beef cow numbers 
in the U.S. After several years of low cattle prices, herd 
reduction, high feed costs, and limited replacement heifer 
retention, feeder calf supplies remained extremely tight. 
This imbalance pushed feeder cattle values to record or 
near-record highs throughout much of the year.

Alabama markets closely reflected these national trends. 
Figure 1 shows weekly 2025 prices for Medium and 
Large #1 feeder cattle in the 400–500 lb., 500–600 lb., and 
600–700 lb. categories. Prices remained at elevated levels 
across all weight groups, providing strong cashflow to cow-
calf producers and reinforcing the optimism felt in many 
sale barns around the state. 
 

Cull cow markets were similarly strong. Figure 2 high-
lights Boner (80–85%) and Lean (85–90%) cows at average 
dressing. Prices remained firm throughout 2025, driven by 
limited cow slaughter availability, strong domestic demand 
for lean grinding beef, and ongoing supply shortages tied to 

previous herd liquidation. For many operations, higher cull 
prices added meaningful revenue during a year when input 
costs—particularly fertilizer and equipment—remained 
high. 
 
 

New World Screwworm: A Renewed Biological Threat
One of the most surprising developments of 2025 was the 
detection of the New World screwworm spreading North 
in Mexico and creeping closer to the southern United 
States. The border was closed  to imported cattle from 
Mexico and other efforts are ongoing through federal and 
state response efforts, including sterile-fly releases and 
enhanced monitoring, the event served as a stark reminder 
of the vulnerability of the industry to foreign animal pests.
 
Tariffs, Trade Policy, and Imported Beef
Global trade dynamics also played a major role in shaping 
cattle markets throughout 2025. Ongoing tariff negotia-
tions and political tensions created uncertainty for U.S. 
beef exports in several key markets. At the same time, the 
U.S. continued to import lean beef to support demand for 
ground beef products, given that domestic supplies of cull 
cows and bulls remained low.

These trade conditions matter to Alabama producers 
because they influence national cattle prices. Export 
disruptions can pressure fed cattle values, while shifts in 
imported lean beef affect processor demand at the local 
level. Although the strong domestic supply shortage in 2025 
buffered some of this volatility, producers remain atten-
tive to changing international policies and their potential 
impacts on 2026 market conditions.

2025: A Defining Year for the Cattle Industry 
in Alabama and Across the U.S.
Max W. Runge, Extension Professor, Department of Agricultural Economics and Rural Sociology
Auburn University



 www.bamabeef.org                                                                                                              39                                                                                   Alabama Cattleman/January 2026

 Weather, Forage, and Farm Management
Weather once again played a pivotal role in herd management across the state. Many regions experienced wet early-season 
conditions followed by mid-season dry periods that challenged pasture recovery and hay production. High fertilizer and fuel 
costs pushed producers to adopt more intentional forage strategies, including rotational grazing, stockpiling tall fescue, reno-
vating fields, or experimenting with alternative forages.

Operations with flexible grazing plans or diversified forage systems were often better able to maintain herd performance 
despite the inconsistent rainfall. In a year with exceptionally high cattle prices, efficient forage use became even more valu-
able, influencing culling decisions, weaning strategies, and winter-feeding plans.
 
Opportunity Mixed With Caution Going Into 2026
As producers look ahead, several key questions shape the outlook:
•	 Will high prices continue? Herd rebuilding is expected to remain slow in 2026 due to drought recovery, high replace-

ment costs, and limited pasture availability.
•	 Will global trade stabilize? Resolution of tariff disputes and stronger export demand would support continued price 

strength.
•	 Will emerging pests remain contained? Continued monitoring for the screwworm and other health threats will 

remain essential.
•	 Will pastures recover? Weather patterns in late 2025 and early 2026 will play a critical role in herd-expansion deci-

sions.

Despite lingering uncertainty, Alabama’s cattle producers demonstrated remarkable resilience in 2025. They adapted to 
strong but volatile markets, managed new biosecurity concerns, and positioned their operations for long-term success.
 

Conclusion
The year 2025 will be remembered 
as a pivotal moment for the cattle 
industry—one marked by record 
prices, emerging biological threats, 
trade-related challenges, and strategic 
decision-making. Alabama producers 
navigated these conditions with skill 
and adaptability. Strong feeder and cow 
prices, as shown in Figure 1 and Figure 
2, underscore both the opportunity 
and the complexity of the year’s cattle 
markets.

As the industry moves into 2026, the 
lessons of 2025—resilience, vigilance, 
and strategic management—will contin-
ue to guide producers across the state. 
The foundation of Alabama’s cattle 
sector remains strong, supported by 
dedicated ranchers, robust Extension 
programs, and a resilient marketplace.
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