Heavier Cattle Carcasses Provide
Boost to Declining Beef Production

Dr. Wendiam Sawadgo, Associate Professor & Extension Economist, Auburn University

Feeder cattle prices have reached record-high prices during
the first half of 2026, largely due to cattle inventory being
at its lowest level since 1951.As a result of lower beef pro-
duction, choice beef prices have increased to an average of
$10.35 per Ib.in May 2026, 17% higher than the previous year.
Yet, beef demand remains resilient amid the elevated prices,
putting pressure on beef production. This article explores how
the cattle industry has continued to maintain beef production,
despite fewer cattle in the US.

Cattle Inventory and Beef Production

As shown in figure |, historical cattle inventories and beef
production correlated closely until the early 1980s. In the
subsequent decades, cattle inventories have declined from one
cattle cycle to the next, yet US beef production increased over
the same period.

Figure 1: Annual US Cattle Inventory and Beef Production
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This trend of diverging beef production and cattle inventory
has continued during the contractionary phase of the current
cattle cycle. Over the first half of 2026, weekly cattle slaughter
decreased by 8% relative to the same period in 2025. However,
beef production is down just 6%.This begs the question: how
is the industry restraining the decrease in beef production
despite the declining slaughter numbers? The answer is higher
slaughter weights.

As shown in figure 2, the dressed weight for federally inspect-

ed steers has increased each of the past two years. In 2025,
steers saw a 2.6% increase in dressed weight, to an average
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Figure 2: Federally Inspected Steer Dressed Weights, Weekly Average
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Data source: USDA-AMS and USDA-NASS; Compiled by the Livestock Marketing Information Center

of 955 Ib. per head.This value is around 60 to 70 Ib. per head
higher than the 2020-2024 five-year average. Steer dressed
weights have continued to increase another 25 Ib., averaging
980 Ib. per head over the first half of 2026.At a dressing per-
centage of 62%, this would imply a live weight of 1,580 Ib. per
head.

The market has adjusted to the smaller number of available
feeder cattle by lengthening the time on feed, partially counter-
balancing the lower slaughter numbers.While feed efficiency
typically drops as cattle liveweight increases, lower feed prices
throughout the past three years have offset some of the po-
tential efficiency losses. Corn prices this year have been about
$1 per bushel below the 2019-2024 five-year average.Thus, the
current lower feed prices are another factor that led the shift
towards higher live weights.

What to Watch for Moving Forward?

The July Cattle Inventory report released by the USDA at the
end of July will provide more information on whether herd
contraction is continuing and inform future slaughter numbers.
As 2026 marks the third consecutive year of significant in-
creases to steer slaughter weights, one question remains: how
much further can these live cattle weights go without having
too large of a negative effect on grading performance and feed
efficiency? The answer to this question will play a big role in
what beef and cattle markets look like until herd expansion
occurs.
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