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Alabama cattle producers are operating in one of the most 
unusual market environments in decades—strong cattle 

prices, historically tight supplies, and growing uncertainty about 
when the next phase of the cattle cycle will begin. At the same 
time, producers are weighing an important question: Is now 
the time to rebuild the herd, or is it better to hold steady and 
wait for clearer signals?

The January 1, 2026 Cattle report released by USDA’s Nation-
al Agricultural Statistics Service (NASS) confirms that the U.S. 
cattle industry remains in a historically tight supply situation. 
Total U.S. cattle and calves inventory stands at 86.2 million 
head, slightly below the 86.5 million reported one year earlier.
While the national herd continues to shrink, Alabama’s cattle 
inventory actually increased slightly in 2026 to 1.20 million 
head, suggesting the state’s cattle sector may be stabilizing even 
as national supplies remain tight.

The long-term trend tells an even bigger story. The 2026 
inventory represents the smallest U.S. cattle herd since 1945, 
highlighting the depth of the contraction that has occurred 
across the cattle industry over the past decade. In fact, the cur-
rent national herd is roughly 35 percent smaller than the peak 
inventory recorded in 1976, when the United States had more 
than 132 million cattle and calves.

National Herd Remains Historically Tight
Several indicators in the USDA report highlight just how tight 
cattle supplies remain.

The U.S. beef cow herd totaled 27.6 million head, down about 
1 percent from the previous year. Beef cow numbers are now 
at their lowest level since 1941, reflecting several years of herd 
liquidation driven by drought, high input costs, and challenging 
pasture conditions in many cattle-producing regions.

The 2025 U.S. calf crop was estimated at 32.9 million head, 
down 2 percent from 2024. A smaller calf crop today trans-
lates into tighter feeder cattle supplies over the next 12 to 18 
months.
Cattle on feed also declined. As of January 1, 13.8 million head 
were on feed, down 3 percent from the previous year. This sug-
gests fewer market-ready animals moving through the pipeline 
in the months ahead.

One small but important signal appeared in the number of beef 
replacement heifers, which increased slightly to 4.71 million 
head, up about 1 percent from last year. However, heifers still 
represent roughly 38 percent of cattle on feed, well above the 
low-30 percent range typically associated with herd rebuilding. 

This suggests that widespread expansion has not yet begun.
Taken together, the national data suggest that while herd 
contraction may be slowing, meaningful expansion has not yet 
begun on a national level.

Alabama Shows Modest Growth
While the national herd continues to edge lower, Alabama’s 
cattle numbers moved slightly higher. Total cattle and calves 
inventory in Alabama increased to 1.20 million head, up 
from 1.18 million in 2025. This represents about a 2 percent 
increase, marking the second consecutive year of slight growth 
in the state’s total inventory.

Alabama’s beef cows that have calved remained steady at 
648,000 head. While this does not represent expansion, stabil-
ity in the cow herd following several difficult years of drought 
and liquidation is notable.

Replacement heifers increased from 95,000 to 97,000 head, 
a modest but encouraging sign that some Alabama producers 
may be positioning for future herd rebuilding.

Alabama’s cattle industry is heavily dominated by cow-calf op-
erations, meaning the state contributes more to feeder cattle 
supplies than to fed cattle production. For this reason, changes 
in Alabama’s cow herd can influence feeder cattle supplies 
across the Southeast.

Understanding the Current Cattle Cycle
Another way to interpret today’s cattle inventory numbers is 
through the lens of the cattle cycle.

The current cattle cycle effectively began around 2014, when 
severe drought in parts of the Southern Plains triggered 
significant herd liquidation. As pasture conditions improved 
and cattle prices strengthened, producers began rebuilding the 
national herd during the latter half of the decade.

Historically, U.S. cattle cycles tend to run about 10 to 12 years, 
largely because of the biological timeline of cattle production. 
Producers must retain heifers, develop them into breeding 
cows, and wait several years before their calves enter the beef 
supply chain. Because of this lag, cattle supplies tend to adjust 
slowly.

With the current cycle now more than a decade old, many 
analysts believe the industry may be approaching the transition 
from contraction toward the early stages of rebuilding. Howev-
er, with fewer cattle currently on farms, rebuilding the herd 
will likely take longer than in previous cattle cycles.
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Price Signals Remain Strong
Tight cattle supplies have helped support historically strong cattle prices. Reduced 
calf crops and smaller cow herds mean feeder cattle supplies will remain limited for 
the next several years. As a result, cattle prices are expected to remain relatively 
strong through 2026 and potentially into 2027.

For many cow-calf producers, these favorable price conditions have improved profit-
ability. However, expansion decisions involve tradeoffs. Retaining replacement heifers 
means forgoing immediate revenue from selling those animals as feeder calves. Pro-
ducers must also absorb additional costs for feed, pasture, and management before 
those heifers begin producing calves of their own.

Uncertainty Beyond the Farm Gate
While cattle market fundamentals remain supportive, producers are also watching 
several sources of uncertainty outside the cattle industry.

Global geopolitical tensions have increased volatility in energy and fertilizer markets 
and these conflicts affecting major energy-producing regions and shifting global trade 
relationships can quickly push input prices higher.

For cattle producers, higher diesel costs affect nearly every part of the operation—
from hay production and fertilizer application to transporting cattle and feed. Higher 
fertilizer prices also increase the cost of maintaining productive pastures and pro-
ducing hay, two key inputs for Alabama cow-calf operations.

As a result, even in a strong cattle price environment, input cost volatility remains an 
important risk factor.

Alabama’s Role in the Industry
Although Alabama ranks around 26th nationally in total cattle numbers, the state 
ranks 17th in beef cows that have calved, reflecting its strong emphasis on cow-calf 
production.

Most Alabama cattle operations are relatively small and pasture-based. That means 
forage availability, pasture management, and hay production costs play a critical role 
in determining herd size decisions.

The modest increase in Alabama’s inventory during 2026 suggests that some pro-
ducers may be cautiously positioning for the next phase of the cattle cycle. However, 
widespread herd expansion has not yet occurred.

Looking Ahead
The January 2026 cattle inventory report highlights several important themes. The 
U.S. cattle herd remains historically small. Alabama cattle numbers have stabilized and 
increased slightly. And replacement heifer retention—both nationally and in Ala-
bama—may be an early signal of cautious optimism among producers.
For many Alabama producers, the current environment offers strong calf prices but 
also raises an important strategic question: when—and how aggressively—to rebuild 
the herd.

If favorable pasture conditions persist and cattle prices remain strong, Alabama could 
see gradual herd rebuilding over the next several years. For now, however, producers 
appear to be taking a measured approach—benefiting from strong cattle markets 
while carefully watching pasture conditions, input costs, and global uncertainty before 
making major expansion decisions.


