
 
 

 
 

December 23, 2023 

Reviewing 2023 Beef Cattle and Looking Ahead to 2024 

Agricultural Extension Economists Dr. James Mitchell, University of Arkansas and 

Kenny Burdine, University of Kentucky wrote the following article about beef cattle numbers 

and subsequent prices in 2023 and expectations for 2024.   

The U.S. cowherd reached a 60-year low in 2023. Some of this decline is driven by 

efficiency in the beef industry. We produce more with less. As such, it would be misleading to 

compare today to 60 years ago. It still does speak to how significant the recent declines in beef 

cow numbers have been. For a more recent comparison, the 2023 cowherd is slightly smaller 

than in 2014, a year fondly remembered by most in the cattle business. Expansion resulting from 

those 2014 / 2015 price levels continued until 2019, and the cowherd has been getting smaller 

since then.  

2020 was set to be the high-water mark for U.S. beef production. While production 

increased slightly in 2020, COVID backlogs pushed some of that production into 2021. Then, 

widespread drought led to significant increases in female slaughter in 2022, which resulted in 

another year-over-year increase. That brought us to 2023, which ended up being the first year-

over-year decrease in beef production in eight years.  



 
 

Data on cow slaughter and the share of heifers on feed both imply another year of 

declining inventories. Nationally, there is no doubt this cowherd got even smaller during 2023. 

Weather and hay supply has been an issue in some areas, but we also think we have to consider 

the impact that input costs and high interest rates have on the cost of expanding one’s cowherd. 

At some point, expansion will occur, but farmers are not at that point yet. All this is to say that 

the 2024 calf crop will be smaller than the 2023 calf crop, and the feeder cattle supply will 

continue to shrink. Certainly, numerous things impact markets, but we expect calf prices to be 

stronger in the spring of 2024 than in the summer of 2023. 

It is hard to see beef cow numbers increasing until 2025 at the earliest. So, cow-calf 

operators should get relatively strong calf prices for a few years. Some may choose to expand 

during this time, but we always like to point out that there are other ways to capitalize on a solid 

calf market. Investing in facilities, genetics, grazing systems, etc. has the potential to lower costs 

and/or increase efficiency. At the same time, paying down debt and/or building up working 

capital can put a farm in a better financial position for the future. The point is that each cow-calf 

operation should take a long-term view when they make decisions and know that what makes 

sense for one operation may not make sense for another. 

Cattle auction market averages were mixed last week. As we move into Christmas, 

auction volumes will be light, making it harder to draw conclusions about regional cash markets. 

Feed and fed cattle futures both improved last week. 

Extension Yield Contest Winners Announced 

 Weather presented challenges across the county this year for corn and soybean 

production.  Depending on area of the county, dry soils, flash flooding, prolonged flooding or 



 
 
hail had a significant affect on yields.  Yet despite the challenges the overall crop was a success. 

No records were set this year but the county average for both corn and soybeans will remain on 

or above the trend yield.  The good but not incredible yields decreased interest in the extension 

yield contests at both the local and state level, but with that said, Daviess County had some 

winning accomplishments entered in the state wide yield contests.  O’Bryan Grain Farms at 

Curdsville had the highest full season soybean entered in the state yield contest at 100.8 bushels 

per acre.  Goetz Bros. Farms at Masonville had the highest double crop soybean yield measured 

in the state at 88.29  bushels per acre.   

 Scott Zoglmann at Philpot had the second highest corn yield measured in the state at 

322.30 bushels per acre.  Goetz Bros. Farms had the third highest corn yield measured in the 

state at 312.76 bushels per acre. 

Printed plot books containing all yield demonstration location results and yield contest 

entries are available at the extension office or online at https://daviess.ca.uky.edu/daviess-grain-

plots. 

Extension office holiday closing 

The Extension office will be closed December 25 through January 1.  We will reopen January 2, 

2024.   
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