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A Note From Your Agent: 
Hello everyone!
 
I hope you are all doing well. It is so hard to
believe May is already here, I know Spring
planting is already completed for some and in
full swing for others. At the office we have
wrapped up the 6 session Master Cattlemen
Program as well as closed out the 2023-2024
CAIP & YAIP Programs. It is the time of year that
I will be out on farm visits, state and national
meetings and numerous programs. I can usually
always answer email but if you stop in the office
or give me a call, I will get back with you as
quickly as I can. As always, if you have any
questions, please let me know. 

Lindsay Arthur
Agent for Agriulture 
& Natural Resources
Lindsay.arthur@uky.edu
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A Bullish April Cattle on Feed Report
Dr. Kenny Burdine, University of Kentucky 

Cattle on feed reports have not been especially kind to the cattle complex in
recent months. Despite fewer cows and a smaller calf crop, on-feed inventories
have been running above year-ago levels. Over the last several months, feeder
cattle placements have been higher than most analysts would have expected.
Weather and high prices likely encouraged some early placements in some
regions going back to fall. At the same time, marketings have seemed to be
relatively slow. I suspect this has been partly due to expensive feeder cattle
and cheaper feed. This combination tends to encourage adding more weight to
current feedlot inventory and rising harvest weights seem to be supporting this
hypothesis.

This brings us to the April Cattle on Feed report, which came at the end of a
week when cattle markets had gained back a portion of what had been lost
since late March. The number that stood out the most was the estimate of
March placements, which came in 246,000 head lower than March of 2023. I
don’t want to read too much into a single report, but this 12% decrease is
significant and came in below all the pre-report estimates I had seen.
Sometimes it is beneficial to take a bit longer view on something like this. If I
look at the entire first quarter, placements were down 4% for 2024. This is a
number that seems to make sense given feeder cattle supplies. It’s also worth
noting that the first quarter of 2024 included February 29th due to 2024 being a
leap year.

Continued on next page
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The April report is also one of the quarterly reports where an estimate is made of the on-feed
breakdown between steers and heifers. This can provide some indication of heifer retention
for breeding purposes and will be especially important this year as we may not have the July
Cattle Inventory report. As of April 1, heifers and heifer calves accounted for 38.5% of on-feed
inventory. For comparison, heifers accounted for 40% of on-feed inventory in October of last
year and 39.7% in January of this year. The fact that the share of heifers on feed is decreasing
does bear watching in the coming months, but still does not point to significant heifer
retention. If one goes back and examines the last expansionary period, the heifer percentage
was below 35% for ten straight quarters – from the first quarter of 2015 to the second quarter
of 2017. 

Put simply, the most recent cattle on feed report was the most bullish that we have gotten in a
good while. Even though total on feed numbers remain above 2023 levels, they were still below
trade expectations. Sharply lower placements seemed to confirm that feeder cattle supplies
are very tight. And there is still no evidence that large numbers of heifers are being held for
replacement purposes. While the volatility in the cattle markets is likely to stay, the supply
picture remains encouraging for feeder cattle markets.

Continued from previous page
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USDA is an equal opportunity provider, employer, and lender.

Register for a free webinar series for military veterans, transitioning service members, and
military spouses on how to work with the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) to prepare
for a career in agriculture. This webinar series is designed to provide information about USDA

Beginning Farmer and Rancher programs and resources for the military community. 

Each week we will cover different topics, including: 
 Tuesday, April 23, 2024: USDA Military Veterans Agricultural

Liaison overview, Boots to Business, and Veteran Business
Outreach Center
Tuesday, April 30, 2024: Veterans Administration loans, Rural 
Development loans 

 

Tuesday, May 7, 2024: Urban Agriculture, USDA Beginning
Farmer and Rancher programs
Tuesday, May 14, 2024: Natural Resources Conservation 
Service programs
Tuesday, May 21, 2024: Farm Service Agency loans and 
programs, Risk Management Agency programs

 

 

  

  

  

All sessions will be held 1:00 p.m. to 3:00 p.m. Eastern.
Register at: https://www.zoomgov.com/webinar/register/WN_phaQxT_

mS92FmrkfwDKMXA or scan the QR code.
 You only need to register once for all five webinars. It’s highly 

recommended to attend all five webinars.

USDA Beginning
Farmer and Rancher
Veterans Webinar Series
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Drivers of Commodity Prices: Exports 
Author(s): Grant Gardner
Published: April 29th, 2024

 
Since the onset of COVID, agricultural commodity charts have resembled the track of a roller coaster, 
with huge peaks and valleys. Global geopolitical events and conflict intensify these peaks and valleys. 
During the 2023/24 marketing year, commodity prices have transitioned downward. As prices start to 
level out, we can likely expect more consistent commodity prices on a year-to-year basis. In a less 
volatile price environment, marketing decisions are made easier by focusing on fundamental drivers 
of prices. Examples include exports, the acreage battle, and domestic use. This article is the first in a 
series I will publish in the Department of Agricultural Economics' Economic and Policy Update on 
fundamental drivers of commodity prices. In this article, I focus on exports and why exports are a 
crucial driver of U.S. commodity prices. 

Exports drive U.S. prices because US production outpaces domestic use, creating a reliance on 
export markets. Figures 1, 2, and 3 show the aggregate percentage of corn, soybean, and wheat 
exports by country and U.S. marketing year from 2018/19 to 2022/23. Export numbers are obtained 
from the USDA FAS Production, Supply, and Distribution Database. Figures 1-3 indicate that each 
crop has a small number of large players; however, wheat export markets are more competitive than 
corn or soybean markets. Figure 1 suggests that the four major players in corn exports are the U.S., 
Brazil, Argentina, and Ukraine, which make up 85% of world exports. Figure 2 indicates Brazil has 
been the leading soybean supplier for the past five years; however, Figure 2 is a little misleading as 
Argentina makes up 4% of soybean exports but is the largest supplier of soybean meal, at 39%. In 
combination, the U.S., Brazil, and Argentina supply 90% of soybean exports and 84% of soybean 
meal exports. Wheat is a global crop with more competitive export markets. Figure 3 indicates that 
the U.S., Russia, the European Union, Canada, Australia, Ukraine, and Argentina combine to make 
up 84% of wheat export markets.

Although the U.S. has been the leading corn exporter for the past five years, Brazil surpassed the 
U.S. in corn exports during the 2022/23 marketing year and is expected to have similar corn exports 
as the U.S. in 2023/24 (USDA WASDE, 2024). Continual agricultural expansions are expected in 
Brazil, making Brazil the largest U.S. competitor in corn export markets. A similar story can be told for 
soybean exports. During the 2022/23 marketing year, Brazilian soybean exports nearly doubled 
U.S. exports. Brazil was also the largest soybean meal exporter in 2022/23. 2023/24 projections 
indicate Brazil will more than double the US in exports and surpass Argentina in meal exports (USDA 
WASDE, 2024). Wheat exports will continue in a similar position to the last five years. It is worth 
noting that even with the conflict in Ukraine, Russian and Ukrainian wheat exports have remained 
relatively consistent. The same can be said of Ukrainian corn exports. 
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The export information covered above can aid in marketing directly and indirectly. Directly, any
U.S. export bookings positively impact U.S. commodity prices. However, we must remember that
commodity prices already account for a certain amount of U.S. exports. Thus, exports surpassing the
projected amount will have a bullish effect on commodity prices, which could be a good indicator for
booking commodity sales. Indirectly, weather events in other countries can also indicate a good time
to book commodity sales, especially in corn and soybeans. Specifically, weather events in Brazil and
Argentina that slow planting or impact yield. Specific months to watch South American weather
include September-May. As wheat is a global crop, it is less reactive to weather changes, but recent
events have shown that geopolitical news and weather can indirectly affect U.S. prices. Specific
months are harder to pinpoint. 

In conclusion, exports are an important driver of U.S. commodity prices. As a few countries make up 
large portions of world corn, soybean, and wheat exports, we can inform marketing decisions by 
paying attention to direct and indirect indicators of export change. As we move into a more 
predictable period of commodity prices, it will be important to pay attention to the direct effects of 
changing exports and indirect effects, such as changing weather conditions in major exporting 
countries, to inform commodity marketing decisions. 

Figure 1: World Corn Exports by County, 2018/19-2022/23 Marketing Year (%) 
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Figure 3: World Wheat Exports by Country, 2018/19-2022/23 Marketing Year (%) 

Figure 2: World Soybean Exports by Country, 2018/19-2022/23 Marketing Year (%) 
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Author(s) Contact Information: 
Grant Gardner | Assistant Extension Professor | grant.gardner@uky.edu 

 (24):4, Economic and Policy Update
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