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NI CATTLE SLAUGHTERINGS DECLINE BY 
FIVE PER CENT IN 2014 

Northern Ireland abattoirs
slaughtered 417,000 cattle in
2014.   This means that Northern

Ireland cattle slaughterings were five
per cent lower than 2013 levels, when
the annual cattle kill was 438,000
head.

The decline in the kill has been driven
by  two main factors; the reduction in
the young bull kill and a smaller cow kill
this year.  Meanwhile, the steer kill
increased significantly.  

Reduced young bull kill
The young bull kill fell significantly in
2014 due to changes in the market
whereby the value of over 16 month
bulls fell sharply early in the year.  With
these bulls out of spec for retail
contracts in the UK, and mainland
European markets returning poorer
prices than the UK market, the value of
these cattle fell accordingly, as
processors discounted these cattle
relative to in-spec under 16 month
bulls.  

The upshot of this development was
that the number of young bulls
presented for slaughter in 2014
dropped by 25,000 head compared to
the previous year (excludes calves).
This was a substantial decline and was
driven by farmers responding to the
change in the market for young bulls in
two main ways. 

Firstly, with producers forewarned about
these changes, there was a spike in the
young bull kill in late 2013, as
producers sought to dispose of bulls
earlier, in the expectation of lower
prices or penalties on over 16 month
bulls in 2014.   This meant that some
bulls  reaching maturity, that would
otherwise have been slaughtered in
2014, were slaughtered in November
and December of 2013.  

Secondly, many producers opted to
cease bull production in 2014 and
instead castrated their male calves and
produced steer beef instead.  This was
an important driver in the sharp decline
in the 2014 young bull kill.  

Increased steer production
Some of the decline in the young bull kill
was offset by an increase in steer
production.  Over the course of 2014,
the steer kill increased by 10,000 head
or seven per cent, with most of these
additional steers being slaughtered at
the backend.  

This was not surprising given that steers

mature later than young bulls and this
meant that a change to seasonal
production with more prime cattle
coming available for slaughter in the
autumn and fewer in the summertime
when the young bull kill is typically
higher.

Reduced cow slaughterings
Cow slaughterings fell by eight per cent
(7,000 head) in 2014, having been at a
high level in 2012 and 2013. 

The rate of cow slaughtering since 2011
has been particularly high and reflects
the fact that many suckler beef
producers have struggled with
profitability.  In 2012 and 2013 the
situation was exacerbated with
extremely poor weather which led to a
fodder crisis in the spring of 2013.  This
in turn led to fertility issues and cost
pressures with the result that farmers
adopted strict culling policies for
unproductive beef cows.  

The drop in the cow kill this year signals
a potential stabilisation in the beef herd
and with the dairy market under
pressure an increasing proportion of
cull cows are now coming from the dairy
herd.  

Increase in average carcase weights
Better production conditions in the
second half of 2014 and in 2015 meant
that carcase weights increased in NI
over the last year.  The average carcase
weight of clean cattle was up by around
5kg over the course of the year, while
the average cow carcase was over 8kg
heavier.  From the perspective of overall
beef production, this increase helped
offset some of the decline in
slaughterings.  

Looking ahead
It is likely that cattle supplies in
Northern Ireland will remain tight in
2015.  On 1st January 2015, the
number of beef-sired cattle on the
ground between 12-30 months old was
five per cent lower than at the start of
2014.  Likewise, the number of dairy-
sired male cattle on the ground
between 2-18 months old was five per
cent lower at the start of 2015.  

With the dairy market forecast to
remain under pressure an increase in
the cow kill is likely in 2015, driven
mainly by hard-pressed dairy producers
disposing of unproductive stock.
However, with more cow beef coming
from the dairy herd, average cow
carcase weights are likely to fall in
2015.  

Significant increase in 2014 sheep kill
In 2014, the NI sheep kill increased
significantly despite an underlying
decline in the volume of lambs
produced by NI sheep farms.  

The lamb and hogget kill increased by
11 per cent in 2014 and this was
further boosted by heavier carcases
which meant that overall production of
clean sheepmeat was up by 13 per cent
in NI year on year.  

There has been a significant uplift in
ewe slaughterings in 2014, with
throughput reaching 51,000 head.  This
is an increase of a quarter compared to

the previous year and is the highest
level of ewe throughput in NI plants
since 2010 when 58,000 ewes were
slaughtered. The ewe kill has been
running at higher levels all year, with a
sharp increase in the kill during the
autumn.  

The overall NI sheep kill was up by
54,281 head in 2014, an increase of
12 per cent compared to 2013.
However the total number of sheep
exported to ROI, was down by 85,000
head, a decline of 18 per cent.  The
reduction in exports to ROI was
influenced by a less favourable
exchange rate and stronger levels of

domestic lamb supplies in ROI which
meant that lamb slaughter levels there
were maintained despite a lower level
of imports from NI.

With more ewes culled in NI in 2014,
there may be concerns about a decline
in production in 2015.  However, with
fewer NI lambs presented for slaughter
north and south of the border in 2014,
it remains to be seen how much, if any,
of this decline was associated with an
increase in the number of ewe lambs
retained for breeding.  Developments in
this regard will have a bearing on the
size of the NI flock and production in
2015 and beyond.  

NI CATTLE AND SHEEP SLAUGHTERINGS FOR THE FOODCHAIN

December Year to Date

(4 weeks ended 27/12/14) (52 weeks ended 27/12/14)

Dec-13 Dec-14 % Change 2013 2014 Change

CATTLE

Steers 9,939 12,411 +25% 143,997 153,903 +7%

Heifers 9,011 9,427 +5% 120,912 120,454 0%

Young Bulls / Calves 6,836 2,449 -64% 75,004 53,025 -29%

Total Prime Cattle 25,786 24,287 -6% 339,913 327,276 -4%

Cows 5,980 7,039 +18% 90,212 82,855 -8%

Mature Bulls 739 402 -46% 8,210 6,752 -18%

Total Cattle 32,505 31,728 -2% 438,335 416,883 -5%

SHEEP

Lambs & Hoggets 31,541 26,810 -15% 400,532 444,943 +11%

Ewes & Rams 2,981 2,788 -6% 40,927 50,797 +24%

Total Sheep 34,522 29,598 -14% 441,459 495,740 +12%

The above figures are provisional; any amendments will be incorporated in the cumulative data (source DARD).

NI BEEF AND SHEEPMEAT PRODUCTION FOR THE FOODCHAIN

December Year to Date

(4 weeks ended 27/12/14) (52 weeks ended 27/12/14)

Dec-13 Dec-14 % Change 2013 2014 Change

BEEF

Steers 3,426 4,330 +26% 49,315 53,227 +8%

Heifers 2,779 2,959 +6% 36,945 37,613 +2%

Young Bulls / Calves 2,188 743 -66% 23,851 16,449 -31%

Total Prime Beef 8,393 8,031 -4% 110,110 107,253 -3%

Cows 1,797 2,077 +16% 26,764 25,200 -6%

Mature Bulls 279 175 -37% 3,318 2,740 -17%

Total Beef 10,469 10,283 -2% 140,192 135,193 -4%

SHEEPMEAT

Lambs & Hoggets 698 597 -14% 8,528 9,668 +13%

Ewes & Rams 80 76 -5% 1,137 1,419 +25%

Total Sheepmeat 778 673 -13% 9,666 11,087 +15%

The above figures are provisional; any amendments will be incorporated in the cumulative data (source DARD).
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CATTLE TRADE

WEEKLY BEEF & LAMB MARKETS

Notes:        (i) Prices are p/kg Sterling-ROI prices converted at 1 euro=78.14p Stg
(ii) Shading indicates a lower price than the previous week.
(iii) AVG is the average of all grades in the category, not just those listed

SHEEP TRADE Deadweight Sheep Trade 

Deadweight Cattle Trade LAST WEEK'S DEADWEIGHT CATTLE PRICES (UK / ROI)

W/E
03/01/2015

Northern 
Ireland

Rep of 
Ireland Scotland Northern England

Midlands 
& Wales

Southern
England GB

Steers

U3 367.0 311.5 384.3 372.1 369.5 378.3 375.8

R3 365.1 304.7 375.5 364.7 361.5 362.7 366.8

R4 361.5 306.0 376.7 375.5 361.7 363.5 371.9

O3 347.7 291.8 357.1 343.3 335.4 335.0 343.4

AVG 355.5 - 375.4 365.8 349.2 350.3 362.0

Heifers

U3 371.2 322.2 385.6 376.2 377.5 372.6 379.1

R3 364.5 311.6 374.7 364.6 363.9 362.7 367.2

R4 361.3 312.3 377.2 371.2 362.9 360.2 369.8

O3 349.8 299.0 360.3 347.2 336.4 343.7 348.5

AVG 360.6 - 375.9 366.8 358.5 354.7 365.9

Young 
Bulls

U3 351.3 300.5 377.8 359.3 355.0 365.0 361.9

R3 343.5 295.7 370.4 341.2 346.4 356.1 350.4

O3 316.7 280.7 325.0 304.9 318.6 328.6 318.5

AVG 324.6 - 352.3 324.0 337.6 334.1 335.1

Prime Cattle 
Price Reported 4255 - 6114 5330 4911 3666 20021

Cows

O3 246.5 248.1 239.5 253.5 237.4 235.6 242.2

O4 248.9 249.5 239.9 251.7 243.9 241.1 244.0

P2 193.6 228.5 170.1 206.3 181.4 178.9 181.0

P3 216.2 242.4 194.1 226.0 205.4 211.2 206.5

AVG 225.1 - 221.1 241.3 216.6 212.1 222.2

LATEST LIVEWEIGHT CATTLE MART PRICES NI
1st QUALITY 2nd QUALITY

W/E 03/01/15 From To Avg From To Avg

Dropped Calves (£/head)

Continental Bulls 310 460 358 200 308 250

Continental Heifers 285 405 335 150 280 215

Friesian Bulls 100 145 125 20 95 55

Holstein Bulls 60 110 75 21 59 40

DURING this week, factories were quoting base prices of 360-
364p/kg for U-3 grade prime cattle.  Factories are quoting
364-366p/kg for Monday, a slight increase on this weeks quotes.

However, there have been ongoing reports of higher prices being available
and producers are advised to price around. 

Last week around 5,200 prime cattle were slaughtered, down by 2 per
cent on the same week last year.  The swing from bull to steer production
remains very much in evidence with the young bull kill down by 64 per
cent year on year, while the steer kill is up by 40 per cent. The heifer kill
was more or less unchanged.  Last week 864 cows were slaughtered in
Northern Ireland, 18 per cent fewer than in the same week last year, with
the total cattle kill down by six per cent year on year.  

At the turn of the year, reported prices in Northern Ireland remain firm
with R3 steer prices averaging 365p/kg, slightly higher than the previous
week.  The average reported R3 heifer price was 364.5p/kg, 2p/kg higher
than the previous week.  Factories were quoting 360p/kg for U-3 grade
prime cattle (356p/kg for R=3) during the week ending 3 January, so
these reported prices confirm that higher prices were certainly available
and this highlights the importance of shopping around for deals. 

NI prices remain strong in comparison to GB.  Across the British Isles only
Scottish prices are higher than NI levels for R3 steers and heifers, with NI
prices on a par with Northern England levels.  In the case of R4 prime
cattle prices, the NI trade is similar to levels in the English Midlands and
Wales and Southern England, albeit lower than Northern England levels. 

Scottish R3 steer and heifer prices are currently 10p/kg ahead of NI
levels and reported prices there have been broadly stable over the course
of the last fortnight.  Meanwhile English prices have increased, with
average  prices up by 2-4p/kg between Christmas and the New Year.
Meanwhile average heifer prices in England increased by 4-5p/kg during
the same period.  Young bull prices showed strong increases in Great
Britain last week, with prices up by 11p/kg and the bull trade having
improved strongly across the GB regions.   

The trade in ROI continues to improve with reported prices rising in the
week ending 3 January.  R3 steer and heifer prices rose by 2c/kg.
Meanwhile, R4 steer and heifer prices were up by 4c/kg and O3 steer
and heifer prices were up by 5-6c/kg.  A decline in the value of sterling
between Christmas and the New Year meant that ROI R3 steer and heifer
prices actually fell in sterling terms, helping the industry there to maintain
a competitive advantage in the UK market.  

Over the holidays there was less activity in the marts.  However there
were strong prices paid at the dropped calf sale in Ballymena with up to
£460 paid for continental bulls and a top of £405 paid for heifers.
Friesian bull prices reached a top of £145.  These prices were significantly
stronger than those paid in mid December.  

HOGGET QUOTES

(P/Kg DW) This Week 
07/01/15

Next Week
12/01/15

Hoggets 390>22kg 385-390>22kg

EARLY this week all plants were quoting 390p/kg for hoggets.
However, late in the week quotes in some plants were back to
385p/kg.  Similar quotes are expected on Monday.  Factory

throughput was tightening at the end of 2014 with the December kill down
by 15 per cent year-on-year.  This trend is continuing with the kill in the first
week of the year down by 21 per cent compared to the same week in
2014.  The latest reported prices show that the NI trade has been stable
with deadweight prices averaging 385p/kg.  Meanwhile there has been
some upward pressure on the GB trade, with prices there rising to
422p/kg in the week ending 3 January.  

This Week’s Marts

THE trade at the marts this week has been generally steady compared
to prices in the week before Christmas.  In Saintfield this week, 774
lambs sold from 335-400p/kg.  This was broadly similar to the week

ending 19 December when 602 lambs sold from 328-411p/kg.  In
Ballymena on Wednesday 1758 lambs sold to an average of 347p/kg,
again similar to the week before Christmas when 2,000 lambs sold to an
average of 346p/kg.  In Enniskillen, 575 lambs sold from 348-388p/kg
this week, compared to 358-386p/kg at the previous sale.  There has
been a significant uplift in the trade for cull ewes in the marts with top
prices in excess of £130 and £140 across several marts during the week.  

REPORTED LAMB/HOGGET PRICES - P/KG

(P/KG DW) W/E
20/12/14

W/E
27/12/14

W/E
03/01/15

NI Liveweight 357.2 352.3 363.1

NI  Deadweight 388.1 385.5 385.0

ROI Deadweight 377.9 378.7 379.1

GB Deadweight 417.1 416.5 422.1

*Prices exclude AA, HER and Organic cattle 
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REPORTED COW PRICES NI - P/KG

w/e
03/01/15

Wgt
<220kg

Wgt 220-
250kg

Wgt 250-
280kg

Wgt 
>280kg

P1 134.0 142.6 155.4 187.0

P2 138.1 180.3 186.3 209.1

P3 180.0 175.6 212.3 219.3

O3 206.2 243.8 248.6

O4 224.0 249.4 249.2

R3 268.4

REPORTED NI CATTLE PRICES - P/KG

W/E 03/01/15 Steers Heifers Young Bulls

U3 367.1 371.0 351.3

R3 364.6 364.3 345.6

O+3 357.3 355.6 316.0

NI FACTORY QUOTES FOR CATTLE
(P/KG DW) This Week

07/01/15
Next Week
12/01/15

Prime
U-3 360 - 364p 364 - 366p
R-3 354 - 358p 358 - 360p
O+3 348 - 352p 352 - 354p
P+3 - 300 - 314p

Including bonus where applicable 
Cows
O+3 & better 230-250p 230-256p
Steakers - 140-190p
Blues - 120-140p

Cow quotes vary depending on weight and grade. 

Pricing policies vary from plant to plant.  Producers are advised
to check pricing policies before presenting cattle for slaughter.

LATEST SHEEP MARTS

From: 03/01/15 Hoggets (P/KG LW)

To: 09/01/15 No From To Avg

Saturday Omagh 1034 347 388

Swatragh 645 338 406

Monday Massereene 1036 350 386

Kilrea 550 356 388

Tuesday Saintfield 774 335 400

Rathfriland 815 330 389 363

Wednesday Ballymena 1758 327 384 347

Enniskillen 575 348 388 360

Armoy 907 335 400


