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CONTRACTION IN CATTLE SUPPLIES

DECLINING beef supplies is
something that many
industry commentators

have been forecasting since the
introduction of decoupled support
in 2005.  While beef cow numbers
fell into decline in the second half
of the last decade, there was a
recovery in numbers between
2009 and 2012.  Now, on the eve
of another round of CAP reform, it
would seem that a decline in cattle
numbers is underway, that will
have ramifications for the entire NI
beef industry.  

The evidence points to a tightening
in cattle supplies over the coming
years.  The number of cattle
currently on the ground under 18
months of age is significantly lower
than 2013 levels. This will start to
have an impact on the availability
of cattle for slaughter within the
year.  This scarcity of cattle has
already had a serious impact on
the store cattle trade with prices
rising very sharply across Northern
Ireland. 

The decline in cattle numbers has
been driven by reduced calf births,
itself a consequence of the decline
in the number of beef cows and
breeding beef heifers in Northern
Ireland.  Beef-sired calf births in
the last quarter were down by
almost 10 per cent year-on-year.
This compounds a sharp reduction
in calf births during the same
period last year.  DARD’s
December Survey showed that
beef cow numbers in Northern
Ireland were down by 6 per cent
year-on-year.  This followed sharp
increases in the cow kill over the
last few years. 

The rate of slaughtering within the
beef cow herd started to ease off
in the second half of 2013.
However, in March 2014, cow
slaughterings were higher than
previous year levels.  This is a sign
that a further decline in calf
production is possible over the
course of the coming year.  Of
further concern is the increasing
proportion of the cow kill that has
been sourced from the beef herd
which would imply an even steeper
rate of decline in beef cow
numbers.  

Another leading indicator of a
decline of the suckler cow herd is
the rate of heifer slaughterings.
The December survey had
indicated that the number of beef
heifers-in-calf on the ground in NI
was falling.  This trend appears to
be continuing with heifer
slaughterings up by three per cent
for the year to date.  This is despite
a corresponding decline in the
number of male cattle in the
slaughter mix.  This would indicate
that it may be possible to forecast
ongoing declines in calf births if we
look towards the end of this year
and into the start of next year.  This
will in turn have an impact on
finished cattle supplies in 2017
and further ahead.  

All of these concerns about the
availability of cattle on a local
basis are compounded by
developments in the live trade.  In
recent years, exports of cattle from
Northern Ireland have gradually
risen. Meanwhile imports of cattle
into Northern Ireland have been in
decline.  This has been particularly
evident with regards to the import
of Irish origin weanlings and store
cattle by NI beef finishers.  These
numbers have fallen significantly
in recent years driving upward
pressure on Northern Ireland store
cattle prices.  The concern is that
the strong young stock prices have
failed to encourage producers to
increase or maintain suckler cow
numbers.  

In 2005, following CAP reform the
NI beef industry slaughtered
approximately 400,000 prime
cattle for the foodchain.  After this
the prime cattle kill went into a
gradual decline.  However, with
cows re-entering the foodchain in
2005, this effectively ensured that
factory throughput remained high
despite the ongoing gradual
decline in the size of the cattle
herd.

Last year prime cattle
slaughterings dropped to its lowest
level of the last nine years, with
only 340,000 prime cattle
slaughtered.  Throughput has been
boosted by an annual cow kill of
over 90,000 head in recent years.  
However, while this strong cow kill
boosts throughput at the plants in

the short-term, it undermines
supplies in the long run.  At the
current rate of decline and
assuming a continuation of current
trends in the live import and export
trade, it is possible that the total NI
kill will drop to less than 400,000
head within two to three years.  

This is a concern for the entire
industry. We are currently seeing
factories operating on 2-3 day
week kills at certain times of the
year.  As it stands, this is inefficient
and an ongoing decline in the NI
cattle kill will only serve to drive up
processors fixed costs on a per
unit basis.  Cattle finishers will
have to contend with similar
problems and some may find that
they will have to scale back their
enterprise due to the reduced
availability of cattle.  

The decline in the cow herd has
been driven to some extent by
fertility issues which were
prevalent within the industry as a
result of the poor weather in
2012/13. Increased barren rates
led to a higher rate of cow culling
on NI farms with cost pressures
likely to have caused a lower
replacement rate. If market
conditions were right it would be
possible to imagine some kind of
recovery in the herd.  However,
given the context of a smaller CAP
package and high production
costs, it is difficult to see much in
the way of herd re-building post
2015, although this obviously
remains to be seen.  

If there is some recovery in the NI
suckler herd the outcome will be
more pressure on the cattle kill in
the short term as more heifers are
retained for breeding.  Even if the
rate of decline slows down cow
and heifer slaughterings will be
reduced, putting further short-term
pressure on availability for
slaughter.  Ultimately, this pressure
on supply is likely to put upward
pressure on price.    

This issue of LMC Quarterly focuses
on the supply trends in the cattle
market at the present time.  The
report examines local production
levels as well as imports and exports.
The report also examines trends in
the British Isles as a whole.
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NI Cattle Slaughterings 2005 - 2013
Annual / Quarter 1 Data

Thousand Head

Year-on-Year Change in Northern Ireland Cattle Population
1 April 2014

Categorised by Age, Excludes Dairy Females

Northern Ireland Calf Birth Registrations (Thousand Head)
Annual and 1st Quarter Data
Excludes Dairy Female Births

Notes: Data labels show total kill annual and quarterly slaughter figures
Prime cattle includes mature bulls

Source: DARD Slaughter Statistics

Note: Figures include beef males, bulls, females and dairy males and bulls 
Source: APHIS

Note: Figures include beef males, bulls, females and dairy males and bulls 
Annual data is represented by the blue line (left-hand axis); 1st quarter data
is represented by the red bars (right-hand axis)

Source: APHIS

SLAUGHTERINGS IN GRADUAL DECLINE

NORTHERN Ireland cattle
slaughterings have been in
a state of gradual decline

over the last 10 years.  Table 1
shows how in 2005, when cows
(OTM) were ineligible for the
foodchain, Northern Ireland
factories slaughtered about
403,000 head, 99 per cent of
which were prime cattle. Last
year the total kill was 438,000,
which included 90,000 cows.
The underlying decline in prime
cattle numbers was 61,000 head
or 15 per cent between 2005
and 2013.  Much of this decline
had already occurred by 2008.  A
temporary recovery in the suckler

herd at the end of the last
decade, coupled with a higher
level of live imports meant that
supplies of prime cattle
increased sharply in 2010 almost
recovering to 2005 levels.
However, slaughter numbers
once again came under pressure
as calf birth registrations levelled
off and Northern Ireland became
a net exporter of live cattle.
Between 2010 and 2012, NI
prime cattle slaughterings fell by
11 per cent, offset to some
extent by an increase in cow
slaughterings as the local beef
cow herd has once again gone
into decline. 

LOCAL CATTLE AVAILABILITY TIGHTENING

TABLE 2 shows the annual
change in the cattle
population excluding dairy

females. It shows how local cattle
availability has tightened
significantly in in recent years.
Tighter numbers have been
driven by a number of factors.
The most important drivers of
Northern Ireland cattle supplies
are cow numbers and calf births
registrations.  Imports of live
cattle from ROI onto NI farms and
exports of store cattle from
Northern Ireland are also
important.  All of these factors
have conspired to ensure that
local cattle availability is
significantly lower in the last year.  
As explained below, calf birth

registrations in Northern Ireland
have been in sharp decline and
this has meant that on 1st April
2014 the number of cattle aged
between 0-4 months was seven
per cent lower than on 1st April
2013.  
Numbers aged between 10-14
months are currently 10 per cent
lower year on year.  That is a
decline of 23,000 head and to a
large degree this explains the
very strong store cattle prices at
the present time.  The only age
group showing an increase in
numbers is between 25-30
months where numbers are up
by 9,000 head (14 per cent).
Overall cattle numbers are down
by 42,000 head or 4 per cent.  

REDUCED CALF BIRTH REGISTRATIONS

WITH suckler cow
numbers in decline and
a mixture of fertility and

mortality issues, brought about
by poor weather, calf birth
registrations have fallen sharply
in the last two years.  In 2004,
prior to the last round of CAP
reform, Northern Ireland farmers
produced 464,000 calves (dairy
males + beef male / female).  In
2013, calf registrations had
fallen to 398,000 head, a decline
of 14 per cent between the two
periods.  

In 2009, calf births reached their
lowest level of the last 10 years
with only 390,000 head
registered.  Some recovery in the

suckler herd led to an increase in
calf birth registrations from 2010
- 2012, however numbers have
since fallen back into decline.  In
2013 beef sired and dairy male
calf birth registrations in
Northern Ireland were 23,500
head lower than 2012 levels.  It
seems that this decline will be
compounded by a further decline
in calf births in 2014.  

In the first quarter of 2014, calf
births were running at their
lowest level of the last decade
with only 82,000 beef and dairy
male calves registered.  This is a
15 per cent decline since 2012
when 97,000 calves were
registered in Northern Ireland.  
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NI Beef Breeding Cattle Population,
December 2005 - 2013, Cows and Heifers in Calf

Thousand Head

Source: DARD December Survey

Note: This chart shows the live trade balance in Northern Ireland by subtract-
ing the number of cattle exported from the number of cattle imported on an
annual basis.  It includes cattle imported / exported to farms and for direct
slaughter.                                                                       Source: APHIS, DARD

NI Live Trade Balance, Annual
2009-2013

Thousand Head

NI Live Trade Balance, First Quarter 
January - March 2009-2013

Thousand Head

CONTRACTION IN BEEF COW HERD 

THE Northern Ireland beef
cow herd has moved back
into a state of contraction

having expanded by almost 10
per cent between 2009 and
2012.  The NI beef cow herd
underwent a long term period of
decline from December 2004
until December 2009 when beef
cow numbers fell from 288,000
head to 252,000 head, a 12.5
per cent decline.  Heifers in calf
also fell sharply during this
period.  With more confidence in
the market from 2009 onwards,
beef cow numbers began to
recover between 2009 and 2012
before falling back into decline
last year.  Between December

2012 and December 2013
suckler cow numbers fell by six
per cent, wiping out almost all of
the increase in cow numbers that
ocurred over the previous four
years.  Farmers’ cashflow was
badly impacted by the high feed
costs and poor weather of 2012-
13 and this led to heavier culling
which is reflected in the strong
cow kill figures in Table 1.  With
the number of heifers in calf also
in decline, this is a further sign
that the number of beef cows on
the ground will continue to be an
issue and drive down primary
production activity in NI over the
course of the coming year.

NET EXPORTER OF LIVE CATTLE IN 2013

DEVELOPMENTS in imports
and exports provide the
explanation for many of the

developments in factory
throughput over the past five
years.  In recent years the
Northern Ireland industry has
went from being a net importer of
live cattle between 2009-2012,
to becoming a net exporter of live
cattle in 2013.  This means that
in 2013 NI farmers exported
10,000 more cattle than were
imported by producers and
processors during that year.  

Back in 2010, when NI factories
slaughtered a total of 474,000
cattle, NI imported over 100,000
head of cattle in total.  The sharp
increase in the kill at that time
was driven by increased local
production. However, NI farmers
were also importing larger
numbers of store cattle from ROI,
significantly boosting the number
of cattle available for slaughter.
Meanwhile factories were also
importing large numbers of
finished cattle.  When all live
imports and exports are
combined for consideration, NI
imported a net of 62,000 head in
2010.  Cattle imports have since
went into decline, while export
levels have increased.
Developments in labelling and
end market concerns have
curbed imports of store cattle
from ROI for finishing in NI.
Meanwhile, NI producers have
become more active in exporting
store and finished cattle to GB,
while calf exports to the
continent have recovered

following a lull in 2008-09.
These factors combined to
undermine the availability of
slaughter cattle in Northern
Ireland in recent years.  Table 6
illustrates the live trade balance
for the first quarter of the year
from 2009-2014.  These figures
illustrate how NI remained a net
exporter of live cattle in the first
quarter of 2014.  More cattle
were imported in the first quarter
of 2014 compared to the 2013
period, although a large part of
this increase was driven by
imports of dairy cows from ROI
for milk production and this is not
likely to have any immediate
impact on beef supplies.  

However, it is clear that fewer
cattle have been exported in the
first quarter.  The number of dairy
bull calves exported to the
continent was down by about 20
per cent while the number of
finished cattle exported for direct
slaughter was down by 30 per
cent on year earlier levels.  The
number of stores exported to GB
was also slightly lower.  Whether
these developments represent a
major change in the live trade
remains to be seen. 

However, given the limited
market for ROI origin cattle in
Northern Ireland, it is difficult to
see a return to 2010 trade levels
unless these current market
constraints can be resolved.
Consequently it seems unlikely
that Northern Ireland will see a
return to the beef production
levels of 2010.

Note: This chart shows the live trade balance in Northern Ireland by subtract-
ing the number of cattle exported from the number of cattle imported on a first
quarter basis.  It includes cattle imported / exported to farms and for direct
slaughter.                                                                       Source: APHIS, DARD
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OVERVIEW OF CATTLE AVAILABILITY 
IN THE BRITISH ISLES

LOCAL cattle supplies are a
major factor in determining the
strength of the NI beef trade.

However, the wider supply situation
across the British Isles is also very
significant market driver.  It would
appear that the UK as a whole is
experiencing similar trends to those
currently playing out in Northern
Ireland.  As with Northern Ireland,
there is pressure on the beef
breeding herd in Great Britain.
Reports indicate that older, less
productive cows have been culled
at a faster rate over recent years,
although the decline in the suckler
breeding herd does appear to have
slowed.  

In England, suckler cow numbers
have fallen by three per cent to
699,000 head while in Scotland,
suckler cow numbers declined by
one per cent to 429,000 head.  In
overall UK terms, suckler cow
numbers are down by three per
cent. Similar to the situation in
Northern Ireland, the poor summer
of 2012 contributed to increased
barren rates in GB.  These factors
coupled with profitability issues in
the suckler sector contributed to a
faster rate of culling in 2013 and
there is some expectation that the
rate of culling could increase
further if returns from suckler beef
production do not improve.  

The faster rate of culling coupled
with fertility issues have led to a
sharp decline in calf births in 2013
in GB.  Beef sired births were down
by over 70,000 head last year,
while dairy males numbers fell by
9,000 head. This decline has
continued into 2014, with beef-
sired calf births in January and
February down by 14,000 head
year-on-year.  Dairy-sired male calf
birth registrations from the dairy
herd were down by 5,000 head in
January and February 2014
compared to 2013 levels.  

Like Northern Ireland, there are
currently strong numbers of cattle
on the ground in GB aged from 24-
30 months of age.  The numbers of
beef cattle in the 6-18 month age
bracket are down however, with the
number of beef calves aged from 6-
12 months down by 80,000 head
(-7%) on the same time last year.
This is a substantial decline in that
age group and this mirrors to some
extent the current situation in
Northern Ireland.  Of course, it will
be at least one year until cattle in

this age group come forward for
slaughter, and in GB, forecasts
suggest that slaughter numbers will
remain stronger compared to 2013
levels for most of this year.
However, by the last quarter, there
is an expectation that prime cattle
slaughterings across the UK will
come under pressure with the
potential for a one per cent decline
in the prime cattle kill from January
to September 2015.

In contrast with Northern Ireland,
supplies in ROI are expected to be
somewhat stronger in 2014. Bord
Bia forecast that the ROI prime
cattle kill will amount to between
1.13 - 1.20 million head in 2014.
That is an increase of 5 - 10 per
cent on 2013 levels.  Much of this
increase in the ROI kill is being
driven by reduced live exports from
ROI in recent years, which has
meant that more cattle are
currently available in the domestic
market. However, underlying
supplies in ROI are currently under
pressure and this will lead to a
tightening in supplies in 2015 and
2016, with the prime kill predicted
to fall back towards 2012 levels.  

While the number of cattle on the
ground in ROI aged over 12 months
was higher at the start of February
2014, compared to February 2013,
the cattle population at younger
age groups has declined.   At the 0-
6 age group, numbers are down by
18 per cent (60,000 head)
reflecting reduced calf births in the
last 6-8 months and more
increased calf exports to the
continent.  Likewise, the number of
cattle aged 6-12 months is down by
seven per cent (70,000 head).   

It would seem that British Isles
finished cattle supplies will remain
strong compared to 2013 until the
last quarter of this year. However,
after that, an underlying decline in
the cattle population will have an
impact on finished cattle supplies
and the beef market generally.
Indeed, it is already having a strong
impact on the store cattle market.
Tighter supplies in ROI and GB are
likely to have a positive impact on
NI farmgate prices. Reduced
supplies in ROI are likely to make
finished cattle imports more
expensive for NI processors and
reduced supplies in GB is likely to
encourage a strong live export
trade in stores and finished cattle
from NI.  
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British Isles Cattle Slaughterings 2007 - 2013
Annual Data
Million Head

Notes: Data labels show total annual slaughter figures. 
Source: Bord Bia

UK Beef Cattle Population
Change in Numbers (Head) 1 Jan 2014 v 1st Jan 2013

Thousand Head

Notes: Data labels shows change in thousands
Source: AHDB / BCMS

ROI Beef Cattle Population
Change in Numbers (Head) 1 Feb 2014 v 1st Feb 2013

Thousand Head

Notes: Data labels show total annual slaughter figures. 
Source: Bord Bia
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