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Drought Threatens Western Ranchers
With a high demand for retail beef and with restaurants opened back up, cattle ranchers should be feeling 
very optimistic about their business.  The bitter irony, though, is that increasing feed costs and labor 
shortages have created an uphill battle to meet this demand.  Now on top of the already tough times, 
drought conditions in the western U.S. have forced ranchers to consider drastic measures.    
The impact of this year’s drought has not been seen in over a decade, when droughts across the Central 
Plains created a 5.8% reduction of beef cows in 10 major beef-producing states.  In the past 20 years, the 
biggest proportion of the west dealing with drought conditions at one time was a mere 12%.  In comparison,  
this year California alone has 95% of the state categorized as drought and 85% as a “megadrought”.  The 
drought not only has caused a lack of water, but it has directly impacted the grass growing season.  Grass is 
late in it’s growing season, and any rain from here on out unfortunateley won’t really help that much.  
The result of these extreme conditions, combined with the already tough environment, has pushed many 
ranchers to make the tough decision to sell off cattle to midwestern farmers where conditions are better.  
Some ranchers have reported having to cut their livestock by close to a third simply because there isn’t 
enough grass growing on their farms.    
The small silver lining is that cattle prices are still somewhat high which benefits the farmers.  Bottlenecks 
in processing have limited the impact of good prices but experts predict it will be enough to get ranchers 
through this year.  The drought has been just another obstacle to overcome for many ranchers and is just 
another step in relying on faith to get by. 
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HIGHLIGHTS
BEEF:  
Major decreases in pricing after the 4th of July.  The big drops 
were in ribs, strips, and short loins, with demand not as strong 
after the holiday rush.  Tenderloin demand is still strong,  
especially in higher grades like Prime and Wagyu, as recent 
cutout issues and labor shortages continue.

Thursday’s live cattle ended at $121/cwt., which shows that the 
major drop in prices has already happened and the market is 
starting to stabilize.
 
PORK:  
Hog slaughter for the holiday-shortened week ending July 9th 
was estimated at 1.923 million head, down more than 100,000 
head from a year ago. That marked the fifth consecutive week 
in which slaughter was down year over year.  We are on pace 
to make the following week the sixth.  Much attention is 
rightfully focused on the current steep drop characterizing 
the industry. The USDA reported yesterday’s pork cutout 
value at $118.69/cwt. 

The cutout was above $134/cwt just a month ago.  Declines 
amongst many items are more significant than the cutout, 
such as pork belly.  Conversely, ham prices have performed 
markedly better.

CHICKEN:  
Availability and market prices appear steady for chicken  
producers.  However, just like pork and beef, the labor  
shortages continue to present problems.  Producers have no 
choice but to take it day by day in production, which results in 
inconsistent fill rates. 
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