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Abstract 

 

 

 The objective of this study is to analyze the slaughter cow prices in Alabama from 2004 

through 2018 to help cow-calf producers capture the most value for their cull cows based on 

historical price trends.  A producer typically sells cull cows shortly after the decision is made to 

cull the cow from the herd, and in many cases, this is the best option in terms of profitability.  

Another option is to delay the marketing of cull cows to add value and profitability for the 

producer.  A producer must account for all added input costs to determine if delaying the 

marketing of cull cows will be more profitable to the operation.  When the decision to delay the 

marketing of cull cows is made, options to add value include increasing weight and body 

condition, waiting to capture a higher price due to price seasonality, or marketing as a bred 

replacement female instead of a slaughter cow.  The data shows that instead of selling in October 

and delaying marketing to increase weight and body condition and selling in March of the 

following year showed an increase in price except for October 2008 – March 2009 and October 

2015 -March 2016. In the Lean slaughter cow category by delaying marketing to increase weight 

and body condition to move up to higher range within the Lean category there is on average 

$1.18 - $12.26 cwt increase in price.  In the Boning slaughter cow category by delaying 

marketing to increase weight and body condition to move up to a higher range within Boning 

category is on average $1.15 - $2.05 cwt increase in price.  In the Breaker slaughter cow 

category by delaying marketing to increase weight and body condition to move up to a higher 

range within the Breaker category on average $0.19 - $1.73 cwt increase in price when going 

from Breaker Lt to Breaker Md.  Yet delaying marketing to increase weight and body condition 

to move from Breaker Md to Breaker H on average $0.19 - $1.28 cwt decrease in price.  The data 

shows there is little to no benefit in delaying the sale to move to a higher range within the 
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Breaker category as the added input costs will likely outweigh any increase in value.  When a 

producer can increase weight and body condition to enable the cow to move to a higher grade 

this can add value, moving from Lean to Boning on average sees $5.93 - $7.45 cwt increase in 

price, however moving from Boning to Breaker averages $1.11 – $2.93 decrease in price.  The 

price seasonality of the slaughter cow market shows that prices are typically higher in the spring 

and summer months- May typically being 6-8% higher than average price and then price falls 

below the average price in the fall- November being 10-12% lower than average price due in part 

to the supply of slaughter cows. Additionally, when a producer makes the decision to delay the 

marketing of cull cows to a later date, exposing the cows to bull will allow the producer the 

potential to market the cows as a bred replacement instead of a slaughter cow.  A producer must 

look at their current resources in terms of pasture space and forage availability to determine if 

marketing of cull cows is more profitable to sell immediately or to delay to a later date. 
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Introduction 

Cattle producers know at some point a cow will likely be culled from the herd, sometimes the 

challenge producers have is knowing when the best time is to cull the cow.  Cull cow receipts 

typically account for about 20% of the farm’s income (Tronstad and Teegerstrom 2003); this is 

sometimes overlooked by producers when they simply take the cow to the sale without giving a 

thought about “is now the best time to sell this cow?”  The cull cow market has very strong 

seasonal price trends in the U.S., typically prices are lower in the fall months as compared to 

spring and summer months (Peel et al 2002).  This is due in part to the fact that most of the cattle 

in the northern and western U.S. states calve in the spring as this fits their environment in terms 

of available forage and weather conditions (Adams et al 1996 and Clark et al 1997).  These 

producers will wean calves and pregnancy check cows in late summer and early fall and is the 

typical time producers make cull decisions.  In Alabama due to the availability of forage almost 

year-round and milder weather conditions, producers can calve almost year-round.  This leads 

many cattle producers in Alabama to ask “when should I sell my cull cows?”  

Producers need to decide whether the cow should be culled immediately or explore the potential 

that delaying could be more profitable.  Before a producer adds more input costs, they should 

evaluate the body condition score of the cull cows and understand the amount of feed or forage 

needed to increase the body condition score of the cull cows to be able to move to a more 

desirable slaughter class with the potential to capture higher prices.  This leads to the hard 

decision a cattle producer must face “do I keep the cull cow and feed/graze her to increase 

weight and body condition score with the hopes of higher prices in the future that will exceed my 

input costs?”   Observing trends in the data will help Alabama producers make a more informed 

decision on when to market and how to manage cull cows to increase returns to the farm. 
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Background 

The United States is third in the world in terms of beef cattle inventory with 91,902,000 

head, yet the United States is the world's largest producer of beef- producing 12,724,000 

metric tons of beef for consumption as of January 2022 (USDA ERS). The industry is 

roughly divided into two production sectors: cow-calf operations and cattle feeding.  

Cow-calf operations are located throughout the United States, these operations depend on 

range and pasture forage conditions, which in turn depend on variations in the average 

rainfall and temperature for the area.  Typically, cow-calf operations are forage based, 

meaning cows will graze pastures year-round to maintain themselves and raise a calf until 

it is weaned.  Most calves are born in the spring and are weaned when they are three to 

seven months old.  The average cow-calf operation is approximately 40 head, and 

operations with 100 or more beef cows compose approximately 10 percent of all cow-calf 

operations. Operations with 50 or fewer head are largely part of multi-enterprises or are 

supplemental to off-farm employment (USDA ERS).  The majority of beef cows in the 

United States are located in the southern plains and southeast mainly due to longer 

grazing seasons which reduce the need for high price supplemental feed (McBride et al 

2011).   

Once calves are weaned producers must decide if they will retain the calves as 

replacements in their herd, otherwise the calves will enter the feeding sector.  There are 

multiple ways a weaned feeder calf can begin in the feeding sector- stockers, 

preconditioning, or backgrounding.  Stocker calves are typically grazed for three to six 

months to add weight before going to the feedlots.  This is a common practice in the 



9 
 

southeast due to the ability to produce forage year-round.  Preconditioning calves is 

usually a short time 30 – 60 days after weaning to get the calves vaccinated, dehorned, 

castrated, and started on feed prior to sending to the feedlots.  Backgrounding is when 

calves are put on feed usually three or four months prior to sending to feedlots.  

Regardless of how the calves start the process, they all eventually end up at a feedlot to 

be fed a grain-based ration to produce a carcass to meet minimum USDA quality grades.  

Majority of the feedlots are in the great plains- Kansas, Nebraska, Oklahoma panhandle 

and Texas due to a drier climate.  Most of the feedlot operations are 1,000 head or less 

capacity but they make up a small portion of the fed cattle market (USDA ERS).  The 

industry is shifting towards fewer operations that are larger and more specialized to 

produce cattle that can meet different requirements for exporting and branded beef 

programs.  

Alabama has 714,000 beef cows and ranks 16th in the U.S. in number of beef cows and 

just over 22,000 cow/calf operations that ranks 12th in the U.S.  The average operation 

size in Alabama in 2019 is 59 head and ranks 33rd in the U.S.  The Southeast region 

consists of Alabama, Arkansas, Georgia, Florida, Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississippi, 

Missouri, North Carolina, South Carolina, Tennessee, and Virginia.  In comparison to the 

North, South Central and West Regions the Southeast has the lowest number of 

cattle/calves but the highest number of beef cows.  The low number of cattle/calves is due 

in large part to the lack of cattle on feed in the Southeast region when compared to the 

other regions.  The Southeast region has the highest number of cattle/calves operations 

with 85% of the operations in the southeast region being under 100 head.  Alabama is a 

good representation of the Southeast region as it ranks 7th in number of cattle/calves, 6th 
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in number of beef cows, 5th in number of cattle/calves operations, and tied for 6th for 

average operation size in Southeast region (USDA NASS 2019). 

Changes in herd size can be influenced by several things- age of producer, 

addition/reduction of land, available capital, labor resources and more importantly due to 

cattle cycle.   The cattle cycle refers to cyclical increases and decreases in the cattle herd 

over time, that are influenced by environmental conditions, cattle prices, and the 

production cycle of cattle (Anderson et al 1996).  The cattle cycle averages 8-12 years in 

duration, with the most recent full cycle beginning in 2004 through 2014 when the 

national cattle herd size was the smallest since 1952. (USDA ERS).  The length of cattle 

cycle can be shortened or extended as a response to an environmental change such as 

drought, a shift in cattle prices, or unforeseen catastrophic event.   Understanding 

breeding stock productivity and inventory along with market timing came help producers 

in the decision to expand, reduce, or maintain herd size (Rosen et al 1994, Marsh 1999).  

Cattle producers will see times of growth and reduction in herd size, the timing in respect 

to the cattle cycle can have a big impact on an operations profitability.  A constant 

inventory or slow sustained growth is better in the long run rather than trying to maintain 

a countercyclical inventory (Bently et al 1981, Hamilton et al 2000).  Producers know 

that as cows get older their productivity decreases which decreases profitability (Rucker 

et al 1984), combined with genetic progress made with each generation of replacement 

females will factor in a cow’s value in the operation (Melton 1980).  Understanding the 

current status of the cattle cycle and current state of cow herd in terms of age or 

productivity can impact the timing for culling a cow. 
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The most influential factor in terms of profitability of cull cow management is the market 

price of cull cows and understanding price seasonality.  Cull cows have the largest 

seasonal price swings of all cattle classes and there can be differences in seasonal price 

patterns based on geographic location (Peel et all 2002).  Price seasonality for cull cows 

is primarily based on most of the United States cow herds calving in the spring and 

weaning calves in the fall which is typically when cows are pregnancy checked and 

evaluated to be retained in the herd or culled.  Typically, this leads to an influx of cull 

cows being marketed in the fall months which the increase in supply drives the price 

down.  Then in the spring months the price typically increases due to supply being 

slowed as the spring calving cows are raising calves.  Fall calving cow-calf operations 

can naturally take advantage of price seasonality by weaning calves and making decisions 

on cows during spring months.  In most cases a fall calving producer’s best interests are 

to sell a cull cow immediately as waiting will not increase profitability.  There still are 

opportunities for fall calving producers especially in the Southeast to graze cull cows for 

a short time to increase their weight and potentially move to a higher slaughter grade.  

Again, the issue becomes on when is the best time to sell to capture higher prices to 

maximize profits.   

Previous Studies 

Most cattle enterprises today are facing increased input costs due in part to increased prices for 

feed, fertilizer, fuel, machinery, seed, etc. Producers must look for ways to reduce input costs or 

find alternatives that can lessen the increased input costs.  Such as when feed prices go up 

producers should consider looking at cheaper alternative feedstuffs or purchasing in bulk to help 

mitigate the cost increase.  However, there is only so much a producer can do in terms of 
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reducing input costs which is why in many cases cattle producers look at ways to increase profit 

from cattle sales.  For cow-calf operations, selling weaned calves is the primary source of 

income for the enterprise, and finding ways to increase pounds sold or marketing strategies to 

increase prices for calves is necessary for the profitability of the enterprise.  In most cases 

producers do not think of the impact selling cull cows has on the enterprise income and 

profitability, yet they account for about 20% of the farm’s income (Tronstad and Teegerstrom 

2003).  There are many reasons a cow is culled from the herd such as- age, sick/disease, calving 

issues, progeny performance, injury, temperament, and open.  In many cases the reason the cow 

is being culled will lead producers to sell immediately.  Given the current state of high input 

prices a cow calf producer must look at cows and evaluate them as an asset, which is to say are 

they more profitable for the operation by remaining in herd or sold for slaughter (Lovell 1974, 

Paarsch 1985).  In many cases a cattle producer will take all cull cows regardless of reason they 

are being culled to sell at a local stockyard shortly after they wean calves.  However, there is 

potential to add value to cull cows by holding the cow and selling later with the hope of getting a 

better price.   

When it comes to managing and marketing cull cows there are numerous factors that affect 

value, yet the focus for a producer is understanding body condition scores, cull cow slaughter 

grades, and the cull cow market (Gill 1998, Stohbehn et al 2002, Wright 2005, Peel et al 2008, 

Blevins 2009, Fuez 2010).  Feeding or grazing a cull cow to increase body condition, or to delay 

selling cows due to price seasonality is not a new concept, however producers need to look at the 

cost versus benefits. Producers must consider the impact of keeping cull cows in addition to the 

remaining herd in terms of space, additional costs for feed and labor (Yager et al 1980 and Little 

et al 2002).   Most of the previous studies were based on the premise of spring calving herds due 
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to that is when majority of the U.S. cow-calf operations calve, with the decision to cull the cow 

immediately in the fall or keep her through the winter to sell in the spring.  

Body condition scoring beef cows is a useful management practice that cattle producers can 

utilize to evaluate the body fat and nutritional status of a cow.  Beef cows are scored from 1 

(emaciated) to 9 (obese), with 5 being average, neither thin nor fat.  Body condition or fat can be 

visually determined by looking at key areas- back, tailhead, hooks, pins, ribs, and brisket.  While 

body condition scoring is subjective, as one person may score different than another, producers 

can easily evaluate cattle into following categories- thin (body condition score 1 to 3), borderline 

(body condition score 4), optimum (body condition score 5 to 7), or too fat (body condition score 

8 to 9) (Segers et al 2014).  Producers need to have a good understanding of the current body 

condition score of a cow because to change a single condition score for a medium to large frame 

cow takes about 75-150 lbs change in body weight (Encinias et al 2000, Eversole et el 2005, 

Segers et al 2014).  The body condition of a cull cow has a big impact in terms of carcass value, 

the price difference in terms of carcass value between body condition score 2 versus body 

condition score 6 is significant.  Marketing cows at a body condition score 6 could optimize the 

economic returns for a cow-calf producer.  Body condition scores 7 and over typically grade 

higher due to increased fat, but the carcass value goes down likely due to increased fabrication 

costs and higher trim losses (Apple 1999).  A producer must evaluate their cows and any cow 

that is body condition score 6 or higher should be sold immediately, as holding these cows will 

likely not improve the net return (Raper et al 2014).  There is opportunity to increase the salvage 

value of younger cows with a lower body condition score by holding to take advantage of price 

seasonality (Strohbehn 2002, Sawyer et al 2004 and Raper et al 2014).   
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In the Midwest and Western United States where most feedlots are located there has been a 

growing trend of putting cull cows on feed to increase profitability by increasing body mass and 

improved carcass characteristics (Price et al 1981, Pritchard et al 1993, Sawyer et al 2004).  It is 

noted that cows have poorer feed conversions than compared to feeding yearling calves in a 

feedlot setting, the greatest gains will be in early stage due to compensatory gains then cows will 

level off to a slower rate of gain (Pritchard et al 1993, Funston et al 2003).  In terms of carcass 

quality feeding cull cows over 100 days showed significant improvement (Wooten et al 1979, 

Pritchard et al 1993), however more recent studies have shown the greatest improvement of 

carcass traits in the first 60 days (Schnell et al 1997).  The use of implants can improve the feed 

conversion and increase carcass characteristics of cull cows on feed with little impact in terms of 

cost (Funston et al 2003 and Wright 2005).  A producer must still determine with lower feed 

efficiency, does the added input cost of feed outweigh any added value through improved carcass 

grades (Price et al 1981, Stohbehn et al 2002, Funston et al 2003).  Since there are very few true 

feedlots in the Southeast (Asem-Hiable et al 2018) the potential to feed cull cows would require 

producers to dedicate a pasture or location to feed cows separate from cows remaining in the 

herd.  Feeding a lower level of supplements over a longer period of time will get the most 

response to the supplement as higher levels of supplement reduce forage intake and digestibility 

(Kunkle et al 1994).  Producers must look at how feeding cull cows fits in their existing 

operations, and if profitability of feeding cull cows is sufficiently competitive to displace other 

enterprises (Little et al 2002).   

Producers can look at the potential of grazing culls cows as a lower input method to improve 

body condition when forage resources are available (Peel et al 2008, Amadou et al 2012, Raper 

et al 2014).  For grazing to be a viable option producers must have available forage and 
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implement basic management practices (Hoveland 1986, Troxel et al 2007).   There is potential 

for producers in the Southeast, no matter the size of the operation, to manage their forage system 

to extend the grazing season to 300 days (Jennings et al 2020).  A benefit of cattle producers in 

the southeast in terms of carrying capacity in acres/cow is 2 acres/cow which is significant when 

compared to midwestern producers carrying capacity of 14 acres/cow (Coady et al 1993).  This 

gives producers in the Southeast an advantage from a space standpoint for grazing additional cull 

cows for a short time frame.  Producers could graze thin cows on higher quality pasture or graze 

thin cows on pasture first, then the cows with higher body condition scores to clean up residual 

forage (Kunkle et al 1994).   

In many cases the reason a cow is culled is due to being open, which reproductive performance is 

greatly influenced by body condition score (Selk et al 1988, Segers et al 2014).  Given the 

likelihood a cull cow is open, producers that are going to delay sending the cow to market can 

potentially add value by having a bull with their cull cows (Blevins 2009, Amadou et el 2012).  

This is a more recent concept, but it gives the producer flexibility as the cow can be sold either as 

a replacement or for slaughter, depending on what is most profitable at that time she is marketed.  

Generally, producers are willing to pay more for a pregnant cow that an order buyer will pay to 

send the cow to slaughter (Troxel et al 2002).  It is difficult to predict the selling price of 

replacement cows sold in weekly livestock auctions as there are many factors that influence 

price, such as number of replacements being sold, quality of replacements, and more importantly 

the number of buyers wanting replacement cows. 

Methods and Materials 

The USDA AMS reports slaughter cow prices in the following categories- Breaking, Boning, 

and Lean. Breaking cows are higher conditioned slaughter cows that are expected to yield 
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carcasses with excellent dressing percentages in the range of 75-80% lean. A typical breaking 

cow is a body condition score 7 and above with more than .35 inch of backfat at the 12th rib.  

Boning cows are moderate conditioned slaughter cows that are expected to yield carcasses with 

an average dressing percentage in the range of 80-85% lean. A typical boning cow will have a 

body condition score of 5-7 and have .15-.35 inches of backfat at the 12th rib.  Lean cows are 

lighter conditioned slaughter cows that are expected to yield carcasses lower in dressing 

percentage in the range of 85+% lean. A typical lean cow is very thin with a body condition 

score of 1-4 with less than .15 inch of backfat at the 12th rib.  In each category of slaughter 

cows, it is further broken down by weight of cow, such as Breaking Md 1200-1600 is breaking 

cows weighing 1200 pounds to 1600 pounds.  This allows us to compare cattle weighing the 

same range in the same category in Alabama to the rest of the U.S.  Since the majority of 

previous research has utilized data from the Mid-West, I compared the monthly price data from 

Alabama (USDA, AMS 2004-2018) to monthly price data from Oklahoma City (LMIC 2004-

2018) on slaughter cows.  The Oklahoma City data only had data in the following categories 

Breaking 1200-1600, Boning 1200-2000, Lean 750-850, and Lean 1200-2000, I compared the 

same categories from Alabama to see if there was any difference.  As you can see in figures 1, 2, 

and 3 Alabama has followed the same price trend as Oklahoma City from 2004-2018, with the 

only noticeable difference is Alabama typically has a slightly lower price on slaughter cows.   
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Figure 1. Breaking cows in the 1200-1600lb range for OKC and AL 

 

Figure 2. Boning cows in the 1200-2000lb range for OKC and AL 
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Figure 3. Lean cows in the 750-850 and 1200-2000lb range for OKC and AL 
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850-1200 is $62.66 cwt in Alabama and in January the price is $63.91 cwt which is 2% higher 

than $62.66 cwt.  Figure 4 shows that producers in Alabama with cows that fall in Breaking Lt 

850-1200 category should see higher than average price 0f $62.66 during the months of January 

through August and lower than average price of $62.66 from September through December.  

 

Figure 4. Percentage over/under average price per month for Breaking Lt cows in Alabama 
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months of February through August and lower than average price of $63.47 from September 

through January. 

 

Figure 5. Percentage over/under average price per month for Breaking Md cows in Alabama 

 

The overall average price of Breaking H 1600-2000 in Alabama from 2004-2018 was $63.12 

cwt. I divided the monthly averages of Breaking H 1600-2000 in Alabama from 2004-2018 by 

the overall average of $63.12 cwt to develop monthly splits that show the percentage over or 

under the overall average price of $63.12 cwt.  Such that in Figure 6, the average price of 

Breaking H 1600-2000 is $63.12 cwt in Alabama and in January the price is $62.73 cwt which is 

0.6 % lower than $63.12 cwt. Figure 6 shows that producers in Alabama with cows that fall in 

the Breaking H 1600-2000 category should see higher than average price of $63.12 during the 

months of February through August and lower than average price of $63.12 from September 

through January. 
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Figure 6. Percentage over/under average price per month for Breaking H cows in Alabama 

The overall average price of Boning Lt 800-1200 in Alabama from 2004-2018 was $63.89 cwt. I 

divided the monthly averages of Boning Lt 800-1200 in Alabama from 2004-2018 by the overall 

average of $63.89 cwt to develop monthly splits that show the percentage over or under the 

overall average price of $63.89 cwt.  Such that in Figure 7, the average price of Boning Lt 800-

1200 is $63.89 cwt in Alabama and in January the price is $61.96 cwt which is 3 % lower than 

$63.89 cwt.  Figure 7 shows that producers in Alabama with cows that fall in the Boning Lt 800-

1200 category should see higher than average price of $63.89 during the months of February 

through August and lower than average price of $63.89 from September through January. 
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Figure 7. Percentage over/under average price per month for Boning Lt cows in Alabama 

 

The overall average price of Boning H 1200-2000 in Alabama from 2004-2018 was $65.41 cwt. 

I divided the monthly averages of Boning H 1200-2000 in Alabama from 2004-2018 by the 

overall average of $65.41 cwt to develop monthly splits that show the percentage over or under 

the overall average price of $65.41 cwt.  Such that in Figure 8, the average price of Boning H 

1200-2000 is $65.41 cwt in Alabama and in January the price is $63.45 cwt which is 3 % lower 

than $65.41 cwt. Figure 8 shows that producers in Alabama with cows that fall in the Boning H 

1200-2000 category should see higher than average price of $65.41 during the months of 

February through August and lower than average price of $65.41 from September through 

January.  
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Figure 8. Percentage over/under average price per month for Boning H cows in Alabama 

 

The overall average price of Lean VL 0-750 in Alabama from 2004-2018 was $47.94 cwt. I 

divided the monthly averages of Lean VL 0-750 in Alabama from 2004-2018 by the overall 

average of $47.94 cwt to develop monthly splits that show the percentage over or under the 

overall average price of $47.94 cwt.  Such that in Figure 9, the average price of Lean VL 0-750 

is $47.94 cwt in Alabama and in January the price is $47.14 cwt which is 1.7 % lower than 

$47.94 cwt.  Figure 9 shows that producers in Alabama with cows that fall in the Lean VL 0-750 

category should see higher than average price of $47.94 during the months of April through 

August and lower than average price of $47.94 from September through March. 
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Figure 9. Percentage over/under average price per month for Lean VL cows in Alabama 

The overall average price of Lean Lt 750-850 in Alabama from 2004-2018 was $53.91 cwt. I 

divided the monthly averages of Lean Lt 750-850 in Alabama from 2004-2018 by the overall 

average of $53.91 cwt to develop monthly splits that show the percentage over or under the 

overall average price of $53.91 cwt.  Such that in Figure 10, the average price of Lean Lt 750-

850 is $53.91 cwt in Alabama and in January the price is $51.34 cwt which is 4.8 % lower than 

$53.91 cwt. Figure 10 shows that producers in Alabama with cows that fall in the Lean Lt 750-

850 category should see higher than average price of $53.91 during the months of February 

through August and lower than average price of $53.91 from September through January.  
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Figure 10. Percentage over/under average price per month for Lean Lt cows in Alabama 

 

The overall average price of Lean Md 850-1200 in Alabama from 2004-2018 was $57.13 cwt. I 

divided the monthly averages of Lean Md 850-1200 in Alabama from 2004-2018 by the overall 

average of $57.13 cwt to develop monthly splits that show the percentage over or under the 

overall average price of $57.13 cwt.  Such that in Figure 11, the average price of Lean Md 850-

1200 is $57.13 cwt in Alabama and in January the price is $54.48 cwt which is 4.6 % lower than 

$57.13 cwt. Figure 11 shows that producers in Alabama with cows that fall in the Lean Md 850-

1200 category should see higher than average price of $57.13 during the months of February 

through August and lower than average price of $57.13 from September through January.  
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Figure 11. Percentage over/under average price per month for Lean Md cows in Alabama 

 

The overall average price of Lean H 1200-2000 in Alabama from 2004-2018 was $58.75 cwt.  I 

divided the monthly averages of Lean H 1200-2000 in Alabama from 2004-2018 by the overall 

average of $58.75 cwt to develop monthly splits that show the percentage over or under the 

overall average price of $58.75 cwt.  Such that in Figure 12, the average price of Lean H 1200-

2000 is $58.75 cwt in Alabama and in January the price is $56.33 cwt which is 4.1 % lower than 

$58.75 cwt.  Figure 12 shows that producers in Alabama with cows that fall in the Lean H 1200-

2000 category should see higher than average price of $58.75 during the months of February 

through August and lower than average price of $58.75 from September through January. 
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Figure 12. Percentage over/under average price per month for Lean H cows in Alabama 

As you can see in Figure 4-12, Alabama cattle producers should see higher than average prices 

for all slaughter cow categories from February through August except for Lean VL 0-750 which 

is April through August.  In Figures 4-12 it should be noted that in Alabama producers should 

see lower than average prices for slaughter cows in all categories from September through 

December.  It would be advantageous for producers to sell cull cows prior to September unless 

there are adequate feed and forage resources to carry the cows to February when prices typically 

rise above the average price. 

When a cow/calf producer chooses to delay marketing of a cull cow there is potential to capture 

a higher price/cwt when they increase weight and body condition to move into a higher range of 

a slaughter cow category.  Figure 13 shows the difference in the monthly average price of cows 

in Lean VL 0-750 category when compared to monthly average price of cows in Lean Lt 750-

850 category.  This figure shows that on average producers in Alabama should see an increase of 
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$2.13-$12.26 in the price/cwt of slaughter cows by increasing weight and body condition to 

move from Lean VL to Lean Lt.     

 

Figure 13. Price over/under monthly average price for Lean VL cows that move to Lean Lt in 

Alabama 

 

Figure 14 shows the difference in the monthly average price of cows in Lean Lt 750-850 

category when compared to monthly average price of cows in Lean Md 850-1200 category.  This 

figure shows that on average producers in Alabama should see an increase of $2.61-$4.51 in the 

price/cwt of slaughter cows by increasing weight and body condition to move from Lean Lt to 

Lean Md. 
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Figure 14. Price over/under monthly average price for Lean Lt cows that move to Lean Md in 

Alabama 

 

Figure 15 shows the difference in the monthly average price of cows in Lean Md 850-1200 

category when compared to monthly average price of cows in Lean H 1200-2000 category.  This 

figure shows that on average producers in Alabama should see an increase of $1.18-$2.03 in the 

price/cwt of slaughter cows by increasing weight and body condition to move from Lean Md to 

Lean H. 
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Figure 15. Price over/under monthly average price for Lean Md cows that move to Lean H in 

Alabama 

 

Figure 16 shows the difference in the monthly average price of cows in Boning Lt 800-1200 

category when compared to monthly average price of cows in Boning H 1200-2000 category.  

This figure shows that on average producers in Alabama should see an increase of $1.15-2.05 in 

the price/cwt of slaughter cows by increasing weight and body condition to move from Boning 

Lt to Boning H. 
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Figure 16. Price over/under monthly average price for Boning Lt cows that move to Boning H in 

Alabama 

 

Figure 17 shows the difference in the monthly average price of cows in Breaking Lt 850-1200 

category when compared to monthly average price of cows in Breaking Md 1200-1600 category.  

This figure shows that on average producers in Alabama should see a decrease of $1.98/cwt in 

January, then an increase of $0.19-1.73 in the price/cwt of slaughter cows from February through 

December by increasing weight and body condition to move from Breaking Lt to Breaking Md. 
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Figure 17. Price over/under monthly average price for Breaking Lt cows that move to Breaking 

Md in Alabama 

 

Figure 18 shows the difference in the monthly average price of cows in Breaking Md 1200-1600 

category when compared to monthly average price of cows in Breaking H 1600-2000 category.  

This figure shows that producers in Alabama should see an increase of $0.63-0.80 in the 

price/cwt of slaughter cows in January and February, then a decrease of $0.19-1.28 from March 

through December by increasing weight and body condition to move from Breaking Md to 

Breaking H. 
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Figure 18. Price over/under monthly average price for Breaking Md cows that move to Breaking 

H in Alabama 

As you can see in Figures 13 through 16 when delaying the marketing of slaughter cows to 

increase weight and body condition to move to a higher range within the Lean and Boning 

slaughter categories typically can add value for producers with an increase in price/cwt.  Figures 

17 and 18 show in the Breaking slaughter category when delaying the marketing to increase 

weight and body condition to move to a higher range there is potential for producers to add value 

to move from Breaking Lt to Breaking Md, but when moving from Breaking Md to Breaking H 

there typically is a negative effect on price.   For instance, the average price for Lean Md is 

$57.13/cwt and average price for Lean H is $58.75, take a 1050 lb cull cow that would be in 

Lean Md would have a value of $599.86 and by increasing weight the cows to 1250lbs to move 

the cull cow to Lean H would then have a value of $734.38.  This is a net of $134.52 to the 

producer by increasing weight and body condition to move a cull cow to a higher range, however 

the input cost must be considered to determine if it is more profitable.     
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When a cow/calf producer chooses to delay marketing of a cull cow to increase weight and body 

condition to move into a higher slaughter cow category there is potential to capture a higher 

price/cwt.  Figure 19 shows the average monthly price for slaughter cows in Lean Md 850-1200, 

Boning Lt 800-1200, and Breaking Lt 850-1200.  In analyzing the average monthly prices for 

similar weight ranges over the three slaughter cow categories, cows that moved from Lean Md 

850-1200 to Boning Lt 800-1200 should see a $6.20 - $7.45 increase in price/cwt.  However, 

cows that move from Boning Lt 800-1200 to Breaking Lt 850-1200 while there is an increase of 

$1.94/cwt in January the rest of the year there is a $1.11-$1.95 decrease in price/cwt. 

  

 

Figure 19. Comparing monthly average price of cows in Lean Md, Boning Lt, Breaking Lt in 

Alabama 
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Figure 20 shows the average monthly price for slaughter cows in Lean H 1200-2000, Boning Md 

1200-2000, and the average of Breaking Md 1200-1600/Breaking H 1600-2000.  In analyzing 

the average monthly prices for similar weight range over the three slaughter cow categories, 

cows that move from Lean H 1200-2000 to Boning Md 1200-2000 should see a $5.93-$7.41 

increase in price/cwt.  However, cows that move from Boning Md 1200-2000 to Breaking Md 

1200-1600/Breaking H 1600-2000 there is a $1.12-$2.93 decrease in price/cwt. 

 

Figure 20. Comparing monthly average price of cows in Lean H, Boning Md, Breaking Md/H in 

Alabama 

Figures 19 and 20 show that producers can gain value with an increase in price by delaying 

marketing cull cows to increase weight and body condition to move cull cows from the Lean 

category to the Boning category.  These figures also show there is no increase in price when cull 

cows move from Boning category to the Breaking category after an increase in weight and body 

condition. 
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A last possibility of increasing profit on a cull cow is if the producer chooses to delay marketing 

the cull cow to increase weight and body condition, is by running a bull with the cull cows.  By 

doing this it would allow the producer the possibility to market the cow as a bred replacement 

cow instead of a slaughter cow.  While there is no available data on Alabama replacement cow 

prices, there is available data from Oklahoma City (LMIC 2004-2018) on bred cows 

young/middle aged, medium & large framed, muscle score 2 in the following categories 900-

1100 lbs, 1100-1200 lbs, and 1200-1300 lbs.  Figure 21 shows the monthly average prices for the 

three categories and shows little change during the year.  The overall average from 2004-2018 

for 900-1100 lb bred cow young/middle aged, medium & large framed, muscle score 2 is 

$924.84, overall average from 2004-2018 for 1100-1200 lb bred cow young/middle aged, 

medium & large framed, muscle score 2 is $988.01, and the overall average from 2004-2018 for 

1200-1300 lb bred cow young/middle age, medium & large frame, muscle score 2 is $1032.76.  

There is potential for a producer to capture more value for a cull cow by delaying marketing her 

and selling her as a replacement instead of a slaughter cow.  For example, a producer has 950 lb 

cull cow that could sell as a Lean Md slaughter cow in October with the average price 

$51.78/cwt with a value of $491.91, typically in Alabama the warm season grasses are beginning 

to slow growth in October before going dormant during wither months which a producer would 

have additional inputs of winter annuals and or supplementation with hay.  If the producer 

delayed marketing the cull cow and carried the cow through winter to add weight and increase 

body condition to market in March when prices go up due to price seasonality when a 1100 lb 

Lean Md slaughter cow that on average sells for $60.06/cwt with a value of $660.66, which is an 

increase of value $168.75.  Alternatively, the producer could carry the cow through winter to 

increase weight and body condition while being exposed to a bull which could allow the cow to 
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be marketed as replacement cow in March as 1100 lb bred cow young/middle aged, medium & 

large framed, muscle score 2 on average sells for $924.84.   Selling as a replacement bred cow 

on average would increase the value of the cull cow by approximately $432.93.  It should be 

noted that delaying marketing of cull cow and running her with a bull will not guarantee that she 

will get pregnant and there is no guarantee that even if she is bred that will be sold as a bred 

replacement cow.  Unlike the slaughter cow market where there is a consistent demand on a 

weekly basis, the replacement cow market at a stockyard is more volatile in terms of demand.  

This is mainly due to number of producers at a stockyard looking for replacement cows will vary 

from week to week regardless of the supply or quality of the replacement females.  In most cases 

a stockyard will try to sell a young/middle aged, bred cow as a replacement first and if there is no 

interest, they will sell her as a slaughter cow.    

 

Figure 21. Comparing average monthly price on Young/Middle Aged Medium & Large 2 Bred 

Cows in OKC 
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Results 

Cattle producers in Alabama will typically see the highest prices for slaughter cows in all 

categories from February through August, with a slight decrease in price in January and 

September.  Slaughter cow prices in Alabama are typically at the lowest from October through 

December, and any producer that sells their cull cows during this time could benefit by holding 

the cows until March when prices rise above average price due to price seasonality.  The data 

shows that instead of selling as slaughter cow in October and by delaying to March of the 

following year to add weight and body condition within each slaughter category showed an 

increase in price except for October 2008- March 2009 and October 2015-March 2016.  A 

producer must consider the input costs when carrying a cull cow through winter as most 

producers will feed hay, plant winter annuals, a source of supplementation, or some combination 

of these.  Typically, the least expensive options for a producer to carry a cow through winter are 

feeding hay or grazing a winter annual.  Using average quality hay as the primary diet a dry cow 

should consume 2% of her body weight in dry matter, for example a 1000 lb cow would need to 

consume 20 lbs of hay per day.  To calculate the amount of hay needed for a 1000 lb cow during 

the winter you would multiply 20 lbs by the number of days, which we will use 120 days for 

total of 2,400 lbs.  To calculate potential cost for a producer using the USDA Alabama direct hay 

report from December 1, 2022, a medium round bale of Bahia grass sold for on average $120/ton 

and medium round bale of Bermuda grass sold for on average $156.21/ton. Using a 1000 lb cow 

consuming 1.2 tons to carry over through the winter the Bahia grass hay would cost 

approximately $144 per cow and the Bermuda grass hay would cost approximately $188 per 
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cow.  For example, a 950 lb Lean cow in October would on average bring $51.78 per cwt, 

$491.91 value, by feeding hay to delay marketing the cow until March as a 1100 lb Lean cow 

would on average bring $60.06 per cwt, $660.66 value.  The added value of $168.75 by feeding 

cull cow hay through the winter would be profitable using Bahia grass hay only.  

While each cattle operation is different in regards of cow size which can affect the stocking rates, 

in Alabama the average stocking rate is 1 cow-calf per 2 acres (Mullenix et al 2019).  Typically, 

calves are weaned when it is determined to cull a cow, which could enable a producer to have a 

stocking rate closer to 1 cow per acre for cull cows.  Using enterprise budgets for forages for a 

typical Alabama operation the cost to no till drill winter annual in pasture will cost 

approximately $148.49 per acre (Kelley et al 2019) and the cost for winter annuals in prepared 

ground will cost approximately $342.92 per acre (Kelley et all 2022).  As in the previous 

example, a 950 lb Lean cow in October would on average bring $51.78 per cwt, $491.91 value, 

however by grazing winter annuals to delay marketing the cow until March as a 1100 Lean cow 

would on average bring $60.06 per cwt, $660.66 value.  The added value of $168.75 by grazing a 

cull cow through the winter would be profitable only on the no till drill winter annual in pasture 

option using a stocking rate of 1 cow per acre.  

If the decision is made to delay the marketing of a cull cow, there is potential in running a bull 

with the cows to give the producer the flexibility of marketing the cows as bred replacements 

instead of slaughter cows.  A producer must keep in mind if they do not have a bull available the 

cost to purchase the bull and the cost to carry the bull in terms of grazing forages, hay 

consumption, or supplementation to be factored in the overall value to the producer. 

Producers could supplement the cows to increase their weight gains but typically the cost of 

supplementation will outweigh the increases in the price for slaughter cows in Alabama.  
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Producers should identify which cows could increase value by grazing to add weight and body 

condition to potentially move to a more desirable slaughter category.  The data clearly shows that 

any cow that is in the breaking category is better to market immediately as delaying will 

typically not add any value to the producer.  There is potential to add value to a Lean cow by 

grazing to increase weight and body condition score and move to Boning category.  Producers 

must look at available forages to graze and space to keep cull cows for an additional time period 

to capture the added value versus marketing immediately.   

Discussion 

A consideration to delaying the sale of cull cows is the response of the supply with regards to 

market equilibrium and the price.  If enough producers target a specific time to market their cull 

cows as it is determined to be the best time for them to sell from a price standpoint, the increase 

of supply above the market equilibrium would likely lower the price. In disequilibrium market 

where there is a surplus of slaughter cows in the market a producer should look at the input cost 

of continuing to delay the sale of cull cows to allow the market to stabilize supply and reach 

equilibrium price.  Alternatively, if the cull cow is pregnant the producer could shift selling cull 

cows in the replacement market instead of selling in the slaughter market with a surplus of cows.    

The objective of this paper is to look at slaughter cow prices in Alabama from January 2004 

through December 2018, it would be interesting to further evaluate price response after multiple 

shocks to the slaughter cattle markets the past two years.  The first shock was August 9, 2019, 

when the Tyson beef packing plant caught fire in Holcomb, Kansas, the plant slaughtered on 

average 6,000 head per day and accounted for approximately 5% of the US beef production.  

Cattle that were scheduled to be slaughtered at this facility had to be diverted to other plants 

which caused lag in slaughter production and lowered prices.  Just as the market began to 
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stabilize in early 2020, the coronavirus pandemic hit and turned prices downward again. The 

slaughter cow markets began to stabilize in 2021 only to see record numbers of cattle sold in 

2022.  Given the drought conditions in 2022 which impacted the majority of the Western U.S., in 

particular Texas and Oklahoma that have increased the number of cattle sold.  In addition, 

producers facing higher operating costs which have led many producers to reduce herd size or 

sell out completely.  There are multiple factors that are influencing the current slaughter market 

in which we are seeing record numbers of culled beef cows, April 2022 had the highest number 

of beef cows slaughtered for the month since 1996 (Knight and Taylor 2022).  In the upcoming 

year or years there will be less cows in production, this will have a negative impact on the supply 

to slaughter cow market which should lead to higher prices for producers.  
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