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Summary 

 Calf registrations expected to be lower again in 2019 

 Herd contraction to continue 

 Lower exports forecast due to lower production, 

particularly cow beef 

 Slightly lower imports forecast due to lower Irish 

production 

 Forecast assumes access to EU market after 

October 2019 
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April 2019 

redmeat.mi@ahdb.org.uk 

Prime slaughter 1.93 million head 

Key 2019 Stats 

-3.5% 

Total beef production 880,000 tonnes 
-3.5% 
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Current market situation 

Quarter 1 highlights 

 

 

 

 

Prices 

Cattle prices began the year over 10p below the year 

before, at 352.5p/kg. The suppressed prices were carried 

over from last year, as supplies were plentiful following 

the drought. Prices then fell throughout January and into 

February, but moved closer to the 5 year average. A 

sharp fall then occurred moving into March as demand 

waned in the weeks approaching the original “Brexit Day”. 

An increase in slaughter around this time also contributed 

to the falling price.  

Production/Slaughter 

Beef and veal production during the first quarter of 2019 

totalled 233,600 tonnes, up 1% from the same time last 

year. In January, production was limited by lower adult 

cattle throughputs, while total prime throughputs were similar year-on-year. Production in February was 4% higher 

than the previous year, boosted by more prime cattle coming forward. March’s production then fell back in line with 

year-earlier levels, as prime cattle slaughter fell by 2% year-on-year. Total prime cattle slaughterings for the quarter 

came to 497,400 head, up 1% year-on-year. This was driven by a rise in the number of heifers coming forward. 

Trade 

No trade data was available for March at time of writing, but we can look back at the December – February period. 

During this time, the UK imported 65,900 tonnes of fresh and frozen beef, 6% lower than the same period last year. 

Most of this fall was due to fewer shipments from the Netherlands and Poland. Lower imports from other, smaller 

suppliers like Germany and Spain also subdued volumes. Around 79% of the UK’s fresh and frozen beef imports 

came from Ireland, which exported 2% more product to the UK between December-February. 

Over the same period, the UK exported 

29,200 tonnes of fresh and frozen beef. 

Despite sending 5% less product to Ireland 

and 2% less product to the Netherlands, 

total exports were up 4% year-on-year. 

Shipments increased to several smaller 

buyers including France, Hong Kong and 

Italy, which helped to offset losses 

elsewhere.  

Domestic demand for fresh and frozen beef 

appears to be waning, providing some 

explanation for the change in imports and 

exports. According to Kantar Worldpanel, 

consumers spent £536 million on fresh and 

frozen beef in the 12 weeks to 24 March, 

down 5% year-on-year. 

 

  

 

Average  

cattle price down  

12p Production  

up 1% 

Imports down  

6% Exports up 

4% 

Year-on-year changes for Q1 2019 Year-on-year changes Dec ‘18—Feb 19’ 
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UK beef forecast 

Breeding herd 

Between December 2017 and 2018 the breeding 

herd declined by 2%, or 60,000 head. A number 

of factors contributed to farmer decisions to cull 

animals. Predominately these were high prices 

for cull cows at the start of 2018 followed by 

forage shortages through the summer. Heifer 

slaughterings were particularly high throughout 

2018 and so fewer replacements may be 

available in 2019. The breeding herd is expected 

to decline slightly, by 0.5%. This is mostly a 

decline in the suckler herd, as an uncertain future 

due to Brexit may limit expansion plans. There 

are also reports of some producers exiting the 

sector altogether, while others are moving over to 

dairy or specialised beef finisher systems.  

The UK dairy herd continues to play an important role in both prime beef and cow beef production. After a couple of 

years of stronger milk prices, it would be expected for both the dairy herd and registrations of dairy calves to be 

increasing. However, this is not the case. Numbers on the ground suggest there is a year-on-year decline in dairy 

female young stock. Dairy female calf registrations have also declined again in 2018. Dairy producers seem to be 

opting to inseminate more cows with beef breeds, with the number of beef calves out of dairy dams increasing year-

on-year in 2018. The forecast therefore suggests a slight decline in the dairy herd also, with fewer replacement 

about to make up for the previous year’s declines. 

Long term decline in the overall breeding herd is likely to have longer term effects on beef production in the UK. 

Fewer prime animals will be on the ground, available for slaughter. If producer returns start to increase again and 

herd expansion is required, this may also tighten the supply of prime cattle as heifers are used for replacements.   

Calf registrations 

Overall in 2018, GB calf registrations declined by around 48,000 head. Higher mortality at the start of the year and 

an increase in cow slaughterings throughout the year likely contributed to the decrease. Looking to 2019, calf 

registrations are forecast to be slightly lower again. This is due to the herd contraction in 2018 and fewer heifers 
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around to make up any deficit. Lower registrations at the start of 2018 are likely to start to impact beef production 

from June onwards.  

This is due to a shorter supply of young bulls being anticipated. These are usually finished within a 16 month time 

frame and there is typically a peak in slaughterings of these animals through the summer months. 

Slaughterings 

Prime slaughter in 2019 is expected to total 1.93 million head, a 3% (-63,000 head) decline compared to 2018. 

BCMS data from January suggests a similar amount of older cattle (18-30 months) on the ground compared to a 

year ago. However the number of younger cattle on the ground was down quite significantly year-on-year. Therefore 

prime slaughter is expected to be similar if not slightly lower in the first 6 months of 2019. Supply is then expected to 

become a little shorter going into peak kill periods. Looking further forward to 2020, prime slaughter is expected to 

stabilise with availability of cattle roughly the same as in 2019. However, supply could be tighter in the first half of 

2020 due to 2018 registrations.  

Cow slaughterings in 2019 are expected to ease a little in comparison to 2018. The last couple of years have 
recorded particularly high cow slaughter within the UK. It is forecast that this will ease a little as the availability of 
marginal cows within the herd declines. Further to this cow prices have started the year off much lower than 
previous years so culling cows is not as attractive. A risk to this forecast could be another dry summer where forage 
availability is again an issue forcing producers into culling cows they would otherwise have kept. Cow slaughter is 
also expected to stabilise going forward as the herd contraction slows.  

Carcase weights 

Back in the October forecast, carcase weights were predicted to decline over the next few years as more females 

were being slaughtered and an increase in the amount of dairy bred prime cattle. However the forage shortage has 

led to an increase in the amount of concentrate 

being fed to cattle, subsequently increasing 

weights. Carcase weights have started the year 

off slightly heavier, particularly in March. Going 

forward this is expected to follow through a little 

with cattle being turned out in relatively good 

condition into what is so far good weather. Prime 

carcase weights are therefore predicted to be 

slightly higher in the first 6 months however to 

then drop back a little in the second half of the 

year as cattle supply becomes a touch shorter. 

Cow carcase weights are forecast to remain 

similar to 2018 levels, apart from Q3 where they 

are expected to increase after they declined 
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sharply in 2018 due to the drought.  

Going forward, despite this year’s increases, carcase weights are still expected to decline slightly over the 

long term. A steady decline is forecast due to an increase in registrations of native bred cattle as well as more 

beef coming from the dairy herd, which generally have poorer conformation and thus less muscle  

As Brexit develops, forecasted scenarios may alter slightly according to how those negotiations develop. The 

above chart shows a range around the base forecast depending on trade relationships. 2019 is based on the 

historical accuracy of AHDB forecasts. After that it is based on the recently updated Brexit impact assessment 

modelling, commissioned by AHDB.  

Trade 

The forecast includes a slight reduction in both import and export volumes. Imports into the UK are strongly 

affected by Irish production. Irish production in 2019 is expected to reduce after higher live exports during 

2017 and 2018 will likely limit supplies available for slaughter, and as a consequence, supplies available for 

export. A risk to this forecast is that Poland has been increasing beef production in recent years and trade 

with the UK has also been increasing up to 2017. In the past 12 months, a large amount of Polish exports 

have been directed towards Turkey. However, towards the end of 2018 Turkey turned off the tap almost 

overnight for Polish exports. It is expected that this beef may return to the European marketplace in 2019, how 

much of that comes to the UK remains to be seen however. UK export volumes are forecast to decline as a 

result of slightly lower production overall, particularly of cow beef.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Obviously, the largest risk to this forecast is the UK ’s impending departure from the EU. In any case, trade is 

unlikely to increase post-Brexit. In the case of a deal being secured trade will probably continue as it is 

currently, with perhaps an increase in friction around border points. In the event of no -deal, trade is likely to be 

affected, at least in the short term. For this forecast no material change in trade relations is assumed.  

 

 

Actual and forecast supplies of beef and veal in the UK 
000 tonnes Column1 2017 2018 2019 (f) 2020 (f) 

Production   895 913 879 872 

Imports   443 446 438 433 

  (Fresh/frozen) (340) (355) (348) (344) 

  (Processed) (102) (91) (90) (89) 

Exports   140 146 139 137 

Total Consumption   1,198 1,212 1,177 1,169 

   Totals may not sum due to rounding 

      Source: Defra, HMRC, AHDB 

https://ahdb.org.uk/knowledge-library/understanding-brexit-an-impact-assessment?_cldee=ZmVsaWNpdHkucnVza0BhaGRiLm9yZy51aw%3d%3d&recipientid=contact-59c6ace2a7efe71180c9005056b864bf-df841ad391fa449cb01b0ec68d61dc7a&esid=ac13fdf6-3e67-e911-80df-005056b864bf
https://ahdb.org.uk/knowledge-library/understanding-brexit-an-impact-assessment?_cldee=ZmVsaWNpdHkucnVza0BhaGRiLm9yZy51aw%3d%3d&recipientid=contact-59c6ace2a7efe71180c9005056b864bf-df841ad391fa449cb01b0ec68d61dc7a&esid=ac13fdf6-3e67-e911-80df-005056b864bf
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Input costs 

Agricultural Price Index 

Overall the Defra Agricultural Price Index (API) has been steadily rising for the past two years. Meanwhile 

farmgate prices for livestock are largely below year earlier levels, suggesting cash flow is tighter and profits 

squeezed. Naturally this will vary from farm to farm depending upon management systems and risk 

management strategies. Many of the largest cost rises have been recorded in feed, closely followed by 

fertiliser costs and veterinary services.  

Straw 

During the past winter housing period, straw prices have continued to trend above historic normal levels, 

although there was a significant reduction year-on-year, according to data from the British Hay & Straw 

Merchants’ Association. What has been interesting, is the divergence in price levels for wheat and barley 

straw. In part the divergence could be as barley straw tends to be preferred over wheat straw as a forage 

source, potentially increasing the demand.  Due to feed levels remaining elevated through the past housing 

period, this may have meant more farmers turned to feeding straw.  

Fuel and Fertiliser 

Red diesel prices have continued to trend higher than in the past few years, although, did record some month -

on-month declines from the winter, according to Defra data. Naturally the highest time for red diesel usage 

tends to be during the summer rather than the winter, when more field work takes place. Although some 

tractor work feeding livestock will take place during the housing period. Red diesel prices are still marginally 

below the highs of six/seven years ago.  

Fertiliser prices have largely been trending higher than this time last year, however have recorded some 

month-on-month easing during January and February, according to AHDB data. Nitrogen prices recorded 

significant falls in December and January, with some levelling in February for domestically produced nitrogen.  
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Weather outlook 

2018 

The UK’s weather over the last year will be remembered in a tale of two (extreme) halves. Winter appeared to begin 

as normal, with average temperatures, rainfall and sunshine. However, as winter turned to spring, the country was 

hit with widespread snow and well below-average temperatures. March 2018 recorded temperatures of less than -

10°C in parts of the country, helping make the month the coldest since 2013. 

Cattle and sheep farming in particular, suffered as a result. The cold weather made lambing and spring calving 

difficult, while delaying turnout of herds across the country. Many animals died because of the harsh conditions, 

either from the cold or from the onset of illnesses like pneumonia. The extended housing of livestock away from the 

harsh conditions meant that feed and straw stocks were greatly depleted, while becoming more expensive to buy-in. 

As the country thawed out moving into the summer months, so began the second spell of weather extremes. 

Warmer than average temperatures and seriously low rainfall in much of the country resulted in a nationwide 

drought. This was especially true of June, in which the UK only received 48% of average rainfall for the month. The 

hot weather caused concerns over animal heat stress and fertility, especially for pigs. Sheep however, benefitted 

from reduced cases of liver fluke. 

The largest concern of the summer however, was forage availability. Preserved forage stocks were further eroded 

as grass failed to grow, forcing many to feed rations long into the summer. To conserve feed, many producers 

looked to send more of their livestock to slaughter. However, demand from processors was low, meaning that many 

beasts were finished on-farm. Forage production data released later in the year by the Andersons Centre confirmed 

the worry over feed supplies. GB grass silage production was estimated to be down around 10% across surveyed 

farms going into the winter. 

The nation’s weather remained unsettled as the year rolled on. Autumn contained several stormy episodes, causing 

high winds in the north of the country and heavy rain and flooding in western areas. With an El Nino weather front  
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present in the tropical pacific at the time, the UK ’s winter was forecast to be mild. And it was. Despite a few 

cold snaps at the end of January, the average temperature for the season was 5.2°C; 1.4°C above the long -

term average. Rainfall levels over the winter only reached 77% of the long-term average for the UK as a whole 

Looking forward 

Spring 2019 got off to a warm and wet start, with this March being the fifth wettest on Met Office records for 

the UK as a whole. Lambing has been reportedly slow to start for some, with accounts of low scanning rates 

blamed on last year’s dry summer and the poor-quality grass, which lowered fertility levels. In an attempt to 

combat this, reports suggest that some farmers pushed back tupping in order to get ewes in ‘fitter’ condition. 

Conditions for lambing could be described as fair overall, which may support the survival of lambs that are 

born. 

Looking to the months ahead, forecasts from 

the European Commission suggest that the 

UK’s weather in spring and summer is likely to 

be warmer and drier than average. The US 

Government, which forecast that El Nino 

conditions are likely to continue through the 

Northern Hemisphere spring and summer, also 

suggest this might be the case. 
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Feed market overview and outlook 

Feed wheat 

Wheat markets drifted sideways at the start of the year. The US federal shutdown 

kept markets suppressed, with no new data to give direction. The restart of the US 

government in early February showed that the US had exported less wheat than 

anticipated, which weakened grain markets. The high wheat stocks in the US 

pushed global markets lower. 

A strengthening of sterling during February and March resulted in UK grain prices 

falling to stay competitive with EU markets. Relatively slow global exports led to a 

build-up of grain supplies, dampening prices further.   

Domestically, the UK planted area of wheat is expected to be the highest since 

2014. The new crop is progressing well, with 95% of the UK winter wheat crop rated 

as “good-excellent” at the end of March.  

Looking ahead, there are growing weather concerns for the market. At the time of writing, soil moisture across much 
of the EU is below normal, which has led to recent cuts to production forecasts.  Expectations of above average rain 
in the near future could alleviate concerns. Meanwhile, with the US and Russian crops reportedly developing well, 
the overall sentiment is positive. A large global crop is likely to put downwards pressure on markets.  

Feed barley 

Throughout 2019, feed barley prices have tumbled. Average ex-farm prices fell by 

over £30/t between the start and the end of Q1. Despite the price difference 

between feed wheat and barley widening, usage of barley in animal feeds has been 

at the lowest level since 2013.  

 

Many feed manufacturers have instead opted to use maize in blends. The price 

attractiveness of imported maize relative to barley has resulted in record high 

imports and usage. This has dampened domestic demand for feed barley. 

Additionally, Brexit uncertainty also contributed to a lack of export demand.  

With a larger domestic and EU crop expected later this year, there is likely to be 

downwards pressure on barley prices. More recently, the average UK ex-farm feed 

barley price has been below the price of imported maize, so we may see an increase in the inclusion of barley in 

animal feed rations. With the announcement of the Brexit delay, we may see an uplift in export demand in the short-

term, which would support prices. 
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Soyabeans 

Soyabean markets have been more volatile this year so far. Prices firmed at the start 

of the year due to a lack of progress in the talks between the US and China. 

However, markets slipped on the announcement of high stocks levels in the US.  

Markets have recently come under pressure as the harvest in the South American 

nations progresses. Cuts to the estimated size of the Brazilian crop were offset by a 

harvest pace well above the five-year average. With just over half of the Argentinian 

harvest complete, the higher than expected yields have contributed to a projected 

46% increase in production compared to last year, according to the USDA. With 

supplies of fresh soyabeans coming onto the markets, prices are likely to remain under pressure as US stocks 

compete for share on export markets.   

Additionally, the African Swine Fever epidemic in China is likely to be a major factor affecting oilseed markets over 

coming months. China is the largest importer of soyabeans globally. The nation has reportedly already reduced the 

size of its pig herd by over 20%. There is every likelihood that the nation may cull more animals to curb the spread 

of the disease. Any changes in soyabean demand from China will have a knock-on effect on oilseed markets.  

Rapeseed  

Rapeseed markets have also been more volatile this year so far. Tightness in 

vegetable oil markets supported rapeseed prices in January. Markets then came 

under pressure as reduced demand from the biodiesel sector led to an increase in 

stocks. A strengthening sterling in February and March meant that domestic 

rapeseed prices fell, to remain competitive with EU markets. 

The planted area for rapeseed across the EU is expected to be down by nearly 20% 

compared to last year. The summer drought meant planting conditions were far 

from favourable, though the majority of crops have shown recovery. Domestically, 

challenges with cabbage stem flea beetle damage, pigeon grazing and poor 

establishment have resulted in at least  10% of the crop being lost .                          

Looking forward, prolonged periods of low soil moisture and pest challenges have the potential to impact yields. Any 

reduction in the yields will further support prices, especially with reductions in the planted area.  

However, the extent of upward movement in markets could be capped. Limited exports of Canadian canola (OSR) 

have left larger than expect stocks, driving prices further below EU markets. Though the two crops are not 

completely interchangeable, falling Canadian canola prices could incentivise increased imports into the EU and 

potentially displace domestic oilseed rape demand.  

Grass 

This season’s grass growth initially looked promising, with growth rates tracking above the five-year average. 

However a lack of rainfall and cold winds has hit growth rates, resulting in a drop off during April. Though daily 

growth rates are increasing, grass is reportedly not taking-

off as usual this spring.   

The expectations of a warmer and drier than average 
spring and summer are likely to impact grass quality. 
Warmer and drier weather will likely increase the dry matter 
content of grass, which could impact dry matter intakes. 


