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Cattle  
 
Prices and Supplies 
 

Since a month long period of stabilisation 
ended in mid-February, prime cattle prices 
have returned to a downwards trend.  Eight 
consecutive weekly declines took the average 
steer price at reporting Scottish abattoirs 
from 345p/kg dwt in the week ending 
February 13 down to 328p/kg in the week 
ending April 9.  Throughout this period, 
prices were 8% lower than last year.  In the 
four weeks to April 9, Scottish reporting 
abattoirs handled 1.5% more prime cattle 

than a year earlier, helping explain the downwards pressure on farmgate prices.  By 
contrast, price reporting abattoirs in England & Wales (E&W) slaughtered fewer prime cattle 
than in 2015; though it should be noted that the price reporting sample in E&W has less 
coverage (73% of the prime kill in 2015) than Scotland (87%), and may therefore be less 
representative of overall changes in slaughterings.  Nevertheless, tighter supplies south of 
the border could help explain a narrowing of the price gap between Scotland and E&W to 3p 
for an R4L grade steer, down from 10p three months before.  However, the gap has 
historically been smaller in the spring of the year, when carcase weights tend to be higher, 
meaning that a greater proportion of prime cattle will be facing pricing penalties for weights 
outwith supermarket specifications.  Due to higher carcase weights in Scotland than in E&W, 
more cattle at Scottish abattoirs will be facing weight-related deductions. 
 
At Scottish auctions, the prime cattle trade has followed a stable trend since the beginning 

of March.  In four of the six weeks to April 
13, the prime cattle average was at 184p/kg 
lwt or 185p/kg lwt.  However, reduced 
marketings in the third week of March and 
first week of April pushed the average to 
187.5p/kg and 189p/kg, in those respective 
weeks.  Steer prices generally averaged 5-
8% cheaper than heifers during the period.   
Compared to a year earlier, the prime cattle 
average was down by less than 3.5% in the 
second week of April.  
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Since the beginning of 2016, store cattle 
prices have generally followed their historic 
seasonal trend, rising in February and then 
slipping back in March before continuing to 
edge lower through late March and into 
April.  However, like the finished cattle trade, 
this trend has been running at a lower level 
than last year, with the market clearing 
around 6% lower for 6-12 month old steers 
in recent weeks and 8-9% lower for 
yearlings.  In late March/early April, younger 

steers averaged £872 a head and those in the 12-18 month range traded at £936 a head.  A 
year earlier, these average per head prices had stood at £914 and £980, respectively.  In 
the four weeks to April 9, whereas numbers in the younger category were down 7% year-
on-year, 12% more of the older steers were sold.   
 

As of February, Defra have changed their 
method of reporting slaughter statistics from 
a statistical month (four or five weeks) to a 
calendar month.  This makes it difficult to 
compare UK slaughterings against a year 
earlier. This is further complicated by 
Scottish slaughter statistics continuing to 
follow the old reporting method.  Therefore, 
numbers need to be looked at on a regional 
basis.  In E&W, prime cattle slaughterings 
reached 104,100 head and in NI they totalled 

27,700 head during March.  Meanwhile, in Scotland, slaughterings in the four weeks ending 
March 26 were up 1% on a year earlier at 31,350 head.   
 
Breaking down the Scottish kill by category shows that while steers rose by 1% and heifers 
by more than 1.5%, the young bull kill contracted by 2% from last year.  This was the first 
time since October 2015 that heifers had been in relatively better supply than steers when 
compared to 12 months before.  It also meant that while steers accounted for the same 
54.5% share of the prime cattle kill as a year earlier, heifers edged up to 41% and young 
bulls slipped back to 4.5% of the total.        
 
The average prime cattle carcase weight at Scottish abattoirs was 0.6kg (0.2%) heavier 
than a year earlier in March at 375.8kg.  Steers still averaged above year earlier levels in 
March, up a kilo at 396.6kg, and young bulls were up by more than 7kg at 346.8kg.  By 
contrast, the average heifer carcase was 0.3kg lighter than 12 months before at 350.5kg.  
This meant that prime beef production rose by nearly 1.5% from the same period of 2015. 
 
Firm demand for cow beef and lower numbers reaching abattoirs maintained some upwards 
pressure on cull cow prices at reporting Scottish abattoirs into April.  In the first week of the 
month, an O+3 grade cow traded at 239p/kg dwt; around 2.5p higher than at the beginning 
of March.  Nevertheless, compared to early April 2015, this was down by 12%.  After picking 
up in the second week of March, the average cull cow price at Scottish auctions traded at 
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106-107p/kg lwt in late March/early April.  The average then rose again to approach 
109p/kg in the week ending April 13; a seven-month high.  While a seasonal dip in numbers 
drove the market higher in March, the most recent increase came despite a lift in marketings 
to a four-week high.  Nevertheless, prices trailed their year earlier level by 9%. 
Scottish abattoirs slaughtered 5,100 mature cattle in the four weeks to March 26.  
Compared to a year earlier, this was a considerable increase of 18.5%.  However, carcase 
weights averaged 3.5% lighter at 350.8kg, resulting in cow beef production rising at a 
slower, but still significant, annual rate of 14%. 
 
Although GB households continued to buy less beef than a year earlier in February, Kantar 
Worldpanel data suggests that the decline narrowed, from -3% in January to -1.5% year-
on-year during February.  Over a longer 12-week period, volumes were down by 2%.  While 
prices averaged little different to a year earlier during the 12 weeks to February 28, the data 
for February alone points to a small lift in the average retail price (0.5% fall in spending and 
1.5% fall in volumes).  Looking at the different cuts, steaks performed best over the 12 
weeks to the end of February with volumes up by 2%.  By contrast, there were declines of 
around 1% for stewing beef, 1.5% for mince and 7% for roasting joints.  It was similar for 

the different categories of processed beef 
products with burger sales volumes 
contracting by 4.5%, frozen ready meals by 
6.5% and steak pies by 1%.  However, the 
volume of beef-based ready meals sold did 
rise by 3.5%.     
 
In euro terms, the average price for an R3 
grade steer at the Irish farmgate edged up 
to a 12-week high of €3.82/kg dwt (302p/kg 
dwt) in the week ending April 3.  This 
pushed it to the upper bound of its €3.78-

3.82/kg price range since the beginning of October 2015.  However, a renewed weakening 
of sterling against the euro meant that this converted into its highest sterling terms average 
since May 2015.  With producer prices in the UK sliding again in recent weeks, the 
differential between the UK and Irish averages has narrowed further after a brief pause 
between mid-February and mid-March.  Compared with the end of February, the price gap 
fell from 12% to 7%.  Over the same period the premium for R3 steers in Scotland over the 
Irish Republic narrowed from 14% to 9%.  The last time the gap was this small was back in 
June of 2013. 
 
Most countries on the continent favour young bull production over steers.  When compared 
to the final week in February, the average price in the EU for an R3 grade young bull fell by 
1.5% to €3.72/kg dwt (294p/kg) in the week ending April 3. There were small declines of 
0.3% in France and Spain, but more significant monthly declines in euro prices of 2-3% in 
Holland and the UK.  Meanwhile, in Germany, prices fell 5.5%.  However, these were 
balanced against monthly gains for producers in Sweden, Ireland, Italy and Poland of a 
respective 1%, 1.5%, 2.5% and 5.5%. 
 
As well as being 1.5% lower than at the end of February, the R3 grade young bull EU 
average price was down by 1.5% year-on-year as April began.  The largest annual decline in 
euro terms of 14% was in the UK.  Irish prices were down at half this rate and there were 
falls of 4-5% in Germany and Holland.  In France and Poland, the market cooled marginally.  
Faring better were producers in Spain, Italy and Sweden, with annual increases of 3%, 5% 
and 16.5%, respectively. 
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The EU average price for O3 grade cull cows edged higher between the final week in 
February and beginning of April, rising nearly 0.5% to €2.75/kg dwt (218p/kg).  In euro 
terms, UK prices eased back by 0.3% while there was a steeper decrease of 5% in 
Germany.  By contrast, prices matched the average EU increase in Sweden and grew slightly 
faster than it in both Ireland and Holland.  Elsewhere, there were more significant gains of 
3-5% for producers in France, Spain, Italy and Poland.      
 
Despite edging forwards in recent weeks, the EU average for O3 grade cows remained well 
down on last year, trailing by 8%.  Although the UK led the declines with 18% in euro 
terms, prices were also considerably lower than at the beginning of April 2015 in Germany (-
16%), Holland (-11.5%), Italy (-11%), Ireland (-10%) and Poland (-8%).  In France, the 
decrease was more muted at -1.5%.  By contrast, prices exceeded year earlier levels by 
3.5% in Spain and by 18.5% in Sweden.   
 

   
After a strong opening to 2016, provisional 
HMRC data for February indicates that UK 
beef export volumes were down 3.5% on a 
year earlier at 7,300t.  As a proportion of 
monthly production, this would be similar to 
the 10.5% share of a year earlier.  
 
Despite a weaker sterling against the euro, 

volumes exported to the EU were down by 9% at 6,300t.  While a number of countries, 
such as Belgium, France, Germany, Holland and Spain all bought significantly more beef 
from the UK, this was offset by a sharp decline in exports to Ireland; though it is possible 
that this figure will be revised upwards. 
 

Regional price comparison  
w/e 03/04/16 Steer R3 

(p/kg dwt) 
Heifer R3 
(p/kg dwt) 

Cow O3 
(p/kg dwt) 

Scotland 328.6 330.1 223.9 
E & W North  325.7 325.7 225.3 
E & W Central 326.6 327.7 224.1 
E & W South  324.9 324.9 212.3 
NI 311.5 311.0 225.7 
RoI 302.1 314.8 244.0 
France  286.4 310.9 246.1 
Germany  341.6 284.4 210.7 
Holland  n/a 201.0 214.9 
Spain  n/a 301.9 178.9 
Poland  n/a 241.1 199.8 
Italy  n/a 324.6 197.0 
Sweden  362.3 364.8 333.4 
EU28  310.0 302.7 217.9 

USA (10/4/16) 332.2 (steer) 331.4 (heifer) 243.8 
(Cutter – 90% lean & >225kg) 

Australia (7/4/16) 303.5 (EYCI) n/a 234.1 (medium cow) 
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Export trade with third countries during February rose by more than 70% to 950t.  The 
increases were driven by shipments of 120-130t to both Canada and French Polynesia.  
Exports to Ghana also increased, but sales to Switzerland and Hong Kong fell back, with the 

latter down 18% at just over 330t.    
 
The data from HMRC on imports of beef to 
the UK suggests that volumes trailed year 
earlier levels by 4% in February at 17,850t, 
having been 3% lower in January.  While 
imports of fresh beef fell by a tenth to 
13,100t, frozen shipments rose 18.5% to a 
4-year high for the month of 4,750t.  This 
meant that fresh beef accounted for 73.5% 
of monthly imports; down five percentage 

points on the year, but equal to its February 2014 level. 
 
February import data indicates that deliveries from the Irish Republic continued to run lower 
than last year.  Volumes are reported to have fallen by 3% year-on-year to 12,600t.  This 
meant that the Irish share of imports edged back above 70%.  The second largest supplier, 
Holland, shipped 11% less beef to the UK, with volumes down at 1,200t.  However, imports 
from Germany and Poland rose by 10% and 5.5%, respectively, to 760t and 900t.  Of the 
smaller suppliers, imports from France, Spain, Italy and Belgium fell back, but more arrived 
from Denmark. 
  
The volume of beef imported to the UK from third countries in February is reported to have 
decreased by 7% year-on-year to 1,500t.  Whereas shipments from Brazil rose sharply to 
400t, deliveries from the other main suppliers fell back by approximately one-fifth.   
 
News Round Up 
 
Scotland’s December survey of main holdings reported a small increase in the beef herd 
after four years of declines.  The number of female beef cattle aged two years and over with 
offspring rose by 0.4% to 424,500 head; an increase of nearly 1,600 head.  Meanwhile, the 
dairy herd expanded for a fourth consecutive year, rising 1.5% to an eight year high of 
177,250 head.  This meant that the dairy herd continued to increase its share of the total 
female breeding herd, edging up from 29.2% in 2014 to 29.5% in December 2015.  
Between 2006 and 2013, dairy cows had made up 27-28% of the national herd.  Moving on 
to look at the potential numbers available for slaughter shows a significant variation across 
the different age ranges.  Indeed, whereas there were 7% fewer slaughter cattle aged over 
2 years, the population between 12 and 24 months was 2% higher and there were 1% more 
cattle aged less than a year old.  Adding together numbers aged between 12 and 24 months 
to those over two years without offspring pointed to a slight decline in cattle available for 
slaughter at the end of 2015.  However, as 2016 progresses, the census data indicates a lift 
in slaughter availability. 
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Bord Bia data on prime cattle slaughterings at exporting abattoirs in Ireland show that 
having run significantly ahead of 2015 levels until the first week of March, the year-on-year 
increases slowed substantially in the second week of March, before turning into a deficit in 
the third week of the month.  During the four weeks ending April 9, export abattoir 
throughput was down 0.5% on a year earlier at 92,600 head.  Throughput in the year-to-
date was still 4% above the corresponding period of 2015 at 371,600 head; though it had 
been running 7% ahead in mid-March.  These numbers contrast with Ireland’s December 
2015 livestock survey.  It had indicated a significant decrease in the number of non-
breeding cattle aged over two years on Irish farms, but a slight increase in those aged 
between 12 and 24 months and a surge in cattle that were less than a year old.  These 
figures suggest that Irish abattoirs would have had a tight first half of the year before 
having greater numbers of cattle to handle, relative to 2015, in the second half of 2016. 
 
Eurostat trade data for 2015 shows that the EU managed to increase its presence in third 
country beef markets.  Indeed, the volume of fresh beef shipped outside the EU rose by 
16% year-on-year to reach 93,600t, with an additional 13,100t exported. This was despite 
the average price of this beef in euro rising by more than 3.5% to €3,700/t (£2,950/t).  
However, the euro was 16.5% weaker in 2015 against the main currency of international 
trade, the US dollar, making EU beef 13% cheaper on average in US dollar terms than it had 
been in 2014.  Germany increased its exports to non-EU countries by nearly a third from 
2015 and at 28,600t, accounted for 31% of all fresh beef shipped outside the EU.  Poland 
also expanded its deliveries to third countries considerably, rising 28% to 16,900t, which 
worked out at an 18% share of the total.  Holland was the third largest exporter, selling 
12,650t of fresh beef to third countries; 14% of the EU total.  Meanwhile, Spanish exports 
rose by 38% to 9,600t, giving it a 10% share.  By contrast, Austria delivered 4.5% less beef 
to non-EU countries in 2015, with a sales total of 10,850t giving it a share of 12%, down 
from 14% the previous year.  The other large beef exporting nation to see a decline in 2015 
was Lithuania.  Indeed, its exports of fresh beef declined by 95% from 6,500t in 2014 to 
just 300t in 2015.  This was down to its previous reliance on sales to Russia; a market 
closed since August 2014.  2013 had seen Lithuania export 7,500t of fresh beef. 
 
The USDA’s latest Cattle on Feed report indicated that there were 1% more cattle on US 
feedlots on March 1 2016 than twelve months before with numbers reaching a total of 
10.8m head.  During February, the report estimates that there was a 10% increase in the 
number of cattle placed into feedlots, rising 159,000 to 1.71m head.  In addition, the 
number of cattle being sold out of the feedlot system increased by 75,000 head (5%) year-
on-year to 1.591m head.  A breakdown of the figures by State shows that of the three 
principle feedlot cattle producing states, one had increased numbers from a year earlier, one 
was flat, while the other contracted.  Numbers rose by 4% to 2.16m head in Kansas, held at 
2.45m in Texas, but slipped back by 3% to 2.42m head in Nebraska.  This meant that these 
three States accounted for 65% of all cattle in US feedlots.  Of the other main cattle 
producing States, just Iowa and Washington had fewer cattle in feedlots than on March 1 
2015, while numbers were unchanged in California and Colorado.  Elsewhere, the increases 
were led by Minnesota, South Dakota and Arizona, rising by a respective 12%, 15% and 
22%, while numbers were up 4% in Iowa and 5% in Oklahoma.  In the remaining 38 
States, the population of cattle in feedlots was unchanged at 325,000 head.  
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During the fourth quarter (Q4) of 2015, Brazilian abattoirs slaughtered 7.694m cattle.  This 
was down nearly 10% on the same period of 2014 and was the second consecutive year to 
show a contraction in Q4.  Furthermore, it was a four-year low for the quarter.  A 
breakdown of the kill by gender suggests that herd rebuilding can help explain the decrease 
in 2015 as 33.9% of the cattle slaughtered were female in Q4 2015, down significantly from 
37.3% a year earlier; and a Q4 range of 35.9% to 38.3% between 2010 and 2014.  This 
indicates that the number of male cattle slaughtered decreased by 4% to 5.132m head 
during Q4 while the female cattle kill contracted by 19.5% to 2.56m head.  Following four 
years of slow growth, the average cattle carcase weight rose by 9.2kg (almost 4%) to reach 
250.7kg in Q4 2015.  This meant that the decline in beef production at Brazilian abattoirs 
was limited to just over 6% year-on-year with volumes slipping to 1.929m tonnes.  The 
dataset also shows that the number of abattoirs has been declining in Brazil over the past 
decade with numbers dropping by 23% between 2005 and 2015 from 1,550 to 1,193.  This 
reflects the processing sector across the world, with thin margins leading to consolidation of 
slaughtering in fewer but larger abattoirs.  Looking at the figures for 2015 as a whole, 
slaughterings totalled 30.642m head, producing 7.491m tonnes of beef.  This meant that 
the average carcase weighed in at 244.5kg.   
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Sheep 
 
Prices and Supplies 
 

The average SQQ1 prime sheep price 
advanced slightly in the run-up to Easter, but 
has since dipped back.  Indeed, the average 
price rose from 421p/kg dwt in the final 
week of February to 435p/kg in the week 
ending March 19.  Thereafter, it edged lower 
for one week before sliding to 427p/kg in the 
final week of the month and held there at 
the beginning of April.  Pre-Easter, firm 
demand had maintained the upwards 
pressure on prices despite reporting abattoirs 
handling increased volumes of prime sheep.  
Once Easter passed, weaker demand for 
hoggs led to a fall in both numbers and 
prices.  Throughout March and into April, 
prices lagged 2015 levels by 3-4%.        
 
Prices have also remained lower than last 
year despite an improvement in carcase 
quality.  During the four weeks to April 9, 
59% of hoggs achieved at least an R3L 
grade, up from 55% in the corresponding 
period of 2015.             
 
The auction trade in Scotland for hoggs 
firmed at the end of March and beginning of 
April to edge above its pre-Easter high.  
Indeed, the average SQQ hogg sold for 
190.5p/kg lwt in the week ending April 6.  
However, prices dipped sharply in the second 
week of the month and the average price fell 
back to an eight-week low of 180.5p/kg.  
This came despite a fall in marketings, 
indicating that processors were well supplied 
relative to demand.  Having traded at a 3-
5% year-on-year discount since late January, 
the gap widened to 9% in mid-April.  
However, there was some recovery in prices 
at auction sales held on April 14.   
 
 
 
 
 

 

                                                 
1 SQQ (Standard Quality Quotation) are lambs weighing 12-21.5kg dwt and 25.5-45.5kg lwt 
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Farmgate prices have been lagging 2015 levels in recent weeks despite sterling averaging 7-
8% weaker against the euro than last year.  This weakness in sterling has been driven by 
uncertainty caused by the upcoming rerferendum on the UK’s EU membership plus a 
perception that UK interest rates will now remain on hold.  Consequently, GB farmgate 
prices have been averaging 11-12% lower when converted into euro.  During past 
incidences of a weaker sterling, prime sheep prices have tended to run above year earlier 
levels. 
   
Auction market data for GB shows that significantly fewer prime sheep were sold than a 
year earlier during March.  Total numbers were 14% lower at 458,100 head, with the 
number of hoggs down 14% at 450,700 head and new season lambs down 12% at 7,400 
head.  The number of prime sheep weighing over 45.5kg fell more significantly than the 
number of in-spec prime sheep, sliding by 15.5% to 165,600 head.  For a prolonged period, 
heavy prime sheep had been in relatively better supply than those in the Standard Quality 
Quotation (SQQ) weight range. 
 

Slaughter statistics for Scottish abattoirs 
indicate that although weekly throughput 
picked up to its highest of the year-to-date, 
numbers continued to run well behind last 
year into March.  Indeed, at 99,650 head, 
slaughterings were down by 11% year-on-
year.  This was a smaller decrease than the 
near-15% declines of January and February. 
 
In addition to a lower kill, the average prime 
sheep carcase weight at Scottish abattoirs 

remained significantly lighter than a year earlier in March.  The average in the four weeks to 
March 26 was 20.2kg; down 0.4kg (2%) year-on-year.  The end result of lower throughput 
at reduced weights was a 12.5% year-on-year decline in prime sheepmeat production at 
Scottish abattoirs. 
  
Prior to the final week of March, cull ewe prices at Scottish auctions had been averaging 
around £63-65 a head since February.  However, the market firmed in the final week of 
March to clear at £76 a head, before holding relatively steady in the first half of April.  In 
most years this decade, ewe prices have peaked in mid-April, reflecting a tightening of 
supplies.  As a consequence, despite picking up, prices have continued to fall short of 2015 
levels and were down 15% in the week ending April 13. 
  
According to Kantar Worldpanel, GB households continued to buy more lamb than 12 
months before into February with sales volumes up by 2%.  Over the longer 12-week 
period, the volume retailed rose by 3%.  While the average retail price was relatively flat 
year-on-year in the 12-week period it was 1% lower in the month of February.  The sales 
data for the 12 weeks points to a strong increase in sales of chops/steaks (9.5%), leg roasts 
(6%) and lamb mince (3.5%), countered by a sharp 16.5% year-on-year decline in shoulder 
roasts.  The data for February alone showed a similar pattern.  Sales of chilled ready meals 
containing lamb grew by 5.5% year-on-year in the 12-weeks to February 28, but this growth 
slowed in February.   
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In the week ending April 3, heavy lamb2 
prices traded at an average of €5.29/kg dwt 
(419p/kg dwt) across the EU.  This was up 
3% from the end of February. The overall 
increase came despite falls of 1.5% in 
Germany and 7% in Spain.  The market 
edged higher in euro terms in GB and was 
up 3-4% on the month in Sweden, Holland 
and the island of Ireland.  Romania and 
France led the gains with respective 
increases of 8% and 9%.  In France, the 
large increase was driven by a seasonal shift 

in demand from a weak point around the time of the school holidays in February to a 
position of strength around Easter.  
 
Although the EU average price for heavy lambs firmed through March, it opened April 9% 
down on 2015.  Prices exceeded year earlier levels in few Member States and trailed 2015 in 
the major producing nations.  In particular, prices were down 10-11% in GB and Spain in 
euro terms and were 28.5% lower in Romania.  There were smaller but still significant 
declines of 3.5% in Northern Ireland and 6% in the Irish Republic, but the declines were 
limited to 2-3% in Sweden and Germany. 
 
Light lamb3 prices increased by an average of 1.5% across the EU between late February 
and the beginning of April, reaching €5.83/kg dwt (461p/kg).  Prices advanced by 6% in 
both Croatia and Greece, 10% in Italy and 12% in Hungary.  By contrast, prices slipped 
back in Bulgaria and Iberia by 2-3%.   
 
Compared to the beginning of April 2015, EU light lamb prices averaged 11.5% lower.  The 
declines were significant in Portugal (-12%), Greece (-16%), Italy (-20%) and Bulgaria (-
23%).  In Spain and Hungary, prices were down by a more modest 4-5%. 

 
A revision to UK sheepmeat exports for 
January placed volumes at 5,750t; 8% lower 
than in the opening month of 2015.  A 
provisional estimate for February indicates 
that exports continued to lag behind 2015, 
down 9% at 5,400t.  As a proportion of UK 
sheepmeat production, exports fell by 
around 2.5 percentage points on the year to 
less than 27%. 
 
UK sheepmeat exports to the EU continued 

to trail 2015 levels in February.  Despite a weaker sterling against the euro, shipments were 
down 5% at 5,150t.  Exports to France were down 9% at 2,900t, but, at 54%, they 
accounted for a one percentage point higher share in exports than in the second month of 
2015.  Of the other main EU markets, shipments to Ireland and Italy decreased, but 
Germany, Holland and Belgium bought more sheepmeat from the UK.  Meanwhile, out of 
the smaller EU destinations, Spain, Sweden and Denmark increased purchases, but Portugal 
and Austria bought less.   

                                                 
2 The EU defines a heavy lamb carcase as weighing greater than 13kg 
3 The EU defines a light lamb as a carcase weight of less than 13kg 
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UK sheepmeat exports to non-EU countries halved from a year earlier in February to 265t.  
This was largely down to sales to Hong Kong contracting by two-thirds to 133t.       
  

Imports of sheepmeat into the UK exceeded 
year earlier levels for the fifth time in six 
months in February, up 14% at 8,800t.  This 
was a three-year high for the month.   
 
Import volumes arriving from New Zealand 
(NZ) in February continued to drive overall 
sheepmeat imports higher, rising by 16.5% 
to reach 7,350t; 83% of total imports.  This 
was despite a sharp decline in lamb 
slaughterings in NZ in January.  Trade with 

Australia rebounded after a sluggish start to the year, rising fractionally on a year earlier to 
880t.  Australia provided the UK with 11% of its February imports.  Elsewhere, imports from 
Ireland rose by more than a third to 370t and 90t arrived from Iceland. 
 
News Round up 
 
The December survey of main holdings in Scotland used the Sheep and Goat Annual 
Inventory for the first time.  This resulted in a change in sheep categories, making it difficult 
to compare the 2015 results with previous years.  The data does however point to a small 
contraction in the breeding flock with fewer ewes and shearling ewes partially offset by a 
significant rise in ewe lambs put to the tup.   
 
According to Bord Bia statistics, Ireland’s export abattoirs slaughtered 199,100 prime sheep 
during the five weeks to April 9.  This was a 3.5% annual increase on the 192,500 head 
handled in the corresponding period of 2015.  The increase was slightly smaller than the 
4.5% rise in the year-to-date kill, which reached 560,200 head.  Higher numbers reflect a 
2% increase in the number of prime sheep on Irish farms in December 2015.   
 
Kantar Worldpanel data for meat sales in France shows a 1% year-on-year decline in the 
volume of lamb purchased by households in the four weeks to March 20.  This was because 
a sharp 17% decrease in the volume of cheaper cuts of boiling and braising lamb retailed 
more than offset a 3% rise in sales for grilling and roasting lamb.  The average price of both 
types of product was around 2.5% lower than in the same period of 2015, at €10.80/kg 
(£8.60/kg) and €15.10/kg (£12/kg), respectively.  The annual decline in sales was smaller 
than that seen in the year-to-date of 7%.  This may well be down to the earlier Easter this 
year bringing forward some sales into the reporting period.  In the 12 weeks to March 20, 
the cheaper cuts were down by nearly 9% in volume terms while the dearer cuts were down 
by 4.5%.   Average prices rose by 4% for stewing lamb, but were flat for steaks and roasts. 
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Having tightened sharply relative to a year earlier in January, lamb supplies in NZ remained 
well below 2015 levels in February. Monthly abattoir throughput subsequently decreased by 
10.5% year-on-year to 2.343m head.  However, better grazing conditions encouraged 
producers to add weight relative to a year earlier with the average carcase weight of export 
graded lambs in February at 18kg compared with 17.4kg in the second month of 2015; a 
gain of 3%.  Consequently, lamb production declined by an estimated 7.5% in February to 
42,200t.  With supplies running significantly lower in two of the main slaughtering months, 
the total prime lamb kill in the first five months of the 2015/16 season (October 2015 to 
September 2016) was down nearly 3% at 10.104m head.  However, a slightly higher 
average carcase weight limited the decline in production volumes to just over 2% with 
volumes totalling 181,800t.  Based on Beef + Lamb NZ forecasts, slaughterings between 
March and September could be down by as much as 1.37m head; an annual rate of 12.5%.  
 
During the opening quarter of 2016 (Q1), Australia managed to increase its lamb exports by 
more than 6% year-on-year, matching the annual growth rate of Q1 2015. The total volume 
exported during Q1 reached 62,300t, compared with 58,600t a year earlier and 55,250t in 
Q1 2014.  Export growth was underpinned by higher lamb production, with MLA data 
pointing to a 6% increase in production in the first two months of 2016.  The US continued 
to be the largest overseas market for Australia, taking a 24.5% share of the total with 
deliveries up by nearly a quarter year-on-year at 15,300t.  The second largest individual 
market for Australia was China.  Despite economic growth continuing to slide there, 
Australian exporters managed to expand deliveries to China, growing by more than 7% to 
9,350t.  This more than offset a Q1 2015 decline, but meant that China continued to 
account for 15% of Australia’s lamb exports.  Japan was the only other of Australia’s main 
export markets to see growth in early 2016, up 10% at 2,500t.  Meanwhile, trade with the 
UAE, Qatar, Bahrain, Jordan, Papua New Guinea and the UK contracted.  Shipments to the 
UK are reported to have fallen by 45% to 1,300t.     
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Pigs 
 
Prices and Supplies 

 
Farmgate pig prices began to stabilise in 
March and showed signs of a gradual lift as 
the month closed and April began.  Three 
increases in the GB SPP in five weeks took 
the average price from 112.1p/kg dwt at the 
beginning of March to 112.9p/kg in the 
opening week of April; an 8-week high. The 
small recovery in prices reflects a seasonal 
change in market circumstances with a 
slowdown in the weekly kill and a slight lift in 
demand.  Further evidence of this change 
comes from the spot market where prices 
have reportedly returned back close to 
contract levels, something that only happens 
when supply and demand are closely 
balanced.  Carcase weights have been 
relatively steady, averaging between 83.7kg 
and 83.8kg in four of the six weeks to April 
9.  However, this is below January and 
February levels and may therefore have 
played a part in underpinning the market.  
Since reaching a low point of £93.41 in the 
week ending March 12, the average price per 
carcase advanced for four weeks and 
reached an 8-week high of £94.54 in early 
April.  Compared to April 2015, the average 
price per kilo was 14.5% lower, but higher 
weights meant that the carcase price was 
down by 13%.     
 
In line with the market for finished pigs, 
store prices have steadied in recent weeks.  
30kg weaners have been averaging around 

£37 a head since late February while the market for 7kg weaners has settled around the 
£28.50 a head level after dipping back from £29 a head in early March.  Despite steadying, 
prices began April down 14% year-on-year.  30kg weaners have been selling for 
approximately 39% of the price of a prime pig carcase in the SPP sample, while 7kg stores 
have been trading at 30% of this level.  A year ago, 30kg store pigs had traded at a higher 
41% of the finished price, but 7kg weaners are unchanged in relative terms.         
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Scottish Government data indicates that 
slaughterings at Scottish abattoirs returned 
to a more normal level in March having 
started the year well behind 2015 levels due 
to the introduction of new facilities at Brechin 
abattoir.  Having trailed year earlier levels by 
32% in January and by 11.5% in February, 
numbers were down by 2.5% in the four 
weeks to March 26 at 23,200 head.  On a 
weekly average basis, this was 5,800 head; 
slightly above the annual average weekly kill 
in 2015.  

 
Despite edging higher in January and rising by around 3% year-on-year in February, 
household purchases of pork in GB fell short of year earlier levels in the 12 weeks to 
February 28 according to Kantar Worldpanel.  The total volume purchased slipped back by 
2% due to a significant decline in the volume retailed during the festive season.  All cuts are 
reported to have been significantly cheaper in price than 12 months before, so the slight 
recovery in volume sales in early 2016 still meant that households were spending less 
money buying fresh pork.  Kantar figures continued to report falling sales volumes for bacon 
and sausages in February. 
 

The EU average for grade E pigs was 1.5% 
higher as April began than it had been at the 
end of February, standing at €1.285/kg dwt 
(102p/kg dwt).  However, it should be noted 
that a significant volume of pigmeat that was 
taken off the market in January and placed 
into cold strorage under the EU Private 
Storage Aid (PSA) programme, will now be 
returning onto the market, potentially 
limiting further recovery in producer prices.  
In the week ending April 3, prices in 
Denmark were up in line with the EU 

average from late February, and had risen at a slightly faster pace in Germany.  Meanwhile 
there were above average recoveries of 3.5% in Belgium and Poland, and 6% in Italy and 
Holland.  However, French prices increased by less than 1% and prices in the UK and Spain 
were little different in euro terms to five weeks previously.     
 
Compared to a year earlier, the EU average price for grade E pigs traded down by 9% as 
April commenced, reflecting a well-supplied market.  The most significant declines in euro 
terms prices were in Spain and the UK, down a respective 17% and 21%.  Elsewhere, prices 
were around 8-9% lower in Belgium, Germany, France, Italy and Poland.  Producers in 
Denmark and Holland faced smaller annual declines of 4.5% and 6%, respectively.  
 
The strong start to the year for UK pigmeat exports continued into February with volumes 
exceeding year earlier levels by 9.5% at 18,500t.  This reflects that a well-supplied market 
has meant that processors have had to look abroad for opportunities.  Shipments of fresh 
pork rose by 14.5% to 17,500t, but slightly less bacon & ham was sold to overseas buyers.  
As a share of pigmeat production, exports rose from 23% in February 2015 to 24% a year 
later. 
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Although pork exports rose strongly in total, 
February sales to Holland and Denmark fell 
back.  However, sales to Ireland rose 10% 
and trade with Germany increased by 50% 
to 3,700t.  Looking further afield, exports to 
China & Hong Kong were 11% higher than in 
February 2015, at 3,800t.    
 
Despite the wide availability of competitively 
priced pigmeat to import, the UK bought 4% 
less than a year earlier in February with 

volumes totalling 44,400t.  This is likely to reflect weak consumer demand in the home 
market.  Imports of fresh pork were 2.5% lower at 25,900t, while bacon & ham deliveries 
were down 6% at 18,500t.  This meant that fresh pork accounted for 58.5% of imports, up 
one percentage point on the year. 

 
Denmark was the largest supplier of pork to 
the UK in February, with import volumes up 
by a fifth on the year at 8,000t.  This meant 
that it accounted for 31% of the monthly 
total.  However, imports from Germany were 
13% lower at 4,400t.  Whereas imports from 
France, Ireland and Spain also advanced, 
deliveries from Holland and Belgium 
contracted by around 30%.      
 
With imports of cured pigmeat from Holland 

rising by nearly one-third year-on-year in February while shipments from Denmark fell by 
nearly 30%, Holland took over as the UK’s principal supplier.  In addition to respective 
shipments of 7,700t and 6,900t arriving from Holland and Denmark, imports from Germany 
were 2.5% lower at 2,450t. 
 
Feed Market 
 
In North East Scotland, ex-farm feed wheat prices traded at £101/t on April 13.  This was 
back to their late March level, after a brief lift at the beginning of April, but remained above 
where they had been through February and into the first half of March.  Feed barley prices 
rose slightly in early April from £93/t to £96/t; their highest since December.   However, 
reflecting strong supplies, both wheat and barley traded 10% below year earlier levels.         
 
The price of soyameal imported from Brazil was relatively stable for most of March, trading 
at £262-£263/t, before dipping to £258/t at the end of the month.  Downwards pressure 
continued to come courtesy of strong expectations for soyabean production in Brazil and 
Argentina.  However, spot prices reported by Farmers Weekly spiked in the first half of April 
as dry weather in Brazil led to a reduction in forecast supplies and Chinese imports were 
reported to have risen by more than a third on the year in March.  Forecasters have revised 
higher their estimates for global demand.  Nevertheless, the world market remains well 
supplied.  Subsequently, spot prices were still 14% lower than in mid-April 2015.   
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News Round up 
 

The Scottish Government’s December survey of main holdings points to a considerable 
expansion in the sow herd in 2015, rising by nearly 12.5% to 37,300 head; a 5-year high.  
Following a third year of growth (and a second year of double-digit growth),  Scotland’s sow 
herd is reportedly close to a third larger than at its December 2012 low of 28,100 head.  In 
addition, the number of gilts expected to be used for breeding in the future was up by a 
quarter at 6,900 head, suggesting further expansion in the herd.  While such expansion may 
seem surprising given the challenging market conditions faced by producers, the rise is likely 
to have been linked to the anticipated increase in slaughter capacity in Scotland with the 
upgrade of Brechin abattoir.  Although the breeding herd has increased, the number of 
fattening pigs on Scottish farms only edged higher in 2015 and still fell short of December 
2012 levels.  This reflects an expansion of the cross-border trade in weaners since the 
slaughtering facilities at Broxburn abattoir closed in October 2012.   Indeed, whereas there 
had been around 10 fattening pigs per sow in the December census between 2006 and 
2012, this decreased to 9 in 2013, 8.5 in 2014 and 7.7 in 2015. 
 
Eurostat data for February shows that pig slaughterings began 2016 above year earlier 
levels in France.  The total number of pigs killed in French abattoirs during the first two 
months of the year increased by 1% to reach 3.973m head.  Though, once carcase weights 
have been factored in, pigmeat production volumes were up by over 2% at 336,000t.  
Indeed, the average carcase weight increased by 1.1kg to 84.6kg.  Of the other seven 
countries to have reported their February slaughterings to Eurostat, numbers were ahead of 
2015 in four (Ireland, Hungary, Romania and Finland) but fell back in three (Belgium, Czech 
Republic and Malta).  In Belgium, slaughterings fell sharply, down 6.5% year-on-year at 
1.84m head.  Though, since carcase weights lifted from 95.6kg to 96.2kg, production fell by 
6% to 177,000t.  Only in Malta and Finland were carcases lighter than in early 2015. 
 
USDA data on live pig movements between the US and Canada indicates that imports to the 
US rose strongly in the opening two months of 2016, up 8.5% year-on-year at 948,100 
head.  This was the largest number of cross-border sales for the period since 2010.  The 
majority of the live pigs brought into the US from Canadian pig farms were weaners 
weighing less than 7kg.   Their numbers rose by 12% to 574,400 head and accounted for 
60.5% of the combined January and February total.  By contrast, numbers leaving US farms 
for other countries in early 2016 declined by 40% on last year to 4,000 head.   Sales to 
Mexican farms were down 73% at 1,350 head, while Canada bought 700 head compared 
with nearly 1,250 a year earlier; a decrease of 45%.  
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The USDA expects pig production in China to contract further in 2016, with slaughterings 
anticipated to fall by 3.5% to 683.5m head.  However, with estimated carcase weights on 
the increase due to lower feed costs, production is expected to fall more slowly, down 2.5% 
to 53.5m tonnes.  The average carcase weight is expected to rise by 0.8kg (1%) to 78.3kg.  
Tight supplies pushed up pig prices in late 2015.  The average price per kilo in December 
was up 21% year-on-year at RMB 16.71 (176p/kg lwt), while weaner prices were up 47% at 
RMB 29.62/kg (311p/kg lwt).  Higher producer prices were passed on at the retail level with 
the average retail price trading at RMB 26.76/kg (£2.80kg) in December; a four-year high 
for the month.  Wholesale price data from China’s Ministry of Agriculture for the thirteenth 
week of 2016 indicates that pork has continued to prove much more expensive than a year 
earlier, up nearly 50%.  However, pork remains competitively priced relative to beef and 
mutton, trading at 55.5% of the mutton price and 48.5% of the beef price in mid-April.  Due 
to tight supplies, China’s imports are forecast by the USDA to increase by more than a 
quarter in 2016 to reach 1.3m tonnes.  They rose by 35% last year. 
 

Iain Macdonald and Stuart Ashworth – April 2016 




	Cattle
	News Round Up

	Sheep
	News Round up

	Pigs
	News Round up


