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About the research 

The Australian Cattle Annual Review includes data and outlooks 
on cattle herd and slaughter levels, beef production in Australia 
and globally, seasonal conditions, prices and demand. Analysis 
is presented on the cattle industry in Australia and in significant 
global markets.

About Ag Answers

Ag Answers is a specialist insights division of Rural Bank. 
Recognising that good information is the key to making good 
business decisions, Ag Answers provides research and analysis 
into commodities, farmland values, farm business performance 
and topical agricultural issues to enable farmers to make 
informed decisions.

About Rural Bank

Rural Bank has been a wholly-owned subsidiary of Bendigo and 
Adelaide Bank Limited since 2010 and is the only Australian-owned 
and operated dedicated agribusiness bank in the country. From 
1 July 2014, Victorian agribusiness lender, Rural Finance joined 
Rural Bank as a division of Bendigo and Adelaide Bank Limited. 
As a specialist rural lender, Rural Finance has been fostering the 
sustainable economic growth of rural and regional Victoria for 
70 years.

Rural Bank is supporting farmers and farming communities by 
providing them with specialist financial tools, industry insights and 
investment into the future of the Australian agribusiness sector.

The future for agriculture is bright

We provide exceptional financial services, knowledge and leadership 
for Australian farmers to grow.



Summary

Cattle markets in Australia have spent the last few months coming 
down from the peaks of 2016, while both herd size and production 
levels begin to recover after a period of trending lower. The current 
combination of a year-on-year decline in prices and increase in 
production hasn’t occurred since 2013.

A dry winter put herd rebuilding activity on pause. The strong 
restocker demand and low slaughter rates that had been driving 
prices upwards eased, leading to a 23% decline in prices between 
June and October. Stronger demand from restockers following 
October rainfall shows the intention for producers to continue 
expanding herds and increasing production to return to levels seen 
before herd and production peaked in 2013/14.

Increased production is expected to lead to a recovery in export 
volumes which have trended lower in the last 18 months, but are 
being faced with increased competition in major markets. Production 
is on track to increase or at least be maintained in nine out of the 
top10 beef producing countries. This coincides with growing import 
demand in China, Japan and South Korea. Production and export 
trends from the US are producing some headwinds for Australian 
beef, with market share in Japan and South Korea returning to 
the US at the expense of Australia. US demand for imported 

manufacturing beef has also declined after being a significant 
market for Australia in 2015.

Lower prices in export markets and from competitors indicates 
further declines in Australian cattle prices are inevitable as 
production increases. In the short term, herd expansion is expected 
to continue if average rainfall is received. The restocker demand and 
stock retention required to increase herds should provide support for 
prices for the remainder of 2017, before declining further in 2018.



Production – Australia

The Australian beef cattle herd increased by an estimated 3.6% in 
2016/17 after three years of decline. Restocking efforts and stock 
retention in late 2016 and early 2017, particularly among northern 
producers, has been the catalyst of the national herd increasing. In 
the 10 years prior to the 2013 peak of 26.5 million head, the national 
herd averaged 24.9 million. The current national herd is still 1.8 million 
head or 7.3% below the pre-peak average.

Beef production for the year to September is just above this time 
in 2016. High numbers of cattle on feed and a greater proportion 
of males in the total slaughter has resulted in a 3.5% increase in 
average carcass weights, offsetting the effect on production of 
slaughter rates sitting 1.8% lower than this time last year. 

Production is higher in the top two producing states of Queensland 
(+2.8%) and New South Wales (+3.1%) but down 5.1% in Victoria.

A dry winter has led to slaughter rates since June sitting higher than 
the corresponding months in 2016, with a clear preference from 
producers to turn-off males in order to retain females to aid future 
herd rebuilding. Year to date slaughter of bulls, bullocks and steers 
is 2.7% above 2016 while cow and heifer slaughter is 6.7% lower. 
This has resulted in females accounting for 45.7% of the year to date 
slaughter, down from 48.1% for this time in 2016, a clear sign of herd 
rebuilding intentions.

Data: Meat and Livestock Australia (MLA)           Data: MLA
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The Australian beef cattle herd increased in 
2016 - 17 after three consecutive years of decline
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Beef production for the year to September is 
higher than 2016 in all states except VIC and WA
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The return of restockers to northern markets after rain in October 
shows the intent of producers to continue herd rebuilding efforts 
when seasonal conditions allow. The beef cattle herd is expected 
to increase for the second consecutive year in 2017/18 but will 
require average to above average rainfall for producers to continue 
restocking activity. Herd growth has averaged 3.1% in years when 
the herd has increased since 2000. Achieving that rate of growth 
would result in the herd returning to the pre-2013 average size 
in 2020. 

October rainfall should improve pasture conditions and allow 
producers to hold more stock. As a result, slaughter rates should 
tighten for the remainder of the year but still result in a year on year 
increase in production. 

Production is expected to increase in 2018 in line with an expanding 
herd and increased average carcass weights. Grain prices are 
expected to remain at historically low levels, further encouraging 
the current high levels of feedlotting cattle and allow feedlots to put 
more weight on cattle, boosting overall production levels.

Outlook



Seasonal conditions

The major cattle regions in Australia experienced below average 
winter rainfall followed by a very dry September in Southern 
Queensland, New South Wales and Northern Victoria. Temperatures 
were also warmer than average during these months, increasing 
evaporation and depleting soil moisture. As a result, pasture 
conditions deteriorated to an extent that restocking was put on hold 
and selling of stock was necessary in some regions. 

Fortunately for graziers, significant rainfall was received in October in 
Northern New South Wales and most of Queensland which should 
encourage pasture growth and return some moisture to soils. Average 
to below average October rainfall was received in other parts of the 
country. Some regions such as East Gippsland remain very dry and 
are still reliant on bought in feed to maintain herd size.

The Bureau of Meteorology’s (BOM) three month rainfall outlook 
is suggesting a 50% chance of exceeding median rainfall across 
most of Australia. Pacific Ocean models are showing a La Nina 
developing, which is usually associated with above average rainfall in 
Eastern Australia. However, widespread heavy rainfall is not expected 
as ocean temperatures closer to the Australian coast are forecast 
to offset the effects of a La Nina. November is forecast to be drier 
than average in Victoria and South Australia, while the chances 
of exceeding median rainfall in Western Australia are even lower. 
Producers will be hoping for at least average rainfall in the months 
ahead with many looking to resume re-stocking after a dry winter.  

5th55% 50%
Mean temperature in  

winter was theOctober rainfall was
Rainfall over the next  
three months has a

warmest on recordabove average for Australia chance of exceeding the median

Recent rainfall deciles – August to October 2017 Rainfall outlook chance of above median – Nov to Jan

Relative root zone soil moisture – October 2017       Vegetation index anomaly – October 2017

Source: Bureau of Meteorology, 2017

Source: Bureau of Meteorology, 2017

Source: Bureau of Meteorology, 2017

Source: Bureau of Meteorology, 2017



Production – world

World beef production has been increasing and is estimated to finish 
2017 1.5% higher than 2016. This is the second year of increased 
production after a 2.9% drop in 2015. Although nine of the top 10 
beef producing countries are maintaining or growing production in 
2017, the United States is the primary source of growth.

Beef production in the US increased by 6.3% in 2016 and is 
estimated to increase a further 5.3% in 2017. Growth in production 
comes from a growing cattle herd which started 2017 1.8% higher 
than 2016. The growth in US production over the last two years is 
equivalent to 61% of Australia’s 2017 production.

Brazilian beef production fell 1.5% in 2016 due to poor seasonal 
conditions but is on track to increase in 2017 as the industry 
benefits from improving efficiency and a continually expanding herd. 
Production efficiency is still very low with a herd more than double the 
US herd only achieving the equivalent of 78% of US production.      

The Chinese cattle herd, whilst still the third largest in the world, 
continues to steadily decline as growing domestic demand 
encourages increased cattle slaughter. Production is expected to 
increase 1% in 2017 but at the expense of a 1.1% reduction in 
herd size. The gap between production and consumption continues 
to widen.

 Data: United States Department of Agriculture (USDA)                Data: USDA e = USDA estimate, f = USDA forecast
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United States beef production estimated to 
increase by 5.3% in 2017 and 2.8% in 2018
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Brazilian beef production estimated to increase 
by 1.8% in 2017 and 2.6% in 2018
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Recent herd expansion is set to result in an extra 1.2 million 
tonnes (1.9%) of beef produced in 2018. This is expected to 
come from the US, Brazil, Argentina and Australia with modest 
increases in the EU, China and India. 

The US beef herd is expected to increase in 2018, returning to 
a similar size to 2009. Although the rate of herd expansion is 
slowing, production is forecast to increase 2.8% in 2018 and 
continue increasing for a few more years. Improving efficiencies 
in the Brazilian cattle industry will continue to lead to increased 

production in the longer term. Growth in production will continue 
to outpace the modest growth in domestic consumption, leading 
to a greater surplus of beef for export and enhancing Brazil’s 
position as the largest exporter of beef in the world.

Chinese production is expected to continue steadily increasing, 
albeit at a slower rate than consumption. Investment in genetics 
and shifting to larger scale operations are the drivers of growing 
production from a declining herd.

Outlook



Demand and trade

Domestic consumption is the largest market for Australian beef, 
equivalent to just under a third of beef production. Beef consumption 
has been relatively stable, which places greater importance on export 
markets as domestic production increases. 

Global beef imports are increasing, especially in Australia’s key 
markets such as China, Japan and South Korea. South America 
and the US are increasing exports while relatively tight production is 
limiting Australia’s export growth.

Japan has been a competitive market in 2017. Australian exports are 
trending 13% higher than 2016 in volume terms, but market share is 
being returned to the US, down to 50% from 55%. Australian frozen 

beef exports to Japan are being assisted by a 22.8% tariff advantage 
over US exports which are subject to a 50% tariff until April 2018.

Chinese beef imports are expected to increase by 14% in 2017, over 
10 times higher than volume imported five years ago. Australian 
export volumes for the year to date are 8% higher than 2016, but 
have been limited by the suspension of seven processors which 
have now been lifted. Brazil and Uruguay are meeting the majority of 
growth in Chinese demand, accounting for 29% and 27% of Chinese 
imports, respectively, compared to Australia’s 19% market share.

US imports have declined from the heights of 2014 and 2015 as 
domestic production has grown to meet demand.

Data: Global Trade Information Service            Data: USDA e = USDA estimate, f = USDA forecast                                
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Beef export volumes from Australia are trending 
higher to Japan and China in 2017
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Import demand is growing in Asian markets 
where demand is outpacing local production
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Australian exports look set to increase in 2018 and in the 
following years as production increases. Import demand from 
Australia’s top four export markets is forecast to increase 5% in 
2018, but competition will continue to be strong. 

Total imports to Japan should build on the strong growth in 2017, 
with a 4.5% increase in 2018. Increased production from both the 
US and Australia will intensify competition even further in Japan.

South Korean beef imports are expected to plateau with only a 
1.8% increase in 2018 as domestic production increases. The US 

holds a slight tariff advantage over Australia and is the preferred 
supplier due to lower prices.

Chinese beef consumption will continue to outpace domestic 
production leading to a forecasted 10.8% increase in imports 
for 2018. Brazil will continue to be a major supplier to China 
and increase export volumes in 2018, as will Argentina. The US 
was granted access to export beef to China after a 14 year ban, 
however only a small amount of beef produced in the US currently 
meets the technical requirements for the Chinese market.

Outlook



Prices

The Eastern Young Cattle Indicator (EYCI) has averaged 607c/
kg cwt so far in 2017, 3.9% lower than 2016 but still 29.4% higher 
than the five-year average. Deteriorating feed conditions from a dry 
winter resulted in both weaker restocker demand and increased 
cattle supply in markets, prompting a steady decline in prices from 
June to October when the EYCI lost 150c/kg (23%). Rain in October, 
particularly in northern regions, has reignited restocker demand and 
reduced supply, prompting a steady climb in prices. 

Price trends in the US provide an interesting comparison for 
Australian cattle prices as the feeder steer index and EYCI have 
historically tracked closely to one another. In 2013, the prices diverged 
as the US price peaked. The EYCI followed suit, peaking two years 

later. Both peaks were double the previous five year average. The US 
price fell through 2015 and 2016 as production increased, bottoming 
out 51% below the peak price. Overall, the last 18 months has seen a 
steadier price, averaging 20% above the pre-peak average.

Lean beef import prices in the US have remained strong on average 
in 2017, up 3.8% in Australian dollar terms. This has been supported 
by strong beef demand and relatively tight supplies of lean beef out of 
Australia and New Zealand. 

Data: MLA                                                                                     Data: MLA
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The short term price outlook will be highly dependent on rainfall 
driving restocker demand. The recent revival in demand after 
October rainfall is likely to provide some support to prices for 
the remainder of 2017, with potential upside if average to above 
average rainfall is received. If average rainfall isn’t received, expect 
to see restockers ease again and potentially higher turn-off 
through summer which will put downwards pressure on prices.

In the longer term, Australian prices remain high compared to 
other beef exporting countries and as such will need to decline 
further once domestic production levels return to average levels 

and the upwards pressure applied by restocker demand eases. 
The US feeder steer price could be a good benchmark for where 
Australian prices might settle. The two year lag seen in the EYCI 
peak also matches the beginning of the EYCI decline and rate of 
decline to date. Given the close historical trend, it can be assumed 
that these two prices will continue to follow a similar pattern and 
come back into alignment. If the EYCI continues to track the US 
price trend with a two year lag, it would bottom out in September 
2018. Settling 20% above the pre-peak average, as per the US 
price, would place the EYCI at 427c/kg cwt. 

Outlook



Cattle prices - state detail

Data: MLA and RBA

STATE
CURRENT 
PRICE 10 

NOVEMBER

NOVEMBER 
2016

5 YEAR 
AVERAGE

80TH 
PERCENTILE

20TH 
PERCENTILE

YOUNG CATTLE INDICATORS (C/KG CWT)

EYCI  578 656 469 614 324

WYCI  554 687 516 631 368

SALEYARD INDICATORS (C/KG LWT)

Trade steer
330-400kg

 
 
 
 

NSW 305 336 265 333 192

QLD 293 340 250 321 178

SA 266 286 251 321 176

TAS 306 328 245 317 180

VIC 300 346 261 331 190

WA 310 334 270 315 218

Medium steer
400-500kg

 
 
 
 

NSW 282 323 243 306 172

QLD 295 298 232 294 164

SA 280 315 260 314 180

TAS 289 300 236 300 175

VIC 283 310 244 310 177

WA 261 305 263 305 216

Medium cow
400-520kg

 
 
 
 

NSW 220 224 180 229 125

QLD 220 233 179 229 123

SA 230 238 172 224 121

TAS 218 220 179 231 127

VIC 214 234 185 233 129

WA 184 218 182 220 135

Heavy steer
500-600kg

 
 
 

NSW 282 309 248 302 182

QLD 290 287 237 294 177

SA 282 320 240 322 176

VIC 282 315 250 309 184

WA 238 277 240 286 209

LIVE EXPORT CATTLE (C/KG LWT)

Light feeder steers NT 330 350 273 340 193

AUSTRALIAN DOLLAR

AUD/USD  0.77 0.76 0.83 0.93 0.75



Export markets - country detail

DESTINATION COUNTRY 2014 2015 2016 YOY % 
CHANGE

2016 % 
SHARE

2016  
JAN-SEP

2017  
JAN-SEP

YOY % 
CHANGE

BEEF EXPORTS (‘000 TONNES SWT)

World 1,314 1,317 1,048 -20.4%  785 775 -1.3%

Japan 286 279 262 -6.0% 25.0% 190 215 13.1%

USA 395 418 240 -42.7% 22.9% 194 178 -8.1%

South Korea 157 182 196 8.0% 18.7% 138 121 -12.7%

China 128 151 98 -34.9% 9.4% 74 80 7.9%

Indonesia 58 40 64 60.3% 6.1% 46 44 -4.7%

BEEF EXPORTS (A$MILLIONS)

World 7,751 9,296 7,401 -20.4%  5,496 5,499 0.1%

Japan 1,646 1,887 1,810 -4.1% 24.5% 1,297 1,481 14.2%

USA 2,428 3,076 1,727 -43.9% 23.3% 1,398 1,294 -7.4%

South Korea 942 1,244 1,359 9.3% 18.4% 955 809 -15.3%

China 655 1,006 670 -33.3% 9.1% 490 578 18.0%

Indonesia 280 244 347 42.2% 4.7% 251 214 -14.9%

Data: GTIS      *swt = shipped weight

Data: GTIS

DESTINATION COUNTRY 2014 2015 2016 YOY % 
CHANGE

2016 % 
SHARE

2016  
JAN-SEP

2017  
JAN-SEP

YOY % 
CHANGE

LIVE CATTLE EXPORTS (‘000 HEAD)

World 1,292 1,332 1,135 -14.8%  847 636 -24.9%

Indonesia 728 618 607 -1.9% 53.4% 435 399 -8.3%

Vietnam 182 358 194 -45.7% 17.1% 157 129 -17.9%

China 117 89 93 4.2% 8.2% 77 45 -41.4%

LIVE CATTLE EXPORTS (A$MILLIONS)

World 1,229 1,468 1,441 -1.9%  1,063 835 -21.4%

Indonesia 560 549 692 26.2% 48.1% 476 467 -2.0%

Vietnam 183 411 288 -29.9% 20.0% 231 189 -17.9%

China 244 192 163 -14.8% 11.3% 134 85 -36.5%

Primary sources:
Bureau of Meteorology, 2017, Australian rainfall decile map, accessed November 2017.
Bureau of Meteorology, 2017, Australian rainfall outlook map, accessed November 2017.
Bureau of Meteorology, 2017, Australian relative soil moisture map, accessed November 2017.
Bureau of Meteorology, 2017, Australian NDVI standardised anomaly map, accessed November 2017.
Global Trade Information Service, 2017, Global Trade Atlas, accessed November 2017.
Meat and Livestock Australia, 2017, Statistics Database, accessed November 2017.
United States Department of Agriculture, 2017, Livestock and Poultry: World Markets and Trade, accessed October 2017.
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