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Beef Quarterly Q1 2021 

New Drivers in Cattle Innovation 

 

While the world continues to grapple with Covid-19, the vaccine is rolled out, and governments 

carefully balance assistance measures with economic recovery, innovation and technology 

development continues, albeit sometimes underneath the surface. Much of this innovation is 

about meeting longer-term goals for beef supply chains, and we believe two strong drivers are 

currently drawing investors into this space, and we explore these in this feature article.  

Covid-19 

Foodservice operations remain restricted in most parts of the world, and this is unlikely to 

change in 1H 2021. This means beef consumption depends on how successfully the industry 

can market beef for at-home consumption, with China and the US leading this trend. We expect 

foodservice to start recovering in 2H 2021, and the re-opening of these channels could support 

increased consumption, depending on price. 

Brexit 

The EU and UK reached a trade agreement at the end of 2020, allowing free trade between the 

two parties from 2021. In Q1 2021, custom checks and new administrative procedures have 

contributed to friction in trade flows, which will likely persist in the coming months. 

Issues are currently more pronounced concerning trade flows from the UK to the EU as the UK 

will only introduce its customs checks and regulations in 2H 2021. Some uncertainty remains as 

to how exactly the new UK regulations will impact the trade of beef products from the EU.   

Comprehensive and Progressive Trans-Pacific Partnership could expand 

The UK has requested that it be allowed to join the CPTPP. Given US president Biden’s 

longstanding support for trade liberalisation, opportunities may also exist for the US to enter 

the trade agreement.  

Rabobank Seven-Nation Cattle Prices 

Strong demand and limited cattle supplies saw cattle prices rise across most major cattle-

producing countries. Australian and Brazilian prices (in USD) in particular are currently trading 

36% and 23% higher, respectively, than a year ago (see Figure 1). 

 

Figure 1: Rabobank global cattle prices (USD), Jan 2019-Jan 2021 

 

Source: Macrobond, MLA, Agrifax, Rabobank 2021 
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Feature: New Investors and 
Societal Pressure Drive 
Innovation in Global Beef 
Increasing awareness of the need to improve 

environmental and social outcomes, together with a 

growing appetite from investors in animal protein, are 

creating new opportunities and growth in innovation. 

Livestock industries – in particular extensive operations – 

have not always had the same focus from investors that 

some of the other agricultural industries received. 

Perhaps it has been the inability to extract the required 

returns, the extensive nature of operations that make 

technology commercialization more difficult, or the 

longer time frames needed to demonstrate results that 

make beef supply chains less appealing. This seems to be 

changing, and the focus on and opportunities for 

innovation in larger livestock supply chains are growing. 

Furthermore, the innovations themselves are creating new 

opportunities. Measurement and data capture 

technologies and the internet of things create better 

opportunities to analyse and research. We believe that 

research and innovation in the beef industry will continue 

to evolve but we are currently enabled by two main 

catalysts that will stimulate this further. Firstly, new 

investors in the space and secondly, the sustainability 

drive that not only seeks production improvements but 

also creates wider community interest (and thereby in 

itself generates investor interest) in driving improvements.  

Investors and Funds Starting to Flow 

Into Animal Protein Supply Chains 

New investments are starting to flow into animal protein 

supply chains. This includes entrepreneurs and venture 

capital, as well as established companies that are already 

committed to animal protein supply chains (see Figure 2). 

When F&A started attracting the interest of venture 

capital about a decade ago, most investments were 

made in cropping, but the signs of investor interest 

shifting a little toward animal protein supply chains are 

starting to emerge. In addition, within Rabobank’s own 

venture capital activities, both the Rabo F&A Innovation 

Fund and Anterra Capital are seeing increased interest 

and opportunities along animal protein supply chains.  

But it’s not just venture capital seeking out research and 

innovation in livestock. The increasing societal concerns 

surrounding the environment are motivating leading 

companies to invest heavily in research that will help 

produce better environmental outcomes. These social 

and environmental motivators, we feel, will stimulate 

innovation in livestock and provide incentives beyond 

the traditional economic multipliers. 

Research and New Innovations 

While many new innovations exist across the beef 

industry, we have identified a couple here that we believe 

will have large impacts on the industry.   

Maximizing the potential of genetics, genomics and 

breeding. Unlocking advances in genetics and genomics 

has the ability to address many of the problems in the 

industry, from improving eating quality to reducing 

environmental footprints to increasing productivity.  

Improved nutrition and feed additives. A shorter-term 

solution to managing things like enteric methane 

production and increasing productivity.  

Improved monitoring and data analysis. Wearable 

devices are slowly coming of age, with improved sensors, 

functionality, telematics and battery life. Early detection 

of animal health issues, physical monitoring of cattle 

movements, including virtual fencing, monitoring of feed 

and rumination, and in-field and remote weighing, are 

just some of the areas of potential for wearable devices.  

Landscape management. Better integrating livestock 

into the landscape and managing nutrient run-off and 

vegetation removal can lead to environmental benefits 

but also create productivity benefits.   

Bringing Innovation to Market 

There has never been a shortage of new ideas on how to 

boost productivity in beef supply chains, from breeding, 

to nutrition and health, finishing, and to slaughter and 

processing. Proving the commercial value of these ideas 

has been more difficult, especially if there is a lack of 

alignment between the chain actors that carry the costs 

and those that benefit from the realized improvements. 

The focus on sustainability, in particular the setting of 

goals by beef supply chain captains, may start to change 

the alignment between costs and benefits. This is one 

reason more entrepreneurs and investors are focusing on 

improving productivity and sustainability in beef supply. 

Figure 2: Venture capital starting to flow into animal 

protein supply chains 

 

Source: Anterra Capital, Pitchbook, Rabobank, 2021 
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Regional Outlooks 

Australia: Cattle Shortages and Record 

Prices Continue 

Ongoing favorable seasons have supported strong 

domestic producer demand and sustained record cattle 

prices into 2021. The Eastern Young Cattle Indicator 

(EYCI) averaged AUD 8.67/kg in January, 64% higher 

YOY. Heavy steer (300kg-400kg cwt) prices averaged 

AUD 6.47/kg, 19% higher YOY (see Figure 3). Restocking 

and herd rebuilding activities continue to dominate the 

market. We expect this producer demand will remain 

strong through Q1 before easing into Q2.  

Producers’ reluctance to sell cattle, and limited cattle 

supplies, have seen slaughter levels plummet. Cattle 

slaughter for Q4 2021 was down 27% YOY at 1.56m 

head. Improved seasonal conditions and a larger 

proportion of fed cattle in the overall slaughter 

numbers have seen carcass weights lift 7% to 305kg but 

it has not compensated for the reduced slaughter with 

production down 22% at 477,000 metric tons for Q4. 

While carcass weights will remain strong with better 

seasonal conditions, supporting production volumes, 

they will not be enough to offset the reduced slaughter 

numbers. Slaughter numbers are expected to remain 

low at least into 2H 2021, if not into 2022.  

Reflecting the lower levels of production, exports in 

2020 dropped 15% to 1.04m metric tons swt. Volumes 

to all major markets fell. But with trade tensions and 

license suspensions, exports to China experienced one 

of the largest drops, falling 34% YOY. Volumes to the 

US also contracted (down 16%), following smaller cow 

slaughter numbers, while Japan (down 6%) and South 

Korea (down 1%) experienced smaller declines. Live 

cattle export volumes were also down 19% (Indonesia 

down 31%) in 2021. High cattle prices, an appreciating 

Australian dollar, and limited cattle supplies will 

continue to mean lower exports through 2021.  

Brazil: Poor Seasons Delay Supply and 

Cause Cattle Prices To Stay High 

A lack of supply has pushed live cattle prices further into 

record territory after reaching a temporary peak in 

November 2020. Prices in January 2021 (BRL 

289.01/15kg) are 49.7% higher YOY (see Figure 4). The 

normal seasonal increase in cattle supply, which usually 

starts in January, has been delayed due to poor pasture 

conditions caused by delayed and below average rainfall. 

Furthermore, the slaughter planning of the industries, 

which is even shorter than the same period last year, 

means buyers are having to offer better prices in order to 

meet their commitments.  

This price appreciation has been losing strength in recent 

weeks due to weaker domestic demand and lower 

January exports. The second wave of Covid-19 has seen 

higher infection rates than the first wave, and the partial 

closure of the foodservice sector has compounded the 

situation of lower domestic demand. We don’t believe 

significant increases in supply will occur until March and 

April, and, as a result, prices should remain at high levels 

in the short term.  

Exports closed 2020 with a new record (2.01m metric 

tons), an increase of 9% in volume and 12% in value. 

China was the largest importer, representing 43% of total 

exports, followed by Hong Kong and Egypt. January 2020 

has seen a reduction in shipments off the back of large 

shipments at the end of 2020 in preparation for the 

Lunar New Year. However, the drop this year (24.7%) was 

larger than last year (22%), when China was in a more 

severe lockdown. 

Beef production data up to Q3 2020 shows a 5% 

decrease YTD. For the whole year we expect a strong 

drop in production compared to 2019. The rainfall has 

also negatively impacted the grain harvest, and futures 

prices are already higher than 1H 2020. This will reduce 

the attractiveness of feedlots systems, at least in the first 

campaign.  

Figure 3: Australian heavy steer price, 2016-2021  Figure 4: Brazilian beef exports and cattle prices,  

Jan 2019-Jan 2021 

 

 

 

Source: MLA, Rabobank 2021  Source: MDIC, Rabobank 2021 
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Canada: Beef Production Recovering 

Canada’s 2020 federally inspected cattle slaughter fell 

3% YOY to 3.06m head. But an 11lb increase in annual 

average carcass weight, saw federally inspected beef 

production finish 1.7% below 2019. Although Canada’s 

packing sector continues to face isolated challenges 

from Covid-19, 2H 2020 beef production was up 4.3% 

YOY. Annual total Canadian beef exports and imports 

were down 1.9% and up 22.5% YOY, respectively, 

resulting in a 16% fall in net beef exports vs 2019. 

Alberta and Sask. cattle on feed for January 1 was down 

10% YOY, but still up 8.2% against the 2015-2019 

average. Despite the moderation in cattle on feed 

numbers, and packing plants processing at normal 

rates, cattle on feed greater than 150 days was still 

67,000 higher against 2019. Canada’s payment program 

for delayed cattle marketings is still impacting cattle 

flows. 

The Canadian dollar has strengthened to levels not 

seen since 2018. The stronger CAD and ample fed 

supplies in the US have created a unique price 

situation. From January 2015 through November 2020, 

Alberta fed steer prices averaged a USD 3/cwt discount 

compared to the US five-market average. From early 

December through the end of January, Alberta fed 

steers have traded nearly USD 5/cwt premium to the 

US market. These factors also contributed to slaughter 

cattle exports from Canada to the US declining 10% 

YOY in Q4. Annual Canada to US slaughter exports 

totalled +1% YOY. 

The Alberta fed steer price gained CAD 6/cwt in the 

month of January to end at 5% down on 2019 (see 

Figure 5). If Canada can keep fed cattle supplies in 

relative balance with packing capacity, 2021 cattle 

prices should continue to gain on 2019 levels, but there 

has been considerable cattle feeding expansion. Since 

2017, Canadian cattle on feed have averaged 5% higher 

YOY and a new 40,000 head capacity feedyard in 

Alberta is opening in late Q1, early Q2. 

China: Retail Beef Prices Remain Strong 

Beef prices in China continue to rise despite a new 

wave of Covid-19 causing lockdowns and reduced 

foodservice demand. Retail beef prices reached CNY 

88/kg in January, up 7% YOY. Meanwhile, pork prices 

only rose 1.3%, and white broiler fell 8.3% (see Figure 

6). Strong beef prices reflect seasonal demand ahead of 

Lunar New Year but also the low supply, attributed to 

limited local production and delayed circulation of 

imported beef given strict inspection for Covid-19.  

Official statistics show that domestic beef production in 

2020 was slightly up (0.8% YOY) at 6.72m metric tons. 

We expect China’s beef production to remain flat in 

2021, as the cattle herd is believed to have declined.  

On the demand side, foodservice is again being 

impacted by the pandemic. But we believe some of the 

consumption has successfully shifted to in-home 

consumption and this will likely be a structural change, 

even after foodservice recovers. According to the 2021 

Lunar New Year Online Shopping report released by 

Tmall under Alibaba, steak cooker sales in January 2021 

increased by more than 200% YOY. This indicates more 

consumers are trying this Western-style dish at home.  

China’s beef imports reached 2.12m metric tons in 

2020, up 27.7% YOY, despite the disruptions (including 

license suspension on some exporters and strict import 

inspection at ports). Imports from Australia, Uruguay 

and New Zealand have declined, but imports from 

Brazil, Argentina, and the US have increased strongly. 

Brazil has seen its share of China’s total imports surge 

to 40% in 2020, up from 24% in 2019. Thanks to the 

lockdown at borders due to Covid-19, grey channel 

trade in 2020 declined sharply, leaving space for the 

growth of official imports. The US also saw strong 

growth in 2020 (189% YOY growth) making it the sixth-

largest exporter to China. We maintain the view that US 

beef exports to China will continue to grow in 2021, 

due to China’s tight local supply and the 

competitiveness of US beef in China’s premium market.   

Figure 5: Alberta fed steer prices, Jan 2018-Jan 2021  Figure 6: Chinese retail meat prices, Jan 2017-Jan 2021 

 

 

 

 Source: Canfax, Rabobank 2021  Source: Chinese Ministry of Agriculture, CAAA, Rabobank 2021 
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Europe: Decline in Beef Production 

Continues 

We expect EU27+UK beef production to contract by 2% 

in 2021. Reduced cattle inventories in main markets such 

as Ireland, UK, Germany and France will be a lead cause, 

while in Poland, increasing feed costs as a result of dry 

weather conditions are reducing profitability and are 

expected to cause setbacks in production.  

2020 was a challenging year for the beef sector in the 

EU27+UK due to disruptions in both supply and demand 

as the Covid-19 pandemic unfolded. In the period 

January-November 2020, beef production was down 

2.2%. Against this trend, Ireland was up 3% due to higher 

than expected kill of younger animals and increased 

slaughter weights.  

EU27+UK beef exports were up by 4% for the YTD to 

November 2020. EU27 exports to Hong Kong increased 

by 15%, to Ghana by 24% and to Japan and the US by 

over 50%. Exports to the UK dropped 5%, as Covid-19 

disrupted demand. We expect EU27 exports to increase 

in 2021 as global demand recovers from Covid. But UK 

beef exports are expected to contract on tighter supply.  

EU27+UK imports were down by 18%. Contractions in 

foodservice saw a reduction in high-quality beef imports. 

For the EU, we expect imports to be steady in 2021, 

whereas in the UK, declining production and recovery of 

foodservice demand will likely result in growing imports. 

The EU-UK trade agreement allows for the continuation 

of beef trade between the parties without tariffs, 

although non-tariff barriers and higher administrative 

burdens will add friction to trade flows. 

The average beef carcass price in the EU at the end of 

2020 came close to 2019 levels (see Figure 7). Downward 

price pressure is expected in Q1 2021, as foodservice 

remains restricted across Europe. The roll-out of 

vaccination programs against Covid-19 is expected to aid 

a recovery in foodservice in 2H 2021. However, economic 

pressures and the increased availability of pork in 

European markets may negatively impact beef demand 

throughout the year. 

Mexico: Beef Production Increasing   

Beef production in Mexico is expected to have grown in 

2020, with preliminary results showing production up 

2.6% to 2.08m metric tons cwe. This growth comes 

despite exporting 1.44m head (+9.2% YOY) of live cattle 

to the US in 2020. With a growing cattle population, we 

expect similar growth to continue for the next couple of 

years. Drought is the major factor that could slow this 

growth. As with much of the western US, Mexico is 

suffering from La Niña-induced drought conditions. 

Mexican domestic demand has been challenged through 

2020. Annual GDP for 2020 finished down 8.5% YOY, the 

worst decline since 1932. Mexico’s finance ministry is 

targeting 4% GDP growth in 2021. After spending much 

of Q2 and Q3 between MXN 22 and MXN 25/USD, the 

peso strengthened to near MXN 20/USD in Q4 2020. 

Domestic beef demand has faltered under such 

economic challenges, not to mention foodservice 

restrictions. 

International beef trade offered some relief (see Figure 8). 

Mexico’s currency weakness from March stimulated a net 

beef export boom for much of 2020. Year-to-date net 

exports as of November were at 162,000 metric tons 

(+40% YOY). Recent months indicate that a stronger 

peso and stabilized beef supply chains in the US and 

Canada will bring Mexico’s beef trade back to more 

normal levels. 

Domestic cattle prices have largely recovered. December 

#2 feeder cattle averaged 10% higher YOY in December, 

while the hot carcass price was 11% higher YOY. 

December #1 feeder cattle prices were still 17% below 

YOY in MXN terms, which helps explain such large live 

cattle exports to the US. Mexico may have wished they 

had a few of those feeder cattle back. Although, 

negligible in the big picture, it’s worth noting that the US 

exported 20,000 head of slaughter cattle to Mexico in 2H 

2020. That’s the largest figure since 2003, when 13,000 

head of US slaughter cattle were shipped to Mexico. 

Figure 7: Average EU carcass price, Jan 2019-Jan 2021  Figure 8: Mexican net beef exports, Jan 2019-Dec 2020 

 

 

 
Source: European Commission, Rabobank 2021  Source:  TDM, St. Louis FRED, Rabobank 2021 
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New Zealand: Farmgate Prices To Hold  

After falling through Q4 of 2020, cattle prices have seen 

a lift in the new year. The North Island bull price as of 8 

February at NZD 5/kg was equal to its position in 2020 

and 1.3% lower than the five-year average (see Figure 9). 

A very strong US market, despite all the challenges with 

Covid-19 and slower economic conditions, has seen US 

domestic trimmings prices lift through December and 

January and this has flowed through to imported 

trimmings prices. This lift in prices is further supported 

by the much reduced volumes of Australian exports 

following the commencement of their herd rebuilding 

process. US 95cl imported trimmings prices as of 4 

February were USD 2.47/lb – up 3% on 2020, and up 13% 

on the five year average.   

Total beef production for the 2020/21 season continues 

to remain up on 2019/20 levels, driven largely by strong 

volumes in the earlier part of the season. Total beef 

production was up 12.8% as of 16 January. There have 

been strong rises in steer, heifer and bull production, 

increasing 19.6%, 15.9% and 13.3% respectively, while 

cow production remains steady. However, volumes 

through January show the pace easing off a little. 

Export markets continue to perform relatively well.  

Reflecting higher production volumes, exports for 

October to December (95,153 metric tons) were up 6% 

on 2019/20 volumes. Per unit export values are down 

9.5% at NZD 7,700/metric ton but are similar to values in 

2018/19. A stronger NZD is not helping NZ farmer 

returns despite the lift in US imported lean beef prices. 

The average per unit value for exports to the US fell 5% 

to NZD 7,142/metric ton in December. Meanwhile 

volumes and values of beef exports to China increased 

through Q4 of 2020. 

Rabobank expects solid returns from key export markets 

to see farmgate prices generally hold firm next quarter, 

with some potential upward pressure, despite the 

seasonal increase in domestic supplies. However, 

unforeseen climatic and/or Covid-related disruptions, 

resulting in a processing capacity shortage, as occurred 

last year, still represent a material downside pricing risk.  

US: It’s Complicated, With a Lot of 

Contradictions 

The strength in the futures market is sending a strong 

message to producers that the market will be getting 

better and to delay marketings or push cattle forward.  

Fed cattle prices have traded in a narrow price range for 

the year to date (USD 109/CWT to USD 114/CWT) (see 

Figure 10). Meanwhile, live cattle futures have been 

trading USD 6/CWT to USD 12/CWT above the cash 

market. Active fund buying and additional stimulus 

money reaching consumers is fuelling this lift in futures.  

Week day slaughter is near capacity due to a huge front-

end load of market-ready cattle for Q1. Packers are 

meeting weekly requirements by extending Saturday 

slaughter schedules. These heavy supplies of market-

ready cattle and limitations of slaughter capacity mean 

leverage to cattle feeders has been very low. Unhedged 

returns to cattle feeders are currently breakeven to a loss 

of USD 50/head, while estimated packer margins are in a 

range of USD 250 to USD 350/head. It is our opinion that 

cattle feeders’ leverage is at its lowest of this cattle cycle 

and will start to improve early in Q2.  

Carcass weights are increasing counter seasonally. 

Carcass weights normally decline during winter feeding 

conditions. Furthermore the cost of gain has risen to 

nearly USD 1/lb (corn prices are USD 1.50 to USD 

2.00/bushel higher YOY), which would normally 

encourage feeders to sell cattle lighter. The fact carcass 

weights are increasing counter-seasonally strongly, 

suggests supply of market-ready cattle outpaces 

slaughter capacity, and feeders are backing up cattle.   

Year-to-date slaughter rates are running about 2% to 

2.5% above a year ago and weekly beef production rates 

are up 4.5% to 5% above a year ago because of the 

increase in carcass weights. 

Beef demand did show signs of slowing during Q4 but, 

all indications are that demand has returned.  Exports 

remain strong and beef cutout values are as much as 

USD 25/CWT above a year ago in spite of the increased 

production.   

Figure 9: NZ cattle price and export value, 2019-2021  Figure 10: US five market fed steer market, January 2019-

Feb 2021 

 

 

 
Source:  Beef+LambNZ, AgriHQ, Rabobank 2020  Source:    USDA, Rabobank 2021 
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