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MARKET REPORT January 2016 
 
Cattle  
 
Prices and Supplies 

 
With processors heading into the festive 
period well-stocked given their expectations 
for demand, prime cattle prices fell sharply 
through December.  The declines have since 
continued into the first half of January, 
indicating that the market remains well-
supplied relative to demand.  The 
deadweight average price for steers at 
Scottish abattoirs fell by 7p on the month to 
347.5p/kg in the week ending January 16.  
This followed a 12p decline between mid-

November and mid-December.  With the market holding firm over the same period of 
2014/15, the year-on-year price differential widened from a deficit of 5.5% in mid-December 
to 8% in mid-January.   
 

Since the return of normal trading after the 
festive period, prime cattle prices have fallen 
back at Scottish auctions.  Having pushed up 
to a 4-week high of £2 a kilo lwt in the week 
ending January 6, consecutive weekly price 
declines saw the average prime cattle price 
slip to a 19-month low of 187p/kg lwt in the 
week ending January 20.  The second of 
these declines came despite a decrease in 
numbers, thereby suggesting weak demand.     
 

Store cattle prices have begun 2016 well above the levels of late 2015.  However, this 
seasonal bounce has not been sufficient to return them to year earlier levels.  In the first 
two weeks of 2016, prices for steers aged between 6 and 12 months averaged 13% lower 
than last year at £806/head, while there was an 11% decline for steers between 12 and 18 
months of age, which slipped to £965/head. Whereas 7% more 6-12 month old steers were 
traded, 11% fewer 12-18 month steers were sold than in the same period last year. 
 
Having trailed year earlier levels for 4 months, the UK prime cattle kill returned to year-on-
year expansion in December 2015, rising by more than 6.5% to 148,300 head.  In part this 
increase reflects calendar effects.  Indeed, with December being a 4-week statistical month, 
the final day of the statistical month was Christmas Day.  With Christmas falling on a Friday 
in 2015, this meant that the statistical month had an extra day of slaughtering than a year 
earlier when there had been public holidays on both the Thursday and Friday.  Having 19 
days of slaughtering in December 2015, compared with 18 day a year earlier added more 
than 5% to potential throughput, indicating that numbers may have actually been only 
slightly higher than last year.  Reflecting this additional day of slaughtering, the average 
weekly kill fell by 8% from November, compared with a 14.5% decline between the two 
months in 2014.  At a regional level, throughput rose by 6% year-on-year in England and 
Wales (E&W), 7.5% in Scotland, and by 8% in Northern Ireland (NI).   
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Breaking down the December prime cattle kill at UK abattoirs into categories shows year-on-
year increases of 9.5% for steers, 1.5% for heifers and 13.5% for young bulls.       
 
The average prime cattle carcase weight at UK abattoirs closed 2015 by reaching a new 
record high of 360kg.  This was up 7kg on the month and by 15kg on the year.  At 4.5%, 
this was the largest year-on-year rate of increase since October 2007.  This sharp rise came 
despite the average young bull carcase weighing 2% lighter than a year earlier, at 318.5kg, 
as steer weights increased by 5% to average 383kg and heifers were up by nearly 4.5% at 
339kg; both new records.  With carcase weights averaging 4.5% higher and slaughterings 
up 6.5%, the total volume of prime beef produced by UK abattoirs exceeded its year earlier 
level by 11.5% in December. 
 
During 2015, UK abattoir slaughterings of prime cattle totalled 1.923m head.  This was 2% 
below the 2014 total of 1.960m head.  A 2% higher steer kill was more than offset by 
declines of 2% and 16%, respectively, in slaughterings of heifers and young bulls.  The 
average prime cattle carcase weight rose by 2% to 355.7kg, meaning that the total volume 
of prime beef output at UK abattoirs rose fractionally in 2015. 
 

At Scottish abattoirs, prime cattle throughput 
was 7.5% above its year earlier level in 
December at 31,250 head. This was the first 
time that slaughterings had exceeded year 
earlier levels since January 2015’s marginal 
increase.  It was also a three-year high for 
the month; though it should be noted that an 
additional day of slaughtering will have had 
an impact.  The weekly average kill fell 
seasonally, from 8,050 head in November to 
7,800 head in December.  However, this was 

a 3% month-on-month decrease, compared with a 10% fall a year earlier.  Steers proved in 
relatively better supply than heifers, with the former rising by 8.5% year-on-year while the 
latter grew at a slower rate of 2.5%.  Young bull slaughterings rose 37% above their 
December 2014 level.     
 
Prime cattle carcase weights at Scottish abattoirs averaged 2% higher than a year earlier in 
December at 364.4kg.  The average steer carcase was 1.5% heavier at 385.3kg; the 
average heifer up 2.5% at 341.6kg; and the average young bull carcase 1% heavier at 
342.7kg.  Heavier carcase weights resulted in the 7% year-on-year rise in slaughterings 
converting into a 9.5% increase in prime beef output.  
 
In 2015 as a whole, Scottish abattoirs slaughtered 397,650 prime cattle.  This was down 3% 

on the previous year’s total.  However, with 
carcase weights averaging 2% higher, the 
decline in prime beef output was limited to 
1%. 
 
Cull cow prices at reporting Scottish abattoirs 
edged higher over the festive period as 
supplies tightened, before giving up these 
gains in the first half of January.  
Consequently, most grades traded at similar 
levels to a month earlier in the week ending 
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January 16.  However, the overall average price firmed on the month, indicating a lift in 
carcase quality.  Nevertheless, prices have opened 2016 at a significant discount to last year 
with the O+3 grade trading down by 13.5% at 228p/kg dwt.  At Scottish auctions, the 
average cull cow price has firmed seasonally since reaching its 2015 low in the first week of 
December.  Although it dipped back slightly in the week ending January 20 to £1/kg lwt, it 
was up by 6% on the week ending December 23.  Nevertheless, compared to a year earlier, 
it was down by 12.5%, despite similar numbers being marketed, pointing to weak demand. 
 
The mature cattle kill finished 2015 by exceeding its year earlier level for the sixth 
consecutive month.  An 8% year-on-year increase took numbers to 51,000 head.  The 
weekly average kill fell seasonally, slipping back 17% from November to 12,700 head.  
However, this was a 21-year high for the month. 
 
During 2015, UK abattoirs slaughtered 617,700 mature cattle.  This was a 3.5% increase 
over the 2014 total and a three-year high. 
 
At Scottish abattoirs, mature cattle throughput also showed a significant year-on-year 
increase in December, up 37% at 5,050 head.  This was its highest December level for three 
years. 
 
Although the annual mature cattle kill in Scotland rose by more than 6% over the 2014 
total, at 61,500 head, numbers still fell short of their 2013 level. 
 
At 69,700t, the volume of beef produced by UK abattoirs during December 2015 was 11% 
higher than in December 2014.   
 
During 2015, UK abattoir beef production amounted to 883,200t.  This exceeded the 2014 
total of 877,300t by 0.7% and was the highest since 2012.  The increase came despite the 
total cattle kill declining by 1% to 2.64m head as prime cattle carcase weights rose 2%.  In 
Scotland, beef production was down by less than 0.5% at 169,200t.  
 
Kantar Worldpanel data on household consumption volumes in GB indicate that beef sales 
decreased by nearly 2.5% year-on-year in the 12 week period to January 3.  Sales 
contracted throughout, falling by 1.5% in the first and last of the three 4-week periods and 
by 4% during the middle 4-weeks.  Sales fell back despite the average retail price edging 
down by 0.5% year-on-year, indicating weak demand and increased competition from other 
proteins.  In particular, beef may have been affected by strong gains made by fish.  Though 
1% more households bought beef than 12 months before, on average, they each purchased 
3% less.  The data for cuts of beef shows that sales volumes for each the main categories 
all decreased relative to a year earlier in the 12 weeks to January 3.  The declines were led 
by stewing beef, down 6.5%, while there was a 3% fall in sales of roasts, and sales volumes 
for steak and mince fell 1.5% short of their year earlier level.  By contrast, burger sales are 
reported to have risen by around 3%.  In terms of average prices, roasts and mince were 
fractionally cheaper than a year earlier, and stewing beef was down by around 1.5% in 
price.  By contrast, steaks were dearer by just over 1.5%.   
 
During 2015, Kantar Worldpanel data indicates that although more GB households bought 
beef than in 2014, and bought it more frequently, on aggregate they bought slightly less of 
it as a small increase in sales of roasting joints and a 3% rise in the volume of steaks sold 
were more than offset by weakness in demand for stewing beef and mince.  The overall 
average price was marginally higher, driven by steaks and stewing beef. 
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In euro terms, Irish abattoirs paid an 
average of €3.82/kg dwt (282p/kg) for an 
R3 grading steer during the first week of 
2016.  This was up marginally on the month 
and was at the top end of the €3.78-3.82/kg 
range that prices have traded in since the 
beginning of October.  However, due to a 
weakening of sterling in recent weeks, the 
Irish price has risen more significantly in 
sterling terms from 269p/kg to 282p/kg 
since early December.  Compared to the 

opening week of 2015, Irish prices were 2% lower in euros and down by 7.5% when quoted 
in sterling.  With prices in the UK falling back in late 2015 and early 2016, the differential 
between UK and Irish prices has narrowed.  Indeed, having been 28% cheaper than the UK 
average and 36% below the Scottish average in the first week of December, these gaps had 
fallen to 18% and 24%, respectively, by the first week of January.    
 
Most countries on the continent favour young bull production over steers.  At the beginning 
of 2016, the EU average price for an R3 grade young bull was up 1% from early December 
at €3.83/kg dwt (283p/kg).  Though slightly below the recent high reached in the Christmas 
week, it was still one of the highest averages since March 2015.  Most countries saw prices 
rise between early December and early January; Ireland and the UK were the main 
exceptions with euro terms prices falling by 2.5%.  By contrast, there were increases of 3% 
in both Germany and Sweden, and a 6% gain for Italian producers.  Prices edged higher in 
France, Holland, Spain and Poland.    
   
In the week ending January 10, the EU average for an R3 grading young bull was 1.5% 
higher year-on-year.  Sweden continued to report the strongest annual gain, of 18.5%.  
Elsewhere, there were annual increases of 4% in Germany and Poland, and prices were up 
by around 2% in Holland and Spain.  By contrast, French and Italian prices were 1% lower, 
and there were declines of 4% in euro terms across the British Isles.   
 
Having fallen in November, there was a slight recovery in the EU average price for an O3 
grade cull cow in the month to January 10.  Prices edged up by 1% to €2.71/kg dwt 
(200p/kg).  The main driver of the overall increase was a 6% gain for German producers.  
Elsewhere, the gains were more in line with the average, rising 1-2% in Holland, Ireland, 
Spain and Sweden.  By contrast, the declines in euro terms prices continued in France (-
0.5%), Poland (-1%), Italy (-3.5%) and the UK (-4.5%).  
 
The 1% monthly increase in the EU average cow price kept it running 1% ahead of year 
earlier levels.  Annual gains in euro prices of around one-fifth in Sweden, 6% in Germany, 
4% in Holland and 2% in Poland, more than offset declines in France (-1%), Italy (-3%), 
Ireland (-4.5%) and the UK (-6.5%). 
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HMRC figures show that UK beef exports continued to trail year earlier levels in November 
2015. At 9,100t, volumes were 4.5% behind the same month of 2014.  This was similar to 
the previous month’s annual decline, but significantly smaller than the 12% decline reported 
for the first eleven months of 2015.    
 
The strength of sterling against the euro continued to act as a significant headwind to 
exports in November, resulting in lower margins for exporters operating in price sensitive 
markets.  The UK’s largest customer, Ireland, bought 13% less beef than a year earlier with 
deliveries falling to 2,900t.  There was an even larger 18% decline in shipments to Holland, 
the second largest buyer of beef from the UK; though volumes were at their highest of the 
year-to-date, at just over 2,000t. France and Spain also showed year-on-year declines, but 
there were higher sales to Belgium, Denmark, Germany, Sweden and Poland. 
   

In contrast to trade with EU Member States, 
UK exports to third countries were higher in 
November 2015 than they had been a year 
earlier, rising 4% to nearly 900t.  This was 
despite deliveries to Hong Kong remaining 
considerably behind year earlier levels.  
 
On the import side, data for November 
indicates that deliveries contracted sharply 
for a second month.  At 18,500t, beef import 
volumes were down by a fifth on a year 

earlier, following October’s 18% decline.  They were also at their lowest in nine years for the 
month of November.  There were significant declines for imports of both fresh and frozen 
beef; the former down 21% at 13,300t and the latter by 16% to 5,250t.          
 

Regional price comparison  
w/e 09/01/15 Steer R3 

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

Cow O3 
(p/kg dwt) 

Scotland 364.9 363.8 217.8 
E & W North  346.9 345.3 213.8 
E & W Central 342.9 343.1 227.2 
E & W South  339.8 339.6 209.0 
NI 311.7 315.5 228.5 
RoI 283.8 296.4 224.5 
France  272.8 293.5 220.3 
Germany  290.8 272.0 204.7 
Holland  n/a n/a 186.6 
Spain  n/a 280.8 166.5 
Poland  n/a 224.0 177.5 
Italy  n/a 299.4 175.8 
Sweden  327.4 331.5 294.2 
EU28  303.9 288.1 200.5 

USA (17/1/16) 323.6 (steer) 325.1 (heifer) 215.5 
(Cutter – 90% lean & >225kg) 

Australia 
(14/1/16) 289.5 (EYCI) n/a 213.5 (medium cow) 
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In addition to a well-supplied UK market, tight cattle supplies in Ireland will have contributed 
to the year-on-year decline in imports during November.  Deliveries from Ireland were a fifth 
lower at 12,300t.  However, their share in UK imports held at two-thirds.  Imports of fresh 
beef from Ireland were 20.5% lower at 9,500t while frozen imports were 18% lower at 
2,750t.  Moving on to the other European suppliers, Holland, France, Belgium, Italy and 

Denmark also delivered less, but shipments 
from Spain and Poland picked up. 
 
November was the fifth successive month 
that the UK imported less beef from outside 
the EU than in the same month of 2014.  
Shipments were down by nearly a third at 
1,900t.  Higher imports from South America 
were more than offset by a contraction in 
trade with Namibia, Botswana, Australia and 
New Zealand. 

   
News Round Up 
 
Following the tight supplies of August through to November, Ireland’s export abattoirs 
handled slightly more prime cattle than a year earlier in the final month of 2015.  Slaughter 
numbers were up 1% at 108,100 head for the five weeks.  However, in the year as a whole, 
throughput was down by nearly 2.5% on 2014 at 1.219m head; a decrease of 30,300 head.  
Moving into the opening week of 2016, slaughterings exceeded year earlier levels by around 
5.5% at 26,000 head. 
 
With prime cattle supplies falling short of year earlier levels in Ireland during 2015, the 
country’s live cattle exports fell back.  The number of finished cattle sold to external buyers 
was down by 18% at 49,000 head, including a halving of sales to GB to 5,400 head.  
Meanwhile, the total number of calves exported live decreased by 15% to 85,450 head. Very 
few of these animals were delivered to farms in GB.  
 
Ukraine has removed its barriers to beef imports from the EU which had been brought in 
due to the risk of BSE.  The change in policy followed the signing of a trade deal between 
the EU and Ukraine in 2014, and with this deal coming into operation at the beginning of 
2016, Ukrainian authorities have cleared the way for shipments to resume by accepting the 
EU’s BSE control system.   At the beginning of 2015, France, Denmark and Poland had been 
granted access to the Ukrainian market for boneless beef, but the recent change widens 
access to all Member States for both boneless and bone-in product.  Shipments will resume 
once health certificates have been drawn up. 
 
According to Brazil’s Beef Exporters’ association (ABIEC), the country’s overseas sales were 
down by 4% year-on-year in December 2015 at 103,950t.  In addition, exports of processed 
beef fell by 10% and sales of casings and salted beef were down by more than 40%.  
However, offal trade expanded, up 22%.  Though sales revenues from exports of fresh beef 
fell by 15% in US dollars, the lower value of Brazil’s currency meant that in local currency, 
export revenues rose by 24%.  During the year as a whole, fresh beef exports decreased by 
12% on 2014 to 1.078m tonnes.  While there were also declines for casings and salted beef, 
slightly greater volumes of processed beef and offals were exported.  In terms of fresh beef 
exports, the largest market, Hong Kong took 34% less Brazilian beef than in 2014 with the 
third and fourth largest markets, Russia and Venezuela, also buying significantly less.  By 
contrast, trade with Egypt, China and Iran grew strongly.   
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Sheep 
 
Prices and Supplies 

 
Lamb prices at reporting GB abattoirs have 
firmed steadily since the beginning of 
November, rising in ten out of the eleven 
weeks to January 16.  These increases have 
taken the average SQQ1 lamb price from 
333p/kg dwt in late October/early November 
to 389p/kg in mid-January; its highest level 
since Highland Show week in June.  As prices 
had been more stable in late 2014/early 
2015, the year-on-year differential has 
narrowed from 13% in mid-December to 9% 
in the second week of 2016.       
 
In the first two weeks of 2016, carcase 
quality at GB price reporting abattoirs was 
fractionally higher than in early 2015.  
Indeed, 58.0% of hoggs graded at R3L or 
better, compared with 57.8% last year.            
 
At Scottish auctions, the seasonal gains of 
lamb prices in November and December have 
been maintained into the New Year. The 
average price for an SQQ hogg in the week 
ending January 20 was nearly 177p/kg lwt; 
the highest prime sheep average since mid-
June.  It seems likely that prices have firmed 
due to increased retail demand, tighter 
supplies and the recent weakening of sterling 
against the euro.  Nevertheless, the market 
still cleared 8% below year earlier levels.     
 
In the final quarter of 2015, the year-on-year 
decline in deadweight lamb prices was 
running at a similar rate to the decline in the 
value of the euro against sterling.  This 
resulted in GB lamb prices trading at a 
similar level in euro terms to the previous 
year.  However, since the beginning of 
December, the value of sterling has fallen 
sharply, due to weak economic data pointing 
to a delay in a UK interest rate increase, plus 
the uncertainty entailed by the likelihood 
that the EU referendum is to take place this 
summer.  As a consequence, GB prices will 
have become more competitive on the 

continent and the export trade is likely to have become more profitable.  

                                                 
1 SQQ (Standard Quality Quotation) are lambs weighing 12-21.5kg dwt and 25.5-45.5kg lwt 
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Following year-on-year declines during October and November, the total number of prime 
lambs sold at GB auction markets edged fractionally higher on the year in December.  
Numbers totalled 492,000 compared with 491,000 a year earlier.  However, as has been the 
case throughout the 2015/16 season, the number of lambs qualifying for the SQQ fell short 
of 2014 levels, down 6%, whereas sales of heavy lambs rose by a fifth.  Moving into 
January, auction numbers have returned to their previous trend of year-on-year decline. 
 
Though GB auction numbers were little different to a year earlier in the final month of 2015, 
slaughter data shows that UK abattoirs handled 4% fewer lambs.  Throughput totalled 
1.067m head; a three-year low for the month.  Whereas slaughterings declined by nearly 
4.5% in E&W and by 6.5% in Scotland, they were up by nearly a quarter on the year in NI.  
Between June and the year-end, UK abattoirs handled 8.241m prime sheep, up 0.2% from 
8.225m a year earlier.  With 16,000 more prime sheep slaughtered, but the UK June census 
indicating that the lamb crop was smaller by 408,000 head, it suggests that fewer hoggs will 
have been carried into 2016 than were carried into 2015. 
 
In 2015, the total prime sheep kill at UK abattoirs rose by almost 2.5% to reach a six-year 
high of 13.1m head.   
  
Lamb carcase weights fell back seasonally in December at UK abattoirs, but at 18.9kg, they 
averaged 0.1kg above their year earlier level; an increase of around 0.5%.   This was the 
third consecutive month to show a year-on-year increase. 
 
With ten of the twelve months showing increased carcase weights relative to a year before, 
the average prime sheep carcase weight at UK abattoirs rose to 19.6kg in 2015.  This was 
an annual increase of 0.2kg, or nearly 1.5%.  It was also the highest on record.   
  

December was the third consecutive month 
where the lamb kill at Scottish abattoirs 
trailed its year earlier level.  Slaughterings 
fell by 6.5% to 102,700 head.  This was the 
smallest December total since 2006 and was 
a continuing reflection of tight supplies and 
weak export demand.  The weekly average 
kill fell seasonally to a five-month low of 
25,700 head.   
 
Significantly lower throughput in the final 

quarter of 2015 at Scottish abattoirs resulted in annual prime sheep slaughterings falling 1% 
short of their 2014 total, slipping to 1.325m head.  This was the lowest kill since 2003. 
 
At Scottish abattoirs, the average prime sheep carcase weighed its lightest of the year in 
December at 20.1kg.  Compared to 12 months before, this was down by 0.1kg, or 0.4%. 
 
In 2015, the annual average carcase weight for prime sheep at Scottish abattoirs increased 
by 0.3kg (1.5%) to 20.4kg.  This turned an annual decline in slaughterings of 1% into a 
small increase in prime sheepmeat output, which reached 27,100t. 
 
Cull ewe prices have been relatively steady, trading in a range between £57.50 and £60.50 
per head for five consecutive weeks.  Prior to that, prices had been averaging around £51-
53/head, with the mid-December lift following a seasonal drop in numbers.  However, with 
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numbers exceeding year earlier levels by around one-third during the five weeks to January 
20, prices have remained around a quarter lower than last year. 
 
The slaughtering of ewes and rams at UK abattoirs fell by 5% relative to 2014 in December 
with numbers totalling 118,600 head.  This was the smallest December kill since 1985.     
 
UK sheepmeat production volumes fell by 3.5% year-on-year in the final month of 2015 to 
23,400t.  Lamb production was 3% lower, with mutton production down by 6%.   
 
During 2015 as a whole, the UK produced 300,200t of sheepmeat.  This was a 1% increase 
over the 2014 total and was the first time that production exceeded the 300,000t mark since 
2009.  In Scotland, sheepmeat production fell by 1% to 27,600t. 
 
According to data from Kantar Worldpanel, rising demand from GB households for lamb 
during the autumn continued into the festive period.  Indeed, the volume of lamb retailed is 
estimated to have risen by 6% year-on-year in the 12 weeks to January 3, despite a slightly 
higher average price.  This was driven by more people buying lamb, and the average buyer 
purchasing it more often and in greater quantities.  However, volume growth did slow to 
1.5% during the final four weeks of the period as prices firmed.  Prior to a 3% year-on-year 
price rise in December, lamb had been averaging 1-2% cheaper since August.  The only 
category to show a decline in volumes relative to late 2014 was shoulder roasts, falling 
4.5%.  Meanwhile, there were respective increases of 3%, 9% and 7.5% for chops/steaks, 
leg roasts, and lamb mince.  Mince was the only cut to be priced cheaper year-on-year. 
 
During 2015, Kantar Worldpanel estimates that 1% more GB households bought lamb than 
in 2014.  However, despite the average price falling by 1.5%, the total volume retailed was 
fractionally lower.   
 

In the first week of 2016, the average EU 
heavy lamb2 sold for €5.03/kg dwt (372p/kg 
dwt).  This was a 1.5% increase from the 
beginning of December, with prices showing 
some seasonal strength.  The EU average 
was driven higher by increases of 3-4% in 
Germany, France and Ireland and an 11% 
increase in Sweden.  In euro terms, UK 
prices edged higher. By contrast, the market 
cooled slightly in Spain while Romanian 
lambs sold for 8% less than a month earlier.   

 
Despite lifting through December and into January, the EU average for heavy lambs 
remained lower than a year earlier, trading down by 4%.  However, there was a wide range 
in price movements with euro terms prices falling in line with the EU average in GB, and 
falling by 1% in the Irish Republic, 3% in France, 7% in Northern Ireland and by 14% in 
both Romania and Spain.  On the other hand, the market cleared 6% higher than 12 months 
before in Holland, was 8% higher in Germany and was up 19% in Sweden.   
 
In contrast to the monthly lift in heavy lamb prices, the EU average price for light lambs3 fell 
1.5% on the month to trade at €6.08/kg dwt (449p/kg) in the opening week of 2016.  Light 

                                                 
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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lambs were slightly cheaper in early January than in early December across most countries; 
though Spain was an exception with the market rising 1.5%. Although there was a brief lift 
in prices around the festive period, when demand tends to peak in Southern Europe, prices 
failed rise back to the levels they had traded at in September and October.        
 
Since the light lamb trade had picked up around New Year in 2015, the lack of a significant 
bounce this year resulted in prices trading 8% lower on the year in the week ending January 
10.  The declines were led by Spain and Portugal, down 14%, while Hungarian light lambs 
sold for 6% cheaper and the Greek market was down by 1.5%.  Italy was the exception 
with prices up 3%. 
 

Provisional trade figures for November 
showed that UK sheepmeat exports fell 
sharply when compared to the same month 
of 2014.  Volumes were 40% lower at 
6,050t; a thirteen-year low for the month.  
Export volumes were equivalent to a quarter 
of monthly UK sheepmeat production.  This 
compares with 39% 12 months before.    
  
With sterling averaging around 12% stronger 
than a year earlier during November, it was 

difficult for UK sheepmeat exporters to compete on price in EU markets.  Export volumes to 
the EU consequently fell by 40% from a year earlier, slipping to 5,850t.  Driving the overall 
decline was a halving of sales to the key French market; volumes fell to 3,100t.  There was 
also a significant contraction in trade with the important markets of Belgium and Germany (-
16%) and Ireland and Italy (-25% and -27%). In terms of the smaller markets, sales to 
Spain, Portugal and Sweden decreased, but more sheepmeat was delivered to customers in 
Austria and Denmark.   
     
Having run higher than a year earlier in October, in November UK sheepmeat exports to 
non-EU nations returned to the sharp declines that had been seen between September 2014 
and September 2015.  Volumes were half of their year earlier levels at just under 200t.  

Though shipments to Switzerland and Ghana 
exceeded November 2014 levels, these 
increases were more than offset by the 
continuing decline in demand from Hong 
Kong.   
 
The UK imported 7% less sheepmeat during 
November 2014 than 12 months before with 
volumes slipping to a four-year low for the 
month of 5,700t.  This saw imports return to 
their previous downwards trend, having run 
higher during September and October.      

 
Imports fell back as less sheepmeat arrived from New Zealand (NZ) than a year earlier in 
November.  Indeed, volumes contracted by 10.5% year-on-year to 3,350t and accounted for 
59% of total shipments, compared with 62% in November 2014.  Having run nearly 20% 
below 2014 levels in September and October, the average value per tonne of imports from 
NZ was down by just 0.5% year-on-year in November at £4,650/t.  Whereas imports from 
NZ declined, more sheepmeat was delivered to the UK from Australia during November 2015 
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than a year earlier.  Volumes rose by 28.5% to 1,400t and accounted for a quarter of total 
imports, but the average value continued to run behind 2014 levels, down 13% at £4,000/t.  
Deliveries from the third largest supplier, Ireland, fell by nearly a quarter to 450t and 
imports from Spain halved to 80t.  Imports from Iceland fell marginally to just under 140t. 
 
News Round up 
 
LMCNI figures show a significant change in lamb carcase conformation at abattoirs in NI 
during the final quarter of 2015 (Q4).  During Q4 2014, 68% of the lambs had graded R for 
conformation with a further 30% achieving a U grade.  Moving forward a year and this had 
changed to 61% achieving an R and 37% grading at U.  There was no change in the 
proportion grading at E and O with both holding at 1%.  In addition to changing 
conformation, there was a significant change in levels of fat cover with a shift towards 
leaner carcases.  Indeed, whereas just 10% of lambs had been given a score of 2 for fat 
cover in Q4 2014, this more than doubled to 21% in Q4 2015.  Meanwhile, the proportion of 
lambs with a 3 for fat score fell by 11 percentage points to 67% and the proportion of lambs 
scoring 4L remained at 11%.  1% of lambs graded at 4H; unchanged on the year.  
 
Data from the French Agriculture Ministry shows that France imported 117,700 live sheep 
during the three months to October.  Compared with a year earlier, this was up by 4,500 
head (4%) and was 2% above the 2011-15 average for these months.  During the autumn, 
France has historically been a net importer of live sheep and 2015 was no exception with 
81,800 more sheep arriving between August and October than were sold to other countries.  
This was up slightly on the previous year and was 5% above the 5-year average.  France’s 
live sheep exports also increased, rising 12% on a year earlier to reach a three-year high of 
35,900 head for August to October.  The split by country shows that live sheep sales to the 
main destinations of Spain and Italy rose strongly.  Indeed, exports to Spain were 86.5% 
higher at 4,600 head, while trade with Italy grew by 31% to 28,200 head.   
 
During November 2015, NZ abattoirs slaughtered 1.626m lambs.  This compares with 
1.309m in the same month of 2014; an increase of 24%.  With the NZ lamb crop estimated 
to have contracted by as much as 8%, the kill rose strongly in the second month of the 
2015/16 season due to dry conditions which limited grass supplies, leading producers to sell 
their lambs to abattoirs at a younger age.  Despite the combination of selling younger lambs 
and tight feed conditions, the average carcase weight was only 0.1kg lower on the year at 
17.9kg.  With carcase weights only marginally lower, prime sheepmeat production rose 23% 
above its year earlier volume to nearly 29,100t.  This was an increase of around 5,450t. 
 
In the final quarter of 2015 (Q4), Australia’s lamb exports were down by 2% on a year 
earlier at 62,300t.  This was a slightly faster pace of decline than that seen in annual 
exports, which were 1% lower at 233,400t.  Though overall trade contracted at the end of 
2015, sales to the largest market, the US, rose 16% to 14,600t.  This meant that the US 
accounted for 23% of Australian exports, up from 20% a year earlier.  Sales to the UAE, 
Qatar and Papua New Guinea also firmed, rising by 13%, 18% and 84%, respectively, to 
5,350t, 3,100t and 5,200t.  However, these gains were offset by a contraction in sales to 
China (-8% to 8,250t), Jordan (-14% to 4,200t), Bahrain (-91% to 200t), Hong Kong (-89% 
to 400t), the UK (-20% to 2,200t) and Japan (-31% to 1,700t).  With such a significant 
number of markets contracting, Australian exporters managed to expand their presence in 
less traditional markets, with sales to ‘other’ countries up 7% year-on-year at 17,000t.  
While most markets showed the same evolution in the final quarter as they did in the 
calendar year, Jordan was an exception, rising 2.5% during 2015 as a whole.   
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Pigs 
 
Prices and Supplies 
 

Pig producer prices have opened 2016 with 
the declines of late 2015 accelerating. After 
declining by 2.5p/kg dwt in the four weeks to 
December 26, the GB SPP then fell by nearly 
6p over the next three weeks, slipping to 
117.7p/kg dwt in the week ending 16 
January.  Prices tend to fall back seasonally 
in the New Year as demand eases back while 
carcase weights pick up as pigs tend to be 
slaughtered at an older age than usual due 
to the backlogs left by the short kill weeks 
over Christmas and New Year.   Indeed, the 
average carcase weight in the SPP sample 
increased from 81kg in the week ending 
December 26 to 83kg the following week and 
then to more than 84kg in the first half of 
January.  As a consequence, the average 
price per carcase fell by only £1 (1%) in the 
three weeks to January 16, to just over £99, 
while the price per kilo declined by 6p (5%).  
Compared to mid-January 2015, the SPP was 
down by 16.5% on a per kilo basis and by 
15.5% for the average carcase. 

 
Weaner prices have continued to follow 
finished pig prices lower into the New Year.  
This is a reflection of strong productivity 
gains underpinning weaner supplies, plus a 
weakening outlook for finished prices in the 
spring.  The average price for a 7kg weaner 
slipped from around £31 per head in 
December to £30 in the second week of 
January, while prices for 30kg store pigs 
declined from around £40 per head in 
December to £38 in mid-January. Compared 

to a year earlier, 7kg stores were around 11% cheaper, with 30kg stores down by 18%.  
Relative to the price of the average SPP carcase, 7kg weaners have remained close to the 
30% level that they have generally been at since March 2015, but 30kg stores have fallen 
from around 40% of the SPP carcase price down to 38%. 
 
Slaughter data for December showed that the prime pig kill at UK abattoirs continued to 
grow from a year earlier.  Indeed, throughput was nearly 3% above its year earlier level at 
820,600 head.  This was the 20th consecutive month to show an annual increase and was a 
15-year high for December.  Weekly average slaughterings fell seasonally to 205,200 head.     
Looking at the UK regions, slaughterings rose across the board, up 1% in E&W, 7% in 
Scotland and 12% in NI.  
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As UK prime pig throughput exceeded its year earlier level throughout 2015, the calendar-
year kill rose by 3.5% to 10.6m head.  This was the sixth successive annual increase and 
meant that numbers reached their highest level since 2000.   
 
Carcase weight data for December showed that the average prime pig yielded 80.9kg 
deadweight.  This was up by 0.4% from a year earlier when it had averaged 80.6kg and put 
an end to four months of year-on-year declines.  However, the average carcase weight did 
fall back from the previous month as pigs were slaughtered early ahead of the festive 
period.  
 
The average prime pig carcase weight at UK abattoirs during 2015 was slightly higher than 
in 2014 at 81.3kg.  An increase of 0.5% took the average above 81kg for the first time. 

 
23,700 prime pigs were slaughtered in 
Scottish abattoirs during December; a year-
on-year increase of 7%.  On a weekly 
average basis, numbers edged above 
November’s 5,890 head to 5,920 head, 
contrasting with their historic trend of 
slipping back in the final month of the year.  
As a consequence, the weekly average kill 
reached a four-year high for December.  
 
Scottish abattoirs slaughtered 301,350 prime 

pigs during 2015.  This was a year-on-year increase of 2% and took throughput above the 
300,000 head mark for the first time since 2012.      
 
Pigmeat production at UK abattoirs continued to show year-on-year growth in the final 
month of 2015, rising 3% to 68,900t.  Incidentally, the last time a decrease was reported 
was back in August 2013.   A 3% increase in prime pigmeat output was supplemented by a 
4% increase in sow meat production.   
 
During 2015, UK pigmeat production rose by 4% to a 15-year high of 898,300t.  This meant 
that pigmeat production exceeded beef production for the first time since 2003.  In 
Scotland, abattoir production is estimated to have risen by 2% to 24,700t. 
  
The difficulty in the pig market in 2015 was amplified by a considerable weakness in 
demand at a time that production was on the increase.  The final twelve weeks of the year 
were no exception with pork sales volumes declining by 5.5% year-on-year according to 
Kantar Worldpanel.  Furthermore, the volume of bacon and sausages retailed is also 
estimated to have fallen sharply, down by 4.5% and 7%, respectively.  Lower pork sales 
came despite the average retail price decreasing by 4%.  In general, households buying 
pork purchased the same volume as a year earlier, but fewer households bought it.     
Kantar figures point to a strong increase in the volume of chicken sold in late 2015 and this 
competition may have diverted consumers away from pigmeat.  Looking at sales by cut, 
chops/steaks fell by 2%, shoulder roasts by 5.5% and leg roasts by more than a quarter.  
However, loin roasts were much more popular with sales up 11%. 
 
In 2015 as a whole, pork sales volumes are estimated by Kantar Worldpanel to have 
contracted by 5.5%, despite the average retail price falling by 5%.   
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Having fallen considerably during November, 
the EU average price for Grade E pigs 
stabilised at €1.26/kg dwt (93p/kg dwt) 
through December and into the New Year.  
However, currency movements mean that 
when converted into sterling, prices have 
risen from 89.5p/kg in the first week of 
November to 93p/kg in the week ending 
January 10.  Over the month, most of the 
main pig producing nations saw either small 
gains or declines of 1-2% in euro terms; 

though there was a stronger 4% rise in Holland.  By contrast, euro terms UK prices 
decreased by 9%.  Consequently the gap between the UK and EU average narrowed from 
38% in early December to 26% as 2016 began.  The differential had opened 2015 at 36%.   

 
In early 2016, the average grade E pig price 
in the EU trailed its year earlier average by 
3.5%.  Declines of 4-6% were common with 
this being the case in Belgium, Denmark, 
France and Poland.  In Spain and the UK, 
the declines were more significant at 7.5% 
and 10.5%, respectively.  By contrast, prices 
were slightly higher than their 2015 opening 
level in Germany and Holland. 
 
November was only the third time in the first 
eleven months of 2015 that the UK exported 
a greater volume of pigmeat than in the 
same month of 2014.  Shipments increased 
at an annual rate of 16% to reach 18,100t.  
Nevertheless, this still fell short of the 
November 2013 volume.  Compared to 
November 2014, shipments of both pork and 
bacon & ham increased; the former rising by 
16% to 17,000t and the latter by 9% to 
1,100t.         
 
Breaking UK pork shipments down by 

destination shows that, of the main markets, Holland was the only one to buy less than 12 
months before; deliveries fell 3.5% to 1,600t.  By contrast, there were small increases in 
trade with Denmark (+5% to 1,950t) and Germany (+3% to 2,700t).  Meanwhile, shipments 
to Ireland were up by more than a third at 2,650t and deliveries to China & Hong Kong 
increased by 39% and reached a 14-month high of 4,450t.  
 
The total volume of pigmeat imported by the UK during November rose by 1% year-on-year 
to 53,900t.  This overall increase is likely to have been influenced by the wide availability of 
pigmeat in the EU at highly competitve prices.  Breaking imports down into pork and cured 
product shows that whereas the former increased by 3.5% to 32,800t, the latter fell 3% to 
21,100t.  As a consequence, pork accounted for 61% of the total, up from with 59% in 
November 2014. 
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Pork imports from Belgium and Ireland declined by 15% and 26%, respectively.  However, 
these declines were more than offset by increased trade with Denmark (+3.5%), France 
(+2.5%), Germany (+5%), Holland (+18%) and Spain (+20%).  Denmark remained the 
largest supplier of pork to the UK with shipments reaching a seasonal peak of 10,600t.  
Germany was second on 5,800t and Holland third with 5,400t.  Deliveries from Belgium, 
France, Ireland and Spain were between 2,000t and 2,600t.    
 
Bacon & ham imports to the UK fell back as increases in imports from Germany (+4% to 
3,900t) and Holland (+20% to 7,700t) did not offset an 18% contraction in trade with 
Denmark, which slipped to 8,500t.  
  
Feed Market 
 
In North East Scotland, feed wheat prices have steadied since the turn of the year, trading 
at £101/t on January 20.  This was similar to where they had begun December, but lower 
than they had been as Christmas approached.  Feed barley has also been relatively stable, 
selling at around £95/t; in line with its average for the final quarter of 2015.  This stability 
reflects that there has been no information pointing to a change in the current imbalance 
between supply and demand in the global grain market.  Reflecting the well-supplied 
market, prices remained around 20% lower than last year.        
 
By contrast, soyameal prices have reacted to a change in market information, rising due to 
some downwards revisions to expected production in Brazil, plus a strengthening of import 
expectations for China. Furthermore, with imports priced in dollars, a weakening of sterling 
will have pushed up prices.  As a consequence, Brazilian soyameal was priced at a two-
month high of £266/t in the week ending January 16; up 3% on the month.  Nevertheless, it 
remained more than a fifth behind its mid-January 2015 level. 
 
News Round up 
 

According to Eurostat figures, EU pork exports to third countries rose by 8.5% year-on-year 
in the first ten months of 2015 to reach 1.401m tonnes.  This growth in trade was more 
than sufficient to reverse the previous year’s decline, which was caused by the suspension 
of pigmeat exports to Russia.  Indeed, relative to the January to October 2013 volume, 
exports were 5% higher in 2015.  With pigmeat prices falling across the EU in 2015, the 
average value of exports to non-EU countries decreased, down 3% on the year at €2,300/t 
(£1,750/t).  Nevertheless, this meant that total revenues from pork exports were still 5.5% 
higher at €3.209bn (£2.45bn). 
 
Like for pork sales outside of the EU, the volume of pork traded on the internal EU market 
increased during the first ten months of 2015, rising 3.5% to 4.801m tonnes.  However, 
with strong supplies placing pressure on pigmeat values, the average export price declined 
by 9.5% in euro terms to €1,880/t (£1,450/t).  As a consequence, total revenues from pork 
sales between Member States fell by 6.5% to €9.025bn (£6.85bn).  
 
In Denmark, census data for the final quarter of 2015 showed that the sow herd had 
contracted by 0.5% on a year earlier with numbers slipping to 1.023m head.  This is the 
continuation of a trend of slowly declining sow numbers since 2012.  In addition to a slightly 
smaller sow herd, the number of piglets on Danish farms was 0.5% lower than a year earlier 
in Q4 2015.  However, at 2.589m head, there were still 1.5% more piglets than two years 
before.  Moving on to weaner pigs weighing less than 50kg, they were up 2.5% year-on-
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year at 5.871m head.  This may reflect higher productivity through the summer of 2015.  
Slaughter pig numbers were down 3% on Q4 2014 at 3.134m head, but remained higher 
than in Q4 2013.  Numbers across all the slaughter pig categories will have seen downwards 
pressure in 2015 due to a significant rise in live exports.  Indeed, the number of pigs 
exported live rose by 836,700 (8%) to 10.97m head during the first eleven months of 2015. 
 
USDA figures for December 1 2015 show a continued growth in the US pig population.  
Compared to a year earlier, there were an additional 63,000 breeding pigs on US farms, 
taking the total to 6.002m head.  This was the third consecutive quarterly report to show a 
1% year-on-year increase in breeding pig numbers.  Similarly, there was a 1% increase in 
slaughter pig numbers in December, with the population rising by 459,000 to 62.297m head.  
However, within the slaughter pig category, there was a significant difference in population 
growth across the different weight groupings.  Indeed, numbers contracted slightly in the 
under 22.5kg and 22.5-54kg groups, to 19.508m head and 17.282m head, respectively.  
Nevertheless, the population continued to rise on a year earlier in the 54-81kg and over 
81kg groups, showing respective gains of 2% to 13.21m head and 5% to 12.296m head. 
The declines in younger pigs came despite a 3% year-on-year increase in sow productivity 
in the June to November 2015 period, as 3% fewer sows were farrowed.  Given that the 
sow herd was larger than 12 months before, this suggests that with strong supplies placing 
significant downwards pressure on producer prices, farmers attempted to cut production.  In 
the December 2015 to February 2016 period, the USDA is expecting sow farrowings to be 
2% lower year-on-year, before showing signs of stabilising between March and May.     
 

Iain Macdonald and Stuart Ashworth – January 2016 
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