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Cattle  
 
Prices and Supplies 
 

Having fallen consistently for more than four 
months, prime cattle prices began to stabilise 
in April before picking up during May.  The 
average price for an R4L steer at price 
reporting Scottish abattoirs fell by 11p/kg 
dwt during March, and a further 2p in April.  
This left it at 327p/kg dwt; its lowest level 
since August 2011.  However, by the week 
ending May 21, prices had firmed to nearly 
337p/kg dwt.  This was 1.5% lower than in 
the same week last year, having been down 

by 8% at the end of March and by 6% as April drew to a close.  Rising prices have 
materialised despite price reporting abattoirs handling increased volumes of prime cattle.  
This culminated in the third week of May seeing numbers reach a 17-month high.  A warm, 
dry spell of weather has stimulated demand and industry sources suggest that processors 
have been running down stocks as a consequence.  Reporting abattoirs have been handling 
more prime cattle than a year ago throughout most of 2016 to date.  The four weeks to May 
21 were no exception; numbers were up by just over 2%. 
 
At Scottish auctions, the prime cattle average has followed a relatively flat trend since mid-
January, trading in the mid-to-high 180s in most weeks.  However, there has been some 

general movement in recent weeks, edging 
lower through April before gaining some 
ground in May.  At 188.5p/kg lwt in the week 
ending May 25, the prime cattle average was 
2p lower on the week, but 4-6p higher than 
in mid-April. The general increase in May 
came despite rising marketings, suggesting 
firm demand.  Compared to May 2015, prices 
have been trading 1-2% lower. 
 
Store cattle prices have followed a traditional 
seasonal pattern in 2016; though recent 
movements have been less pronounced than 
in 2015.  Prices for 6-12 month old steers 
averaged £819 per head in the three weeks 
to May 21, down from £865 per head a 
month earlier.  Meanwhile, 12-18 month old 
steers were £7 a head cheaper on the month 
at £915.  This meant that both categories 
trailed year earlier levels by 3-4%, compared 
with year-on-year declines of 7-8% in April.   

The number of store steers and heifers sold in the 6-12 month age group during the six 
weeks to May 21 fell by 3.5% and 10.5% year-on-year, respectively, whereas there were 
significant increases of nearly 14% and 20% in the 12-18 month category.  
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As of February, Defra have changed their method of reporting slaughter statistics from a 
statistical month (four or five weeks) to a calendar month.  This makes it difficult to 
compare UK slaughterings against a year earlier. This is further complicated by Scottish 
slaughter statistics continuing to follow the old reporting method.  Therefore, numbers need 
to be looked at on a regional basis.  In England & Wales (E&W), 107,600 prime cattle were 
slaughtered during April.  Adjusted for working days, this was around 3% higher than a year 
earlier.   In Northern Ireland (NI), they totalled 27,100 head during April and were around 
0.5% higher than a year before, adjusted for working days.  Meanwhile, in Scotland, 
slaughterings in the five weeks to April 30 were up 1.5% on the same period of 2015 at 
38,750 head.   
 
Breaking down the Scottish kill by category shows that abattoirs proved well supplied with 
male prime cattle during April as steer numbers rose by 3% and young bulls by 14%.  By 
contrast, the heifer kill fell by just over 2%.  This led to steers accounting for 56% of the 
prime kill, heifers 37.7% and young bulls 6.3%.   A year earlier these proportions had been 

55.3%, 39.1% and 5.6%.     
 
On average, carcase weights rose seasonally 
between March and April at Scottish 
abattoirs.  The average prime cattle carcase 
weight picked up from 375.8kg in March to 
378.3kg in April.  This was 0.9kg (0.3%) 
heavier than a year earlier.  However, for the 
first time since October 2013, the average 
steer carcase was lighter than 12 months 
before, slipping by 2.2kg (0.5%) to 397.9kg.  
Heifer and young bull carcases weighed 

heavier, on average, than twelve months before, with the former up 3kg (1%) at 351.7kg 
and the latter up 9.7kg (3%) at 357kg. 
 
Combining the rise in slaughterings with a higher average carcase weight points to a 2% 
increase in prime beef production volumes on a year earlier in the five weeks to April 30.   
 
The average price of a steer carcase at Scottish abattoirs during the five weeks to April 30 
was £1,293.  This was down 6% on the year from £1,376. 
 

Prices paid by reporting Scottish abattoirs for 
cull cows have been on the increase in 
recent weeks.  With supplies falling back 
seasonally and firm demand for cows given 
the current exchange rate against the euro 
and the beginning of the barbecue season, 
the average price of an O+3 grade cow has 
risen from 239p/kg dwt in the opening week 
of April to 253.5p/kg in the third week of 
May.  Although prices continue to run lower 
than 2015 levels, the gap has narrowed from 

12% in early April to 6.5% in the week ending May 21.  Meanwhile, at Scottish auctions, 
cow prices have shown similar movement, rising steadily from mid-April onwards.  Having 
averaged 108p/kg lwt in the week ending April 20, five weeks later the average had reached 
120.5p/kg.  However, this still fell 3% short of late May 2015 levels.  Marketings have risen 
through May without dampening prices. 
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The average weekly abattoir throughput of cull cows in Scotland fell back seasonally on the 
month in April, slipping to 1,100 head from closer to 1,300 head in March.  Nevertheless, 
slaughterings ran nearly a fifth higher than a year earlier for a second month in April.  This 
was the highest April level since the slaughtering of cows for the food chain resumed in 
2006.  Working day adjusted Defra slaughter statistics for E&W and NI suggest that cow 
culling was up 20% and 30%, respectively, year-on-year in April.    
 
During the 12 weeks to April 24, GB households are estimated by Kantar Worldpanel to have 
purchased 1% more beef than in the same period of last year.  This growth appears to have 
been stimulated by a 2% fall in the average retail price.  This attracted 0.5% more buyers 
than a year earlier, who each purchased a slightly higher volume.  Looking at the different 
cuts shows that whereas the volume of roasts fell by 6% and steak sales fell by 1.5% year-
on-year, stewing beef sales rose by 9% and there was a 3% increase in the volume of 
mince sold.  Sales of stewing beef and mince were underpinned by lower average prices 
whereas steak prices continued to rise on average.  However, the volume of roasts sold fell 
back despite a 4.5% reduction in the average retail price.     
 

Having held steady in euro terms at around 
€3.80/kg dwt between October 2015 and 
the end of March 2016, the average price 
for an R3 grade steer in Ireland has since 
risen.   Eight consecutive weekly gains have 
seen the average reach €3.95/kg dwt 
(307p/kg) in the week ending May 22.     
However, in sterling terms, the average 
price has lacked direction over this period, 
fluctuating between 303.5p/kg and 
309p/kg.  Though, with sterling currently 

trading weaker against the euro than a year ago, the average Irish R3 grade steer price in 
sterling is 5.5% higher year-on-year compared with a 2.5% decline in euro terms.  The 
recent lift in UK prices saw the differential between the UK and Irish averages widen from 
2% in the opening week of May to 5% in the third week of the month.  A year ago, the gap 
had been 14%.  Meanwhile the gap between Scottish and Irish prices has widened from 6% 
in early May to 8%, but remains well below its year earlier level of 17%. 
 
Most countries on the continent favour young bull production over steers.  When compared 
against the week ending April 24, the average R3 grade young bull price in the EU was 2% 
lower in the week ending May 22 at €3.59/kg dwt (279p/kg).  The declines were led by 
Holland, with prices down by more than 13%.  Meanwhile, the Italian and German averages 
fell by 5-6% on the month.  There were also declines of 2% in France and Spain.  By 
contrast, prices firmed by 1% in Poland and by 2.5% in Sweden and Ireland.  The UK 
average showed one of the most significant monthly increases, up 4.5% in euro terms. 
 
In the third week of May, the EU average for an R3 grade young bull trailed the same week 
of 2015 by 3.5%.  The largest annual decline was in Holland, at 19%.  Despite the recent lift 
in the UK average, it continued to trail year earlier levels by 8%.  There were slightly slower 
7% rates of decline in Poland and Germany, while the market cleared around 3% lower in 
Ireland and France.    Few countries reported a higher price this year.  In Italy, prices were 
only marginally higher and there was a 1.5% increase in Spain.  However, Swedish prices 
exceeded 2015 levels by 13%. 
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The EU average price for O3 grade cull cows fell slightly in the month to May 22, down 
0.7% at €2.72/kg dwt (211.5p/kg).  A number of countries reported monthly declines of 2-
3%, including Germany, Sweden, Spain, Italy and Holland.   Meanwhile, Polish prices edged 
lower.  By contrast, the market edged higher in France and rose by 1.5% in Ireland and by 
5.5% in euro terms in the UK.   
 
The small monthly decrease left the EU average for O3 grade cows 11% behind its year 
earlier level in the week ending May 22.  The most significant declines, in Germany and 
Holland, approached one fifth.  Meanwhile, the UK average fell by 15% in euro terms and 
there were falls of 10-11% in Poland and Italy.   O3 cows were also valued significantly 
lower in France and Ireland, down 6.5% and 8%, respectively.  Meanwhile, Spanish prices 
cooled by 2% on the year, but the Swedish market ran considerably higher, up 10.5%. 
 

   
A strong start to the year for UK beef export 
volumes continued into March with 
shipments a fifth higher at 9,900t, according 
to HMRC data.  During the first quarter of 
the year (Q1), exports were up by 18.5% at 
28,200t; a three-year high.  This meant that 
exports accounted for approximately 12.5% 
of UK beef production during Q1, up from 
10.5% a year earlier. 
 
Supported by a weaker sterling against the 
euro, UK beef exports to the EU were up by 

14% year-on-year in March at 8,800t.  Although deliveries to the main export market of 
Ireland fell back by 1% to 3,100t, this was more than offset by a 30% increase in exports to 
Holland, the second largest market.  Elsewhere, export performance varied.  Belgium, Italy 
and Spain were weak, but significant gains were made in France, Germany, Denmark, 
Sweden and Poland.  During Q1 2016, exports to the EU were up by 16% at 25,700t. 

Regional price comparison  
w/e 22/05/16 Steer R3 

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

Cow O3 
(p/kg dwt) 

Scotland 331.9 335.4 240.7 
E & W North  321.0 321.7 227.9 
E & W Central 322.7 324.0 228.5 
E & W South  320.0 324.0 225.6 
NI 317.0 316.5 237.2 
RoI 306.7 316.1 246.9 
France  275.0 298.3 238.5 
Germany  n/a 267.3 202.5 
Holland  n/a n/a 195.7 
Spain  n/a 289.8 170.4 
Poland  n/a 225.9 191.5 
Italy  n/a 300.3 199.2 
Sweden  380.8 391.6 331.1 
EU28  308.6 293.8 211.6 

USA  307.6 (steer) 307.9 (heifer) 228.9 (29/5/16) 
(Cutter – 90% lean & >225kg) 

Australia (26/5/16) 278.8 (EYCI) n/a 217.0 (medium cow) 
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In addition to growing sales into the EU, UK beef exporters have seen a surge in exports to 
third countries in early 2016.  March shipments were more than double year earlier levels at 
over 1,050t; 11% of total beef exports.  This growth came despite declines in Hong Kong 
(down 14% at 290t) and Switzerland (down one-third at 55t).  However, exports to Ghana 
and French Polynesia totalled 75t and 60t, respectively, compared with zero in March 2015.  
During Q1, exports to non-EU markets rose by 50% to 2,500t. 

 
UK beef imports fell by 5% year-on-year in 
March to 20,600t. Although imports of frozen 
beef picked up by 9.5% to reach 5,450t, this 
was more than offset by a 9% decrease in 
the volume of fresh beef arriving in the UK, 
which slipped to a three-year low for the 
month of 15,100t.  During Q1, total beef 
imports to the UK fell by 3% to 57,300t with 
a 14.5% rise in frozen product (15,550t) 
more than offset by an 8% decline in imports 
of fresh beef (41,750t).   

 
Beef imports from the EU were 2.5% lower than 12 months before in March at 19,000t.  
Ireland, the largest supplier, delivered 3% less beef than a year earlier; volumes fell to 
14,400t.  Like overall supplies, this was down to a decline in fresh imports more than 
offsetting increased frozen imports.  Ireland accounted for 70% of the monthly total, up 
from 69% in March 2015.  Imports from Spain and Belgium also fell, but Germany, Holland, 
Italy, Poland and Denmark all shipped more to the UK than a year earlier.  During Q1 as a 
whole, imports from the EU were down by 3% at 52,500t. 
 
For the eighth time in nine months, the UK imported less beef from non-EU countries than a 
year earlier.  At 1,550t, monthly volumes were down by 18%.  Brazil and Australia delivered 
more beef, but these increases were more than offset by sharp declines from New Zealand, 
Uruguay, Botswana and Namibia.  Q1 shipments were 6% lower at almost 4,850t. 
 
News Round Up 
 
The latest Bord Bia figures on the Irish prime cattle kill show that supplies have tightened 
significantly since mid-March.  During the nine weeks to May 14, export abattoirs 
slaughtered 201,700 prime cattle compared with 206,400 head during the same 
corresponding period of 2015; a decline of nearly 2.5%.  Prior to this, throughput had run 
7% higher than last year in the opening ten weeks of the year.  In the four weeks to May 
14, numbers were down by almost 4.5% year-on-year at 86,100 head. 
 
Bord Bia data on the Irish live export trade shows a sharp decline in 2016-to-date compared 
to last year.  Indeed in the total number of cattle shipped live to other countries fell by 
nearly 27% year-on-year to 78,350 head in the first nineteen weeks of the year.  This is the 
second year of declines with numbers falling by 21% during the same period last year.  
There has been a faster decline in exports of finished cattle than for calves with the former 
down 48% at 10,700 head and the latter by 18.5% to 59,100 head.  Looking more closely at 
the figures shows a sharp fall in the live trade between the Irish Republic and GB with only 
700 finished cattle being sold to GB buyers in the first 19 weeks of 2016, down from over 
2,550 head in the same period last year.  Over this period, total sales of live cattle from the 
Republic to GB fell by 72% from last year to 1,100 head. 
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Italy has become the seventh EU Member State to receive approval to export beef into 
Japan.  Japan initially banned beef from all EU Member States in 2001 due to the risk of 
BSE, but individual countries have been receiving re-approval since 2013.  The previous six 
were France, Ireland, Holland, Poland, Denmark and Sweden.  In the year prior to the ban, 
Italy did not deliver any beef to Japan. 
 
Australian cattle supplies have tightened sharply in 2016 as the cattle herd is going through 
a rebuilding process.  During Q1 2016, abattoirs slaughtered 1.824m adult cattle compared 
with 2.263m head a year earlier.  This works out at a year-on-year decline of 19.5%.  
However, this was partly mitigated in terms of production volumes (which fell by16.5% to 
527,700t) due to a rise in the average carcase weight from 280kg to 289kg; an increase of 
nearly 3.5%.  As well as an overall tightening, the rebuilding process led to a more 
pronounced decline in the female cattle kill.  The number of cows and heifers slaughtered 
fell by more than a quarter, to 832,450 head, whereas the decline in the male cattle kill was 
a slower 13.5%, with numbers slipping to 991,800 head.  This meant that females 
accounted for 46.5% of the adult cattle kill in Q1 2016, compared with 49.5% in the same 
period last year.  With fewer calves on the ground, veal production also fell back sharply, 
down 42% at 4,900t.  As a consequence, total beef production in Australia was down by 
17% year-on-year during Q1 at 532,700t. 
 
Export statistics from ABIEC – the Brazilian beef processors organisation – report a 19% 
year-on-year increase in the country’s exports of fresh beef during the first third of 2016.  
Volumes reached 374,800t over the four month period compared with 315,400t a year 
earlier.  This growth was supported by a currency depreciation which allowed Brazil’s 
exporters to increase their competitiveness in the global market by cutting their prices in US 
dollars by an average of 9.5% to $3,850/t (£2,650/t), but still return a higher price per 
tonne in local currency.  Indeed, the average price in reals was nearly BRL14,700/t, up 19% 
on the BRL12,300 achieved a year earlier.  As a consequence, sales revenues in local 
currency rose by 41.5% year-on-year, compared with an 8% increase in US dollar terms.  
Fresh beef exports accounted for 78% of total export volumes of beef and beef products.  A 
further 13.5% of volumes were offals; though they only accounted for less than 9.5% of 
export values.  Meanwhile, processed beef products accounted for 7% of volumes and 13% 
of values, reflecting their higher value status.  The remaining 1% of exports were casings 
and salted beef.  Moving back to fresh beef, five of the six largest customers bought 
increased amounts of Brazilian beef during the first third of 2016.  Shipments to Hong Kong 
rose by 6% to 72,400t (19.5% of the total); to Egypt, they rose by 41% to 70,300t (19%); 
to Iran, they rose 6% to 27,900t (7.5%); to Chile, they were up 42% at 22,250 (6%); and 
to China, where shipments only began last summer, they reached 51,200t and a 13.5% 
share.  It should also be noted that the average value of the beef shipped to China was 
above average at $4,175/t (£2,900/t).  However, exports to Russia declined by 28% to 
41,350t and an 11% share, compared with 18% in the first third of 2015. 
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Sheep 
 
Prices and Supplies 

 
The average SQQ1 prime sheep price at GB 
abattoirs has opened the 2016/17 season 
ahead of year earlier levels, trading 5-8% 
higher during the first three weeks of May.  
Prices averaged 451p/kg dwt in the first 
week of May before advancing to 462.5p/kg 
in the second week of the month despite 
numbers picking up.  However, a further 
increase in marketings placed some 
downwards pressure on the market in the 
week ending May 21 and the average price 
slipped back to 443.5p/kg.        
 
Having finished the 2015/16 season ahead of 
year earlier levels, carcase quality has 
deteriorated relative to 12 months before at 
the beginning of 2016/17.  In the three 
weeks to May 21, approximately 74.5% of 
lambs graded at R3L or better, down from 
nearly 78% in the same period of 2015.             
 
With marketings running behind May 2015 
levels at Scottish auctions, new season lamb 
prices have been trading around 5% higher 
year-on-year during the early part of the 
2016/17 season.  In the first half of May, the 
market for SQQ lambs cleared around the 
215p/kg lwt mark before dipping back to 
average just under £2 a kilo in the following 
two weeks as numbers of new season lambs 
began to build.     
 
In addition to tight supplies, it seems likely 
that the exchange rate with the euro has 
been underpinning the market in May.  
Sterling has been trading around 7-8% lower 
against the euro than 12 months ago, 
meaning that exporters can lower their euro 
price by a similar proportion relative to last 
year, without having to accept a lower 
selling price in sterling.  This increased price 
competitiveness is likely to have stimulated 
overseas demand for UK sheepmeat. 
 
 

                                                 
1 SQQ (Standard Quality Quotation) are lambs weighing 12-21.5kg dwt and 25.5-45.5kg lwt 
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Data from GB auction markets shows that there has been a slower start to the 2016/17 
season with numbers sold in the four weeks to May 25 down by 14% year-on-year at 
128,500 head.   There have also been fewer hoggs on the market with numbers sliding by 
more than 8% to 231,500 head.  The number of prime sheep weighing over 45.5kg fell 
more significantly than the number of in-spec prime sheep, sliding by 16.5% to 100,800 
head, compared with a decline of 7.5% to 259,250 head for those within the Standard 
Quality Quotation (SQQ) weight range. 

 
Slaughter statistics for April show that 
Scottish abattoirs continued to kill 
considerably fewer prime sheep than a year 
earlier. During the five weeks to April 30, 
throughput fell by 14% to 111,600 head.  
This was an average weekly kill of 22,300 
head compared with just over 26,000 in April 
2015.   
 
In addition to a lower kill, the average prime 
sheep carcase weight at Scottish abattoirs 

remained significantly lighter than a year earlier in April.  At an average of 20.3kg, prime 
sheep carcases were around 0.35kg lighter than a year earlier; a decrease of just over 
1.5%.   As a consequence, the 14% annual decline in slaughterings turned into a near-16% 
decrease in prime sheepmeat production. 
 
Adjusting Defra slaughter statistics for E&W and NI for working days indicates that the 
prime sheep kill was also down by around 13-14% on a year earlier during April.   
 
Cull ewe slaughterings at abattoirs in E&W were around 2% higher than 12 months before 
in April, after adjusting for working days. 
  
There has been some seasonal volatility in the average cull ewe price at Scottish auctions 
with prices firming strongly in April before sliding back at the end of the month, then rising 
and falling again during May.  In the week ending May 25, the average cull ewe price fell to 
£62 a head; a 15-week low.  Two weeks earlier, it had averaged over £72.50 a head, but it 
had been as low as £64 a head in the final week of April.  Between the weeks ending April 2 
and April 23, cull ewes had traded at an average of between £74 and £76.  Throughout the 
period, prices have been running approximately 10% behind 2015 levels.  A downward 
trend in marketings that began in March continued into April, before numbers stabilised 
towards the end of the month and then picked up slowly during May.  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

5000

10000

15000

20000

25000

30000

35000

J F M A M J J A S O N D

Clean Sheep - Scottish slaughterings 
(3 week rolling average)

2014 2015 2016



 9 

The latest Kantar Worldpanel data for GB lamb consumption indicates that the total volume 
bought by households fell by 4% year-on-year in the 12 weeks to April 24.  This was the 
first year-on-year decline reported since mid-September last year and reflects a sharp 
decline in sales during April.  This sharp fall in April, in part down to the earlier Easter, more 
than offset the significant Easter-related rise in the 4 weeks to March 27.  Whereas in eight 
of the previous ten four week periods, lamb had been cheaper to buy on average than a 
year earlier, prices rose sharply in April, pulling sales lower.  Fewer people bought lamb, and 
those that did, bought less than in the spring of 2015.  Looking at the volume of the 
different cuts sold, chops/steaks continued to increase strongly, up 9% in the 12 weeks to 
April 24.  However, past increases turned into declines for both leg roast and lamb mince.  
Meanwhile, there was a continued fall in shoulder roast sales.  Household purchases figures 
highlight the challenge of carcase balance.  The 2,100t of leg roasts sold over a 4-week 
period equates to 1.05m prime sheep, assuming a leg roast weighs 2kg.  By comparison, the 
average kill in a four week period in March and April of this year was 214,000 head, 
equating to 856,000 over a four week period.  In addition, this is before accounting for 
requirements for lamb legs in the foodservice sector. 
 

The week ending May 22 saw the average 
heavy lamb2 price in the EU trade at 
€5.28/kg dwt (410p/kg dwt).  Compared to a 
month earlier, this was an increase of 2%. 
This was mainly driven by higher GB prices 
which have picked up by 7.5% on the month 
in euro terms due to the transition from 
hoggs to new season lambs.  There was also 
a significant lift in Northern Ireland, up 5%.  
Elsewhere, prices edged higher in Germany 
and Spain, but fell back by 1-1.5% in Ireland 

and Sweden, and by 4-5% in Belgium and Holland.  Meanwhile, a seasonal weakness in 
sheepmeat demand in France saw prices cool by 5% and there was a considerable 16% 
monthly decline in Romania.   
 
Despite picking up on the month, the EU average for heavy lambs trailed its year earlier 
average by 4% in the third week of May.  Romania led the declines, falling more than a 
third.  A number of Member States reported year-on-year price decreases of 2-3% in euro 
terms.  These included the UK, Sweden, Belgium and Germany.  In France and Ireland, the 
annual declines were slightly more significant at 4-5%.  By contrast, Spanish heavy lambs 
were nearly 5% dearer. 
 
The EU average for Light lamb3 fell by a fraction during the month to May 22, trading at 
€5.48/kg dwt (426p/kg).  Though prices advanced by 3% in both Croatia and Italy, these 
gains were offset by decreases of 0.5% in Spain and 4% in Hungary.   
 
Like the EU average for heavy lambs, light lamb prices fell around 4% short of year earlier 
levels in the third week of May.  Declines of 6-7% in Spain, Italy and Hungary were partially 
offset by a rise of close to one fifth in Croatia. 
 

                                                 
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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Provisional HMRC export data for March 
indicates that UK sheepmeat exports 
continued to fall short of 2015 levels, down 
by 11% at 6,300t.  The Q1 total of 17,450t 
was a fall of nearly 10% on the year.  This 
was approximately 26% of abattoir 
production, compared with over 28% in the 
opening quarter of 2015.  
 
Despite a weaker sterling against the euro, 
the UK sold 10% less sheepmeat to the EU 

than a year earlier during March with shipments falling to 6,100t.  This was a steeper rate of 
decline than in Q1 as a whole, during which exports to the EU fell 7.5% to 16,700t.  The 
main driver of the overall decline in March was a drop by one-fifth in sales to France; though 
it remained by far the largest market with 2,800t.  The other markets to contract were 
Belgium, Italy, Denmark and Portugal.  Meanwhile, Sweden was flat and shipments to 
Germany, Spain, Holland and Ireland picked up. 
 
UK sheepmeat exports to non-EU countries struggled in March with just 150t sold.  This was 
a third of the monthly total from a year earlier and was down by 94% from two years 
before.  Exports to Hong Kong fell by 53% year-on-year to less than 50t.  During Q1, 
exports to third countries were down 40% on a year earlier at 750t.      
  

The UK imported 14% less sheepmeat 
during the third month of 2016 than it had a 
year earlier.  Import volumes slipped to 
13,000t.  In part this may reflect an earlier 
Easter which may have shifted some arrivals 
back into late February and lowered 
requirements for the beginning of April.  
During Q1 as a whole, import volumes 
decreased by 3% to 28,800t.     
 
At 11,300t, imports from the UK’s principal 

supplier, New Zealand (NZ), decreased by nearly 12% year-on-year in March.  In addition to 
the seasonal factors influencing UK import demand in March, this will reflect a significant 
tightening of supplies in NZ.  NZ accounted for 84% of total imports during March; ten 
percentage points higher on the year.  Australia delivered less than 950t of sheepmeat to 
the UK during March.  This compared with nearly 1,500t in the same month last year, 
resulting in its share of the monthly total sliding by three percentage points to 7%.  Most of 
the minor suppliers also saw sales to the UK contract in March.   
 
News Round up 
 
According to Bord Bia statistics, after a strong start to 2016, Ireland’s export abattoirs 
slaughtered fewer prime sheep than a year earlier during April and into May.  Numbers fell 
3% short of year earlier levels in the five weeks to May 7, slipping to 177,400 head.  
However, in the second week of May, 8,500 more lambs were killed than in the previous 
week and, at 42,700 head, this was an increase of 4,100 head (nearly 11%) over the same 
week last year.    In the year-to-date, prime sheep throughput has exceeded 2015 levels by 
4%, rising to 717,200 head. 
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French Government data on lamb imports for the opening two months of 2016 indicate that 
volumes fell by nearly 1.5% year-on-year to 12,650t.  Although the UK remained the major 
supplier, delivering 5,550t during the period, imports to France from the UK were down by 
14% year-on-year.  In terms of market share, this saw the UK slip back from just over 50% 
in early 2015 to less than 44% at the beginning of 2016.  By contrast, imports from Ireland 
rose by 2.5% to 2,400t, taking the country’s share of French imports to almost 19% from 
just over 18% in the first two months of 2015.  Meanwhile, NZ increased its share of French 
imports to 18% from around 15.5% a year earlier as shipments increased by 16% to 2,300t.  
These changes suggest that it was a lack of UK competitiveness rather than weak import 
demand that placed pressure on UK sheepmeat exports to France at the beginning of 2016.  
Indeed, consumption figures suggests that the total volume of sheepmeat on the French 
market rose by 4% year-on-year in the first two months of the year to reach 23,700t. 
 
Following two months of declines at the start of 2016, NZ abattoirs slaughtered more lambs 
during March than in the same month last year.  Data from Statistics NZ points to an 
increase of 1.5% year-on-year to 2.705m head.  With better grass growth at the start of 
2016 underpinning lamb growth rates at a time when feed conditions had been tight in 
2015, the average carcase weight rose by 0.5kg to 18.2kg.  As a consequence, the 1.5% 
increase in throughput converted into a 4.5% increase in lamb production volumes, which 
reached 49,150t.   Looking at Q1 as a whole, the declines of January and February more 
than offset the March increase, with throughput down 7% year-on-year at 7.722m head.  
This produced nearly 138,600t of lamb; a decrease of 4.5% on the same period of 2015 as 
the average carcase weight picked up from 17.5kg to over 17.9kg.  Based on Beef + Lamb 
NZ’s forecast of a total lamb kill of 19.631m head in the October 2015 to September 2016 
season, slaughterings have the potential to tighten sharply in the coming months.  At the 
end of March, the projections suggest that there were still 6.792m lambs left to slaughter 
until the end of September, down from 8.237m head in the same period of 2015; a decrease 
of 17.5%.   
 
Lamb prices in NZ suggest that supplies have tightened in recent weeks.  NZ Farmers 
Weekly prices indicate that abattoirs have been paying producers more for their lambs in 
May with a 17kg carcase on the North Island netting NZD5.15/kg dwt on May 20 compared 
with NZD4.95/kg a month earlier.  On the South Island, the increase was from NZD4.65/kg 
in mid-April to NZD4.95 on May 20.  This meant that having trailed year earlier levels in local 
currency terms in mid-April by 4% on the North Island and by 7% on the South Island, a 
month later North Island prices were down by only 1% on the year while South Island prices 
were running 1% higher.  NZ lamb producer prices have historically tended to firm in May 
after slipping to seasonal lows in April.  However, significantly higher slaughterings last year 
delayed these price increases until June.  In sterling terms, farmgate prices in NZ have 
moved little between April and May 2016 and were down by 3% and 1%, respectively, year-
on-year on May 20.  Despite little annual difference in producer prices during May, the 
average export price of a leg of lamb destined for the UK was reported to have traded for 
7% less than a year earlier in local currency and by 9% in sterling terms.   
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MLA data points to a 5% decline in the total number of sheep exported live from Australia 
during the year to April 2016.  Numbers fell from 2.169m head to 2.069m head.   The vast 
majority of Australia’s live sheep exports are destined for the Middle East.  Kuwait remained 
the principal destination as exports rose by 42% to 770,500 head, giving it a 37% share of 
the total compared with a quarter in the year to April 2015. There were also increased sales 
to Qatar and Oman, rising by a respective 3.5% and 166% to 465,150 head and 156,000 
head.  This meant that Qatar remained the second largest buyer, with 22.5% of the total, 
while Oman moved from 7th to 4th.  The largest decline in live exports was to Bahrain with 
numbers down by 154,900 head (-43%) to 205,000 head.  This was closely followed by the 
UAE which bought 148,850 fewer live sheep than a year earlier; a 53.5% decline to 129,700 
head.  There were also significant declines in shipments to Jordan (-36% to 149,400 head) 
and Egypt (-88% to 9,500 head).  Meanwhile, live exports to Israel edged 2% lower to 
109,550 head. 
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Pigs 
 
Prices and Supplies 

 
The small recovery in prime pig prices of 
March and April has become more significant 
in May.  Having slipped to 112.1p/kg dwt at 
the begininng of March, prices picked up 
slowly in four of the next six weeks, closing 
April at 113.8p/kg.  Three stronger gains 
then followed, taking the average price 2.5p 
higher to 116.3p/kg in the week ending May 
21; its highest level since the second week of 
January.  Nevertheless, this was still down by 
over 11% on the same week last year.  As 
well as a seasonal decline in pig supplies and 
carcase weights, prices have firmed due to a 
lift in demand.  This recovery in demand has 
been linked to an improvement in weather 
which has kick-started the barbecue season. 
 
After dipping back in the second half of April, 
as falling average carcase weights offset the 
small increases in per kilo prices, the average 
price per carcase has picked up again in May.  
At £95.70 in the third week of the month, 
the average price per carcase was up nearly 
£1.50 on its low point in the week ending 
April 30 and was at a 16-week high.  
However, compared to the same week last 
year, the average carcase was valued 10.5% 
cheaper.    
 
The store trade has followed finished prices 
higher in recent weeks.  Indeed, the average 
price in the first three weeks of May for a 
30kg weaner was just under £38.30, up from 
its February to April trend of around 

£36.50/head.  Meanwhile, prices for 7kg weaners have been edging higher, averaging 
£29.20 in May compared with a February to April average of just below £28.90 per head.  
Despite these recent gains, weaner producers have been selling 7kg pigs at an annual 
discount of 11% and 30kg weaners for 12.5% less than last year.  Relative to the price of 
the average SPP carcase, 7kg weaners have been trading at a similar level to last year of 
30.5% while 30kg weaners have remained slightly lower than last year at 40%.         
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Prime pig slaughterings rose by 8% on a 
year earlier during the five weeks to April 30.  
Numbers reached a total of almost 31,000 
head, averaging 6,200 a week.  However, 
industry sources suggest that this increase 
was only temporary as a plant breakdown in 
England led to some additional slaughtering 
in Scotland at the end of the month.  In the 
first half of April, prior to the temporary 
increase, weekly slaughterings had averaged 
around 5,800 head – similar to the 2015 

average. 
 
Adjusting the Defra slaughter statistics to reflect working days indicates that abattoirs in 
E&W slaughtered 1% more prime pigs during April 2016 than in the same month of 2015.  
However, the estimate for NI puts the kill 2.5% lower. 
 
Following a prolonged period of year-on-year declines of around 5%, GB household 
purchases of pork are estimated to have moved into recovery in 2016.  Indeed, during the 
12 weeks to March 27, volume growth returned and this continued into the twelve week 
period ending on April 24, with sales up 2% on twelve months before.  However, fewer 
households bought pork than in the same period of 2015; those that still did tended to buy 
more of it.  While the popularity of chops and steaks continued to edge lower, sales of leg 
and loin roasts were around 3% above year earlier levels while shoulder roast sales 
increased by a considerable 17.5%.  Heavy discounting of pork has continued in 2016.  This 
is highlighted by the average retail price falling by 9% year-on-year in the 12 weeks to April 
24.   

 
In the week ending May 22, a seasonal 
tightening of supply and lift in demand 
pushed the EU average for grade E pigs up 
9% on a month earlier to reach a seven 
month high of €1.39/kg dwt (107.5p/kg 
dwt).  There was a range of increases, with 
a number of major pig producing nations 
such as Belgium, Germany, Holland, Spain 
and Poland seeing monthly gains of 10-11%, 
whereas the gains were a slower 4-6%, in 
euro terms, in Denmark, France and the UK.     

 
Despite recent increases, the EU average for Grade E pigs continued to fall short of year 
earlier levels in the third week of May.  The overall average was down by 2.5%, influenced 
by UK prices trading 18% lower in euro terms.  Elsewhere, the declines were significantly 
smaller.  For example, prices were down by 9% in Spain, 5% in Denmark, 3% in France, 
2% in Belgium and 1% in Germany.  Meanwhile, Polish producers saw prices down only a 
fraction and their Dutch and Italian counterparts realised year-on-year gains of 2-3%.  
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Following on from considerable increases in 
January and February, UK pigmeat exports 
were nearly 22% ahead of year earlier levels 
in March, reaching 20,600t; the highest 
monthly total for many years.  Due to the 
well-supplied domestic market, processors 
have had to look abroad for opportunities.  
Shipments of fresh pork were up 22% at 
19,250t, with bacon & ham exports running 
20.5% higher at 1,350t.  Q1 exports totalled 
57,100t; up 18% on the Q1 2015 total of 

48,500t.  This was around 23.5% of domestic production, compared with 22% a year 
earlier.  The average price per tonne exported to the EU increased by 3% year-on-year 
during Q1, reflecting higher prices for bone-in cuts. 
 
Helping UK exporters increase sales in March was a tightly supplied Chinese market.  As a 
consequence, monthly shipments rose by 72% year-on-year to 4,100t.  With sales to Hong 
Kong edging higher, exports to the region accounted for 27% of monthly shipments, up 
from 21% a year earlier.  Other significant markets to see sales growth included Germany, 
Ireland and Belgium, but Holland bought less.       

 
UK pork import requirements were lower 
than a year earlier during March.  Import 
volumes fell by 6.5% to 45,800t.  Deliveries 
of fresh pork contracted by 5.5% to 27,100t 
while shipments of cured product were down 
by 8% at 18,700t.  The Q1 total for pigmeat 
imports was down 5.5% year-on-year at 
133,800t.  Pork shipments fell 3.5% to 
79,300t while 8% less bacon & ham arrived 
in the UK, slipping to 54,500t. 
 

The UK’s largest supplier of pork, Denmark, delivered 7,400t in March.  This was up 5% on 
the same month of 2015, giving it an increased 38.5% share of UK imports.  There were 
similar proportionate increases in imports from Ireland and Spain, but deliveries from 
France, Germany and Belgium fell considerably and there was a 5.5% decline from Holland.     
 
In terms of bacon & ham imports, the shift from Denmark and Germany to Holland 
continued in March.  Indeed, whereas imports from Denmark and Germany fell by 14.5% 
and 49%, respectively on twelve months before, deliveries from Holland rose by 28.5% to 
8,400t.  This meant that Holland supplied 45% of the monthly total compared with 32% in 
March 2015. 
 
Feed Market 
 
Ex-farm feed wheat prices in North East Scotland have been relatively steady since mid-
March trading at between £99 and £105/t.  On May 25, prices were reported at £101/t; 7% 
below year earlier levels.  Though feed barley prices have also trended flat, they have 
shown more fluctuation, ranging from £94/t to £105/t during May.  Barley has generally 
been 5-9% cheaper than a year ago since the beginning of April.  As May has progressed, a 
rise in the sterling exchange rate has placed some downwards pressure on the grain market 
while global production forecasts for this year and next continue to look strong.       
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In contrast to the grain trade, the cost of soyameal has spiked in recent weeks.  On May 20, 
the cost of imported Brazilian soyameal was reported at £343/t.  This was up by 31% from 
late March and by 12% on a year earlier.  The shift in the market has been attributed to 
flooding in the key soyabean growing regions of Argentina which have slowed down 
harvesting and are expected to lower Argentina’s exports by around a quarter from initially 
positive forecasts.  On the demand side, a significant increase in cattle on US feedlots has 
placed some upwards pressure on the market.   
 
News Round up 
 

According to Kantar Worldpanel, in the sixteen weeks to April 17, French households 
purchased 5% less fresh pork than a year earlier.  This may well be down to a rise in the 
average price by 2% year-on-year to €6.88/kg (£5.20/kg).  However, a breakdown of fresh 
pork sales into loin and other cuts shows that sales volumes of the former fell by 6% as 
prices rose by an average of just over 1.5%, whereas the latter increased by 0.5% despite 
prices averaging 4% above year earlier levels.  This suggests that there was trading down 
within pork due to the average price of loin being around 18.5% more expensive than other 
cuts at €7.08/kg (£5.40/kg).  In terms of the more processed pigmeat products, sales of 
ready-to-cook sausages fell by 3% year-on-year as prices edged 0.5% higher, while ham 
sales were down by 1% as prices rose by 1%.  By contrast, the volume of bacon and 
salami-style products increased by 1% despite slightly higher prices and a 2% price rise for 
salted pork did not hold back sales which rose by more than 5%. 
 
The latest pig census in Denmark indicates that the country’s sow herd was significantly 
smaller at the beginning of Q2 2016 than it had been a year earlier.  Numbers are estimated 
to have contracted by nearly 3.5% from last year to 1m head.  In addition, the number of 
sows farrowing for the first time was down by 2.5% at 186,000 head.  These declines are a 
likely reflection of the sharp fall in farmgate prices since 2014 which have led to 
considerable downwards pressure on margins.  The number of piglets on Danish farms fell 
faster, down 5% to 2.474m head, after three years of increases, suggesting lower sow 
productivity; indeed the ratio of piglets to sows was at a three year low for the quarter.  
However, the number of weaner pigs increased for a fourth consecutive year in Q2, rising by 
2.5% to 5.7m head.  In terms of slaughter pig numbers, there was a second consecutive 
contraction, falling 1.5% to 3.009m head. 
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Eurostat trade data shows that EU Member States managed to export 323,800t of pork 
during the first two months of 2016.  Compared to a year earlier, this was a gain of 29%; 
compared to two years ago, exports were 42% higher.  Supporting this increase in exports 
at the beginning of 2016 was a surplus of supply over demand in the EU which made an 
increased volume of pork available for export.  Furthermore, related to a well-supplied 
internal market, a fall in the average price per tonne shipped, which fell by 6.5% year-on-
year to €2,150/t (£1,630/t) is also likely to have helped boost sales.  With international trade 
generally carried out in US dollars, a rise in value of the dollar against the euro raised the 
competitiveness of EU pork exports even further, resulting in an 11% decline in the average 
value per tonne when converted into dollars.  As well as competitive pricing, EU pork 
exports were in particularly strong demand in China, where a sharp tightening of domestic 
supply has raised retail prices by around 50%.  Indeed, EU pork exports to China rose by 
120% on the year to 124,400t in the opening two months of 2016.  This meant that sales to 
China accounted for 38.5% of total shipments to third countries, up from 22.5% in early 
2015 and 20.5% two years ago.  Reflecting increased demand in China, this rise in exports 
came despite a rise in the average value per tonne exported to China by 10% (5% in USD) 
to €1,680/t (£1,275/t).  In contrast to a rising trade with third countries, a well-supplied EU 
market led to a 5% decline in trade between Member States, slipping to 888,000t. 
  
During Q1 2016, US pork exports increased by 4% year-on-year to reach 416,500t.  
However, reflecting a well-supplied global market, the average price per tonne fell by 11.5% 
to $2,615/t (£1,800/t).  This meant that sales revenues fell by 8% to $1.09bn (£750m).  
Amongst the largest markets for US pork, there was a range of performance.  Sales to 
Mexico fell by 11% to 126,850t and there were also declines for Canada (-2% to 44,600t) 
and Korea (-30% to 37,400t).  By contrast, deliveries to Japan were up by 13% at 92,700t, 
shipments to China/Hong Kong rose nearly three-fold to 54,700t and, at 14,700t, Australia 
bought 29% more than in Q1 2015.    
 

Iain Macdonald and Stuart Ashworth – June 2016 
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