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Cattle  
 

Prices and Supplies 
 

The average price of an R4L grade steer at 
reporting Scottish abattoirs reached a 31-
month high of 386p/kg dwt in the final week 
of September.  It then fell back for three 
weeks to trade at just under 380p/kg dwt in 
the week to October 22.  One factor 
pressuring prices in recent weeks has been a 
lift in numbers as abattoirs begin to 
slaughter steers and heifers born in the 
spring of 2015.  In the four weeks to October 
22, price reporting abattoirs handled 5% 

more prime cattle than in the previous four week period. Prime cattle prices have been 
running around 3% higher than last year throughout September and October.  This has 
been despite Scottish price reporting abattoirs handling 3.5% more prime cattle than a year 
earlier in the four weeks to October 22, suggesting that demand has been firm relative to 
autumn 2015.       

 
Prime cattle prices at Scottish auctions have 
fallen back seasonally in recent weeks.  The 
three-week rolling average prime cattle price 
slipped to 196p/kg lwt in the week ending 
October 26, from £2 in the first week of the 
month and 201p/kg in September.  Prices 
have been exhibiting a very similar trend to 
last year since the summer, and have been 
trading at a very similar level to 2015.    
 

In E&W, 107,100 prime cattle were slaughtered during September.  Relative to the August 
30 to September 26 2015 period, the average daily kill was 3% higher and was the seventh 
consecutive month to show a year-on-year increase; though the rise in prime beef 
production will have been slower due to a reduction in carcase weights.  A seasonal upturn 
in prime cattle throughput saw abattoirs in E&W slaughter 7% more prime cattle than in 
August.  September slaughter statistics for abattoirs in Scotland and Northern Ireland (NI) 
refer to the four weeks from August 28 to September 24.  In Scotland, prime cattle 
slaughterings totalled 29,800 head in September.  Compared to the corresponding period a 
year earlier, this was an increase of 1.5%.  The Scottish kill also increased seasonally, up 
4% from the previous four-week period at 7,450 per week.  In NI, the Department for 
Agriculture, Environment and Rural Affairs (DAERA – formerly DARD) reports that abattoirs 
slaughtered 23,450 prime cattle in September.  This was 3.5% ahead of 2015 and 10% 
higher than in the previous four weeks.   
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Scottish abattoirs slaughtered 2% more 
steers than 12 months before in September 
and 7% more heifers.  However, for the 
second consecutive month, the young bull 
kill fell substantially, down 18%.  As a result, 
young bulls accounted for only 9% of the 
prime kill in September compared with 11% 
in September 2015.  As well as falling back 
relative to last year, young bull availability 
fell back seasonally from August when they 
had made up 13% of prime cattle 

slaughterings.  9% was their lowest monthly share since April. 
 
The average prime cattle carcase weight at Scottish abattoirs fell by 6kg between August 
and September to average 360.8kg.  This was 6.6kg (2%) lighter than in September 2015, 
was the fourth consecutive month to show a year-on-year decline, and was the lowest 
monthly average since the end of 2014.  Steers continued to drive the year-on-year decline, 
falling by 9.7kg (2.5%).  Meanwhile, heifer carcases were lighter than in 2015 for the 
second time in three months, down 3.9kg (1%) at 335.4kg.  By contrast, the average young 
bull carcase exceeded its year earlier level by 4.5kg (1.5%) at 359.5kg. 
 
With the average prime cattle carcase weight falling by a slightly higher proportion than the 
increase in abattoir throughput during September, it is estimated that Scottish abattoirs 
produced less beef than 12 months before for the third successive month.  However, the 
rate of decline was only 0.3%. 
 
The average price paid to farmers by Scottish abattoirs for a steer carcase during the four 
weeks to September 24 was £1,418.  This was down 0.5% from £1,423 a year earlier as 
lower carcase weights more than offset higher prices per kilo. 
 

Cull cow prices at reporting Scottish abattoirs 
have fallen sharply in October, reflecting a 
seasonal increase in supplies.  Prices fell 
back strongly in the final week of September 
and have continued to slide since.  An O+3 
grade lost 17.5p/kg (6.5%) over a four week 
period, trading at 248.5p/kg dwt in the third 
week of October; its lowest since the 
opening week of May.  This saw prices slip 
behind 2015 levels for the first time in three 
months.  On the numbers side, price 

reporting abattoirs handled 10.5% more cows in the four weeks to October 22 than in the 
previous four weeks.  Cull cow prices at Scottish auctions have also fallen back significantly 
in October, reflecting a rise in weekly marketings.  From an average of 105-108p/kg lwt in 
the first half of the month, it cooled to 97-98p/kg in the second half and slipped below year 
earlier levels.  In the week ending October 26, there was significant variation in the average 
daily price for beef cows from 98p/kg lwt up to 112p/kg.  For dairy cows, prices ranged from 
70p/kg to 83p/kg.   
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Nearly 6,100 mature cows and bulls were slaughtered by Scottish abattoirs in September.  
This was a year-on-year increase of 15.5%; the strongest rate of growth since May.  Weekly 
average slaughterings rose by 13% on the month to around 1,520 per week.  Defra 
slaughter statistics for E&W suggests that cow slaughter was up by 5.5% year-on-year and 
18.5% month-on-month in September.  According to DAERA, NI plants killed 10.5% more 
adult cattle than a year earlier in September. 
 
Cow carcase weights at Scottish abattoirs decreased year-on-year for the 17th consecutive 
month in September, down 5kg (1.5%) at 334.6kg.  In addition, this was the lightest 
monthly average since October 2013 and was 3.6kg lower than in August.   
 
Kantar Worldpanel data shows that during the 12 weeks to September 11, GB households 
purchased 1.5% more beef than in the corresponding period of 2015.  With retail 
competition lowering prices by around 3.5%, households were able to buy more beef 
despite spending 2% less money on it.  The breakdown into categories shows that trade in 
roasting joints remained weak, down 6% year-on-year in volume terms.  However, this was 
more than offset by a small increase in sales of other cuts.  Stewing beef rose 1.5%, mince 
by 3% and steaks by 3.5% year-on-year.  However, except for burgers, which rose 1.5%, 
sales of processed beef products fell.  Indeed, volumes of chilled beef-based ready meals 
fell 1%, steak pies fell by 2%, beef pasties by 3%, frozen ready meals by 5% and frozen 
steak pies by 13.5%.   

 
In euro terms, prime cattle prices in the 
Irish Republic continued to slide during 
October as abattoir throughputs lifted 
towards their annual peak.  Having traded 
at €3.66/kg dwt in the week ending 
September 25, four weeks later, prices had 
slipped to €3.60/kg.  However, when quoted 
in sterling, prices increased from 315p/kg to 
323p/kg over this period due to a 
weakening of the pound.  With prices 
cooling in Scotland, the difference between 

Scottish and Irish prices narrowed back to 16% in late October from 21% in late September.  
This differential was around half of its year earlier level, but considerably wider than in the 
spring and summer of this year. 
 
Most countries on the continent favour young bull production over steers.  The average 
price for an R3 grade in the EU held steady in euro terms for a second month at €3.63/kg 
dwt in October.  However, currency movements meant that it rose by 4.5% in sterling 
between late September and late October.  Looking at the price movements in euro terms, 
young bulls advanced by 1-2% in France, Spain and Germany, but declined in the other 
major beef producing nations.  The market cooled by 2-3% in Ireland, Poland and Holland; 
and by 4-5% in Italy and the UK.  Although Swedish prices fell by 2% in euro terms, they 
remained the highest in the EU at €4.61/kg.  This was 22.5% above the UK average and 
27% higher than the EU average. 
 
In the week ending October 23, the EU average for R3 grade young bulls continued to trade 
3% lower than last year.  The UK had the most significant euro terms decline of 16.5%, but 
there were also heavy falls of 10.5% in Holland and 5-7% in Germany, Ireland and Italy.  
Meanwhile, French prices tracked the EU average.  By contrast, young bulls averaged dearer 
than twelve months before in Poland (0.5%) and Spain (3.5%). 
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There was some seasonal pressure on the cull cow trade in the EU between late September 
and late October.  The EU average for an O3 grade cow fell by 2% over a four-week period 
to €2.61/kg dwt (234p/kg).  The UK showed one of the heaviest euro terms declines of 9%.  
In the other major beef producing nations, the declines were more modest, at -3.5% in 
Germany and Poland, and -2% in Ireland and Holland.  Meanwhile, French and Swedish 
prices fell by less than 1%.  Of the few countries to see increases, there was a gain of 0.5% 
for Italian producers and 3% in Spain. 
  
In the third week of October, the EU average price for O3 grade cows trailed its year earlier 
level by 7.5%.  Prices in the British Isles were down heavily in euro terms, by 13% in the 
Irish Republic and 17.5% in the UK.  Elsewhere, prices were down by 5-10% in Germany, 
France, Spain and Holland.  Poland showed a smaller rate of decline, of 1.5%.  By contrast, 
there was a small increase in Italy and Swedish prices were 8% higher in euro terms. 
 

   
UK beef export volumes grew strongly in 
July, up 12% year-on-year at 8,500t.  This 
was the eighth consecutive month to show 
an increase.  Exports equated to around 
11.8% of monthly abattoir production. 
 
The UK’s beef exports to the EU rose by 10% 
year-on-year to 7,350t in August.  This was 
the second consecutive month to show 
growth and the sixth time in the first eight 
months of 2016.  Exports to the largest 

market, Ireland, were up by 12% at 2,600t, but deliveries to Holland fell by 2% to 1,900t.  
Of the smaller markets, France, Denmark and Spain showed growth, but less beef was sold 
to Belgium, Germany, Italy, Sweden and Poland. 
 

Regional price comparison  

w/e 22/10/16 Steer R3 
(p/kg dwt) 

Heifer R3 
(p/kg dwt) 

Cow O3 
(p/kg dwt) 

Scotland 375.4 377.7 240.0 

E & W North  358.2 353.6 232.9 

E & W Central 356.0 356.4 233.2 

E & W South  357.9 354.4 226.9 

NI 341.5 342.1 249.5 

RoI 323.0 333.5 256.1 

France  315.6 338.9 263.6 

Germany  364.9 320.3 231.9 

Holland  n/a n/a 219.6 

Spain  n/a 347.1 189.7 

Poland  n/a 268.7 217.0 

Italy  n/a 362.6 228.0 

Sweden  427.7 448.3 376.6 

EU28  339.4 335.1 234.4 

USA (23/10/16) 283.9 (steer) 280.9 (heifer) 
220.2 

(Cutter – 90% lean & >225kg) 

Australia 
(27/10/16) 

419.0 (EYCI – steers & heifers) 296.7 (medium cow) 
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Looking further afield, UK beef exports to non-EU countries continued to perform well, rising 
for the seventh consecutive month relative to 2015.  August volumes were a quarter above 
year earlier levels at 1,100t; 13% of monthly exports.  Hong Kong continued to drive the 
increase, up 150% at 360t.  Meanwhile, Gabon bought nearly 275t.   
 

HMRC trade figures show that the volume of 
beef arriving in the UK during August was 
10% lower than twelve months before at 
19,250t.  The trend of rising frozen beef 
imports but falling fresh beef imports 
continued with the former up 5% at 5,500t 
while the latter fell by 16% to 13,700t.   
 
The August data for imports from the EU 
showed a provisional 9.5% year-on-year 
decline to 17,200t.  The main provider of 

beef to the UK, Ireland, delivered 4% less than in August 2015 with volumes slipping to 
13,500t.  Sharply lower fresh beef imports from Ireland were partially offset by an 
expansion of trade in frozen product.  Imports from other Member States generally fell by 
more than the EU average rate of decline.  However, the drop in imports from Poland was a 
slower 6.5% while imports from Italy picked up. 
 
Imports of beef to the UK from outside the EU fell by 15% year-on-year in August to 2,050t.  
There were considerable rates of decline in imports from Brazil, Australia and New Zealand, 
but these were partially offset by increases of around 10% from Uruguay, Namibia and 
Botswana.   
 

News Round Up 
 
The Scottish Government have released their June census figures.  They show that the beef 
herd was effectively stable for a third year at 436,600 head.  Meanwhile, the dairy herd 
edged back by 0.1% to 175,200 head.  This resulted in the beef herd accounting for 71.4% 
of the total cow herd, up a fraction on 2015’s 71.3%, but below the 2006-14 average of 
73.1%.  In terms of slaughter cattle, the numbers of beef females over two years of age 
without offspring fell by 2% to 81,000 head and the number of males over two fell by 7.5% 
to 69,000 head.  The sharp fall in males may reflect early slaughter due to pricing penalties 
for heavy carcases.  By contrast, in the 12-24 months of age range, both males and beef 
females were more numerous in June 2016 than a year earlier, rising by 1.5-2% to reach 
203,300 head and 193,400 head respectively.   Meanwhile, the total number of cattle less 
than a year old was up by 0.2% to 544,500 head.  This was down to slightly larger numbers 
of beef sired calves more than offsetting declines on the dairy side. 
 
In the Irish Republic, prime cattle supplies have picked up seasonally in October and export 
abattoirs handled an average of 27,200 head per week in the four weeks to October 22.  
This was up by 6% from the previous four weeks and 14% year-on-year.  This year-on-year 
growth rate is significantly higher than the 4% for the year-to-date as a whole.  Though well 
above year earlier levels, October throughput still fell short of its 2014 levels. 
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Thirteen EU Member States have reported a May or June census to Eurostat, including the 
major beef producing nations.  Combining them gives a small 0.4% increase in the total 
number of cows on farms, with numbers reaching 32.125m head; a 6-year high.  With 
economic reasons leading to a 0.4% decline in dairy cow numbers across the countries (to 
20.983m head) this was more than offset by an increase of more than 2% in beef cows, 
which reached 11.142m head; nearly 35% of the total cow herd.  This was the highest 
number of beef cows since May/June 2012.  Holland and Ireland were exceptions to the 
dairy herd declines with numbers rising by nearly 8% year-on-year.  Meanwhile, for beef 
cows, numbers rose by 0.4% in Germany, 2.5% in Ireland, 8% in Spain, 1.5% in France, 
12.5% in Poland, 5% in Sweden and 1.5% in the UK.  By contrast, the beef herd contracted 
by 5.5% in Italy and by 15.5% (from a low base) in Holland. 
 
Eurostat May/June census data includes Switzerland this year.  It shows that the country 
had a total cow herd of 693,600 head in 2016; approximately 1.5% smaller than in 2015.  
While the Swiss dairy herd contracted by 2% to 570,600 head, beef cow numbers rose by 
2% to 123,000 head.  This meant that beef cows accounted for less than 18% of the 
national breeding herd.   
 
The USDA has forecast that last year’s decline in global beef production has been partially 
reversed in 2016, with further growth anticipated in 2017.  Indeed, at 61.3m tonnes, global 
beef production is expected to rise by 1.5% next year following a gain of just under 1% this 
year and a near 2% decline in 2015.  The principal driver of the return to growth this year 
has been the USA where production is expected to have risen by 5.5% over 2015 to reach 
11.4m tonnes.  Next year, US production is forecast to rise by another 3.5% to 11.8m 
tonnes.  However, this would mean that the US would produce slightly less beef than it 
consumes for the fourth year in succession.  Meanwhile, beef production is Brazil is forecast 
to rise by 2% in 2017 to 9.5m tonnes after two years of declines, but EU beef production is 
forecast to stabilise after three years of expansion.  In Australia, production is anticipated to 
have fallen by nearly a fifth this year as a result of previous herd liquidation and by a further 
3% next year as the cattle population moves towards a rebuilding phase. 
 
As part of a trade deal between the EU and six countries in southern Africa that came into 
operation on October 10, Botswana and Namibia now have unlimited tariff-free access to the 
EU for beef.  Previously they would have faced the EUs Common Customs Tariff which 
places different rates of import duty on different cuts of beef.  These duties have the 
starting point of 12.8%, but the additional rates for each cut are around €2-€3/kg, and 
could have pushed the overall average tariff up to around an extra 60% of the wholesale 
price.  
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Sheep 
 

Prices and Supplies 
 
In the third week of October, the average 
SQQ1 prime lamb price at GB reporting 
abattoirs stood at 382p/kg dwt.  This 
followed six weeks of consecutive declines 
after Eid al-Adha, which saw the average 
lose 26p/kg, or 6.5% over this period.   
Numbers were relatively similar during the 
first three weeks of October, but they were 
below September levels.  This combination of 
price and volume changes points to a 
weakening of demand for lambs.  
Nevertheless, prices have remained 
significantly above 2015 levels in October, 
and traded 14.5% higher in the week ending 
October 22.  
 
Carcase quality had generally exceeded 2015 
levels during August and September, but this 
changed in October. During the four weeks 
to October 22, 62.5% of lambs graded at 
R3L or better, down from 63% last year.            
 
In three of the first four weeks of October, 
prime lamb prices at Scottish auctions 
averaged between 163-164p/kg lwt.  The 
third week of the month was the exception, 
cooling to below 156p/kg.  Prices and 
numbers have fallen back compared to 
September, indicating weak demand.  
Indeed, the average number of lambs sold 
each week fell by 11% on the month while 
prices decreased by 8% from their 
September average of 175p/kg.     As well as 

sluggish demand, an increased proportion of the lambs sold during October weighed above 
the 45.5kg lwt upper bound on the Standard Quality Quotation.  Nevertheless, both 
numbers and prices were above October 2015 levels.   The former were up by around 7%, 
while the latter by around 15%.  Given that slaughterings at Scottish abattoirs have been 
well behind 2015 levels this year, it will be interesting to observe whether this increase in 
auction numbers during October will feed through to the slaughter statistics. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
1 SQQ (Standard Quality Quotation) are lambs weighing 12-21.5kg dwt and 25.5-45.5kg lwt 
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One factor supporting farmgate prices in 
recent months has been a weak sterling.  
This has meant that while GB producer 
prices have been running around 15% ahead 
of last year in sterling, they have been 
similar to 2015 levels in euro; and then 
cheaper in euro terms during October.  This 
has boosted the price competitiveness of UK 
lamb on the continent where prices have 
risen this year.    In addition, farmgate prices 
in New Zealand have risen considerably 

when converted into sterling, making the UK market less profitable for NZ exporters who 
have to accept a lower return in local currency to remain competitive.  Even if trade volumes 
remain unchanged or fall, the balance of market power can shift, allowing market 
participants to adjust wholesale prices. 
 
GB auction market data for October indicates that lamb supplies picked up from a year 
earlier having run 8% lower in September.  During the four weeks to October 26, GB 
auctions sales totalled 442,650 head.  This was 3% higher than in the same period of 2015.   
In terms of lamb weights, far fewer exceeded the 45.5kg upper bound on the SQQ weight 
range this year.  Indeed, 28% of the lambs sold exceeded 45.5kg, down from 32% in the 
same period of 2015; though this proportion did rise seasonally from 19% in September.  In 
Scotland, where auction sales rose by 7% year-on-year, 33.5% of the lambs weighed over 
45.5kg compared with 22% in September and 36% in October 2015. 
 

The lamb kill at Scottish abattoirs continued 
to fall significantly short of 2015 levels during 
the four weeks ending September 24.  
Indeed, at 104,500 head, numbers were 
15.5% lower than in the same period last 
year.  Though with supplies lifting seasonally 
and the Eid al-Adha festival to supply during 
the month, weekly average slaughterings did 
reach their highest of the year-to-date of 
26,100 head. However, compared to 2015, 
the monthly increase was five percentage 

points slower at 8.5%.  
 
Carcase weight data from Scottish abattoirs continued to suggest that lamb growth rates 
and/or killing out percentages remained behind 2015 levels in September.  The average 
lamb carcase weighed 20.1kg in the four weeks ending September 24.  Though slightly 
higher than in August, this was down by 0.3kg (1.5%) year-on-year.  As a result, prime 
sheepmeat production declined by 17% year-on-year. 
 
According to Defra, 1.1m lambs were slaughtered at abattoirs in E&W during September.  
After a working-day adjustment, this was an estimated contraction of 14.5% year-on-year.  
With Eid al-Adha occurring earlier in September this year, some slaughterings may have 
been pulled forward into August.  The average daily kill rose by less than 7% between 
August and September this year compared with an increase of almost 21.5% last year.  
DAERA reported a 10.5% year-on-year decline in the lamb kill in NI plants during 
September.  Slaughterings fell to 46,750 head. 
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Defra’s estimate of the average prime sheep carcase weight at UK abattoirs in August 
remained lower than in the same month of 2015.  However, the gap closed from 0.5kg (-
2.5%) in August to only 0.1kg (0.5%) in September as carcase weights averaged 18.9kg. 
 
Although the average daily kill of cull ewes at E&W abattoirs was at its highest level of the 
year so far in September, slaughterings trailed year earlier levels by 8.5%.  This was the 
first month to show a decline since April. 

 
Cull ewe prices averaged around the £50 a 
head mark at Scottish auctions in late 
September/early October before falling back 
to £45 a head for two weeks.  Though, with 
volumes falling back to a 12-week low in the 
week ending October 26, prices recovered 
and the average ewe sold for £49.  After two 
weeks trailing 2015 levels, this pushed the 
cull ewe average 1.5% higher than in late 
October 2015. 
 
According to Kantar Worldpanel, in the 12 

week period ending on September 11, GB households bought 6% less lamb than in the 
same period of 2015.  The average price was around 1% higher, making lamb less 
competitive against other proteins, but there may well have been an influence from tight 
lamb supplies.  A breakdown of retail sales shows that whereas sales of chops and steaks 
advanced by 5.5% year-on-year, there were declines of 11-13% for roasting joints and 
9.5% for lamb mince.  In terms of lamb-based ready meals, sales continued to surge, up 
18%. 

 
The EU average price for heavy lambs2 fell 
by nearly 5% in the month to October 23.  
This saw it slip to €4.65/kg dwt (417p/kg at 
that week’s exchange rate).  However, this 
was largely down to a fall in UK prices, 
exacerbated when quoted in euro terms by a 
fall in the value of sterling.  Whereas GB 
prices fell by 9.5% and NI prices by 5%, the 
market steadied in France, and rose by 3-4% 
in Spain, Germany and Romania.  However, 
prices did decline in Ireland, Holland and 

Sweden, falling by a respective 6%, 7% and 15%.    
 
The fall in the EU average heavy lamb price during October saw it slip 1% behind its year 
earlier level.  Again this was principally driven by the UK, where prices trailed year earlier 
levels by 7% in GB and 3% in NI.  Prices were also lower than last year in the Irish 
Republic, by 3%, and in Sweden, by 12%.  By contrast, prices exceeded year earlier levels 
by 3-5% in France, Germany and Spain; and by 9% in Romania. 
 
 
 

                                                 
2 The EU defines a heavy lamb carcase as weighing greater than 13kg 
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Light lamb3 prices in the EU continued to trend higher between late September and late 
October, rising by 3.5% to €6.24/kg dwt (560p/kg).  This followed slightly smaller gains in 
the previous three months. The important Spanish market grew in line with the EU average, 
and firmed by 6.5% in Italy.  Portugal showed a considerable increase of one-quarter, but 
this may have been influenced by irregular price reporting failing to take account of rising 
prices in September. Elsewhere, prices rose by 3% in Hungary but fell slightly in Greece and 
declined by 9% in Croatia. 
 
Light lamb prices tended to trail year earlier levels in late October.  The EU average was 
down by 2.5%, driven by falls of 4% in Italy, 6% in Hungary and 8% in Greece. However, 
the market cleared less than 1% lower in Croatia and Spain.  The Portuguese price is 
reported to have traded 15.5% higher, but, as explained in the previous paragraph, this 
figure should be used with caution. 
   

Despite continuing to show a seasonal 
increase in August, at 6,000t, UK sheepmeat 
exports trailed 2015 levels by 10%.   This 
meant that volumes were at a nine-year low 
for the month.  With export volumes rising at 
a slower pace than sheepmeat production 
between July and August, exports accounted 
for 22.5% of UK monthly abattoir output in 
August compared with 23.5% in July. 
 
At a provisional 5,800t, UK sheepmeat 
exports to the EU were down 8% year-on-
year in August.  This suggests that a 
rebalancing of the exchange rate between 
sterling and the euro had no immediate 
impact on export volumes.  The key French 
market remained a challenge in August with 
sales falling by a quarter relative to the same 
month last year.  This meant that France 
accounted for 48% of monthly sheepmeat 
exports; a fall of ten percentage points on 
the year.  As well as France, Belgium, Italy, 

Spain and Austria bought less from the UK than a year earlier.  By contrast, trade with 
Germany, Sweden, Ireland, Portugal and Holland advanced. 
 
UK sheepmeat exports to non-EU countries contracted by 40% year-on-year in August and 
totalled only 200t.  This was 3% of monthly export volumes.  Hong Kong accounted for 70% 
of the non-EU total and bought 37% more than in August 2015. 
  
The UK imported a greater volume of sheepmeat than a year earlier for the third time in 
four months in August.  However, despite rising by 11% to 4,800t, volumes were still at 
their second lowest August level this century.  With domestic production rising seasonally 
from July, import requirements decreased from the previous month and slipped to their 
lowest of 2016 to date. 
 

                                                 
3 The EU defines a light lamb as a carcase weight of less than 13kg 
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Imports of sheepmeat from the major supplier, New Zealand (NZ), were 12% higher than a 
year earlier in August.  At 3,700t, they accounted for 78% of monthly imports, unchanged 
on the month but up marginally on their August 2015 import share.  The average import 
price for sheepmeat arriving from NZ was 16% down on the same month last year at 
£3,400/t.  This was the lowest average import price from NZ for many years and happened 
despite currency movements meaning that each pound sterling of sales to the UK converted 
into a lower NZ dollar return for NZ exporters.  For the first time since February, sheepmeat 
imports from Australia exceeded year earlier levels, up 27.5% at 510t in August.  As a 
result, Australia supplied 11% of monthly imports; unchanged on the month but an increase 
of around 1.5 percentage points year-on-year.  Although the average price per tonne 
imported from Australia picked up to its highest level of the year-to-date and was well above 
the average for NZ imports, at £4,100/t, it fell 11% short of the August 2015 average.  
Looking elsewhere, imports from Ireland rose by 7% to 330t while there were increases, 
from a low base, from Iceland and Holland.  By contrast, Spain and France sent less 
sheepmeat to the UK while supplies from South America dried up. 
   
News Round up 
 
The Scottish June census reported a 1% increase in the ewe flock.  This took it to a four-
year high of 2.618m head.  Meanwhile, the number of sheep over one year old intended for 
future breeding rose marginally to 698,300 head; a nine-year high.  For the past two years, 
this category has been nearly 27% of the size of the ewe flock, up from 24-25% between 
2006 and 2014.  This may suggest that sheep farmers have increased their replacement rate 
in order to improve the quality of their flocks.  However, it may also have been influenced 
by the introduction of the Scottish Upland Sheep Scheme, which incentivises producers in 
the most disadvantaged areas to hold on to their ewe lambs over the winter.  The total 
number of lambs estimated to have been on Scottish farms on June 1 was 3.32m head.  
This was a year-on-year increase of 3%.  Matching reports of good scanning rates and then 
lambing performance, the ratio of lambs to ewes on June picked up by two percentage 
points on the year to 126.8%.  This is higher than in any year since at least 2006 and 2.6 
percentage points above the 2006-15 average. 
 
The latest sheep throughput data from Bord Bia shows that Irish prime sheep supplies 
remain tight.  During the four weeks to October 22, Irish export abattoirs slaughtered 3.5% 
fewer than in the same period last year, with numbers slipping to 190,650 head.  Like in the 
UK, throughput has remained lower than last year despite June census figures pointing to 
more lambs being on the ground. 
 
With supply tightening in NZ as the 2015/16 season (October 2015 to September 2016) 
drew to a close, sheepmeat exports fell significantly relative to a year earlier.  Indeed, 
having run 8% higher than a year earlier between October 2015 and May 2016, volumes 
then declined by 19% in the June to August period, slipping to 68,900t.  The rate of decline 
accelerated over this period from -3% in June to -25% in July and then -31.5% in August.  
This reflected a more significant seasonal tightening than in the previous year.  As well as a 
smaller 2015 lamb crop and fewer ewes, the early season decline was exacerbated by 
drought around the turn of the year, which led to flock liquidation.  These factors were then 
compounded by a good period of weather during the southern hemisphere autumn which 
led to earlier finishing of late season lambs. 
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With NZ supplies tightening seasonally, there has been a seasonal bounce in lamb prices.  
Indeed, a 19kg carcase on the North Island has been trading at around $NZ 6/kg dwt 
through September and October while on the South Island, prices have been edging higher 
from around $NZ 5.45/kg to $NZ 5.75/kg.  However, despite supplies falling relative to last 
year, prices in local currency terms have fallen by 4% year-on-year in the North Island and 
by 5.5% on the South Island.  Despite these falls, NZ lamb is less price competitive in the 
UK as when converted into sterling, prices are up by nearly 30% at £3.50 and £3.40/kg 
respectively, when compared to the third week of October 2015.   
 
Meanwhile, the price NZ exporters have been obtaining for a leg of lamb for sale to the UK 
has closely followed farmgate price movements.  This means that whereas its NZD terms 
price has fallen by 7% year-on-year, it is a quarter dearer than last year when converted 
into sterling at £4.20/kg. 
 
Between June and August, Australian abattoirs slaughtered 5.061m lambs.  Relative to a 
year earlier, this was a decrease of 5.5%.  However, carcase weights averaged slightly 
higher this year, limiting the production shortfall to 5%.  Indeed, the average carcase 
weighed in at 22.0kg, up from 21.85kg a year earlier.  As a result, lamb production fell to 
111,350t.  The year-on-year decline in slaughterings of cull sheep was much stronger at -
23.5% for the three months.  This saw numbers drop to 1.228m head, while unchanged 
carcase weights, averaging 24.0kg, left production down by 23.5% at 29,500t. 
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Pigs 
 
Prices and Supplies 

 
Farmgate pig prices continued to trend 
higher through October and the Standard Pig 
Price (SPP) approached 146p/kg dwt in the 
week ending October 22.  After 29 
consecutive weekly increases, the SPP traded 
34p (30%) above its 2016 low point in mid-
March and up by 15% year-on-year.  
Compared to mid-September, prices were up 
by 4%.  At a time when supplies tend to 
increase seasonally, industry sources suggest 
that supply across the UK has in fact 
tightened, underpinning the market, and 
leading to a renewed widening in the 
premium on the spot market over contract 
prices.      
 
With average carcase weights lifting 
seasonally, the average price per SPP 
carcase has continued to gain ground, 
reaching £121.28 in the third week of 
October.  This was 4.5% above mid-
September levels.  Furthermore, since 
carcase weights continued to exceed 2015 
levels, the average price per carcase was up 
by 16% year-on-year.    
 
Weaner prices have continued to grow in line 
with the finished market.  The three-week 
rolling average for a 30kg weaner rose by 
7% from £46.80 in mid-September to £50.10 
in the third week of October while the 7kg 
weaner price gained 5% to £36.40/head.  
This pushed the 30kg weaner 15.5% ahead 
of year earlier levels while the 7kg price was 
up by nearly 13%.  Recent price movements 
resulted in the 30kg weaner edging up to 
nearly 42% of the SPP carcase price, while 
the 7kg weaner held at approximately 30.5% 
of the carcase price. 
 
For the second time this year, prime pig 
throughput at Scottish abattoirs is reported 
to have risen due to maintenance work being 
carried out in England.  This resulted in the 
September kill rising by 13% year-on-year to 

26,300 head.  In turn, weekly average throughput rose to 6,600 head; its highest level for 
any month since slaughtering facilities closed in Broxburn in October 2012. 
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E&W abattoirs slaughtered 749,000 prime pigs during September.  A working day 
adjustment indicates that this meant that prime pig supplies tightened relative to 2015, with 
throughput estimated to have fallen by 4%.  Meanwhile, the sow kill is estimated to have 
fallen by 2% year-on-year; the third consecutive month of decline.  DAERA figures indicate 
that the total prime pig kill at NI abattoirs continued to trail 2015 levels in September, 
sliding by 4% to 124,700 head.  However, this was down to a 7.5% increase in the 
slaughtering of pigs from NI farms being more than offset by a sharp 29% decline in 
slaughterings of imported pigs.  Home produced pigs accounted for 76% of NI prime kill, up 
from 66% a year earlier. 
 
The average prime pig carcase weight at UK abattoirs showed a seasonal increase of 1.2kg 
between August and September to reach 82.0kg.  This was a kilo higher than in September 
2015; an increase of just over 1%. 
 
GB households purchased 6.5% less pork than a year earlier in the 12 weeks to September 
11.  This was despite pork continuing to trade at a considerable discount to last year of 
approximately 5.5%.  The retail sales data from Kantar Worldpanel points to declines for all 
of the main product categories except for a 9% increase in loin roasts.  The smallest 
decrease was for pork belly at less than 1%, while pork chops and steaks were down by 
5%.  Other cuts showed above average rates of decline, including mince (-10%), leg roasts 
(-12%) and shoulder roasts (-15%).  In terms of added value product, bacon sales fell by a 
fraction relative to 2015 while sausages were down by 1%.  Meanwhile, sales of pork pies 
and products like ham and salami contracted by 3%.  By contrast, there was some growth in 
pork-based ready meals and sausage rolls.   

 

After reaching a 2016-peak of €1.68/kg dwt 
in the week ending September 25, the EU 
average for grade E pigs has fallen sharply.  
After losing 8% in four weeks, it stood at a 
four-month low of €1.55/kg dwt (£1.39/kg 
dwt) in the third week of October.  However, 
a weaker sterling limited the fall when prices 
are converted into sterling.  With the UK 
average still on the increase, it moved 3.5% 
ahead of the EU average.  The last time this 
was the case was back in mid-June.  The 

downturn in pig prices on the continent has been linked to a seasonal lift in slaughterings 
and carcase weights plus greater competition for exports in the Far East.  Despite trending 
lower, the EU average remained 10% ahead of its year earlier level. 
 
In the week ending October 23, Grade E pig prices in Belgium, Germany, Poland and 
Holland were 9-10% lower than in late September.  In Denmark, France and Spain, the 
price declines were slightly smaller, though still significant, at 5-7%, while Italian producers 
saw prices slide by 2.5%.  In the UK, euro terms prices were flat on the month.    
 
Relative to late October 2015, farmgate pig prices in most EU countries were well above 
2015 levels.  However, due to exchange rates, the UK was the main exception, down 7%.  
Italy had one of the strongest gains, of a fifth, and prices were up by 11% in Belgium and 
Poland; and 13% higher in France, Spain and Holland.  Germany and Denmark showed 
smaller increases of 8-9%. 
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UK pigmeat export volumes rebounded in 
August after a dip relative to last year in 
July.  They rose by 4.5% to 17,100t.  
Exports of fresh and frozen pork rose by 
5.5% to 15,850t, but this was partially offset 
by an 8% decline in shipments of cured 
pigmeat to 1,200t.  Pigmeat exports equated 
to just over 22.5% of monthly abattoir 
output in August.  This was up by a 
percentage point on July, but remained lower 
than between February and June. 

 
The breakdown of pork exports by country shows the main EU markets bought less from the 
UK than 12 months earlier in August.  Exports to Denmark fell by more than a quarter while 
sales to Germany, Ireland and Holland were down by 6.5-9%.  Ireland was the largest EU 
market for the UK, buying 2,500t.  Whereas exports to the main EU markets declined, 
China/Hong Kong continued to motor ahead.  Indeed, shipments rose by 58% to a 
combined 4,600t.  This was 29% of monthly exports, compared with 19.5% a year earlier. 
 

HMRC trade data points to a fifth consecutive 
month of increased pigmeat imports relative 
to 2015 in August.  Volumes rose by 23% 
year-on-year to 57,950t; their highest level 
in any month since March 2011.  Pork 
shipments rose strongest, up 30% at 
36,950t, while imports of bacon & ham rose 
by 12% to 21,000t.  As a result, pork 
accounted for 64% of the monthly total 
compared with just over 60% in August 
2015. 

 
Pork imports to the UK reached a 10-year high for the month in August.  The main driver of 
this growth continued to be Denmark with volumes more than doubling on a year earlier to 
15,100t.  This was 41% of the August total.  The implication of this import surge, that has 
been present in trade data since May of this year, is that pork is coming into the UK for 
further processing, with the potential for some of this product to be re-exported.  This 
highlights the way that the EU single market allows cross-border supply chains to exist.  
Other countries to deliver increased volumes of pork to the UK included Germany, Ireland 
and Spain, but there was a fall in shipments from Belgium, France and Holland. 
 
Denmark was also the principal supplier of cured pigmeat to the UK in August, accounting 
for 45.5% of the monthly total, delivering nearly 9,600t.  Relative to 12 months before, this 
was an increase of more than one-third.  However, imports of bacon & ham from Germany 
were only fractionally higher while trade with Holland contracted by 1.5%. 
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Feed Market 
 

In North East Scotland, ex-farm prices for feed wheat have risen strongly in October.  
Having traded at £118/t as the month began, they had reached £129/t by October 19 before 
edging back by £1.  This was up by just over 20% year-on-year and at its highest level since 
the festive period in 2014/15.  In addition to a further weakening of sterling, prices have 
been underpinned by strong global demand for feed wheat, tight supplies in the EU and the 
potential for a difficult end to the Canadian wheat harvest following a cold and wet snap. 
The barley market has also drifted higher in recent weeks.  Prices reached £110/t in North 
East Scotland for feed barley on October 26.  This was up by around 10% on the month and 
13% on the year.  In addition, prices were at their highest since early 2015. 
 
Following a period of significant volatility since the spring, the soyameal market appears to 
have settled down in the second half of October.  Imported Brazilian soyameal has been 
trading at around the £330/t mark.  While on one hand, global supplies are strong, on the 
other hand, Chinese import demand has been growing quickly, offsetting the potential 
downward pressures from the supply side.  In addition, sterling has steadied against the 
dollar since its sharp fall at the beginning of October.  Whereas soyameal prices in US dollar 
terms are little different to this time last year, when converted into sterling, they are around 
a fifth more expensive.  
 

News Round up 
 

The June census for 2016 indicates that the Scottish breeding sow herd expanded for a third 
year.  Numbers rose by 0.4% to just under 31,000 head.  However, after rising sharply last 
year, the number of gilts retained for future breeding fell heavily, slipping 37.5% year-on-
year to less than 4,250 head; the lowest level for many years.  The number of fattening pigs 
grew more strongly than the sow herd, rising by 5.5% to 293,500 head.  This resulted in the 
number of fattening pigs per sow increasing to a four-year high of 9.5. While this may 
indicate a rise in productivity, it could also reflect a reduction in cross-border movements of 
weaners; or some combination of the two. 
 
The USDA has published its autumn forecast for global pork production and is expecting a 
record high of 111m tonnes in 2017.  This works out at an increase of 2.5% over this year’s 
estimated 108.2m tonnes, which is expected to fall 2% short of the 2015 global total.  The 
2016 decline is purely driven by an anticipated 5.5% decline in China, the world’s leading 
pigmeat producing nation, with its 51.9m tonnes of pork accounting for around 48% of the 
global total.  A significant recovery of 3.5% in Chinese production in 2017 is then expected 
to be the main driver of global pork production next year.  In the EU, the USDA expects a 
marginal increase this year before stability at 23.4m tonnes in 2017.  Meanwhile, for the US, 
a third year of expansion has been forecast for 2017, taking volumes up by another 4% to 
11.7m tonnes. This would follow an expected increase of 1.5% this year and 7% in 2015. 
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Canada’s pigmeat exports are reported to have risen by 12% year-on-year in the first eight 
months of 2016 to reach 205,400t.  However, a significantly lower average price meant that 
the Canadian dollars generated by exports only edged higher by around half of one percent 
to C$1.44bn (£894.5m).  The US is by far the largest export market for Canada, reflecting 
the close geographical proximity and free trade agreements.  Indeed, the US accounted for 
77% of total exports for the period; up from a 74% share in the January to August period of 
2015.  Exports to the US rose by 16% and reached 177,300t.  China/Hong Kong was the 
second largest market, but unlike much of the world, Canada’s exports there declined by 
21% to a combined 16,650t with a sharp decline in China being partially offset by a strong 
increase in sales to Hong Kong.  The other main market to show growth this year has been 
Japan with Canadian shipments rising by 38.5% to 13,000t, whereas trade with Mexico 
contracted by a quarter to 9,800t.  Meanwhile, the Korean market for Canadian pork grew 
rapidly from a low base, and reached 4,000t. 
 
In the first half of October the wholesale price of pork in China was effectively unchanged 
from last year, averaging around 23.5 yuan/kg (£2.80/kg).  Prices have exhibited a similar 
downwards trend to last year since August, decreasing by 7% between mid-August and 
mid-October, compared with a 5% decline over the same period last year.  This suggests 
that the market is well-balanced and operating in its traditional way for the time of year, 
following a surge in import volumes in 2016.   
 

Iain Macdonald – November 2016 




