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In 2015 the University of Nebraska Agricultural 
Economics Department formulated four cow-
calf budgets. The Sandhills Cow/Calf Producer 
Budget is for a herd of 500 cows and the data is 
from a panel of producers in Cherry County. 
The remaining three budgets are the 50-cow 
herd located in the panhandle of the state, and 
the 300- and 750-head Cow Herd System gener-
ally located in and around Custer County.  
These last three budgets were compiled from 
producer survey data collected for this purpose. 
Budgets are available online at http://
farm.unl.edu/beef#budgets. 
 

Cattle and feed prices have recently been updat-
ed for 2016. These updated budgets show that 
profits have declined in every budget group 
compared to the 2015 budgets.  

These declines in profitability are partly the re-
sult of a reduction in gross incomes. Revenues 
from 2016 cattle sales range from 65% to 74% 
of those in 2015. The large disparity of revenue 
decline among the various budgets is partly due 
to time lag in the preparations of the 2015 budg-
ets, which occurred during a time when prices 
declined. The 2015 Sandhills Cow/Calf Produc-
er Budget was completed nearly 50 days before 
the other three budgets.  

In addition to the decline of cattle prices from 
the 2015 to 2016 period, feed costs increased for 
three of the four budgets, with the Sandhills 
budget showing the greatest increase of $251 
per calf.  This is due to the large increase in the 
cost  
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Market Report  Year 
Ago 

4 Wks 
Ago  1‐22‐16 

Livestock and Products, 
Weekly Average          
Nebraska Slaughter Steers, 
35-65% Choice, Live Weight. . . . . .  .  *  160.00  129.00 
Nebraska Feeder Steers, 
Med. & Large Frame, 550-600 lb. . . . .  *  287.51  174.72 
Nebraska Feeder Steers, 
Med. & Large Frame 750-800 lb. . .. .  *  219.70  156.63 
Choice Boxed Beef, 
600-750 lb. Carcass. . . . . . . . . . . . . .  *  256.85  228.73 
Western Corn Belt Base Hog Price 
Carcass, Negotiated. . . . . . . . . . . . . ..  *  69.10  56.58 
Pork Carcass Cutout, 185 lb. Carcass 
51-52% Lean. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  *  84.81  73.70 
Slaughter Lambs, wooled and shorn, 
135-165 lb. National. . . . . . .  *  *  133.79 
National Carcass Lamb Cutout 
FOB. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  *  *376.51  361.29 

Crops, 
Daily Spot Prices          
Wheat, No. 1, H.W. 
Imperial, bu. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  *  5.06  3.91 
Corn, No. 2, Yellow 
Nebraska City, bu. . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  .  *  3.61  3.48 
Soybeans, No. 1, Yellow 
Nebraska City, bu. . . . . . . . . . . . . .. . .  *  9.28  8.33 
Grain Sorghum, No.2, Yellow 
Dorchester, cwt. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  *  7.09  5.71 
Oats, No. 2, Heavy 
Minneapolis, Mn, bu. . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  *  3.23  2.61 

155.00Feed          
Alfalfa, Large Square Bales, 
Good to Premium, RFV 160-185 
Northeast Nebraska, ton. . . . . . . . . . .  *  212.50  155.00 
Alfalfa, Large Rounds, Good 
Platte Valley, ton. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  *  75.00  82.50 
Grass Hay, Large Rounds, Good 
 Nebraska, ton. . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. . . .  *  82.50  85.00 
Dried Distillers Grains, 10% Moisture 
Nebraska Average. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  *  175.00  145.00 
Wet Distillers Grains, 65-70% Moisture 
Nebraska Average. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  *  56.50  52.00 

 ⃰  No Market          



cost of leased grazing in the North Agricultural Statis-
tics District which includes Cherry County and the 
fact that a large part of the feed in this budget comes 
from grazing. Grazing rate increases were calculated 
using data from the 2014-2015 Nebraska Real Estate 
Summary. 

The 750-head Cow Herd System budget is the only 
one that shows a lower feed cost ($13 per calf) in 
2016 compared to 2015. This lower cost is a result of 
lower hay prices, which makes up most of the winter 
ration. 

The Sandhills budget showed the largest decrease in 
profitability, $916 per calf. Profitability on this budget 
declined from a positive $492 per calf in 2015 to a 
negative $424 loss in 2016. Lower cattle prices and 
higher feed costs explain all but $19 of this decline.  

While the 750-cow budget, representative of the Cen-
tral Agricultural Statistics District, is the only one of 
the published budgets showing a positive profit for 
2016, $218 per calf, it has the second largest decline 
in profitability. The budget projects profit will decline 
by $563 per calf from the 2015 level of $780. 

The 300- and 50-head cow budgets, representative of 
the Central Agricultural  Statistics District and  North-
west  Agricultural  Statistics District (Panhandle)  res- 

pectively, have similar declines in profitability 
from the 2015 to 2016 period. The 300-cow budget 
declined $524 per calf while the 50-cow budget 
declined $534 over this period. The 2016 profits 
were budgeted at a negative $240 per calf for the 
300-cow operation and a negative $289 per calf for 
the 50-cow operation. 

While comparing these budgets over time provides 
insight into industry trends, it is important to re-
member there are substantial differences among 
firms throughout the state in the prices they pay for 
resources and the prices received when they sell 
their calves resulting in wide differences in profita-
bility. This is why it is important to modify any 
budget to reflect the ranch for which the budget is 
used. For example, budgets for ranches that pri-
marily rely on grazing land owned by the firm may 
still show substantial profits given the present price 
structure. However, including a reasonable cost for 
those resources may show that much of that profit-
ability is a return on land investment rather than 
operation profitability. 

The impact that lower profitability of cow calf pro-
duction will have on future grazing lease rates and 
sale prices for grazing land will be interesting to 
watch. 
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