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Demand boosts prices for Florida cattle
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Times are good for cattle ranchers in Florida.

Strong consumer demand for beef at home and abroad has combined with declining 

cattle herds in Texas, Oklahoma and other western states because of drought and 

with shrinking pasture in the Midwest as farmers convert grazing acreage to corn 

used for alternative fuels.

"If ever we've gotten a perfect storm in cattle, it's now," said Cary Lightsey of Lightsey 

Cattle Co. in Lake Wales. "Demand is solid right now. What's really helped the 

industry is exports."

Cattle production has shrunk around the world because of some of the same factors 

at work in the United States. Australia is still battling a multi-year drought, while 

ranchers in Brazil, another leading beef producer, are converting pastures to sugar 

for ethanol.

U.S. beef exports jumped 22 percent last year to 922,580 metric tons from 759,325 

metric tons in 2010, according to the U.S. Meat Export Federation, a Denver trade 

group. Revenues soared 34 percent $4.7 billion.

Exports rose to 10.6 percent of U.S. production last year, compared with 8.7 percent 

in 2010, according to the U.S. Department of Agriculture. Domestic consumption of 

beef dipped 3 percent to 25.6 billion pounds in 2011 from 26.4 billion pounds the 

previous year.

"Right now, exports is what's driving this market," said Dave Tomkow, a Polk County 

rancher who owns Cattlemen's Livestock Auction Market Inc. in Lakeland, which 

operates every Tuesday. "The U.S. demand is hot, export demand is the player in this 

market."

A week ago, 500-pound calves sold at the Lakeland market for $1.60 to $1.70 per 

pound, near record levels, Tomkow said. Earlier this year, some calves sold at almost 

$2 per pound.
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That compares with a 2010 average price for Florida calves of $1.11 and just 94 cents 

in 2009. The previous record was $1.30 per pound in 2005.

Official USDA figures for 2011 calf prices were not available yet, but Lightsey said 

current market prices have jumped 20 percent from last year. Current calf prices 

have more than doubled from the 1990s.

Most Florida ranches, including Lightsey's and Tomkow's, are cow-calf operations. 

They produce calves for sale to out-of-state feed lots that supply meat-processing 

companies. They sell most calves before they are a year old.

Lightsey Cattle has about 9,000 head in Florida, mostly breeder cows that produced 

7,300 calves last fall. The ranch breaks even if it can average 71 cents per pound on 

annual calf sales, Lightsey said.

Most Florida cattle ranchers would put the break-even point at about $1 per pound.

A second-generation cattleman who grew up on the family ranch, Lightsey said he 

has never seen the cattle business so profitable.

"We used to always say you could buy a pickup truck with the money from selling a 

pot load," which is 90 calves, he said. "Now you can buy a pickup truck and a half."

Florida ranchers have enjoyed profitable periods in the past, of course, but they 

typically stalled after a couple of years. Lightsey and Tomkow expressed optimism 

the current upturn has stronger legs.

Not even last week's USDA announcement of finding a single case of bovine 

spongiform encephalopathy, commonly called "mad cow disease," dampened their 

optimism. The disease, which does not affect milk, was found in a dairy cow in 

California, and federal officials have said the disease does not appear to have spread 

to the animal feed or human food supplies.

The U.S. cattle industry suffered one of its worst downturns following the first U.S. 

mad cow case reported in December 2003, because frightened consumers stopped 

buying beef.

The futures market dipped slightly for a couple of days but recovered by the end of 

the week, Tomkow and Lightsey said.

U.S. consumers have not reacted so far because nobody was injured following the 

2003 scare, they added.



"People got used to it and stopped paying attention," Tomkow said. "They didn't go 

into a panic mode."

The fundamentals responsible for the current bull market will not likely disappear 

soon, Lightsey said.

"This time, all the factors point to high cow prices for a long duration," he said. "I 

would expect them to last four to six years."

The demand for ethanol and other crop-based fuel alternatives is not likely to ease 

soon because of the tightness of the global oil market.

The beef export market should remain solid for years because of rising incomes in 

developing countries, such as China, creating demand for more meat, Lightsey said. 

Few developing countries can meet that demand because their growing populations 

are squeezing out the land available for agriculture.

"Exports have never been a factor the way they are now," he said.
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