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MARKET OUTLOOK - CATTLE
Anne Dunford, CanFax

Inventory - Cattle inventory numbers have reached record high levels due to BSE and border closures.  July 1, 2005 saw 17.3 million
head in Canada, up 3% from 2004, up 10% from 2003 and 11% larger than the 1975 peak.  Beef cow numbers were up 3% as well
to 5.5 million head.  Heifers continue to be directed through the feedlot versus staying in the herd as indicated in a high heifer to
steer slaughter ratio.  US inventories as of July 1 started to show signs of expansion as total numbers and beef cow numbers were
both up 1%.  Contrary to Canada, US producers are sending fewer heifers to the feedlot.  

Production - Slaughter rates in Canada are projected to be up 3% for the year.  This will put total beef production (including live
exports) up 7% to 3.58 billion lbs.  Cow slaughter has witnessed the largest year over year increase, currently up 32% from 2004,
and should see 625,000 cows processed in 2005.  This will put the annual beef cow culling rate at 6.3%.

Prices - D1,2 cow prices have improved since the border opened to live under thirty month (UTM) cattle in July.  More competition
has been the key factor in strong prices.  Both yearling and calf prices are up $300 and $100/head respectively since their lows for
2005 in April.  Fed prices have finally surpassed the $100/cwt mark for the first time since May 2003 meaning profitable margins at
the finishing level.  Exports of slaughter steers and heifers and feeder cattle to the US since July 23 have been active with a total of
500,000 head expected to have crossed by the end of the year.

Demand and Trade - Higher retail beef prices in 2005 and steady consumption should put demand steady for the year.  Higher gas
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prices and energy costs mean eroding consumer disposable income.  What impact might this have on beef demand?  Beef imports
from non-NAFTA countries are expected to be similar to 2004 and about half of the levels before BSE.  Exports of beef in 2005 are
up 5% over 2004, nearing the levels of 2002.  Beef exports to the US could surpass the record in 2002.  

World Scene - China and Brazil have seen large increases in the size of their beef cow herds.  Until the recent FMD outbreak in
Brazil, they were also the world's largest beef exporter.  Australia is also expanding with two-thirds of their production now destined
for export markets.  The US is the largest beef producer in the world at 20-23% and is also the largest producer of grain-fed beef.
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Unraveling root causes for crop related disorders is challenging due to the many interactions between biotic and abiotic factors.
Disorders are seldom caused by just one factor and conversely, there isn't likely a single solution to correct the problem.  For example,
a seedling or root pathogen can more easily infect a plant stressed by seedbed problems (poor soil to seed contact or surface crusting),
planting too deep or herbicide injury.  High quality, treated seed may help to prevent disease infection, but the causes could also be
prevented with management.

The majority of fields are a mosaic of soil types with unique characteristics for texture, organic matter, drainage, structure and
chemical factors like pH and salt content.  Landscape topography and micro-relief will affect all those characteristics even in
seemingly uniform fields.  The degree to which the characteristics vary depend upon the magnitude of the landscape, climate, parent
material and management history.

Field history can have dramatic effects in terms of soil degradation from issues like erosion, salinization, acidification or loss of
natural wetlands.  Past crop rotations, manure application and fertilizer programs also have a big impact.  For example, improved
crop growth is sometimes observed for many years or even decades after the inclusion of perennial forages in the rotation whereas
the benefit may be only slight in other field situations.  Unlocking the underlying reasons for these benefits would help in determining
which fields would benefit the most.  For example, is the benefit due to an improvement in soil structure, soil fertility, disease
suppression or, a combination of several factors? 

Good farming practices like conservation tillage and crop rotation have been shown to improve soil quality and crop health (Clayton
et.al., 2005).  Soil fertility issues have been widely studied and documented however, we are just beginning to discover some of the
soil biological interactions that profoundly affect crop health.  Inferred from unexplained “rotation benefits”, these crop-soil biota
inter-relationships improve early season vigor, pest resistance, and nutrient uptake.  Studies have shown that increasing the amount
of soil organic matter only explains part of the benefit with soil biota species diversity also playing a critical role.  For example VAM
(Vesicular Arbuscular Mycorrhiza) is a naturally occurring fungi that infects the root of many crop species in a symbiotic relationship
whereby they help the plant to explore more of the soil volume and enhance nutrient uptake.  Soil VAM levels are known to increase
as the degree of tillage is reduced and they play an important role in the excretion of a substance called “glomalin”.  Glomalin is an
important gluing agent for soil particles thus improving soil tilth and reducing the tendency to crust following a heavy rain.

Interactions of soil factors with root disease, nutrient deficiencies and herbicide injury are more common than once thought.  Even
slight compaction or surface crusting can stress seedlings, especially from deep seeding during extreme conditions (cold, hot, dry or
water logged).  Low levels of salinity in the seedbed can restrict early development through direct caustic salt effects, or indirectly
through moisture and nutrient deficiencies.  Soil pH can affect the relative availability of soil nutrients and the decomposition patterns
for herbicides.  For example, higher carryover of Pursuit herbicide has been linked to field areas with lower soil pH following drier
years.

What to look for when investigating a field soil problem

There is no single correct recipe for investigating a soil related problem.  But, when other primary causes have been ruled out, plan
to take a closer look at the soil. And don't forget that the disorder may be the interaction of several issues. For normal crop scouting
you want a small hand shovel but plan to bring along a spade shovel and a dutch soil auger or soil coring tube for any follow up
investigations.  Truck mounted soil sampling equipment is convenient but not required.  If you are taking deeper samples, remember
to contact Alberta First Call to avoid disaster!  Don't forget sample bags, a permanent marking pen, note pad and a digital camera to
collect samples and properly record field observations.  GPS units can also help get you back to the same location if follow up
sampling is required.


