
Randy Blach shares positive outlook for the industry.
by Abbie Burnett, Certified Angus Beef LLC

The blessing and curse of perspective is not having it until a 
moment passes. Looking back on the last 40 years shows us 
more than we can see here and now.

“I think we really have to have 
an appreciation for where we’ve 
come from,” said Randy Blach, 
CattleFax CEO, at this year’s 
virtual Feeding Quality Forum. 
“It’s not been a straight line.”

Cattle inventory topped 132 
million head in 1975, but it wasn’t 
until 2000 that the fed-cattle 
harvest reached its record 30.2 
million, and that with a long decline 
to 10 million fewer beef cows. 

In the 1980s, 12% of U.S. 
farmers and ranchers went out of 
business, and the “war on fat” in 
the 1990s nearly eradicated a 
poorly informed cattle industry, 
Blach said. Between 1998 and 
2000, almost 40% of carcasses 
graded Select.

“If you go back to the quality 
audits at that time period, one out 
of four steaks was a 
disappointment,” he said. “No 

wonder consumers were walking 
away from our product. They 
didn’t like it.”

While a new focus on quality 
emerged in the early 2000s, 
genetics, growing drought and 
mistakes of the 
past kept up 
pressure to 
liquidate. From 
2000 to 2015, 
annual fed harvest 
numbers declined by 7 million 
head to close some packing plants 
and limit harvest capacity going 
forward.

The seeds of that early move to 
boost quality finally sprouted after 

the drought, blooming with 
record-high Choice and Prime 
grades.

“We’ve just taken out the 
long-term downtrend in numbers,” 
Blach said. “I believe the reason 
we’ve done that is because we’re an 
industry that is now focused on 
doing the right thing, producing 
the highest-quality product that we 
can, and meeting the changing 
demands of our consumers.”

As the U.S. herd decreased, 
productivity per head greatly 
increased and finally added 
premium quality. The market 
analyst looks for some liquidation 
due to drought in the near term, 
but overall numbers should only 
ebb and flow instead of crash and 
rise. Stabilization has come to the 

industry.
The retail 

sector provides a 
case study, Blach 
said. From 1980 
to 1998, beef 

demand was cut by more than half, 
but since then it’s risen by 14 points 
to 61 on 1980’s baseline of 100. 
There’s room for more, but much 
value has already been added.

“That growth from the demand 
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Fig. 1: U.S. beef cow inventory
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The days of the “Boom and Bust” cattle cycle are gone —
if we listen to our customer.

Trendline growth 
assumes no major drought.

SOURCE: USDA, CattleFax projection.
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low has been worth anywhere 
from $225 to about $280 a head,” 
he said.

Demand is well-established for 
today’s higher-quality beef, but 
without an increase in the 
bottleneck of harvest capacity, 
Blach sees herd numbers flattening.

With the current balance in 
supply and demand, “we increase 
harvest capacity or we decrease 
the number of animals that are 
moving through the system,” he 
said. “This will be a situation that 
ebbs and flows and will start to 
balance back over the course of 
the next several years.”

On the global stage, the United 
States is the top beef and poultry 
producer, and third in pork, 
dominating meat trade overall. 
The reason?

“Because the lion’s share is a 
high-quality fed-beef product so 
we have more yield per animal,” he 
shared.

In 1990, beef exports were a 

very small percentage of U.S. 
production, whereas today it’s 19 
billion pounds (lb.) or 18% of total 
meat exports.

Blach sees that growing to as 
much as 150 billion lb. of beef 
exported by 2040, or 50 billion 
more than this year.

That sunny projection comes 
with challenging considerations.

“Are we prepared to continue to 
make the strides, some of the same 
hard decisions we made 15 to 20 
years ago, focused on quality? Are 
we going to be willing to do that as 
we move forward where we can 
increase our global market share 
and presence? To have a traceable 
product? Be source-verified?” he 
asked.

Instead of $350 per head, Blach 
said beef exports could be worth 
close to $500 per head by 2030.

“We’ve seen these premiums 
stay strong all the way through 
here because more and more 
consumers, once they taste the 
good stuff, they want to stay with 
it, don’t they? So this has been a 
quality movement,” he said. “Now 
the opportunity is to layer some of 
those other attributes onto this to 
move the value equation forward 
as we move forward into this next 
decade.”

Real-time perspective isn’t really 
a thing, but the progress in the 
latter half of the last 40 years says 
a lot about where the beef business 
is headed.

Visit www.cabcattle.com for more 
stories like this. I

Abbie Burnett is a producer communications 
specialist for CAB.

Table 1: 15 years of progress 
2005-2019

Grade and CAB 2005 2019 Change %Change

Choice and Prime 55.7% 80.2% 24.5% 44%

Upper 2/3 Choice and Prime 16.6% 32.0% 15.4% 93%

CAB acceptance rate 15.6% 35.1% 19.5% 125%

Million head

Choice and Prime 14.81 20.95 6.14 41

Upper 2/3 Choice and Prime 4.41 8.36 24.5 90
SOURCE: USDA, CattleFax.

Beef exports could be worth $500 per head 
by 2030, Randy Blach predicted, if 
producers are willing to provide a source-
verified, traceable product.
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