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1. Overview Of The Industry

Th e U.S. red meat and poultry industry is currently 

fi nancially healthier than it has been for many years. Th e 

industry is well-balanced in terms of supply and demand, 

and processing capacity versus available numbers of 

livestock and poultry. Th e past year saw publicly traded 

companies, and likely most others, achieve record 

income and operating margins. Th is was especially so in 

the beef processing sector, which enjoyed stronger-than- 

expected demand for beef at home and abroad.

Th e outlook for 2018 and beyond remains positive. 

For example, Tyson Foods Inc., the largest U.S. protein 

company, expects to see its 2018 operating margins in 

beef, pork and chicken to be similar to last year and 

remain well above their normalized range.

Processing capacity in each sector is such that companies 

have been able to operate their plants at high utilization 

rates. Th e beef sector has added little capacity in 

the past two years but has the fl exibility to 
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make additions without new plants. Th e pork sector has 

added additional capacity in the past six months to match 

expanded hog production. Th e poultry sector has also 

added capacity to match added production.

Regarding alternative proteins, lab-grown meat 

products and plant-based options are taking this 

sector in a whole new direction. Its rapid development 

refl ects forecasts that the world faces a critical protein 

shortage by 2050 unless steps are taken to increase 

current conventional proteins and develop new sources 

of protein. Th at’s why U.S. meat and poultry companies 

are welcoming and even investing in such developments 

rather than seeing them as competition. Tyson president 

and CEO Tom Hayes has been quoted as saying that 

he sees plant-based protein as a big part of the food 

industry’s future.

Economic Contribution
Data from the Department of Commerce 

says that meat packing, meat processing 

and poultry slaughter and processing in 
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2015 had total sales of $211.5 billion. Th is included: 

meat packing $99.250 billion; meat processing $48.326 

billion; and poultry slaughter and processing $63.980 

billion. Beef production is the largest segment with $80 

billion in annual sales and a growing array of products 

consumed by the world. Th e meat and poultry industry 

employs nearly 900,000 workers. 

Importance of Exports
Th e U.S. meat and poultry industry contributed $16.22 

billion to the estimated $135 billion in agricultural exports 

in 2016. Th e future strength and growth of the U.S. meat 

and poultry industry depends upon the expansion of trade 

into foreign markets, particularly as domestic per capita 

consumption of meat and poultry remains fairly stable. 

Exports of beef cuts and variety meats totaled $6.343 

billion in value in 2016, accounting for 13.7% of total beef 

production and 10.5% of total beef muscle cuts. Exports of 

pork cuts and variety meats totaled $5.941 billion in value, 

accounting for 25.8% of total pork production and 21.5% of 

total pork muscle cuts. 

Chicken exports in 2016 totaled just over 2.9 billion 

metric tons (6.644 billion pounds) and represented 

16.5% of total U.S. production. Th eir value was $2.652 

billion. In addition, the U.S. hide, skin and leather 

industry exported more than $2.04 billion in cattle hides, 

pig skins, and semi-processed leather products in 2016. 

Structure
Th e structures of the beef, pork and poultry sectors, 

notably at the production level, are vastly diff erent. Th e 

beef sector is scarcely integrated between producer, 

processor and further processor, whereas the other two 

sectors are more integrated, especially the poultry sector. 

Cattle/Beef Sector: 
Beef has the most unique and complex lifecycle of 

any food, as it takes two to three years to bring beef 

from farm to fork. The industry at the production 

level includes a variety of segments, including 

seedstock operators, cow-calf operators with beef cow 

herds, dairy producers, stocker operators and feedlot 

operators. Latest data suggests there are 913,246 

total cattle and calf operations. Of these, 727,906 are 

beef farms and ranches with another 26,586 feedlot 

operations and 64,098 milk cow operations. Farm 

cash receipts for cattle and calves in 2016 totaled 

$67.56 billion.

Little integration exists between the production and 

processing sectors of the beef industry. Most major 

processors, however, have informal but long-standing 

agreements with feedlot groups and individuals 

who market cattle to them. Tyson is the only major 

beef processor with extensive further processing 

capabilities and brands, largely through its Prepared 

Foods business segment. 

USDA data reveals that there were 650 federally 

inspected cattle slaughter plants in the U.S. in 2016 that 

slaughtered a total of 30.114 million cattle.

Hogs/Pork Sector:
Th e production side of the pork industry includes 

seedstock producers, those that produce piglets from 
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sows and those that fi nish and market live hogs (barrows 

and gilts). Most operations are farrow-to-fi nish 

operations. Th e industry is highly integrated, with most 

major pork processors producing a sizeable percentage 

of the live hogs they process. 

Nationwide, more than 60,000 pork producers 

annually market more than 117 million hogs. On 

average, these animals provided total gross income of 

more than $20 billion in 2016. USDA data reveals that 

there were 621 federally inspected hog slaughter plants 

in the U.S. in 2016 that slaughtered 117.388 million hogs.

Chicken/Poultry Sector
Th e U.S. has the largest broiler chicken industry in 

the world and it is highly integrated. Approximately 

35 companies are involved in the business of raising, 

processing and marketing chickens on a “vertically 

integrated” basis. About 25,000 family farmers have 

production contracts with the companies. Approximately 

95% of broiler chickens are produced on these farms, 

with the remaining 5% raised on company-owned 

farms. Th e top fi ve broiler-producing states are Georgia, 

Arkansas, Alabama, North Carolina and Mississippi.

2. PRODUCTION AND 
CONSUMPTION

Production
Production of beef, pork and broilers 2014-2016 

inclusive saw beef production decline to a multi-year low 

in 2015. Th is was because extreme drought conditions in 

2010-2012 forced signifi cant beef cow herd liquidation. 

Production has since recovered as beef producers started 

aggressively rebuilding their cow herds in 2014. Pork 

production exceeded beef production in 2015 but then 

slipped back. Broiler production increased slightly over 

the three-year period and will continue to do so. 

Production of beef, pork and broilers 
(billions of pounds)

Production  2014 2015 2016 2017 2018

Beef 24.250 23.698 25.221 26.305 27.590

Pork  22.843 24.501 24.941 25.560 26.915

Broilers 38.565 40.048 40.695 41.541 42.275

(Source: USDA – actual data and 2017 and 2018 forecasts)
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Consumption
Meat and poultry consumption trends in the U.S. 

have changed significantly since the late 1970s. Beef 

dominated per-capita consumption for many years, 

reaching a peak of 89.0 pounds per person in 1976. 

Pork consumption that year was 40.7 pounds per 

person and chicken consumption was 28.5 pounds per 

person. That year saw per-capita expenditures for red 

meat and poultry as follows: $139.81 for beef, $60.02 

for pork and $24.46 for chicken.

The 25 years after that saw a slow decline in per 

capita beef consumption and a gradual increase in 

pork and chicken consumption. Americans began 

to consume more chicken than beef in 1992 when 

beef consumption was 65.9 pounds per person and 

chicken consumption was 66.5 pounds per person. 

Beef though, maintained its top place in terms of 

per-capita expenditures, $189.28, versus $93.42 for 

chicken and $105.14 for pork.

Americans consumed an average 90.9 pounds 

of chicken in 2017, versus an average 57.0 pounds 

of beef. Recent consumption data from USDA’s 

Economic Research Service (on December 18, 

2017 in its monthly Livestock, Dairy and Poultry 

Outlook) forecast that 2018 per capita consumption 

will be: beef 59.1 pounds; pork 52.1 pounds; broilers 

91.9 pounds; and turkeys 16.6 pounds. 

3. HEALTHFULNESS OF 
MEAT

Red meat consumption, primarily as it relates to beef, 

has been under intense scrutiny since the 1980s. Beef 

at that time was presented to consumers, especially at 

the retail level, with what the beef industry eventually 

agreed was an excessive amount of fat. Some consumer 

advocates and many in the medical profession linked 

beef to heart disease and urged consumers to reduce 

their intake.

However, per-capita consumption data during this 

time suggests that Americans continued to eat beef based 

on the amount that was available rather than any other 

factors. Th e amount produced and its price to consumers 

rather than perceptions about the healthfulness of beef 

were the key drivers.

It is also relevant to note that author Nina Teicholz’s  

book, “Th e Big Fat Surprise,” published in 2014, 

reiterated six decades of previously established, science-

based research focused on how the low-fat movement 

amounted to what the author calls “a vast uncontrolled 

experiment on the entire population, with disastrous 

consequences for our health.” Teicholz’s book has been 

instrumental in countering negative perceptions about 

unsaturated fats, red meat and dairy products.

4. ALTERNATIVE 
PROTEINS

Alternative proteins have been in the marketplace 

for many years. Th ey include an extensive selection of 

tofu/soybean-based products. Some of these mimic 

meat products such as hamburger patties and sausage 

links. Th ese products are found in all mainstream 

grocery stores and on many restaurant menus as a non-

meat option for consumers. For example, Trader Joe’s 

currently sells a product called “Meatless Ground Beef,” 

which is made from soybeans and other ingredients.

5. LAB-GROWN MEAT
Science, technology and prominent investors are 

coming together as never before to produce lab-

produced meats on a large scale. Th e fi rst move to attract 

world-wide attention was in 2013 when a team of Dutch 

scientists showed off  their lab-grown hamburger, which 

cost $330,000 to produce, and provided a taste test. Much 

more recently, San Francisco-based Memphis Meats 

fried the fi rst-ever lab meatball, which cost $18,000 

per pound. Th ose who have tasted these items say they 

barely diff er from the real thing.

The Dutch team and Memphis Meats claim that 

within a few years, lab-produced meats will start 

appearing in supermarkets and restaurants. Others 

are working on developing cultured meat, such as 

Hampton Creek Foods (also based in San Francisco). 

It says it will be selling cultured poultry as soon as the 

end of 2018. Los Angeles-based Beyond Meat makes 

chicken strips largely from a protein in peas, and beef 

burgers that “bleed” juice from beet roots. Meanwhile, 

the plant-based Impossible Burger originated in 

Silicon Valley is available in a growing number of 

restaurants across the U.S.



Tyson Foods announced in October 2016 that it 

was investing an undisclosed amount for a 5% stake 

in Beyond Meat. Tyson also launched a venture capital 

fund worth $150 million to invest in startups focusing 

on meat alternatives. It added a further investment in 

Beyond Meat last December and more recently invested 

an undisclosed amount in Memphis Meats.

Beyond Meat last year began selling the Beyond 

Burger, a plant-protein burger sold fresh that sizzles 

and oozes fats while cooking. Whole Foods Market 

apparently fi nds it close enough to the real thing that the 

supermarket chain has been selling the Beyond Burgers 

next to the meat cases in its stores. Whole Foods began 

selling Beyond Meat’s Beyond Sausage in December.

Sales of meat alternatives in the U.S. in 2017 increased 

more than 6% to $550 million from 2016, according to 

industry estimates. 

6. SUSTAINABILITY
Th e U.S. beef sector has borne the brunt in recent years 

of scrutiny and criticism of the sustainability of meat 

production. Th is is largely because of its geographical 

profi le. Cattle producers operate on millions of acres 

of private and public lands across the U.S. and feedlot 

operations for fi nishing grain-fed cattle can be extremely 

large and highly visible. Pork and poultry production is 

much less visible. But both production systems, as well 

as cattle feeding, have earned themselves the pejorative 

of “factory farming,” a label that the industry has found 

diffi  cult to counter and relentlessly derogatory.

Th e biggest charges leveled against beef production in 

the U.S. and globally are the amount of greenhouse gases 

it is responsible for and the amount of water it takes to 

produce beef. A 2006 report, Livestock’s Long Shadow, 

released by the Food and Agriculture Organization 

(FAO) of the United Nations, stated that “the livestock 

sector is a major stressor on many ecosystems and on the 

planet as a whole. Globally it is one of the largest sources 

of greenhouse gases and one of the leading causal 

factors in the loss of biodiversity, while in developed and 

emerging countries it is perhaps the leading source of 

water pollution.”

More recently, the FAO estimated that global livestock 

production (including poultry) accounts for about 14.5% 

of anthropogenic greenhouse gas emissions estimated 
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as 100-year CO
2
 equivalents. A previous 

widely cited FAO report using somewhat 

more comprehensive analysis had estimated 

18%. But the higher emission percentage 

included contributions associated with 

livestock used for the production of 

draft  (animal) power, eggs, wool and 

dairy products. So the percentage 

attributable to meat production alone 

was significantly lower. Another report 

said that in the U.S., methane emissions 

associated with ruminant livestock were 

estimated to have declined by about 17% 

from 1980 through 2012. The FAO and 

others also claimed that that it took as 

much as 1,600 gallons of water to produce 

one pound of beef in the U.S. 

Such reports and subsequent publicity propelled the 

U.S. meat and poultry industry and the global beef 

industry to mount a massive response that continues 

to this day. Th e single most important initiative was the 

development of the Global Roundtable for Sustainable 

Beef (GRSB). It is a multi-stakeholder initiative 

developed to advance continuous improvement in the 

sustainability of the global beef value chain, it says. 

Th e U.S. beef industry also produced its own studies 

on water usage, greenhouse gas emissions and the 

impact of beef production on the environment. Th e most 

eff ective industry response about the third topic came 

from Dr. Jude Capper of Washington State University. 

She analyzed extensive production data to show that 

modern beef production uses far fewer resources 

than in the 1970s and is far more effi  cient, therefore 

more environmentally friendly. Other scientists and 

economists at other universities also conducted studies 

into beef production. A study by the University of 

California at Davis said it takes just 441 gallons of water 

to produce one pound of boneless beef, or about 110 

gallons for a quarter-pound hamburger. 

7. CONCLUSION
Th e U.S. meat and poultry industry is well-positioned 

to supply an ever-increasing quantity of high-quality, 

traditional protein to meet a growing global demand for 

protein. It is also investing in, and will do so more heavily 

in the coming years, alternative protein sources, notably 

lab-grown meats. It sees them as an important part of 

its future, not as a threat. Th e industry will continue to 

enjoy a high level of profi tability for some years to come, 

barring unforeseen circumstances such as an animal 

disease crisis.

— Steve Kay

Editor & Publisher Cattle Buyers Weekly

Petaluma, Calif.


